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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Kyrian sidestepped a clothing rack, giving a wide berth to two half-naked women as they grappled and swung. Screeching at a decibel beyond imagination, their altercation seemed to be focused on the last Cat Woman costume in size four and the Superhero Halloween party of the century tomorrow night. The blonde salesgirl—ironically dressed as a naughty cop—tried to hold them apart, while her brunette Pocha-hottie co-worker muttered into her walkie for help. 
 
    Cue two muscle-heads in stretched black tee’s striding in to break up the fun. 
 
    Amusing as a catfight would normally be, the influx of testosterone and hostility made Kyrian itch. He slid beyond the drama and followed the short corridor to the close quarters of the boutique’s private dressing area. 
 
    From the back, the mass of hulking male acting as a blockade could have been either of the Egyptian twins. The absence of a spiked dog-collar gave it away. Kyrian drew a deep breath, hoped for the best and steeled himself for the worst. “Seth. How’s things, my brother?” 
 
    “Greek.” Seth offered up his tattooed fist for a bump and shifted to unblock the entry. “Same ole. Cleaning up on the streets and in the sheets. You? How’s the clinic and that Lightworlder doc of yours?” 
 
    Kyrian shrugged. Stepping into the ten-by-ten mirrored sitting area, he positioned himself to watch the doorway and the corridor beyond. “Clinic’s almost operational. Drina’s a rock star. She’s got mean skills.” 
 
    Seth’s cool smile morphed into a slow, sly grin he’d seen all too often. Horny motherfucker. “I hear that.” 
 
    Really? Was there anyone in the three realms Seth and his twin hadn’t sampled—jointly or one-on-one. Kyrian rubbed a hand across his jaw and exhaled. “At least tell me you treated her well. It was just you, right? Seth?” 
 
    Seth chuckled and waggled his brows. “Consenting adults, Greek. S’all good. And trust me, you don’t need the details.” Seth resumed his position in front of the access hallway, his bulk sucking the walls of the space in close and the ceiling down tight. His brother-in-arms wasn’t one of those bulging ’roid-droid types. Seth and his twin were massive warriors who fed, fought, and fucked like machines.  
 
    Kyrian met his gaze and tried to read his mood. “You don’t seem surprised to see me. We good?” 
 
    “Us? Always.” As he scrubbed his fingertips against his dark, buzzcut hair, his jacket shifted, and the butt of his Glock made a quick appearance. He had his double holster on, so the matching piece would be under the other arm of his trench. Kyrian approved; the guy was guarding precious cargo. “And no, I’m not surprised she insisted on a shopping trip today. She misses you fierce, and a mall crawl is the one place Zander would never follow.” 
 
    Kyrian leaned forward and lowered his voice. “So, how is Z? How’s his control?” 
 
    Seth locked eyes on the fitting room door and frowned. “With her . . . perfect. I’ve never seen anything like it. He’ll be about to go Candu reactor over something, and she’ll lay her palm on his chest and you can actually feel the energy in the air settle. With everyone else . . . well, let’s say we’re all giving him space.” 
 
    Kyrian knew about giving Zander’s dark side space. After Austin’s resurrection from the dead, she’d lain unconscious for three days. During those uncertain seventy-two hours, Zander lost himself to the full force of his transformation. He’d ripped into the Shedim Master responsible for the attack; violated and tortured the bastard, like one of the vile scum they were bred to fight against. He never imagined Zander capable of crossing that line. Still couldn’t believe it. 
 
    With all traces of duty and honor lost, reasoning with Zander had been impossible. Kyrian had stepped in to save his brother’s soul. Zander, however, didn’t see it that way. 
 
    “She in there?” 
 
    Seth nodded. “If you’ve got our girl, I’ll go check out the squawk-and-scuffle and give you two some privacy.” 
 
    “Thanks, my man. And Seth . . .” His brother glanced back over his shoulder and Kyrian was struck by how much he’d missed the wisecracking pain in the ass. “I swear I won’t jam you up with Zander. If he finds out, I’ll fall on the blade.” 
 
    Seth waved away Kyrian’s concern. “S’all good, Greek. S’all good.” 
 
    Alone in the boxy sitting area, Kyrian shifted for a better defensive position and scanned the mirrored walls of the room. The way they were angled reflected twenty little white platform stages, twenty pansy-assed velveteen sofas, and twenty ash-blond Greeks that hadn’t slept in waaay too long. He leaned forward, giving the hollows under his cheekbones and the dark circles under his eyes a dispassionate once over. Man, those bags reflected back at him gave his face a hard-ass edge. 
 
    He slid his fingers down the front of his new Balmain military jacket and released the silver epaulets from their moorings. The two halves of his jacket hung open. It would be the work of a split second to reach his twin SIG forty’s tucked snug at the small of his back. And if needed, he had another dozen weapons concealed in inside pockets, depending on what type of Daemon or evil had the balls to slither into his path. 
 
     He rapped a knuckle on the buttercream colored door. “How you doing in there, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Kyrian!” Austin’s silky southern drawl pegged him square in the chest. The door flung open and she latched around him. Silky mahogany hair brushed his cheek and a wave of coconut shampoo filled his senses. “I’m so glad you’re here. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    He needed to loosen the cage of their embrace before his scent was all over her. He willed his arms to release her or his legs to take a step back, but that was a big no-go. He was rooted in place, right where he needed to be. His fingers clenched her hair, and he pulled her closer. For the first time in two months, he drew a full, deep breath. “So, how’s married life?” 
 
    “Can we sit?” 
 
    He guided Austin toward the loveseat opposite the mirrored walls and helped her settle. Being blind didn’t slow her down any, and even less now that she saw members of the Otherworld. The positioning of the couch compromised his line-of-sight to the entrance a little, but he sat on her left, so his dagger hand was free to defend, if need be.  
 
    Austin proceeded to fill him in on everything he’d missed at the loft. After fighting within his squad for the past millennia, two months of exile was negligible. Honestly, he didn’t care what Daemon drama they’d faced since Zander had taken him off rotation. Serpentine. Poltergeist. Wraith. None of it held his interest. At least not in that moment. 
 
    He let her talk and drank in every word.  
 
    The smooth southern cadence and her never-ending smile warmed him within. Damn. Only a bastard fixated on a woman married to his brother. Zander and Austin were in love. And he wouldn’t change that for all the longing in his pitifully empty life. Whatever. 
 
    This thing he felt for her was what it was—and he had no idea what that was. 
 
    Over the course of the next half hour, the two salesgirls poked their heads in to check on them, like expectant prairie dogs. When it was obvious Austin wouldn’t be hurried or interrupted, they retreated to the chaos of their ‘End of Summer’ sale up front, looking like they needed a little liquid sedative and some TLC after closing. 
 
    He sighed. They weren’t the only ones. After a couple of hours out with Austin, he was going to be raw and only too happy to join them in smoothing away the rough edges of the day. He might even pop back and take them up on that. Once Austin was safely back in the loft with her husband, of course. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Austin stepped onto the little platform stage and struck a pose, so that twenty Austins sporting wrist-biting, ice-blue, goddess costumes reflected back at him. The sheer fabric cut low enough up front to make a monk stand at attention and high enough along her silky thighs to barely cover her hoohaw—as she called it. 
 
    “You are utterly delicious, sweetheart,” he swallowed, “but Zander will be homicidal the entire night if you wear that. Killing club clientele is bad for business. I think a full-length gown would be better.” 
 
    Austin swept her chestnut hair up into a chignon and pivoted like a runway model. “Such a den mother, Kyrian. I invited you shopping so I wouldn’t end up being covered stem to stern. If Zander gets his way, I’ll be a nun or a mummy or something.” 
 
    He laughed. She had Z pegged. 
 
    She dropped her hair and it cascaded down her back. He watched as it caught the halogen lights twinkling from all angles. She tilted her head to the side and turned her hazel gaze on him. “It’s my first theme night at the club. I want to turn heads. Besides, if I wear a full-length gown, nobody will see my gladiator heels.” 
 
    He scanned the long line of her legs and shook his head. Gold leather straps wrapped up from four-inch heels to tie just below her knee. “I lived through the rise and fall of the Roman Empire, cowgirl, and no gladiator ever wore heels like that.” 
 
    “Too tough to maneuver the sand of the Colosseum?” 
 
    “And too much hair on their legs to pull it off.” 
 
    She giggled. “Fortunately, there’s no sand on the dance floor of the club and I shaved my legs this morning. I’m good.” 
 
    Scratching the nape of his neck, he knew this ship was sinking. “Austin, you realize Z is going to have an aneurysm when he sees you wearing this, right? Blood will be spilled.” 
 
    The glimmer in her eyes told him she was counting on it. 
 
    “Yee-fucking-haw, Austin,” Seth choked, stepping back into the change area. “We’re buying that one too, right?” 
 
    She smiled and sauntered back into the  fitting room. “Thanks, Seth, and yes. Can you settle up? I’m wore out, and don’t want Zander riled because we’re out in the big, bad world too long.” 
 
    “As you wish, milady.” Seth grabbed the costume and the gold, strappy shoes as she opened the door a crack and handed them out. 
 
    Kyrian passed over a Lady Zorro costume with leather thigh-high boots and a naughty nurse costume with a stethoscope that was laying on the arm of the sofa.  
 
    “Oh, and Seth?” she said, peeking out the door. “Could you grab a full-length goddess costume too? No way is Zander letting me out of the loft in any of the others.” 
 
