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      Dumped on your birthday. This is definitely a new low, Syd.

      Sydney Ashby sat on her second-hand sofa and stared at the exquisite crystal vase filled with three dozen roses. Thanks for three amazing months, Derek’s note started off. It’s not you, it’s me.

      Blah, blah blah.

      Sydney leaned forward to touch the velvety petals of one of the yellow blooms. The arrangement was almost as classy and extravagant as Derek himself with his thick, blond hair, trust fund wardrobe, and celebrity dentist.

      Debonair Derek, her long-time best friend Laura Sellers had called him… Until two hours ago when said childhood conspirator had rechristened him Douchebag Derek. The label, along with several choice obscenities, had been avidly rebroadcast around Torque, Sydney’s auto mechanic shop where she, Laura, and five other employees worked, building a better life for themselves, one faulty transmission at a time.

      Derek had brought his Mercedes to Torque and asked her out on the spot. After two months of relentless pursuit, she finally said yes. Three months later…the yellow rose kiss of death.

      Happy birthday to me.

      Sydney slouched back, pulled a box of tissues onto her lap, and watched Jack and Rose plunge into the Atlantic after the ‘unsinkable’ Titanic hit the iceberg.

      Go home, examine your feelings, and have a good cry, counseled sweet-natured Zuri, Sydney’s European car tech. Crying is cathartic. You’ll feel better afterwards.

      After ten minutes of cinematic terror and heartbreak for the star-crossed lovers, this tear-jerker-movie-thing should be working by now, right?

      Especially after Jack made Rose promise to never let go.

      That was the ultimate expression of one’s undying love, for God’s sake. That kind of heartfelt sentiment was such a sharp contrast to her birthday dumpage her cheap sofa should be soaked with her tears by now.

      She tossed the unused tissue box on the rickety end table.

      She was going to make Zuri work overtime for a week for delivering such shitty advice.

      She’d wallow for ten more minutes, then go back to work and tackle her expansion paperwork. If her team found out she’d returned to the shop after-hours on her birthday, she could report in good conscience that she’d appropriately dealt with her Derek-drama and had fully recovered, thank you very much.

      That would be Plan A.

      If that didn’t work, Plan B would be telling them it was none of their damn business anyway.

      She closed her eyes and stopped jiggling her legs, letting her body go as lax as possible.

      Dumped on my birthday makes me feel…

      Embarrassed. Totally. To have been sucked in by Derek’s flatteries. He’d seemed so sincere, too. Asshole.

      A little worried. That she’d never find…someone. Someone irreplaceable like mom was to dad and vice-versa. Theirs was that never-let-go kind of love. She grew up seeing it in action, but for her, it seemed impossible.

      Her throat tightened. She frowned so hard the skin at her temples pulled against her ponytail.

      Hello insecurity. Kiss my ass.

      She sniffed. One more minute, and she was so done with this feelings-analysis crap.

      Okay, what else?

      Dumped on my birthday makes me feel…

      Unlovable.

      Her eyes snapped opened, heart pounding with a rush of heat. She loved her career, but what guy would find a woman who spent her days covered in engine grease feminine?

      Happy birthday, lovely Sydney. I hope you understand I need to move on.

      Her eyes prickled.

      Her sister Tiana had said almost the same thing last month.

      Girl, it’s time I move on. Start fresh. Find out who I am.

      Sydney hugged a throw pillow to her face, winding up for the ugly cries when the doorbell rang.

      “Shit!” She scrambled off the sofa so fast she smacked her shin on the coffee table. She lugged herself toward the door, pausing to glance at her reflection in the microwave door. Jesus. She pulled off her ponytail holder, ripping out several long red strands of hair in the process.

      The impatient visitor now pounded on the door in addition to ringing the bell.

      “Hold on!” she yelled, fluffing her hair and slapping her cheeks to make them look redder than her eyes. Please don’t let this be one of my brothers. Or, God forbid, Dad. His touchy Irish temper would blow the top off his already high blood pressure if he noticed she’d been crying.

      One of these days, she was going to install one of those door-peep-thingies. She took a deep breath and yanked open the door.

      “Oh my God, you look like Hell!” Laura Sellers stormed inside and plunked down a large, rectangular, gift-wrapped box on Sydney’s itty-bitty dining table. She flung her arms around Sydney, her vanilla, coriander, and tuberose perfume swirling around like a magic potion.

      “I’m so sorry, baby. Derek’s hot, yes, but he’s the human version of an Afghan Hound.” She pulled back, but kept her hands on Sydney’s shoulders. “You’d eventually tire of his excessive grooming requirements and inability to imagine starting from nothing like you have.”

      “Yeah, but he was probably the last boyfriend I’ll have until the shop expansion is complete and we’re where I want the business to be financially. So in other words, probably five years. That’s a long dry spell.” Wow, said out loud like that, it was even more depressing.

      Laura put her hands on her hips. “Would you stop?”

      Sydney shrugged and rubbed her eyes. “Come on, Laura. I never leave the shop. You, the rest of the team, and my family are the only social interaction I ever have.”

      “We’re gonna fix that. Starting now.” Laura slid the brightly-colored birthday present toward Sydney. “Open it.”

      “Can’t it wait? I’m not really in the mood.”

      Laura craned forward with a frown. “Wait, this isn’t just about the douchebag, is it?”

      If she started talking about Tiana, all her fears would tumble out, and with Laura, there’d be no way to relock that shit up: images of Tiana blown on coke, laying in a gutter, vulnerable to all manner of degradation.

      Laura got right in her personal space, wrapping both arms around her neck, laying her temple against Sydney’s. “It’s Tiana, right?”

      She could only nod.

      Tiana was the one of Sydney’s eight adopted siblings who never felt like she belonged. She started running away from home at fifteen. Dropped out of school and gave birth to a stillborn at seventeen.

      Their mother Clara had never quite gotten over the loss.

      Tiana hadn’t either because she’d spiraled after that. She’d go off-grid for months, staying with friends or in shelters, never telling anyone where she was.

      Sydney didn’t know if her family suffered worse when Tiana was in their lives, or out.

      Sydney pulled away first, wrapping her arms around her middle. “Last month, when Tiana finally reached out and we met, she looked good. She was clean. I thought maybe, just maybe, things were looking up. We planned for her to come to Torque, meet the team, and go to work. Why didn’t she come?”

      “I don’t know, baby. I’m so sorry.” Laura hauled Sydney in for another hug. “Don’t ever give up on that girl, but don’t stop living your life either.” She kissed Sydney’s cheek, then pulled back, her eyes unmistakably misty. “You got me?”

      “Yeah. Okay,” Sydney whispered, her face warm with a twisty mix of sadness and resignation.

      “No more tears for my boss-bestie tonight…instead let’s hear it for your fucking birthday!” Laura swiped at her eyes, lifted the gift from the table, and shoved it into Sydney’s gut. “Open it.”

      Sydney grimaced. “Well, since you put it so nicely.” She tore the fragile paper, grateful for some activity. Examining your feelings was highly overrated. “You didn’t have to do this, you know.”

      Laura practically vibrated with excitement. Sydney bit back a smile. They were opposites in many ways: Laura a brown-eyed blonde with the ability to hold a conversation with a rock, while she was...definitely not any of that.

      She got the red hair from her dad, blue eyes from her mom, and a head for business, not social engagement. She and Laura had had each other’s back through the ups and downs of life for the last twenty years, and some things just had a way of cementing two souls together.

      Laura was a certified tech, but preferred payroll, billing, and customer service, so she handled Torque’s front desk and administrative work like she was born to it. The way the company was growing, she’d probably need an assistant soon.

      It would have been the perfect job for Tiana.

      Sydney sighed, then removed the gift box top and blinked. This couldn’t be right. “Thigh-high boots?”

      Laura clapped. “Aren’t they gorgeous?! They’re real leather, Syd. All of us chipped in. The most perfectly impractical gift for the most perfectly practical woman we know and love.”

      Sydney’s lips curved. She’d never wear them, but knowing they all wished something fun and frivolous for her... Her eyes welled up again. What was with her today? “They’re really nice, Laura. Thank y—”

      “Nice?” Laura’s eyebrows raised toward her hairline. “They’re not nice, Syd. They’re look-at-me-I’m-a-walking-fantasy-you-motherfuckers. Thaaaat’s what they are. And you know what else? You’re gonna wash your face, brush your Disney princess hair, put on your teensiest dress, slip into these boots, and make it a night to remember. First stop: Baker Beach where Esteban, Zuri, and the rest of the girls from the shop have a small cache of fireworks.”

      She threw her palms up when Sydney opened her mouth. “Wait, I already know what you’re gonna say, and no, we won’t get arrested because Esteban’s cousin is working the Beach beat tonight, and he supposedly ‘owes him one.’ So we’re golden. After fireworks, it’s on to SoMa’s classiest nightclub where you’re gonna dance your ass off with the rest of us. It’s Friday night, baby! Inferno here we come!”

      Oh, hell no. That nightclub had a well-earned reputation for sophisticated debauchery. “Laura, there is no way you’re getting me out of these sweatpants any time in the next twelve hours.”

      Sydney was actually kind of proud of how her voice rang with conviction as Titanic’s end credits rolled on the TV screen.

      Laura smiled with that one goddamned raised eyebrow that always made Sydney’s gut take a leap. “Wanna bet?”

      Twelve endless minutes (not hours) later, Laura shoved a primped, painted, and thoroughly sexed-up version of her best friend into the passenger seat of her fifteen-year-old electric blue Jaguar.

      “I love you, Syd, even when your uber high-achiever side gets out of control. But every now and then, you need to live a little.” Laura slammed Sydney’s door and skipped around to her side of the car. She threw an impish smile Sydney’s way as she snapped her seatbelt into place. “And tonight, you’re gonna live a little harder than usual.”

      “Paybacks are hell,” Sydney growled. “I have a vault of blackmail material on you, too. You better remember that.”

      Laura winked at her as she backed out of the driveway. “Oh, believe me, I know. The difference between us is, I can’t wait until you want something bad enough to use mine against me.” Laura turned on the radio without waiting for Sydney’s response and sped off on the 101 toward Baker Beach and their ‘night to remember.’

      Sydney pulled on the hem of her miniskirt and exhaled, her muscles relaxing as she mentally recited her guiding principle: My choices create my destiny.

      What happened tonight was completely in her power. All would be well, and tomorrow, life would be back to normal.
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      The December moon cast a rippling white orb on the shifting waves in San Francisco Bay. Spencer Jameson strode across Baker Beach, ignoring the whip-snap cold and the grains of sand that chafed in his black Italian dress shoes. He had more critical concerns this evening.

      The despair creeping over his soul, for example.

      The powerful demon lying face down in the surf, for another.

      Hell and damnation. It was a pity the blighter turned up dead. As demons went, Nikolai had been ancient, useful, and surprisingly wily—flying under the Guardian radar for centuries.

      The demon had nearly bested him in a fight yesterday. But when Spencer was about to deliver the killing blow, Nikolai had yelled, “wait!” and confided that an angel feather could be used like a poisoned dagger, incapacitating demons long enough to decapitate them, sending their condemned spirits back to hell.

      Something not entirely evil in the demon’s dark eyes had convinced Spencer to stay his hand.

      Tonight, they were supposed to have met so Nikolai could show Spencer exactly how to use the angelic weapon.

      If you could trust a demon’s word.

      Well, the crafty bugger had shown up, but someone higher up the demon hierarchy had obviously gotten wind of Nikolai’s plan to share secrets and hadn’t appreciated the idea.

      How could the Guardians not have known of this feather-power all these centuries? Demons were usually horrible secret-keepers.

      Spencer checked his coat’s inside pocket to reassure himself that Jessie Blaze’s feather was still there. Nate Temple, Jessie’s soul mate and Spencer’s Unholy Inc partner, was going to be furious that he’d plucked it off her in a manufactured stumble.

      He probably should’ve asked Jessie for a feather instead of stealing one, but he’d rather ask for forgiveness, not permission.

      Tonight could’ve turned out so damn good.

      Spencer stared down at Nikolai’s muscular body, push-pulled by the restless waves, wondering at the enigmatic, not-quite-evil entity that had possessed the human male who looked to be in his mid-thirties, but was nearly a thousand years old.

      An agreement between gentlemen, the old demon had said.

      Spencer had actually believed him when he believed in so few.

      Nothing left to do but go back to Inferno to meet with Jinx, another partner in the Unholy Inc network of nightclubs where the Guardians based their demon-hunting activities. Jinx didn’t know it yet, but Spencer was giving her his holy relic.

      “I’m tired,” he told Nikolai’s body. “Tired of the fighting and all the games we play. You, because nothing else relieves your pain. Me, because I’m trying to atone.”

      Almost five hundred years of fighting and penance under his belt, and the Guardians still weren’t winning this war. For every demon he vanquished, two more cropped up. What was the point of it all?

      Spencer began walking down the beach toward the parking lot. Authorities would find and bag the body tomorrow. It would be laid anonymously to rest since it was from the twelfth century.

      The old demon certainly had a hell of a run on Earth.

      The atmosphere chilled, and awareness crackled across Spencer’s nerve endings. He stopped on the sand.

      “You Englishmen got some way with words.”

      Spencer spun around. A tall, handsome figure in a black trench coat approached confidently from the other side of the beach.

      Baal. One of five archdemons set free by a blood ritual at Nate’s club during Halloween. He’d been raising a ruckus in San Francisco for a few weeks now, but all Guardians had a score to settle with this rotter.

      Spencer stoked his fire element, ready if the archdemon tried any fuckery. “You have a lot of nerve showing your face after what you did to Hector.”

      He’d brutalized the Guardian, then stolen his relic. The Guardians were still reeling from the horrific series of events that spun out from there.

      Baal stopped next to Nikolai, his hands clasped in front of him. He’d appropriated the body of a fit male in his mid-forties, his hair thick and dark with only slight recession at the temples.

      “That Hector fella was kinda easy to kill, if you gotta know,” Baal said in a rough accent that made Spencer remember bygone servants with Cockney articulations. “I wouldn’t be too quick to claim him as one of your own. Especially when stories of your cunning have reached into the far corners a’Hell, Mr. Jameson. I do hope the stories match the man.”

      Steady on. Spencer shoved down his rage. Outward expressions of anger only fed a demon’s deviance. “No stories ever match the man.”

      Baal’s eyes crinkled when he laughed. “You’re probably right about that.” His foot came up to prod Nikolai’s inert form. “What happened to this chump?”

      Spencer saw movement behind the rocks near the parking lot. An ambush orchestrated by Baal?

      His senses flared outward, but he detected nothing overtly malevolent. Other than the spawn of Satan less than fifteen feet away, of course. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      Baal pressed his hands against his chest, mouth agape. “Now why would I off such a powerful member of my own team? Frankly, I don’t appreciate the accusation, pal.”

      “And I don’t appreciate your dodgy Nephilim dropping bodies all over my city.” Those fuckers lived to break people from the inside—magnifying whatever darkness was already there to push them into complete despair.

      Baal laughed again, unbuttoning his coat to place well-manicured hands on his hips. Spencer frowned. The contrast between the archdemon’s well-groomed appearance and his wise-guy manner of speaking was disconcerting.

      “The Nephilim need no orders from me to tear into the minds of weak humans. Those fallen angels got some rage issues to deal with—‘specially after that bitch Leviathan turned the Rephaim against them. Used to be demons left other demons alone. Now it’s like every devil for himself.” Baal glanced at Nikolai again. “And this sorry bastard was so twisted, he was probably gonna ice himself anyways, ya read me?”

      “On the contrary, most mental health sufferers do not commit suicide.” Unless the Nephilim got to them. “You’ve had your fun, Baal. Now gather your…associates and find a realm other than Earth to terrorize. I’ll only ask once.”

      Baal’s eyes twinkled, his pointer finger tapping his lip. “I tell you what, Mr. I-talk-so-proper-you-can-kiss-my-ass, I’ll order all Nephilim in the state of California to move out…if ya hand over the Holy Coat.”

      Spencer steeled his features to mask his surprise, pushing the eyeglasses he didn’t actually need (thank you Guardian-enhanced vision) further up the bridge of his nose. It was no secret that most of the Guardians in the Unholy Inc network safeguarded holy relics. But how did Baal discover which particular relic was at Inferno?

      “I know it’s gonna be tough to part with,” the archdemon continued. “I mean, you’ve had that old scrap of fabric for a shit-ton of years. But really, wouldn’t it be a relief to off-load it?”

      Indeed. The Holy Coat had been in Spencer’s possession for four hundred years. Roman soldiers had cast lots on the robe that Christ had worn before his crucifixion. The ancient relic had enormous power, for good or evil, depending on who wielded the object.

      So, yes, it would be a relief not to worry about it anymore.

      Which was why he was giving it to Jinx before the Archangel shuttled him to Hell for reneging on his promise.

      Baal dropped his hands to his sides and took several steps toward Spencer, Nikolai at his back. Spencer’s fire element flared through his chest and shot down his fingertips. Pick the proper moment for battle. A phrase he’d told his naval crew during the summer of 1588 when their fleet defended England against the Spanish Armada.

      Timing was so often the key to success.

      And until he knew what lurked beyond the rocks in that dimly-lit parking lot—he still couldn’t sense anything out of the ordinary—it wasn’t the right time to skirmish with his enemy.

      “Spencer, I’m sensing high energy output from you. Is everything alright?”

      Ah, Pepper. Impeccable timing, as always. In addition to her remote sensing capabilities, she was a high-functioning psychic, so she had access to the Guardian telepathic frequency.

      “Spencer, I’ll find you in three, two—"

      “Calm down. Everything is aces, Pepper.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?” she returned, the whip-crack authority in her tone coming through loud and clear on the Guardian frequency.

      “Perhaps you’re growing twitchy as your fourth decade draws nigh.”

      Predictably, his head of security severed their connection with the psychic equivalent of an eye roll. Thank Heavens. He didn’t want Pepper to remote-locate him in case the archdemon latched onto her energy signature and tracked her back to Inferno.

      Baal’s dark eyes seemed to miss nothing. Spencer exhaled quietly, shifting his shoulders to ease the kink at the base of his neck.

      “Well? I’m waiting for an answer, Guardian. What’ll it be? The Coat, or my continued presence? It’s easy to see your heart ain’t in this no more. You’re tired of watching over all the poor little humans, keeping them safe from monsters they don’t even believe in.”

      Alas, he was quite right. “So, it makes sense that I hand over a key to your father’s cage?”

      Baal put his palms up in front of his chest. “You don’t gotta be so passive aggressive, pal. I mean, you’re goin’ to Hell either way, so why not make it interesting, eh? Don’t you want a front row seat to Armageddon? It’ll be a shitshow like no other.”

      “Michael— not to mention Alexios—might take issue with me colluding with the likes of you.”

      Baal’s smile seemed so sincere. “Ah, yes, Alexios. Where is your fearless leader these days? My sources tell me he leaves his club unprotected for weeks at a time. And when he’s there, he’s not really there, ya know what I mean?” Baal raised his eyebrows and circled his index finger next to his temple. “Sounds to me like eternity is starting to get to’em. Wouldn’t it be interesting to watch his mind unravel?”

      It was a concern shared by all Guardians who’d begun to notice Alexios’s growing agitation and frequent, unexplained absences.

      A cool night breeze fluttered Spencer’s tie. His senses still provided no information about what had been moving in the rocks. Maybe it had only been a lusty couple spiriting away to resume their nocturnal faire boum boum.

      He half wished there’d be a Nephilim or Rephaim lurking there so he could try the feather-dagger thing on a lesser adversary. “Alexios isn’t my concern, nor should he be yours. I’m tired of this conversation so, if you please, good riddance and see you in Hell.” But hopefully not too soon.

      “Well, lah di dah! I don’t please, you stick-up-the-ass, pompous prick,” Baal snarled.

      That went over well. Spencer grimaced, then glanced again to where Nikolai’s body was—

      Gone.

      His breath stopped. He spun around on the sand, scanning the area, but the ancient demon’s body was nowhere to be found.

      How?

      Baal’s sudden roar stabbed adrenaline up Spencer’s spine. “What have you done with him? Nikolai was mine!”

      Spencer met Baal’s lunge midair, his fire element surging in his blood, hungry to be let free to char and consume. They slammed against each other and crashed to the beach, launching sheets of sand into the ocean with a noise like a waterfall.

      Baal’s nails turned into claws that tore into Spencer’s face and chest, his teeth gnashing, going for the jugular. Spencer shoved his thumbs into Baal’s eyes, using the archdemon’s brief spasm of pain to lever up one side of his body and roll out from under him.

      Pushing to his feet, Spencer’s left hand reached into his pocket for the feather while his right materialized his sword. He had no idea where to stab the demon with the feather, but maybe the location didn’t matter.

      This better wor—

      Spencer’s head snapped to the right from Baal’s powerful hook. He swung blindly with his sword, slicing into Baal’s torso twice before the archdemon launched into the air and landed behind him. Spencer spun to face him, but the archdemon began circling him at Mach speed, encompassing him in the eye of a sand cyclone.

      Spencer covered his eyes with the crook of his elbow and shoved the feather back inside his pocket. He stoked his fire element higher, then released it in a pulse of combustion that blew the sand outward like a billion micro-bullets. With the sand wall down, his senses honed in on Baal. He hurled the sword, but the moment it left his hand he realized the archdemon’s body had been a false impression.

      Baal’s fist punched through Spencer’s solar plexus. “Not as tough as I thought you’d be,” he snarled.

      Drowning in red. A fiery scarlet that zipped through Spencer’s veins. His fingers grasped Baal’s forearm to dislodge his hand. Baal yelled, his arms blistering.

      “Spencer, you stupid fuck!”

      The bellowing rebuke was muffled as though coming through layers of cotton stuffed in Spencer’s ears, but the words and voice were crystal clear.

      Nate.

      If Jessie’s mate had found out about the feather-pilfering, Spencer was about to pay the piper.

      “Hear that?” Spencer gasped, staring into Baal’s eyes and wanting to laugh manically, but lacking enough air to make it happen. “We’re both in…a spot of trouble…bolshie.”

      PAIN.

      All-inclusive. Years of it, instantaneously.

      can’t

      breathe

      cold

      help

      Falling into darkness.

      “Spenc, stay with us.” A soft, feminine voice. Jessie. The one he’d wronged with his feather thievery.

      Hands probed his skin. Little spikes of torture. He snarled and swung out, despising and longing for the abuse simultaneously. What hath you wrought in me, Father? Whispers they thought he couldn’t hear. And heartbeats. Three. One of them out of step.

      Mine.

      Let me die.

      “Spencer, we need to move you in case he comes back, okay?” The air molecules shifted, an exquisite softness against his cheek, a waft of coconuts and berries, then, “Now, Nate.”

      A tilt-a-whirl, and he was upright. Staggering. Stomach curdling. Sick. Vomiting. If only the memories could be expelled as easily. Just let me die. More whispers from his past, layered with understory notes of his father’s lascivious laughter. Go away.

      Goawaygoawaygoaway.

      His vision came back online in fits and starts. Asphalt and tires. Head spinning as he lifted his chin. Stout gray clouds pasted on a blue-black sky lit up by the city’s iconic bridge. Been around the world, but it’s never far enough.

      Can’t outrun your sins.

      More laughter from The Marquess of Northampton.

      Go AWAY!

      “Easy now. There you go, into the truck.” Jessie’s warm, competent tones.

      How long had she been there? If she’d noticed her feather in his pocket, she wouldn’t be talking to him this kindly. “You’ll be alright. We’ll get you to the club in no time.”

      She had a voice you could fall into. What would that be like? Falling into someone. One soul, in all the world. Yours.

      His head pounded, his skin re-knitting, reaching for neighboring cells in a stretch-pull that made his jaw clench and sweat slide down his temples and pool at the bottom of his spine. Sorry for taking your feather, dear Jessica. His lips couldn’t form the words.

      He wished he knew if she knew he had her feather. If she didn’t, he wouldn’t have to apologize.

      Or face Nate’s righteous anger.

      I am no better than those I pledged to vanquish.

      Still, the self-censure wasn’t enough to force his apology.

      Another shift in the ether. He tensed for probing fingers. Waited, panting, and, when the touch didn’t come, his adrenaline fled. He sagged back in the truck’s bench seat, propped up by Jessica. More changes inside his body. A burning and knitting of the anatomy beneath the skin—muscles, nerves, tendons, bones.

      I deserve to die. But his body wouldn’t listen.

      “Your healing’s coming along nicely. You’re safe now,” she paused and then, a smile in her voice, “even from Nate.”

      A rough scoff from the driver, then silence as the truck sped recklessly through the busy streets.

      Eight stoplights and his body was restored. Five more to collect the threads of his humiliation into a tidy bundle of shame and shove it down amid the other hidden savageries of his life. He straightened his tattered clothing the best he could as Nate stopped the truck at Inferno’s service entrance.

      He put his hand on the door handle, anxious for them to return to Minneapolis. Anxious to be alone. There were many complexities to puzzle over.

      What happened to Nikolai? Why was Baal so furious over losing him if he was already dead? Was the body spirited away by some entity…or was Nikolai actually alive and managed to slip away unnoticed by both a Guardian and an archdemon?

      That would be a formidable feat.

      Spencer was more intrigued than ever about the ancient demon. “Thank you for the deliverance. I shall have one of my staff return this truck to the place where you helped yourselves to it on my behalf. Enjoy the rest of your evening and give my regards to your team at Mirage.”

      “Not so fast, Jameson,” Nate growled.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Jessie asked at the same time.

      Spencer’s gaze dropped from Nate’s glare. Seeing concern in Jessie’s silvery blue eyes, he forced a lazy smile, though he felt anything but relaxed.

      “All is well, madam.” He looked at her winged shoulders. What was the extent of her angel powers when a single feather was incredibly potent?

      His curiosity was off the charts, but it would be ungentlemanly to enquire. “I…” His hand sought the white plume in his shredded breast pocket.

      Bugger all! It, too, was gone.

      Had it fallen out on the beach? In the parking lot? In the truck?

      He bent at the waist to search the floorboards and down between the seat and passenger door.

      “Looking for the angel feather you filched, you gob shite?”

      Spencer snapped upright, his stomach turning over as he met his fellow Englishman’s furious look. It took a lot to vex Nate—unless it was anything to do with his soul mate.

      Right now he was squeezing the steering wheel like it was someone’s neck. Mine specifically.

      “When did you take it, Jameson? Did you pluck it right off her body?” Nate’s low voice reverberated through the truck.

      “Do you have it?” Spencer asked hoarsely. Please, please, say you have it. The alternatives were terrifying.

      “Do you think I would be this irate if we did?”

      “This method of questioning isn’t productive,” Jessie chided, her no-nonsense demeanor reminding Spencer that she’d been a promising law student who moonlighted as a mixologist before she died and came back, restored by the Archangel Raphael as a warrior angel.

      She swiveled toward Spencer. “What do you know about my feathers? Can they help us fight the three remaining archdemons?”

      Nate’s right hand slammed on the steering wheel. “Your feathers need to stay on your body, Jess. You’re not a goddamn fowl we can pluck for dinner.”

      Spencer rubbed a hand over his recently repaired chest wall. If it wasn’t here, the feather had obviously fallen out during the fight. “We need to go back and search the area. Now.”

      Jessie shook her head. “We were in a hurry to get you out of there, but I’m sure Nate or I would have noticed one of my feathers lying around. They’re pretty conspicuous.”

      Spencer wanted to flee from the pressure cooker the truck had become. His own guilt, Nate’s temper, and Jessie’s mystifying calm were too much. Plus, it was damn cold outside, two of his human bouncers were watching from their stations next to the door, and Jinx was probably waiting for him in his office. So...

      Poppycock. He should run.

      The sooner he unloaded his relic on Jinx, the sooner he could be alone and contemplate all the ways he was screwed.

      Most probably, Baal was now in possession of the feather.

      My fault. Maybe Michael would send Jessie herself to eviscerate him. That had a poetic justice to it.

      He raked a hand through his hair and lowered his voice because only one of the bouncers watching by the door was clued into their supernatural mumbo jumbo. “A single feather can immobilize a demon long enough to decapitate it. I find it incomprehensible that you weren’t aware of this—or any of the Guardians for that matter. We’ve been dealing with demons for millennia.”

      Jessie whispered softly to her mate before turning back to Spencer. “What were you doing on the beach with Baal? You know we can’t fight these archdemons alone.”

      “I’m not dull-witted. I was meeting with…an informant who was going to show me exactly how to use the feather. I wasn’t planning on Baal showing up, but when he did, I hoped the feather would come to my aid. How did you manage to dispatch him?”

      “He was preoccupied when you two were rolling around on the sand, so we had the element of surprise,” Jessie said. “Nate and I both came at him, but at the last moment, he felt our approach and teleported. Do you have any idea where he might have gone?”

      “No, but I should check on my relic straight away.”

      “Who’s this informant who supposedly knows about angel feathers? Human or Guardian?” Nate demanded.

      Neither. “I know next to nothing about him. For all I know, he was working with Baal, and this was an elaborate entrapment.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question, Jameson. Human or Guardian?”

      Jessie’s brows drew together. “And how did this all come about?”

      Too much. He felt suffocated.

      He reached for the truck door handle. “It’s been a long day. I assure you, I’ll answer all your questions tomorrow. Let’s come up with some ideas to recover the feather and discuss them in the morning, shall we?”

      Exhaustion made his legs heavy like concrete blocks. But it was beyond physical. Despair was a living thing, a hand around his throat, squeezing. A dark hopelessness that made it impossible to imagine waking up and surviving another twenty-four endless hours.

      And no one even had a clue.

      He glanced over his shoulder, trying but failing to lift his lips in a conciliatory smile. “I offer my heartfelt apologies, Jessica. I hope I did you no lasting harm.”

      Nate leaned across Jessie to point in Spencer’s face. “We rushed here to save your ass, and all you can say is ‘I’ll answer your questions later?’ You are a selfish bastard.”

      Very true, mate. He welcomed the barb’s sting and wanted more. Deserved so much worse. “Pointing is uncouth, Nathaniel. Didn’t your mother ever teach you that? Oh, right. She was too busy on her back to be imparting proper etiquette lessons.”

      Nate swore viciously and lurched out of the truck. Spencer exited the vehicle with considerably less vehemence, but met Nate by the truck’s front quarter panel, shaking his head and holding up his hand so his bouncers would stand down. A good bout of fisticuffs resulting in a brutal pummeling was just the thing to assuage his guilt.

      Jessie wedged herself between them. “More violence is not the answer.” She pressed her bum against her mate, her arms spread wide, her eyes direct on Spencer’s. “I found you across two thousand miles because I sensed the feather in a way I never have before. It was being asked to do something. I don’t know how I know that, but I do. I’m hoping it will call to me again so we can find it. Tell us exactly what you planned back there when Baal jumped you.”

      He sighed. All this bloody talking. “Angel feathers are supposedly more potent on demons than a chrism-oil-tipped dagger. I’d hoped to use your feather on Baal to stun him, then lop off his head with my sword.” Never having fought an archdemon before, he’d grossly underestimated Baal’s strength and speed.

      Nate rubbed his temples. “Say Baal does have the feather. What happens when he figures out how to use it as his own weapon? Can it immobilize Guardians too? These goddamn demons don’t need any extra advantages. Alexios is going to go nuclear. And who knows what Michael will do. Fuck!”

      Ah, hindsight, thou villainous baggage.

      Spencer had considered the feather falling into demon possession, but he’d thought meeting with Nikolai to learn more about the angel feather’s true powers outweighed the potential risks.

      “Watch your backs with increased vigilance until the feather can be located. Since Baal fled immediately upon your arrival, perhaps it’s still there. The good news is, since humans can’t perceive Jessica’s angel wings, I’d infer the same applies to her individual feathers. So fortunately, we don’t have to worry about Baal hunting some unlucky human finder. I’ll return to the beach with backup after briefing my security team.” He bowed slightly to Jessie. “I do apologize, my lady. I shan’t liberate another.”

      “Liberate? You sorry sod—”

      Spencer’s head snapped back with Nate’s solid right jab. Blood filled his mouth, the metallic tang suffused with unsavory remembrances. Roguish past. What was with today?

      “Nate!” Jessie scolded.

      Spencer waved off his bouncers who had murder on their faces. He extracted a handkerchief from his trousers, shaking out the sand before wiping the blood dripping from his nose. “I had it coming. Now, I hope you’ll excuse me. I’ve a meeting with my staff.” Pepper would be all over him with her incessant questions once he went inside.

      Jessie gave him a hug while Nate silently watched. Spencer returned her hug, then bent over her hand with a slight bow. “I shall endeavor to redeem myself because of your gracious rescue.” A lie. He was long past redemption. “Now, I bid you both a good night.”

      He felt Nate’s gaze heavy on his back as he approached the rear entrance to Inferno.

      “Something about you has changed since you stayed with us at Mirage,” Nate called. “If you fail in your duty, there will be consequences for all of us. Remember that.”

      Spencer greeted his bouncers with a slight dip of his chin, then paused in the doorway after the bigger of the two men opened it. He turned his head to the side, watching the air turn to steam from the clash of disparate temperatures. “I remember everything,” he whispered.

      And that was heart of the problem.
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      Sydney turned off the water faucet with her elbow and swiveled to the hand dryer, careful to keep her purse from bumping anyone in the crowded ladies’ room at Inferno. Her head ached from the club’s oozing bass, and her cheeks hurt from the fake smile she’d kept plastered on her face for the last couple of hours.

      But the one thing that would keep this I’m-having-a-great-time-on-my-birthday charade going was the gorgeous feather carefully nestled at the bottom of her purse.

      Laura’s first stop tonight had been Baker Beach. In the parking lot, they’d slipped off their impractical party footwear and made their way to the breezy shoreline where the entire Torque team had gathered around a small fire. They’d sang her a rousing happy birthday, and on their way back to their cars an hour later, she’d found the feather peeking out beneath the weeds by the light of all the camera flashes.

      She wasn’t sure what bird species it came from, but it was obviously huge. She would’ve guessed an endangered California condor, but the feather was a stunning white instead of black.

      Maybe an albino condor? That would really be something.

      Whatever the case, it would be the crown jewel of her fifteen-year-old brother’s feather collection. She could hardly wait to bring it to Joaquin first thing in the morning. He always felt crappy the day after an infusion, and it would cheer him up immensely.

      She exited the nightclub bathroom and turned the corner with her first real smile since setting foot in this swanky joint. With its dark brick walls, curved wood-paneled ceilings, and Edison-bulb chandeliers, walking through the place was like being cocooned in a wine cellar.

      She stopped to admire a life-sized photograph of a woman wrapped in a silk scarf kissing the nose of a muscular black stallion. It was provocative and uncomfortably sensual.

      Stop staring, Sydney. People were going to think she had a weird animal fetish or something.

      Her face flushed and she rubbed her bare arms, though it was anything but cold. Delicate, claw-foot tables and soft leather benches in various configurations sprawled atop a two-toned, chevron-patterned wood floor that must have cost a fortune.

      And the curious logo in the middle of the dancefloor—a star inside a circle with other symbols she didn’t understand—was, in itself, a work of art.

      On her way back to her friends’ table, Sydney pushed her purse strap higher on her shoulder and tugged—for the dozenth time—on the hem of her ridiculous miniskirt. These things were not only impractical, but confining. I respect you, stylish people, but I’d never trade your threads for my grease-stained jeans and Star Wars t-shirts, thank you very—

      Whoa.

      Sydney stopped in her thigh-high boot tracks to see a well-dressed man unzip his slacks, hoist a blonde in a red dress onto a table, spread her legs, and have his wicked way with her.

      And wow. Red Dress was enjoying herself. Eyes closed, neck arched back, hair trailing into the drinks that managed to stay put on the debauched table…

      Holy crap. Shagging in public? Sydney tore her gaze away to look around. Men and women on both sides of the copulating pair were coming together in all gender combinations. So primitive in their passions. So lewd in their finery.

      She felt every thrust echo through her own body, a detonation of energy that made goosebumps race up her arms. One-night stands. She could suddenly see how they happened. Apparently, some people didn’t even make it out of the club. Who knew?

      Her chest rose and fell with the appalling throb of her pulse, the fingers of her right hand skimming over the front of her blouse. A flurry of activity exploded around her as big men with black Inferno sport coats infiltrated the orgy.

      Warm hands gripped her upper arms to move her aside, the contact breaking down her final firewall. Her muscles relaxed in delicious surrender as she turned toward the body radiating such intense heat behind her.

      She reached out to steady herself, touching the broad chest that appeared before her in a three-piece suit. The man snapped orders to the bouncers in a low British accent, then he reached to remove her hands from his chest.

      When his gaze dropped to her face, the words died on his tongue.

      The noise and flurry around them faded into the background. Dizzying, breathless moments while it was simply one man, one woman.

      Exquisite.

      She heard the British-enunciated word inside her head as though the stranger had a direct line to her subconscious.

      Like he was the one who’d said it.

      His penetrating blue eyes darkened before zeroing in on her parted lips, flushed chest, and rapid breathing. The way her pulse was carrying on you’d think she’d run for miles.

      No, Syd, it’s the near-orgasm you had watching live porn.

      This couldn’t be happening to her, even though he was staring at her like she’d emerged naked from the ocean a la Botticelli’s famous Birth of Venus painting.

      Yeah right. She had the long red hair, but that was where the similarities ended. According to a long-ago ex, going to bed with her was ‘like fucking a popsicle.’ Which still stung and confused her seven years later, and explained why British Hottie’s smoldering stare was a nice, temporary delusion because…

      Look. At. Him.

      Short, dark hair with the slightest curl; strong cheekbones and a nose not entirely straight; full, sensual lips bracketed by a 5 o’clock shadow; and dark eyebrows that were decidedly un-manscaped.

      She liked that little detail very much.

      Actually, she liked everything about his face. Especially his eyes with their deep blue lagoon ringing the lighter, stormy slate of the irises.

      And he smelled so good.

      One side of his mouth tilted up. Then an eyebrow raised. Like he could read her mind and was amused by her thoughts.

      Face on fire, clutching her purse strap with both hands, she tried to move around the impeccably dressed man, but stumbled.

      British Hottie’s hands shot out to cradle her hips. “Steady on, goddess.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. Charming, too? She was gonna be another one-night-stand statistic if this insanity didn’t stop pronto.

      Even her embarrassingly-in-love, never-let-go father hadn’t ever called her mother a goddess.

      She should probably marry HBC—Hot British Charmer—immediately.

      A giggle slipped out before she could squelch it. She’d only had one drink and one shot. Way less alcohol than the others at her table. But still more than you usually indulge in, lightweight.

      She pinched her cheeks to control her uncharacteristic thoughts, but the warm pressure of the stranger’s palms on her hips felt more intimate than any touch she’d shared with Derek, even when they’d made love. A very tepid sort of love-making, by the way HBC’s thick, black-lashed, blue eyes were compelling her to want to touch, taste, and rub herself over every square inch of his tight body.

      Someone must’ve slipped me some Ecstasy.

      If not, she was still probably going to make some bad decisions on account of all these dirty thoughts crowding out her reason. Reason, which motivated women to do intelligent things like tell men to remove their hands from her person. Or remove them herself.

      Or knee him in the family jewels.

      Unfortunately, there was something about this man that made her want to do just the opposite. Be someone else. Only for tonight.

      “Hey Syd, there you are! What took you so lon—oh. Okaaaay.”

      Sydney blanched. She didn’t have to turn around to know Laura was now sporting a cat-that-ate-the-canary grin. Fabulous.

      Sydney glanced up at the man who had yet to release her, disgusted with herself for letting his looks influence her values. How shallow. And a one-night stand? How stupid. It would only make her feel guilty in the morning.

      She dipped her chin and stepped back. His hands fell from her hips, but she’d remember the pressure of his thumbs for the rest of the night. Probably longer. “Excuse me. I was startled by the…commotion, but I’m fine now. Thank you.”

      HBC threw a hand signal to the bouncers who had efficiently dispatched the orgy without mass chaos. He must be the manager or something. Everything was back to normal, the DJ going on with the show as though nothing had happened. Weird, but impressive.

      “You should have a seat and allow me to fetch you some tea or coffee.” He smiled, devilishly. “Or perhaps another drink?”

      Yeah, that sounded dreamy as hell coming from that mouth and those vocal cords, but she’d been dumped in the last twenty-four hours.

      Rebounds were as much of a no-no as one-night stands. My choices create my destiny.

      “I appreciate the offer, but—”

      “She’d love to,” Laura gushed, lurching forward to thread her arm through Sydney’s and pinching her hard in the waist with her other hand to silence further protest. “Her favorite drink is a Jameson Ginger and Lime, so if you have that, it’d be perfect. It’s her birthday today!”

      And Tiana’s was only five days away. Surely she’ll get in touch by then.

      Hot British Charmer’s eyes warmed to a smokier brownish-blue. “Is that so? And what might the ravishing birthday lady’s name be?”

      How could you not smile at such fanciful speech? The guy really knew how to lay it on thick.

      “I’m Sydney.” She extended her hand, and he bowed over it, the warm contact of his lips on her skin making her heart trip like a schoolgirl’s.

      “I hope all your most fervent dreams come true, sensational Sydney.” He signaled a passing server and then gave her a devastating smile. “I’m Spencer Jameson.”

      Just like the whiskey. Except Jameson whiskey was Irish, not English. “Jameson is a Scottish or northern Irish surname. I know because my father’s as Irish as they get. Yet you sound like you come from somewhere else in the British Isles.”

      “Your ears have not deceived you. I originally hail from Northamptonshire in what is now the East Midlands of England, though I left long ago.” He paused, and a shadow passed over his features. “I’m honored you chose Inferno to celebrate your special day. Tell me, what do you do when you’re not breaking men’s hearts?”

      Sydney’s lips parted momentarily. She wasn’t used to flirting. How did people do this night after night? She turned helplessly to Laura.

      Her best friend wrapped an arm around her waist. “She owns Torque, an auto repair shop in the Marina District. If you haven’t heard of it yet, you will soon. It was voted one of the up and coming businesses by the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce. So you see, she’s got beauty and brains.”

      “Enchanting.” His smile seemed sincere.

      Sydney’s face heated. “Laura.”

      Laura leaned in next to Sydney’s ear. “It’s a vetting process, babe. Either he can handle the fact that you’re an intelligent entrepreneur who happens to look sexy as fuck in a skirt, or he’ll split at the first opportunity. We’re going to weed this shit out earlier than last time, let me tell you.” She smiled wider as she stuck out her hand for Spencer. “I’m Laura Sellers, her best friend since she rescued me from a bunch of mean girls in the third grade. I also happen to be the office manager at Torque. She’s single, in case you were wondering.”

      Oh my God, Laura. Sydney took a steadying breath and lifted her gaze to Spencer’s amused one. “Well, it was nice to meet you. I’ll think we’ll head back to our table now.” Her head swiveled to pin her best friend with a your-ass-is-grass look. “Or had you forgotten that there are five other people here with us, Laura?”

      Spencer inclined his head, stepping back with a flourish so she could be on her way. As she walked by him, the air grew overly warm and humid. Or maybe it was her hormones on overdrive.

      Or she was massively drunk. Or high.

      Well, no, probably not high. If she was high, she wouldn’t feel embarrassed. Right?

      “Happy birthday, sweet Sydney.”

      She shouldn’t have been able to hear his whisper in this noisy club. Okay, maybe high after all? Ecstasy often contained hallucinogens which acted on the mind and caused you to see or feel things that weren’t really there.

      Or so she’d read.

      She glanced to the side and up into his eyes. A metaphysical caress. Her conscience toyed with the idea of a one-night stand once again. More alcohol would help things along. Did anyone ever do a one-night stand without some sort of impairment? It seemed hard to fathom, but then, she was the least impulsive person she knew.

      My choices create my destiny. And one-night stands, by nature, didn’t involve people who never let go.

      That was rational thinking at its best. Case closed.

      She cracked her first truly authentic smile, causing the one on Spencer’s face to die away. In fact, his expression melded into bewilderment. He appeared lost. Almost...stricken.

      Why?

      None of your freaking business. You run in different circles. You’ll never see him again. “Thank you again, Mr. Jameson.”

      She turned away, and instead of heading to her table, she pushed her way through the crowded dance floor to re-enter the bathroom. She struggled to calm her still-racing pulse while Laura stood outside her stall and read her the riot act for passing up the chance of lifetime.

      Yield to the rant. Yield, yield, yield.

      Laura had enough on her plate with her pending divorce. She probably needed someone to rage against. So Sydney remained in the stall and let her best friend get it all out.

      When Laura’s words were spent, Sydney came out, washed her hands, and the two of them returned to the table where Zuri and her transmission specialist hubby Esteban, along with the other ladies from the shop were popping new bottles of champagne.

      Right in the middle of everything sat a bottle of triple-distilled Jameson, tied with a silky red bow as well as a pub glass filled with ice, lime, and the familiar amber-colored whiskey.

      Delilah, the best diesel mechanic Sydney had ever worked with and whom she’d finally had the money to hire, knocked back an entire glass of bubbly and patted the sapphire blue leather seat beside her. “Wow, Syd, com’ere. You got somethin-somethin’ going on with one of the bartenders here? ‘Cause not one, but three servers came over here with all this.” Her arm indicated the spread on the table. “They said the tab for the rest of the night is covered, too.”

      Liv, exhaust specialist and shop jokester, shook her head. “Naw, this has gotta be some other Nob Hill boy she’s diddling. Derek musta found out, that’s why he dumped you, eh? Where’s this new guy? I’d like to thank him.”

      Sydney slid onto the seat next to Delilah.

      “If you guys took sixty seconds to think about what you just said, you’d realize your theories are ridiculous.” Esteban took a quick sip of beer. “You know Sydney’s not the diddling type.”

      “Exactly. Thank you, Esteban.” Except there was one man who might tempt her to change her mind. Someone whose name just happened to be her favorite drink.

      Jameson.

      Wow, karma, you sneaky bugger.

      Wait. What if he was lying? Guys that looked like him must be born knowing how to lie-charm their way through life.

      Besides, she didn’t believe in karma, right? There was only hard work and good decision making. Be the change you want to see in the world. Smooth-talking men who had won the genetic lottery weren’t included anywhere in her personal mission statement. Stay focused, Syd.

      That’s how she’d come this far.

      Laura finished sending a text to her ex and looked up, her frown melting as she slid into the booth next to Reese, the youngest of their group. “Guess who met Henry Cavill’s body-double in the fucking hallway, people!” Laura’s shouting drew the attention of the bachelorette party at the next table. “Syd’s looks blew this guy over. You shoulda seen his expression when she finally smiled one of her ‘real’ smiles and batted her big blue, Irish eyes at him. He melted into a gooey puddle.” She waved a hand and compressed her lips. “Sickest goddamn thing I ever saw.” Her palms slammed against the tabletop on the last word. “Just kidding, it was awesome!”

      Sydney’s face heated. Her belly, too, dammit.

      Everyone started talking over each other. Sydney put her hands in the air. “Laura, you have the filthiest mouth of any mechanic I’ve ever met. And for the record, I never bat my eyelashes.” Women entrepreneurs did no such thing. The very idea was demeaning.

      Laura raised her eyebrows with a sly smile. “Yeah, yeah. Go ahead and delude yourself if it makes you feel better, but I think you oughta fuck him. I bet he’s epic in the sack.”

      Everyone instantly shushed and looked over Sydney’s shoulder with wide eyes and poorly concealed smirks.

      Sydney’s gut dropped, her pulse kicked up, and the air seemed to heat twenty degrees. It had to be him. Please don’t let him have heard Laura’s randy recommendation. Jesus, just breathe.

      The lights dimmed even more, and the music tempo slowed.

      “Good evening, ladies.” Spencer nodded toward Esteban. “And gentleman. I hope you’re enjoying your celebratory evening out.” He had to pause for all the schoolgirl greetings and assurances from her tablemates. “Would you mind if I steal the birthday goddess for a dance? I requested this song just for her.”

      The Torque ladies erupted with their assent, literally shoving her off the seat toward him. She glared at Delilah and the rest of her team because she had as much rhythm as a tin man without the oil can and flat-out panicking would add to her humiliation. “I don’t dance,” she hissed at Laura, but her best friend just blew her a kiss and knocked back a butter shot.

      “A woman strong enough to not only start her own business, but do it in a male-dominated field isn’t afraid of a little turn about the floor, is she?” Spencer’s voice wove around her as he led her away from the table.

      Oh, this was going to be awful. She’d abuse Spencer’s expensive shoes in sixty seconds flat, and whatever fascination he might have for her would vanish. He’d drop her back at the table and be gone.

      At least it would get everyone off her back about a relationship for at least six months.

      She felt a moment’s panic when he placed a hand at the hollow of her back. Pairs of dancers parted to make room for them as he led her to the center of the dancefloor over the beautifully intricate star and circle emblem. John Mayer was crooning in his oh-so-sexy vocals about slow dancing in a burning room. A kaleidoscope of butterflies took flight in her belly.

      “This is one of my sisters’ favorite songs,” she said, desperate for conversation that would distract her from how awkward this was in front of her staff.

      Spencer said nothing as he pulled her toward him, smiling into her eyes. His free hand took one of hers into a cradle next to their shoulders. The hold felt old-fashioned compared to other dancers who’d plastered themselves against one another, but also incredibly purposeful in a way she couldn’t explain.

      The music throbbed, sensual and smooth, as he guided her expertly around the floor with subtle pressure against her back and the slightest push-pull of his hand against hers. She’d never felt so light on her feet.

      Or beautiful.

      It was the way he looked at her. God, he could make her feel.

      Be careful, Sydney. She broke eye contact to give herself some breathing room.

      “You mentioned your sister likes this song. Younger, older?”

      “Younger by a year. I also have another sister and five brothers.” She prayed for the third time today that Tiana was okay. “I’m the oldest.”

      His eyebrows raised. “A large family by today’s standards.”

      “When I was a baby, my mom was in a car accident that left her unable to have any more children, so she filled our house with as many adopted kids as social services would allow.”

      He shook his head with a bemused smile. “I don’t know if I’ve ever met someone that generous.”

      Sydney smiled back, finally beginning to relax. “She was born a nurturer. My grandmother tells stories of all the stray animals she took in from the time she was old enough to be outside alone. How about you? Any siblings?”

      “I’m also the eldest of four sisters and numerous bastard brothers.”

      She laughed. “You mean, step-brothers.”

      “No, they were bastards in the true sense of the word. My father was unfaithful to my mother for the duration of their marriage. Several children resulted from his adultery.”

      Well hell. What to say to something like that? Moving right along. “My mother would be happiest if my siblings and I stopped for supper every other night. Are you close to your sisters?”

      “My sisters all died long ago.”

      She mis-stepped, a wave of sorrow filling her as he smoothly brought her back into position. The thought of losing any of her siblings made her break into a cold sweat. And with Joaquin’s health so precarious, she could empathize.

      Emphatically so.

      “I’m so sorry. Did they pass in infancy?” By long ago, that must be what he meant. No way he was older than mid-thirties.

      His hand pressed firmly into her lower back, the thumb of his other hand stroking the back of her hand. “Tell me why auto repair, Sydney.”

      Her lips parted, the change of subject was so abrupt. Heat rushed into her face.

      What an idiot. Even the most dating-challenged knew not to discuss deceased siblings on a first, second, or even fifth date. Good grief. Thankfully the song was almost over.

      She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, that was insensitive of me. Auto repair was a natural fit because I come from a family of wrench-heads. I knew all the names of NASCAR royalty before the American presidents. My dad and his brother spend all their free time working on cars. I idolized both of them, so I grew up in the garage, watching them putter with engines. I rebuilt my own 67 Chevy engine when I was fifteen. I love the challenge of a good puzzle, and cars with all their parts are an endless source of fascination.”

      Swinging from dead relatives to self-aggrandizement. Real smooth.

      She looked around the dancefloor at the all the women comfortable in their pretty clothes, desperate now for the song to end so she could retrieve her purse, say goodnight to her friends, and go home to lick her wounds.

      What a strange night.

      “How long have you been in business?”

      She glanced back at him, startled he could be this interested. He’s probably just being polite. English manners and all that. “I opened Torque two years ago today.”

      “Two important celebrations, yet it’s my lucky day. You feel glorious in my arms, Sydney.”

      At the first touch of his mouth on hers, her toes curled in her boots. Her body softened into his hold, her hands moving to grasp his suit lapels. Caged in by his arms, she shivered as his lips moved against hers. A soft restraint that shimmered with deeper passions held at bay. She could feel it churning inside him. A turbulence so at odds with his formality.

      Her fingers released his lapels, sliding under his sport coat to flatten her palms against his white dress shirt. How could anyone’s skin radiate so much heat? He curled into her, arms tightening, breath heavy against her cheek for a moment before his lips trailed down to the base of her jaw, then kissed the sensitive hollow below her ear. One of his hands raked down her side to grasp the underside of her knee, bringing her leg up so she could press more intimately against him.

      Oh Lord, why had no one ever told her how much better erections felt through a man’s dress pants instead of denim? She began to grind against him. Yessss. It whispered through her mind. But his voice, not hers. Disorienting in its presence.

      She tilted her head back to blink up at the gorgeous, spinning crystal balls and massive barrel chandeliers flickering with their warm, Edison-bulb glow. His lips followed the trajectory of her neck, murmuring beautiful, unintelligible words in a language she’d never heard.

      Floating. Hungry. Tingly.

      Achy.

      More.

      She wanted to sink down into him. Lose herself. Here, there, anywhere. This is what losing control feels like. His fingers curled into her ass, lifting her up, against him and…

      Oooo. No more thoughts.

      Up and down, then up and around he circled her against his pulsing cock until she couldn’t stop the moans spilling from her lips.

      “Where have you been all these endless years?” he rasped.

      Can’t speak. Don’t understand.

      The momentary confusion fragmented as another wave of pain-tipped pleasure washed over her. Silky edges of his hair curled around her fingertips as her thumbs framed his jawbone to force his mouth back to hers. He groaned deep in his chest. His arms banded around her like he was going to absorb her.

      “Let go of your restraint.” His heart was beating as fast as hers. Breath coming as hard as his hands worked her hips, her ass, guiding her pleasure. “Use me,” he commanded, and she broke.

      Hard. Loud. FIRE. In her vision. In her veins.

      Blue-tipped flames. Orange, yellow, crackling. Acrid in her nostrils.

      Six feet under. Down, down,

      Down.

      Bury me in fire.

      Yesssss, he whispered, satisfied. A serpent in her head.

      Burning pulses that went on and on. Gasping for breath. Cheek against his chest. Strong. Solid. Burning.

      Branding.

      “My goddess,” he whispered into her hair, wrapping her in that incomprehensible heat, swaying her in the protective circle of his arms. “I’ve got you.”

      I know, she thought, looking into the deep blue of his eyes. Her hands stole around his waist to slide up his back as the flames smoldered, and they swayed in place like fine sea-grass at low tide.

      Sounds muffled as though underwater. Then louder. Spencer stilled, the warmth seeping from his eyes. Consonants and vowels slowly clarifying as a strident voice struck Sydney’s temporal lobe like a locomotive.

      “Holy hell, boss, snap out of it!”

      Sydney blinked at the striking woman glaring at Spencer, and the world tumbled in.

      Laughter. Spilled drinks. Spinning crystal lights flickering against bodies bouncing to the relentless beat of the music—the sultry ballad Spencer had requested a distant memory.

      Mostly, though, it was this tall, thin, brown-eyed woman with flowing, two-toned platinum and black hair, layers of smoky eyeshadow, and long, black fingernails. Dressed in black from her sleeveless turtleneck to the tips of her boots, she could pass as any movie’s female assassin.

      Sydney started trembling, the pit of her stomach twisting, her neck growing itchy as the memory of what she’d done—in front of this lovely, scary woman. In public!—crashed in on her.

      “Spencer, you must come,” Lady Assassin said in a voice that demanded compliance.

      Spencer shifted Sydney under the shelter of his arm and turned his head to converse with Lady Assassin in low tones Sydney couldn’t hear. She swallowed hard, her gaze lasering through the crowd to find her friends staring at her with gaping mouths.

      Every last one of them.

      Oh.

      Oh, shit.

      What had she done? Orgasmed with a stranger on a crowded dancefloor in front of her team, that’s what.

      A helpless laugh spilled out, her residual buzz extinguishing in a crush of sobriety.

      What had she been thinking? Besides the unbelievable sexual hedonism, she’d actually entertained thoughts of a connection with this elegant man. Stupid. She was overalls and ponytails six days a week. He was three-piece suits and designer dress shoes.

      He wasn’t the club’s manager, he was the freakin’ boss.

      He was Derek all over again.

      Her throat tightened painfully. How could you fall for this again?

      She tried to disengage and return to the table, but Spencer turned her to face him.

      “I have to take care of some business that cannot wait. Please stay until my task is completed.” He stroked her cheek, whispered manent—whatever that meant— and then melted into the crowd, three or four bouncers following close behind.

      Sydney slowly walked toward her table, trying to gather any shreds that remained of her dignity and figure out how to explain her uncharacteristic exhibitionism on the dancefloor.

      Liv was bouncing in her seat. “Do you have any idea whose face you were just sucking? Oh my God, that was Spencer Jameson, real estate billionaire!” she gushed without pause or volume control. “I finally realized why he looked so familiar when he first walked up to the table. He’s been on every most-eligible bachelor list for the last decade, bruh. He owns this place, plus several restaurants and hotels up and down the California coast. All the entertainment mags have shown him with tons of female dates, but no one’s ever been able to pin him down for more than one night. And never, and I mean never, has he been as lost in the moment as he was with you.”

      “Shut. The Hell. Up!” Laura crowed, spilling some of her drink on Reese.

      “Aww, man.” Daphne grabbed a wad of napkins and helped Zuri blot Reese’s fuzzy-navel-drenched shoulder. “Lookit what you did, dumbass. Calm that shit down.”

      Liv shook her head. “No chill from this corner, Daph. I’m not even joking this time. You mark my words, Syd, someone will have sold their cell-phone picture of you guys all but changing his oil to one of the social rags by morning!” She turned to the rest of the gang. “We’d best be ready for a flood of new business, bitches. Our fearless leader has sprung herself a hot new social profile!”

      Esteban and Zuri high-fived while Laura and Reese whooped.

      Nonononono.

      The thought of Dad waking up and opening the paper to find his responsible, eldest daughter dry humping a billionaire in public like a common hussy filled Sydney with more shame than when she’d overheard her ex, Jarvis, telling another shop technician that she was a terrible lay.

      She leaned over Laura to reach for her purse. Grab and go. Talking fast usually worked for her loud-mouthed best friend. “You guys are the best. Thanks for dragging my butt out tonight. It was a blast, but I’m gonna head home now. Pounding headache, you know. Need to sleep it off. I’ll arrange five Ubers to get you home—no exceptions! Also, do not leave your drinks unattended. There might be Ecstasy on the loose around here. I’ll be in tomorrow a little late, so don’t think something’s wrong.” How early would she have to be to beat the paper delivery boy at mom and dad’s? “See you!”

      Delilah grabbed her arm, frowning. “Hold up. You think you were drugged?”

      She didn’t feel drugged. At least not anymore. God, was she, though? She felt a pang of fear. No. Neither of her drinks had been out of her sight. She was just overwhelmed by her reaction to Spencer. She’d never felt a connection like that to anyone. “I don’t think so. I just want you guys to be careful.”

      “You’re going to his place, aren’t you, you little sneak!” Liv smirked. “You’re even slicker than me. Bravo, babe!”

      “Did you hear what she said? She might have been given a date rape drug,” Daphne insisted.

      “Syd?” Laura’s smile had vanished, only to be replaced by that probing look that usually led to way too much self-disclosure.

      Not tonight. She wanted to pick these events apart in her own mind first. And she needed to scoot before Spencer came back looking for her. If he came back.

      Whatever. Getting rid of the social section in mom and dad’s morning paper was priority number one. “I spoke too soon. I’m fine. Really. Let’s have one last toast. Torque happened because of all of you. Here’s to charting our own destinies!”

      Two endless minutes of convincing them of her sobriety later, she was in the parking lot and could breathe again. She stared up at the sophisticated blue sign of the nightclub, wondering about the man who’d made her forget her own sense of propriety so easily.

      Spencer Jameson.

      What a night. She wouldn’t forget her twenty-seventh birthday for a long time to come. She’d lost a measure of her dignity tonight, but it was a good lesson. She’d never let something like this happen again.

      Thank God the night was over.
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      Before he was even halfway up the staircase, Spencer decided the night was far from over.

      The screams emanating from his office would delay his plans, but hopefully not for long. Especially since he was experiencing amplio, a heightened Guardian sensory response, for only the second time in four hundred years.

      He scowled at Pepper as they reached the landing. “You know I detest having the Possessed in my office.”

      Pepper whipped her black and white hair over her shoulder, then slipped a crucifix from the pocket of her black cargo pants. “We didn’t have time to bring him anywhere else because he was in the process of gutting a twenty-year old coed. Besides, this isn’t an ordinary possession. You’ll see what I mean in a second.”

      Spencer opened the door to his office and saw three things simultaneously: security team-member Atamu refilling vials of holy water; Father Angus O’Flannery’s powerful hands on a possessed sod who bucked on the floor in a makeshift Devil’s Trap devised with permanent marker; and Jinx Tanaka in her tight leather pants, barely-there tank top, and colorful body tattoos rearranging furniture, seemingly oblivious to the demon-purging rite currently in progress in the center of the room.

      “Is feng shui the new exorcism halftime show, Jinx?”

      The red-lipped smile on her delicate, porcelain face belied the lethal tendencies of her onna-bugeisha heritage. She’d been one of the rare female warriors who’d answered the call of duty alongside samurai men in early twelfth century Japan—all five feet nothing, one hundred pounds of her.

      Nearly nine hundred years later, she hadn’t lost her deadly touch.

      “Multitasking isn’t difficult for women, Jameson. I thought you’d learned that lesson in Tokyo last year.”

      He returned her smile. “Touché.”

      She’d saved his hide from a crowd of rephaim when he’d shown up unannounced to visit her club Iniquity. After his mortifying two-day recovery, he’d stayed in Tokyo for an extra week to train at her weapons school. He’d learned first-hand how calculating and vicious she could be one minute, then sweet and accommodating the next.

      That unpredictable temperament along with her disarming size had sent dozens of careless men to their deaths when she’d been alive so long ago.

      And it was why Spencer didn’t jerk her chain for the fun of it like he did Katherine’s.

      The Possessed opened his mouth to release another ear-busting scream, his fingernails drawing blood as his hands raked down his arms.

      Spencer turned his attention to Father Angus. “Will you please finish this up before the blighter bleeds out?”

      Pepper knelt down beside the pair with gauze. “Father has tried exorcising him twice to no avail.”

      What? “You must have done something wrong.”

      The Irish priest pinned him with the same look Spencer’s favorite Eton teacher used to make when he’d said something incredibly insulting. “I’ve done hundreds of exorcisms in the last two months since the Hell Seam opened at Nate’s club. Every damn one o’ them I’ve done the same. Now I follow the same ritual, and…nothing. Only more screamin’ and a-wailin’.” The veins stood out on the steel-haired priest’s colorfully tattooed arms. “You so bloody smart, lad, tell me why it ain’t working.”

      They had to be mistaken.

      Spencer bent down to where the Possessed lay in the center of the Demon’s Trap. He passed a hand in front of the man’s eyes, using his element to leave a trail of fire, distracting the Possessed long enough to check if his irises retained their natural color.

      This man’s eyes were blue, not black, so the demon hadn’t completely overcome him. His soul could still be saved, thank God.

      Spencer stood up, everyone watching him. Even Jinx paused her infernal rearranging to stare expectantly at him. Could they feel his distraction?

      His teeth were practically on edge to set these endless responsibilities aside and return to Sydney where he could forget about his duty, his questions about the vanished demon Nikolai, and simply wallow in the amplio Sydney inspired.

      It had been eighty-four years since he’d experienced such saturated hues. How quickly one forgot how color enriched your life. His taste would likewise be enhanced, though he had yet to fully take advantage of that perk.

      But he would, starting with brandy lapped out of Sydney’s belly button. “Your delays cost this man precious time. Have a go at it again.”

      The Irish cleric mumbled several unpriestly-like phrases, but went through the ritual again, exactly as Spencer had seen it performed endless times. The Possessed shook like a great war was being waged inside him, spittle flying from his mouth.

      And yet, the demon would not be expelled.

      The human had thirty seconds of respite before the demon demanded its host rise up to seek more humans to terrorize, hurt, and carry to the dark side.

      Pepper stepped to his right side. “Have you ever seen or heard the like of it?” she asked quietly.

      “No.”

      “What do you make of it?”

      “I expect Baal has done something to fortify demon possession.”

      “How could he do such a thing?”

      Jinx’s arm bangles signaled her approach. “Clearly, the archdemons we’re dealing with have learned from the mistakes made by those Nate and Katherine battled.”

      Spencer nodded, glancing over at her. “They’re biding their time. Learning our weaknesses.”

      Jinx folded her arms across her chest, watching Father Angus. “Luci’s the archdemon in my territory. She’s hardly rocked the boat at all yet.”

      Based on his meeting with Baal at the beach, he’d agree. “Baal has done something, but I don’t know what yet.” Did it have anything to do with Nikolai? And could finding the old demon lead to answers on why traditional exorcisms weren’t working? “Have you contacted Katherine? I’d like to know if she’s noticing the same problem with exorcisms.”

      Atamu, a Samoan giant who’d nearly gutted Spencer a decade ago in Bermuda and was now working on his security team, brought over a vial of holy water and handed it to Father Angus. “I got off the phone with Aqua moments before you got here. They’ve had no such issues since they figured out what was making Katherine sick. She and the priests on site have been able to exorcise as usual.”

      That certainly led credence to the idea that this was a special present from Baal. More complications. He used to thrive on matching wits with demons—the higher up the demonic food chain the better. Now, the thought exhausted him. He looked at his security team in turn. “Atamu, hit him with a Molotov cocktail to stun him long enough to lock him in the purging room. He can rant in there until we find a solution.”

      “What if he kills himself?” Pepper asked.

      “Then it’s one less problem I have to deal with.”

      Jinx smirked. “Better not let Michael hear you talk like that.”

      He took Jinx’s fine-boned hand and placed it on his forearm to escort her from the room. She didn’t say anything as they walked down the dark hallway, over the catwalk that spanned the dancefloor two stories below, toward his suite of private rooms.

      Once inside, he closed the door, and she immediately started wandering around the room. He could feel her brain processing the mojo of the space, the placement of the furniture, the angles of the windows as they looked out at the South of Market District.

      He let her wander at will until she was satisfied. If he tried to rush her, it would backfire and take him even longer to return to the lovely, contradictory Sydney. Jinx was like a package of C4.

      Small, combustible, and deadly.

      She angled the Zen garden on his end table a quarter turn. “I’m surprised, Spencer. I don’t know that I could arrange this room much better than it’s been done. Who did it?”

      He walked to the bar and set out two squat goblets. “Does it matter?”

      She narrowed her eyes momentarily and then smiled, revealing small, even white teeth. “You’re in no mood for gossip, and as much as you’re trying to act casual, you want something from me and then you want me the hell out of your way tonight. Who is she?”

      He took a bottle from a cabinet. “Brandy?”

      She sat on the cognac-colored leather sofa and crossed her legs, waving her right foot in a slow, measured sway. “Only if it puts you more at ease so you can hurry up and tell me what you’re dying to say in your oh-so-reserved British fashion.”

      Spencer smothered a grin. The most dangerous aspect of Jinx was her ability to conceal her shrewd mind under layers of frivolity. He delivered her glass, then took the chair opposite the sofa. “All must be quiet in Tokyo, or else you wouldn’t have heeded my call so quickly.”

      Jinx took a long sip of the brandy, then shivered and set the drink down. “Not entirely. As Lucifer’s namesake, I expected Luci to shake up the city in grand fashion. Instead, she seems to have rounded up all the power demons for a smackdown. The city hasn’t had this low level of demon-activity in decades.”

      “Must be planning a larger strategy.”

      “I’m certain of it. Otherwise, what would be the point? She’s determined to take my relic. Like Baal, she watched how Asmodeus and Leviathan handled their bids for Nate and Katherine’s relics. All the other archdemons won’t make the same mistakes. I’m sick of waiting. I’d much rather fight and be done with it.”

      He was relieved to hear it, for purely selfish reasons, of course. If she was still hungry for the fight, she would likely accept the added burden of his relic. “You will overcome, Jinx.”

      She paused while lifting the glass to her lips. “Of course I will. As will you. We will defeat all demons who are sure to follow the five already here. If we’ve learned anything in our centuries together, it’s that they will continue to come. It’s the way of good and evil.”

      Spencer held the glass up to stare at the amber colored liquor. “Do you never grow tired of it? All the fighting?”

      She frowned. “I don’t dwell on those thoughts, and neither should you. That road leads to discontent. As Guardians, this was our choice. The alternative is unacceptable.”

      The alternative was becoming the very thing he’d fought against for four hundred years. A demon trapped in a hell of his own making.

      The thought no longer filled him with dread. The thought made him feel...nothing.

      And if he couldn’t pretend to care anymore, how could he expect to lead or protect one of the most powerful holy items in the world?

      He breathed deep, then, “I need you to take the Holy Robe and keep it with your Chalice.”

      Jinx sputtered on her brandy, her delicate eyebrows stretching toward her hairline as she shot to her feet. “You are insane.”

      “I don’t trust myself to protect it any longer. I don’t care about duty. I don’t care about anything.” Well, maybe one fire-haired, independent human. But once the amplio she inspired faded—and it surely would—he’d be back to the yawning emptiness he’d felt for the last several years.

      Jinx closed the distance between them until she stood squarely in front of him, her hands on her hips. He’d yet to meet anyone who could move as quietly as her. “You can’t just walk away from your responsibility, Spencer. You chose this existence.”

      And all these years later, he still didn’t understand why. At the time of his death he’d been an ice-cold bastard whose irreverence for life was as strong as his hatred of his family name. “I feel nothing but weariness.”

      Jinx rolled her eyes and flung her hands to the ceiling. “Jesus. You big baby. We all get sick of this shit, but we keep going until those stupid trumpets finally blare.” She plopped down on the arm of his chair, swiveling toward him to pat both of his cheeks.

      He swatted her hands away. “Stop that. I’m not a child in need of consoling.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.” She stood, crossed her arms, and tapped her foot. “Now you listen here, Doom.”

      Spencer raised his eyebrows and would have smiled at her choice of nickname if her glare didn’t promise swift retaliation of the bloodthirsty kind.

      “We will never speak of this cockamamie idea again. You’re going to watch over your relic like a good little Guardian and find the woman who danced in your arms tonight. Let her remind you of how good life can still be. I know she brought color back for you, so don’t bother denying it. I saw it all over your face when I entered the club and saw you together.”

      He didn’t care for Jinx knowing he was so affected by the human. Didn’t like the idea that he may have acted like a sop either.

      He drained his glass. “If you refuse to accept my relic, you are as responsible as I should I fail to protect it.”

      “Then you’d better damn well not fail, Guardian, because that would piss me off. And you know what they say about old-as-the-hills Samurai women who go on the warpath.”

      Well no, he hadn’t gotten wind of that one, but he certainly heard the door rattle on its hinges when she departed.
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      Sydney wiped greasy hands on her jeans as she approached the service counter, butterflies break dancing in her belly. Three employees from San Francisco’s biggest floral shop were on their fifth trip into the building with large crystal vases chock full of the largest roses she’d ever seen.

      Passion pink, they’d said.

      The vases lined the eight-foot-long counter, two side tables, as well as the three-shelf bookcase she’d brought in to serve as a mini lending library. All told, there were twenty-seven vases.

      
        
        Twenty-seven looks good on you. ~ Spencer

      

      

      Sydney bit down on her lip to forestall a cheesy smile. He’d clearly been listening when Laura had told him where they worked last night. A pleasant heat spread across her cheeks and down her neck. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a good look with her red hair.

      “Holy shit, Syd, you must’ve let him come over after you left the club. You little hussy! Spill all the details, right now. I need a vicarious thrill.” Liv fixed her raven-black ponytail, her booming voice probably carrying all the way down the block to the little coffee shop filled with potential customers. Customers who probably wouldn’t care to patronize a business run by a hussy.

      Time to schedule another tact and sensitivity training session.

      But first, she could spare a moment to stop and smell the roses, right? She didn’t even need to lean in to sniff the gorgeous blooms. The whole office smelled like a greenhouse.

      “Absolutely nothing happened.”

      “Oh my God, you are such a liar,” Laura barked. “Look at you blush! No man sends three hundred twenty-four roses to a woman who doesn’t put out. I can’t believe you didn’t even tell me!”

      “Wow, that’s some crazy math skills, Laura,” Esteban called from underneath a car hoist holding a Tesla Model S.

      Laura smirked. “I didn’t get to be office manager on my good looks and winning personality alone, you know.”

      “No, it was because you have dirt on the boss, and you’re a master at extortion. Sydney had to hire you or go to jail.”

      Liv grabbed one of the blooms and tucked it behind the ear of little Margaret Hollingsworth, the elderly woman who’d crocheted Sydney an afghan when she fixed her Buick for free after her husband passed away last spring.

      Margaret was back with the Buick for her quarterly oil change. Smiling, she pulled a pocket mirror out of her huge-ass, I-keep-all-my-crochet-supplies-on-me-at-all-times purse to see how the rose looked tucked into her wiry gray hair.

      Liv tucked a flower into her own hair, too. “Looks like Syd’s finally learned her lesson not to share anything with your big mouth anymore.”

      “Fuck off, Liv.” Laura sent a schmaltzy smile Margaret’s way. “Pardon my French, Ms. Hollingsworth.”

      Margaret waved a hand dismissively, still admiring the flower.

      Liv pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I’ll happily fuck off, but not until Syd admits something happened last night.” She lifted her phone and tapped the screen. “On camera.”

      Sydney would have continued to deny, deny, deny if she wasn’t feeling so spotlighted already. Time to find some paper to push around. She turned toward the staircase as inconspicuously as possible.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Laura tapped her shoulder. “You can’t come over here to gloat over such an obvious display of your conquest, and then bail on us without sharing even a little teaser of what happened.”

      “You guys are relentless.”

      “Thank you,” Liv and Laura said in unison.

      “We’re running a professional business here, not a gossip mill, ladies. Now get to work. Ms. Hollingsworth’s Buick won’t change its own oil.”

      “I’m sure Margaret doesn’t mind some juicy gossip,” Liv said. Margaret smiled sweetly and dug in her suitcase-purse for her crochet hooks, a deepening blush on her cheeks.

      “I only danced with Mr. Jameson that one time. After he was called away on business, I never saw him again. Cross my heart.”

      “Cross your heart about what?”

      Sydney spun around with a wide smile. “Dad!” Her smile dropped as soon as she saw the worry creasing every line on his red-bearded face. “What’s wrong?”

      Alroy Ashby swallowed her in one of the hugs that had steadied her through all of life’s ups and downs. She pulled away first because the shadows in his eyes made her heart kick.

      Something was wrong, and it wasn’t about her indiscretion at Inferno last night. She’d snatched her parents’ San Francisco Chronicle sixty seconds after their paperboy flung it on the driveway. When she’d nervously opened to the lifestyle section, she was relieved to see absolutely nothing about last night. “Dad?”

      “Can we go upstairs?”

      Oh God. “Okay.”

      The girls returned to their stations quietly. As Sydney mounted the stairs ahead of her father, she couldn’t stand not knowing.

      “Joaquin?”

      The second youngest of her eight siblings, Joaquin had an immune disorder that had been well-managed with new experimental drugs he’d been taking for the last year.

      “He’s fine,” he whispered.

      “Mom and the others?”

      “Healthy.”

      Sydney exhaled heavily. As long as her family was okay, she could and would deal with any other problem that landed on their shoulders.

      Upstairs in her office, Alroy walked to the window to look down on the parking lot. He usually entered and plopped down on the butter-soft, black leather sofa she’d bought brand new the day after she’d purchased all the second-hand furniture for her duplex. When he continued to remain silent, her hands grew clammy. “What happened?”

      His head bowed and his shoulders began to shake. Her pulse skyrocketed. She walked over to him and put a hand on his back. “Dad, tell me.”

      He lifted his blood-shot gaze. “I was fired, baby, and now I can’t take care of my family. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “How?” It was inconceivable. Dad had worked at the glass manufacturing plant all of her life.

      “My supervisor baited me with racial slurs about our family of ‘mutts’ and ‘misfits.’  He’s been laying it out there for months. I finally lost the rag, Syd.”

      Oh no. “What did you do?”

      Alroy brushed the fingers of one hand over the scraped knuckles of his other. Sydney shook her head. “Oh, damn. You hit him?”

      Not good. Especially when Alroy had been an amateur boxer in Dublin before he and Clara had immigrated to California two years before she was born. Compound that with the fact that the owner who’d doted on him like a son had retired six months ago and sold the company to an asshole who played poker with the supervisor dad had clubbed.

      Bad news all around.

      Sydney’s mind spun. Her hands went to her cheeks. “Did you kill him?”

      “Get off the stage, girl! I did no such thing.” His frown melted into worry once more. “But I lost me job.”

      Thank you, God, for not-so-small favors. Her hands settle back down to her sides. Job hunting was acceptable. Manslaughter was not. “Okay, well, we’ll just have to get your resume in order. Laura can help. She’s good at stuff like that.”

      “Joaquin’s medicine...I won’t be able to pay for it.” His voice was hoarse.

      Sydney was already thinking about which companies he could apply to. He was over fifty, but he looked much younger, and he’d be great in an interview. “You should have Cobra health insurance for eighteen months or something like that.”

      “I won’t qualify since I was fired for gross misconduct. Och, how am I going to tell your mother?”

      Sydney’s gut fell. Joaquin’s medicine was expensive, but Alroy’s insurance had been so good, her parents only had to pay fifty dollars a week.

      Now what?

      Joaquin was doing well, his disorder so controlled he was finally able to go out with friends, do most of the normal things fifteen-year-olds did.

      She couldn’t let him be without such life-changing medicine. Her father started to pace. She glanced at her desk, her gaze falling on the blueprints for her building expansion that had been in the works for the last eight months. After getting approval from her landlord, she’d skimped and saved, diverting all profits from the business into savings to fund this expansion which represented Torque’s bright future.

      She had so many plans for the extra space. Classrooms for automotive community classes. Exercise and lounge room for her staff. Two more car hoists to expand operations that would help build toward her larger goal of purchasing this building from her landlord.

      She finally had the money for phase one. The contractor was due to meet with her for final approvals next week.

      She looked up at her father’s slumped shoulders and thought of the feather in her purse that she still hadn’t had the time to give to Joaquin. It was beautiful, but it wouldn’t mitigate the suffering her brother would experience when he was no longer taking his medicine.

      She took the blueprints and put them in the bottom desk drawer with a sinking heart. Setbacks are temporary. She walked over to the comfy leather sofa and patted the seat, willing her lips not to tremble with the big ball of hurt congealing in her chest. “Come here, Dad. Everything’s going to be alright. I have a plan.”
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      Father Angus bellowed when the possessed woman’s teeth sank into the corded muscle of his forearm. The priest’s blood dripped down the woman’s chin, splattering onto the office’s wooden floor before Spencer brought up his hand to send a laser-stream of fire to slice across the woman’s hairline. Her skin melted, blonde hairs burning with a putrid smell that made human mixologist Shadow Barnes fist her hands in her magnificent afro and run from the room, gagging.

      Pepper pursed her lips, clamping down on Father Angus’s arm to stop the bleeding and pull him from the Devil’s Trap. She glared at Spencer. “Must you be so barbaric?”

      “It was effective, was it not? Our fearless priest still has his limb.” Spencer scowled at the writhing Possessed who was now alone, but laughing maniacally inside the Devil’s Trap.

      Spencer turned to the tall Samoan who’d appeared in the doorway. “Atamu, fetch the first aid kit. We wouldn’t want Father Angus to get rabies from this muppet.” The pulsating beat from the club’s high-end speakers muted as the office door closed behind Atamu.

      Another twenty-four hours had passed, and they were still no closer to figuring out why the exorcism rite wasn’t working.

      “Baal’s going to rip everything you love to pieces!” The woman looked like a soccer mom. Harmlessly suburban. Until she pierced you with the rancor in her eyes.

      “Goddamned demons,” Pepper muttered. “If she laughs one more time….”

      Now who’s out for blood? Spencer thought, but decided to pick his battles with his prickly head of security.

      He cocked his head at Crazed Soccer Mom. “Unfortunately, I don’t love anything. Your maggot-riddled liege will just have to live with the disappointment.” He kept his tone mild—the more to aggravate the demon—but he was restless. He’d yet to pick up where he and Sydney had left off the night before.

      Visions of her coming undone in his arms on the dancefloor had made for a night that had ended in a long, cold shower.

      “Baal will find your weakness.” Spittle and the priest’s blood flew from Soccer Mom’s mouth. “Everyone has them. Especially those who say they don’t.”

      Was Sydney enough of a weakness for Baal to exploit? Certainly not. She did amazing things to his senses, but when the amplio wore off he’d be back to square one.

      Uninterested in anyone or anything.

      Perhaps by the next time he saw her, it would already be a thing of the past.

      Nevertheless, he’d have to be careful so Baal didn’t find out about her.

      Soccer Mom’s neck arched, her mouth dropping open on a scream that should have hurt like hell to release. Spencer’s fingers itched to spew fire. A physical sensation that was independent of his mental apathy. It was as though his Guardian element was on auto-pilot, ready to continue the fight, but his will had tapped out.

      Thing was, this sack of ass never ended. Instead, it only seemed to get worse. Were the Guardians going away—elementals like him who’d decided the endless fight wasn’t worth salvation?

      They were losing the war.

      Nate had always counseled him to pay more attention to the underground news. Once upon a time, he had. But a lot of things had been going by the wayside in the last few years.

      When Atamu returned and finished bandaging Father Angus’s arm, the white-haired priest wiped the blood off his Bible and approached the Devil’s Trap. Pepper and two members of security had used holy water to get Soccer Mom’s wrists and ankles into iron shackles soldered into the floor.

      Atamu looked questioningly at Spencer before heading back out to the club where dancers and party-goers were well on their way to their next bad decision.

      Father Angus laid a crucifix on top of his bible. “Evil one, you will not win. You underestimate the power of light.”

      Soccer Mom snorted. “Light you say? Stick-up-his-ass-guy’s soul is black. If you can’t see the darkness in your midst, you’re even more damned than I.”

      Pepper looked at Spencer as a knock came at the door. “I will be the first to admit I am partial to black,” he said, approaching the door. He pulled it open to find Shadow with a false smile and taut skin around her eyes. The hairs on the back of his neck rose in apprehension. “What catastrophe is upon us now?”

      Shadow leaned forward. “She’s here,” she whispered.

      “She,” he repeated, though his sudden racing pulse told him who it must be.

      Shadow’s dimple peeped out as she pressed her lips together like she was pondering how to respond. “The one you, ah…sent the flowers to.”

      Pepper snorted. “Nice save, Barnes.”

      “Where have you tucked the lovely Ms. Ashby?”

      “She’s waiting in the tech command office downstairs. Want me to tell her you’re busy?”

      “No,” he said a little too fast. He took a moment to straighten his tie before continuing. “Give me five minutes. I shall escort this problem demon into the purging room with the others. Then I’ll come for Sydney.” As unpleasant as it would be to move Soccer Mom—there was no way he was letting her stay one more minute in his office and Father Angus would never let him release her back into the city—the thought of seeing Sydney filled him with pleasure.

      He got it done in record time and only suffered a broken arm and punctured lungs in the process. He moved down the hallway slowly to give his body time to heal before he reached Inferno’s tech hub. His gut did an unfamiliar flutter as he stood outside the door. When he opened it, it was like an artist had top-loaded all his paint bottles with dynamite, which detonated simultaneously as soon as Spencer’s gaze landed on Sydney.

      Color everywhere. So bright it hurt his eyes.

      And in the middle of it all, Ms. Ashby in ass-hugging denim and a tie-dye t-shirt displaying the most beautiful amalgamation of colors he’d ever seen in all his centuries across the globe.

      She stood up and moved toward him like water flowing over river rocks. Effortless. Her lips were moving. Her finely-shaped, light auburn brows pulled down in distress or...

      Annoyance?

      Her finger came up to point at him. Definitely annoyance.

      “There’s something afoot, Spencer. I can feel it in the ether.” Pepper’s voice filtered through his head.

      A slight vibration under his feet that was more than the DJ’s music. Spencer frowned, trying to piece it all together.

      “...look like a tramp in front of my staff.”

      What? He refocused on the dazzling, pissed off female before him. “I do apologize. I never meant to cause you—”

      A fizzle pinpricked his fire element.

      Something’s terribly wrong.

      He lunged for Sydney as the building shuddered. The blast seemed to go on forever, reverberating through the walls, across the floors, rattling wire shelving, fritzing out the dozen computer screens throughout the room, and extinguishing the lights.

      Spencer hunched over Sydney, chunks of drywall and ceiling tile raining down on his back. People were screaming in the hallway and out by the bar. The emergency generators kicked on, lighting the chaos.

      When Sydney shifted beneath him, he sat back on his haunches to give her room. She twisted around to sit on her butt, looking around as the sheetrock dust continued to settle.

      He did a quick scan of her body, then her face. “Are you alright?”

      She nodded, lips parted, mutely handing him his broken spectacles.

      He tossed the glasses in the rubble heap and ran his hand down her dusty hair. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Earthquake or bomb?” she asked.

      Rephaim, likely. “Remain here whilst I investigate.” But she followed him as he got to his feet. He frowned at her. “I really must insist that you stay here.”

      Sydney frowned right back. “No. I need to check on my family and the shop.”

      “I’ll arrange to have someone do that for you. You’ll be safe here.”

      She planted her hands on her hips. “If that was a bomb, I wouldn’t exactly say this place is safe. And besides, I don’t do the helpless female thing.” She pushed beyond him, moving toward the door, skirting fallen chairs.

      He sputtered for a moment, face heating in disbelief at being so summarily disobeyed. He caught up to her, scooping an arm around her waist. “You are being imprudent, madam!”

      “And you are being a controlling asshole!” she hollered, struggling against his hold, twisting this way and that, though it was futile against his superior strength.

      “I’m happy to be a blackguard if you cannot be sensible.” A waft of apple blossoms from her soft hair dispelled some of his aggression. He exhaled roughly, loosening his hold a bit.

      Pepper reached out telepathically, asking for help on the dancefloor beneath the second-floor balcony and planting images of wide-eyed, staggering club-goers being hustled out of the hallway by members of security. Dozens of patrons had apparently tumbled in the explosion. There would likely be many casualties from this latest rephaim enterprise.

      Sydney swiveled in his grasp, her eyes dark with anger. “Let go of me!”

      Spencer gritted his teeth, striving for calm. How could this five-foot-five-inch slip of a thing make him lose his cool in such an undignified manner? “If I relinquish your arm, will you be reasonable?”

      Sydney’s eyes narrowed, sending a sliver of alarm up Spencer’s spine. Ridiculous.

      “Reasonable?”

      “No cause to be shrill. If it was an earthquake, this building meets all current safety codes. And if it was a bomb, it wasn’t on the premises. Full body scans at both entrances ensure a safe environment for every— Ooof!” He bent violently at the waist as her knee connected with his groin. He shook his head, trying to dispel the stars bursting in his vision and the nausea churning in his gut as she fled the room.

      “Dammit, Sydney!” he bellowed after her like a common gob shite.

      He breathed through the pain, sending the flaming nerve impulses straight into his fire element, feeding the energy, bulldozing through the club until he’d caught up to Sydney as she passed the secondary bar close to the club’s entrance.

      Because damned if he’d be all talk and no trousers.

      He. Would. Keep. Her. Safe.

      He reached for her belt loop. Her arm started to swing wide until he captured it in a bear hug against his body. Breathlessly, he hustled her backwards to the wall next to the potted ficus tree, bringing one of his palms to her flushed cheek. “Somnus!”

      “Wha—” She blinked at him, those furious blue eyes clouding until the lids fluttered, then dropped. She sagged in his arms.

      Good God.

      He closed his eyes on a long blink. What he’d intended as a smooth seduction had turned into a transcendent disaster.

      He cradled her body and streamed at molecular speed to his upstairs quarters where he laid her on his bed, adding another sleep command when he felt her consciousness rise. Crikey. How could she fight his power like that? It was unprecedented.

      He scowled at her for a lingering moment before adding one last sleep command. Outside the door, he layered three of the heaviest protection wards he knew. Massive overkill by normal standards. Katherine would flay his male ego and serve the bloodied strips as hors d’oeuvres if she ever learned of such folly.

      Still, he nearly added a fourth ward.

      Right. Now, he’d see what had hit the fan, fix it, and get back to Sydney before she awoke. Otherwise, there’d be some explaining to do.

      And he wasn’t an explaining kind of guy.
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      Sydney rubbed her temple as she drove into her parents’ neighborhood. She hadn’t had a headache this bad since her ex-boyfriend had humiliated her with his ‘popsicle-fucking’ comment at the Mercedes Benz dealership where she’d been an apprentice technician.

      Sure would be nice to be respected by a man not related to or employed by her. Would be nice to remember what had happened last night after the bank bombing, too.

      The last thing she remembered was Spencer shielding her from falling debris. The next thing she knew, she’d woken up in her own bed during the middle of the night, feeling fuzzy and slightly ill. She thought it might have been a dream, but when she checked the local news, they were covering the bombing.

      How did she get home? Should she ask Spencer about it, or just let it go?

      Curiosity killed the cat, Syd. So they said.

      Whoever they were.

      Carry on. She needed to put the whole Inferno interlude out of her mind and focus on the big picture things: Joaquin’s medicine, dad’s unemployment, and how long it would take to re-fund her expansion plans.

      The entire east side of her parent’s block was filled with vehicles belonging to her siblings and her siblings’ friends, so Sydney reversed in a neighbor’s driveway to park on the opposite side of the street. When she leaned over to get her purse off the passenger side floor, she smiled, anticipating Joaquin’s surprise when he saw the beautiful feather she’d found on Baker Beach.

      She swiveled to open her door and almost peed herself.

      Spencer was standing right there outside her window. He didn’t look happy.

      A warm gust of wind swept into the car as he opened her door and leaned his left forearm against the top of it. She held her purse against her body like armor, her heart jack hammering. “Did you follow me?”

      His frown deepened. “Did you notice someone tailing you ever since you left your house?”

      “Did you notice only stalkers follow a woman who’s never given them the address of her workplace, residence, or her family’s residence?” she fired back, leaning forward to feel under the seat with her fingers.

      The socket wrench was still there. Thank Heavens.

      It wasn’t very heavy, but if she nailed him right between the eyes, it might buy her some time to re-manuever herself for a better blow. “You need to go. Now.”

      “You need to be more aware of your surroundings.” His gaze dropped to her purse, then came back to her face. “Based on what I learned from events surrounding the…bombing last night, I fear you might be in danger.”