    Seth nodded and left to take care of things. 
 
    Kyrian laughed and checked himself in the mirror. “Okay, you had me going for a minute. I honestly thought you meant to wear those to the party at the club.” 
 
    Her laughter rang strong, and the sweet chime expanded in his tight chest, filling his lungs. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie?” She stepped out of the change room in worn jeans and a cotton, peasant blouse. She swung her purse over her shoulder and pretty much knocked him stupid. “We’re picking up Thai takeout on the way home. I’m crazy hungry. Any chance you might come back with us for dinner?” 
 
    Kyrian’s bubble burst. “Sorry, sweetheart. Drina’s waiting at the clinic—” 
 
    She narrowed her gaze and pointed a manicured finger at his chest. “You two must think I’m dumber than dirt. I don’t buy all this clinic malarkey. I know y’all think you’re protecting me, but you will never fix what’s broken by avoiding each other. Grab hold of those reins, big boy, and come home.” 
 
    As they headed out to the main part of the store, he tucked her in close. “Give it time, sweetheart. I’m fine at the clinic until Zander’s emotions settle.” 
 
    “A racetrack is not a home. I spent fifteen years practically living in horse stalls, and I know. Your home is at the loft.” 
 
    “Not right now, it isn’t. But don’t worry, s’all good.” 
 
    Austin sighed. “I’ll keep at him. I’m sure if—” 
 
    He squeezed her to his side and kissed her cheek. She smelled like Z. The male was all over her skin. “Let it be, cowgirl. Zander’s adjusting to a lot and his beast is stubborn as hell. He’ll come around, and in the meantime, all you have to do is decide which costume he’s going to rip off you first. You’re about to make Zander a very happy man.” 
 
      
 
    Austin pretended not to notice the tightness in Kyrian’s usually charming smile. He and Zander played a good game. They spoke cordially when folks were watching, but she knew her husband’s second in command as well as she knew Zander. 
 
    Best friends were like that. 
 
    Something had knocked their relationship off the trail when she was kidnapped and killed by Stryker. Neither would speak of those horrible days—none of the warriors, actually—but she understood why. Zander almost killed himself drawing her back from the dead. And Danel was hurt so badly he would likely never fight again. 
 
    “You okay, sweetheart?” Kyrian asked. 
 
    She nodded and accepted the bags to keep Seth and Kyrian’s hands-free for weapons. With a hold on Kyrian’s elbow, they escorted her from the costume boutique out into the wide expanse of the Eaton Centre. The concrete and glass surfaces of the massive mall caused the sounds to bounce around from all angles. The noise disoriented her a bit. She preferred to walk on her own with Stetson to guide her but Zander thought it easier for his men to whisk her to safety without a ninety-pound chocolate lab getting into the mix. 
 
    She loved the Eaton Centre. They hated it. 
 
    Kyrian was a shopping man-whore, and Seth was usually up for anything, but the security issues with sight lines in a place made mostly of glass made her bodyguards as nervous as long-tailed cats in a room of rocking chairs. Actually, they were Nephilim warriors in a world full of demons, but the metaphor remained the same. 
 
    She glanced up to where skylights arched six storeys above their heads. The sun’s light warmed her face as she imagined the flock of sculpted Canada geese that hung suspended in flight beneath the slate blue October sky. Kyrian had described it to her in detail the day he hid her from the Archangels. Zander risked everything so they could be together.  
 
    Only, she thought they’d all be together. 
 
    She drew a deep breath and tried not to tear up. Zander’s magic mojo had given her back more than her life . . . it had given her him and his men. They were her life now. And ever since Lady Divinity blessed their union, she’d been able to see them. Not in the traditional sense of sight, but she could see the auras and colors of the Otherworld around her.  
 
    It was a kaleidoscope of silhouettes and colors and, in the case of Zander, Kyrian, and the others, she could see them fully. Their massive outlines, their muscle-bound warrior frames, and their Watchers’ marks—the ornate tattoo record of the demon souls they claimed and carried within them. They were terrifyingly beautiful. 
 
    As the mechanical hiss signaled the arrival of the glass elevator, Kyrian’s palm left the small of her back and Seth shielded their entry. She heard the human shoppers shuffle behind them, and moved to enter. Kyrian stood at his full height and breadth to block their entrance. Though the mall crowd started to complain, whatever expression he threw their way stopped all objections. 
 
    Confident, powerful, and as alpha as her Sumerian husband, the olive-skinned Greek was a credit to the warrior training he’d received millennia ago. Not as massive as Seth and Phoenix’s pro-wrestler physiques, Kyrian was lithe, wickedly sexy, and intimidated everyone. 
 
    Well, everyone except her and Zander. 
 
    When the doors hissed shut, the elevator began its descent. Kyrian shifted and joined Seth in blocking her from the glass walls of the elevator. The pair scanned the flurry of shoppers below, muttering observations of humans and Otherworlders flitting and filling the atrium below. Mothers with strollers sat along the edge of the fountain, and shoppers laden down with bags rode up and down the escalators in a life-sized game of Chutes and Ladders. 
 
    The humans couldn’t see that those were Daemons among them, but they could. The Seraph blood running in Nephilim veins allowed them to see past the enchantments that disguised the identities of both Dark and Light. And now, she could see those things too. Things she’d never known back when she’d lived life as an oblivious human. Things she sometimes wished she couldn’t see now. 
 
    Seth retrieved his phone from the hip pocket of his long, leather slicker and raised it to his ear. “Side door in two, my brother.” 
 
    Outside the confines of the elevator, the sharp echo of a thousand voices bombarded. It lowered, decibel by decibel, as they made their way from the main floor of the center, down a side hall, and toward the parking garage. Austin knew the drill. Reaching the inside of the metal fire door, Seth looked out the hatched-glass window and waited the few seconds until a quick, sharp horn sounded on the other side. 
 
    She tucked in tight to Kyrian’s side. Zander was crazy overprotective, no doubt, but after experiencing the evil tip of the Darkworlder iceberg, she would never argue. She followed Kyrian’s lead through the door. If a security force made her angelman feel better when she was out in public, she’d deal. 
 
    One parking garage was the same as the next—the chill of concrete construction, the hum of fluorescent lights, the dank air that smelled like sweat, and the reverberating sounds of unseen activity above, below and beyond.  
 
    That activity set her boys on edge. 
 
    Kyrian’s grip tightened. His pale green gaze swept their surroundings. Fixated on all the gray and gloomy, his gaze hardened. She felt it then, that itch she’d gotten a few times since Zander brought her back. The needle-tip prickling at the back of her neck. A Nephilim early warning system that never came early enough. 
 
    “Gun!” Kyrian tackled her to the side. Bullets hissed past her ears. Concrete exploded. They hit the garage floor and pain erupted. The chill of the floor contrasted the heat spreading over her. Commands ricocheted as Seth and Phoenix closed in on them.  
 
    One moment, she was flat on the ground covered in a Kyrian blanket; the next, she was tossed into the back seat of the truck. Bullets rained down on them. The reinforced windows of the Navigator puckered and pocked, but nothing penetrated. Car horns sounded. Cries of shock and fear rang through the air as people scrambled to take cover. 
 
    Kyrian leaned into the back seat and ripped open her bloody shirt. Searching her skin, his fingers trembled, his eyes wild and filled with rage. 
 
    “Her arm,” Seth barked over his shoulder from where he covered Kyrian’s back. 
 
    Ripping a cloth strip from his shirt, Kyrian wrapped it around the wound until the pinch and ache had her crying out.  
 
    “It’s superficial. Seth, you’ve got her.” Kyrian rolled out of the truck and drew his weapon. “Phoenix, get her to the clinic. I’m on the shooter.” 
 
    “No!” Austin grappled to catch him, but the slamming door jarred her hand. White-hot pain shot through her shoulder as the truck interior swirled around in her head. “Seth, don’t let him go alone.” 
 
    Too late.  
 
    Seth piled in beside her. “You’re priority, cowgirl. Always.” 
 
    The truck barrelled past the rows of parked cars, out the gate, through the honking, screeching traffic, onto Yonge Street and up Shuter. The roar of the engine drowned out the shriek of tires as they wove through Toronto midday traffic. 
 
    “I’m fine, Phoenix.” She scrunched her eyes shut as brakes screeched and they swerved. Her stomach lurched, and she snapped them open again. “Don’t kill us trying to save me, please.” 
 
    “Shots fired on your Ishah,” Seth said into his phone. She heard Zander’s fury from two feet away. “Superficial . . . yes, I’m sure . . . I’m sure . . . It’s a fucking chicken wing, boss . . . we’re on the way to the clinic now.” 
 
    The violent baritone of her husband’s voice matched the rumble of thunder outside. Austin leaned closer to the window. She didn’t need sight to know the sky was darkening above and lightning was about to burst across the horizon.  
 
    Thunder cracked, and she flinched.  
 
    Zander’s connection to energy intensified when he’d gone through his transformation. What used to rattle pictures and burst a few light bulbs had grown to mortally dangerous levels. 
 
    Seth shook his head. “Okay, boss man, we’re on our way.” Shoving the phone back into his pocket, he leaned toward the front seat. “Change of plans. Z wants her brought to the loft. He’s calling in the archangel to heal her.” 
 
    “Raphael?” Austin shook her head. Her arm hurt, but it wasn’t that bad—not like last time. She ran a finger over the platinum wrist cuffs Zander had commissioned to hide the ugly pink scars on her wrists. She gathered the tattered halves of her blood-soaked shirt and winced. “Shoot. If I look like a Freddy Kruger victim, he’s going to flip.” 
 
    Seth moved to pull his black T-shirt over his head. 
 
    She stopped him. “I can’t have your scent on me when he’s panicked, Seth. His beast will rip you to shreds. Grab me the bag with the sweater I bought.” 
 
    Seth helped her out of the rag that, ten minutes ago, had been her favorite blouse, and eased her new sweater along her grazed arm and over her head. When she winced, he pegged her with a scowl. “You’re sure you’re not hurt anywhere else?” 
 
    “I’m sure, why?” 
 
    He held up his hands and though she couldn’t see the fabric, she could see the glow of Seraph blood. “That’s a lot of blood, isn’t it?” 
 
    Seth nodded and cursed. 
 
    Kyrian. All the blood drained from her head and the truck interior spun again. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Kyrian’s boots pounded the asphalt as his legs went piston. He palmed his SIG, and in a blurring sweep, passed rows of parked cars and scattered shoppers. Jumping over a concrete barricade, he went free-fall and dropped a level. The landing jarred his ribcage and shards of hot-agony splintered through his torso. He ignored the blotchy stars blocking his vision and locked his knees to keep from doing a face-plant on the concrete. 
 
    Whatever. Another day, another round of punishment for his body. 
 
    Digging deep into his keg of hatred, he pictured Austin lying beneath him on the garage floor. Then the memory of her in that Shedim cave flashed in. Her hung like dead carrion.  
 
    The kill urge of his inner beast roared to the forefront and cleared his head PDQ. The blare of a car horn and screech of tires had him Bo Duke-ing across the hood of a sedan. With his head solidly in the game, he kept moving. 
 
    The shooter had booked it on foot as soon as the Navigator cleared out. He hoped the fucker was stupid enough, or inconsequential enough, to have to keep hoofing it.  
 
    If he had tricks in his bag— 
 
    As the universe flipped him a middle-finger salute, the hair on his arms stood. The charge in the atmosphere signaled that a Bolthole had indeed opened. Austin’s attacker was attempting to scurry back up the Dark Prince’s ass crack.  
 
    Racing down the ramp to the next level, he rounded the concrete column, gun raised. If he could only get a shot off— 
 
    The shimmering energy bridging the two worlds swallowed the hulking silhouette and vanished. 
 
    Fuck. Kyrian tucked his weapon at the small of his back as a group of teenagers poured out of the elevator and looked him up and down. 
 
    “Whoa, buddy,” one of the hoodie dudes said, pointing. “You’re leaking bad, man.” 
 
    No shit. He glanced down. Blood plastered his shirt to his body and as much as he wanted to follow the shooter into the depths of the Darkworld, he wasn’t in any condition to start a Hell hunt. Grabbing his phone from his pocket, he waved off the lookie-loos and headed back up the ramp. 
 
    A text from Seth said they’d gotten Austin to Z and were on their way back. Perfect. 
 
    His fingers were bloody and shaking, so he skipped the keyboard and hit the call button. “Hey . . . no, the fucker slithered between the cracks . . . yeah, I need a lift to the clinic . . . still the parking garage . . . I’ll meet you on Yonge.” 
 
    Four minutes later, Kyrian slid into the back seat of the Navigator. Well, he didn’t so much slide as collapse. With the adrenaline rush over and most of his hemoglobin on the outside instead of in, he was fast approaching black-out territory. 
 
    Phoenix gave him a look-see, closed him inside, and hopped into the shotgun seat. 
 
    “Fuck, Greek, you look like shit.” Seth eyed him from the rearview as he louied toward the Expressway. “Phoenix, toss him the towel from the glove box. I don’t want him bleeding all over the interior again. Zander hardly lets me drive his baby now as it is.” 
 
    Kyrian settled into a part sitting, part leaning position and let his eyes drop. He looked forward to tracking the shooter down and bringing the cocksucker’s brain to a meet-and-greet with the muzzle of his gun. 
 
    A Bolthole at the Eaton Centre? In broad daylight?  
 
    Darkworld fidiot. 
 
    They had one absolute in their world—one—stay off the radar of the humans. Whatever score needed to be settled, whatever itch needed to be scratched, keep it the fuck out of the papers and don’t attract attention. What the hell was that guy thinking? 
 
    “Is Austin all right?” 
 
    Phoenix peered over the front seat and head-bobbed an affirmative. 
 
    “Aside from the shot to the arm,” Seth said, “and being pissed about her blouse getting shredded. She’s freaked about you, though. Zander had to throw her over his shoulder and send me straight back to find you, or he wasn’t getting anywhere with our Texas wildflower.” 
 
    Kyrian coughed and wiped the splatter of blood on his ruined designer jeans. Then he unsheathed his knife and cut away his shirt. Shiiiit. It was messy. 
 
    Seth whistled softly, his gaze narrowing in the rearview. “That’s one serious hole. Why the hell are you still leaking like that? It’s been almost twenty minutes.” 
 
    Kyrian’s head dropped back against the leather seat. The world was spinning and the ride was picking up speed. He had a sinking feeling he knew. The Shedim who started this Darkworld Rebellion had commissioned a new generation of weapons. A bizarre red alloy that did real damage to him and his brothers—negated their immortality completely, actually.  
 
    They only had blades until now. He’d bet his left nut they’d graduated to bullets. 
 
    “I don’t need to inspect it, boys, I need to plug it. What’s our ETA?” 
 
    Phoenix took a good long look at him before focusing on his brother. Though the guy hadn’t spoken aloud since his voice box was ripped out as a kid, Phoenix and his twin could talk cranium-to-cranium. And by the look on his face, Seth was getting a brainful. 
 
    “Almost there, Greek,” Seth said, his jaw clenching until he could see the hollow and flex of his muscles. “You’re not going into shock, are you?” 
 
    “Nah,” he said, his eyes rolling shut. “Just taking a nap.” 
 
    Seth’s cursed and laid on the gas. He must have called up the clinic on the SUV’s phone system because a minute later, there was a conversation going back and forth. The guy was spouting off shit about “the Greek bleeding out”.  
 
    Um, hello . . . sitting right here. 
 
    More cursing. Another bump-and-weave and Kyrian fainted dead away. 
 
      
 
    Zander snapped his phone shut and slid it into the pocket of his jeans. With one hand pressed against the invisible field separating him from his Ishah, he fought to stay calm. White as an archangel’s three-piece suit, his beloved sat propped on the kitchen island while Raphael tended to her arm. Zander lifted her sweater to his face and tried to breathe in her scent.  
 
    There was none. 
 
    He wasn’t stupid. This wasn’t what she’d been wearing when she left. And dollars for donuts, she’d ordered Seth to dispose of the blouse she’d had on earlier, so he wouldn’t lose his mind. Which he had anyway. Shit, she looked pale.  
 
    “Have they got Kyrian?” she asked. 
 
    “The twins are running him to the clinic and getting him patched up now. Stop with the worrying, cowgirl, and let Raphael fix you up.” 
 
    “This is nothing,” she snapped. “Kyrian should be here with Raphael, not headed to a stupid racetrack. Zander, I’m sick of this—frickety-frac!” The pain in her eyes as she spun a glare at Raphael enraged his beast. 
 
    Zander lunged forward. His ebony wings flared and cut the air behind him. He didn’t get far. The barrier Raphael had thrown up to block the kitchen doorway remained rock solid. The archangel apparently didn’t trust him to keep cool. He cracked his knuckles against the field, his growl bouncing off the hard surfaces of marble and stainless steel. 
 
    “Be at ease, Zandros,” Uriel said, squeezing hard on his shoulder. More than a gesture of comfort, the Vulcan death-grip siphoned off the surge of violent mojo his body radiated—ensuring Toronto wouldn’t be hit by a freak October hurricane. 
 
    More aggressive than the other three archangels, Uriel, the Ruling Prince of Powers, could handle Zander’s amped-up connection with nature and clear the skies of the GTA. Fighting his own instincts to protect Austin, Zander allowed himself to be turned and focused on the guy’s hard, hazel gaze.  
 
    The color might be the same as his wife’s, but Uriel’s eyes held none of the golden warmth Austin’s did. “You have been shot scores of times. Your female has not. You recall how it smarts, yes?” 
 
    Yes, he fucking well did recall how it smarts. And he didn’t want Austin anywhere near that particular sensation, fuck-you-very-much. 
 
    Uriel hissed and gripped harder. A sheen of sweat glistened across his perfect brow. After freeing the blue silk square from his breast pocket, he patted his forehead. “Zandros, who better to tend Austin’s injury than the Ruling Prince of Virtues? She is in the best possible hands. You know that. As soon as Raphael ensures the bullet’s path is clear, she shall be healed.” 
 
    Bullet’s path. Zander inhaled deep and ground his molars.  
 
    Shot. Some motherfucking Darkworlder tried to take his beloved, tried to rip his soul from his body, and extinguish the only warmth in his cold, dark world. Thunder rolled across the sky outside. His jaw clenched until something cracked. Shit, by the time this was over, his pearly whites would be nothing but stumps. He reined in the panic a bit so he wasn’t gumming his way into the future. 
 
    “Talk to me, cowgirl. How you doing?” 
 