      She frowned. Yeah. In danger of swooning over that sexy British accent. Check. In danger of remembering his hands and mouth on her body for the rest of her workaholic, spinster life. Double check.

      He shouldn’t be here. This was weird and inappropriate. So why was he frowning? Frustrated because she wasn’t taking him seriously? Because she wasn’t as easy of a mark as he’d hoped?

      He seemed sincere, but then she sucked at reading men. With Derek, she’d missed all the break-up signs he must have been putting out there.

      “Stop trying to be mysterious. It’s annoying.” She sounded peevish, but couldn’t help herself. There was something strange about last night—other than being close to a bomb—that she couldn’t shake. “If you know something, spit it out. I don’t like beating around the bush. I don’t like men stalking me either. It’s creepy as hell.”

      He opened his mouth, but seemed to reconsider what he’d been about to say. He took a step back to make room for her to exit the car. She grabbed the wrench and held it against her thigh. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the curtains above her mother’s kitchen sink move.

      Frick.

      “Look, I appreciate you taking the brunt of the fallout from the bomb last night. You or one of your staff must have driven me home after I hit my head or passed out or something.” She held up her hand to forestall any response because priority one was losing the British dude before her mother and the rest of the pack came outside to interrogate him. “In any case, thanks again, and I’ll be careful. Now, please go home.”

      She slipped the wrench into her back jeans pocket as she stood, then attempted to squeeze between him and her open car door, but he didn’t budge. “I wish I was overreacting, Sydney, but I’m not. There are a league of unsavory characters in the city at present, and you’d be an important catch for any of them. They will take note of you once they know what I know.”

      What. The. Actual. Fuck?

      She squinted at him. “There’s something wrong with you. Do you always talk like this?” It was so odd and old-fashioned and strangely fascinating. Mostly now, though, she was irritated. And worried. She probably only had sixty seconds before that front door opened and Clara came barreling down the sidewalk with a pan of brownies for the new guy.

      “You’d be foolish to not heed my warnings.”

      She kept her eyes on her parents’ front door, palms sweating though it was only 50 degrees, pitching her tone as cold and off-putting as possible. “Okay, let’s pretend you’re right. Why am I—a small-time auto mechanic with no social life—in danger, and from whom?”

      Spencer cleared his throat and put his hands in his dress pants’ pockets. “Well, that’s difficult to explain—”

      She cursed, raised her hands, and let them fall heavily. “Why did I even bother? You’re just like so many other guys. Go home and leave me alone.” She slammed her car door, locked it, and pushed by him.

      “Sydney—”

      “Go. Away!” she yelled over her shoulder, crossing the street.

      Of course, he was making it all up. Why had she even humored him? She knew better. “I don’t want your games or your flowers or your cloak-and-dagger enigmas.” Those twenty-seven vases were going to the local children’s hospital. Stat.

      She had a business to run and problems to solve. He could play his fake knight in shining armor card with someone who wanted that shit.

      Her breath was coming in little gasps as she stepped onto the curb. Please go away please go away. Mom had a yarn ball wreath with a wooden sign proclaiming WELCOME TO ALL on the front door.

      No wreath had ever been more sincere.

      Please go the hell away! The sidewalk loomed longer than ever. Running would be so undignified.

      But when the front door opened like jaws of death, Sydney’s heart free-fell, then rocketed up to her throat, nearly strangling her with its wild pulse.

      Later, she would reflect that she’d almost made it inside. And she should have goddamn-well run to the door, undignified or not.

      Her tiny mother charged out the door and barreled down the sidewalk, a blinding smile on her face and an overflowing plate of cookies in her capable grasp.

      “Mom, wait!”

      But Clara-The-Happy-Tornado-Ashby zoomed right on by her daughter.

      “Well, hello, handsome! You’re just in time for Sydney Renee’s big birthday lunch!”
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      Spencer was keenly aware that he shouldn’t enjoy Sydney’s discomfort so terribly much. Particularly when she was in such fine fettle and in so much danger should Baal discover she had the angel feather.

      Not detecting any demon activity in the area, he smiled as Sydney’s mother handed him a plate of cookies and threaded her arm through his. She ushered him up the sidewalk to the small but inviting stoop that led to the Ashby’s front door.

      While she continued to chatter animatedly, he glanced behind, actually smiling with teeth this time to catch Sydney scowling and mumbling beneath her breath as she followed them.

      Little did she know he had extraordinary hearing, and her ‘opportunistic asshole’ commentary was far more amusing than insulting.

      He’d gone about this all wrong.

      He generally had more finesse with the fairer sex, but there was something about Sydney that went beyond the enhanced sensory experience she generated for him…

      The more she pulled back, the more he was compelled to pursue her.

      Especially when he’d seen the feather in her purse last night after bringing her home. That had been both a shock and a stroke of luck.

      Clearly his hypothesis about humans not being able to see angel feathers was incorrect. He should have taken the feather then while she was unconscious, but Jinx had shown up, bloody and more serious than he’d ever seen her. They’d left Sydney’s together, and it had taken all night to dispatch the rephaim who were raising hell up and down consumer-dense Market Street.

      Luckily, he hadn’t brought the feather into battle because he might have lost it again. Come morning, he’d needed to recover from his injuries, and then this afternoon, he’d debriefed his security team.

      It should be a simple matter to take it from her, but he hoped to do it with the least amount of mind wiping possible. Especially since he’d already erased how he’d prevented her escape. Guilt niggled at him, but it wasn’t enough to make him confess to such heavy-handedness. Her safety justified the means.

      So then, extracting the feather from her here under her parents’ roof would probably not accomplish his goal of limiting further mind wiping.

      Still, he couldn’t pass up an opportunity to see where she’d grown up. To meet the people who’d shaped her, for better or worse. Probably for worse. What family wasn’t an unmitigated calamity?

      On the doorstep, Clara blinked up at him with smiling brown eyes. “Do you like cottage pie and farls, young man?”

      Sydney squeezed around them, blocking him from advancing into the house. “He’s not staying, mom. He’s a very busy and important man.” Her eyes issued a warning that fired his blood in a different way than she’d intended.

      He found himself wanting to stay.

      He…who avoided family encounters at all costs.

      Clara’s disappointed look had probably contributed to more than one young person’s guilt complex over the years. “A strapping man like you has gotta eat. You might as well stay. I’ll warn Alroy not to pester you with all that infernal NASCAR rabble.”

      The garage door suddenly rolled up to reveal a space not for cars, but a lounge area complete with teenagers sprawled on various pieces of furniture and an enormous TV mounted on the wall surrounded by more NASCAR paraphernalia than Spencer had ever seen in one place.

      “My damn ears are burning again, Clarabelle. Come here, little woman, and abuse me to my ugly mug.” The large man with fire-red hair, a crooked nose, and snapping blue eyes advanced on the now-giggling Clara.

      Spencer couldn’t tear his eyes from the unlikely spectacle of a married couple over fifty falling together in a passionate kiss.

      A scrawny teen on one of the couches covered his eyes and made gagging noises. Another one rolled her eyes. One smirked. Two more didn’t even seem to notice, their eyes glued to the TV where colorful cars zoomed around a racetrack at 200 miles per hour.

      “Jesus Christ, you guys have to do that shit here?” whined a dark-haired young man with olive skin and peach fuzz on his chin.

      Clara turned her face from Alroy’s kisses. “Don’t say ‘shit,’ Mateo. And you know I hate it when you take the Lord’s name in vain.”

      “Lo siento, mamá,” Mateo replied. “Still, though, get a fuckin’ room.”

      The room erupted in a mixture of cheers and jeers when the Goodyear driver pulled ahead of the Mobil 1 car. Spencer’s shoulders relaxed, his lips curving into a smile, his gaze straying from face to face.

      The energy in the space was astonishing.

      Two older males and nine young adults and teenagers representing at least four different ethnicities were gathered, arguing about future stock car safety features after the previous month’s deadly crash involving the Sprint Cup Series champion.

      They’re talking my language, he thought bemusedly.

      When was the last time he’d been around a group of people as passionate for NASCAR as he had been…once upon a time?

      Never had he ever.

      “Who’s your pick for rookie driver to make the biggest splash in the upcoming season?”

      Spencer tore his gaze from the life-sized cutout of Dale Earnhardt to face Sydney’s father.

      “Dad, can you not deduce from his three-piece suit that he’s probably never watched a race?”

      Spencer didn’t spare a glance at Sydney as he answered her father. In the split second before the assembled group responded to his pick, Spencer had the surreal awareness that he’d crossed a threshold he wouldn’t be able to easily re-cross.

      All at once, half the teens groaned and shook their heads while the other half whooped and taunted the naysayers. Spencer held very still as Sydney’s father narrowed his gaze at him. After a suspended moment, Alroy extended his hand.

      “Here’s to me, and here’s to you. And here’s to love and laughter. I’ll be true as long as you. And not one moment after.” He barked out a laugh as bright and unforgettable as his red hair, while the rest of the clan groaned. The red-haired man offered his hand. “Alroy Ashby. Since you made the right prediction, I hope you’ll stay for Clarabelle’s cottage pie and then re-watch last season’s final race with this band of fools and feckers. You willing to walk on the wild side?”

      Sydney’s look of horror sealed the deal.

      He’d rather do nothing more.
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      What the hell just happened?

      Sydney’s feet were rooted to the spot as her dad introduced her stalker to five of her siblings and four of their friends. What was a suit like him doing here, talking to her NASCAR-obsessed family like he was as much of an addict as they were?

      It didn’t compute.

      They surrounded him like he was a god. Even Dad...who was notoriously untrusting of new people.

      Well, she was not going to trust him. In fact, she’d be more on guard for any funny business with him around her family.

      Clara took her arm, scooting her inside the house to help Joaquin put the finishing touches on the cake that her brother Omar had baked this morning.

      “Ma, you don’t ask the birthday girl to frost her own cake,” Omar said from the table where he was pouring powdered sugar into a bowl. At fourteen, he was the baby of the family, though some days (okay, most days) Sydney thought he was more mature than Malik, the oldest boy who had ten years on him.

      “I can’t believe you invited him to stay for my birthday lunch when I very clearly indicated I didn’t want him around. I don’t even know him.” Sydney slammed a cupboard door in case her annoyance wasn’t clear enough in her tone.

      Clara raised an eyebrow, getting a spreading spatula for Joaquin. “Your body language by the car was contradicting your words, Sydney. That means something. I need to know what.”

      “No, it wasn’t, but even if it was, that’s not your business anymore. I’m an adult for heaven’s sake.”

      “Adults don’t slam cabinets like petulant toddlers,” Omar rejoined, dyeing the frosting a turquoise blue. Her favorite.

      Sydney supposed throwing a plate at him wasn’t responsible adult behavior either. “You, stop. Wait until she starts dissecting your life.”

      Joaquin laughed. “Right, because she’s never done that to anyone besides you.”

      Clara closed one of her two ovens with a hip. “Alright, you three. Let’s get the others and eat!”

      Lunch dragged on forever with Spencer the epitome of politeness and impeccable manners. It was quite possible he heard four-fifths of their family history, a smile on his face and appropriate responses to the occasional question peppered his way. And by the looks of the spell he was casting on her entire family, she’d have to endure their endless questions about him for weeks afterwards.

      What was he after? Billionaires didn’t spend Sunday suppers in middle class dining rooms talking about the trials and triumphs of two struggling immigrants who were determined to love and make room for each unwanted child or troubled teen the good Lord saw fit to put in their path.

      Nah, billionaires definitely didn’t do that.

      Spencer was too perfect. And look what had happened with perfect Derek. Cultured guys didn’t go for girls like her. Not after they figured out the puzzle of the tomboy-who-likes-cars-for-real. It was as if the idea of her enjoying a typical male occupation lessened their own virility.

      But who really knew? She was tired of psychoanalyzing her dating failures.

      She could always freeze her eggs. Or adopt. Single mothers were doing that sort of thing all the time now.

      On their own timeframe.

      “Syd! You need a nap or something? You’ve hardly eaten a bite,” Alroy said with a mouthful of cottage pie.

      “It’s my fault.” Joaquin laid his fork down and gazed at Sydney, his dark eyes so bright with shimmering tears she felt them rise up in her own.

      The whole room quieted. No silverware clinking on dishes. No mumbled arguments between too-closely-packed siblings. Not even dad’s noisy mouth breathing.

      Her throat tightened, her face on fire. “Joaquin, no,” she whispered.

      “You can’t give up your dream. You’ve worked too hard and given up so much already for me. For all of us,” he rushed to say before she could tell him not to worry.

      Not to open this conversation in front of a stranger.

      She shook her head with a smile as fake as Spencer’s intentions.

      “Everything and everyone will be okay, I promise.” Her heart beat so loud she’d swear the others could hear it in the continued silence. Spencer’s gaze felt like a physical touch. It was unnerving.

      She swallowed hard and turned to her mom. “How about that cake?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Spencer watched Sydney steadfastly ignore him as she pushed her birthday cake around her plate, laughing with her beautiful mouth but not her eyes. The last hour and a half with this dynamic family had been more interesting than the entire previous year of his life. Probably longer.

      The only family member missing from the noisy gathering was the second oldest after Sydney, Tiana, whom none of them had heard from in weeks. They were all worried. And judging by the stories Jiang blurted before Sydney finally shut her chatty sister down—recurring disappearances, drugs, bad company, inability to hold down a job—it seemed like their concerns were justified. Tiana sounded like a troubled young woman.

      And financially, the family was struggling, which was no surprise since they didn’t seem to turn anyone away. He found himself unexpectedly touched.

      He leaned back in his chair, loosening his tie—he’d already dispensed with his suit coat long ago—and observed the open way they interacted, teasing and laughing, seemingly so secure in their sense of worth and place.

      Had he the good fortune to meet a family like the Ashbys when he was alive so long ago, he would’ve gladly relinquished his parents’ duchal estates, the grand clothes, the trips, the empty prestige, all of it to feel a fraction of the warmth flowing freely around this scratched and humble table handmade by Alroy to accommodate their large family and daily strays–friends and homeless teens who had nowhere safe to go at night.

      His eyes touched on Clara, the heartbeat of all this human compassion and charity. Sydney’s smooth skin and high cheekbones came from her. He’d love to learn what non-physical traits—the deep-down stuff that influenced your choices—she’d gleaned from her mother.

      His gaze wandered back to Sydney.

      She wasn’t as open or cordial as her mother. But she was protective and loyal. Dedicated and responsible.

      Tense.

      He could see it around her eyes and lips. The way she clipped her sentences. And she was watching him even more than he watched her. She didn’t trust him around her people, her vibes telling him to be careful or she’d strike. Smart. After all, he had followed her with the express purpose to retrieve the feather, which so far, he hadn’t done.

      She had no idea what he or Jessica’s feather were capable of, but she had no reason to fear. He already liked this family almost as much as he had loved John Jameson, a Scottish lawyer who’d acquired the Bow Street Distillery in Dublin.

      John had died at the ripe old age of 83 in 1823, a feat few achieved in those days. Spencer had taken the Jameson name after his best friend’s death. Had taken the helm of the Jameson Irish whiskey distillery as well. He’d lost himself in the work, but it was a poor substitute for a lost kindred soul.

      Spencer swirled the ice cubes in his empty glass, which was promptly refilled with lemonade by Sydney’s bubbly, seventeen-year-old sister Jiang. He listened to her sing the praises of her brother, Deon, who at nineteen was already in his third year of college. He was a young man with neurosurgeon aspirations, second quietest of the bunch behind Najeem, whose midnight-dark skin couldn’t conceal his happy glow, knowing he was beloved by those gathered shoulder-to-shoulder with him.

      The world should be populated with this type of people. Salt-of-the-earth types. Reliable. Warm. Generous.

      He looked again at Sydney, that little line between her eyebrows smoothing out for a moment as she smiled at something Mateo said, and felt a strange calm meld into the brilliance she aroused with her amplio.

      He’d help this family with the only thing they lacked. Money.

      The resolution brought a smile to his face and a deeper shade of wariness to Sydney’s eyes. After everyone pitched in to clean up, Alroy slapped him on the shoulder before he could wander over to Sydney’s defensive position by the sink. “You’re not leaving anytime soon, are you? Syd promised she’d stay and watch the season finale with us. She’s so busy we don’t see near enough of her anymore.”

      In other words, they assumed if he left, she’d leave with him. What did they see about her behavior toward him that belied her outward displeasure? Or maybe her displeasure with him was a sign of her interest? She seemed a more straightforward character than that. “I’d love to stay.”

      More slaps on his shoulder before Alroy grabbed a couple of the loitering teens around the neck, pulling them into the garage as they pretended to sucker punch him in the gut. The whole afternoon took on a dreamlike quality. And when Clara quickly ushered the rest of Sydney’s siblings out of the now-quiet kitchen it was even better.

      Sydney turned away from the cabinet, her eyes widening when she realized they were alone. She opened her mouth.

      “Your family is a treasure.”

      Her mouth snapped closed. Then, “You don’t have to pretend to be nice anymore. What do you want with us?”

      He came around the little peninsula slowly. “I have never pretended to be nice around you, Sydney. In fact, I haven’t felt the need to pretend to do anything in...” Centuries. “Longer than I can remember. I’ve enjoyed spending time with you and your family, and I’d like to get to know you even better.” And of course acquire the feather, he reminded himself. “Furthermore, I’d like to help. I can provide you with the resources to continue your building project.”

      “What? No.”

      “No? I was under the impression it was either your brother’s medicine or your dream of adding on to Torque. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

      “I don’t want a loan, but thank you. I’ll build when the money is saved in full.”

      “It wouldn’t be a loan.”

      She frowned. “I don’t want or need your charity.”

      “It’s not charity.” Except it kind of was. He could see her point. He wouldn’t like that either. Too bad he couldn’t say it’d be a fair trade for the feather. “What if I said you’d be doing me a favor?”

      She folded her arms across her chest and cocked her head. “I’d be doing you a favor by taking your free money? Are you stupid, or just crazy?”

      He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, feeling like he was a little of both. “Each year I find noble causes to which I might lend support.”

      She rolled her eyes. “In other words, charities. Listen, if you’re actually sincere, I appreciate the offer, but I always pay my own way. If you want a suggestion for a worthy organization that struggles to fund research that will hopefully someday impact millions of lives, give to AARDA, the American Autoimmune Related Diseases Association. Your money would have a much wider legacy than settling it on an auto repair shop in the Marina District, believe me.”

      The worried light had come back into her eyes. She was thinking about Joaquin again. He nodded once. “It shall be my utmost pleasure to do both then.”

      “What part of I-don’t-take-charity don’t you understand?”

      She was actually, honestly, turning him down. Rejecting his money. “I’ve never met anyone who’s declined no-strings-attached money before. You’re being needlessly stubborn.”

      “Thank you.” She brushed by him as cool and self-contained as any five-star general, the little minx. Spencer followed her into the tidy front room, rolling up his shirt sleeves—he was not losing this battle, by God—as the doorbell chimed.

      Jiang zoomed into the room, straight for the door. The moment she opened it, Spencer’s senses vaulted into red alert.

      “Ooo-wee, another suit! Our crib is gettin’ a shot of class today, folks. Who are you, handsome? A friend of Spencer’s, I bet.”

      When she stepped back to wink at Spencer, adrenaline flooded through his body. His hackles raised, hands curved into fists, and his fire element crackled through his bloodstream.

      Baal stood outside on the Ashby family stoop, smiling in the sunshine.
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      “You guys, he’s driving a Bentley! The Ashby social status hasn’t had a boost like this since Malik borrowed that Lamborghini roadster from his sugar mama Mandy Spellerberg. Nosey Mrs. Martinez is gonna be talking about this to the neighbors all month. Way to go, Syd!” Jiang gave her sister two thumbs up and darted back out of the room as quickly as she’d come.

      Sydney opened her mouth to greet the tall, clean-cut man, but Spencer cut in front of her, advancing on the newcomer, hands next to his thighs, palms facing the stranger, fingers curled rigidly, his body language howling with aggression. The room heated to the point she started to sweat. “Spencer, what—”

      “Hostis humani generis, apage!” More strange words spilled from his lips. Low-toned, ancient, electrifying. Goosebumps and perspiration coated her skin as the air crackled, her hair tingling in her scalp.

      She looked from Spencer to the striking, forty-something man in the suit who appeared not in the least cowed by Spencer’s belligerent advance. Rather, he looked amused.

      “What’s going on here?” Her fingers had just curled around the front door jamb when a blast of air shoved her back and the door slammed shut. She stared at the scarred oak for a moment before pushing up from her butt to run back to the door, crying out when her hand sizzled upon contact with the handle. “Spencer, what the hell!” She cradled her burned palm and kicked on the wood panels as everyone rushed in from the garage. “Open this door!”

      Omar made it to the picture window first, with Malik, Deon, Najeem, and Jiang close behind. Joaquin sat down in the recliner, his face a little pale. He did not need this type of excitement, dammit.

      “What’s up?” Twenty-two-year-old amateur racer Mateo moved next to her at the door. “The garage door closed by itself and all the outside doors are locked.”

      Her family was talking all at once, excitement in their voices. Her father disappeared down the hallway that led to her parents’ bedroom.

      And his gun cabinet. Jesus.

      “I don’t know what’s happening,” she held up her palm, the skin bubbling with a throbbing burn blister, “but don’t grab the door handle.”

      Mateo swore, crossed himself, and went over to where five of his siblings jockeyed for best view at the picture window. Sydney walked over to feel Joaquin’s forehead, her pulse easing significantly to find he wasn’t running a fever. “You feel okay?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Just sleepy. Mom actually let me stay out past midnight with my friends last night.”

      She smiled. Progress. “Good. You stay here and rest while we figure this out, ‘kay?”

      “Who’s the other suit with the dope car, bruh? Looks like Spencer wants to rip his fuckin’ cabeza off, but the other dude’s just laughing,” Malik said.

      “Malik, don’t say fuck.” Clara grimaced when she saw her daughter’s blister. “Oh heavens, Sydney, you need to get that burn under cold tap water.”

      “I’ll live.” Sydney pushed her way to the front of the window, letting her family’s chatter fade into the background as she concentrated on the drama playing out in her parents’ front yard.

      Spencer had backed the other man to the boulevard, his arms still splayed, palm-outward toward the man, strangely, like that was somehow keeping him at bay.

      The vibe coming off the two men couldn’t be any different. The newcomer smiled, seemingly pleased and very at ease. So creepy when compared with Spencer, whose entire stance communicated simmering violence. Every line of his body so tense it seemed he could detonate the entire block if he decided to blow. Which was such an odd way to think. Usually she wasn’t this fanciful, but what the hell was going on?

      Her entire family was locked in their house.

      “This might have been averted had we invited the other fellow in for ice cream.”

      Sydney glanced back, incredulously. “Yeah, I don’t think so, Mom. It’s time to call 911.”

      “I’ll do it!” Jiang dug in her overalls for her phone. Alroy rounded the corner into the room, the smooth walnut and metallic ventilated side ribs of his Browning 12-gauge clutched in his grasp like the shotgun was part of his body.

      “Mercy me, Al, put that thing away,” Clara scolded, hands pressed to her rosy cheeks.

      Her father looked around the room until his gaze fixed on one of the air vents near the ceiling. A fresh wave of goosebumps broke out across Sydney’s arms. She pushed away from the window. “What are you looking at, Dad?”

      Alroy continued to watch the intake vent. “I thought I saw some black smoke start to come through, but I must have been imagining it.”

      “What’s that?” Omar’s puberty-changing voice squeaked at the window.

      Dark shadows crept over the houses across the street like a massive object had come between the sun and the earth. And a sound, deep and hollow like underwater grinding, preceded a rumbling beneath their feet that rattled the furniture legs against the tile floor.

      “Quake!” Jiang yelled, dropping her phone. “We’re all gonna die!”

      “Get away from the windows and stay clear of all exterior walls, glass, and heavy furniture,” Deon called calmly, as always the voice of reason in her insane family.

      Alroy tucked his gun under his arm, lumbered to the front door, wrapping his hand in one of mom’s heirloom doilies on the way, then attempted to open it with pure brute strength.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      Clara laid a hand on his arm. “Something tells me it’s best if we stay inside.”

      No shit, Mom.

      “I’m no’ going to be a prisoner in me own home!”

      Dad’s thickening brogue portended all manner of bad things. “I’ll call the police,” Sydney said, hurrying to her purse.

      “They gotta be opposing mob bosses,” Mateo speculated.

      “Yeah, maybe Spencer developed some type of new weapon so they can break into shit real easy and it pissed the other mob boss off because his shit was hit,” Malik concurred.

      He and Mateo high-fived.

      “Malik, don’t say shit or pissed,” Clara said, mildly, like all hell wasn’t breaking loose outside.

      “The other guy doesn’t look mad, though,” Omar commented. “Yo, wait, he’s leaving!”

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      Sydney covered the mouthpiece on her phone the moment dispatch answered. “Really? Is the other guy gone? What about Spencer?”

      “Happy guy, vamoose. Spencer, on his way back to the house,” Mateo reported.

      Alroy finally yanked the door open.

      “I’m so sorry, false alarm,” Sydney told the emergency dispatcher and hung up.

      Good grief.

      Heart beating even faster than before, she raced out the front door, following her furious, armed father into the now cloudless afternoon.
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      Spencer watched Baal’s car drive away, trying to get his element under control before attempting to come up with some yarn about the confrontation that had just played out in front of the entire Ashby clan.

      He’d temporally frozen the neighborhood, but not Sydney’s family, in case it didn’t work on her. He wasn’t sure how all these things worked between a Guardian and the woman who reawakened your senses.

      This was probably going to get complicated.

      He felt Sydney—and another human—rushing toward him even before he turned around. The father was bellowing, but Spencer only had eyes for Sydney, the sun glinting off her hair like a living flame. His fire element surged under his skin, unsatisfied with his non-physical encounter with Baal’s dark energy.

      Alroy approached on his left side. Then, a quick flash of static that clicked to gray to black and back to gray. Stars burst in his vision, a loud ringing filling his ears as he staggered back, pain blooming in his nose.

      “Dad, stop! You’ll kill him!”

      Spencer stoked his fire element as his vision slowly recovered, though the earth continued to spin. He blinked at the sidewalk spattered with blood. His hands were covered with it, too. He shook his head. Whoa, bad idea. The shattered cartilage in his nose caused his stomach to twist and roll. Though he was sworn to protect humanity, Spencer’s fingertips tingled to spew fire.

      “May the Devil pick his teeth with your spine if ya ever come near me family again, ya loathsome slag!”

      Spencer took a deep breath and dabbed at his bloody nose with his trouser hanky, bringing his attention to Alroy, which was what he probably should have done straightaway instead of fantasizing about his daughter.

      “That’s some punch you have there, mate.” Luckily, he was a fast healer—and he wanted the girl—otherwise he wouldn’t be in such forgiving form.

      Alroy’s face grew impossibly redder. “Are ya mockin’ me, fancy boy?” He raised his gun barrel to Spencer’s chest. “Go on, try it again.”

      “Oh my God, Dad!” Sydney swiveled around in front of her father, putting one hand wrapped in a kitchen towel on his chest and using the other to shove the barrel away. “This is ridiculous. He’s going to leave right now,” she turned to pin Spencer with the sternest look he’d ever received, before returning her gaze to her father, “and all will go back to normal. Go in and see to everyone. Mom’s probably having a coronary.”

      Spencer returned the hanky to his pocket, watching as the previously intractable father turned to putty in his very capable daughter’s hands.

      “There you go, Mom needs you.” Sydney pushed against Alroy’s broad, heavyweight-boxing-champ back. “Hurry up,” she barked when his footsteps appeared to falter on the stoop.

      As his hand reached for the front door, it opened to reveal Clara waving, wreathed in smiles. “Thanks for coming, Spencer! Come back real soon!”

      “Get inside and shut the damn door,” Sydney howled, then turned around to face him, an avenging angel on a mission of justice.

      Before she could speak, he laid his hands upon her cheeks and kissed her.

      A ruthlessly carnal touch fraught with such power, rife with so much emotion, and filled with a complexity that would take years to unravel.

      That kiss sent him reeling more solidly than her father’s right hook to his face.

      She yanked out of his grasp and slapped him.

      Her eyes were pools of blue storm. “How dare you bring your mafia business to my family home.”

      The darkness in her voice called to the gloaming inside him. “Mafia?”

      “Don’t even try to deny it.” She pointed to his car. “Please, just leave us alone. If you don’t, I’ll call the police.”

      He sighed. Messy didn’t begin to cover this situation. “I’m afraid I cannot stay away, even if I wanted to.” Not with Baal now knowing about her.

      “Stalker,” she hissed. “I’ll have a restraining order slapped on you faster than my father’s fist broke your nose.” She turned to walk away.

      “That man was dangerous, Sydney.”

      She stopped in the middle of the street and faced him, laughing without mirth. “And you’re not?”

      “Not to you. Never to you. Or your family.”

      “So you are the mob, then.”

      He almost laughed. “The mob is a trifling flock of lambs compared to that fellow.” He longed to sweep her up and cart her off to his fortress on the cliffs of Caramel. His wards would never fail there.

      “How did you lock us in?”

      He didn’t even remember doing it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Cut the crap. You closed the garage door, locked all our doors, and when I tried to open the front door, the handle burned me.”

      He was sorry about that. But the alternative would’ve been a categorical disaster had she been within Baal’s range.

      He slid his hands into his trouser pockets to appear more relaxed.. “What you’re suggesting is impossible, Sydney. Please allow me to take you to the clinic to see to your wound.”

      She didn’t reply for a long moment, weighing his sincerity while he pretended he wasn’t holding his breath. Finally, she shook her head. “Just go away and leave us alone.”

      Impossible. He tamped down the urge to abscond with her. Maybe not to Caramel, as heavily warded as it was. Maybe to McMurdo Station in Antarctica. No demons would desire to go there, surely.

      “I’m sorry to have unwittingly brought your family to the attention of that man. And I’m very sorry that this is going to sound absurd, but your family will need to stay home under a security detail that I will pay for, for the duration of three weeks and one day.”

      Until Winter Solstice when the veil between Earth and Hell was likely to reopen.

      The amount of time Baal had given him to turn over his relic.

      He could only imagine how ridiculous his instructions sounded, but he couldn’t be everywhere at once. Baal would direct the nephilim, and quite possibly the rephaim, two classes of fallen angels, to help obtain Spencer’s relic.

      And now Baal had discovered his new weakness…Sydney.

      He’d cocked up dreadfully.

      Spencer scrubbed his jaw. How was he going to explain? He would wipe all the Ashby’s memories as needed, but that wouldn’t change the fact that Baal would use them against him.

      Sydney was laughing. “Could you be any more delusional? You come in here and—”

      Her phone rang in her pocket. Checking the screen, she answered it right away. Whoever was talking didn’t give her much chance to respond.

      Her face paled, the knuckles of her uninjured hand whitening on the phone. “What do you mean, you can’t wait for me? You promised the entire building was available. I plan to expand—”

      Her gaze found Spencer’s as she continued to listen to what was apparently bad news.

      Spencer didn’t have to know the details to guess what was underway.

      Baal’s plan to squeeze him had already begun.
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      Sydney’s hands twisted on the steering wheel, speeding up the 101, then eastbound to the Marina District where Torque had called home for the last two years.

      Lee Miller, the little man with a big ego who owned the building Torque leased, was trying to renege on his agreement with her because someone had offered twice the rent she was currently paying. A potential tenant with enough money to hire a pack of sleazy lawyers who could make her contract null and void.

      As if she didn’t have enough to worry about right now.

      She glanced in the rearview mirror, pursing her lips. Guess who was following her? At least he’s not still at Mom and Dad’s.

      The instant she had a moment, she was calling the police to put a restraining order on him. She’d fix this, and she’d fix dad’s employment problem, and she’d fix the financing for Joaquin’s medicine.

      One crisis at a time.

      This asshat first.

      She pulled in front of the second car bay at Torque, first noticing Lee, because how could you not—he was wearing a yellow and raspberry colored Hawaiian shirt—but then…

      She frowned, looking at the well-dressed man whose back was to her, talking to Lee. Something about him was vaguely familiar.

      Spencer spilled out of his sports car and dashed to the pair of men loitering by Torque’s glass, iron-barred front door. Her pulse knocked in her throat. She grabbed her phone.

      The man in the suit turned as Sydney stepped from her car.

      “You gave me until the Solstice, you sodding bastard!” Spencer roared, bristling with that same level of aggression he had outside her parents’ house.

      It was the mobster.

      Sydney called the police, the fingers of her free hand curling around the edge of her car door as she waited for the operator to answer. The mobster was dressed as impeccably as Spencer, she thought inanely. “What the hell is going on?” she hollered.

      None of the three men paid her any attention, which buried some of the fear under a layer of anger which she somehow tamped down as she told the police she was being stalked at her workplace. Please hurry.

      Mob Man locked his hands behind his back like he was preparing to lecture a classroom of eager students. Spencer, on the other hand, looked ready to deliver a thrashing.

      Or dump Mob Man’s body in a barrel of acid.

      The dude didn’t look worried, however. “This has nothing to do with you, Jameson, or the lovely Ms. Ashby. I just need a new location to set up headquarters.”

      Sydney’s slamming car door and subsequent approach were anything but mild. “There are dozens of other buildings in this district, probably nicer ones!” She turned to Lee. “After I took a chance on you in this neighborhood, you’re turning your back on me?”

      Lee fingered his salt and pepper mustache, his shrug giving her vertigo simply by looking at his loud-patterned shirt. “It ain’t personal, Sydney. I got kids who wanna go to UCLA. That ain’t cheap, ya know? Mr. Baalor here offered a chunk of that tuition up front.”

      Spencer moved his body between her and Mob Man. He turned his head to the side, pitching his voice so only she could hear him. “My offer to fund your expansion stands.”

      “I’m not taking your blood money,” she hissed.

      “What?” He angled his body further, but seemed reluctant to take his eyes off Mob Man.

      “You’re part of the mob. Maybe even the Don himself.” Please let the cops be here soon.

      Spencer grabbed her arm and pulled her aside. “Whatever you think of me, I am no mobster.”

      His damn eyes. They were blue with a patch of brown on one of the irises. Don’t look at them. “Tell me this isn’t your fault!”

      Something in his beautiful eyes flickered. Guilt? If it was, she felt no better for it. In fact, it made her feel worse.

      “All I can say is that I am committed to helping you sort this out,” he finally said. “How much will the expansion cost?”

      Clara would call this avoidance of culpability. It wasn’t a glowing character trait. Mom probably wouldn’t offer him cookies next time.

      Yeah, ‘next time’ over my dead body. “My expansion is estimated at three hundred eighty thousand.” That should shut him up.

      He didn’t bat an eye. “And your rent?”

      “Ten thousand per month,” she spit out, loud enough to remind Lee—AKA: Hawaiian Shirt Scuzzbag—of his faithless corruption.

      “That would be twenty grand if she wants to compete with Mr. Baalor,” Lee called back.

      Damn. There was no way she could pay that. She’d have to move. Start over in a new location, God knew where. She’d lose most of her clients. Her shoulders sagged, and her throat tightened. “I can’t believe this.”

      Spencer wrapped his hands around her shoulders. “If this went to court—” she shoved his hands off—“if this went to court,” he continued, nonplussed, “and you lost, could your business sustain the new rent at twenty grand, pay your staff, and still turn a profit?”

      She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t know,” she said miserably.

      “Think, Sydney. You’re a businesswoman, you need to know this type of data.”

      Facts, figures, projections. Tangibles. Yes, those things were easy.

      She quickly calculated. “I could do it, but it would be difficult, and I probably wouldn’t be able to reinvest at a rate that would allow us to expand anytime in the next decade.”

      He nodded, glancing over at Lee and Mob Man with narrowed eyes like he could actually hear what they were discussing before he looked back at her. “How much longer is your lease?”

      “Six months.”

      “Even if you lost in court and had to start paying the higher monthly rate, you should be able to renegotiate a lower rent in six months because, by then, I promise Mr. Baalor will no longer be in the picture.”

      Oh my God, he planned to kill him.

      She backed away from Spencer, looking down the street. Where the hell were the cops? “I don’t want any part of this.”

      Spencer’s mouth opened, then shut. He frowned and shoved a hand through his hair. “No, it isn’t what you think. This has nothing to do with the mob or any other criminal activity.”

      She continued to move toward the building. Please don’t let him follow me. “Whatever. Just leave me the hell alone.”

      “Yeah, Spencer, jus’ leave her the hell alone.” Mr. Baalor smiled like this was the best entertainment he’d had in ages.

      Spencer fell into step beside her. She reached in her purse for her phone. I am never going to a nightclub again.

      Of all the things she hated and feared in life, feeling like she didn’t have a choice—not having control—was the worst.

      Sydney unlocked Torque’s front door, turning around to face Spencer before he could enter with her. “Please, I really want to be alone right now.”

      Spencer had been watching Mob Man, but his eyes softened, the lines bracketing his mouth smoothing out when his gaze returned to hers. “You don’t have any other option if you want your brother to stay on his medicine and prevent a business setback. I’ll do whatever I can to reassure you that I’m not the mob.”

      “Why would you even do this? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      He raised an eyebrow, one side of his lips curving up seductively, though he didn’t seem relaxed. “Because I’m bored, and…it would be a lark.”

      Huh. She shook her head, not sure what to make of that it was so preposterous. She looked down at his expensive shoes, then gave him the side eye. “You need help.”

      “On the contrary. I want to offer you my aid. If Lee tries to evict you and your case goes to court, it shall degenerate into a battle royale when Baal—ah, Baalor’s—league of high-profile attorneys attack your contract, no?”

      Sydney’s bravado flagged. She’d heard of other businesses who’d lost what should have been easy cases because of their opponents’ access to hot shot lawyers. In the end, they’d lost more than market share, they’d lost thousands in legal fees.

      If she moved the business, she’d not only have to find a big enough location, she’d have to retrofit it with all her lifts and equipment. That would be an enormous expense, not to mention the time and customer attrition the business would suffer. And her staff all lived within fifteen minutes of here, so it was a convenient location for them.

      She looked around the space that had become so much a part of her, then finally at Spencer, who couldn’t stop looking at Mr. Baalor like he was waiting for the mobster to pull a Tommy Gun out of his suit coat.

      Just get rid of them. She needed some time to think.

      “Fine. I accept your offer, Spencer, but I don’t want any part of you. We can communicate via text or email. Starting tomorrow.” Hopefully the court could issue restraining orders in a few hours, and she’d never have to deal with him face-to-face again.

      Spencer shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s not going to be that simple.”

      Her stomach tumbled. Of course it wouldn’t be.

      Lee walked up to them, picking something out of his teeth. “Hey kids, I gotta go. What’s your answer, Ms. Ashby? Can you cough up the extra ten grand?”

      “You can wait thirty freaking minutes.”

      “My wife—”

      “Thirty minutes!” she bellowed. She was acting like a banshee, but Lord, she was one heartbeat away from a meltdown.

      “Call me in fifteen!” Lee left in a huff.

      The son of a bitch wanted to take Baalor’s offer whether she had the money or not.

      Why? She’d been a model tenant. Paid the rent on time. Took care of the building and grounds. Her business was respectable and legitimate. Who the hell knew what shell company Baalor would put in here to launder his piles of dirty money?

      Interestingly, the mobster didn’t look quite as happy or at ease as before. Why did he want the place so much? Was this about Spencer, or did he legitimately want the building?

      When Baalor took a step toward her, Spencer tensed, moving his hands in front of him like a shield. She wanted them both gone, but if she were forced to throw in with one of them, she’d have to pick Spencer. For all of Baalor’s easy smiles, his shifty eyes made her want to continually check behind her.

      Like there was something waiting to hurt her.

      Spencer had shown aggression toward another aggressor, but he didn’t seem sociopathic, or the type who’d hurt innocent people.

      Yeah, right, her crime-documentary-traumatized-left-brain mocked.

      Yes. Believe it, her intuitive right brain counseled.

      “I have a black belt in Taekwondo and sarcasm. Move outta my way,” she whispered to Spencer’s broad back.

      “Neither could save you from one such as this,” he shot back over his shoulder.

      “But...you can, obviously.” She tried to step around him, but he only let her get so far.

      “If I can’t protect you, Sydney, I’ll go down trying.”

      Well then.

      That was, without a doubt, the sappiest (some might say swoon-worthy) thing any man had ever said to her. Of course, it was also massively inappropriate considering they’d only spent a couple of hours together.

      It was just a line. Stupid hormones. And stupid holes he was starting to illuminate in her life.

      She was not lonely. Just busy. Building a dream meant sacrificing in other areas. She accepted that.

      “Ms. Ashby, I’d only trust this fella as far as you can throw’em.” Baalor put a hand on his chest like he was making a plea. “I don’t mean no disrespect for your womanly strength, but this wiseguy lacks scruples in all his business dealings—as you may have seen earlier today when he chased me off your parents’ property.”

      “We care not for those who lie with impunity. Leave this place now, Baal.”

      Baal? The low, dangerous way Spencer said the name made the hairs raise on the back of Sydney’s neck.

      “Or what, Guardian? You tempted to show the pretty lady what you’re made of? Go on, I dare ya.”

      Guardian? If it was a mob nickname, it didn’t imply contract killer status like Iceman or The Butcher. That was something at least.

      See? sassed her right brain.

      Don’t let your guard down, scolded her left brain.

      Where were the damn cops?

      CRACK!

      Baalor’s car exploded into flames, the hood flying into the air like a bottle rocket.

      “Jesus!” she screamed.

      “Get back!” Spencer growled, his rear end pressing her inside the building, his hands raised in front of him as shrapnel zinged past Sydney’s ears and embedded in the building’s concrete block exterior.

      Spencer shielded her as she collapsed into a ball on the floor, the car hood crashing down with another wallop that sent plastic and metallic parts flying everywhere.

      Sydney gasped for air and turned her head to the side, her arms curled protectively over her skull. She opened her eyes. Baalor hadn’t moved. He’d slipped his hands in his slacks’ pockets like exploding car hoods were an everyday occurrence.

      Sydney licked her lips and pushed up to her knees. “C-c-call 911,” she tried, but it didn’t come out. Her throat was too dry. And Baalor was standing too close to the burning car. Close enough to burn a man.

      It should.

      It would.

      Why wasn’t it?

      Instead, he was staring intently at Spencer. His voice carried, amplified in the heated atmosphere. “Well, ain’t that something? I’d heard, but I wasn’t sure you were capable. But remember, I know all about fire, pal.”

      Baalor walked away, leaving his burning car belching black smoke. Sydney’s kneecaps ached from crouching on Torque’s concrete floor, but she felt paralyzed, watching the mobster until his form disappeared around the block.

      Finally, help arrived, sirens blaring. First, the SF Fire Department. Then the police. She unfolded, accepting Spencer’s hand to rise shakily to her feet.

      Spencer couldn’t have caused that explosion, though Baalor implied that he had. How? Humans couldn’t start fires with their minds.

      It must have been a gas leak in the engine compartment or the exhaust manifold. Or an electrical short causing a spark. Or a mis-routed battery cable, or an ignition switch glitch in the steering column?

      Her mind tumbled through the possibilities, but none of the probable causes could explain the cool, detached humor of the man who’d stood by while his car burned.

      Baalor’s skin should’ve melted off his bones from the proximity.

      Suddenly he was scarier than the tall, handsome old-world Brit shielding her from the blaze the firefighters were trying to extinguish.

      She took a deep breath and looked Spencer in the eye. “What just happened here, and who are you people? No bullshit.”

      Spencer’s eyes were like a darkened doorway she wasn’t so sure she should cross.

      He sighed, long, slow, deep. Okay, make that really sure she shouldn’t cross.

      Fuck though. Her entire family was already involved. “I need the truth, Spencer.”

      “Baal—or Baalor as he is apparently going by—is a very powerful demon, Sydney. And while I am not, what I am is not so easy to explain either.”
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      Spencer had anticipated disbelief from Sydney. Anger. Fear. Even a form of regret (like his own about getting her and her family involved, which manifested in the slightly mortifying need to retch).

      What he hadn’t expected was laughter.

      Laughter.

      Was this why he’d been so cautious all these centuries not to share the secret of his existence? To spare himself the humiliation of being laughed at? Or had he simply not cared enough about anyone to deal with whatever the fallout might be?

      Whatever the case, the little chit was still cackling.

      Laughing so hard she bent over at the waist, hands on her knees to support herself, wiggling like she needed to relieve herself.

      Insulting. “If you are half as religious as your Roman Catholic parents purport to be, you’d realize demons are not that outside the realm of possibility.”

      She only laughed harder.

      She straightened, wiping her eyes as the first officer on the scene began to walk toward them. “Thank you. Nothing like humor to relieve stress, huh?” She shook her head with a show-stopper of a smile, “Man, though, you ought to gamble. You have a badass poker face.”

      He closed his gaping mouth, fortuitously spared further humiliation when the middle-aged, pot-bellied police officer pulled a miniature notebook and pen from his front shirt pocket. His name badge said DIXON.

      “Ms. Ashby?” At her nod, he frowned, his bushy, salt-and-pepper eyebrows like busy little mice, and tapped his pen against the notebook, looking from her to Spencer he was trying to solve the mysteries of the universe.

      He pointed his pen at Spencer. “So…is this the guy you wanna put a restraining order on?”

      “No, sir.” She cleared her throat before continuing. “Sorry for the confusion. The man you’re looking for is Mr. Baalor, or Baal. One of those two names. He left the scene after his car blew up.” She turned to Spencer with a look that put him on guard. What the devil was up her sleeve now? “I’m sure Mr. Jameson can give you much more information about him.”

      Oh, could he ever.

      The question was, how much was prudent? “I’d like to help. What would you like to know?”