    Her gaze came up and locked on him. Now those were hazels he could get lost in, but the worry and anger in their depths pegged him solid in the chest. “You know how I am, and know how to fix this.” 
 
    Damn her. She’d been shot, and still sat there, worried about Kyrian. 
 
    He clenched his fists tight and tried not to dwell on that. He really did. Truth be told, with the ever-present danger she inherited with the Zander-Nephilim-package, more warriors at her side to protect her would be better. 
 
    His inner beast didn’t agree. Kyrian was feeling his mate way too much, and the primal side of him was way too strong to let that shit fly. Zander soooo didn’t deserve her, but selfish bastard that he was—he’d kill anyone who thought to take her from him. 
 
    “Unfortunate,” Raphael mumbled. 
 
    Zander growled. “What? What the fuck does that mean?” 
 
    Raphael eased from Austin’s flesh and held up a fragment of a burnt red bullet. It wasn’t red from Austin’s blood; it was the colored alloy the Shedim used against them in the start of the summer rebellion. 
 
    Zander cursed. “Either the interest in that alloy has spread, or the Shedim army is moving forward with their plans, despite the loss of their leader. They’ve advanced their arsenal from blades and bolts and graduated into Watcher Killing bullets.” 
 
    “And Kyrian was shot with one?” Austin snapped. “Phone Drina. Get it out of him.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    “Stay with us, Greek.” Seth swerved around some asshole in a Kia who had the balls to pull out in front of the speeding freight train he was driving down the Gardiner Expressway. He didn’t care who he had to mow over; he wasn’t losing another brother. “Piece of shit, motherfucker, ass-wipe,” he yelled as the sheep in the Kia finally clued in and got out of his way. “Almost there, my brother. Phoenix, how’s he looking?” 
 
    Phoenix had shifted to the back to put pressure on the wound the minute Kyrian blacked out. We’re losing him. Get us there, now! 
 
    Speaking as they did, Seth not only heard the words his brother projected, but felt the sick panic rolling behind them as well. “Since when does a bullet bring one of us down?” 
 
    Since now. Fuck. He’s almost stopped breathing. Nothing but the odd hitch and sputter. 
 
    “Almost there, Greek.” Seth banked the last turn at ninety and when the Navigator Fast-and-Furious’d onto two wheels, he prayed they’d get there in time. Come on. Come on. 
 
    The instant he stomped on the breaks and slammed sideways in front of the big-ass horse building, he threw the door open. He grabbed the Greek under the arms as Phoenix handled his legs. “Fuck, he’s gray.” 
 
    Phoenix didn’t reply. 
 
    The clinic door burst wide and Drina, a turquoise-haired Reaper, angled the gurney toward them. “Put him down, let me—” There was a moment of shocked hesitation when she looked at her partner in this clinic venture before something seasoned and mechanical took over. Then, she was all hands and commands. After grabbing her supplies off the stretcher, Drina tossed the towel they’d used to plug the hole in Kyrian’s side and covered it with a wad of thick white gauze. It didn’t stay white long. In a heartbeat, scarlet pooled beneath her palms. 
 
    On a curse she jumped onto the gurney and straddled the Greek, pressing down on the wound. “Get us inside to Cato. Now!” 
 
    They flew down the wide corridor, past a dozen twelve-by-twelve horse stalls, to what used to be an equestrian clinic. The gurney wheels bumped and rolled over the cobblestone floor as the three of them took the corner and came to a grinding halt. Drina’s assessing gaze shot from the blood-soaked gauze pressed on Kyrian’s side to the sickly-gray pallor of his skin. 
 
    “Excuse us, warriors,” Cato said. The Seraph male pushed in and took over the pressure. “Allow us a moment to assess the damage.” 
 
    “But don’t leave,” Drina ordered, grabbing instruments and slamming drawers as she laid out what she needed on the steel tray. “He’s going to need blood.” 
 
    Need blood? Phoenix’s confusion filled Seth’s mind. What the fuck is going on? 
 
    Seth shuffled back to the hall with his twin and ass planted into one of the plastic chairs lining the wall. “I have no fucking clue.” 
 
    Phoenix leaned against the wooden frame of the double doorway and watched them work, but it didn’t block Seth’s view of what was happening. Having been the infirmary for a racetrack in its former life, the doorways, corridors and rooms in this clinic were all big enough to let two Clydesdales pass. 
 
    Phoenix tossed him a wary glance over his shoulder. Message Zander. If Raphael is still at the loft with Austin, maybe he’ll send the bastard here to help. 
 
    As a rule, the archangels didn’t get involved in helping them—didn’t give a shit about them, actually—but considering their squad was already down two warriors . . . it couldn’t hurt to ask. Seth pulled out his phone, but before he hit send, the air crackled. Zander materialized, followed by the golden mist of Archangels Raphael and Uriel. 
 
    Seth and his brother rose to greet them, but Raphael didn’t stop to chat. The archangel pushed passed Phoenix in a blur of white silk and went straight inside. 
 
    What did it say about the situation that the powers from on high would get their porcelain hands dirty? The horrors of their war had never hit so close to home. With the death of Tanek, the maiming of Danel, and now the attack on Austin and Kyrian, the threat to life and limb hit more real than ever before. 
 
    Zander stalked up for a face-to-face and the energy he was throwing off tingled down Seth’s spine. “How bad is he?” 
 
    “Bad. Your boy’s in real trouble.” 
 
    Seth and his twin relayed everything they knew about what happened in the parking garage and hoped Zander didn’t level the city. Lightning storm, hurricane, hail . . . these days, the guy was a meteorological weather warning waiting to happen. 
 
    Ebony wings flared as the Sumerian’s shitkickers tromped up and down the stone floor. The current of air whooshing off those feathered appendages ruffled not only the long, thick waves of the Sumerian’s hair, but a hundred forgotten equestrian ribbons desperately clinging to the corridor’s tack boards. 
 
    Uriel met Z on one of his passes and did some pinch and twist shit on his shoulder. As Zander winced, the lights flickered, and the archangel looked like he might hurl. 
 
    “Enough,” Zander snapped, shrugging out of the hold. He strode to the exam room doorway and leaned to see what was doing. “Where are we in here?” 
 
    Seth watched Drina’s hands as she worked. Those bloody digits prodded and palpated, her voice strong and steady. Even when she spoke, her hands didn’t slow. “From what I can tell, two shots entered through his side. There’s one exit wound, so my guess is the other slug pinballed off a rib and ricocheted around inside. No telling where it landed or what kind of carnage it caused on its way. I’ve sewn up a few holes and got a good piece of it out, but I’m hunting for more.” 
 
    Cato clicked a few buttons on a keyboard by the med cabinet and the screen on the wall lit up with Kyrian’s insides. Drina cursed and Raph frowned, the two of them sharing a whisper the onlookers weren’t meant to hear. Cato handed Zander a sterile tray, with the bloody slug fragment sliding around on the shiny metal surface. 
 
    Seth stepped closer. Fuck. It was the same weird red as the Shedim blades they’d faced when Austin was taken. Zander didn’t seem surprised. “What do you know about this, Z?” 
 
    “It’s what Raphael pulled from Austin’s arm.” 
 
    “This demon-steel instigates some sort of hemophiliac response,” Raph said, his eyes locked on Kyrian’s insides, “but if the issue was as simple as it producing excessive bleeding, Austin’s arm would have bled more.” 
 
    Uriel stepped closer to Zander. “It’s safe to assume the alloy has been perverted with a very specific target in mind.” 
 
    “A Watcher weapon.” Seth exhaled and looked at his twin. “And Kyrian has shattered bits of the shit inside him. Fan-fucking-tastic.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
     “What do you mean, she lives?” Cassiane ignored Devious’ dispassionate stance as she questioned his performance. He stood rigid before her, hands clasped at his back, eyes forward, his gaze locked on the wall behind her desk. Considering the lethal hunter she knew him to be, banded in corded muscle and leather and weapons, how had he been unable to expire one human woman? 
 
    She leaned heavy into her palms on the leather blotter before her and stared at the crest of her family ring. The unexpected death of her father had dropped the reins of power squarely in her lap. Now, as Mistress of Shedim, her people needed her to be a leader, not the broken-hearted orphan she was in actuality. 
 
    Shifting to sit in her father’s leather desk chair, the upholstery practically swallowed her up. She tented her fingers, hoping the confidence she portrayed would come. “By your account, the Sumerian broke faith with negotiations and slaughtered my father, your leader. Correct?” 
 
    Devious dipped his chin in answer, but his gaze remained locked forward. 
 
    “And you realize that for us to show weakness to our allies and enemies only invites chaos into our already tumultuous and uncertain lives?” 
 
    Another nod, the muscles in the warrior’s square-cut jaw flexing. 
 
    “Then we need results, Devious. An eye for an eye. A life for a life. Killing the wife of the Nephilim commander is the first step in my plan to destroy his world as he has destroyed ours. The way we handle this sets the tone for our future.” 
 
    “And she will die, Mistress, I swear it. This wasn’t my fault. Three Watchers escorted—” 
 
    She raised her hand and he clenched his jaw shut. Devious was many things: cunning, deadly, intelligent, most assuredly determined, but he also avoided accepting responsibility for his shortcomings. It was a most unattractive character flaw. For good or ill, a true male owned his actions. “If I were my father sitting here before you, would you make excuses?” 
 
    Something flared in his eyes, but vanished quickly. 
 
    “Apologies, Mistress,” he said, clasping his hands at his front, “but if your father were here, he would know what it means to face three Watchers, and I would not need to explain.” 
 
    The breath she’d been holding froze in her chest as she forced a smile. “So, because I have never gone on a hunt to the Human Realm, I could not possibly understand what it means to go up against our enemy? Is that what you’re implying?” 
 
    “I wasn’t implying a thing, Mistress,” he said. His cold stare shifted to meet her own, the intensity of his glare strangling her somehow. 
 
    Cassiane picked the Shedim Master’s Dagger off the desk and ran her fingers along the steel of the blade. There was something oddly hypnotic about the way the warm light of the sconces danced up and down the surface of the blade as she pivoted the tip against the vulnerable flesh of her finger. The weapon had belonged to her father, his father before him, and her grandfather’s father before that. It was hers now, a fact the males of the castle would have to reconcile with. 
 
    Devious rocked on the balls of his feet, his mighty bulk shifting beneath the leather attire he wore to the Human Realm. 
 
    With a quizzical eye, she traced the military cut of his dark hair, the line of his leather jacket as it stretched over his broad shoulders, the fit of his pants from his trim waist to the strain of dark fabric as it clung to his muscled thighs. What was the allure? The females of the castle went on about him. Frankly, she didn’t see it. Not once had she found her heart aflutter or her flesh warm with the needing of him. Never had she felt a throb of femininity wakening for him . . . or any other male, for that matter. 
 
    He shifted again, and his lips pursed tight.  
 
    “Devious, if you have something on your mind, by all means, out with it.” 
 
    His dark eyes lit with consideration as he picked his words. “You are out of your depths as the Mistress of Shedim, and you don’t even realize it. A lamb in a world of wolves. Stryker insulated your life and your reality, and everyone within the castle walls knows it.” Devious wet his lips, and when she offered no argument, he appeared to gather strength to continue. “As females go, you are relatively sharp and run the castle with compassion and an efficient hand, but you would do well to leave it at that.” 
 
    Relatively sharp? She tightened her grip on the hilt of the letter opener and bit back her urge to speak her mind fully. “I see. And what, pray tell, would you have me do to rectify the situation we now find ourselves in?” 
 
    “In the interest of our race, you should honor your father’s wishes and wed me. Then you could tend to the needs of the civilians and leave the ruling of the hunters and soldiers to someone capable of leading them. It’s the only way I see us surviving.” 
 
    She fought to harness the laughter burning in her chest. Arrogant ass. His opinion didn’t surprise her, but she was saddened by it all the same. “So, I should keep house and let you handle the important issues of our people, is that it? Take my place as the dutiful Mistress while you, the new Master of Shedim, handle all matters of gravity?” 
 
    He straightened. “That was your father’s will. As my female, I would allow you to—” 
 
    “Allow me?” She leapt over the desk in a flurry of swirling skirts and lodged the dagger’s point squarely at his crotch. Her fangs extended, and the tips tingled with the urge to rip flesh. “My father wanted a great many things, Devious, but until I agree, I am not your wife, and you need not allow me anything. Since I asked you to speak freely, your opinion shan’t be held against you, but let me illuminate my position. The notion of the Mistress being wed to the Master’s Hand is an antiquated tradition. The decision is, and will always be, mine.” 
 
    In a blur of movement, Devious grabbed her wrist and bent her backward against the edge of her desk. He overpowered her without effort, her escape impossible. “You are foolish if you believe you have the strength to command my men and lead the Shedim into the next phase of the uprising.” 
 
    He pressed closer, looming over her like the great mammoth he was. “Don’t misunderstand your father’s motives, Cassiane. The suggestion you and I marry wasn’t Stryker’s way of providing for you. It was his way of ensuring the Shedim don’t become extinct.” 
 
    She strained against his iron grip, her arms tingling with the loss of circulation. “And a relatively sharp female like myself couldn’t possibly inspire confidence in and lead our people? Is that the truth of things, as you see it?” 
 
    “It is the truth, period,” he said, his voice rough, his hips pressing his arousal hard against her belly. Male heat filled the air between them as his cold stare fixated on her. Was he sizing her up for a shroud or for sex? His lips curled in a cruel smile. “You have no frame of reference to what our men face each and every time they go on a hunt. You know naught of the evils beyond these stone walls. The scope of treachery we deal with is beyond your—” 
 
    “My what?” she snapped, flashing her canines, fury dripping into her voice. “Beyond my intelligence? Beyond my ability? Tell me, Devious, beyond my what? Certainly, not beyond my power. That isn’t what you were going to say, is it? Because one call for my guards, and you spend the rest of your arrogant life in the dungeon as my prisoner. Or perhaps I’ll save you the humiliation and have your throat slit tonight.” 
 
    A long, bruised silence rose between them, but in the end, Devious chuckled and pulled back. “Apologies, Mistress. When the next opportunity to move on the Sumerian’s female presents itself, I assure you, it shall be done.” 
 
    Cassiane forced her trembling legs to move her behind the desk. Back straight, chin high, she reclaimed her father’s dagger and steeled her nerve. “Yes, well, I have a better idea.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Kyrian tipped his glass and sucked back the dark amber liquid on a oner. Rehabilitation and recovery were hard work. Normally, he’d be one-hundred percent hours after being shot; a day, tops. It had been almost a week since the Eaton Centre shooting and still, he felt off. While he waited for the burn to ease its way down far enough to calm the snakes writhing in his gut, he pushed the empty vessel toward the bartender and tapped the rim.  
 
    Refill, lift, tip, gulp. And again. And one more time. 
 
    With the next round of escape swirling in front of him, he closed his eyes and drank it all in. The RedRum was the kind of place where the pounding emo-screamo and the throaty cries of females enjoying a wall-banger drained away the day.  
 
    Loud. Anonymous. The perfect place to dissolve and devolve after a night working the fucked-up shadows of the Toronto streets. The owner, J.D., and his Otherworld staff ran the place with an iron fist of discretion, but they also had their fingers on the pulse of the city. It was a one stop shop.  
 
    Anything and everything. No rules. 
 
    “Tough night, Watcher?” the guy wielding the bottle of Scotch asked. “You’ve been going at the booze pretty hard. I’m surprised you haven’t slid off that stool.” 
 
    Kyrian slipped his fingers into the pocket of his lambskin jacket. After fishing out one of his hand-rolled cigarettes, he placed the sweet-smelling stick between his lips. The bartender gave him the no-go stare and he peeled two fifties off the outside of his billfold. After he tossed the bills on the bar, he pressed his hand against his bandaged side and rose. 
 
    “Back in ten.” 
 
    The bartender scooped the cash off the pitted wood counter and clinked the bottle neck against his glass. “I’ll save your spot.” 
 
    Damn. Almost four thousand years of smoking when and where he wanted, and now he was relegated to the alley, like a dog. Making his way down the dimly-lit back hall, he studiously ignored the bump and grind soundtrack coming from the private washrooms and beelined it for the exit sign glowing green overhead. It was hard to pay attention to the world around him when he’d seen everything come and go, over and again. 
 
    Today, humans obsessed over saving the world from cancer. In another century, they’d forget about the tobacco industry and be outlawing public coffee consumption, citing caffeine addiction as the next pandemic. Danel would have something colorful to say when that day came. Would be worth the price of admission, actually.  
 
    The only thing that dulled the boredom of the past centuries had been the arrival of Austin into their lives. Now that woman was a shift in the matrix he could get behind—and had for a few amazing moments.  
 
    Punching through the side door, he breathed deep. The humidity of the summer had vacated a couple weeks back and thrust the city of Toronto into a beautifully colorful Indian summer. Stepping beyond the half-dozen smokers in his pack of exiles, he settled with his back against the outside wall of the club and crossed his New Rock boots. 
 
    “Thought I’d find you back here eventually.” The snap of bubblegum came from the shadows. Kyrian exhaled a cloud of smoke. The pot-bellied, middle-aged cowboy that swaggered forward was no one Kyrian had ever laid eyes on, yet he knew the man as well as his own brothers. 
 
    “Don’t tell me I’m predictable. Is the magic gone?” 
 
    The guy struck a wide stance and rested both his thumbs on his long-horned steer belt buckle. Kyrian snorted at the size of the mother. Only Drake would come to an alternative club looking like a cheesy Garth Brooks wannabe. “Nah, but I hear tell you’ve been riding solo since the Sumerian got hitched. Also heard you got swiss-cheesed a few nights ago.” 
 
    Kyrian took another draw off his cigarette and watched the heater flare orange. The last thing he wanted was to talk about Zander, Austin, or his recent brush with mortality. The sweet tang of his custom blended tobacco soothed him, but nothing touched that wound. 
 
    After a long silence, he pushed off the wall and joined Drake in a stroll down the side alley between the club and the Korean grocers next door. Ode de dumpster swirled in the dark, night air, but at least it was private. 
 
    “Are you here to shoot the shit or do you have something specific to say?” 
 
    Garth adjusted his black cowboy hat and nodded. “Alrighty, let’s get down to brass tacks. I hear y’all are lookin’ to round up the party responsible for the excitement at the Eaton’s Centre.” 
 
    “Annnnd?” 
 
    “And the natives are restless, Hoss. The outlaws in question are circling the wagons. Seems your summer slayer’s kin are gunnin’ to make the Sumerian pay for the wrongs done ‘em.” 
 