      Officer Dixon raised one of his mousy brows. “Let’s start with the name. That’d be one Mr. Bail. As in, what he’ll need to get out of jail if he comes near Ms. Ashby again after her restraining order is approved?”

      “No, B-A-A-L. Shorthand for what mankind has named Baal-zebub, or more commonly, Beelzebub. As in, the bringer of flies and pestilence. Commonly known to be one of the princes of Hell.” He sucked air in between his teeth, very theatrical-like. “Very powerful entity. Can make the skies grow dark. Can manipulate physical objects with his mind. Like say…locking doors.” He shot a remember-that look at Sydney. “Perhaps you’ve heard of him. Look it up in the Bible.”

      Spencer’s smile widened in proportion to Sydney’s rapidly fading one. He held her stare. A wide-eyed gaze that hinted at fear, doubt, and more than a twinge of feral animal.

      Well now. Looked like he finally had her attention.

      The officer’s gaze stayed on Spencer even as his head turned slowly toward Sydney, his pen no longer jotting notes. “Oookay, then. Let’s move on to the explosion. What happened to the car?” Sydney acted like she didn’t even hear the question. “Hello?” Office Dixon rapped his pen on the notebook. “Come on, lady, he got you under some kind of spell or something?”

      Sydney blinked at Spencer for another moment before turning back to the officer. “I saw it explode, but I can’t tell you what happened. I’m sure I could diagnose the problem if you want to leave the vehicle here at the shop. I’m a mechanic, and I own the place. This place.” She took her hands off her purse strap and pointed to the large black sign that was riddled with metallic shrapnel. “Ah…Torque.”

      Officer Dixon pursed his lips, gave Spencer the eagle eye, and then released them to go about their business.

      Sydney shook her head and called out after him. “Are you sure that’s all you need? Mr. Jameson seems to know the suspect quite well.”

      “It appears he doesn’t find me a reliable witness,” Spencer said mildly.

      She turned a ferocious glare on him. “I wonder why!”

      Dixon instructed another officer to finish sweeping the area for God knew what, then he looked back at Sydney. “I have your number if I have questions later.”

      As the officer walked away, Spencer rubbed his hand over his chest. Did she believe him now, or not?

      “Do you—”

      “Would you like a drink?” Her nervous laughter stopped when he edged closer. She backed up, ramming into Torque’s bar-height reception desk. “I’m not usually one to numb my stress with alcohol, but right now, I need some whiskey.”

      She skirted around the counter and hurried up the stairs without waiting to see if he’d follow.

      The upper office space was her perfect reflection. Edgy and bold with intriguing feminine touches. Black curtains, modern art in squiggly turquoise strokes, gray slate floors topped with black leather furniture, and a sinuous, sea-blue sculpture that seemed to melt into the low-profile, glass cocktail table.

      Neither spoke while she laid her purse on her desk and poured two whiskeys from a small bar cart. In short order, she refilled their empty glasses. He took another large swallow, then set the drink down to shuck his suit coat.

      “I need to call Lee about the lease,” she said in the quiet without meeting his eyes. “Then we talk.”

      When she turned away to place the call, he wandered about the space, picking up pieces of her conversation while he telepathically reached out to Pepper to arrange protection for the Ashbys until he could get them relocated.

      Sydney was offering to meet Lee halfway in the lease agreement for fifteen thousand without the hassle of going through a legal battle. With his enhanced hearing, Spencer heard Lee agree.

      That would definitely provoke Baal.

      Sydney ended the call and put her phone back in her purse. “This place is nicer than my home. I can’t believe I spent the money to set it up like this.” She looked around as though seeing it for the first time. “I wish now I hadn’t.” Her voice faded, and she finished her second whiskey.

      “Don’t apologize for beauty or feel guilty about your success. Reinvesting in your business is wise, but you also need balance to enjoy the finer things in life, or else what is the point of working so hard?”

      He waited, holding back all he longed to say, while she contemplated his words. Her breath slowed, her cheeks flushed. Oh, the magic of alcohol. His blood flowed louder in his ears.

      Blood flow increased in other areas as well.

      “I don’t know why I let you in. Are you a stalker? Ack, don’t answer that. It’s not like you’d admit it.”

      “I have never pursued an unwilling woman.”

      “That much I believe.” She set her empty glass on the desk and made her way over to the black sofa, sinking down, pulling a turquoise velvet pillow into her lap. “I can’t imagine you’ve ever met an unwilling woman.”

      He smiled slowly, tracing the curve of her neck with his gaze as she leaned her head back against the sofa. Next came the gentle swell of her breasts, then the flat expanse of her belly before her curves flared out in denim-clad hips that inspired a litany of carnal thoughts.

      She was bloody spectacular.

      He shifted, uncomfortable in his trousers. “Whatever you might imagine, I do not engage in a revolving door of casual sexual encounters.”

      She sighed, slipping further into tranquility. Her skin was nearly flawless in the golden light of the space. He walked to the sofa and sat down beside her. His shoulders eased when she didn’t recoil.

      She lifted her head to look at him. “I love to hear you speak. Isn’t that shallow? I should be pressing you for answers, but I’m too afraid to ask you to be completely honest with me.”

      Honesty. Now that was heady stuff because it was such a rare commodity. Much more potent than alcohol. Proceed with care. “You no longer believe I’m involved with the mob?”

      “Mobsters can’t deflect flying shrapnel with their hands.” She picked up his palms, turning them this way and that. “That’s what you were doing, weren’t you?”

      He threaded their fingers together. Her breath hitched, igniting a slow burn in his blood. “I’ll do whatever is necessary to keep you and your family out of harm’s way.”

      “Harm’s way meaning…a demon?” she breathed.

      He wasn’t sure she was even aware of what she was asking after two whiskeys in such short order, but…

      In for a penny, in for a pound.

      “Yes.” He held his breath, wondering if hope was foolish.

      She let go of his hand, wrapped her fingers around the back of his neck, and squeezed. “How?”

      He leaned forward slowly, his lips hovering just so above hers. The whiskey on her breath carried soft notes of wheat, rye, anise. He dove down into their nearness, his hands sliding up her thighs. “There has always been evil in the world. Sometimes it takes a more literal form.”

      “Demons!” She jolted back from him, knocking her knees against the cocktail table when she shot unsteadily to her feet. Spencer grasped the glass sculpture before it could smash upon the tile. “What if he’s there?”

      He knew what she meant. Baal, at her parents’ house.

      He pulled her back down before she tottered over. “Not to worry. I have associates guarding your family as we speak. I’ll relocate them, but I want to make sure I have your cooperation first. Do you understand?”

      She looked at him like he was deranged. “Understand? How can I? You’re telling me there are demons that walk around looking like men. And what about you? Wait, I gotta call my mom!” He caught the panic in her eyes as she lurched from the sofa again to pull her phone from her purse. “Need to make sure they’re okay.” She was so agitated she miscoded her phone password twice.

      She called while he waited.

      When she disconnected, she turned around, clutching her phone like it was a lifeline. “Mom said there are at least five vehicles parked in front of the house.”

      “My cavalry, at your service.”

      “Well, thanks?” She ran her fingers through the tangles in her hair. “Can you and your team really protect us from demons?”

      “We can, and we will. Now, please call her back and tell her a woman named Pepper Jackson will arrange for their temporary relocation due to a government sting.”

      “I can’t lie to my family!”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You want to try the truth instead?”

      She bit her lip. “How long do they have to live that way?”

      “I’m hoping to have Baal brought to justice before Winter Solstice. So, three weeks is my best guess, though promises have never been my forte.”

      “Well, that’s reassuring.” She walked to the window. “What does he want?”

      “Baal? What all demons want. To cause suffering, pain, loss. To hurt me because we are enemies on opposite sides of the oldest dichotomy ever created.”

      “Hurt you by hurting me? I don’t understand. How did I even get caught up in this?”

      He couldn’t tell her about amplio. At least not yet. One mind-boggling detail at a time. “You have…a weapon of mine.”

      She plopped down in the chair behind her desk. “What? How could I? Don’t you think that’s something I would know?”

      “It’s not a weapon in the traditional sense. You found a feather at Baker Beach, did you not?”

      Her eyes widened. “Yes, but it’s just a feather.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. It’s an angel feather, suffused with exceptional power.”

      She shook her head, pressing her palms to her temples. “This can’t be real. I must be drunk.”

      Spencer pointed out the window where she’d been standing. “The chunks of metal in your company sign say otherwise.”

      Sydney dropped her head between her legs, breathing fast. Spencer rose from the sofa to kneel at her side. He rubbed her back, murmuring to her in a way that was at once foreign and completely natural.

      He wasn’t the nurturing type. He’d never seen it modeled growing up. His mother showed her softer side by forcing him to watch her fuck the hungry, young village laborers who were given a few pence and a full belly for their lascivious services.

      He smoothed the hair back from Sydney’s cheeks, wishing he knew what to do to make her feel better. All these special powers and not one of them to ease a lady’s distress.

      After a time, her elbows shifted to rest on her knees, her breath slowing. She turned her head to rest her temple against her palm, looking him straight in the eye. “What are you?”

      Here it was then.

      Should he risk himself? Now, of all times, when he was looking to simplify his life. When he was about to turn over his relic. When he was ready for whatever came next. Probably Hell.

      Did he actually want an honest connection with someone after all these years?

      Honesty meant vulnerability, and he’d been weak his entire human life.

      Still, something in her eyes. An openness and desire to know more about him. It was seductive. But could she handle the truth?

      Maybe it didn’t matter one way or another. The amplio would eventually wear off and their connection would wane.

      Spencer took a measured breath. “I am a Guardian brought into being by the Archangel Michael at the bequest of the Creator. I was once a selfish man who lived for nothing or no one but himself. Then I was offered a chance at redemption in exchange for protecting humanity from rogue demons until the End Days.”

      The white, antiqued clock on the east wall ticked off several seconds of silence. A siren clamored in the distance, the shrill tones fading until it was only the tick-tock-ticking of the clock once more.

      She blinked, but said nothing.

      A strange stillness pervaded him. So many events were derailing his plan to relinquish his relic, but here in this moment was a peace in being able to reveal himself. To shed the secrecy. To finally live the truth of what he was.

      By God, that was cheesy.

      Carry on.

      He brushed her hair back from her cheek. “How can I show you that you can trust me?”

      She swallowed, sitting back in the chair. “If you really work for Team God, summon the angel the feather belongs to.”
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      Spencer smiled. It was a brilliant request, really. He would regret losing the weapon, but it would be worth winning Sydney over. “She will want it back for safe-keeping. Do you have it here?”

      Sydney nodded, pushing out of the chair to grab her purse. She pulled out an elongated, bracelet-style jewelry box. She cracked the lid and extracted the iridescent feather. “This belongs to a she?”

      He nodded and sent out the request to Jessie, explaining the situation and asking—okay, begging—for her help to convince Sydney he was one of the ‘good guys.’ In return, he’d return her missing feather.

      Jessie appeared in the room in moments, garbed in black leather pants, a black turtleneck sweater, and her downy white wings spread in full splendor.

      Sydney back-pedaled into the sofa, sinking down with a gasp, her hands covering her mouth, the feather sticking out between her fingers.

      “Ah, there it is.” Jessie beamed at Sydney, her soft, resonant voice like a sea breeze sighing through heavy palm fronds. “Thank you for keeping it in such good condition.” She laid a hand over her heart. “I’m Jessie. I know this is a shock, but I promise, you get used to it eventually. I used to be human, too. Now, I’m…” She looked to the left and right at her wings, “well, I guess you could say transformed. I battle evil with Spencer and the other Guardians.” She sent a wink his way.

      Oh, she was good at this human interaction thing. He inclined his head at Jessie slightly. “Thank you, my friend.”

      “Uh, h-here.” Sydney’s arm shook a little as she held the feather out for Jessie.

      Jessie took it, leaned down to slide it between the feathers near the bottom sweep of her left wing, and then folded them away. She turned to Spencer. “Jaws said Alexios has been in contact, but he wouldn’t say where he was or when he’d return.” Jawahar Bajwa was Alexios’s head of security at Rapture in Tampa, Florida. “If you need anything, Nate and I are just a thought away.”

      Spencer stood and bowed over her hand. “I am in your debt.”

      “She’s shell-shocked. Go easy on her,” Jessie replied.

      “I will. She is…special.”

      Jessie smiled. “She must be. It’s good for you to have a new purpose. Stay in the fight. We need you, Spencer.”

      When Jessie disappeared, he sat next to Sydney on the sofa, laying his arm atop the back rest, grateful she hadn’t passed out or run screaming from the room.

      “Will you call your family now?” he asked, quietly. Sydney swiveled to face him, but he couldn’t read her expression. His pulse kicked up. “I’d like to settle them somewhere we’re more prepared to protect them.”

      She exhaled and shivered as though coming awake after a long slumber. “I would’ve never imagined.”

      “It’s a lot to take in,” he whispered.

      She nodded, the vulnerability in her eyes calling to something old and protective in him.

      “I’ll have a lot of questions about this once my brain catches up.” She went to her phone and placed a second, more difficult call to her family. To ask them to trust strangers. To uproot their lives for reasons that couldn’t be shared.

      Dusk was falling in the city. Would she see monsters everywhere now?

      He listened to her persuasive arguments to her mother, then her father, puzzled by the strange twist of fate that had brought him to this place. Brought him to this woman, so strong, loyal, hard-working, and independent. So determined to make her own way in a world that idolized luxury and the path of least resistance.

      She hung up again and hugged her phone to her chest, her captivating blue eyes…vehement…which was a polite way of saying murderous. “If anything happens to them, I will find a way to end you in this life or the next.”

      He didn’t doubt it. It made him like her even more, if he was being honest.

      He’d built so much of his long existence on lies. Moving through life on fabrications, omissions, deception. Sydney deserved honesty, and so much more.

      He nodded, spreading his arms wide. “I won’t even defend myself against your righteous, homicidal fury should the worst befall us. But truly, you have no reason to fear, for I am formidable.”

      “And don’t forget humble,” she mumbled, returning her phone to her purse.

      He smiled and loosened his tie, then slipped it from his neck. “I’ve sent word to Pepper to take your family into protective custody.” He patted the sofa beside him. “Come. We will combat your worry by addressing some of your questions. I’m sure you’re feeling jargogled.”

      He’d parcel out the information in doses. He couldn’t touch her, though. Otherwise, he’d want to do more than talk.

      So much more.

      Her eyebrows rose toward her hairline. “‘Sent word’? As in, with your mind?”

      “Yes. Pepper is human, but a psychic with astral projection gifts. She is able to access the telepathic frequency all Guardians use.”

      “Huh.”

      He patted the sofa cushion again. “Come.”

      She yielded, sinking down beside him. Right beside him, close enough that their thighs touched.

      “What do you wish to know?” His voice was gravel-toned.

      She rested her head against the arm he’d laid across the back of the sofa, her eyes closing in the moody blues and grays of the darkened space. “I don’t even know.”

      “I’m sorry…about all of this.” He was surprised to find he really was. When was the last time he felt remorse over anything?

      She sighed, and he longed to taste the skin beneath her ear.

      “I used to believe that if I wanted something badly enough, I could make it happen through blood, sweat, tears—whatever it took.” She sighed. “But when Joaquin got sick, I realized how naive that was. Since then, I’ve been barreling forward, accomplishing as many things as I could as fast as I can because I’ve been afraid.”

      She lifted her head, turning toward him in a move he mirrored. “Afraid that we only have so much time to delude ourselves. To fly under the radar of that force in the universe that says we only have so long before something bad needs to happen. We hope maybe it’ll miss us. But it doesn’t. It never does. And maybe there’s a question for you. Is life all about cosmic balance? Do light and dark, good and evil have to be in balance for life to go on?”

      “Per ardua ad altiora tendo.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” she breathed.

      “Through adversity, I strive toward higher things. That was the response I received when I asked a similar question many, many years ago.” Centuries, actually.

      “Who did you ask?”

      “Alexios, the original Guardian.” Who happened to be two-and-a-half thousand years old, but that information could wait until later, too. “It means challenges shape our character. We grow when we suffer. It’s an important perspective, but a musician friend of Jessie’s helped me understand growth through another lens.”

      “What other lens?”

      “Contrast.” He took her hand in his. “We need adversity to push us into the hard times because we sure as hell don’t walk into them on our own. We don’t understand how good we have it until life begins to suck. In the same way, we can’t know light without darkness. Or pleasure without pain. One reveals the truth of the other.”

      He unlaced their hands, bringing his palm to run up the length of her arm. His expanded senses felt the goosebumps rise under her sweater.

      She slowly smiled with her lips and her eyes this time, and it nearly stopped his heart. “I appreciate the theory, but you don’t have to torture me to make me understand pleasure.”

      He leaned forward to kiss her, the meeting of their mouths a kaleidoscope behind his eyelids, a rush of magma through his blood. One of his hands cupped the back of her head, the other slid down the rear seam of her jeans, the tips of his fingers curling under her well-shaped ass.

      She gasped against his open mouth when his fingers pressed intimately. He pulled her onto his lap, then turned them as one, leaning back against the sofa, forcing himself to be still as she straddled his hips and slowly unbuttoned his shirt.

      His eyes never left her face. He was coming to memorize the lift of her cheekbones, now more than a little flushed, the delicate sweep of her eyebrows, the narrow lips, and large blue eyes that asked him to help her forget about all the scariness, if only for a little while.

      He would oblige with all his might.

      He wanted to rush. To help with the infernal buttons of his starched shirt. Not rushing was torture. But the hedonism of being undressed by her stayed his hands. “Pleasure is enhanced by the agony of anticipation. Ergo, my theory stands,” he murmured.

      “Stop talking, Englishman.” She yanked his shirt from his trousers and dispensed with the final few buttons as he held her hips.

      Full, soft hips.

      How perfectly they fit his grasp.

      When his shirt hung open, the moment stretched taut. He could hear and feel her heart beating. His ab wall contracted when her cool hands finally ran across his chest, slipping the shirt from his shoulders. Freed, he grasped the hem of her sweater and eased it over her head, an achingly unhurried reveal—punctuated by kisses to the swell of her breasts peeking above her bra—that had them both breathing heavily by the time her sweater joined his shirt on the floor.
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      All the air rushed from her body when Spencer stood, setting her on feet that weren’t quite steady. Why—

      No time to protest as he unfastened her bra, warming her skin every place his lips lingered. The heels of his hands rested on the upper swell of her breasts as his thumbs traced the bones of her clavicle.

      Strength. Courage. Selflessness.

      His voice swirled in her mind impossibly. Was she only imagining it?

      He wasn’t human.

      But he had been. Wasn’t like he was an alien. Right?

      Now he worked with angels. He couldn’t be all bad.

      Her body shook as he held both of her hands behind her back and leaned down to kiss her breasts with equal intensity. His tongue laved her nipples, and she arched into him, wanting to slide to the floor, open her thighs and drive her fingernails into his spectacular ass as he seated himself fully inside.

      He gasped and pulled away, his eyes burning as though there was a living flame in their depths. Like he’d heard. His lips red, face flushed, chest—my God, that beautiful chest—

      He released her hands, pulled off her shoes, and eased her jeans off until she was down to her red polka dot thong.

      She waited, quivering, desperate for him to remove the final barrier. Not like me. None of this was. She didn’t do casual sex. Sex when there was so much to be done, so much to fear.

      “Remove them.” His voice low, imperious, clipped.

      She didn’t follow orders either, but…

      This man.

      She hardly knew him, yet he made her feel things she never had. A heady rush of excitement, surely, but this was more complex.

      With Spencer, she was free to embrace and explore contrasts.

      Entrepreneur. Lady mechanic.

      Goddess.

      His gaze branded her, following the descent of her fingers as she yielded. Yielded to the this thing pulsing between them. Her nails skated against her flesh as she slid the scrap of red fabric down her thighs until it dropped at her feet.

      He paced toward her, a sleek predator, eyes never leaving hers. Slowly their breaths merged, skin reaching to skin like a sixth sense blooming for the first time.

      His fingertips were hot as they cupped her ass, spreading her legs while he lifted her, wrapping them around his hips. Oh, God….flush. Breast to chest. Her body completely open, pressed intimately against the rock hard length of him in his fine dress slacks. His shoulders, so strong. All of him muscular and lean and wonderfully masculine.

      His mouth slanted across hers, flooding her with sensation all over, his arms and hips rocking her. All she could do was cling.

      And feel.

      “Spencer.” His name on her lips, so good. Everything about him, flawless.

      He whispered her name back to her, ratcheting up her pleasure until she couldn’t get enough air. More whispered words against her neck, foreign. Sexy. Addicting.

      One more aching slide against his heat. Waves of liquid pleasure. Too much. Never enough. She gasped his name again, pressed hard against his chest, leaned back against his sheltering arms, and flew apart.

      Light. A knife’s edge of bright pleasure-pain that sliced off the last sliver of self-consciousness.

      Darkness. A firestorm that ripped a scream from her throat and was answered, emphatically, by his red-blooded growls of approval.

      Aftershocks raced and sparked through her body as he moved to the sofa, straddling her over his groin as he sat. She leaned away from him to unfasten his button, then his fly. Hurry. His fingers dug into her hips. So good.

      She licked her lips and leaned into him. His head rested back against the sofa when she took him in her palms, his broad head slippery smooth, soft, hard, and everything she wanted right now. “I want to feel you in me.”

      “Fuck, Sydney.” He lifted her, fingers digging into her hips. She drew up to her knees, belly and breasts against him as she sank slowly down. Open-mouthed kisses, on her mouth, on her neck. Groans and sighs. Open to him, feeling him at the apex, trembling before the moment of their connection, his heat almost more than she—

      The room flooded with light.

      “Holy shit!”

      Sydney froze, disoriented, fighting her way out of the sexual haze.

      Laura. In the doorway. Eyes as big as dinner plates.

      The world flooded in.

      Oh, God.

      Sydney batted at Spencer’s hands until she realized he was trying to cover her with the expensive dress shirt she’d shamelessly taken off him.

      She scrambled off his lap, whipping her arms into his shirt sleeves. Oh damn. Ohdamnohdamnohdamn.

      Her face burned like unholy fire. Any warmer and it’d melt right off. She was still wet with a mix of their body fluids for chrissakes.

      “You guys ought to video that shit. Seriously. That’s fucking hot, so please carry on!”

      “Laura!” she cried, but her best friend had already slammed out of the room. She shivered again, looking at Spencer. The man should be modeling he was so beautiful. Her belly tensed thinking of where his hands had been on her body.

      All. Over.

      Get dressed, get Spencer gone, and get on with life. Monsters and all. She’d almost had unprotected sex. Her. Who’d never—ever—had a one-night stand.

      Spencer’s husky laugh wrapped around her like a drug. How could any man have such perfect musculature without spending hours in the gym?

      He’s not a man.

      Even better. She’d almost had unprotected sex with a non-human.

      Wow. This was exactly why she didn’t drink to excess, use drugs, or engage in casual sex. Losing control was not cool. Not the way to achieve her dreams or support the people who depended on her.

      Oh and don’t forget about dealing with rogue demons now, too.

      Fucking reckless, Syd.

      After she was dressed, she hurried downstairs where Laura was poking in the office file cabinet. Best friend notwithstanding, this was so unbelievably awkward. “What are you doing here, Laura?”

      She raised her eyebrows at Sydney’s harsh tone. “No need to get your thong in a bunch. I was driving home from a booty call at Jake’s, and I saw the lights on in the hallway. I thought maybe one of us had accidentally left them on. Since I’m here, I thought I’d grab some files to get a jump on the quarterly financials at home.”

      Sydney tried to get a hand through the tangles in her hair, then gave up. “Oh.” Add jackassery to the list for ragging on someone who was being responsible. “Sorry.”

      “No, I’m the one who’s sorry for interrupting. You guys need to get back to Operation Defile the Office Sofa.” Laura’s smile was anything but innocent. “I may need to head back to Jake’s after seeing that. It was better than any porn I’ve seen in years.”

      Can I just die now?

      Spencer came downstairs and stalked—there was no other word for it—right up to her and French kissed her so soundly she had to grab on to his shoulders to ground herself.

      Laura whistled and clapped.

      Spencer drew back with a wink. “I’ll check on the security detail for your family. I want you in my car in ten minutes. You’re coming to Inferno with me until your house is impregnable.”

      She tried not to take offense at the heavy-handed approach. He was trying to protect her, but she wouldn’t be in this position in the first place if not for his meddling. “You speak caveman so eloquently.”

      “It’s the accent,” he replied, drolly. “If you try to leave on your own, I won’t be happy, Sydney. I’m not anywhere near finished with you.”

      Then he turned and walked away, leaving Laura speechless (for once). And Sydney wondering two things: how soon he’d finish with her…

      And how fast her heart would take to mend afterwards.
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      Spencer found himself driving more carefully than he usually did. Didn’t do any good to delude himself about why. Sydney was the new drug in his blood. Touching her was instant nuclear fusion. They just fit.

      But like all drugs, the high would end, and he’d crash.

      He glanced at her sitting in the passenger seat as he maneuvered San Francisco’s nocturnal, downtown traffic. “You’re quiet.”

      She looked out her side window, hands clasped primly in her lap. “You don’t know me well enough to know how much I talk.”

      “I didn’t mean you waste words. I was merely trying—” to gauge your level of regret. “I apologize if you thought—”

      “You still haven’t told me everything.” She glanced at him briefly.

      “Everything?” he asked, to buy time that he knew was futile. She was too smart to keep diverting from the ugliness. “What do you want to know?”

      “You said Baal is a demon. Are they all like him, or is he different?”

      His hands squeezed the steering wheel. She was intelligent and reasonable and didn’t seem prone to fits of hysteria. All good prerequisites for a conversation of this nature. “Baal is the offspring of Lucifer and what’s known as an Incubus, another class of fallen angel. As the product of Lucifer, Baal is an archdemon. More powerful than those whose souls went to Hell for being wicked human beings. Whatever you do, don’t try to bargain with him.”

      A pregnant pause. Too much information? He glanced over again, his gut tightening when he saw a black-eyed demon staring at Sydney from the sidewalk beside her window.

      He swallowed a vicious curse and put down the accelerator even though the light was still red.

      She braced her hand against the dash, her lips pulled down at the corners. “What are you doing?”

      No reason to tell her about the demon that had been five feet away. “The sooner I get you safely inside the club, the better.”

      “Not if you get pulled over.”

      “I won’t.”

      Four blocks passed in silence.

      He was handling this poorly, but he didn’t know how to get his innards untwisted enough to not react like a domineering asshole.

      “I don’t want to part of this. Don’t want to believe this.”

      “I know. I’m sorry you’re caught in the middle of it. But you need to be prepared. Demons are as real as they were in your mother’s Bible. I don’t know why people resist the idea. Hollywood has certainly bought into it.”

      She rubbed her throat with her long fingers. “Pull over. I need some air.”

      “I can’t do that, Sydney.”

      “Dammit! Can’t or won’t? I’ve ignored all my instincts around you, and look where it’s gotten me. Who’s to say I’m not in more danger from you?”

      “I would never hurt you. You need to trust me to keep you and your family safe. Demons have one purpose, Sydney. They want souls, and they will do anything—anything—to consume them. Lie, cheat, manipulate, rape, murder, and even worse. Never forget that.”

      At the next stoplight, she turned toward the door. His fire element stoked so high her hair lifted, electrified, as he slammed the door locks. “Didn’t you hear anything I said?”

      She swung to face him, eyes shimmering with tears she was blinking back. “I’m sorry. I just feel so trapped. Like I have no choice in any of this.”

      He wanted to pull over and take her in his arms, but even stronger was the need to get her to safety. There was a strong taint of demons all through the district. His fire element settled when she let him take her hand. “Just hold on for a little while longer, okay? We’ll get through this together.”

      “What does Baal want from you?”

      His jaw clenched. “I can’t tell you.”

      She jerked her hand from his. “Oh, that’s great.” She pulled her phone from her purse. “My family is in danger because of you, but you don’t have the decency to be honest about everything?”

      He grabbed her phone before she hit the last ‘1’ in 9-1-1 and threw it out his window. Then before she could pull his own phone from his suit coat which was lying across the console between them, he grabbed it and chucked it in the same fashion.

      The alarm on her face was troubling.

      “P-please let me go. I won’t go home or to the shop. I’ll find a place to hide with my f-family.”

      Now she was afraid of him.

      God. Damn.

      His fire element was on the verge of exploding out his fingertips.

      He telepathically reached out to Pepper at Inferno, ignored the No Parking sign, pulled into the fire lane in front of the nightclub, opened his door, and ran around to her side of the car. He passed his hand over the door to unlock it, then pulled her out, covering her mouth when she attempted to scream. “I’m sorry, Sydney. I’ll try to explain more once I have you safe and secure inside.”

      She was surprisingly strong, twisting this way and that to break out of his hold, but no match for his Guardian strength as he pressed her back against his chest, his hand firmly over her mouth.

      Pepper opened the club door before he reached it. She took stock of the situation, seeing two bystanders reach for their phones, their faces incredulous at the scene unfolding in front of them.

      “Raj arrived a couple hours ago. I’ll have him take care of this.”

      Meaning, wipe the humans’ minds—and their cell phones—of this little pseudo-abduction.

      He nodded at Pepper, then ushered Sydney forcefully over the threshold into Inferno. Once the door closed, he breathed a sigh of relief, removed his hand from her mouth, and set her down.

      She spun to face him and brought her knee up.

      HolyChristPain.

      He bent over, a million stars exploding in his eyes, a blast of cold zinging to his groin, shattering like a spiked shard. He groaned, felt her lunge, and he reached out, his fingers snagging on her pant leg. He jerked, and she barreled backwards into him. They rolled—her, kicking, yelling, biting.

      “Stop!” he sputtered, coming up to his knees, straddling her, each of her wrists pinned next to her head under his hands. “Sweet bloody Christ, Sydney! I’m not trying to hurt you. I only want to protect you from the monsters.”

      “I don’t believe you! Heeeelp!”

      The veins stuck out in her neck as she screamed, her hips bucking beneath him. Darkness surged through him. He leaned down until their noses were almost touching. “You little fool. Alright, just remember you asked for it.”

      Before she could respond, he yanked her to her feet, pulling her upstairs. Each step closer to his office cooled a bit of his ardor, leaving a very uncharacteristic sensation.

      Insecurity.

      Carry. On.

      He flung open his office door, doom and triumph weaving through him. He pushed Sydney’s suddenly still form into the room where Father Angus was in full-throttle, demon-exorcism mode, the possessed human snarling and snapping his jaws on the floor, pinned down by iron chains.

      “Oh my God, you’re all crazy.” Sydney spun to pound on his chest to get him out the way.

      The ether crackled in the space around him the moment her gaze went over his shoulder, eyes widening. The atmospheric disturbance wasn’t as powerful as the Archangel’s.

      But almost.

      Alexios picked a grand time to show up.

      Son of a bitch.
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      Sydney held her breath as she peered over Spencer’s shoulder at the most intimidating man she’d ever seen. His short-clipped, dark brown hair hugged his scalp, and a sickle-shaped scar tread down his face from temple to the corner of his mouth. He was even taller than Spencer and definitely more...bulky. His amber eyes took in everything at once, but gave nothing away.

      Her self-preservation instincts went on high alert.

      Definitely not human.

      Demon or Guardian?

      She pulled her gaze back to Spencer whose hands gripped her hips, backing her toward the wall furthest from the newcomer who filled up the doorway. Her eyes flicked to the priest who sat back on his haunches next to the poor man chained to the floor. What was happening?

      Was this the beginning of the end of the world?

      She needed a phone. And her family.

      “Alexios, nice of you to finally join us.” Spencer’s cultured voice dripped sarcasm.

      “Do you have a death wish?” Sydney hissed.

      Alexios turned his stunning, but empty, whiskey-colored eyes on Spencer.

      “Wipe her mind, or I shall.”

      When Spencer’s fingers tightened on her hips, she realized this scary being was talking about her. How did one go about wiping someone’s mind?

      She decided she didn’t want to know.

      She stared into Spencer’s eyes. “Please don’t.”

      Her head went weightless, her arms flinging out to her sides to balance herself even though Spencer’s hands hadn’t moved from her hips.

      “Steady on.” His hushed breath fluttered the hair at her temples. “Just breathe. You’re safe here with me.” To Alexios, he said, “I have the situation well in hand.”

      Alexios’s lips pulled down at the corners. “That remains to be seen. If not, I will hold you to full account.”

      “No surprise there,” Spencer rejoined, contempt in his tone, tension in every muscle. “But if you touch this woman, you’ll regret it.”

      Oh shit. He poked the bear.

      Sydney’s brain swam in a rush of light-headedness. Spencer rubbed her arms vigorously. Through a haze, she watched Alexios’s mouth and eyebrows relax, his eyes taking on a new assessing light.

      She couldn’t look away, though she wanted to, her life force probed by something dark and powerful.

      When he finally broke eye contact with her, he turned to Spencer. “It is good.”

      What was good? Her?

      Sydney took a shaky breath, an inappropriate urge to laugh bubbling up.

      She was the unflappable one. The one who always had the answers.

      But now…now she felt like she’d been dropped in deep water with an anchor attached to her ankle.

      “What have you learned about using an angel feather?” Alexios hadn’t moved from the doorway. Hadn’t moved a muscle.

      Spencer’s grip on her loosened. “The feathers become visible to humans when not attached to their angel, and if used as puncturing tools into the heart, they can paralyze demons long enough to decapitate them.”

      Alexios nodded like he’d known all along. “Have you recovered the demon from Baker Beach?”

      Spencer’s eyebrows raised. “You know about Nikolai?”

      “He’s the primary reason I’ve been off-grid the last few weeks. He’s very adept at hiding.”

      Spencer scoffed. “If you can’t find him, how can the rest of us expect to? What’s he capable of?”

      Alexios didn’t answer for a moment. “I’m not entirely certain.”

      Sydney almost peed her pants at that.

      Here was this huge, powerful being who looked like he could topple sequoias with a flick of his wrist and read your innermost thoughts with a glance, but even he wasn’t sure what they were dealing with.

      Alexios’s gaze swung towards hers. “You have ample reason to fear, lady.”

      Yep, reading my innermost thoughts.

      “Stay out of her mind,” Spencer warned.

      Alexios passed his hand through the air, and the drooling, hollering man instantly ceased his struggles. Sydney’s heart beat faster in the uncomfortably quiet room.

      “This hostility is not serving you or anyone else, Guardian.”

      Spencer ran a hand through his hair. “You have a lot of nerve coming here, dropping orders of a personal nature when Nate, Katherine, Jinx and I have tried to reach you for weeks, yet you return nothing but silence. You may be Michael’s favorite, but I struggle to understand your appeal. Especially when we’ve proven we do just fine without you.”

      Sydney held her breath again and huddled closer to Spencer’s back, waiting for Alexios to go ape-shit.

      “Nate and Katherine have overcome their adversaries, but you’ve done nothing but make mistakes. The battle is on your doorstep, Spencer, yet you dally with a human, drink to excess, and treat your sacred obligation as though it’s a joke. On top of that, you’ve failed to discover why your exorcisms aren’t working.”

      “I don’t see how turning my relic over to another Guardian who can more reliably keep it out of danger is treating my responsibility as a joke,” Spencer retorted. “But I neither care nor desire your opinion any longer. After Jinx takes the relic, and I have seen to the welfare of Sydney and her family, you are free to return for my reckoning. Until then, I ask that you leave me and my club in peace.”

      Sydney definitely didn’t like the sound of that.

      Her hand reached for the finely-spun wool of his suit coat. Even through the layers, his skin felt warm. So human. She swallowed back a fresh surge of unease. He reached behind him to pat her thigh as though he’d sensed her disquiet.

      “I do not acknowledge quitters. Set aside this mental weakness and vanquish your adversary with all due haste. I am not the enemy, brother.”

      And then Alexios disappeared.

      Like he was there. There, there, there.

      And then, not.

      “Where did he...? Did you see that?” Well, of course he fucking saw that.

      Spencer had turned around and was looking at her expectantly. Like she was supposed to…what? Be a good girl now? Follow all the rules?

      Her head was starting to pound, her stomach rumbling.

      “You are sure to have more questions now.”

      Wow. Epic understatement. She needed answers, yeah, but she needed to get the hell out of dodge more. Careful, Sydney. She gauged the distance to the door. No way could she make it out of here. Besides, what if Alexios was out there in the hallway? She’d rather take her chances with the guy who’d almost put his not-human erection in her body.

      God.

      “Please let me go, Spencer. I’m nothing but a burden to you. You obviously have much bigger issues to deal with.”

      His blue eyes were warm and soft. She bit her lip to stifle the need to cry. Later.

      Hopefully there’d be a later.

      “I think you know that’s not going to be possible.”

      She steeled herself as the woman with black and white hair slipped into the room. The priest took a crucifix from his pocket and resumed his crouch next to the crazed man who’d recommenced growling in a deep, horror-movie voice, speaking a language she couldn’t understand, but made the hairs rise on her arms.

      An exorcism was happening. Here. Now.

      A tremor skated down her spine. Of course. Because why not?

      Moisture blurred her vision.

      Spencer took her by the hand and led her out of the room. As he turned to lead them down the hallway, a tiny Asian woman with the most luminous skin and shiny (but tangled) black hair Sydney had ever seen sprinted toward them, a tall, long-haired, bearded man close on her heels.

      The woman’s clothes were bloody, yet she didn’t have any fresh injuries where her clothes had been ripped to shreds. The man’s olive-toned face and arms bore four parallel, deep wounds like he’d been swiped at by a jungle cat.

      “You really must choose more civilized lovers for yourself and our friends, Jinx.” Spencer’s calm voice belied his death grip on Sydney’s hand. “Raj. Good to see you again.”

      Tiny Asian dynamo put her hands on her hips. “I get why you’re buffering the office against telepathy right now with all your demon-purging, but at least have the sense to keep your cockamamie phone on you, Doom.”

      “It’s somewhere on Folsom Street. What’s the urgency?”

      The woman’s alert, intelligent gaze cut to Sydney briefly before returning to Spencer. “Her shop’s on fire.”
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      Take her with, or not?

      Spencer debated only a moment before demolecularizing himself and Sydney, streaming them to the parking lot across the street from Torque where her dreams were going down in flames.

      Soul-sucking rephaim.

      Hell’s equivalent of serial killers and arsonists, they were a class of fallen angels who got off on mass hysteria and wide-spread destruction. They were mightier than the demons who possessed humans, but subservient to archdemons like Baal, who was the most likely candidate for ordering this attack on Torque.

      The moment their forms solidified, Spencer grabbed Sydney before she could bolt for the burning building. Jinx and Raj appeared beside him, bending the ether as their solid forms pushed against the unnaturally heated air.

      “No, no, no!” Sydney wailed. “All my records, my equipment, and the blueprints for expansion. That’s years of my life in there!”

      Spencer pushed her into Raj’s arms since Jinx had vanished along the perimeter, likely on the trail of a retreating rephaim. “Stay with Raj—that’s an order. Where are your documents?”

      Sydney’s eyes were wild and bloodshot. “What?”

      “Are your documents in a safe? Where do you keep them? Hurry, Sydney, I might be able to save them yet.”

      “On my hard drive, but you can’t go in there!”

      A human couldn’t, but he’d been reborn into this existence in fire. It lived in him, was commanded by him. An uneasy cohabitation, yes, but it was what it was.

      He passed his hand in front of her, commanding her in the old tongue to sleep-awake. Then he turned and ran for the flames as sirens began screaming in the distance and the tallest rephaim he’d ever seen stepped out of the building with a smile.
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      I thought you’d gone soft, Guardian, the thing had said from across the street. As if she’d been standing two feet away.

      Leathery gray skin, solid red eyes, and a skeletal cavity for a nose. Pulsing veins and writhing muscles visible through its transparent, red bodysuit. Like that was all that held it together.

      She couldn’t process what she’d seen. It was a hallucination.

      She stopped pacing, closed her eyes, and tried to shrink into herself as she slid down the wall in this simple room. Spencer had brought her here like BOOM—teleporting or something equally preposterous—in the same fashion he’d taken her to Torque—after the bloodiest battle she’d ever witnessed.

      She opened her eyes and pinched herself. Hard. Wake up.

      No dice. This still wasn’t a nightmare. And Spencer was still there, his clothing charred and bloody, sprawled out in a chair less than three feet away, watching her like she was one step from unleashing her crazy.

      Didn’t even look like he was breathing. Did he need to breathe?

      Before decapitating the gray-skinned monster, he’d sustained multiple life-ending blows, stabs, skewers.

      She’d cried, screamed, and vomited, but the other Guardian called Raj refused to release her. Then Spencer had chased into Torque and returned less than two minutes later with her main computer and small safe without one singed hair.

      “Yuh—, ah,” she shook her head and cleared her achy throat. Spencer leaned forward in his chair to reach for a glass of water, which he handed to her. She accepted it, careful not to touch him. Several swallows didn’t ease the soreness, but at least she could swallow again.

      Their gazes held. No one else was in the room. There were no windows, and even though the LED lights were modern, they were dim, casting soft gray undertones on the white walls.

      Long wooden beams warmed the space, running the length of the room with strange, beautiful carvings along the inner edges. More elaborate carvings on the wall beyond the glass conference table flanked by chrome and black leather chairs. The wall she slumped against held an extra-large steel door with a veneer of smoked glass.

      “Where am I?” Her voice was chain-smoker scratchy.

      “My bunker. You’re safe, Sydney.”

      She was starting to think that was relative. Safe compared to five minutes ago? Definitely.

      Safe compared to three days ago. Fuck no.

      “You tried to put me to sleep.”

      He nodded. She waited for him to say something, but he only watched her.

      “You should have died, Spencer. Over and over. First from fighting that…thing. And then from the fire.”

      He leaned forward in the chair again, resting his forearms on his thighs, his face inscrutable. “In four-hundred-sixty years, no one—human or otherwise—has made me make as many rash and illogical decisions as you.”

      Four-hundred-sixty. As in…four centuries.

      She pressed a hand to her gut. “Well maybe the universe is trying to tell us something. We shouldn’t have crossed paths, obviously. Take me to my family. I—”

      “I would that I could,” he interrupted, his face focused. “Before I became a Guardian, I was a spoiled and ruthless naval officer in sixteenth century England. I had everything I could’ve ever wanted, first because of my family name, and then because of my naval fleet’s victory over the Spanish Armada. I was the son of The Marquess of Northampton, a miserable ponce, who, along with my mother, despised the fact that his only non-bastard son preferred academics over whoring, gambling, and hunting.”

      He paused, narrowing his eyes in a way that made Sydney think he wasn’t really seeing her anymore. “I shouldn’t have allowed my father’s poor decision-making to influence my own. But I became as irresolute and dishonorable as he. My life had no meaning and, therefore, I lived that way. Lashing out in calculated and organized ways became a game.”

      He refocused on her. “When I was eighteen, I killed my him when I caught him raping the servant girl I loved. I didn’t face judgement or any sort of consequence because our butler and the rest of the household staff made up a compelling story of his demise, such was their hatred of my father.”

      As the last of his words faded into silence, she didn’t dare breathe. The big picture was emerging. His old-world mannerisms. His wealth and arrogance. Even the imperviousness to the gossip rags. He could erase memories and confiscate phones with any type of video or photo documentation, and no one would be the wiser.

      “Sydney?”

      It was hard not to enjoy the way her name sounded on his lips. Or to feel sympathy for the boy who’d been mistreated by the ones who should have guided and loved him the most.

      She pushed up from the floor, putting her hands out in front of her when he stood. “No, please. Stay where you are.”

      He frowned. “I won’t hurt you.”

      The man he described didn’t sound like he put much stock in responsibility to others. And that frown he wore was making her hands shake.

      She clasped her fingers together in front of her, willing her breath to slow. “Why am I here?”

      His eyebrows rose. “That’s potentially a big question. Are you speaking philosophi—?”

      “No, no, no.” She waved her hands in the air impatiently. “I know my life purpose. What I mean is, why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      “Ah, Sydney.” He looked at the floor like he hoped it would open up and swallow him whole.

      She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Answer me, and if it’s good enough, I’ll stop fighting you.”

      He pursed his lips. “I’m not used to being ordered about.”

      “It’s probably good for you.”

      One side of his lips quirked. Just a little.

      “Alright then. In addition to enhanced eyesight, hearing, and strength, Guardians control an element to help us battle the dark ones. Mine, as you have seen, is fire.”

      He held his hand open and a small flame leapt from his palm.

      She gasped, wanting to touch it for some ridiculous reason.

      “Go on. It won’t burn you.”

      She stepped forward, holding his gaze before passing her fingers through the crackling flame. It licked across her skin, soothing, warm, arousing.

      “The longer we exist, the more our sense of color begins to fade.” His soft voice wove around her. “My colors were nearly gone. But when you walked into Inferno two nights ago, my world erupted with vibrant hues. We call it amplio.”

      She bit her lip and withdrew her hand from his living flame. “What does it mean?”

      He hesitated. “No one knows for certain.”

      “Then what’s the point?”

      He sighed and extinguished the flame. “I feel energized when you’re near. Stronger and more capable of protecting my holy relic and taking on Baal—an archdemon who, along with four others of Lucifer’s spawn, came through a Seam between Earth and Hell on Halloween night during a demonic ritual.”

      Hell, demons, holy relics.

      Her heartbeat pounded in her neck. Don’t overreact.

      Losing her shit wouldn’t clarify anything.

      “Okaaay. So, you’re some heavenly helper who fights demons, and little old me is responsible for giving you a psychic boost? Is this some over-the-top pick-up line?”

      An inhuman roar shuddered the walls. A low, terrible sound that would follow her into sleep at night.