    Kyrian snuffed his cigarette out on the sole of his boot and flicked it into the top of the nearest dumpster. The mention of the Shedim Master had his already foul mood hitting the red-zone, but if Austin was targeted because the Shedim felt wronged, he would lose his goddamned mind. That was soooo ass-backwards. “The Shedim are coming for blood because we didn’t let their psychotic leader treat the streets as an all-you-can-eat buffet? Nice. What else have the natives been saying?” 
 
    Drake stared long and hard at him, those rich, golden eyes knowing far more than he let on. “That’s it on that front, but there’s talk that you and the mighty commander have had a parting of ways. I didn’t believe it, of course . . . until I set eyes on you. You look like you’ve been rode hard and put away wet, my friend.” 
 
    Kyrian laughed. “And you’re Miss America?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I also hear you’ve been going through the females like a rancher coming off the trail after a long, hard cattle drive.” 
 
    Kyrian sighed and propped his hands on his hips. “Anything else, Wyatt Earp? Maybe something not pertaining to my private biz? Anything of importance?” 
 
    Drake tapped his fingers against his thigh, as though he was thinking. “Nope. That’s all.” 
 
    Kyrian thumbed around in the depths of his pocket and freed a wad of bills from his money clip. With the cash nested in his palm, he met his friend’s handshake. “Good to see you, cowboy. Thanks for the visit.” 
 
    The guy held on and gave him a squeeze. “Anytime, partner. Happy trails.” Drake tipped his hat and backed away, the streetlight catching the metal of his spurs as he chinked beyond the mouth of the alley and off into the horizon. 
 
    Kyrian made his way back through the throng of sex and booze, and slid his ass back onto his stool. The holes in his side screamed about all the movement and he waited for them to calm the fuck down. 
 
    The bartender poured him a freshie and handed him a basket of spicy wings.  
 
    “I didn’t order these.” 
 
    “I took the liberty. The way you’re hitting it, I just want to make sure we don’t have any problems tonight. Go ahead. You paid for them.” The guy flashed a pointed-toothed smile and moved down the bar to a kid with half a dozen steel bars through his brows, lips, and nose. 
 
    Kyrian munched a bit without tasting anything while he thought about Drake’s visit, and wondered if he’d ever see the guy’s true form. When his phone vibrated in his jacket pocket, he flipped the thing open. “Hey Colt, what’s doing?” 
 
    “You sting me, Greek. Do I need a reason to call?”  
 
    The feigned ache in the cop’s tone made Kyrian smile. Smart-ass. “Ah, now, Demon, don’t get touchy on me. I told you before, we ain’t dating.” 
 
    “Your loss, man. I’m fabulous.” 
 
    Kyrian laughed and tipped back his glass. A couple of Goth lovelies gave him the come-hither signal from over by the hall. He passed on the invite. “So, what’s up?” 
 
    “I had your Eaton Centre fiasco reassigned to fall on my desk. You got a minute to go over the deets with me before I file my report for the humans?” 
 
    “It wasn’t my fiasco. Point your gloved finger at the fucker who decided to go all PDA on us. But sure, you want to do that tonight?” 
 
    “Unless you’re otherwise engaged.” 
 
    “The night’s young. I’m working out of The Rum. Come find me.” Kyrian ended their call and brought up Zander’s number to text him about the possibility of Shedim gunning for him. Austin’s number caught his attention and his finger stalled out, hovering over the send button. He wanted to check on her. Fuck. Who was he kidding? He just wanted to hear her voice. 
 
    Hitting his missed calls instead, he played back the message she’d left him after the shooting. Kyrian, I’m serious. It’s time for you two to stop your bickerin’ and git on home. I miss you. He misses you too. We love you. 
 
    He snapped his phone shut, slid it back into the side pocket of his jacket, and palmed his refilled glass. 
 
    “Oh,” the bartender said, making his way back. “There was a looker here a few minutes ago, asking about you.” 
 
    Kyrian cast a look-see across the dance floor, scanning for the interested party. It was about that time of night anyway, when he picked up company for the workout part of his rehabilitation. “What’d she look like?” 
 
    “Stunning. Brunette, nice rack, kick-ass body, and a smile that’ll get your rocks off.” 
 
    Austin. His head cranked around, sweeping the bar, his heart deciding to check in and double time it. 
 
    “Killer blue eyes—almost black.” 
 
    Kyrian turned back. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “The woman,” he said. “Her eyes were dark blue. Never seen the color before, but it was cool.” He inclined his head over Kyrian’s shoulder to a woman making her way from amongst a cluster of drunken patrons dancing like idiots. 
 
    Damn. The guy’s description of the female was a lock, but he’d failed to mention that she was a freakin’ Amazon. Wearing a black leather mini and a red lace corset, the whole ‘kick-ass body’ thing took on a new slant. He almost groaned out loud. Tall women were his weakness, and at over six foot, this female would almost meet him eye-to-eye. Something snapped in his mind, and he instantly forgot his malaise. 
 
    She wasn’t human. Darkworld, he could tell by her aura. Hmm . . . now there was a thought for an interesting night of forget your problems. A bit of punishment. 
 
    As though she’d read his mind, she stood behind the next stool over and gave his neighbor the evil eye. The poor bugger shuffled along the bar and almost ass-planted when he got a looky-loo at who was giving him the shove-over.  
 
    “Ahh, I found you,” she said. 
 
    Kyrian wiped his fingers clean and swiveled toward her. “Didn’t know I was lost.” 
 
    A coy smile flirted at the corners of full, glossy lips, as a delicate, manicured finger pointed at his glass. “I’ll have what you’re having.” 
 
    Kyrian nodded to the bartender and waited as the guy poured two healthy glasses. Lifting the tumbler, she swirled it under her nose, then downed a couple good gulps. While he waited for her reaction to the burn, he tipped back his own. To her credit, the cough and sputter didn’t come.  
 
    And how sexy was that? 
 
    “That’s some serious octane,” he said. 
 
    She slid the tumbler back onto the bar. Reaching across in front of him, she snagged a carrot stick from his basket and swirled it in the little plastic dip cup. The way her tongue came out to meet that creamy treat had him adjusting in his seat, his Nordstrum jeans growing tighter with every pulse of blood. She raised her brow, her heated gaze locked on his, and snapped the carrot in her teeth. He caught a flash of her dagger-sharp canines and his skin caught fire. 
 
    The lights from the dance floor glittered off the sage green illumination surrounding her body. Deception. She was definitely not what she seemed. “I’m not sure what you’re playing at here, sweetheart, but I’m a bit gone with drink and I don’t much care.” 
 
    She took another swig of Scotch and seemed to steel herself. 
 
    Those blue eyes narrowed on him and followed the detailed lines of his Watcher’s mark down the line of his jaw to his chest. The design—invisible to humans—always intrigued strangers from the Otherworld. Darkworlders tended to scowl at the idea of how many lives he’d taken, Lightworlders generally found it to be an aphrodisiac. But not always. He was a Watcher of the Gray after all.  
 
    Gray—as in a world of contradictions. 
 
    She ran an explorative hand under his jacket and across the plains of his chest. She bit her bottom lip and the warmth of her touch moved lower. When she leaned into him, her eyes practically glowed. Yep, definitely in the aphrodisiac camp. 
 
    He met her nose-to-nose. Fuuuuck, she smelled good. 
 
    “Come with me.” She slid off her seat and took his hand in hers. Walking a half-pace behind her, he had a clear view of the miles of creamy skin between her sling-backs and the bottom edge of the scrap of cowhide she called a skirt. Damn, she had legs men would kill to have wrapped around their hips. 
 
    His cock made another attempt to break free from his jeans. 
 
    The private bathrooms down the back hall were large, somewhat clean, and often occupied by those who were testing the waters or who couldn’t wait to get a taste of their night’s catch. With the loft being off limits to non-Nephilim, he had spent quite a few moments polishing the countertops back here. This was good though. He’d get a taste of her here and if they fit well together, they’d find a place for a thorough devouring after he spoke with Colt.  
 
    The first six doors were occupied, but they scored on lucky number seven. 
 
    The fluorescents came on automatically as they entered, and he locked the door behind them. She crossed the six-by-six room while he took off his jacket and hung it, and his shoulder harness, on the handle. Her forward lean-in toward the mirror offered him a glorious reflection of her cleavage as well as an up-close-and-personal of the back of her thighs and her ass.  
 
    After applying a fresh gloss on her lips, she turned. “You are awfully far away, Watcher.” 
 
    “Kyrian,” he said, stalking forward. “Call me Kyrian. And you are—” 
 
    “Waiting.” 
 
    Nice. Well, you didn’t have to tell him twice. Lacing his fingers into the fall of her long, chestnut hair, he pulled her against his hips. His cock pulsed. He barely had to lower his lips to meet hers. As he claimed her mouth, the taste of her washed through him. His breath caught, and heat bloomed from the core of his body, rushing over his heated flesh. 
 
    She ground against his erection and he almost came right there, fully clothed. Fuck, he needed inside this female before he lost his mind. Without releasing her from his kiss, he tilted his hips back and unbuttoned his pants. Feminine gasps mewled in his mouth as she yanked open the two sides of his button down. His shirt hit the floor while the buttons pinballed across the tile. She clawed his bare shoulders and drew blood.  
 