      Panic and confusion twisted through her, her pulse ratcheting so fast she grew light-headed. She tried to catch her breath. Tried to focus on him.

      He was calling her name, his handsome face dark with some tangled emotion she should be able to translate.

      But he wasn’t human. Don’t trust him.

      He moved toward her as another roar poured through the space followed by a human’s pain-filled scream.

      Adrenaline cascaded through her. Not safe here either!

      She lunged for the glass table, gripped the edge and heaved it Spencer’s direction, dread rushing through her veins. Hide. She didn’t pause to see if she’d hurt him, rushing out the door and down the hallway, away from the direction the demonic snarls seemed to originate.

      Spencer was closing in behind her until Pepper yelled for his help from the ‘bad’ hallway. Spencer cursed, but Sydney felt him turn away, his heavy presence suddenly gone.

      She beelined toward the most crowded section of the club, grabbing an unattended drink off the nearest table with tingling fingers, forcing herself to smile and dance as she made her way to the exit.

      The music was super loud, but she was still taken aback that no one seemed to have heard the demon. Was it loose? Trapped in one of those Devil circles? Fighting against its exorcism?

      It had probably killed the woman who’d screamed.

      A scream of her own bubbled up from her belly.

      When a group of girls headed toward an exit, she plastered herself to the back of the pack, ducking her head as though checking for something in her pocket as they passed security.

      Outside on the sidewalk, the unseasonably cold, wet December air swirled down the busy, nighttime street. Fat snowflakes streamed down from a gauzy sky creating a halo effect around the streetlights.

      Breath sawing in and out of her mouth, Sydney peeled away from the group of women who hadn’t paid her any notice.

      And ran away from Inferno as fast as she could.
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      Out of breath and teeth chattering, Sydney slipped into a low-profile bar whose patrons were more the blue jeans and baseball cap sort than three-piece suit types.

      A few people glanced over their shoulders with raised eyebrows as she scanned for bathrooms and all possible exits, but it was more likely because she wasn’t wearing a winter coat. They couldn’t tell her hands were still shaking, her heart still pounding so forcefully she was almost seeing stars.

      Here in this All-American bar she was safe. Hidden away from Spencer’s scary brand of sexy. The fine hairs on her arms and the back of her neck rose as she passed behind the people bellied up to the bar.

      Were any of them demons?

      Would she ever take anything or anyone at face value again?

      Stop. Wigging. Out.

      She took deep, cleansing breaths as she made her way to the bathroom.

      Alone. Thank God. She spent long minutes warming her arms and hands under the electric hand dryer before locking herself in a stall so she could think.

      Holy shit. Demons. Angels. Holy relics and magical feathers. Immortal warriors. Being able to control the elements.

      What the hell? How had she gotten mixed up in all this and why? Was there a reason, or was it a chance happening like one of those wrong-place-at-the-wrong-time things?

      Her heart continued to bang against her ribs as she looked up at the water-stained ceiling tiles. In her panic, she’d made a rash decision to escape from Spencer.

      What if that was her worst mistake?

      What if he was really the only one who could protect her family?

      But what if he had been tricking her, and her escape angered him so much he retaliated by hurting her family?

      Her gut said he wouldn’t, but what did she know anymore?

      Tears rose to her eyes, and she wrapped her arms around her waist. She had no phone, no money, and if something happened to her parents, siblings, or the Torque crew because of her decision...

      Laughter and strains from an old Bruce Springsteen ballad spilled into the bathroom as the door opened. She held her breath, but no one entered the other stall. Then...sounds of slurping. A wet, sucking sound that made dread pool in her belly.

      She tried to look through the stall door crack, but the sound was coming from the right. She leaned down to peek under the stall and saw two pairs of feminine shoes, facing each other.

      Sydney inhaled and exhaled as quietly as possible, then flushed and exited the stall, averting her gaze from the two young women—making out, or just friends huddled together, gossiping?—by the wall next to the condom dispenser.

      She must have imagined the slurping. She quickly washed her hands and was almost to the bathroom door when the taller woman lifted her head.

      Sydney gasped. Something red stained the woman’s lips, her large, black eyes soulless for a single heartbeat until her irises clicked into a lovely cornflower blue.

      The blue-eyed lady smiled and swiped at her mouth. “Hey, you alright? You look like you’ve seen—”

      Sydney pulled her palms from her temples and raced out the bathroom door. She’d use a stranger’s phone to call Laura. Laura would come get her. Bring her some money. Then she’d find a hotel and call Spencer to bargain for the safe release of her family.

      She kept her eyes on the ladies’ bathroom door and scooted onto a stool at the bar next to a forty-something man with a goatee and an Oakland A’s hat on backwards. “Brrr! Is it colder in here than ten minutes ago?” She put on the brightest smile she could muster with lips that were starting to feel numb.

      The A’s man shifted toward her, his mouth tilting up on one side. “Yeah, I was jus’ telling Jimmy here,” he indicated the bartender with a mohawk and tattooed eyelids, “that he oughta tell his boss to stop being so cheap and turn up the goddamn heat. The drinks cost enough they should be able to—”

      A fresh blast of frigid air dropped on the place like an invisible avalanche. The lights—all of them—went out the same time the music abruptly ended. Sydney’s hands gripped the brass railing that wrapped around the bar, dizzy and disoriented in the sudden darkness. A low chuckle rumbled through the space like a slow, deep roll of thunder.

      People began to scream and claw in the dark, pulling at her as they tried to find their way out of the bar. Sydney scrambled over the counter to the bartender’s side so she didn’t get trampled, finding her way to the back exit by following the wall, panning out with her hands, praying with every step.

      Something evil was in this space. Because of her? Had she endangered everyone in this building by coming here?

      Who or what was the enemy?

      She made it outside with only minor cuts and scrapes from tripping on broken glass. But what met her on the street…

      A blizzard… in San Francisco?

      Heavy, wet snow whipped so violently in the winds some of the streetlights were barely visible. Crazed people staggered in the middle of the road, stripping off their clothes, hurting each other and themselves with improvised weapons and their bare hands.

      She wheezed and put her hands on her knees, trying to breathe. Find shelter. But where? The snow was melting as soon as it hit her hands and the bare skin at the v-neck of her sweater, but not as fast as it should have.

      A bad sign.

      Her muscles were sluggish. She blinked once. Then again, her eyelids heavy as though made of clay.

      Want to sleep.

      She looked left, then right. There. A flickering light down an alleyway illuminated a garbage dumpster. She could crawl underneath it and lay down for a little while. Then she’d—

      A tall figure emerged from the blowing snow in front of her. Blood-red suit. Gray skin. He was laughing. “Are you ready to die, sweetheart?”

      “N-n-n-no.” Her lips chattered as tried to turn away, but her feet felt like they were sinking in quicksand. A brief, wild fluttering inside, beating at her paralyzed shell. As the street rushed up to her, the frantic beating ebbed.

      Not cold anymore.

      A relief. She exhaled once and darkness wrapped around her.
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      Spencer caught sight of Sydney as she went down. Her name tore from his lips, his hand outstretching to form a wall of fire to block the rephaim from snatching her before he could reach her.

      Spencer streamed to her, scooping her frigid form into his arms. As he raced back to Inferno, he stoked both his body temperature and the ambient atmosphere in the trajectory he travelled because if she grew any colder, she might never wake.

      Damn her.

      He broadcast a call for all regional Guardians to descend on the rephaim block party before they decimated the area’s population. He was almost back at to the club when Sydney gathered a breath to scream.

      He rocked her body toward his chest. “Let loose a bellow, madam, and you’ll initiate a demon swarm.”

      She tensed, but closed her mouth. Inside Inferno, he carried her back into the safe room, which was now minus one expensive glass table. As Pepper arrived in the doorway with a blanket, he waved his hand in front of the fireplace to ignite the logs and set Sydney down into a chair. He pushed the chair in front of the flames, took the blanket from Pepper, and draped it over Sydney’s quivering shoulders.

      She remained seated, but her anxious eyes scooted around the room as though looking for a weapon. Or another means of escape.

      How to reassure her?

      He called to his xiphos blade. When it appeared in his grasp, Sydney flinched and pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. Spencer placed the blade in his palm, offering her the handle. “This sword is very fond of necks. Even so, if you attempt to cleave a man’s head from his body, I suggest you swing with both arms with all your might—much as you did to my one-of-a-kind glass table an hour ago.”

      Sydney stared at the sword like it would bite her. He bobbed it in front of her face. “Go on, then, take it. It’s your insurance that I am who I say I am, and not one of the rephaim devils you encountered on your reckless flight of independence.”

      She wouldn’t take the sword. Refused to even look at him.

      A rush of impatience flooded him. In the old days, he would have forced her to take it, by one means or another. Now...

      He tried to understand her perspective. “I know you’ve suffered a tremendous shock. Panic can make even the bravest among us do impetuous things. But I ask you this…have I done anything to make you believe that I wish you ill?”

      She raised welling eyes to his. “Where is my family?”

      He set the xiphos on the side table, then collapsed into the 18th Century Louis XVI Bergere chair, rubbing his hands over the bleached oak and pale khaki linen of the arm rests.

      Of course. Why hadn’t he thought of it earlier?

      He reached into his sport coat’s inner pocket and produced the new phone Atamu had acquired for him.

      The minute it was in Sydney’s hand, she called her mother, father, and damned if she didn’t insist on talking to every one of her siblings, and her Torque staff, too.

      Her commitment to family and friends was extraordinary.

      When she finally hung up, she’d stopped trembling from the cold, and—hopefully—from worry. He remained quiet, hoping she’d break the silence.

      After a few moments, she sighed and held out her hand for the sword. He leaned forward to pick it up from the side table. When the handle met her palm, a single, high frequency note quavered in the air. Her gaze lifted to his, her eyebrows raised. “You heard that?”

      He nodded, trying to mollify his own surprise. The xiphos was made for him, but it had never responded to him like that. “It’s apparently taken a fancy to you.”

      She scoffed, turning the sword this way and that. “It’s an object. Insensate.”

      “Are you certain?” he asked quietly.

      Her shoulders dropped, but she kept her gaze on the xiphos. “I’m not sure of anything anymore.”

      The defeat in her voice gutted him. “You live by logic and make choices based on all available facts. You, like the majority of humanity, are unaccustomed to the supernatural. So understandably, your world has been turned upside down. There is no shame in fear or doubt. It takes time to come to terms with all of this.”

      But hopefully not too much time. Baal was beginning to exert pressure from multiple fronts.

      Sydney raised her hooded gaze to his, her fingers curling around the sword handle. “Would this sword take even your life?”

      He kept his face calm. Dispassionate even. She was testing him.

      That was probably good. What wasn’t good was that high note the sword made when it met her palm. The damn thing probably would kill him if she attempted it. “I’ve never handed it over in good faith to someone contemplating my murder, so it’s uncharted waters, goddess. Would you like to sail them?”

      He watched her throat work as she swallowed. “How many demons have you killed with it?”

      He smiled, and she blanched. Remorse made his chest tight. The situation demanded gravitas, not flippancy.

      He sighed. “Too many to count. The sword was modeled after the blade our Guardian leader Alexios used as a Spartan warrior in 527 BC. A perfect weapon in its original conception, this particular xiphos is even more lethal, as it was forged by Michael, the very Archangel who escorted Lucifer to Hell.” He got up from the chair to pour a whiskey for each of them. “Lucifer is the Devil’s original name, in case you weren’t aware.”

      She whispered the word ‘archangel,’ then blew out a breath and pointed the sword at him. “How did you get this way?”

      He dodged the sword to lean in and place her drink on the end table next to her chair. “That’s a loaded question. Are you asking about my supernatural essence, or my path of moral dissolution?”

      The first question was decidedly easier to answer.

      “As I mentioned before, all Guardians protect humans, but some also have the responsibility of watching over ancient holy objects we call relics. The man chained to the floor in my office—the one whom you heard bellowing before you ran off—was recently possessed so he still has a chance to be exorcised.”

      Once Father Angus got the ritual to work again.

      But Sydney didn’t need to worry about that.

      “That doesn’t answer my question. Who gets to be a Guardian and why?”

      “We are chosen based on two criteria: moral bankruptcy and a final, uncharacteristic act of self-sacrifice. If those two conditions are present, the human in limbo may be given the choice to either become a Guardian or accept the consequences of his or her decisions.”

      Her eyes were wide and slightly glassy. “You mean, go to Hell.”

      “That’s the most commonly accepted term.”

      “How did you die?”

      He stared at her. The long, deep rephaim claw mark along her left cheek might scar regardless of how careful his mixologist Shadow had been when she’d made the liquid stitches. The exhaustion, worry, and misgivings in Sydney’s eyes made him tired and discouraged. Made him remember why he’d been determined to turn over his relic to Jinx.

      “Spencer.”

      “My death story is no one’s business.” There were only a handful of people with whom he’d ever shared it.

      Her shoulders slumped again, and she nodded with her eyes closed. Like she’d expected his rejection. It angered him.

      He drained his whiskey and moved to stand in front of her. His stance was meant to intimidate, but it only managed to shame him.

      He cursed and turned away to run a hand through his hair.

      “I was thirty-two years old, shot through the heart with my own pistol by thugs who caught up to me after I took a gang-raped prostitute to safety.” He looked down at his hands and saw blood. His blood. Her blood. “She was hurt because of me.”

      “What happened?”

      “I didn’t know her. A man who owed me a vast sum of money sent her to my doorstep to pleasurably cajole me into clemency. The woman never even made it inside.”

      He could still remember her pitiful screams as the thugs dragged her into a getaway carriage, her cries only whimpers by the time he caught up and dealt with her attackers in a bleak alley.

      “How did you get her to safety?”

      “I fought three men and pulled her out from under the fourth rapist who’d crumpled on her, his final expression frozen in shock from the blade I shoved in his carotid. I didn’t want to use my pistol and rouse the local constable.”

      The man’s blood had poured in a crimson flood all over the woman’s ripped, green velvet dress.

      “My mistake was presuming there were four attackers. After carrying the woman to the nearest church, I exited the building and was pushed down the stairs and set upon by a fifth brigand. In seconds, the marauder had disarmed me, and I found myself staring down the barrel of my own pistol.” His lips pulled up without humor. “It’s very unbecoming, being shot.”

      They said time often slows during critical moments of your life. That had not been his experience. The bullet had pierced flesh and bone, and he’d bled out immediately.

      So many of my memories are crowded with blood. His death wound burned and pulsed. Sydney shifted in the chair behind him, but he refused to turn around to see her revulsion. It didn’t matter what she thought of him. The past was unchangeable.

      “You saved her.”

      It wasn’t a question. He shook his head and stared down at his expensive shoes. “After being brutalized by four men, I doubt she felt saved.”

      “But they might have killed her.”

      He’d never know. He finally turned toward Sydney, steeling himself. Her eyes hadn’t lost their shadows, but neither had they clouded with contempt. He felt unworthy about her acceptance of his culpability. “She wouldn’t have been in that situation if I’d been an honorable man to begin with.”

      “I don’t think it’s ever too late for redemption. Why don’t you? You’re the one living a second chance.”

      “Because I’m a first-rate asshole and being nice, selfless, and compassionate never gets bloody easier!” He paced around the room, his cheeks and neck flaming at his loss of composure. Way to blow your stack, you undignified pillock.

      “If it was easy, it wouldn’t be a test.” She leaned back in the chair and folded her hands on her belly, the sword resting across her thighs. “Sometimes…sometimes I feel like Tiana is a test. And then I feel ashamed.”

      By the final word, Sydney’s whisper had dropped so low, he had to strain to listen. “My love and resentment for her are twined so closely together I don’t know how to separate them. She’s so strong, so resilient. Yet she makes the same bad decisions over and over. All the unnecessary scares and worries she’s put mom and dad through… and continues to put all of us through. It seems so selfish. But then, how can I understand the trauma she suffered before she came to live with us? Who am I to judge how she battles her demons?”

      Spencer didn’t move, didn’t almost dare breathe when she was unburdening herself like this. She didn’t seem like the type who dropped her guard very often. He hoped not. Not because he didn’t want her to have confidantes.

      Because it would mean she trusted him.

      Because she thought enough of him to let him in. Especially after running away from him.

      She raised stricken eyes to his. “What if she runs away because she senses my resentments? Am I not, then, just as guilty as her earlier abusers?”

      Spencer shook his head, never so desirous for the ability to reassure. He drew a slow, deep breath to center himself and sat down again, elbows on his knees just to lean in closer to her. “I don’t know all your sister’s struggles, but I do know that love is never perfect. Like all of us, it is flawed and fraught with insecurities. I have only known love in small quantities, but even in its imperfection, it is the greatest of all gifts. Though your sister may feel some of your irritation, I would wager that your love outweighs any negativity.”

      Her chest rose and fell on a cleansing breath, her smile soft. “I hope you’re right.”

      He forced his muscles to relax, pushing back in his seat like he wasn’t some green-about-the-ears, gobsmacked sprog, but knowing full well he was.

      “I’m spot on, goddess. And besides all that,” he waved his hand in the air, trying to regain some emotional control, “your sister is now a grown woman. Surely, in your infinite reasonableness, you know that you cannot take responsibility for her choices.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “I do know that. I just don’t want to miss any opportunity to reach her, you know? I never want her to feel ostracized or unsupported in any way.” Her gaze drew inward. “According to mom, Tiana still hasn’t been in touch with anyone. Her birthday is in three days. I want to bake her a cake and watch as she blows out all the candles.”

      Spencer was determined that she would. “What can you tell me about Tiana that will help me discover her whereabouts?”

      Sydney blinked, her awareness returning to the room. “She’s been in Potrero Hill by the freeway before. Once at St. Boniface. Another time she stayed in a tent encampment under Highway 101 in the Mission neighborhood. Sometimes she couch-surfs. Sometimes she has enough money to rent a cheap hotel room to shower up and have an entire, worry-free night of sleep.” Sydney’s brow furrowed. “It all depends on how long she’s been clean. I’m sorry. It’s not much to go on.”

      “It would seem she stays to the eastern districts, so that’s helpful. Do you have a picture of her?”

      She rubbed her forehead. “I did…In fact, I had multiple pictures…on the phone you so conveniently threw out the car window earlier today.”

      “Yes, well, it avoided all manner of inconveniences.”

      They stared at each other for a moment. Her face had lost much of its openness, but he no longer sensed fear or hostility. For that much, he was grateful.

      “Nevermind the picture. I have ways of ferreting out information on the streets.”

      “I’ll bet you do,” she mumbled, but he gave her sarcasm a pass because of the dark circles that were growing more pronounced as the night wore on.

      And he needed to focus on making a plan. He’d stream along the highways in the Mission, Potrero, and Dogpatch neighborhoods for Tiana, then move north toward the gritty Tenderloin area where a large percentage of the city’s homeless population congregated.

      First though—

      “My mom assured me they’re in a great place, but please, I’d really like to see my family soon. I think it would go a long way to reassuring all of us.”

      He nodded and stood. “It will be a priority as soon as I’ve identified where Baal is. I’ll bring them here for a visit, then I think it’s best if we send them to Minneapolis where Nate and Jessie can keep an eye on them.”

      “Okay.”

      “Excellent. I’ll have a server sneak away from the floor to bring you some tea. Then you should get some sleep. It’s been a long, trying day.” He didn’t want to leave her, but he cared for her rest and well-being more than he wanted to gratify himself.

      And that was strange.

      “I don’t think I can sleep with the loud music.”

      He couldn’t resist running his thumb across her cheek. “Try.”

      He was almost to the door when she spoke again.

      “Why even have Guardians?”

      He turned back. Her fingertip traced the sword’s blade that still rested across her thighs. “What do you mean?”

      “Why can’t angels handle demons themselves? Aren’t humans supposed to have guardian angels?”

      It was a fair question. One he’d asked rhetorically—or more often, in anger—dozens of times over the years. Only one explanation made sense.

      “Humanity was given free will, and with that comes responsibility and suffering. I don’t pretend to understand it all, but should the time come when the angels’ assistance is needed, that is when the final trumpets will sound, and humankind’s time on Earth will be over.”

      She raised her eyebrows, twining her fingers together, resting her wrists on the sword. “You sound like the narrator at the beginning of a sci-fi movie.”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “This is no fiction.”

      “So the Angels can only intervene when the Guardians can no longer protect humans and the relics?”

      Spencer nodded.

      “What could make the Guardians’ protection fail?”

      Her eyes were so blue. He hated to see fear begin to darken them again. But she deserved the truth. “We fail if demons overwhelm us and acquire enough of the sacred relics.”

      Her silence wasn’t a pondering sort of hesitation, but rather a do-I-really-want-to-know reluctance. Spencer waited.

      Ultimately, her pragmatism prevailed.

      She untwined her hands, pushing them away from her body, palms out like she was surrendering herself to the worst he could tell her. “So what would the demons do with the relics?”

      Here it was then.

      No turning back if he told her.

      She’s probably already deduced the heart of it. Yes. She was intelligent and religiously educated—if what he’d learned about her family was any indication. But she was the type of person who needed to know what she was up against so she could get to the other side of it.

      She understood honesty and candor best of all. No games or prevarication for his Sydney. Thank God.

      He walked back toward her and squatted down until they were eye level. He put his hands on her chair arm rests and held her gaze, unblinking. “Should demons amass enough relics, they will be able to decipher the code to unlock Satan from his prison, unleashing Hell on Earth.”
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      Sydney grasped the thumb-sized vial of holy water in her right hand and a crucifix in her left as she moved down the hall from Spencer’s safe room. It was near midnight, the DJ’s heavy bass rhythmically thumping against the walls like a paramedic pounding out CPR on a dying man’s chest.

      Hard to believe that twelve hours ago she’d been sitting at her parents’ table having lunch with her family. That half a day felt like a lifetime.

      Talking to them on the new phone that Spencer had provided reassured her that they were safe. Laura and the rest of her Torque family, too, though they were worried about their jobs. Fortunately, Spencer had offered to pay everyone’s salaries for six months until Sydney could get back on her feet.

      She didn’t want to think about how that might beholden her to him.

      For now, he’d extracted a promise that she’d keep holy water and a crucifix nearby at all times.

      She wouldn’t try to escape as long as she had freedom to move about the building…and he brought her family under this roof within twenty-four hours.

      He’d left to do just that, assuring her she’d be well protected by his in-house security. So she shoved the crucifix in her jeans’ back pocket and the holy water in the front pocket, uncertain of where she would actually go or what she’d do in the club, but she had to get out of that bunker.

      Had to move.

      Anything to stop thinking about how things had blown up in the space of twenty-four hours. How was her business ever going to recover? The chain reaction of this archdemon butting into her world didn’t seem to end.

      Inferno’s dance floor remained packed even though the foyer’s glass doorway revealed that the blizzard was still in full-court press. All that snow. It was so strange.

      As she moved through the hypnotic glow of the nightclub, snatches of lovers’ quarrels, drunken bravado, and foreplay crowded in from all sides.

      Growing up the oldest of nine, she’d always relied on her ability to read people’s nonverbals. Spencer’s body language spoke eloquently. More importantly, though, his body cues matched his spoken words. As her initial shock and resulting panic had waned, she began to think more clearly.

      Well, as clearly as you could about things like angels and demons and the non-humans who stood between humankind and the end of the world.

      Spencer’s desire to protect her and her family seemed genuine. The question she couldn’t answer was why? What was in it for him—other than the colors she supposedly brought back for him. Surely that wasn’t enough to saddle him with that big of a responsibility. And even if he did feel responsible for their welfare, he could easily pay someone to deal with the problem.

      That would be far less messy and disruptive to his lifestyle.

      Sydney rubbed her forehead and came to the end of the ebony granite bar where Shadow Barnes swayed to the music as she mixed three martinis, the glasses arranged in a triangle, like expensive bowling pins for high rollers.

      Her round afro was pulled smartly back by a tight, invisible headband, allowing her arching black brows, luminous brown eyes, and sculpted cheekbones to take center stage. Men of all shapes, sizes, and colors were taking note. Several women, too.

      Shadow looked up and met Sydney’s gaze, her warm smile melting into concern. She turned back to a tall, broad-shouldered man with a blond afro and a fuzzy black beard. Monochromatic tattoos covered both arms from his wrists up past the sleeves of his white t-shirt.

      Wow. He had to be another Guardian. Either that, or he was amped up on some mega steroids.

      Shadow pushed all three martinis toward him. “You, shoo now. Can’t you see this little lady needs to sit a spell?”

      The man took all three drinks into his massive grasp, his lips tilting in a full-on lady-killer smile. “You’re determined to bust my heart, Shadow.”

      She waved black-painted fingernails in the air in front of her, not bothering to squelch a flirtatious smile. “You ain’t got no heart to break, Neo, so you just git.”

      “Everyting irie, lil’ momma. Someday you’re gonna come lookin’ for some of this. I’ll be ready.” Neo leveled another hot look at Shadow before turning to wink at Sydney, then melted into the crowd with all three drinks.

      Sydney slid onto the vacated stool, still warm from Neo’s overwhelming body. Shadow’s large silver hoops brushed her shoulders as she cocked her head, filled a glass with a clear bubbling beverage, and set it in front of Sydney. “You alright, love? You’ve had a rude awakening to all this evil business.”

      That was putting it mildly. Sydney took a sip, then hiccoughed from the carbonation. “Can’t really answer that yet.”

      Shadow nodded. “They about had to put me in one of them straight-jackets when I found out demons were real.” Her soft brown eyes made Sydney’s throat tighten. “Guess they keep their secrets for good reason, yes?”

      Sydney couldn’t disagree, but it still didn’t feel right. “Humans are being deceived on an epic scale.”

      Shadow raised an eyebrow, wiping down the bar top with a white rag. “I grew up in Louisiana where my granny was always trying to scare us about devils ridin’ on our shoulders when we misbehaved. Seems to me, it’s all in that Bible for anyone who cares to read it.”

      “Not the part about Guardians, though. That man—Neo—he’s one, isn’t he.”

      “Yeah, he’s pretty fresh, though. He only just died a few years ago in Jamaica. Still hasn’t tangled with enough older demons to temper his cockiness.”

      A young, stick-thin woman with tortoiseshell glasses sitting next to Sydney set her wine glass carefully on the bar. “What in the Sam hell are you chicks talking about?”

      Shadow tossed the rag in a bucket behind her, then put her hands on her hips, smiling at the stranger, “Oh, just some light nightclub philosophy—Hell, demons, and everything that stands between us and them. You wanna throw down with all that?”

      The woman’s eyes widened behind her glasses. She eased her wineglass toward her body and slipped away from the bar without another word.

      Shadow shrugged with a cheeky grin. “Don’t look at me like that. I told her straight.”

      Sydney smiled weakly. “Yeah, I guess you did.” She swiveled the glass in her hands. Time was wasting. She should be out with Spencer dealing with her family. Getting things in order. Helping them come to terms with everything. Ugh.

      She set the glass down, but before she could get up from the stool, Shadow leaned over the bar, trapping Sydney’s right hand with her own. “You and your family will be alright. None of us have ever seen Mr. Jameson so twisted up over anybody. He’s a lot to take in most times, but I’ve been with him going on five years now, and I can tell you true, he takes care of his own. And from what I’ve seen in the way he looks at you, he ain’t about to let anything happen to you.”

      Shadow released her hand and smiled so brightly a man three stools down yelled, “Damn, Shadow, send some of that sugar my way!”

      Sydney had already moved into the press of bodies as Shadow’s good-natured emasculation commenced a new round of heart-breaking. She walked past the kitchen into a short hallway that led to a stairwell door. Spencer’s upstairs quarters.

      Why wasn’t any security posted here to prevent people from wandering where they didn’t belong? Would the possessed man still be chained to Spencer’s office floor? She’d love to question the priest, especially if he was human.

      She went up the stairs, hearing voices even before she turned the corner.

      Arguing.

      She ducked into an alcove to listen. A man and woman. The man with an accent similar to Spencer’s, but not as heavy, saying he was going to take Spencer’s robe. The woman saying they should trust Spencer to do the right thing.

      The man retorted that he and Jessie—the angel—were better equipped to protect the relic.

      “All his life people never believed in him, and it became a self-fulfilling prophesy. We’re not going to do that to him, Nate.” The woman’s voice was confident and feminine. Sydney immediately liked her. Then she remembered where she’d heard her voice before.

      She was the one who’d told them Torque was on fire. The small, gorgeous Asian woman.

      “The End Days must be near if our blood-thirsty female samurai is turning Chicken Soup for the Soul. Do you actually think the demons will care about Spencer’s feelings?” the man called Nate mocked.

      Sydney peeked her head around the alcove, a gust of wind coming out of nowhere along with a rumbling beneath her feet. Before she could retreat, a woman appeared in the hallway outside Spencer’s office. Or rather, she landed, folding her white, iridescent wings.

      Wings. Sydney couldn’t take her eyes off the angel.

      “Jess, I told you to stay home.” Nate’s voice warmed as he addressed the angel. “San Francisco is the Wild West right now with the rephaim holding their idea of Rush Week across a twelve-block radius.”

      “You know I hate coddling. I’ve got your six, loverboy.”

      Their voices were rich with intimacy. Sydney blinked, her lower jaw going lax. Well…huh. The Guardian and the angel were a couple.

      Jess the Angel continued, “Where’s Spencer now?”

      “He’s gone to secure the redhead’s family.”

      The angel shifted back out the doorway, sending a subtle smile toward Sydney’s hiding spot. “Oh, the redhead?”

      Frick. She sees me!

      “She’s fucking with Spencer’s equilibrium, God love her,” the Asian woman replied.

      “Could she be his soul mate?” Nate asked.

      Sydney’s heart froze. What. The. Actual. Eff?

      “In all the time I’ve known him, he’s only lost his head like this once before. That chick brought him amplio, but she wasn’t his soul mate. Maybe this time around, Sydney is.”

      Oh, hell to the no.

      The angel gave Sydney a thumbs-up behind the door frame.

      Ridiculous!

      “Spencer’s been suffering for a while now,” Jessie said, more to Sydney than anyone else. Dammit.

      “Unfortunately, that’s just more proof he can’t protect the relic,” Nate replied.

      “If he’s weak, having Sydney around will be a tremendous boost for him. Even if she’s not his soul mate, she’s good for him. And when one of us is stronger, we’re all stronger.”

      Oh man, really? That was an obligation if she’d ever felt one, all the more guilt-driven because they—well, two of them—didn’t even know she’d overheard the conversation.

      The angel—good gracious, she was curvy and sooo pretty with that head of dark curly hair—winked at her and entered the room, closing the door behind her.

      Now what? She’d obviously never get into the room if the angel didn’t want her there, so Sydney turned around and headed back downstairs to the safe room.

      Once inside, she pulled a large, cozy chair next to the fire. She didn’t feel tired, but she’d probably feel better with some sleep. Hopefully he’d return with her family before dawn. If he came through on his promise to put down this threat to her loved ones, she’d do what she could to help him overcome their common enemy.

      Maybe then life would get back to normal.
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      If I survive, I’m going to find out just how black Baal bleeds.

      Spencer gritted his teeth, unable to prevent a groan from leaching out between his lips. He held his digestive tract inside his body with his right forearm, opening Inferno’s rear service door with his left, bellowing at Sydney’s family to hurry inside. He was too injured to stream even one of them at a time, so they’d traveled the old-fashioned way. Stealing a passenger van.

      “Mother of God.” Atamu grabbed Spencer as he stumbled against the wall. “The careless fish will be eaten by the shark,” the Samoan scolded, then hollered, “Pepper!” over his shoulder.

      The icy tightness in Spencer’s chest spread up his neck. “I care not for your astute Samoan proverbs at the moment. Uhhh.” He regretted the audible groan, but there was no help for it.

      Sydney’s father helped Atamu ease Spencer onto the stretcher Pepper produced. Spencer gestured weakly to Alroy’s family. “Someone take them to Sydney at once.”

      Clara tried not to cry as she made the sign of the cross over him. “God bless you.”

      Don’t worry, I’m already dead.

      Alroy took Clara by the shoulders and ushered his family to fall in behind a member of Spencer’s security team. He looked back twice. Spencer sensed that Alroy and his two eldest boys knew things were more than they seemed.

      Thankfully the rephaim hadn’t gotten a good look at the Ashbys, and vice versa. Sydney would never speak to him again if he had to wipe her family’s memories.

      So, as long as he didn’t die tonight, moving her family had gone off with only one hitch…

      He’d failed to find her sister.

      He’d looked everywhere Sydney had suggested, plus a few places her siblings put forward. He’d spoken to dozens of helpful homeless individuals and spread cash among the encampments like a Bay Area fog. But it was like Tiana had vanished.

      He needed to get back out there and find her before Sydney decided to.

      Please let her be alive.

      Pepper’s glare was suffused with worry, which meant he looked as bad as he felt. “Sydney had better help you after all you’ve done for her family. Bringing all of them here. I never would’ve thought.”

      “Think I’m getting soft, do you?” A fresh spurt of blood seeped between his fingers, soaking what was left of his rephaim-shredded shirt. He cursed without much ire, shivering, his fire element weakened by all the blood loss. “Have Nate and Jessie arrived yet to take the Ashbys to Minnesota?”

      “They had a situation at Mirage, but they should be back within the hour. Now stop talking, you idiot,” she snapped. “It’ll require every ounce of your strength to heal this time.”

      Spencer caught the look that passed between Atamu and Pepper. They’d been with him for ten and fifteen years respectively, yet he’d never seen that look before. Like two loving parents worried about their child.

      He lifted his head to observe the damage to himself and saw his heart arrhythmically pumping in the unnatural gash between his ribs.

      Atamu shoved Spencer’s head back down. “Going out there alone was a piss-poor decision on your part. I’m never listening to you again.”

      “It’s not like you to whine and nag, Atamu. Now tell me, how long have you two been in love with each other?” He must’ve been a fool to miss it before. If he wasn’t so miserable, he would’ve relished mocking their shocked expressions.

      “You’re hallucinating,” Pepper growled. “Shut up and conserve your strength or you’re going to Hell. Literally, you dumbass.”

      Spencer’s eyes fluttered shut. “The more vehemently you deny it, the more you proclaim it to be so.”

      Pepper and a very quiet Atamu lifted the stretcher to take Spencer up the stairs to his private quarters. Gooseflesh broke out on his body, and every little jostle up the stairs felt like sandpaper on a sunburn. He began to shake, his teeth to chatter. “T-tell them to t-turn up the b-b-bloody heat.”

      “Oh my God!”

      His eyes opened, the sudden blast of color like a knife-jab to his corneas.

      Sydney.

      “Do something! Can the priest help? Will he die? What can I do to help?”

      No one was answering her. Someone should answer her.

      A cough wracked his frame, shooting ice through his extremities, his chest so tight he couldn’t draw a full breath. Threads of fear wove through his consciousness. Don’t want to die. Not anymore.

      The stretcher touched down. Nausea. Someone leaned him up and over to the side so he didn’t choke on his own vomit. Dizzy.

      Sick.

      His own blood coming up, coming out in multiple places. Stomach in revolt, roiling, twisting. Soft pressure on his arm. On his side. Nothing more to come up. Room spinning. Dry heaving.

      “Why aren’t you invincible, dammit!” Her voice, muffled. Scared.

      Answer her—reassure her. But the gagging and choking and cold and the black. The black…Just too…

      black
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        * * *

      

      Apple blossoms and sunshine.

      Spencer inhaled deeply, then coughed at the stiffness in his chest, his arms reflexively squeezing the softness curled next to him.

      A softness that was warm and moving.

      His eyes snapped open. He blinked rapidly, eyes adjusting to the light battering in through the white shutters and all that silky, red hair sharing his pillow. He lifted the sheet that covered them both. A slow smile spread across his face as other parts of his body awakened.

      I’m healed.

      He didn’t remember the last time he was something other than apathetic about that.

      They were in his bed in his private quarters at Inferno, but he couldn’t tell if it was morning or mid-afternoon. Don’t care. Not when all that stood between his naked body and Sydney’s was her turquoise camisole and black and white thong. She fancies polka dots.

      She’d ceased moving the moment his growing erection pressed into the cleft of her ass. His smile widened. He ran his palm down the curve of her hip and pressed his lips into her hair by her ear. “You laid with me all through the night?”

      Gooseflesh sprang up and down her arms. She was holding her breath, her body tense.

      “You must have, for I am whole again.” He nuzzled her neck, her hair catching on his stubble. “I am singularly grateful.”

      She shivered vigorously, then rolled to the edge of the bed to sit up. She pushed at her bedhead, blinking at him in such an engaging fashion he wanted to pretend he was still injured so they could lie-in all day. No demons, no drama, no obligations.

      Just skin on skin.

      A blush stained her cheeks when she noted his please-pay-attention-to-me under the sheet. “Don’t make it sound so intimate. Pepper instructed me that you would heal faster if you had access to my...body.”

      She stared at his bare chest, chewing on her lip and doing a curious shake-nod of her head. “How does that even work? Last night your entire chest and belly were butterflied open, but now you only have one small scar. It looks like a bullet wound.”

      He rolled to his back and laced his fingers together behind his head. She leaned forward to tentatively feather her fingers across his chest.

      No way in Hell was he going to interrupt this.

      Their eyes met, and she frowned, pulling her hand into her lap. “Fine, if you don’t want to tell me.”

      He grasped her wrist before she could stand and move away from the bed. “I was simply reveling in your touch.”

      He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. It was on the tip of his tongue to spin out a lie, but with her, he wanted strange things. Honesty. Acceptance. “The bullet wound is not what remains of yesterday’s battle, but rather it’s my death scar. Remember?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      The respect in her eyes didn’t sit well. “Don’t entertain any false ideas of my honor. It was an uncharacteristic act in a life heretofore beset with rash decisions and ignoble purpose.”

      “Still, you didn’t have to do it, Spencer. And you consort with angels. That counts for something.”

      Right. Except he was anything but a hero. “Never let Nathaniel hear you say ‘consort with angels.’” As one of the least volatile Unholy Inc partners, Nate was nevertheless touchy when it came to his particular angel.

      Spencer ignored Sydney’s offer of assistance when he scooted to the edge of the bed. He craved her touch, but he had to follow through on his promises. “I presume he and Jessica have already been here to collect your family?”

      “Yes, shortly after two a.m. I’m very thankful.” She moved toward the nightstand with a smile, picking up the new phone he’d given her. “I’ve received probably three dozen texts with pictures of my brothers and sisters playing in the snow. I don’t think I’ve seen all of them this excited at the same time in years.”

      Warmth filled him. “I’m glad to hear it. I shall see to Tiana now.” Before I do something impetuous. Such as rip the clothes from her body and make her scream until it brings every last member of his security team to the door.

      Sydney shook her head as if she’d heard his libidinous thoughts, her open palm spread in front of him to keep him from standing.

      Or maybe to block her view of his raging arousal.

      “Wait. Believe me, I want to find Tiana as soon as possible, too, but I think you should stay here and rest for a little while longer. Raj and Neo have a lead on her that they’re tracking down. Once they learn more, you can join them.”

      Oh, he definitely wanted to stay abed. But not to rest.

      Not even close.

      His gaze raked over her curves once more—because why not make myself harder? Glutton!—then leaned over to swipe his trousers off the floor by his feet. “I shall assist them now.”

      “No. Raj said you’d insist like this. He also said to tell you that because Baal and all the rephaim are so focused on you, you’d be more hindrance than help to them—and therefore to Tiana—in this case.”

      Spencer swore. As right as Raj might be, he didn’t like being told what to do.

      “We have to do everything just right so we don’t make mistakes.” Her gaze cut to the door briefly before turning worried eyes back to him. “Okay?”

      He brushed an errant piece of hair back from her face. “Okay, my darling. Don’t fret so.”

      She nodded, then exhaled heavily, tension easing from her shoulders. “Thank you for keeping your word to protect the rest of my family.”

      Don’t thank me yet. His heart thumped against his recently regenerated ribcage, as she edged closer to where he perched at the edge of the bed.

      “You have no idea how much it means to me to know they’re safe.” She bent at the waist to press her lips feather-light against his.

      Heat poured through him, a slow, inevitable takeover like hot fudge spilled across a table. His fingers claimed the bare skin of her arms, drawing her down as he laid back against a stack of white feather pillows. Her weight against him was utter perfection.

      She shifted, aligning their bodies. Torso to torso, leg against leg.

      As the kiss deepened, her back arched, her legs riding up along the outside of his. They gasped against each other’s mouths as her thong slid against his hard, naked length.

      “Sydney.” He couldn’t abide a gratitude fuck. He pulled her back to look into her eyes, finding his answer when he saw them cloudy with desire. His hands fisted in her hair. “Tell me what you want.”

      Her answer was a slow grind that made her quake in his arms. He angled her to better straddle him as she stripped her camisole from her body.

      His abs contracted as he bent forward, his mouth tasting her breasts, one, then the other, drawing a nipple in, his hands kneading, pulling against her hips to feed her erotic rhythm. Grind and slide, an intoxicating dance, her moans nearly making him come undone.

      Sweat coated his body as her breasts began to bounce with her movements. “Come apart for me,” he whispered, watching passion flood her cheeks and suffuse her neck a fiery rose hue as she broke through the sweetest of barriers. Her cries poured over him, a cleansing. A pushing back of darkness.

      The sheer wonder of it.

      The wonder.

      He could barely breathe.

      Her body curled into his, her lips against his neck. His arms banded around her, bringing their bodies tight as could be, his fingertips sliding under the edge of her thong, running down the center stripe of her ass to press her tighter against him.

      Her lips brushed against his neck, and his eyes squeezed shut.

      “Thank you. I’ve never…gone first. But now it’s happened three times with you.” Another kiss to his neck.

      He pressed his cheek to her head, afraid to move any further. To break the spell. Afraid of what came next.

      Her fingertips slid into his hair, her breath sweet and humid on his neck. “I never knew it could be like that. Being swept up so completely you lose awareness of time and place.”

      Talking about her orgasm was nearly as arousing as watching it break against his body. His erection pulsed, and he fought for calm. He drew breath deep into his lungs. Went inside himself to touch the cord of his fire element. It hummed and vibrated, stirred by her ardor. By what they’d shared.

      Starving for release.

      Not yet.

      He grasped the cord and counted down from ten.

      She leaned up to gaze at him, brushing her thumb across his bottom lip with a secret smile that did nothing to ease his hunger. “I’ve been a selfish lover.”

      He ran his hands through her hair, pulling slightly. “No. Your pleasure is all mine, my goddess. Let’s do that again.”

      But his goddess had other ideas.

      She began to slide down his body, and he nearly gave in. What would be the harm? She could take the edge off, and he wouldn’t be wound so bloody tight.

      But…

      He wanted something to not be about himself. For once.

      He groaned, reaching down to draw her away from his cock. Seven hells! He brought her up to look him in the eyes, instantly contrite at her confused expression.

      “Don’t misunderstand. I want your lips on my body with a desire that rattles me to the core. But my life has been a series of self-interested choices. Never giving of myself without expecting something in return. With you, I want to be different. To be better.” He swallowed, untethered and out of his element. “Let me shelter you as you sleep. You can’t have gotten much rest as I drew from your body.”

      Her hurt expression cleared, her eyes filling with moisture and something that made his chest expand. She kissed him. A mingling of breath. An awareness. A vulnerability he hadn’t felt since he’d been a child.

      There was trust here.

      He was shaking when her lips lifted away. All at once, she made him weak and stronger than he’d ever been. His heart beat uncomfortably.

      He needed to back away from all the heavy a bit. It was just…so much.

      He buoyed his tone and wiped her eyes. “So, humor me. Allow me to be better. I am an earnest master of all your desires, but right now, I beseech you to sleep.”

      She returned his smile and brushed a quick, sweet kiss to the corner of his mouth. “Is it possible for a master to be earnest?”

      He captured her hand to kiss each finger. “You shall have to find out for yourself.”

      This time it was she who shivered. “I’m lucky to have found you.”

      His heart squeezed, knowing it was the other way around.

      Emphatically so.

      He kissed her again, but briefly this time, tucking her close to his side. “Close your eyes and rest for a while longer. I don’t hear much noise outside in the streets, so it must still be early.”

      Twenty minutes later, her breathing was even, and he thought she’d actually fallen asleep. So, he’d been alone with his thoughts.

      Wild, beautiful, impossible thoughts.

      Making love in a hundred different ways in a hundred different countries. Impeccable wine and decadent food and belly laughs. A white dress and flowing veil. A red-haired little girl riding on his shoulders…

      Sydney’s index finger began to swirl in his chest hair.

      His heart pounded ferociously. She must feel the throbbing for her cheek rested in the valley where his neck met his clavicle. He forced his limbs to relax.

      She cleared her throat. “Do you have...I mean...can you...ah...”

      There was no way she could have snuck into his thoughts. They weren’t bonded in any existential way. Not yet anyway.

      “Can I give you a disease or get you pregnant?” His voice sounded hoarse in the stillness of the room.

      She nodded.

      Alright then. Facts he could talk about for days. “Guardians never get sick, therefore we cannot transmit disease. As to progeny, there have only been myths of Guardians impregnating humans.”

      She remained silent for some time. He wasn’t sure whether it was because she was glad or not. How ridiculous. Of course she’d be glad he couldn’t give her an STD or get her with child.

      Her hand resumed stroking his chest. “Can you ever die?”

      “Yes, but not easily. Provided my body has enough resources while it’s healing, it can infinitely regenerate. As you can probably imagine, it allows one to fight rather dirty.”

      “Why doesn’t your death scar ever heal? To remind you of your self-sacrifice?”

      He inhaled deeply. She was sidling close to some heavy truths. “In a sense, yes. But it also reminds us of the scars we’ve left on the souls of others.”

      Her hand stilled. “I see. Does it ever go away?”

      Here it was then. Another peeling away of the veil.