    His blood roared. Gotta love the Dark Ones.  
 
    Frenzy, everywhere, shit, shit, shit—there was too much hunger to make sense of everything he wanted to do, to touch, to taste. Freeing himself from his constraints, his fingers slid up the silk and lace ridges of her bustier to the swell of her breasts. She wasn’t as large as he thought at first, but what she had up top filled his palms nicely. 
 
    Her lips pressed against his mouth with an edge verging on violence. Breaking the seal of their kiss to catch his breath, he explored the satin skin of her cheek and her long, graceful neck. He ran his tongue up the column of her throat and growled.  
 
    God, she tasted like honey. The scent of her arousal filled the room. It had him as hard as the granite countertop. The room spun, his blood thrumming through him like a lightning strike. Booze and passion left him weak in the knees and at the same time, he’d never felt stronger.  
 
    Greedy fingers grasped the sides of his face and pulled his lips back to hers. He swept his tongue, invading her mouth, and she met the challenge. They dueled, rough and hungry. She nicked his lip and he groaned as she suckled. The hot sting of her bleeding him, sent his mind reeling.  
 
    Yeah, this is exactly what he needed. 
 
    Whirling her against the wall, he pushed up her skirt and tore the thin lace barrier blocking his way. Her legs trembled. Wrapping one arm around her hips to steady her, he stroked through her hot, slick invitation. In his body somewhere, she struck a spark, and an answering fury of need awakened. He ran a gentle thumb over the tight bundle of nerves at the top of her cleft. 
 
    She squealed into his mouth and arched to meet him. Kiss for kiss, touch for touch, she was his. Gasping for breath, her head threw back and her nails raked his skin once more. The burn of blood drawn unleashed something wild inside him.  
 
    It was hunger and possession. Mine. 
 
    Redoubling his stroke and fingering, he felt her teeth poised and promising. “Do it,” he demanded. “Bite me.” 
 
    He cried out in triumph when her dagger-sharp fangs pierced his flesh and sank into his shoulder. It wasn’t a careful, lover’s bite. The points of entry burned like nothing he’d ever felt before. His balls crawled tight to his body and he fought back the release rising in his shaft. Not yet. He wanted the pulse of her sex fisting his cock when he came. 
 
    A quick reach to the condom dispenser on the wall and he was good to go. 
 
    Lifting her thighs around his waist, he surged forward. 
 
    Holy hell. The wet heat of her core was like coming home. He withdrew a few inches and found his way home again. Her moan vibrated against his skin and her grip tightened. He got down to business then, striking up a rhythm that had them both panting. 
 
    As he ground hard, she drew on his skin, frantic and possessed. When her body convulsed against his, her muscled flesh clutched his cock in greedy spasms. There was no end to her release, only a continuous shudder that rose to a peak, grabbed hold, and then rose higher.  
 
    Too much. His release exploded out of him as his breath hissed from his chest. He growled as his thighs locked and he wrapped his arms tighter around her. Maybe it was the boozing, but he’d never been this raw inside a female before. She was perfection. She was passion. She was— 
 
    As his lungs pulled to get reacquainted with oxygen, he smelled it. It was a feminine Darkworld scent he’d smelled only a few times over the millennia, but often enough to know what it meant. They both froze. 
 
    The chaos and passion of their worlds slammed into a cold, deafening silence. He stiffened, still buried to the hilt. His head spun worse than ever and he pulled back. The look on her face was a horrifying blend somewhere between hatred and shame. It told him that what he was thinking hit right on the money. “You’re a virgin?” 
 
    Fury glistened in her dark blue eyes. “And you are a filthy rutting monster.” 
 
    If he wasn’t about to black out, he would’ve laughed. “Monster? You were an equal participant, baby. Hell, I bet your feminine pleasure is still echoing down the hall.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth!” She wriggled her thighs free from his hold and elbowed her way clear of him. “You took liberties too far, too quickly. Much too quickly.” 
 
    With his adrenaline dropping like a rock, he staggered to the counter to catch his balance. He shook his head and tried to hold his fractured gaze on her.  
 
    Damn, he’d missed it. He laughed. “Too quickly. Right. Before your drugging took effect, you mean? By the tilt-a-whirl going on in my skull, I’d say it’s working well enough now.” 
 
    He gripped the faucet and fought to right himself. He and his legs weren’t speaking the same language. “What did you give me? Poison? Sedative? Hypnotic? If it was Rohypnol, you could have saved the trouble. You didn’t need a drug to get me between your thighs.” 
 
    “That was not what I wanted,” she hissed. “I want answers.” 
 
    “So, a truth serum—Veritaserum? How very Harry Potter.” He brushed his hand clumsily over his face, the taste of her lips still fresh. “Oh, a Good-Night Kiss.” He dropped his head down on his arm. “Well, then the fault is yours, honey, cause that drug needs time to seep into the bloodstream. You didn’t do your homework.” 
 
    “How’d you—” 
 
    He snorted and sank until he was half-slumped over the sink. “As a good friend of mine would say, this ain’t my first rodeo, cowgirl.” 
 
    The solid right hook to the site of one of his bullet wounds had him crashing to the floor with a curse. The tile rose up and met his face and his head snapped back like a broken elastic band. White spots flashed behind his eyes. He swallowed the warm, metallic tang of blood from where she’d scored his lip and watched the walls undulate like asphalt in the hot sun. When the floor shifted again, he gave thanks he was already firmly ass-planted . . . or face-planted would be more accurate. 
 
    He shook his head and tried to clear the hum. There was a very real chance those spicy chicken wings would make a repeat appearance. “Who are you?” 
 
    The female wiped herself clean and shoved the tattered remnants of her underwear deep into the garbage. Shoulders back, she leaned over him until her eyes Cyclopsed into one midnight blue pool above his forehead. “I’m the one who ordered the death of the Sumerian’s human. My man failed to kill his lover, but I’ll settle for taking the life of his second-in-command.” Grabbing his side, she dug her thumb into his wound. 
 
    He cursed, the world flickering out of focus. “I’ll kill you for hurting her.” With what little co-ordination he could muster, he swept her legs and toppled her to join him on the floor. She squealed and clawed as he rolled clumsily across her chest. His attack was short-lived and ineffective. She caught him across the jaw with her elbow, and a line of blood spattered the wall. 
 
    “Her?” she sputtered, scrambling back to her feet. “I care nothing for her. It’s the suffering of the Sumerian I want. He tortured and killed the greatest leader the Shedim ever knew. Your commander doesn’t deserve happiness.” 
 
    He snorted. “Your great Shedim was fucked in the head.” 
 
    “He was a visionary, fighting for a world without death and hunger. Your commander ordered the slaughter of him and his men. It was supposed to be a peaceful summit. Stryker met with your Sumerian in good faith, in an attempt to build—” 
 
    He tried to lift his head to see her, but his noggin weighed more every second, so he just let it loll against his bleeding shoulder. “You drank too much of the Kool-Aid, sweet cheeks. Stryker was psychotic.” 
 
    “Liar!” She hoofed him in the gut, the heel of her stiletto scoring his belly. 
 
    He took a minute to draw breath back into his chest. “I’m a lot of things . . . but a liar . . . not one of them.” His arms and shoulders flexed, but he couldn’t move. Instead, he lay lifeless on the blood-splattered, gray tiles. “Besides . . . Zandros didn’t kill your leader, little girl.” 
 
    His eyes rolled back, darkness shrouding him like a tomb. “I did.” 
 
      
 
    It took a moment for the slurred words to coalesce in Cassiane’s mind. He killed her father? She staggered back and braced herself against the wall. The nondescript gray and white tiles rolled under her feet. Him. The male who just stole her purity. The enemy she’d taken into her body and into her veins. The beast whose scent tainted her flesh. He was her father’s killer? 
 
    The reality of losing her innocence to a Nephilim Watcher struck like a knife piercing her insides. She’d planned the handling of him, accepted Devious’ council, certain she’d considered every possibility, every actuality. Except the moment their lips met, something came over her. Something bewitching. Something indescribable.  
 
    Cassiane’s entire body shook, her fingers numb.  
 
    What would her father think? He’d been right; she was wholly unsuited to tackle the dangers of this world. On her first foray into the Human Realm, she had succumbed to the most vicious enemy of her race—of all the Otherworld. 
 
    She’d fought to keep their kiss locked until the drug took hold. Devious had assured her it would be quick, that nothing would happen. Yet her body betrayed her. She’d become preternaturally aware of everything around her: the feel of his hands running up her thigh, the taste of his tongue in her mouth, the scent of sex thickening in the air between them. Mind whirling, pulse racing, she’d found an incomprehensible pleasure in his caress. 
 
    Her blood heated anew with the memory of her quickening, the languid clench and release of muscles awakened for the first time. She groaned. Her knees hit the tiles hard and she bowed over the porcelain bowl.  
 
    Her stomach twisted in spasm and she retched.  
 
    This never happened. If anyone found out, her people would never follow her. And if she couldn’t lead her people, the Shedim would surely starve or be killed in the coming rebellion. She heaved again, acid burning up her throat, her arms trembling to support her.  
 
    She was ruined. Ruined. 
 
    Boom. Boom. The sound of a male fist hitting the outside of the door thundered like an explosion in her mind. “Greek. Take a breather, my man. I gotta get back to the station and need you to go over the paperwork I brought.” 
 