      He stared up at the trayed ceiling above his bed and laid his hand over hers. “The scar can only be healed by a soul mate.”

      She eased her hand out from under his and sat up to frown at the scar on his chest. “Clearly, I’m not The One.”

      “We cannot know for certain yet,” he replied, quietly.

      “Yet?”

      He was almost afraid to answer because what if she wasn’t The One?

      But not saying something didn’t make it any less true.

      Put her first. Earn her trust. Deserve her affection. To achieve those ideals, he needed to give her the truth. No matter what.

      It was a burden and a relief.

      “A Guardian’s death scar disappears when he makes love to his soul mate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      Sex was the litmus test.

      She wanted to laugh it was so absurd. Sure, sex and intimacy often went hand in hand. But talk about pressure.

      Sydney tried to ease out of bed without looking like she was running from the situation. She turned away from the beautiful man in bed and started slipping back into her clothes.

      You’re totally running.

      Spencer had been all kinds of selfless, honest, and protective—both in and out of bed. But this new piece of information was definitely a burden. It was too inflexible. There shouldn’t be absolutes like that.

      It presupposed people could only have one true love in their lifetime.

      While she believed that’s how it worked for some—her mom and dad, for example—she didn’t believe it was true for the vast majority of people. That would be tragic. No higher power would limit love like that. Right?

      So why were Guardians held to such rigid standards? Was it another punishment? It just didn’t jive with the idea of a loving God.

      All her questions only inspired more questions.

      How would she ever get out of her head enough to have sex with him now? There was a frickin’ test that would definitively tell whether or not she was bound to this quasi-immortal man.

      What if she was?

      What if she couldn’t bear it if she wasn’t?

      She shook her head, zipping up her jeans, too much the coward to look at him. She heard the sheets rustle and wanted so badly to climb back into that warm bed with him and forget that the world was under siege by demons, her family was in protective custody, and Tiana was still out there, somewhere.

      “Sydney.”

      Her eyes closed as his warm, deep tenor flowed over her. She exhaled shakily and turned around. The raw masculinity of him made her breath catch. He stood in the middle of the room, trousers zipped but not fastened, a fresh white dress shirt clutched in his left hand, seemingly transfixed by her stare.

      She couldn’t help herself. She’d held on to those broad shoulders and dug her fingernails into his warm skin as she’d selfishly sought and found her release. “I…”

      He waited without seeming to breathe.

      You pressed for the truth, and he gave it to you. Give him something back.

      “I should really thank Nate and Jessie again for taking my family to Minnesota where they can be safe until Baal is…gone.”

      Coward!

      Spencer still didn’t move. Her heart beat like a rabbit that had been tossed into a lion’s den.

      “What can I do to help manage your fear about…all of this?” he asked.

      “Nothing. Really. It’s just…still taking it all in, I guess.” And even though I can’t possibly know you—he was four hundred years old, holy shit—I feel like I do. How could that be?

      He cocked his head, his eyes like lasers cutting through darkness. Through bullshit. “You could have gone with your family, you know.” His words hung between them. They were more of a question, really. He was asking, why didn’t you go?

      I don’t know!

      But she did.

      Stop running.

      God, his eyes. She wrapped her hands around her elbows and hugged herself. “I’ll tell you why I stayed if you tell me why sometimes there’s an ocean of pain in your eyes.”
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      Sydney tore her gaze from Spencer’s naked chest, choosing to stare at the black, silver, and purple strokes of the abstract painting above his bed. She’d stayed behind in California even though Raj, Nate, Jessie, and both her parents had all but browbeat her into accompanying the Ashbys to Minneapolis.

      She wouldn’t leave Torque or Tiana behind. At least, that was her excuse last night.

      In the bright light of today, however, she was forced to admit that there was another reason she didn’t want to leave San Francisco.

      A tall, devastatingly handsome Brit, of course.

      No other non-family member had ever gone out of their way—much less put himself in mortal danger—for her the way he had. It was comforting. Way beyond that, though, his sacrifice for her family meant she owed him something.

      And according to what she’d overheard earlier, she helped him on some metaphysical level, too. So, the sooner Spencer could send the devils back to Hell, the sooner she and her family could get their lives back to normal.

      This was all easy to rationalize when she wasn’t looking at her dapper Guardian. But when he stepped in front of her, his skin flawless with the exception of the circular scar, she lost all resolve to keep things impersonal. He died and came back to life.

      He’d nearly died helping her family.

      And she still hardly knew anything about him. “What are you? Post human? Meta human? Alien?”

      Spencer shrugged elegantly. “Does it matter? I am no longer one of you.” His tone made it more of a condescension to himself rather than an insult to humanity.

      “Tell me about your life, your childhood. What was it like living in sixteenth century English aristocracy?”

      His eyes narrowed as though deciding whether to indulge her questions. “It was lavish and unproductive and scandalous. My parents were…eccentric in their sexual appetites.”

      He turned away and went to the mini bar where he poured amber-colored liquor into two crystal, double old-fashioned glasses. “My father sired dozens of bastards, but my mother never cared since she had a stable of young bucks at her service—most of them approved by my father. For fun, they kidnapped young, blue collar men, kept them blindfolded and paid them for sex. Afterwards, the men were dropped off—no harm, no foul—several coins richer.”

      She accepted the glass he handed her without looking at it. “Are you kidding me?” Sounded like the plotline to a TV drama. “And you knew about this?”

      He leveled a self-mocking stare at her. “I tried to stay away from Lord Henry and Lady Jane Parr as much as possible. I became engrossed in my studies at Eton, but when the Headmaster praised my intellect in a letter to my father, the Marquess decided my schooling was making me too effeminate and made me return to our seat in Northamptonshire. Ultimately, I became as worthless and spoiled as my sisters. My family put on a happy face at our social soirees, but privately they mocked me, saying I had been castrated by my professors. The more I acted out—the more reckless and destructive I became—the more my father praised me.”

      Spencer drained his glass and donned his white dress shirt with clipped, angry movements. The temperature in the room had risen by at least fifteen degrees. His parents’ last name—Parr—didn’t match his own, but that conversation could come later. If there was a later. “Your poor choices weren’t motivated from an innately bad character, Spencer. Your environment played a part.”

      A muscle ticked in his cheek. “My environment made it easy for my innately bad character to shine through. Plenty of humans throughout history have found themselves in situations where it was easier to indulge their dark nature, but they took the more difficult path to do the right thing. I always had a choice. And I always made the wrong ones. I had a roomful of clothes I only wore once, while our house servants wore their clothes until they were threadbare. Then they mended them. I wasted food and drink with no thought of when or how the people in the servant quarters would fill their own bellies. I whored, cheated, stole, and lied with impunity, and I got away with all of it because no one dared to defy a Marquess’ son. There, are you satisfied now?”

      Oh, he was hurting. She grabbed his arm as he strode toward the door. “Spencer, wait.” Even after nearly four and a half centuries, his wounds hadn’t healed. “I understand that your air of superiority is so people don’t think you’re weak. It’s how your father made you feel by belittling your studies. You loved your education, yet he took it away and made you feel powerless.”

      “And then I killed him.” Emptiness stood in the shadows of defiance in his eyes.

      “He was raping the woman you loved!”

      His face flooded with color, his brows forbidding. “Didn’t you hear me? I murdered my own father!”

      “You wouldn’t have done that unless you felt you had no other choice.” His hand went to the doorknob, but she pressed her back against the door. “Tell me you had no other choice!”

      “You are a fool, but I am even more so for thinking I could ever have...”

      She hung on those last few words, but when he spoke next it was only to ask her to move from the door, or he’d move her himself.

      “Your father was a serial rapist. You all but said so yourself. And with his status in the peerage, he was practically untouchable. What else would have stopped him?” Her heart throbbed so hard she felt faint. Was she actually justifying murder?

      The road to hell is paved with good intentions, Sydney.

      Still, she wanted so badly to vindicate him. To ease his guilt and suffering.

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her aside so fast she stumbled. Oh, hell no. She recovered, barreling up behind him to wrap her arms around his waist in a reverse bear hug before he even made it out the door.

      The force of her momentum made him lose footing, and they both went weightless for a suspended moment before his Guardian reflexes rallied. His fingertips touched down, feet regaining their balance.

      “Bloody Christ on the Cross, woman!” He untangled her arms from his waist, keeping her wrists in a vise grip until he leaned down and shoved his shoulder in her belly, forcing all the air from her lungs. She gasped, instantly dizzy as he hoisted her in the air and unceremoniously slapped her ass.

      Hard.

      “Ow! Put me down!”

      “Shut your gob, vixen. Regrettably, you’ve already caused quite a scandal.”

      What? She used her hand on the top swell of his butt to lever up and look down the hallway behind them. Several smirking clubgoers winked and waved. Good grief.

      Everything about this man made her act stupid.

      He returned to the warm haven of his bedroom and slammed the door, speaking gibberish and waving his hand over the door handle. Her pulse kicked up another notch. “You can put me down n—”

      He spanked her again and tossed her on his bed so hard she bounced. She didn’t even have time to catch her breath before he was on her. Full frontal contact. Hands pinning her own beside her ears, pressing them into the pillow. His blue eyes burned down into hers, his heart pounding a furious rhythm against her breast.

      She forced her limbs to soften, to accept his weight instead of resisting.

      Accept. Submit.

      Yield.

      She saw the change in his eyes immediately. His body shuddered slightly when he exhaled. But he didn’t move away. She held his gaze—intimate, stripped down, scary in a way he hadn’t been when he was so angry—and gave it all right back to him.

      She waited.

      Waited.

      The sounds of his security team rounding up the interlopers from his private hallway. Waited. A police siren wailing as it sped down the road outside. Waited. The sound of her shallow breath sliding from between her lips. The heat and press of his body. Foreign. Familiar. Welcome.

      The waiting its own kind of knowing.

      Then.

      “You want all the sordid details? Well, you shall surely have them. When I was eighteen, I fancied myself in love with the butler’s lovely daughter, Margaret. When my father found out, he gave me a lecture on the many ways the peerage should avail themselves of the lower class. One day, I walked in on one of those lessons. He had Margaret bent over his desk. Her ass was purple and covered in welts and my father’s semen. One would expect a young woman so vilely used to be crying, however, she was not. Her features were…utterly blank, the look in her eyes so empty I felt her shock ricochet through me, only to be replaced by abject rage.” His eyes above her went faraway. “I can still feel the dark fullness of the anger. I went to the fireplace. Grasped the iron poker. And attacked. I smashed his skull. Over and over. So much blood. Margaret, her father, and the rest of the servants covered it up because Lord Henry had elevated demeaning the staff to an art form.”

      Don’t. Cry. He would only withdraw.

      “He was a monster,” she whispered.

      “My violence was no less than his.”

      “Yet you were given a second chance. Someone saw that you were capable of redemption. I see how you treat people now. How you treat me and my family.” She slipped one of her hands from his grasp and laid her palm against his cheek.

      He closed his eyes. “Don’t.”

      Her throat ached, but the words couldn’t be contained any longer. “What if I’m your soul mate?”

      His eyes snapped open, his voice hoarse. “You can’t be.”

      The pain of rejection flared hot, but quickly spent itself as she saw the longing in his eyes. “You think you don’t deserve it,” she breathed.

      “I know I don’t deserve it.”

      “You keep others at a distance because, like what happened at Eton and to Margaret, you’re afraid something or someone will be taken away from you again.”

      He shook his head, but the vulnerability in his eyes told her she was right.

      She wriggled her other wrist free to run her fingers through his hair. “Don’t push me away because I’m getting close to the heart of it.”

      The silence crackled between them. His chest muscles tensed. She’d know if they were soul mates if she made love to him. By the dark, hungry look in his eyes, he was thinking it, too.

      His right hand began a slow trek to her hip. She inhaled, then struggled to let the air out. “Does amplio only make you stronger?”

      “It’s more than just strength. You amplify all my senses and bolster my mental acuity...and my appetites.” His thumb ran underneath the waistband of her jeans. “You basically make me a super-Guardian.”

      A Guardian on steroids. That was good news in the war between light and darkness, she supposed.

      Spencer leaned in to sniff her neck, nudging her legs apart. Both her hands found their way to his backside. It contracted, and her whole body tensed.

      “Don’t go looking for trouble, you’re sure to find it,” he murmured.

      If this was trouble, lock her up and throw away the key.

      Still need answers.

      But it was so hard to think with his lips against her neck.

      She reached between them and teased her fingers along his trouser-clad erection. He groaned and licked the column of her neck until she shivered. “You think you don’t deserve happiness.”

      “I’m not thinking at all at the moment, goddess.”

      His accent got thicker the more aroused he was. It was unbelievably sexy. “You deserve to be happy.”

      “I know how you can make me very happy.”

      She pushed him back with a breathless smile. “Maybe I will, but first I need to know everything about soul mates.”

      “I believe you’ve asked more questions than the sum total I’ve been asked my entire life. You might be the one to end me after all.” He sighed and pushed back to his haunches on the mattress, running his hands through his hair.

      Butterflies launched in her belly. He’s going to tell me.

      She sat up and crisscrossed her legs, willing her pulse to settle. “Nate and Jessie are soul mates. Jessie also told me that your other partner, Katherine, has hers as well. So you must believe it’s possible.”

      “I’ve committed much worse sins than Nathaniel and Katherine, so no, I don’t think it’s likely I will be given such a gift.”

      Sydney didn’t know what either of the other Guardians had done, and maybe she didn’t want to know. “You keep your word and are on the right side of the fight. I’d give you a soul mate if it were up to me.”

      He walked away from her to sprawl on the loveseat. His trousers demonstrated that he could be irritated and aroused simultaneously. “You would do well to remember that I slay demons and protect humanity first and foremost to save myself from the pits of Hell. Not because I am a good man.”

      She punched a fist into the bedcovers. “Why do you try so hard to make me see you in the worst possible light?”

      “Because any other picture would be a lie, and lies expend so much energy. I have no time to remember fabrications. If someone doesn’t like the truth, quite frankly my dear Sydney, I don’t give a damn.”

      She blinked, the corners of her lips pulling up of their own accord. “Did you just quote Rhett Butler from Gone with the Wind?”

      “I generally disparage borrowing words. However, there are times that American film classics offer the perfect turn of phrase.” Spencer raised what could only be called an imperious brow, bringing her back to the here and now where the women she hung out with wore coveralls instead of corsets and ballgowns.

      Before she could come up with a suitable response, he opened his fist and created a mini fire in the palm of his hand. His eyes glittered behind the flames as he stared at her from across the room. “Now, I have certainly fulfilled my portion of the bargain. I believe it’s time you told me why you’ve sent your family to safety while you’ve chosen to stay and tangle with devils…and the likes of me.”
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      She was pushing through his walls.

      The only other person who’d been able to do that had been John Jameson, the Scottish lawyer who moved to Ireland when he acquired the Bow Street Distillery in Dublin. The distillery that produced the original Jameson Irish Whiskey.

      The wily, fearless son of a bitch had been the best friend he’d ever had, dying at the ripe old age of eighty-three in 1823.

      Watching his friend decline had made him angry. A Guardian’s endless lifespan was a curse, but the alternative was Hell.

      Literally.

      But how bad could it be? Even lower order demons got their chance to return to Earth. And they sure seemed to have a grand time until one of the Guardians dispatched them back to the Pits.

      And he knew all about fire.

      Spencer closed his fist with a scoff, extinguishing the small blue flame he’d ignited in his palm to impress Sydney. Don’t fool yourself.

      Hellfire and a Guardian’s elemental fire were two vastly different things.

      Still. Even if Sydney was his soul mate, how could he bear to watch her decline? John’s death had nearly broken him. That unspeakably desolate feeling that the one person in the world who knew the real you was gone. The only one who cared.

      In that bleak aftermath, Spencer had made his first venture to North America. He’d taken the Jameson last name and battled demons as though he had a death wish until Alexios had ripped him from the grip of a rephaim who was about to decapitate him during the early days of the California Gold Rush in the mid-1850s. And the rest, as they say, was Guardian history.

      Bloody, ugly, and unceasingly repetitive.

      Until Sydney.

      Spencer ran his fingers along the stitching of the leather loveseat, wishing he was tracing the seam of Sydney’s delightful ass instead. “You haven’t answered my question, which further fans the flames of my curiosity,” he murmured, enjoying the way she squirmed under his perusal.

      If he were the praying sort, he’d have offered up a quick request for as much honesty from her as he’d given. But most people didn’t operate that way. And she had a lot to lose by opening up to him, because he was so drawn to her. It was uncommon and uncomfortable and more consuming the longer he was in her presence.

      He told her he didn’t deserve a soul mate. But these threads of connection were so much more compelling than what he’d ever felt for Margaret.

      Unless all these centuries had dulled those memories, those emotions? How would he ever know?

      Sleep with her.

      Then he’d know.

      Sydney stopped fidgeting and leaned back against the headboard of his bed. “I decided to stay because if I strengthen you, that benefits my family. And the sooner you can defeat Baal, the sooner my life gets back on track.”

      Well, there was the honesty, but...it wasn’t as enjoyable as he’d imagined.

      He smiled inwardly at his vanity, slapping his knees. “Quite right. Shall we get on with it then?”

      Her eyes widened. “Get on with what?”

      He stood from the loveseat and advanced on her, reveling in the rising flush on her body. “Vanquishing our foes, what else?” he enquired, not the least innocently.

      The sudden suspicion on her face—intermingled with interest, and bloody hell, yes, desire—was damned gratifying. Sydney cleared her throat, but didn’t move to a more defensive position. Oh yes, you please me. He stopped before her, close; one more step and he could be on top of her.

      That beautiful flush suffused her high cheekbones. “How shall we vanquish our foes? By exchanging carbon dioxide?”

      He smiled as he knelt on the bed, his whole body filled with a single intent as he descended upon her. “You said yourself, you want me ripe with strength, do you not?”

      He didn’t give her time to respond, but her answer was in the way she opened to him. Her arms, her mouth, her thighs. In the way her fingers threaded through his hair. Her breath as it spilled from her mouth in a long, pent-up sigh as he kissed his way down her neck.

      The tiniest shifts in her body shuddered through his system like an earthquake. As though their foundations were cemented together.

      This. This was what he’d been searching for without even knowing what it was.

      “Why you?” he breathed into the hollow beneath her ear. Why now, when he was on the brink of accepting his judgment? He didn’t want to keep fighting. If he gave in to these feelings for her, he’d have to continue the battle.

      No. She was muddling his mind. He pulled back with a curse, hands cupping her cheeks.

      Her hands slid along his arms to his palms that framed her face. She entwined their fingers. “This seems impossible to me, too. I don’t know what we’re supposed to do here. But tell me how I can help you defeat Baal.”

      I don’t know. The thought of admitting that to her gave him the collywobbles. “The best thing you can do is stay out of harm’s way and let me focus—”

      Spencer registered Pepper’s telepathic alarm the moment before she kicked the door open.

      “The priest who’s been helping Father Angus with the exorcisms was just possessed! I tried telling you through the Guardian frequency, but I couldn’t get through. It’s real bad juju.”

      Spencer pulled the duvet over Sydney as he stood from the bed. “Father Joseph?” He was one of the youngest priests Spencer had ever encountered.

      Pepper nodded.

      “Well, it’s not ideal since he knows about our stockpile of holy weapons, but keep him inside the Devil’s Trap. Is Angus in the building?”

      Pepper shook her head, her expression thunderous. “That’s the problem—the possessed priest already escaped. We have no idea where he went.”

      “Bollocks!” Spencer grabbed a crucifix from the bookshelf near Sydney. When he looked in her eyes, his heart turned over. “Staying out of harm’s way means Stay. Here. Do not defy me in this, Sydney.”

      He streamed out of the building so he wouldn’t have to face any challenge in her eyes. Heavy-handed? Definitely. Satisfying? Not hardly.

      But her staying put meant he didn’t have to worry about her torture, rape, or possession.

      Or her death.
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      Sydney laid the tube of purple frosting on the polished white granite countertop of Spencer’s gorgeous—but disgracefully underused—private, upstairs kitchen and stepped back to assess her culinary creation. She smiled ruefully. While Tiana’s birthday cake might not be aesthetically pleasing (Omar, her baker-extraordinaire brother, would be appalled at its asymmetry), it was heavy on sugar and goodwill. That had to count for something.

      Now, if they could just locate Tiana.

      Sydney put the double layer cake into a covered cake stand and began to clean up the kitchen, already worrying about what she’d do to keep busy after the dishes were washed. It was only 9 am.

      For two endless days, she’d done nothing important besides communicating with her family in Minnesota. Two days of climbing the walls, of bothering Inferno’s security team with—mostly declined—requests to help.

      Two days of missing Spencer.

      She closed her eyes, hands stilling in the warm, soapy water. She liked him so much already. He was responsible for her safety and that of her family, so it made sense that she cared about what happened to him. That she wanted to know where he was and what he dangers he faced.

      Forty-eight hours ago, he’d been called away to help Nate and Katherine fight off demon attacks at Alexios’s Florida club. Apparently, the Guardian head honcho was AWOL on another wild goose chase (Spencer’s words) to track down his missing soul mate, and to hell with the rest of the Guardians and his ancient relic.

      According to Atamu, no one knew which holy object Alexios protected. He was one big, brooding mystery, but for some reason, all the Guardians dropped everything and jumped whenever he so much as raised an eyebrow.

      Or disappeared.

      Spencer had called this morning to say he’d be returning tomorrow. But by then, Tiana’s birthday would be over.

      She’d never missed her sister’s birthday—even during the tough years. Clara and Alroy had fostered Tiana for ages before the adoption finally went through. Tiana’s worthless mother never wanted her, but had blocked the adoption year after year out of spite.

      Tiana had become depressed and fell in with some unsavory characters the summer after her seventh grade, but she’d come around when the adoption paperwork was finalized the day of her fifteenth birthday.

      Her special day, but a gift for their whole family.

      Eleven years ago.

      Sydney pulled the plug from the stainless-steel sink, rinsed it out, then checked her phone for any messages from her family before exiting the kitchen and heading downstairs to find something to do. Maybe she could fill more bottles with holy water. Anything to stave off this feeling of worthlessness.

      Halfway down the stairs, she leaned down to pick up a discarded bachelorette party necklace from the night before, and heard Neo’s smooth baritone call after Pepper in the hallway beyond the stairwell.

      “We got word about the missing priest, so Raj went to go check on that. Then a bad chargie give me some news on the girl. I found her, but lost her again. Rasshole, she’s a slippery sistren.”

      Sydney froze, her chest tight. Tiana?

      Pepper swore. “Lower your voice,” she hissed. “Where was she?”

      “Up in de Tenderloin. She was with a tall white woman with long dreds.”

      That has to be Willow. Tiana had crashed with the laid-back waitress at a community house once before. Surely that’s where Willow would take Tiana after losing the Guardian tail.

      Sydney sprinted down the stairs, the surprised looks on Pepper and Neo’s faces almost comical as she came hollering around the corner into the hallway. “I know where she might have gone!” She hooked an arm through Pepper’s and pulled her along as she moved toward the door. “There’s a community house on Fell Street. We can have Tiana back before noon if we hurry.”

      Pepper jerked out of Sydney’s grasp with a frown. “Hold up, rocket girl. You’re not going anywhere. Spencer would disembowel me if I let you out into the streets. Baal’s just waiting for us to drop the ball with you, and then, you’re fucked.”

      Neo walked up to them, turning to Pepper. “It’s daylight. They ain’t gonna be high numbers of demons roaming them streets. The girl gonna be less likely to fight us if her sister come along.”

      Sydney could have kissed him. “Exactly. I’m sure Tiana will feel much more comfortable if she knows you’re with me. Thank you, Neo!”

      He flashed that lady-killer smile. “Yah mon.”

      Pepper held up her hands. “Hell. No.” She turned her impenetrable brown eyes on Sydney. “You’re going to give Neo the address of this hideout, and he’ll bring Tiana back…one way or another.” Her gaze swung to the tall, broad-shouldered Guardian. “You need practice with your sleeping spell anyway.”

      “But—”

      Pepper’s black and white-haired ponytail sailed through the air as her head whipped back to Sydney. “I’m in charge in Spencer’s absence. That means I’m responsible for your ass, which is woefully unprepared to deal with entities like low-level demons, much less archdemons, rephaim, or nephilim.” She folded her arms in front of her chest, her silver serpent bracelets gleaming in the soft, Edison-bulb lighting. “Now, be a good girl and tell Neo where to go. I’ve gotta take a call with Jawahar.”

      With one final I-know-how-to-hide-dead-bodies glare at both of them, Pepper turned away, her boots clomping on the wood floor as she strode away in the direction of her office. Moments later, a door slammed.

      “Neo, you can keep me safe,” Sydney whispered. He sighed and ran a hand through his blonde afro. He was going to say no. “Please. You know this will be easier if I’m there to smooth things along with Tiana.”

      One side of his lips tilted up. “Never could resist a pretty lady’s pleasure.” He shrugged those massive shoulders. “Okay, skim dem teeth and get your coat, Redz. We go together, but we gon’ hurry so we back before Bull Gator gets off the phone, eh? That girl in a rage be worse than war.”

      Sydney exhaled and raced back upstairs to retrieve her cold-weather gear, praying this would all be over soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      Sydney shivered, crouching behind a stack of wooden crates in an abandoned warehouse somewhere around eight blocks from Inferno. Finding the community house a dead end and lacking new intel about Father Joseph from Raj, Neo had insisted they head back to the club.

      As they canvassed homeless encampments along the way, a woman had screamed from a nearby claustrophobic alley. Neo had grabbed Sydney’s arm with one hand and ripped open the boarded-up door to this deserted distribution center with the other and shoved her inside.

      Stay here, and don’t you move, Redz. If you don’t listen, you likely to get people butchered, he’d warned, his face grimmer than she’d ever seen it.

      His threat was enough to convince her to stay put when all she wanted to do was run full-throttle toward the scream. Was it Tiana? Was she okay? Was Neo?

      What. Was. Happening?

      That had been twenty, nail-biting minutes ago.

      There’d been no more screams, no sounds of fighting, no darkening skies like what had happened when Baal visited her family’s neighborhood. It was like she’d imagined the scream.

      Except Neo had gone and left her here alone.

      How much longer should she wait? And why was it so freaking cold? Baal had to be behind the deep freeze because this type of extreme cold just didn’t happen in The City.

      Her knees began to ache from holding the same position. Her ears strained for the slightest tones of conflict, her gaze traveling around the space for the dozenth time. Graffiti covered the walls and mid-morning light filtered through the broken windows, illuminating patches of likely-hazardous chemicals and bird feces on the pockmarked concrete floor.

      The only sounds were random cars passing by and gusts of wind that pushed through the jagged, broken glass windows, quivering long gossamer threads of a spider’s web above her.

      That was all creepy, but what unsettled her the most was the fact that there were no homeless squatters here. Sure, the place wasn’t exactly homey, but it was shelter. Why aren’t they here?

      Her teeth started to chatter.

      This whole failed episode definitely counted as not staying put, and as much as she wished Spencer and Pepper hadn’t been right, she was beginning to regret convincing Neo to help her sneak out.

      Spencer was going to be super pissed when he returned from his mission. Right now, she almost longed for one of his highbrow English ass-chewings. Especially when a rat the size of Laura’s Shih Tzu scurried off to her left.

      Sydney shot to her feet and tried to corral her breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Okaaaay, time to go find Ne—

      The warehouse door blew explosively inward.

      She swallowed back a scream and sank down behind the splintered wooden boxes as Father Joseph entered the filthy warehouse like it was St Peter’s Basilica.

      Her gaze tracked over the possessed priest’s shoulder, hoping Raj would be right behind him, but there was no sign of the olive-skinned Guardian.

      She scanned the warehouse for a way out, unseen. Shoulda been doing that all along!

      “I know you’re in here, human, I can smell you.”

      Goosebumps shot up her arms as a chunk of concrete sailed through one of the few intact windows above her. She ran through the volley of splintered glass, her arms covering her head, sprinting toward the darkened area beyond the east loading dock.

      Maybe demons didn’t have as good of eyesight as Guardians. Of course, humans didn’t either, so she’d be stumbling through the shadows trying to find the exit, too, but...

      Just go!

      Most loading docks had a regular steel door beside the wide overhead doors. All she would have to do is find it and push her way out.

      Rapid footfalls behind her, echoing through the cold air. Her heart pounding double time.

      Please, let there be a door.

      Almost there. She could see a shaft of light through a gap above the door that had probably never been adjusted after an earthquake. Tendrils of the priest’s low-pitched laughter snaked out to wrap around her, putting the squeeze on her chest, making it hard to breathe.

      Can’t see!

      Focus on the strip of light. Her heart was in her throat. Five lunges away, she tripped on a large mass and went down. She scrambled to her knees when Joseph came into the docking area, shining a flashlight on what had halted her progress.

      A heavily tattooed man lay curled on his side, an axe protruding from his back. Oh my God! Sydney gagged at the smell, covering her nose and mouth with her sleeve, her breath heaving.

      She shot to her feet. The door was behind her.

      The flashlight’s illumination shone upward as the priest unbuttoned his black shirt and tore off his white collar. “You’ll never make it. I can move faster than you can even blink. I dare you to try it, though. Could be fun.”

      His smile made her gorge rise again.

      The axe.

      Please, no. She couldn’t remove it from the dead guy.

      That or die, though.

      If the demon-priest wasn’t bluffing about his speed, she’d never get the axe out of tattooed man’s back ribs before Joseph was on her. Too bad she didn’t have one of Jessie’s angel feathers.

      Distract him. “Why are you doing this?” She stuck her hand in her front jeans pocket to palm the small vial of chrism oil she’d grabbed before sneaking out of Spencer’s club.

      “Does there have to be a reason? Evil just is.”

      “What do you get out of it?”

      “Are you really that stupid? Every minute we spend in a human host is one less minute in the eternity of fire.”

      “But why not be nice instead of mean? You’d fly under the radar so much better.” The chrism oil cover was off. Her aim had to be perfect...

      “Enough talking, Guardian whor—”

      The open chrism oil vial hit him in the face, the blessed liquid coating his skin as he lunged. He dropped with an inhuman scream that nearly made her pee her pants.

      She grasped hold of the axe handle and pulled with all her might. She staggered back from the axe’s sudden, sucking release. As soon as she found her balance, she backed toward the dock’s exterior door, knowing she only had five, four, three...

      Demon-priest flew at her, the momentum barreling her backwards, her body crumpling into the concrete in a split-second body wave—ass, shoulders, head. Her eyes scrunched shut, head cushioned by her bunched-up winter hood, but she struggled to breathe from the force of the impact and demon-priest’s weight on top of her.

      He bellowed as though in mortal pain, the fetid smell of his breath shooting like flames up her nostrils as they lay belly to belly. His hands, human-formed, rising up to her neck like slime and maggots, choking her.

      She gasped, sucking for air, and tried to buck him off. He roared as a warm flood of gooey substance soaked through her coat, her clothes. Her vision grayed in the already dim space until his hands loosened their hold from her neck.

      He slumped on top of her, his mouth opening to spew a carbon-colored colloidal smoke which swirled above her before shooting toward the brighter area of the warehouse.

      She panted and wheezed under the priest’s body, crying, bringing a flood of oxygen into her air-starved lungs. Her gloved fingers flexed on something hard between their bodies. The axe. Its blade now deeply embedded in the priest’s chest cavity. She screamed and shoved the limp form off of her, slipping and sliding in a pool of blood.

      I killed him! Oh, no. Oh, Lord.

      She shrieked, then gagged as she pulled the axe from his chest with that same sickening, wet, sucking sound. Get out. She shuffled the rest of the way to the door, her teeth now chattering from so much more than the empty cold of the space.

      Two feet away from the exit, the darkness illuminated. Warmed. Felt wonderful. She swung around to survey the carnage around her.

      Baal stood next to the exsanguinated priest, smiling pleasantly in his tailored black trench coat and shiny Italian shoes. “You gotta know that was unwise to leave Inferno, yeah? You shoulda listened to your Guardian.” His smile widened. “Too late now.”

      Oh, God. Sydney’s grip tightened on the axe, swallowing down the gorge that rose in her throat, the awful sense of doom in her gut. Keep it together. Her legs itched to run, but she was afraid to move. This entity was a top-level predator nearly begging her to give him chase. “Please, just g-go away. I d-don’t have anything you want.”

      Baal bent down to flop the tattooed man onto his back, then closed his sightless eyes with such tenderness Sydney was momentarily transfixed.

      He stood again with a beguiling smile. “Naw. Ya see here, you’re actually everything I need to bend Spencer to my will. If you should decide ta help me, I’ll personally guarantee your family’s safety. See, I know how important they are to ya...and I know where they’re currently being held…”

      No. He couldn’t.

      He cocked his head. “Up north, am I right? Yeah, yeah, I knew it. I mean, that’s where I’da put’em, too.”

      Sydney’s knees wobbled. Dear God. How’d he find them? Spencer had assured her that Nate’s club was the safest place for her family. How strong were the Guardians, really? And how bad did Baal want Spencer’s relic?

      She’d hate to put Spencer in the awful position to choose between protecting her family and his duty to the relic. He’d feel guilty if something happened to her clan if he chose to protect the relic. She truly believed that. For as much as he wore a mask of indifference, he was a man who felt keenly, thought deeply, and, nowadays, acted on the right side of things.

      I should’ve slept with him when I had the chance.

      What a thought to have at a time like this. They’d come so close several times this week, but one or the other would always pull back. Him because of his infernal manners and sensitivity.

      Her because she was afraid of his mark.

      She didn’t know what she was more afraid of—the mark remaining after sex, or going away? And wasn’t that telling?

      I’m starting to fall for him.

      And of course, it was complicated.

      Whatever would become of those feelings, though, she first had to get out of this encounter alive.

      She shifted the axe to a one-handed hold and inched her other gloved hand into her coat pocket, fingers curling around the demon Molotov cocktail that Atamu had given her yesterday afternoon. She didn’t know if it would slow an archdemon down, but she didn’t have many other options at the moment.

      Baal’s gaze zeroed in on her coat pocket, and he tsked like an indulgent parent unhappy to pronounce punishment. “Sheesh, you’re quiet today. Ain’t that outta character for you?”

      His gaze rose to peer into her own, his smile melting into a look as serious as a heart attack. “Come on. You’re a realist, Sydney. If you take the time to weigh out this situation, I know you’ll come to realize you don’t have many choices right now. Either you help me recover something Spencer doesn’t give a shit about in the first place....or,” he shrugged with a half-smile, “ya displease me greatly.”

      “I don’t even know what it is, or where it is.”

      “But you could find out. I really don’t wanna hurt ya being you’re so smart and pretty an’all. I don’t know what that assclown Spencer has offered you, but listen… I gotchu.”

      He poked his chest with his thumb, a charming smile on his mug that made the hairs rise on the back of her neck. “I’m much higher on the food chain in Hell than he is on this side of the track. Listen here to this real talk, baby. I can give you power beyond your wildest imaginings.”

      Delusional, sick bastard. She took a step toward him like she was enthralled with his offer, the holy bomb—more powerful than the chrism oil she’d used against the priest—in her hand. It had to hit him square in the face.

      Then she had to pray there was no one beyond that exit door.

      She shivered, almost dropping the axe, but she tightened her fingers around the handle and sucked in a huge breath. “I don’t belong to anyone. I’m not a piece of property to be fought over.”

      Baal’s eyes shone with appreciation. “I didn’t say you’d be my slave, doll. You could be my queen. I’m a favored son of Lucifer, for chrissakes! I could send thousands of fucked up au-to-mo-biles to your cute, little shop. No doubt ya’d get your own reality show teachin’ every dame in the world how to know their way around their car.” His voice dropped, eyes gleaming, rubbing his thumb and pointer finger together. “You’d make enough ca-ching to adopt all the homeless youth you want.”

      Sydney’s breath caught. Temptation. Its pull as strong as the urge to take a breath when she’d been underwater for too long. Baal shifted his weight and pushed his hand toward the grizzly scene between them.

      The bodies of the tattooed man and the priest flew across the warehouse beyond the scope of her view. The motion also swept away the blood, the rats crouching amid the shadows, the detritus, all the ugliness, leaving behind a clean sheet of concrete.

      How did he know all her motivations, her dreams?

      “I can help you achieve everything you want, Sydney. Truth is, those holy rollin’ Guardians gimme a bum rap, when all I am is a shrewd businessman.” His gaze dropped first to the axe, then to her coat pocket. “There are so many lies about Hell. If you wanna hear more, all ya gotta do right now is carefully remove your hand from your pocket.”

      Clearly, he wasn’t as concerned about the axe as he was by what was in her coat. Her fingers flexed on the Molotov cocktail, slightly loosening the cork like Atamu had taught her. The archdemon sounded so reasonable. And his offer!

      Take it, a quiet part of her mind counseled.

      Her grip relaxed on the Molotov cocktail.

      No! This was what demons did. Creep into your head, justifying and then minimizing their horrific acts. This was the entity who’d threatened her family and burned down her building when he didn’t get his way.

      Lies. How easily they fell from his smiling lips.

      But his eyes didn’t match his mouth. They were hollow somehow.

      “Sydney.” His voice, the same, yet not, the tones darkening along the vowels like some other voice was fighting to break through.

      She fought to smooth her tense facial muscles. A droplet of sweat rolled between her breasts, the movement like spider legs across her chilled skin.

      What do I do?

      He took a step toward her and a fresh flood of adrenaline flowed through her body. Her right hand came up, flinging the bomb at Baal’s face. Time slowed. Breath suspended. His hand shot out preternaturally fast, reaching for the glass vial as it sailed end over end through the air, the cork slipping from the vial’s neck, spraying—

      BOOM!

      His body burst into flames. The blaze licked at her bloody coat and singed her hair as she fled the engulfing heat, racing toward the door behind her.

      She slammed her shoulder into it twice, then bashed the door handle off with the axe before it finally gave way, lurching her into the gloomy afternoon pall. The back lot was surrounded by tall buildings covered in heavy, wet snow. She gripped the axe handle near the axe head and ran across the slippery pavement onto one of the main thoroughfares toward Inferno. I’m so sorry, Tiana!

      As she ran, people who saw her coming made way for her macabre approach—some shrinking back with gasps of panic as though she’d slaughter them, others with gaping mouths or speed dialing on their phones.

      A sudden roar seemed to suck all the air out of a two-block radius. People collapsed around her as she continued to run on trembling legs. Dead or just unconscious? If it was Baal…my fault! The sky shaded to gray with swirling white and black clouds spewing razor-edged snowflakes. Still, she ran.

      Five blocks to Inferno. “Spencer, please hear me now!”

      She turned a corner and slammed into Baal, the axe sailing out of her grip, her scream rising, a cloud of frigid air, as his melted face healed before her eyes. “I now see the appeal of a dame who plays hard to get.”

      He reached out a hand, but before she could slap it away, a blur of light barreled into the archdemon, knocking him to the ground.

      “Spencer!” Sydney gasped and moaned in a twisted mixture of terror and relief. The Earth trembled with the confrontation between Guardian fire and demon ice. The sounds of their battle awful and unforgettable as Spencer drove his now-gleaming sword deep into the shoulder of Baal’s human host, pinning him to the street.

      A wide, charcoal fog rolled down the street, seething with ghostly black wraiths, as Baal roared and drove his body upward, the sword remaining in the street, shredding tissue and bone as he freed himself.

      People on the ground started to awaken, released from the struggling archdemon’s hold. Sydney crawled on wobbly legs to the nearest human and helped her sit up. The middle-aged woman’s eyes widened as she took in the shadowy forms of people staggering through the icy fog. “Earthquake?” she gasped.

      Sydney nodded, struggling to keep calm. “Something like that. Get home as fast as you can!” Rising to her feet, she yelled at everyone within shouting distance to do the same.

      When her gaze shot back to the quasi-immortals, Spencer was circling Baal who stood in a crouch, his hands transformed into a pair of matching, razor-sharp machetes, the hole through his right shoulder where Spencer’s sword had staked him to the street already beginning to heal.

      Please, please God, help Spencer!

      As she hurried from person to person, she couldn’t keep her gaze from darting to the opaque sky where the dueling adversaries had taken their vicious fight, the prayer for her Guardian on endless repeat. She wasn’t sure how much of the combat the bystanders could see because of the unnaturally dark, dense fog, but they had to be hearing the horrible sounds. Growls and shrieks and low rumbles of a language that made a ball of dread form in her gut.

      Spencer had come for her.

      How did he know? Did he hear her calling for him?

      Heart in her throat, she looked around for something to help him, but, heavens—what can I use?! The Molotov cocktail had been the last trick up her sleeve.

      She heard their crackling descent before they even smashed to the street, their bodies spraying chunks of asphalt like C4 explosives. Sydney cried out as a projectile lobbed into her back shoulder. In shock but feeling no pain, she lunged behind an SUV, covering her head with her arms, street material raining down in blistering slabs. Panting, she tried to reach behind her to assess the damage to her shoulder. Luckily, her thick winter coat had cushioned the blow.

      She took several deep breaths to calm the panic before peeking around the back of the SUV. Baal was the first to his feet, snarling, as he advanced on Spencer with those machete hands. They circled each other this time, blood and exposed organs dripping from both of them as they slashed at one another with supernatural blades.

      She started crying, terrified for Spencer, furious at her helplessness, then ran to a lady half a block away, grabbing the cell phone from her hands. “Sorry!” she yelled, running back to where she could still see the combatants as she dialed Inferno.

      She’d only entered half the numbers when Baal and Spencer slammed into a skyscraper. The deafening grind of metal against metal sent her to her knees, the pain in her ears like she’d laid her head on an anvil and someone had come along and hammered her cranium with the blunt end of an axe.

      The axe!

      Where had she dropped it?

      “Spencer, there’s an axe!”

      “Goddammit, run, Sydney!”

      Too late. A massive cloud of dust and sharp objects spattered the ground and pushed outward in a mushroom-shaped, rolling cloud. A third entity. She didn’t understand how, but she felt its presence.

      Her legs quaked, and she collapsed to her butt on the curb. As the cloud of dust swallowed her, she coughed and wheezed, bending over at the waist. Darkness pressed in, disorienting her. The air concussed around her, but she couldn’t see what was happening.

      Someone called her name.

      “Spencer?” She squinted though the smoke, but it was dark and cold and her chest felt so unbearably tight. Howls and groans. Some human, some metallic. Fear curled in her belly, making her nauseous.

      Electricity crackled. Her fingertips tingled. Nose assaulted with the scent of black licorice.

      My preciousss, beautiful girl.

      A nice voice. She frowned. Just want to lie down.

      Yesss, embrace the dark. Let it care for you.

      Too hard to think. Earth trembling, on the cusp of something.

      Sssubmit.

      She collapsed sideways onto the sidewalk, her bulky hood bunching up under her temple. The cold in her bones drained away like a sink full of dirty water, emptied, rinsed clean in a flood of liquid heat. Burning. Bones grinding, muscles compressing. Can’t breathe! Her eyes surged open in a rush of awareness and pain, but she couldn’t process what had happened. Then…

      Heavy.

      Bewildering.

      Black.
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      Spencer awoke in a room with murky shadows, his muscles tensing, senses flaring out, snagging immediately on the soft, warm form beside him. Sydney. Her breath softly feathered against his ear. Apple blossoms and sunshine.

      He angled his head on the pillow to look at her. She was asleep, curled next to him, her right arm slung across his chest, her chin on the edge of his shoulder. He exhaled shallowly, slowly, so as not to awaken her, his muscles easing, one by one.

      The sheets and blankets were tangled in her shins and feet near the foot of the bed. She was wearing a sports bra and underwear.

      He was naked.

      Skin-to-skin contact was how Guardians healed fastest. Especially when their soul mates provided the skin-healing. She’s not your soul mate.

      He pushed aside his messy feelings about that to remember what had happened. He shifted ever so carefully to pull her even closer, then noticed the bandages on various parts of her body.

      Rage pooled deep in his belly, igniting his element so it snapped across his nerves, making his scalp tingle.

      Battling with Baal, destruction of three city blocks, Sydney’s entrapment in the rubble, his fight to recover her, returning to Inferno with the last of his strength. It all poured through him again, the images sharp, his desperation returning in all its raw anguish.

      He pressed a soft kiss to the smooth skin above her forehead injury, then called to Pepper in his mind to ask what time and day it was.

      “Friday, December eighth. Eleven pm. Less than two weeks ‘til solstice. You damn well better have a plan by now.”

      “My thanks, Pepper. Nice to hear you’re hale and hearty, too.”

      She only laughed.

      He’d been healing for more than thirty-six hours. He shouldn’t be surprised after the way he’d come back, torn apart and babbling incoherently. Atamu had taken one look at him and held out his arms, catching him as he’d fallen across the threshold of the club.

      The archdemon was unbelievably strong. As much as Baal could wield ice, Spencer’s fire element was shamefully ineffective. If Neo hadn’t arrived and thrown Spencer’s xiphos, impaling Baal in the heart with the archangel’s weapon, Spencer wouldn’t have made it out of there alive. Nor would he have been able to save Sydney.

      The black devil would remain on Earth instead of being scuttled back to hell, because he hadn’t been beheaded.

      Worse yet, Baal had escaped with the xiphos. Fuck.

      Thirteen days to the solstice. Thirteen days to decide how he was going to defeat the archdemon.

      The scoundrel would probably kill him with his own sword.

      Spencer blinked at the ceiling, unease crawling through him. If Pepper had left him undisturbed for a day and a half, Baal couldn’t have been prowling around.

      Sydney murmured in her sleep. Heavens, she smelled divine. Someone must have bathed her. If it’d been Atamu or Neo, he’d cut their balls off and feed them to the next band of nephilim that rolled through town.

      Her murmurs became sighs, her arm sliding down his belly.

      Spencer’s body reacted. His fingers traced the smooth skin of her arm, her hip, his desire for her thick in his veins like molasses on a slow, decadent roil.

      Sydney shifted, and her eyes opened. Her hand came up to his cheek, her blue eyes intense, some emotion he hadn’t seen before shimmering in their depths. “You can’t imagine how worried I’ve been,” she whispered.

      He tried to speak but found his voice rough. He tried again. “Seems you’ve carried me through yet again. You’ve been by my side all along, have you not?”

      A small smile. That suited him. He wasn’t interested in words at the moment.

      Not when her beautiful body was pressed so intimately against him.

      Not when her being here was all the reassurance he needed that she wasn’t playing games.

      He turned to his side and rose above her, one hand sliding up her jaw into her hair. He held her gaze, then he lowered his lips to hers. The meeting of their mouths like a boulder dropping into a placid pool. Shock waves ripping across the surface, violence shattering calm, all-consuming and urgent.

      Sydney pulled at his body in so many places he couldn’t register anything but her hunger. He slid between her thighs, his hips rolling against her for several breathless moments as they remembered one another’s taste. He sucked on her earlobe for long moments before he eased down, his tongue tracing the amazingly sensitive line of her throat. It vibrated with her vocalizations, the minute muscular movements resonating in him through their connection.

      Everything was magnified. He sat up and pulled her with him. This meeting of their bodies…communion. Some souls you just recognized. Mutual respect. Admiration.

      Desire.

      Bra, gone. She visibly quaked, her color riding high on her cheekbones and chest. Glorious.

      Hands grasped. Rough. Fingernails raked deep grooves of passion. His whiskers, his lips, tongue, the pads of his fingers...all tools to elevate her pleasure. He crowded her down to the mattress once more, restraining her hands.

      “Exquisite.” Never had he been more aware of the subtle nuances of breath. Hers rose and fell. My drug. She struggled against his grasp, “Need to touch you!” she gasped, and he stole one more desperate, heavy kiss before releasing her.

      He rolled to his back against a mountain of pillows, pulling her on top of him, flush, her legs together so he could strip her practical white cotton underwear from her body. “No polka dots this time,” he mused.

      “Polka dots are for happy times. Right now, I’m just scared.”

      Her heartbeat felt like his own. He held her face, his eyes on hers. Gauging, mining, unearthing. “I will see you through this.”

      “I know,” she said, ushering a new rhythm to their loving as her thighs slipped apart to bracket his hips. Wet, warm, delicious, she slid along his erection, making his primitive brain clamor for more.

      His hands cradled her hips, enjoying the slow, aching circles she made, her luscious breasts swaying, making sweat roll from his temples, his fire element flare and sizzle.

      She placed her hands flat on his pecs, then went up on her knees. More kisses, open mouthed. Messy. Hot. Mind-shredding.

      Then, she gave herself. Brought him into her heat. His body shook as he groaned long and low, face pressed to the valley between her breasts in the most perfect moment he had ever experienced.

      More than sex. So much more.

      You are mine.
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        * * *

      

      His hands were her anchor in a sea of sensation. She felt them ministering to her, everywhere. Guiding her hands to her breasts which prickled with an uncommon sensitivity, exploring the seam of her ass all the way down to where their bodies met, parted, and met again in a slick, erotic slide. Parting the lips at her base, his thumb...oooohhh.

      Sighs and groans and the naughty, wet sounds of their bodies giving, sharing, demanding. Faster.

      Never. Never had she felt this way. She threw her head back, her breasts heavy, swaying, his tongue rolling against her nipple, his hands bruising her hips. She skimmed her palms over her breasts, then slid them up to tangle her fingers in her hair. Rich. Lush. Full. She rode him with abandon, and it was building, and she was thankful and … “Sooo good.”

      “Fuuuck, Sydney,” he ground out, his pupils dark, wide, wild, watching like a predator as the pleasure detonated inside her. Hungry for her ignition.

      Heat shot through her, her mouth opened wide, the sudden rush of oxygen pushing her higher. No ceiling. Blue, purple, red. Stars. Pulsing, weightless at first, then a heaviness dragging her back down into a dark abyss so different, but every bit as sensual. Every bit as addicting.

      Her eyelids moved, slow motion. Sweat dripped down her back and between her breasts, and it was perfect. She sank against him and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to his neck as he came with a ferocity that made the darkness expand within her.

      A beautiful murkiness that wasn’t pure.

      Wasn’t supposed to be.

      She cradled him to her bare breasts, raking her fingers through his thick, dark hair as he fought for breath. She breathed deep. Steadied herself.

      Being with this man wasn’t for the faint of heart.

      But when others turned away from struggle, she had always pressed on.

      She pressed on.
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      They were both quiet during the middle of the night, but neither of them slept. After a shared shower that quickly steamed up the room in more ways than one, Spencer had resettled Sydney at his side in bed, his hand running a warm and steady path up her naked hip. She should be basking in the most satisfied glow of her life.

      Instead, she was devastated.

      She shifted her cheek against his chest, unable to stop herself from looking again to see if his death scar was still really there.

      It was.

      How could it be? How dare it!

      She felt a connection to this man that went far beyond casual, and she knew he felt the same. She’d called to him in her mind when she was fleeing from Baal. And he’d heard her.

      She wasn’t a gambler, but she would’ve bet her shop, all her savings, and all her dreams, that they were soul mates.

      She’d been so wrong.

      It rattled her deeply.

      His hand stilled on her skin. He pulled an extra pillow beneath his head. “Stop worrying so. I don’t care about the scar and neither should you. All that matters is how we feel about each other.”

      “I know.” He was right, but she’d wanted proof that her feelings were justified. That she wasn’t falling for the wrong guy. Again.

      It doesn’t work that way.

      Of course, she shouldn’t expect proof. Life and love didn’t come with guarantees. She was lucky to have met him. No man had ever done so much for her. He’d nearly died to save her life. Twice.

      She’d never be able to say that for Derek or Jarvis. If ever there was a man to take a chance on, it was Spencer.

      But what if she was being selfish? What if there was another person out there who really was his soul mate? Was she standing in the way of him finding that person? Truly loving someone meant considering their needs and how they intersected with your own.

      Did she love Spencer? She’d only known him a week. There was no way.

      She looked into his concerned eyes, only sure that she wanted to spend as much time with him as she could because she loved being with him.

      If he has a soul mate out there, fate will bring them together whether I’m in the way or not.

      Right?

      She blinked, her skin heating with a touch of shame. Selfish justification. Still, she wasn’t ready to give up whatever this was with him. Wasn’t ready to give him up.

      Her thumb rubbed the muscular ridges of his abdomen. “What’s it like living for centuries?”

      His breath stilled, and she could almost hear his mind scrambling. To build a fabrication, or decide if he wanted to tell her the truth? Finally, he exhaled slowly. “You learn that people are basically the same no matter where they are born or what time period they are born into.”

      “Everyone just wants to be loved and accepted?”

      “I guess that’s the motive. However, I was going to say, people have always been self-centered. If they have an opportunity to get ahead at your expense, they probably will.”

      She came up on one elbow with a frown, shoving down a surge of guilt over her own selfishness. “That’s pretty jaded.” Could she blame him, though, growing up as he had in such a dysfunctional, corrupt environment?

      “It’s served me well the last few hundred years.”

      “Don’t you get lonely?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      If it meant him opening up about previous lovers, she supposed she didn’t, dammit. He wrapped his arms around her with a sexy chuckle and rolled her on top of him. “Sex only fills a superficial need, though,” she replied. “I was talking about something deeper.”

      “You want deeper?” His voice had dropped, the masculine body below her warmed. Hardened. Her body sang in response. Amazing. But she wanted more answers. And the only way she was going to clear her head of the sexual web he wove was by sliding off his oh-so-satisfying body.

      When she tried, he held her firm. “Don’t go.”

      Oh, his voice. It was filled with such naked need it nearly undid her. “Then answer my questions.” Her voice wasn’t nearly as thready as she felt, thank God.

      “You drive a hard bargain.” His hands curved around her buttocks, grasping under the curves and sliding her thighs slowly apart. They both groaned as her hips curved into him. It would be so easy to let the questions slide. To give in to all these sensations. Save thinking for later. Her breasts scraped the fine hairs of his chest when he pulled up again on her ass.

      “God, stop that.”

      “No,” he breathed.

      “I can’t think.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “No. Tell me about the relic you’re guarding.” Friction everywhere, but, oh there, made her quake and open her legs wider to sink closer against him. “Spencer, please.”

      He kissed her, then pulled back with a devilish smile. “Come again?”

      Oh, the double entendre… Delicious. “The relic,” she whispered, closing her eyes, trying to focus.

      “It is the robe Christ wore shortly before his Crucifixion.”

      Her eyes snapped open. Too late she realized this was probably sacrilegious to be talking about holy objects while splayed naked against his hyper-aroused body.

      Still, she’d finally gotten him to talk. “Really?” Something that had actually been worn by Jesus... “Do the demons want the relics because possession of them would demoralize Christians, or for some other purpose? You said something about a code earlier.”

      Spencer’s fingers crept closer to her center. “Yes. Certain relics are inscribed with a portion of a timeless code written in the Enochian language.”

      “Never heard of it.” But the way it rolled off his tongue in that sexy British accent was like its own foreplay.

      “Enochian was the original language—one might say, biblical or angelic language. It was how the first man spoke to the Alpha and Omega through the angels. When the Archangel Michael cast Lucifer into his cage for rebelling against Heaven, he bound the cage using incantations of the Enochian language. Lucifer’s children—the archdemons like Baal—are on a hunt to amass the relics. If they can find the right key—or keys—they’ll either unlock Satan’s cage or break the codex to the language, thus freeing Satan another way.

      Some Guardians fear that with even a few of the relics, they may be able to decipher the code.”

      Meaning losing even one relic was bad, bad, bad. “Why don’t you destroy all the relics to keep them out of the demon’s hands?”

      “They’re a source for good and evil. A source of angelic power just as much as demonic power. The angels will need as much might as they can muster when Armageddon breaks out. We are charged with safekeeping them until that day.”

      He had an answer for everything. And a kiss to punctuate each response.

      Scary. “Can humans touch the relics?”

      “Jessie touched the Veil of Veronica while she was still human, so yes, apparently so.” He raised an eyebrow. “But don’t go getting any outrageous ideas of your own. The relics are dangerous beyond imagining, Sydney.”

      “I’m not stupid, you know. Can humans see the Enochian inscriptions?”

      “I don’t believe so. None of the Guardians in the Unholy Inc network even knew the relics had them until recently when Jessie became a Malachim angel and told us about them. We thought their powers alone would be used to break Lucifer from his cage.”

      “Alexios didn’t even know?”

      Spencer shrugged. “Hard to say. He only communicates on a need-to-know basis. I suppose it doesn’t matter if we know how it might work, only that we need to keep the objects safe.”

      “He seems very hard and un-leaderlike.”

      Spencer stroked her cheek, his eyes softening. “I know. I usually come away from my encounters with him feeling the same way. But he has battled more evil and endured more suffering than I could ever conceive.

      “For two thousand, five hundred years, he has coped with endless incarnations of his soulmate. Felt her spirit enter the world, but unable to find her until she needed him. Watched her age, suffer, die. Not knowing when the process would begin again. Only feeling alive when she was in his arms…It would be enough to drive any man insane. But somehow, he carries on.”

      They remained silent for long moments, their hearts beating in rhythm, chest to chest, as though no flesh and bone separated them. Sydney couldn’t imagine living as Alexios did.

      “I’m sorry to have judged him so harshly,” she said, a deep well of remorse suddenly sweeping through her as Father Joseph’s angry face rose up in her memory. She pressed her forehead into Spencer’s shoulder, her body flushing with shame not only because of what happened, but to have forgotten about it until now.

      Spencer brought his hand to tilt her face up. “What is it?”

      His face was blurry through her veil of tears. “I haven’t told you yet, but I killed Father Joseph in the warehouse. I’m so very sorry, Spencer.”

      Compassion poured from his gaze making her cry harder. “My poor darling, it’s the ugly reality of this new world. You can be sure, he would have killed you had you not ended the awful encounter yourself. I am the one who should be sorry for exposing you to all this horror.”

      “But, he was a priest.”

      He wiped at her eyes. “Yes, but fallible, first and foremost. Like all of us. You are not responsible for anyone else’s vulnerabilities. Don’t ever forget that, my wise and practical dove.”

      And just like that, he lightened her burden. Maybe it was letting herself off the hook too easily, but right now there were so many other concerns. She’d let herself grieve in full for the blood on her hands later. If there was a later.

      Please let there be a later.

      She swiped at her eyes, promising herself she’d light a candle and say a litany of prayers for the priest’s soul at the next opportunity. “While you were at Alexios’s club helping Nate and Katherine stave off the demons did anyone have any ideas why the exorcisms aren’t working here?”

      His face brightened. “As a matter of fact, we have a hypothesis. Katherine’s mate Ari reminded me that when Baal killed our fellow Guardian Hector Alvarez, he stole the Rod of Moses. Ari speculates that although Baal only had the Rod for a short time, he may have called on its power to strengthen his demon horde’s ability to latch on to human souls.”

      Yikes. “So what’s the solution?”

      Spencer’s lips turned down. “Have the Rod of Moses on hand for the exorcisms.”

      “Great. So what’s the problem?”

      “Alexios has it and still isn’t responding to our summons.”

      Her face must have reflected her uncharitable thoughts about the Guardian leader. Spencer ran his thumb over her lower lip. “You mustn’t think ill of him. Most of the times when I’ve assumed the worst, he was actually acting on behalf of the good of the whole. And if it wasn’t for the good of all, it was on a mission on behalf of the archangels. Personally, this time I think he’s off-grid hunting for the demon who told me about the power of angel feathers. I think he believes this Nikolai is a rare type of crossroads-demon who can help him find his beloved Sophia.”

      So much to learn about this new world.

      Sydney swirled her fingertips over Spencer’s nipples. “Okay, I’ll cut him some slack. I just hope he opens the lines of communication soon.”

      Her Guardian’s enthralling body had tightened in ways that suddenly snagged her attention. “You have a good soul. Now, have all your questions been answered to your satisfaction?”

      She suppressed a smile at his husky tones. “Definitely not.”

      “That is entirely too bad,” he rasped. “The time for questions is over.”

      He rolled her under the shadow of his broad shoulders, and she held on to him as he slipped inside. Their loving this time was a homecoming. Slow and deliberate. Not the consuming wildfire of earlier, but for her, a meticulous exploration of beauty knit with pleasure.

      The corded sinew tying his chest and back together.

      The knitting of his leg muscles as they bunched with his movements, rocking into her.

      His gaze. Intense. Unyielding.

      Marking her as though he were staking a claim.

      She felt like she was his. She wanted to be his. Never had she ached to be woven into someone’s existence as she did with him. It went against every independent fiber of her being.

      “Sydney.” A plea that she would never deny.

      Her fingers splayed across his back, ran down his long, strong spine to dig her nails into the working muscles of his ass, and spread herself wider. More open to him than she had ever been to another soul.

      Her heels pressed deep into his glutes as he growled possessively into her neck. Her head arched back into the pillows when the slow build finally broke the dam.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks with the release, her whole body quaking—joy, fear, euphoria—it was all the same. Too big to confine, to describe. She shook and took what he so freely gave. On and on as he joined her in the great big dark. The place where all colors met and merged.

      She kissed his rugged cheekbones, took his lips between her teeth, and knew. Knew these moments of bliss would be short-lived if they didn’t find a way to send Baal back to Hell.

      As her heart began to settle, Spencer pulled back and stilled, his eyes growing vacant. Turning inward.

      Listening.

      She was sure of it. But to whom? His security team? Nate and Jessie? She held her breath, watching for the slightest giveaway of emotion on his face as he held himself above her. Nothing to see. Until a tensing in his cheek. Her heart picked up again. Please don’t let it be bad.

      Seconds stretched endlessly. Shadows on the wall flickered, a disturbance to the candle on the nightstand.

      Her head swiveled on the pillow, but there was nothing to see. No person, no ghost. Only more shadows. She turned her head back to him, raising her hands to move him from her, but he blinked and came back into himself, the look in his eyes making it hard to breathe.

      “No.” She shook her head to make sure he understood. Don’t tell me something’s happened to my family.

      Spencer pressed his forearm into her clavicle to hold her down, his palm sliding up her cheek. “Your family in Minnesota is safe. But…oh my darling, Baal has Tiana.”
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      Sydney’s lips wobbled, a massive bubble filling her chest as she pushed Spencer away. She scrambled to sit up as he leaned back. She tried to take a deep breath, but couldn’t fill her chest.

      Can’t speak.

      She jumped from the bed to grab her clothes. Tiana had been through so much trauma in her life. Violence and neglect—an ugliness no one should have to endure. What must she be suffering at the hands of an archdemon?

      A choking sob wrenched out as horrific images streamed through her mind. The world condensed in a heartbeat. Sydney ran to exit Spencer’s bedroom, but he hooked an arm around her waist.

      “Let me go!” She pulled ineffectually at his hands.

      “Do not be short-sighted. You cannot run off half-cocked with fear and rage, or he shall consume you and your sister both.”

      His low bellow pushed through her layers of panic. “But what if she’s already dead?”

      “She’s not. Baal needs her for leverage. He’s too smart to hurt her.”

      She brought her gaze to his. “He wouldn’t have known about her if I hadn’t been on my way to see her! He probably heard Neo and I canvassing the homeless encampments.”

      His brows pulled together. “Perhaps, but he is a master at uncovering motivation. He probably already knew about her shortly after his stop at your parents’ house. Since he can’t get to you, he’ll go after what you love. That in turn motivates me to confront him because of my feelings for you—my need to make you happy. It’s a solid plan, actually.” He rubbed a hand up her spine to cup the back of her neck, twining his fingers in her hair to tilt her chin up.

      “I will fix this.”

      His voice. In her head again. She frowned at him, cocking her head. “You’ve been doing that for a while now. Haven’t you?”

      “Speaking telepathically?” A satisfied light shone in his eyes. “Yes, I am. I’m relieved you can hear me.”

      Her lips parted. “How?”

      “I’m not certain. Telepathy is generally only a pathway between Guardians, and psychic humans like Pepper. Or between soul mates.”

      Huh. “So then why…?”

      “I’m not going to question good fortune at this point. I only hope it holds. If you need me, you have only to reach for me in your mind.” He kissed her before she could speak, then pulled away to slip on a navy, button-down Oxford shirt.

      She finished straightening her clothes, too. “What do we do now?”

      “I’ll take Neo and Atamu to see if we can find out where Baal is holding Tiana.”

      She gathered her hair into a ponytail. “I’m going with you.”

      “Absolutely not. You’ll wait here for my summons.” He looked suddenly at the door. “I’m quite certain none of us will have long to wait for the next development,” he murmured distractedly.

      A shiver went up Sydney’s spine.

      A heartbeat later, a heavy knock sounded at the bedroom door.
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      Spencer beat Sydney to the door. Pepper was already retreating back down the hallway, hollering over her shoulder. “Hustle, Jessie’s downstairs!”

      Sydney shoved past Spencer but felt him close behind as she sprinted down the stairs to the being who was in charge of protecting her family. She skidded to a halt before the angel dressed in black leather. Sydney nearly choked at the very real distress on Jessie’s face.

      Spencer wrapped Sydney’s cold hand in his own. “What is it, Jessica?”

      Sydney tried to pray, but all the words jumbled in her mind. Jessie’s silvery blue eyes softened when she turned her gaze to Sydney briefly before addressing Spencer. “Baal’s methods are far-reaching. He confiscated all the supplies, then blew up the manufacturing plant that has been producing Joaquin’s experimental meds to treat his immune disorder. Three hundred deaths, many dozens more are injured.”

      Oh my God. Sydney pressed a fist into her gut.

      “Joaquin has one more dose on hand,” Jessie continued. “Baal says he’ll turn over enough medicine to last Joaquin until they start production at another facility, provided we turn over not only your relic, Spencer, but the one Nate and I guard as well.”

      Jessie said more, but it became background noise as Sydney’s mind dove inward. Images of Joaquin’s shiny black hair as he chased butterflies in their backyard. Later, him lying in a hospital bed, his face so pallid she had to leave the room before she screamed at the doctors for being so clueless about what to do for him. All the IVs, the blood draws, his loss of childhood. Lost to a disease that didn’t care that he brought joy to everyone he’d ever met.

      Until fifteen CCs of a clear liquid administered once a week brought his color back. Brought his vigor back.

      Brought the joy back.

      And in doing so, brought hope to SanFran’s Mission district where he helped revitalize local efforts to empower youth to choose education over gangs.

      He was one person— one she loved. What about all the other families mourning their loved ones killed by Baal’s senseless, single-minded evil?

      Sydney grabbed a pilsner glass from the bar and chucked it at the DJ’s stage before collapsing in a heap on the dancefloor. “The bastard!” This wasn’t right.

      It wasn’t right.

      Spencer picked her up, but even in his arms she felt powerless and empty. The carefully blank look on his face told her all she needed to know.

      Their backs were against the wall, and Baal had a gun pointed at them from every angle.
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      Spencer swung his feet over the edge of the bed and glanced back to make sure he hadn’t disturbed Sydney. Soft light from the alley filtered through the long gray curtains, casting more shadows than light on her bare shoulders peeking above the sheet.

      She hadn’t moved since she’d fallen asleep two hours ago after coming home from another fruitless mission to determine where Baal was holding Tiana. He’d given in and let her join the search party since Raj, Neo, and two other freelance Guardians had all put their hands in the huddle.

      Spencer also hadn’t moved in the two hours they’d been home, but he hadn’t slept either.

      Sydney’s brother Joaquin had taken his last dose of medicine three days ago, which meant his health would start to deteriorate soon. For eleven days, they’d searched for Tiana, tried to find another pharmaceutical company that carried the immune-suppressing drugs Joaquin needed, and consulted with other Guardians about how to deal with Baal’s continued guerrilla tactics.

      So far, all leads were dead ends, the priests hadn’t made any headway with the exorcisms—losing twelve human souls to complete possession—and Baal’s rephaim army had proved well-coordinated with their terror campaign.

      The city was in its third-day of lockdown. All public transportation stopped, and schools, government, and businesses closed while heavily-armed police and SWAT teams sought suspects involved with three bombings and two public riots that culminated in mass shootings. Baal had even used Spencer’s xiphos to fillet a high-profile member of the city council on the grand staircase at San Francisco City Hall.

      Total death toll at eighty-three with many more to come until Spencer could figure out a way to stop the archdemon.

      Dread awful.

      The terror alert was raised to the highest level and people were advised not to congregate publicly, but the authorities would never catch the guilty ones because they were looking for human perpetrators. Law enforcement wasn’t equipped to deal with demons. How do you fight something you don’t even know exists?

      Fucking rephaim.

      To make matters more dire, tomorrow was Winter Solstice—Baal’s deadline for Spencer to turn over not only the Holy Robe, but also Nate and Jessie’s relic.

      Impossible.

      He obviously couldn’t hand over the relics, but he couldn’t bear to watch Sydney suffer if something happened to Tiana, Joaquin, or anyone else she loved. Pain and guilt like that didn’t ever go away. He should know. Margaret had suffered, and many other people’s lives had been destroyed because of his father’s need to annihilate everything that had ever brought Spencer joy. Why?

      He’d had more than four hundred years to puzzle it out, but answers never came.

      The bed sheets rustled, and fingers slid up his chest to rest over his heart. “Come back to bed. You need to be at full strength.” Her sleep-heavy voice brought him both comfort and self-reproach.

      He brushed her hair back from her brow. “Sorry to wake you. I can’t sleep, so I thought I’d go down and see how the exorcisms are going.” And spend some of my nervous energy on the streets kicking the shit out of any rephaim unlucky enough to cross my path.

      “I have a better idea.” She pulled him down on top of her. It still surprised him that she could hear his thoughts. At times, it was discomfiting. More and more, though, he was coming to depend on it. Which added another layer of uneasiness. Relying on human connections to this extent was pure folly.

      He captured her lips with his to batten back the sorrow. To stay in the here and now. To feel. The plumpness of her breasts under his palms, how fragrant her skin, how lush her thighs that parted in carnal welcome. I don’t deserve it. But he stroked inside her, building their pleasure. Her hips surged against him as she grabbed his face. “Don’t turn away from me.”

      He paused, his arms and legs shaking with the effort to hold back as he locked gazes with her in the shadows. “Even if I wanted to turn away, I couldn’t,” he said, softly.

      “Then love me with your darkness, with your light. I need you right now.”

      He could hear her. Feel her need. It was growing in him, too. Complex and confounding. Expanding like a life-saving raft as the ship was going down. Terrible and consoling.

      He lowered himself to press all along her body, seating himself deep, rocking and sliding slow, controlled, hungry for every nuance of their glide and press. The give and take of their bodies. The tightening of her sheath as he pulsed inside her.

      Grind and sink.

      Slow.

      Breathless.

      Her sighs shook him. Their bodies, slick and hot, her nipples pebbled against his chest. Her vocalizations, inarticulate. Her head twisted against the pillows as he took her hands, entwining their fingers next to her ears, stopping his hips. Throbbing inside her.

      In the next rock of his hips, he registered her scream as pleasure streaked through him. They came together and they burned. Inside. Fire. In his chest. Groin. He raked at the sheets, pinning her down, head next to hers, feeling like a phoenix. Burning, burning away the old in a flood of euphoric pain.

      Long moments passed, their harsh breathing the only sounds in the still shadows of the room. When his muscles stopped trembling he leaned up to kiss her forehead. Kiss her eyelids. Her cheeks.

      Her lips. The tiny mole on the edge of her chin. “I love your skin.”

      She smiled into his eyes and brought her right hand to his chest. Her fingertips swept across his pectoral several times before she stilled.

      He moved off her. “Sorry, too heavy.”

      She sat up and grabbed his shoulders, squinting at his chest in the low light. “No, Spencer, no.” She leaned over to the switch on the nightstand lamp. Her eyes widening as she turned back to look at his chest. “Your scar!”

      His heart thumped, his pulse surged as his hand rubbed over the intact skin of his chest. Disbelieving, he hurried to the mirror next to the bedroom door.

      Death scar…Gone.

      He swung around to find Sydney standing right behind him, teeth catching her bottom lip, hands twined in front her naked body.

      There was a whole world in her teary, smiling eyes. He went deep to probe at the new, fine gossamer filament that sprang to life, glimmering and sparkling. A pathway between their souls.

      A marvel.

      “I am yours, and you are mine, my darling. Truly”.

      She nodded, her body flushing pink with profound emotion.

      With slightly shaking hands, he reached for her. As she stepped into his arms, a distant church bell tolled midnight—the start of Winter Solstice.

      And all the lights in the city went dark.
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      Sydney shivered on the leather sofa in front of the roaring fire Spencer had started in the bedroom’s hearth, more from nerves than temperature. Her eyes were gritty, her heart like a gray lump of clay clogging up her chest. “Where are you now?” she pushed out, God-knows-where into the city darkened by Baal’s black evil.

      One moment of silence stretched into two. Sydney rose from the sofa. “Spencer?”

      He’d left three hours ago, the responsibility of solving their multitude of problems and keeping the city warm weighing heavily on his shoulders. Baal had ushered in bone-rattling cold temperatures that squatted over San Francisco like a pall, the frigid winds screaming down the deserted streets and fingering into the cracks of homes built for mild California climates.

      Outside the safety of Inferno, there was an atmosphere of war. Army and National Guard convoys rolled through the streets. Armored cars were posted at central points outside government buildings and the marinas. Police had even requested a social media blackout to prevent disclosure of police and military operations.

      “Spencer, talk to me. Are you okay?”

      According to Guardian lore, she was his soul mate. She didn’t really know what to think of that, but she’d seen the proof of his healed death scar. Maybe the length of years as a Guardian influences how fast the scar heals, he’d postulated.

      The look in his eyes—like she was a treasure beyond value—had left her at a loss for words. How could this happen? she’d asked for fifteen minutes after he’d kissed her and left to go defend the city from cold, demons, and whatever else Baal had up his sleeve.

      Fifteen minutes, she’d sat in the bed they’d just made love in and asked how.

      Wasted time. Like now, wandering around the bedroom like some cosseted princess while her man’s hide was in the line of fire.

      Do something. But what? She looked around the room at the expensive, original artwork, the wooden ceiling beams with Latin inscriptions she couldn’t translate, all the fine furniture—modern pieces tastefully mixed with relics of the past that had held up—

      Wait.

      Relics.

      She flashed back to the story Shadow told her about how Jessie had successfully used the Veil of Veronica to help defeat Asmodeus. She’d even been human at the time. And of course, Katherine had used the Chains of St Peter to aid her fight against Leviathan.

      If there was a good chance she could help by using Spencer’s relic, shouldn’t she go for it? As his soul mate, she was in this fight as deeply as he was, surely.

      Sydney braided her hair, weighing the opportunity-to-risk ratio, which was admittedly difficult since this whole relic-business was largely a mystery. She wrapped the ends of her hair with a clear rubber band, then stared at her pale face in the mirror.

      In twenty days, her whole world had shifted. But she was still the same person. Needing to act. To make decisions that would affect her destiny. So corny, but it was true whether she was embarrassed by it or not.

      I choose not to be.

      It was ultimately so freeing to choose action over idleness.

      Please let me be choosing correctly.

      She turned away from the mirror and quickly dressed in jeans and a heavy, gray sweatshirt. Then she gathered her coat, a stocking cap and gloves, a St. Michael medallion, two vials of chrism oil, and three packets of salt from the console in Spencer’s outer lounge.

      She left his quarters and hurried down the stairs. Thankfully none of Spencer’s team were in the back hallway to notice her sneaking down to the main club level.

      Pulse tripping, she ran through the safe room until she stood outside the reliquary room door. She’d never been inside the small room that housed the Holy Robe that the Roman soldiers had cast lots over.

      Spencer had warned her it was best kept locked up. He’d also explained about the heavy warding he’d woven to keep the relic safe behind the fire-proof walls. There was also a panic button that released an escape door that emptied two blocks north of the nightclub where Spencer kept a car in a parking ramp in case any of his inner circle ever found themselves in a life or death situation, and they needed to protect the relic.

      Life or death.

      Yeah. Heavy stuff. She should totally leave the relic alone.

      She probably wouldn’t be able to do anything about the magic protecting the room’s closed door anyway.

      That would be the test then. If she could get through the warding without setting off whatever alarm Spencer had rigged—or she didn’t fry herself, jeez—that was a sign that she was doing the right thing to assist the extra Guardians who’d arrived this week.

      Jinx had brought Katherine’s swashbuckling mate Ari, whom she’d heard so much about. If anything, the stories didn’t do justice to the man. Everywhere he went, the tall, muscular, golden-haired Viking left a bevy of breathless, giggling females in his wake. Not even laid-back Shadow was immune to his good-natured cockiness, much to Neo’s endless annoyance. The young Jamaican Guardian had been in bad temper all week.

      When Sydney had asked Spencer if they should worry that Neo might challenge Ari, Spencer had had a good laugh. Never fear, my darling, he’d said. Ari is an outrageous flirt, but he’s entirely out of the market.

      Sydney couldn’t imagine what kind of woman could corral the likes of Ari. Spencer had rejoined that voluntarily meeting Katherine took a combination of guts, grit, and a side of stupidity.

      These Guardians were fascinating in a macabre sort of way.

      Okay, so do something to help them.

      If only she could ask Spencer. In the last few days, Baal had somehow orchestrated a dead zone outside Inferno. That meant no communication beyond these walls—telepathic, cellular, or otherwise.

      Even Air Guardians Jinx and Ari, with their ability to manipulate atmospheric electrical spikes which transmitted the synaptic brain waves responsible for telepathy, couldn’t budge the interference Baal had laid down.

      She glanced over at the painting on the wall which Spencer had told her hid the reliquary’s door key.

      She deliberated for ninety excruciating seconds.

      The key slid smoothly into the lock, and as she slowly turned her wrist, she opened her mind to possibilities. Reached for a pure state of awareness and let everything that Spencer had poured into this space flow through her.

      A thousand words in a language she didn’t understand. Beautiful and filled with purpose. She closed her eyes, breathed them in, felt them touching her inside, petal-soft—each touchpoint a mini-consciousness. Power in the words. Alive with the heartbeats of many ages.

      She shivered, goosebumps lighting up and down her arms, and exhaled long and deep as the door swung inward.

      She froze, instantly suffused with a keen sense of sorrow. It poured though her limbs, heavy and liquid with the tears of disciples, the purposeful humiliation and grievous wounding of a great man.

      Sydney sank to the floor, her head bowed, shoulders sagging, tears falling unchecked as she accepted the echoes of the Greatest Passion the world had ever known. All the Guardians were fighting to end the sort of evil that had rent the fabric of this relic nearly two thousand years ago.

      Sydney lifted her head to look upon the glowing glass reliquary, whispered chants filling her mind as she pushed to her feet and stepped into the otherwise dark room. Her hands slid along the reliquary’s smooth, transparent surface, marveling that something so humbly made could be so important.

      The garment inside the glass box was tree-bark brown, brittle-looking with a slight waxy coating. Spencer said the Archangel Gabriel had folded the seamless garment carefully so it would never crease, and so that it would fit into a much smaller container for transporting as needed.

      In all, the glass container was about eighteen inches on every side. The robe’s simplicity was beautiful, and standing before it, she felt the sadness wane, her spirits lighten, her fear ebb.

      Relics couldn’t be directly touched by demons because of their holy origins, but if they came into the possession of demons, their massive powers for good could be perverted into evil. Not to mention they held the secret to unlocking Lucifer’s cage.

      She absolutely couldn’t let Baal get this relic.

      “Rather underwhelming, isn’t it?”

      Sydney spun around with a gasp, heart pounding. “Pepper! I didn’t hear you come in!”

      Spencer’s security specialist pulled back her platinum and black hair into a high ponytail that swayed as she walked into the room. “I heard a noise and thought I’d better check it out. Why don’t you get back upstairs? Spencer will wring my neck if anything happens to you.” As she passed by the fire it flared briefly and belched a dark puff of smoke before extinguishing like it had never even been lit.

      Not cool. Sydney frowned at the fireplace, but tried to fix her face before turning back to Pepper. “I’m okay. Spencer told me everything about this room. Have you heard from any of the Guardians yet?” Her gaze involuntarily cut back to the fireplace.

      Pepper’s eyes widened slightly, making Sydney’s stomach plummet to her feet. She knows I know something’s off. There was no way out of the room besides the door behind Pepper.

      Pepper smiled, then waved a hand dismissively in the air. “I can see you’re getting worked up, but you don’t have to fret about the fireplace. We’ve had problems with the air exchange down here lately. I can light it again before I leave.”

      If there were oxygen deficiencies to the extent that it extinguished a raging fire, it would definitely affect their respiration as well. Sydney squinted at Pepper, watching the trim woman closely and moving in front of the relic, fingering the crucifix necklace Spencer had fastened around her neck before he’d left the building. Demons can’t touch a crucifix without burning. It’s one way you can be sure who you’re really dealing with. He’d punctuated his words with kisses down her belly...lower…to where she’d burned for him as well.

      She swallowed, running her fingers up the warm chain to the clasp resting at the back of her neck. How long would it incapacitate Pepper if she was possessed?

      She should’ve asked Spencer way more questions than she had.

      Sydney unclasped the necklace, and kept her hands behind her neck. “Oh crap! This darn necklace is twisted in my hair again. Can you give me a hand?”

      Pepper’s eyes narrowed, then flared, turning red the instant Sydney flung the crucifix at her. Pepper threw her hands up to block the jewelry, letting loose a demonic shriek. The possessed woman deflected and lunged, but flew back with a terrible cry when fire shot from Sydney’s hand.

      Sydney screamed and pulled her hands to her chest, looking down at them like they were alien. What the hell?

      Pepper used her hands to smother the flames on her melting flesh and then jumped to her feet. Sydney gasped and struck the reliquary’s panic button, opening a trap door to a slide that glided her and the glass box down into a chamber with an escape route.

      Sydney scooped up the box and ran down the narrow, metal underground tunnel lit every ten feet or so by wall torches layered with dust and spider webs. The Earth shook, and her nose hairs began to stick together as the warmth from her body couldn’t keep up with the artificial cold Baal was forcing on the city.

      A growing rumble sounded from the direction of the safe room. Louder and louder, the metal tube she ran through continuing to shiver, making the detritus in the tunnel rattle like dice in a copper cup.

      The emergency lighting went out.

      A scuttle behind her. A cry escaped her when she ran through cobwebs, tripping over a deep rivet in the pipe. The reliquary flew from her hands, landing with a crunch and shattering of glass the moment after she landed face-first in something slimy and putrid. Sydney flipped around and crab-walked backwards until the scuttling seemed to be inches away. She screamed and panned out with her hands in the darkness, her breath strangling in her throat when an orb of fire grew from her palms.

      Oh my God, I have Spencer’s fire.

      It illuminated huge, mangy rats, the light scaring them back into the shadows.

      Deep breaths, Syd.

      She was doing this fire-thing—like the blast that had bitch-slapped possessed-Pepper. She cupped her hands around the ball of blue-orange flames and slowly got to her feet. She raised her arms, then pushed the fire ball forward. It floated, going any direction she sent it with her thoughts.

      Amazing. If the scar hadn’t been proof enough that she was Spencer’s soul mate, this certainly sealed the deal.

      She exhaled heavily and ran to the broken reliquary, its wicked shards of glass glinting in the flickering light. Shit! A thread from the robe was pulled on a shard of glass. Would that lessen its power?

      The Earth rumbled again, raining down two-inch-long steel rivets from the top of the pipe like micro torpedoes. Hands shaking, she extracted the robe from the shattered glass box, shook it off, wrapped it around her shoulders, and ran behind her fireball. The pipe soon opened into another chamber with stone steps ascending to a very old, round metal door covered in symbols and Latin words like the ones carved onto the base of the reliquary box and on Spencer’s wooden ceiling beams.

      She tried the exit door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. She put her shoulder against the door and, as the Holy Robe made contact, its hem began to glow. The glow spread in a counter-clockwise fashion until the garment was completely lit up.

      With a high-pitched ring, the door blasted open onto a San Francisco street.

      Sydney climbed out of the chamber and came face to face with Pepper. The possessed woman opened her mouth, releasing a horde of beetles. As Pepper’s body fell to the ground, Baal’s form knit together out of the insects.

      The edges of Sydney’s vision grayed. She fought the lightheadedness, pulling the Holy Robe tighter about her shoulders. Spencer! “You’ll have to kill me to get it, Baal.”

      The archdemon shook his head as though disappointed. “Okay, champ.”
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      Winter Solstice. Baal’s ultimatum had come due.

      Spencer snapped the neck of a rephaim and staked it through the heart with a chrism oil-soaked dagger. It wouldn’t completely kill the sod, but it would render him immobile for several hours, allowing the police and military units to make some headway into controlling another middle-of-the-night riot. The rephaim and lower order demons were more crazed than usual.

      Spencer threw a flare high amid the skyscrapers and turned to survey the devastation to the city where he’d finally begun to feel like he had a purpose.

      Because of Sydney.

      He shot waves of heat up and down the side streets as he streamed toward the financial building where three nephilim had Jinx cornered. One on one, a nephilim’s mind tricks would rarely work on a Guardian as old as Jinx, but her glazed eyes and unguarded body stance indicated they’d nearly taken control of her thoughts, which they’d exploit to make her commit self-harm.

      He streamed toward the hideous creatures, hoping Jinx would be aware enough to remember the little trick they’d used a hundred years ago in Brazil with a particularly vicious group of nephilim. He clapped his hands to turn the demons his direction. Their surprise was enough of a jolt to release Jinx from their mind-invasion. She staggered back against the gray concrete building, her eyes clearing.

      “Jinx, tornado!” he yelled, waiting, waiting, clamping down on his leg and arm muscles to remain immobile until the first nephilim was almost on top of him.

      Now. Spencer flung his hands up to whip fire in a curtain between him and the bald, hump-backed demons. As soon as Jinx took control of the air around them, he sent his flames into her spiraling tornado to encircle the three power demons.

      Sweat slid down his temples, his arms shaking with the force of his element as it met the power demons’ malevolent energies. Darkness. Moving imagery. Blurry at first. Then…

      Apple blossoms. The scent tickled his senses as the image sharpened.

      Red hair. Blue eyes filled with fear and defiance. The Holy Robe draped around her shoulders.

      Sydney. And the Robe?

      With Baal. No!

      His flames faltered in Jinx’s cyclone. “Get your shit together, Jameson! They always play mind tricks. You know this!” she yelled above the din of the firestorm they’d created. But it was too late.

      One of the nephilim surged out of the eye of the tempest. Spencer watched, rooted to the spot, as Jinx beheaded the fallen angel with her xiphos.

      “Shake out of it, Spencer, come on!” she yelled again.

      She had to be right. It was a mind trick. There was no way Sydney would have taken the Holy Robe from the reliquary.

      Too bad he couldn’t check in with all the telepathy channels down.

      Goddamn nephilim.

      He lunged at one of the power demons still entrapped within the tornado. He grabbed it by the neck and shook it as the nephilim seized on his most horrific childhood memories, bringing them forward with a clarity he hadn’t experienced in three hundred years.

      Hiding in the butler’s pantry, crying, his back bleeding from his father’s whipping after he’d come home empty-handed from a hunt.

      For reading too long.

      For not being manlier. Forced to watch his father lift the skirts of one house servant after another. The women by turns sobbing—or worse, silent, as they endured his degradation. His mother smiling, settling into a chair in his bedroom as she paraded a dozen women to strip before him. Then her startling transformation—fury and screaming castigation at his refusal to rape them. It surprised him every time.

      His mother’s rage.

      Her disgust.

      Hate.

      Hate.

      Hate.

      Everywhere. Coating everything he’d ever loved.

      “Hate!” he bellowed, holding his fire against the nephilim until its skin melted, and he ripped its waxy, white skull off with his bare hands.

      Panting, he turned on the last one, finding Jinx engaged with it. “You’d better check on Sydney—in case!” she yelled across the bloody sidewalk. She was struggling, it was all over her face. The same rage and fear and how-dare-you look he was sure must have been smeared on his own features mere moments ago. He stepped over the two dead Nephilim and shot a new stream of liquid fire at the third demon until Jinx finally dispatched it with a quick, powerful strike of her sword.

      “Thanks. He was especially nasty.” She wrinkled her nose, minimizing the encounter, but he could tell it had unnerved her. Her hands were trembling when she held out her xiphos. “Here, take this. I’ll catch up to you later. I’m going to go find Kat and Ari. If you break my sword, I’ll break your face. Just so you know.”

      He was sure of it. “Thanks,” he said, then streamed back to Inferno faster than he’d ever teleported.

      His entire body tensed as he crossed the doorway into the building.

      Something was wrong.

      Two steps, three steps in, he could feel it. Evil.

      His fists clenched and unclenched, his breath climbing higher as he built up the rage to drown out the fear. Five steps in, he found the first body. Atamu, his face split open from forehead to chin.

      “No! Ah, God!” Spencer leaned down to touch his old friend. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. More bodies everywhere: kitchen staff, servers, bartenders, members of his security team. No, no, no! “Sydney! Pepper! Shadow!” Spencer gasped, fighting for a full breath as he streamed from room to room.

      How? How had Baal gotten past his wards? Past the holy weapons he’d taught his team to use?

      He kicked the safe room door open, Jinx’s xiphos in his fist and murder on his mind.

      No Sydney. No Pepper or Shadow.

      And no bloody relic.
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      Sydney awoke with a start and attempted to lift her head, her upper cheek stretching painfully—stuck?—until her eyes watered. She was laying on her right side. Fog all around. She panned upwards with her hands, finding her cheek frozen to a hard surface. Her frigid fingertips scanned the rest of her face.

      Ice had solidified in one of her nostrils and on her eyelashes. Frozen tears. Her teeth clacked together in the chill. Had she been drugged? What had happened? And where am I?

      She pushed at the cobwebs in her memory, closing her eyes to listen and smell. Her heart pounded and her teeth chattered so hard she bit her tongue and tasted blood. A gust of icy wind pushed at the fog and brought the scent of the sea. Okay, a pier? A loading dock in the marina?

      She angled her head, casting her gaze down to the surface she was laying on.

      Orange-red metal.

      Oh my God!

      She gasped, ripping a piece of her cheek as she jerked up, then sank back down with a rush of vertigo.

      The mist spun around her. Her stomach pitched and bile rushed up her throat as it all came back in a dizzying rush. Trapped! Seven hundred forty-six feet above the water on one of the Golden Gate Bridge’s Art Deco towers. Memory recall, you cold-hearted bitch. Why couldn’t she have stayed unconscious? She started to hyperventilate. Don’t like heightsdontlikeheightsdontdontdont.

      Breathe.

      An image flared through her mind. Laura running around Torque’s reception desk to help a young, single mother calm down when she learned what it was going to cost to fix her ‘84 Civic. Sydney closed her eyes and held her breath.

      10… 9… 8…

      Sydney had fixed it for free.

      7… 6… 5…

      The grateful mother’s extended family and friends were now new customers.

      4… 3… 2… 1

      She released the breath as slowly as she could through pursed lips.

      Life was more good than bad. Too much to live for. More cars to fix. More birthdays to celebrate. More Sunday suppers with her family. More give and share in her community.

      More of one tall English gentleman to wrap herself around.

      Don’t. Fall.

      At least it’s not windy. How many knots would it take to blow her off? And would she bounce off various metal and cable structures on the way down to the water, or would she free-fall straight down, the sheer velocity on impact with the water snapping her vertebrae, rupturing her internal organs, and exploding her brain so violently it leaked out her ears?

      Fuuuuuck.

      At least she’d be dead before the sharks got her.

      She wanted to laugh, but her vocal chords couldn’t seem to make any other noise but whimpers. Dontfalldontfalldontfall.

      Baal couldn’t touch her since the robe was tucked beneath her coat, but he’d called on a flock of massive and morally-neutral California condors to deposit her ‘where he could keep an eye on her.’

      “Baal, you stupid, evil bastard!” she hissed into the mist, afraid to raise her voice too much. Where was he now, and when would he come back? She shivered, going deep within her cells to find energy to keep her body warm, but she was losing strength. Her fingers and toes weren’t tingling anymore. A bad sign.

      All Baal had to do now was wait her out, and the robe would be his once she fell to her death and her soul left her body.

      Her pulse pounded in her neck. “Please, Spencer. Find me.”

      He would. The Golden Gate Bridge was a high-profile landmark. Surely someone would notice a disturbance up here—law enforcement, a civilian breaking curfew, anyone. She could launch fire balls maybe. That should get someone’s attention.

      Yeah, right. I can hardly keep myself warm anymore.

      Stay positive. Images of her family, her Torque crew, and Spencer filled her mind.

      She wasn’t ready to die.

      Was anyone, though?

      Keep moving. Keep the blood flowing. There was a bit of room before she’d roll off the edge of the tower, but between her vertigo and the sluggish fog’s ebb and flow, she had to be careful so she didn’t overestimate the space. She eased onto her back to do crunches for warmth, bringing her hands behind her head, her knees to her chest. She tried to wiggle her fingers and toes, but couldn’t feel them. Everything else hurt like frozen fire across her skin. Frostbite.

      Frostbite was its own kind of fire.

      Fire. Just try it. She’d managed to wallop Baal-disguised-as-Pepper with her baby fire powers.

      She shot up to a sitting position, then groaned, grabbing her head to stop a new round of spinning. Her stomach wouldn’t listen, though, and she scrambled to vomit over the edge of the tower. Rolling onto her back didn’t help ease the spinning, so she sat up and cupped her hands close to one another and focused on the lines of her palm.

      She drew her concentration inward, bringing a sensation of light, remembering what it felt like to be warm. Sunlight on her face, a hot Pacific breeze blowing through her hair. Bringing those thoughts to oxidation. Exothermic combustion. Come on!

      A small orb of fire sputtered to life, soon becoming a nice ball of warmth that settled her stomach and gradually brought back the feeling to her fingers, nose, and ears. She sensed the fire element within, but it wasn’t as strong as when she’d left Spencer’s bed just after midnight. How many hours had it been? She had no sense of time, wrapped as she was in cold, damp, gray foggy murkiness.

      Your choices create your destiny. She was the spunky kid who’d never let other people’s negativity deter her from her dreams. If she was unhappy, it was no one’s fault but her own. Choices meant everything to her, but what choice did she have now? She could give Baal the relic, but she’d still die and humanity might be one step closer to being screwed if the archdemons could decipher the angelic codex from the Robe alone.

      Yeah, not an option.

      Think, Sydney!

      A noise sounded from far below where the Golden Gate strait opened into the Pacific Ocean. Monsters began chanting, low and evil. Hairs stood up all over her body, making her skin prickle painfully. The earth shifted and groaned, roaring like a thundering herd of bison. She wanted to close her eyes and let the fog wrap her into oblivion. “Spencer, can you hear me? I don’t know what to do.”

      “Help me…” Her words caught and held in the air. “I need to know what to do.”

      Suicide.

      The awful word whispered seductively through her mind. The Golden Gate Bridge was notorious for it. If she jumped, she wouldn’t have to worry—about anything—anymore. Her hand shook when she reached up to brush her hair away from her face.

      If Baal came back, she’d most likely die anyway. Burn the Holy Robe, then jump. It sounded simple. No more problems. No more struggle to keep the relic out of the grasp of evil.

      No. What was she thinking? Suicide was never the answer.

      But this is bigger than one life.

      Yes, but you can’t just give up!

      She needed to hold on until Spencer got to her. He would. She believed in him. In their connection. To hold Baal off, she’d have to embrace the fire that now lived inside her.

      She wrapped her arms around her waist, the fingers of her left hand settling over the bulge under her coat where she’d bundled the Holy Robe.

      Yes, use it! Somehow…

      There had to be a way. In the last couple of months, two other relics had helped put down two archdemons. Surely the Robe could help her in this case.

      Please God.

      She blinked back tears, shifted onto her belly, and scooted a little closer to the edge of the tower to look down. Fog still obscured large patches of the San Francisco bay, but it was starting to clear off a little as the sun began to rise. There was a thin, uncharacteristic coat of ice in the bay with strange black fissures running in jagged lines from north to south.

      She sat up, took off her coat, and slipped the Holy Robe over her head, those whispering, unearthly voices reanimating—arcane, eloquently mystifying—as she slid her arms into the sleeves. Warmth diffused through every nerve ending, crackling, mobilizing with a power she never dreamed.

      She brought her hands over the edge of the metal tower, fire erupting from her palms, expelling in a continuous stream straight down at the water. As it struck the surface, it geysered up, water sizzling, evaporating, tidaling back upon itself, creating a deep well in the center down to the sandy bottom of the bay.

      Sydney gasped, as the euphoric power churned through her body. She registered something dark, heavy, and otherworldly beginning to thread through the air, squeezing more air from her chest.

      There was a rushing in her ears. Oh God!

      Something’s coming.

      She screamed as a large, black shape congealed beside her.
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      Spencer saw the geyser explode and finally felt Sydney’s unique energy signature as it rolled through the ether outward in a rush of power so surprising he was momentarily stunned. She was alive. Thank you, Creator. He streamed toward her, racing through molecules at a desperate clip until he spotted her on top of the famous bridge.

      Baal had to have put her up there.

      That goddamned, black-hearted son of a b—

      BLAM! He slammed into an invisible force field so hard his skeleton shattered. He dropped to the ground, groaning, feeling the stretch and knitting of his structures quickly binding back together as he writhed in agony on the cold beach on which he’d first encountered Baal.

      He listened to the waves, the spit and squeal of Sydney’s fire power as it blasted the surface of the water. She was going to deplete herself before he could get to her.

      As soon as his body healed, he lunged to his feet, hurling his rage into the domed forcefield, throwing fire, boulders, even Jinx’s xiphos at it, but nothing could break it. Who was powering it? Baal alone? It didn’t seem possible since the xiphos would have done at least some damage.

      Spencer transported along the edges of the forcefield, until he came back to the place he had broken himself near the top of the Tower where Sydney was trapped. Nothing had changed, but...

      She was wearing the Robe.

      Ah, Christ. He tilted his head back, looking into the stratosphere. “It had better bloody-well protect her!” he bellowed skyward. He reached his hand out, desperate to touch his soul mate, yelling for her until his voice was hoarse, but she didn’t seem to know he was even there.

      He looked over his shoulder, searching for ideas, squinting through the fog. With his enhanced eyesight he could see a line of law enforcement vehicles and military convoys on Veterans Boulevard as it merged onto the 101.

      Headed this way.

      All of them temporally frozen.

      Apprehension wrapped around him like a funeral shroud. Baal’s power was beyond anything he’d ever seen. As he streamed to the uppermost curvature of the forcefield which enclosed the whole span of the bridge, he tried to remember the prayers that had comforted John Jameson near the end of his life.

      Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…

      He yelled Sydney’s name over and over and pounded with all his might on the forcefield, but she still couldn’t hear or see him. She was on her belly, leaning dangerously close to the edge of the tower as she continued to melt and churn the waters far below her.

      Spencer launched into transport again, streaming around the entire perimeter, pounding with his fists and the butt of Jinx’s sword to determine if there were any weaknesses. There had to be a massive number of power demons feeding Baal the energy to sustain such a large energy wall. Where in God’s fiery hell was the bastard?

      “Baal!” he roared, eyes scanning everywhere for his adversary, “you diabolical sack of ass, hiding behind a wall with my woman! Too scared to engage with me, aren’t you, you sniveling pillock!”

      No response, but the atmosphere changed, charging with a dark electricity that made Spencer’s skin crawl. “If she’s harmed in any way, I will rip you to pieces, slowly, and feed your goddamned rotting corpse to the nephilim who have more cause than any other demon to loathe you!” Spencer’s fist shook in the air, his body quaking with rage.

      Suddenly, Baal was levitating before him inside the forcefield. Alone and far enough away from Sydney for Spencer to speculate that the archdemon couldn’t be right next to her…until she dropped the relic.

      Baal’s expression did not gloat. In fact, it was so somber it alarmed Spencer more than if the archdemon had been cocking off.

      “I’m mighty aggrieved to see you so distraught, Mr. Jameson. If you woulda just agreed to my simple request, I could’ve left the two a’you in peace. So truly, this is your own fault. But isn’t that how it’s always been?”

      Yes. No disagreement there.

      Spencer had put innocents in harm’s way because of his selfish impulses. My choices, my consequences. His life had been an alternating series of poor decisions and having his choices hijacked.

      What was selfish, and what wasn’t?

      It was all so jumbled in his mind, terror at what Baal would do to Sydney making it hard to breathe, much less think of a way to get her out of this cataclysm. “Sydney, can you hear me?”

      Still nothing. He swore viciously. “Drop the forcefield and let her go. I shall give you the Robe,” he cried hoarsely.

      “Spencer, no!” Jinx yelled. He turned back to see her running down the beach.

      He pointed her xiphos at her. “Stay back, Jinx.” More influences trying to steal choice from him. His loathsome father had forever held him in psychological chains because he was ‘less of a man the more he studied.’ And now the one thing he loved more than anything would suffer beyond words because of him.

      “Give her to me!”

      Baal shook his head with a wry smile. “You lost, Guardian. If I was you, I wouldn’t watch…She’s weakening.”

      Spencer slammed the butt of the xiphos against the forcefield again, the connection making the ground tremble, building massive waves in the bay. Jinx had disappeared like she’d never come, but did it matter?

      By God, hold on, Sydney, my love!  “If you have anything inside you that is not tainted by evil, I call on your mercy to spare her life in exchange for my own.”

      Baal turned back to consider Spencer for several moments. Then, “I gotta say, pal, the depth and drama of human emotion is riveting. But as long as I get the damn Robe, I really don’t care who gets whacked.”

      Spencer banged again and again and again at the forcefield in different areas as he tried sending out an SOS on the Guardian network. Silence, silence, silence.

      Bloody everlasting Hell!

      There had to be something he could do to get in there. “You are the basest of cowards. So contemptuous of humanity’s capacity for love, yet you set up a shield because you’re afraid of the power that love binds in the souls of men and women.”

      Baal was suddenly before him on the inside of the forcefield, face a splotchy red. “I am not afraid of anyone or anything, much less a hypocritical cocksucker who’d be under my heel in Hell if not for that self-righteous piece of shit archangel, Michael!”

      Spencer struck the heel of the xiphos at the forcefield one more time, and a crackle boomed through the air, leaving behind a tiny fracture in the dark magic dome.

      The barrier was weakening. Because of Baal’s anger, or because his power source was dwindling? “I’m coming for you, Sydney.”

      He listened, the silence continue to echo, then….a bit of static. A shot of adrenaline lit him up at the sound. He followed the curvature of the forcefield so he was directly over the tower to watch her. He needed to get through to her so they could strategize. Keeping Baal vexed was the first plan.

      “You want me under your heel, demon? Looks like you don’t quite have it in you.”

      Baal snarled, but just when Spencer thought he had him distracted enough to drop the shield and fight him, Baal shook his head and refocused.

      The archdemon’s sudden smile shot dread through Spencer’s chest.

      Spencer looked down at the beach where the still-missing, crossroads-demon Nikolai had been washed up on shore that first night he’d met Baal. Now there were dozens of bodies, only they were red and writhing as they barreled down the sand toward the bridge.

      An army of hungry rephaim.
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      Something major was playing out high above and down below her, but Sydney didn’t dare divert attention or strength from her task—the unceasing, mysterious whispers of the souls woven into the Robe were distracting enough. One chance to get this right. “Trial by fire,” she yelled down at the churning waters.

      Not freaking funny.

      Only it kind of was.

      Her macabre chuckle came out in a puff of air that froze into miniature glittering crystals millimeters from her lips. She was shivering and sweating simultaneously. I’m delirious. Her whole body ached, but she was drawing on something she’d never tapped before. A power she could direct, but couldn’t explain the how or why of it. Her connection to Spencer? The Robe?

      Probably both.

      Moments ago, her muscles had locked down when some sixth sense she’d developed seemed to be listening to something on the alternate plane Spencer had called the ether—the medium through which all sentient beings could transmit brain waves, and therefore connect with one another in any dimension.

      Through space, through time, and between realms.

      She couldn’t really wrap her brain around it, but after the last couple of weeks with Spencer, she definitely bought into it. The ether was filled with complex layers, like sound waves being able to transmit audio, thoughts, and emotions all at once. And there were endless channels. As soulmates, she and Spencer shared their own unique frequency.

      It was one of those mysteries you could never fully grasp no matter how long you spent thinking about it. The most unsettling part was that apparently the Guardian leader Alexios could manipulate the ether so entirely that if he wanted to, he could tap into your brain waves and control your mind, which was cool and scary at the same time.

      Moments ago, she’d felt minute vibrations on that frequency she shared with Spencer. “I love you,” she’d pushed back, then sent another pulse of fire at the bay. The waters were starting to boil in earnest now, the steam rising up as more mist and fog.

      She glanced toward the beach where Baal looked so out of place in his formal business wear. His body was rigid, and it looked like he was talking to someone. “Spencer?” The Holy Robe warmed across her belly.

      She halted the stream of fire, then scooted even further along the edge, shifting up into a seated position, her legs dangling over the edge of the tower. Please work.

      Also, please don’t make me slam into that narrow ledge outside the guardrail on the way down.

      All that scary way down! She shivered violently, wanting to lie back down and cry. Her heart ran so hard and fast she took a deep breath, pushing through a rush of light-headedness. Her teeth chattered and a sob choked out before she could swallow it back. She swiped at the beads of perspiration at her temples.

      Spencer had told her fire lived inside him, so he was immune to it. It couldn’t hurt him. Or kill him. She’d tried multiple times in the last many minutes to burn herself with her flames, but nothing drastic had happened.

      Diving into a sea of fire might be another story, but...

      Now or never.
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      “Sydneeeeeey!”

      Dear God. She was falling.

      Spencer roared as he launched at the forcefield, slamming into it over and over, a hundred times at Guardian hyper-speed, watching as the boiling waters of the bay reached up to embrace Sydney as though escorting her into their fiery depths.

      The forcefield gave way in a sudden weightlessness that sent him head over heels, spinning from the force of his forward assault, into the atmosphere above the famous bridge.

      Then Jinx, Ari, and Kat were in his head, talking at once. His vision darkened, then cleared, a rush of nausea gripping his gut as he reoriented himself to the barrage.

      He spun in midair, then dove down into the flames. The fire was good. His heart swelled, hearing Sydney calling to the conflagration. There you are, my darling. He wrapped himself around her, girding and meshing his energy with her own.

      By God, she was doing it—living amid the fire. But her vigor was dwindling. She turned in his arms, took off her coat and removed the Robe from her body, the strands of her hair the exact shades of the multi-hued fire they were suspended in.

      “Thank God you’re here! I was so desperate to keep the Robe from Baal that I was going to burn it. In fact, I thought if I survived, which I really didn’t think I’d survive, but hello, here I am. Anyway, I thought I’d be stark naked. That no garment could possibly survive the flames. Am I making sense? I’m not, am I? I was so worried about you! And I’m so confused, scared, and sorry I took the Robe. I’ve made everything worse, haven’t I? What are we gonna d—”

      He kissed her lips to stem her rising panic. “The Robe is a timeless, holy object that cannot be destroyed, my love. You were wise to embrace the fire. It will detain Baal so we can figure out how to get out of—”

      An arrow of ice zinged two inches from Spencer’s head. Then dozens more torpedoed through the flaming water, the ice shafts so thick they traveled hundreds of feet before the flames melted them into oblivion.

      Spencer raised his hand, adding another blast of heat to melt the icy weapons faster as he pulled himself and Sydney to the surface of the bubbling, flaming waters.

      Sydney cried out as a dagger-sharp ice torpedo pierced her in the shoulder. Bollocks! She was bleeding, but he didn’t dare come out of the water until he could identify Baal’s location.

      He seized the Robe from her grasp and pressed it against her shoulder, using himself as her shield against the torpedoes. He quickly checked in with the other Guardians since they’d repeatedly asked if he was still alive. Closing his eyes, he went deep into the Guardian frequency and was able to see Jinx standing in a circle of dead demons, Raj in pursuit of two Rephaim, and Neo… getting his ass kicked by a demon in a particularly beautiful human host, his blonde afro streaked red with blood from the huge gash in his head.

      “Jinx, our baby Guardian is in shambles near the beach.” He signed off when he heard the samurai woman laughing. Neo definitely wouldn’t appreciate Jinx’s help because of the many insults that would accompany it. Too damn bad. He brought his attention back to Sydney. “Is it healing?”

      She lifted the Robe from her shoulder, her lips parting. “Incredible. It’s like it was never there.”

      He deflected another razor-tipped torpedo with Jinx’s sword. “Jinx and two other Guardians will be here as soon as they put down the rephaim army on the beach. They’ll take you back—”

      “No! I’m staying with you. If you really meant what you said about being stronger together than apart, don’t send me away. You know how important it is for people to make their own choices.”

      Indeed. It was what had driven both his best and worst behaviors for four hundred years. He frowned. “Fine, but you will keep that robe with you—on you—at all times. This may boil down to hand to hand combat because the only way to send him back is to cut off his head.”

      “We can’t just kill him any old way?”

      “Archdemons—like Archangels—are immortal. The best we can do is send Baal back to Hell. But to do that, we have to decapitate him.” He gripped the xiphos harder. “Try to stay in the background. Let me engage. Your heat should deplete his power somewhat. But do not over-do it. If your energy goes to zero—”

      The water concussed around them. The last thing Spencer did was yell Sydney’s name when a massive thrust of energy vaulted him skyward with enough G force to liquify all the organs in a human body.
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        * * *

      

      PAIN.

      Unimaginable. Not white hot. Red. Liquid torment rushing to fill her cavities like a water glass shattered on a table. Nowhere for it to go but everywhere at once.

      Consuming.

      Horrific, then...

      Nothing.

      Then...

      A gasp as though breaking out of the surf after being submerged for too long.

      Sydney blinked and rolled to her side to retch, sand clinging to her lips and the side of her face, gritty in her eyes.

      “Sydney, answer me!”

      Inhale. Exhale. “Here.” All she could manage. Feeling Spencer’s relief, then a tensing. Baal was even stronger than she’d imagined, to have erupted both of them from their fiery blanket like that.

      She wiped her mouth, pushing up to her hands and knees. A crack and sizzle drew her eyes up to where the archdemon was engaged with her soul mate, his body riddled with blade-tipped ice daggers.

      She staggered to her feet, pushing aside the pain that seemed to be riding every muscle in her body. As she lifted her hands to throw fire at Baal, a hissing from behind. She swung around, palms blazing without pausing to look at what or who she was blasting—

      Nooooo! Oh God, Tiana, no, pleeeease!

      Her sister flew back fifty feet, her body landing in a heap of lifeless limbs. Sydney sobbed as she ran, then fell to her knees, and pulled Tiana’s limp body to her chest. As she rocked, she wept, and the pre-dawn sky belched black snow.
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      Spencer gritted his teeth as the xiphos severed Baal’s left arm and dark purple blood spurted in a crescent, solidifying into beetles as they clattered with a million hollow clicks upon the Golden Gate Bridge. Spencer called upon the still-flaming waters to wrap around Baal so he could get in position for the decapitation, but the archdemon launched up from the tower where they’d engaged, disappearing into the infernal icy, black snow that wouldn’t quit.

      “Jinx, are you manufacturing this damned blizzard?”

      “No,” came her reply. “It’s gotta be Baal.”

      Marvelous. “Come out of hiding, you soul-sucking slag!” Spencer hollered into the frigid, twisting winds. This needed to end. “Sydney? I don’t have eyes on Baal. Where are you?”

      Crying.

      His heart hammered in his chest. He closed his eyes and followed the path through the ether that led to his soul mate. She was down on the beach cradling a woman, surrounded by demons.

      “Please help her!” she cried, looking up at his approach, seemingly unconcerned about the dozen or so demons she was holding off with only a thin wall of fire.

      The woman in her arms had long limbs and long black hair. The rich, dark skin exposed by her melted clothes was now largely covered in angry burn blisters. God’s bones. It was Tiana.

      He couldn’t tell if her sister was actually dead, but the pain on Sydney’s face gutted him. With a furious yell, he sliced through a row of demons with the xiphos. He spun to swing at another cluster when a cloud of hissing insects flew between him and Sydney, converging into an enormous beetle-monster with a mandible of three rows of razor-sharp teeth.

      Spencer gasped, momentarily transfixed at the impossible sight until the archdemon-monster threw back its head, releasing a terrible peal.

      “Brothers and little sister, we are in dire straits here!”

      Spencer sent the SOS to the other three Guardians in the immediate vicinity, praying for instant backup as he whipped the xiphos with all his might at the monster, lunging directly after his weapon to recover it for the beheading. But the demon beetle bellowed again, exploding in a cloud of purple before Spencer could re-swing the archangel’s blade.

      Spencer spun around to charge at Baal, who had reformed into his human host and was pulling a now-moaning Tiana out of Sydney’s arms. “Sydney, the Robe. Use it on Baal!”

      Sydney glanced up at him across the way, the trust in her eyes healing some of the ugliness in his soul. She nodded and immediately pressed the Robe against her sister’s cheek.

      That’s not what I meant! Spencer thought, not understanding what Sydney was doing until Tiana’s body spasmed and jerked like a puppet on the string of a mad marionette.

      She was possessed!

      Her head tipped back, her mouth opening to spew black smoke which vanished into the murky snow.

      Sydney spun around to shove the Robe in Baal’s face. The archdemon vibrated as though electrocuted, then shrieked with a fury that shook the earth and made the Bridge groan as he shot away from them.

      Sydney cried as she bent down over her sister, wrapping the Holy Robe around Tiana’s wounds. Spencer sped to their side and leaned down to kiss Sydney’s hair.

      “That was one part bloody brilliant and two parts reckless, my darling,” he said, then switched to their intimate frequency, not wanting to alarm her wide-eyed sister more than she already appeared to be. “If I were human, I would swear you’d knocked a decade off my life.”

      Sydney’s lips wobbled as she continued to stroke Tiana’s hair. “It’s a good thing you’re not human, then.”

      After a moment, she gently lifted the Robe high enough to show Spencer that Tiana’s burn blisters were completely healed. She shifted from her knees to her butt in the sand, her head bowing, her shoulders curving forward as she released a heavy breath and rubbed her eyes.

      Tiana sat up and leaned forward to move into Sydney’s raised arms. “What’s going on?” She shivered, glancing at the Robe that had bunched up in her lap. “And what’s with this thing?”

      “It’s a holy object that can protect us,” Sydney said. “I’ll tell you everything later. For now, we need to get you out of here. You’ve been through a horrible ordeal.”

      Spencer ran ever widening circles around the two women, sending his senses out to feel for Baal’s trail. The Robe had definitely hurt him, but for how long was anyone’s guess. He returned to crouch down next to the Ashby sisters.

      “You know how they always tell you not to engage with bullies?” At Sydney’s nod, he continued, “it’s the same with rephaim and the nephilim. Do not engage with either of the power demons unless you have no other choice. Got it?”

      She nodded again. Tiana’s eyes rounded.

      “I think I wanna go home now,” she said, shakily. “Fo’ real.”

      Sydney hugged her sister, speaking in low tones as Ari—Katherine’s tall Viking—reached out to Spencer. “We’ve dealt with the nephilim in the area, but the rephaim scattered. Are you still at the Bridge?”

      From the northeast, an explosion shot blue and orange flames skyward.

      “Glad you’ve arrived, Grimm. Yes, I’m still here, along with your scattered bringers of chaos.” Spencer rolled his shoulders, stoking his fire element at a cellular level. “Your presence is much appreciated. Now let’s go kick some ass.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 42

          

        

      

    

    
      Sydney thanked the Robe for casting out her sister’s demon, promising to go to mass three times a week for the rest of her life if her whole family made it out of this alive. She lifted the holy garment from Tiana’s lap. “Here. Put this on. It will protect you while I help Spencer.”

      WHOOSH! With a deafening rush of wings, blunt talons plucked the Robe from Sydney’s grasp.

      She stared at her bare hands, unblinking, a mass wave of disbelief white-washing her consciousness until Tiana’s slack-jawed, eyes-wide-as-saucers facial expression knocked her back into reality.

      “What? Noooo! Come back!” Sydney hollered so loud her vocal chords burned as she sprinted down the beach after the enormous condor. But it was too late. The massive bird flew up and away, disappearing into the sky made unnaturally dark by Baal’s black snow. “Oh my God.” She dropped to her knees in the sand, curling down, covering her face with her forearms.

      What had she done?

      “I lost the Robe…to a bird!” Her admission was a whisper.

      Spencer made no response from wherever he’d gone. Instead the Earth and sands recoiled as multiple explosions rocked up and down the beach and blew large sections of the Bridge into the sky. Galvanized steel cables undulated snakelike through the dissipating fog and snow, car-sized hunks of concrete and twisted orange metal twirling in their midst.

      As unreal as it was to witness—seriously, it was the stuff of nightmares for someone from the Bay Area—it was easier to see now. Was Baal weakening, his fog and snow slackening?

      She thought she heard sirens in the distance. She scrambled to her feet and ran to where Tiana stood staring in the direction the condor had flown away. She pulled her sister along, making their way to the beach parking lot, away from the worst of the fighting.

      Sydney scanned the parking lot until she spied an older-body, gold Honda Accord with copious amounts of rust. Jackpot. Older cars were easier to hotwire.

      Even better, when she got to it, she found it unlocked.

      Sydney crouched down under the steering wheel, pulling off the plastic panel under the steering column to expose the ignition cylinder and the wires running to it. She found the battery and starter wires, cutting the power wires from the cylinder with a careful, laser-thin stream of fire from her fingertip. She stripped the ends and connected them by twisting them together to provide power to the car’s electrical systems. Then she cut the starter wires with her self-generated laser, touching them together gingerly to start the car.

      Pushing up from the floorboards, she guided Tiana into the driver’s seat, leaning down to stare intently into her dark eyes. “Get your butt to Laura’s. She’ll know how to turn this rust-bucket off. Then you two grab all the table salt she has in her house and lay it down along all the windowsills and in front of all the doors like a thick line of coke. Don’t open any door and windows until you hear from me. Got it?”

      “Swear to God girl, this is crazy.”

      Sydney’s heart throbbed. “No, swear to me you’ll do all that, Tiana. Just like I said.”

      “Come with me,” Tiana begged.

      Sydney shook her head rapidly. “I can’t. Spencer needs me.” And I have to atone for losing the mother-effing holy relic that’s as old as Jesus. “I love you, T.” She gave her sister a quick hug, then backed away from the car. “Now get out of here. And don’t stop for anything.”

      She chewed on her lower lip as she watched the Honda sputter and backfire in three deafening pops that shot fire out the tailpipe as it moved toward the parking lot exit.

      Tiana slammed on the breaks and stuck her head out the window, looking back at Sydney with storm clouds on her face. “This ride is gonna slay me faster than that beetle monster!”

      Sydney bore down on an inappropriate fit of laughter as she ran through the car’s possible issues: an exhaust leak, air injection system diverter valve problem, messed up engine timing, an improperly adjusted carburetor, a damaged catalytic converter, or a clogged fuel filter?

      Nothing that wouldn’t get Tiana where she needed to be. Hopefully.

      “It’s only an emission system malfunction—nothing serious. I’ll fix the owner’s car for free when it gets you where you need to be.” She waved her hand vigorously. “Now get out of here!”

      “‘Aight, but if this car blows me up, Imma come for you in the afterlife, sis.” Tiana blew her a kiss, ducked her head back in the car, and backfired her way out of the parking lot.

      Alone again, Sydney ran from the parking lot, passing Battery Chamberlin, the artillery unit of The Presidio. She ducked into the cluster of trees south of the sand ladder when she felt Spencer’s energy rising and falling as he battled the dark ones.

      She couldn’t see him, so she wanted to reach out to assure herself he was okay, but she was afraid to distract him. What could she do to help? She didn’t even have the Robe anymore.

      A great wind shuddered through the tree boughs as her gaze snagged on a gleaming sword beside a bush. Jinx’s or Spencer’s xiphos?

      She ran to pick it up as three Guardians dropped from the sky and began attacking the rephaim that flanked Baal, who knelt on the sand close to the surf, straddling a thrashing body. Her glance went over the archdemon’s shoulder.

      Spencer!

      Baal held him down, pressing another Guardian sword into the right quadrant of his chest.

      No! Sydney ran toward them, gripping the xiphos in both hands. Spencer rolled, then twisted supersonically fast, using his powerful legs to shove Baal backwards with a burst of raw power.

      The archdemon’s arms flailed in the air as he lost footing. Falling back toward Sydney. Time unfurled unnaturally slow. Old words, suffused with hair-raising evil, winging through the atmosphere along with the buzzing of a million flies. I am Beelzebub! The sound of rage. And buzzing. Low. Insane.

      Terrifying as he fell.

      Falling. Buzzing. A swarm.

      The Fallen.

      An infinity of milliseconds later…IMPACT with the sword Sydney held.

      She staggered back as Beelzebub’s true demonic form revealed itself. Tall, arcing black horns pushing violently from a purplish-red, skeletal face. Wide eye sockets, gleaming red in the centers. Body of black bones, so many more than human, layer upon layer of razor-edged, sooty bones, flaring out into long, paper-thin columns at his back like the wings of a desiccated flying insect.

      Hands with long-fingered claws and spurs tore fruitlessly at the air. The searing pain in Sydney’s ears from the archdemon’s bellow merged with the burningburningburning in her hands from the acid that poured from his bones.

      A sliver of time that continued endless until she was pulled from beneath his writhing form. Neo shoved her into Jinx’s embrace as Raj and Ari hurled a volley of Molotov cocktails to stun the archdemon.

      Spencer—so bloody she couldn’t see a single intact patch of skin on him—withdrew the xiphos from Baal’s back, moving so fast she couldn’t even blink before the sword sang through the air, cleaving Baal’s horned head from his body.

      A great rumble fanned out across the beach. The Guardians lurched airborne, streaming safely away, Sydney in Spencer’s arms as the Earth split open at the water’s edge to swallow Baal whole.

      Then the sand sifted, rippling, sliding together flawlessly.

      The heavy, black snowflakes twinkled and then exploded in millions of miniature crystalline detonations like black diamond chips crushed to powder by an invisible giant.

      In the newly clear skies, morning birdsong rang out amid a growing crescendo of approaching police sirens.

      Sydney blinked, blinded in the sunshine after all the gloom. No more fire in the Bay. No beetles, flies, rephaim, or other creatures that would probably always haunt her nightmares.

      It was the Baker Beach she’d always known.

      Except for the famous bridge, now a twisted, orange wreckage. Sydney brought her hands to her heart.

      Like the bridge, she’d never be the same.

      But we’re still here. Alive.

      She turned to look for Spencer, her smile morphing into a scream for help as her soul mate collapsed, his sword dropping heavily to the beach, his other hand falling away from his belly, blood and entrails spilling in a gruesome flood across the pristine sand.
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      Spencer opened the bedroom door, wincing as it creaked loud enough to rouse the dead. He released the handle and turned away to return to his office when Sydney’s sleep-soft voice called to him from beneath the covers. She needed more sleep, but…he couldn’t stay away.

      He pushed the offensive door the rest of the way open, then closed it behind him. He paused halfway to the bed, struck as always by her beauty when she pushed the covers back with a sexy, sleepy smile.

      “Come here, you hunk of burnin’ English love.”

      Damn, he was crazy about her. He toed off his loafers, barely making it onto the mattress before she was removing his tie and unbuttoning his shirt. “I’m sorry to wake you,” he said, running his hands up her arms. Her skin was deliciously warm and smooth.

      “No, you’re not.”

      One side of his lips tipped up. “So saucy first thing in the morning. I approve.”

      Her eyes clouded over, and she sat back on her delectable ass. “I have no right to be. I still can’t believe I lost the Robe. I’m so sorry. If Alexios finds out, he’ll kill me, won’t he?”

      He couldn’t stand to see her so upset. He pinned her to the mattress, staring down into her exquisite eyes that were his favorite color in all the world. “We’ll get it back. Nate said Jinx has a lead on where the condor might have gone with it. If anyone can track it, she can. With her air element, she can communicate with the avian species.”

      He didn’t bother to tell Sydney that Nate had lost contact with Jinx a few hours ago, and that her team was growing worried about the demonic activity heating up around her club.

      “How can we help her?”

      He pressed a kiss to her temple. “I’ll let you know if something comes up. But she can likely handle it on her own. Jinx’s fragile appearance belies an aggressive, blood-thirsty soul. She’s fooled humans and demons alike since the Twelfth Century in feudal Japan.”

      Sydney pushed against his chest to gaze up at him. “Wow. Hard to believe she’s even more ancient than you.”

      He cocked a brow, fighting the pull to rise to her challenge. Remember what’s best for her. “You wound me, darling.”

      Her lips quirked. He burned to taste them to see if they were as devilish as they looked. Don’t do it. Her fingers skimmed down the center of his spine and his leave-her-alone resolve skidded further down the slippery slope.

      She leaned up to press a feather-soft kiss to his lips. “You did whatever needed to be done to protect all of us. Thank you for keeping my family safe and for donating funds so the pharmaceutical company can begin operations in their temporary location. Mom said Joaquin should have his medicine within a couple of weeks. Without you...”

      “Without me, your family wouldn’t have even been on Baal’s radar in the first place, so there is need for gratitude.”

      “Oh, but there is, for you and for the safe recovery of Shadow and Pepper. We will mourn Atamu and the others, but we also have to hold on to the good news, our successful outcome, and be thankful.”

      She grabbed his hand, her eyes earnest. “All my life I’ve believed I’m a product of my choices. If I was ever unhappy, it was my own fault. I still believe we are the creators of our own destiny, but through this experience I’ve also learned that there are other forces at work influencing our paths. If I would have had my way on my birthday, I would’ve stayed home, eating my way through a tub of ice cream. Instead, Laura got me out of my box. I came to Inferno, and I found you.”

      “We found each other.”

      She nodded. “I feel like my eyes have been opened to so much—hello, demons and possession and holy objects. There is so much beneath the surface. This experience has taught me to look deeper. See more. Thank you for that, too.”

      He forced himself to roll off her and lean back against the headboard. She followed him up, scooting to her knees in front of him, the sheet grasped absently to her breasts. He looked away.

      “Spencer? I meant that as a compliment.”

      He didn’t deserve her gratitude. His chest felt itchy, and his fists burned for a nice expanse of drywall to pound. “Tiana is still shaken up from the events. Perhaps it would be best if I clear her memories.” His voice sounded wooden, even to him.

      She grabbed his chin, swiveling his face to look at her. Her eyes snapped blue fire. “One, you will not wipe Tiana’s mind. Two, don’t change the damn subject when I’ve just poured my heart out to you. And three, I love your guts, you contrary Englishman. What are you going to do about that?”

      He could do naught, but stare into her eyes. The fire in them softened to a smolder. An answering flame rose up within him. His lips opened, and he leaned into her. I don’t deserve you or your love, he thought, keeping the words to himself.

      He closed his eyes to fight the impossible temptation to take. Take like he always had. “I wish you could see inside my black heart for a moment. You would realize how selfish I truly am. Do not mistake your relief in being free of Baal’s nefarious clutches for feelings of love. Once the dust settles and you resume your happy life at work and with your family, you’ll see how impossible it would be to fit into this world I inhabit. You deserve happiness and light, Sydney. Not demons and darkness.” Each word he spoke was a knife-stab in his own heart. But it was for the best.

      For her best.

      His limbs weighed a thousand pounds as he slid from their warm bed to walk to the window. He tried to summon the apathy and dispassion he’d cultivated—and almost perfected—for hundreds of years, but today it had abandoned him.

      He heard the sheets rustle behind him, but he dared not look back. She would dress and leave him. His chin dropped to his chest as an emptiness spread through him. Don’t turn around. Watching her walk out his door would be one more aching memory he’d never be able to erase.

      He startled when her hands wound round his naked trunk, and she laid her cheek against his back. He gritted his teeth against a surge of emotion. The way her touch made his body always come to life. His hands crushed hers involuntarily, he couldn’t hold back from touching her, pressing back against her one last time. As unfair as it was to experience such a wrenching goodbye, he was a glutton for punishment. A glutton for her.

      They stayed that way, him afraid to move, afraid she’d move, afraid he’d lose the last shred of his honor and beg her to stay with him even though he was every kind of wrong for her.

      Her hands began to roam. His body hardened. “Sydney...”

      “Shhh.” Her fingertips tested the hollow of his bellybutton. Then the spear of hairs that disappeared beneath his trousers. He held his breath.

      “I know you’re a proud man, Spencer. And I know you’re trying to scare me. To push me away because you think it’s for my protection. You think you don’t deserve happiness because you’re selfish, but surely you can see that only those who are truly selfish don’t put the needs of others before their own. You have done that over and over for me.”

      She slipped between him and the window to peer up at him. The sunlight struck her hair, making it come alive in vivid reds, oranges, golds. He lifted a hand to test the strands to see if they were burning.

      She reached up and brought both of his hands to lay them against her chest where her heart beat strong and steady. “Spencer, I want to be with you for however long we’re given. You let me be me. You respect who I am and aren’t trying to make me something I’m not. Believe me, I know how rare that is, and I don’t want to let it get away. Let you get away, no matter what obstacles stand in our way. Please don’t take away my choice...unless you truly don’t want me.”

      “The thought of losing you...” his whisper died away in the still room.

      The pads of her thumbs caressed his cheekbones. “Worry robs our peace. Our joy. I want you. I love you. Bond with me, Spencer.”

      A flood of emotion burned through him, rushing outward in a growl and release of elemental passion as the curtains caught fire. He scooped her up into his arms. He lifted her, pinning her to the wall as flames licked and danced around them, speaking a word of command to confine the destruction to this room.

      She dropped the sheet and laughed until his lips, his mouth, his teeth tested the softness of her breasts, her belly. When he eased back up her body, she wrapped her legs around his hips with a shuddering sigh, and it was so right.

      So very right.

      He turned and brought her to the bed, the covers, the mattress, now liquid fire. Molten magma. His soul hungered for this communal fire with her. God. Yet he hesitated.

      “Trust that I am yours,” she spoke in his mind.

      His arms shook when he knelt in the frothing lava, tensing when he lowered her, inch by inch into the magma until she sighed and stretched languidly, the smile on her face inviting, naughty, and impossible to resist. He dove onto her body, splashing the lava against the walls, melting the paint and plaster, destroying, burning only as far into the walls and floor as he’d commanded. Their bodies sizzled, cushioned by that which defined his existence as a Guardian.

      Fire.

      His thighs parted her legs, his erection throbbing as he slid along her crease, teasing, tormenting. Her hands, mouth, fingernails, hips, urging, building a fire as hot inside him as that which licked across his skin. He sucked on her neck, drew her earlobe into his mouth, thumbs tracing her nipples, hands testing the weight of her breasts, his hips rotating, grinding the base of his cock against her clit, his sack full and tight, every part of him restless and insatiable.

      She bucked impatiently, hands slapping his ass. “Spencer, please.”

      He leaned up on his elbows. Took in the pleasure and pain on her flushed face and in the eyes that would ever anchor him. He gritted his teeth as he forced his pace to slow. He wanted her to be sure. “Once we go down this road, there is no turning back. And know, this road is more often dark than light.”

      “I choose you.”

      An aching fullness in his throat. He laid his forehead against hers and began to rub against her again, slowly this time until he shifted and poised at her center. He kissed her deeply, then lifted his head to communicate all the years of loneliness, the despair, the self-hatred, and her ultimate healing love. “I am yours and you are mine,” he breathed.
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      “I am yours and you are mine,” Sydney echoed and took him deep into her body and soul, his heat, his flaws, his goodness and with every sinew and capillary and bone she tried to give back to him everything he’d brought into her world. Her movements matched his in perfect syncopation. Met him, thrust for thrust. Vocalizations rising above the snapping of the magma which was a wonder and an aphrodisiac around them.

      Spencer ground into her, his eyes burning intently. The heat inside her began to spark, her head twisted in the thick, red-orange, buoying liquid. She grasped his slick body, pulling him closer, her legs wrapping around him.

      “So deep.”

      “Never going to leave,” he growled in her mind, head close to hers, the tips of his hair brushing her cheeks as he looked down to where their bodies meshed. He slid, full, thick, throbbing into her once more, and she gasped, her body seeming to melt, solidify, then expand outward in a million frigid shards of ice. She shivered deliciously, moaning with the sensations—heady, breathless, consuming.

      She brought her hands to her breasts when Spencer leaned back to grind, to watch with dark, hungry eyes as her orgasm continued to build, until that great dam burst, and she flowed expansively, violently, a shattering and a remaking.

      She felt him, felt his attention, felt his rising passion, his expanding darkness like a cocoon around her. She welcomed it, whispered to it and then it broke against her, an earthy, old-as-time knife edge of pleasure that sharpened her own.

      Spencer. Mine. His essence pouring into her as his lips opened next to her ear. Her name, then foreign words, erotic and primal, spilling from his mouth. Binding them. Their lives. She felt it, reveled in it.

      Forever.

      Beyond her death. Beautiful. Thank you.

      She held him to her as his thundering heart slowed against her.

      Gradually, she became aware of the change in the room. Under them. Cold. Icicles hung from intact curtains that had been in flames moments ago. Her teeth chattered, and wow, it felt exhilarating. She laughed, confused as she tried to push Spencer up so she could take a better look around the room.

      Spencer scraped his stubble against her neck, nuzzling, his breath hot and arousing against her skin. She scraped her fingernails against his back. “Something’s happened.”

      “Mmm, I’ll say. Let’s do it again.” He did the roll-thing with his hips once more and heat shot up her body.

      “I’m serious. There are icicles on the walls and curtains that we torched a bit ago.”

      He rolled over and hauled her onto his chest. He went still, taking in the extreme changes. Not only was there ice on the walls and curtains, but there were fat snowflakes falling down on the remaining pools of lava, sizzling as they hit the surface and then merging with the magma, changing both elements into a glimmering jewel, one side obsidian, the other as crystalline and sparkling as a diamond.

      “Bloody brilliant!” Spencer scooted up, pulling Sydney with him.

      “What’s happening?” she asked.

      “Hold out your hand. Can you make a fire as before?”

      She lifted her right palm and focused on building a spark. But instead of flames, a transparent shard of ice appeared. She gasped and closed her hand into a fist, and it was gone. He smiled at her, an arrogant, reassuring lift of his lips. “Try again, but this time, keep trying to build whatever appears.”

      She did, and the shard of ice was soon accompanied by snowflakes, which became a snowball and pretty soon, a roiling mini blizzard in the palm of her hand. “What? How is this possible?”

      “I suppose this is what you might refer to as yin and yang.” Spencer passed his hand in front of him, making the icicles break apart with a spear of fire. He directed more heat at the curtains, and they burst into flame once more.

      He smiled. “Send your icy storm at the curtains, let’s see what happens.”

      She thrust her hand outward, launching the living weather at the silk. When her cold met the heat, the elements once again merged into a light and dark jewel, plunking heavily onto the walnut floor.

      She laughed and clapped her hands. “That’s amazing!”

      He laid back down on the bed, then grabbed her around the waist to pull her on top of him before she could scoot off the bed to grab one of the jewels for closer inspection. “You’re amazing,” he said, huskily.

      “We neutralize each other.”

      “Nay, my goddess. We create something altogether new,” he corrected.

      She liked his version better.

      “How will this help us fight the demons?”

      “I’m sure we’ll find out. Between this new discovery and Jessie’s angel feathers, perhaps the Guardians will finally begin to make some headway on the world’s demon problem.”

      She leaned down to kiss him, then used all her willpower to break away. But if Spencer could be unselfish, she needed to be, too. “We should check on Jinx, see if anyone’s heard from her yet.”

      His large hands wrapped around her upper arms to bring her back, flush against his chest. “Hell will break upon Jinx’s club soon, of that we can be certain. But in the meantime, I think we should rest and recharge. I have lots of ideas how we can do that.”

      She smiled into his twinkling eyes. “Is that you being patient or impatient?”

      “It took me four hundred years to find you, Sydney. How’s that for an exercise in bloody patience?”

      She laughed. “Okay, point taken. But if we don’t hear from Jinx in another hour or two, let’s go looking for her.”

      He tweaked her nose. “Agreed. Until then, I have another mission I plan to take very seriously.”

      How very convincing he could be. She stretched sensuously on top of him, delighting in the sudden darkening of his eyes. “And what might that mission be, my Lord Jameson?”

      He grasped her cheeks and kissed her soundly. “Oh, you are a treat.” He leaned up to nip at her bottom lip again. “Well, my lady mechanic.” He grasped, then lifted her hips to sheath himself in her body, eliciting groans from them both. “How about I show you?”

      And show her he did.

      With five hundred kisses and five hundred strokes, he loved her. The jewels born of their loving spilling across the floor, dark and light, gleaming weapons of hope against the evil that was soon to come.
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