    “Ah . . . one moment,” she breathed, her voice breathless. The male grumble on the other side of the door reminded her that no matter their relative privacy, at that moment, she very much needed to end this disastrous evening. 
 
    She wadded up a handful of tissue and wiped the moisture from her eyes and nose. The Watcher’s head had slumped conveniently to the side when he collapsed. Perfect. From inside his jacket pocket, she unsheathed the bastard’s Crystalline dagger. How many tales of slaughter had she heard as a child, where the Nephilim hunters slit the throats of unsuspecting Darkworlders? It was the stuff of childhood nightmares, the promise of what awaited disobedient children who stepped outside Otherworld laws. 
 
    She held the mythical weapon to the light, watching the vibrant blue liquid within sparkle through the prisms of crystal. The deadly fluid, the blood of the Seraph, ebbed and rolled as she tipped it end to end. Ironic really, the beauty of a tool designed for slaughter. Light flashed along the razor-sharp edge of the blade and in a sickening moment of clarity, she wondered if this was the weapon used to take the life of her beloved sire. 
 
    She pushed the thought down. She held the dagger at that moment, and the man lying at her mercy was an admitted killer.  
 
    Kneeling beside him, she grabbed a fistful of rich brown hair and notched his weapon beneath his stubbled chin. Leaving him to bleed out on the bathroom tiles had its appeal. He’d certainly be a picture when someone found him: his face battered, her bite ragged and bloody on his shoulder, his mighty sex still hanging out, deflated. 
 
    The sight of his nakedness sent a wave of fire through her. He’d taken more than he’d been welcome to. Admittedly, she’d been naïve to think she could control such a volatile and virile male with feminine wiles she knew naught of. 
 
    However, if he died now, no one ever need know. 
 
    She let the blade’s bleeding edge take hold, her palms slick against the hilt. One quick slice. She inhaled deep.  
 
    Do the deed and be done with him. 
 
    A thin scarlet trail brimmed across the intricate swirls of his Mark. It sparked inspiration. Humiliating and leaving him to die tickled her, true, but the man who killed her father must be made to suffer as Stryker had. 
 
    Yes. She cracked his head off the floor, disposed of his cock’s rubber sheath, and struggled with his hips to refasten his pants. She gathered his ruined shirt, wiped down the smattering of blood around the space and stuffed the fabric into the trash bin. After ensuring that the room held no account of her involvement, she spun the outer ring on the face of her watch and retrieved the warrior’s jacket from where it hung on handle of the door. 
 
    Great ghosts, the thing must weigh two stone. She was still inventorying his cache of weapons when the low mumble of her prisoner’s baritone broke the silence. His words were incomprehensible, muttering in ancient tongues. 
 
    She kicked his toned belly once more and he curled like a shrimp in a boiling pot. 
 
    A gust of heat warmed her cheeks an instant before the Bolthole opened. She checked herself in the mirror as Devious stepped through to escort her home. 
 
    “Grab him,” she said, pointing to the heap of tattooed assassin laid out at her feet. “We’re taking him with us. I want him locked in one of the holding cells.” 
 
    Dark brows arched as his mouth fell open. “Capture a member of the Watch? Why in the name of the Dark Prince would we do that?” 
 
    “Because he killed my father.” She drew a deep breath and regained control. “You were wrong, Devious. The Sumerian didn’t kill Stryker. He did. And he will suffer for it. And when he begs us for the mercy he surely never offered another, we shall cut his filthy head off. Sweet irony. To decapitate him with his own blade. Have you any objection with that?” 
 
    The male scrubbed a scarred hand over his military cut hair and shrugged. “I suppose not, but you’ll end up with a riot on your hands. Half the castle will be terrified you brought a Nephilim into their homes, and the other half will want a go at him themselves.” 
 
    “That is my problem to face, not yours.” 
 
    Devious struggled to hoist the muscled frame of the warrior over his shoulder. Like a large sack of feed, the Watcher was slung. Devious grunted and bowed under the load. It was the first time she’d seen the male falter under the weight of a fallen.  
 
    Giving him a moment, she smoothed the Watcher’s jacket over her arm. When he stood to his full height, she asked, “And which of those two options do you fall under, Devious? Are you wary or vengeful?” 
 
    He tossed a glance over his shoulder and stepped through the shimmering plane of the portal. His eyes flashed wild with what could only be described as cruel excitement. “Oh, definitely the latter, Mistress. Consider me first in line to draw Watcher blood.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Kyrian’s consciousness came on line in a slow wave of flutters and sputters. Bound to a wooden chair, his shoulders screamed while his stomach did a remarkable impression of a sock tumbling in a dryer. Awareness washed in and out like a lazy ocean tide breaking against the reef, his mind caught in the swirling eddy of fill and flush, fill and flush. 
 
    After years of battle, Kyrian’s base instincts roared to the foreground and took stock of his surroundings before betraying his return to consciousness. Most often, when captors realized their prisoners had woken, that’s when the fun began in the torture department. 
 
    The rhythmic whisp, whisp of a blade scoring wood to his left, brought the image of a guard whittling to mind. “Finally, the mighty Watcher awakes.” 
 
    He was about to say something witty when his arms tensed, and he retched. The convulsive lurch caused the plastic cable-tie bindings to cut deeper. His insides were doing back handsprings and his skin was on fire. He tried to remain still.  
 
    After another round of out-you-go, he almost blacked out. When his mental lights stopped flickering, he spat the foul chemical taste from his mouth. “Poison is a coward’s weapon. Unimaginative really.” 
 
    “Seems effective enough. You’re here, aren’t you?” 
 
     When his head settled, and he’d blinked his watering eyes clear, he inventoried the room. Stone floor, walls, and ceiling, with a sewage trough running along the wall, releasing the reek of sulphur. Homey. 
 
    “Consider yourself lucky. If I had my way, you’d be dead.” 
 
    Kyrian followed the snide tone back to a shadowed corner as a brute of a man cracked his knuckles. Dressed in black camo pants and a wife-beater muscle shirt, his keeper stepped into the light. Cords of muscle stretched and tightened, bulged and flexed—hell, he might’ve even been as big as Zander. 
 
    He recognized the guy. It was the Incredible Hulk he’d taken on in the Shedim cave the night Austin was taken prisoner and bled dry. Sweet . . . a reunion. 
 
    Stalking closer, the guy held up a small video recorder, pulled his stool from his corner, and set the recorder down, facing it toward him. Yep, this was going to get ugly.  
 
    He’d seen a Shedim snuff video once before, and it hadn’t ended well for Tanek. His brother-in-arms, and former garrison commander, had been carved up and dumped on their doorstep in pieces. 
 
    “From one soldier to another,” the Hulk said, “you should know, I’m going to kill you. It will be slow and excruciating, but it will be by my hand.” Sincerity rang in his captor’s voice and he cursed. He remembered the beatdown the bastard had delivered the last time, and that was when he was in top form, armed, and had backup. 
 
    Ignoring the drug-induced hangover buzzing in his skull, Kyrian cleared his throat the best he could. If the video of his slaughter was hitting the World Wide Web, he’d be damned if he went down looking like a pussy. 
 
    “I see your nose healed,” he said, his words garbled by his cut and swollen face. 
 
    Quick as a lightning strike, Hulk rammed his red-metal carving knife into Kyrian’s side and twisted. Searing agony stole his vision as the bastard’s voice growled close to his ear. “Yeah, and so did the seven puncture wounds you gave me. I owe you six more holes, Watcher.” 
 
    He left the knife where it was and drew another from a thigh sheath. 
 
    Kyrian’s head lolled forward. He managed to laugh as a stream of warmth flowed down his hip and soaked into his jeans. The sadistic fuck watched the plasma exodus and licked his lips. Oh, hells no. “I don’t know what kind of a bromance you’re envisioning here, dude, but if you start licking me, I’m going to hurl again. For reals.” 
 
    The strike to Kyrian’s face snapped his head back and his side screamed. Damn, the guy had a fist like an iron anvil. Blood rushed from the split lip he’d suffered in his bathroom brawl with the female and his mind stopped dead. 
 
    The brunette. Ahh, warmth returned to his veins as the fog cleared a little. “Where’s the bitch from the bar?” 
 
    Crack. Another get-acquainted moment with a straight punch to the gut. Kyrian gasped for oxygen as round three of the quivering heaves took over and white spots flashed behind his eyes. Stepping back, Hulk reached over to the camera and the little LED light came on. 
 
    Right, things were about to go to shit. 
 
    As the guy unleashed a series of fists to flesh, Kyrian fell back on millennia of experience and distanced himself from the pain. His body was a vessel. He retreated to that part of himself, buried deep within, where he was all animal and not a man.  
 
    Base instinct. Survival. Strength.  
 
    He and his brothers-in-arms called it their beast. Fathered by archangels, there was a part of each of them that raged violent and vengeful. Embracing that part of himself, he didn’t feel pain. He felt rage, strength and . . . hunger? 
 
    “You begin without me, Devious. Eager, are you?” 
 
    Kyrian’s head snapped in the direction of the feminine voice. The battery of blows ceased, and his beast’s awareness surged forward. Her? No. Was it? 
 
    He studied the gait of the female who approached. Wearing a simple, pale green gown with a brown, velvet bodice and no make-up, her natural beauty knocked him stupid. She had the same long sweeping stride as the woman from his encounter, but the midnight blue eyes had been replaced by the saffron yellow of the Shedim. Still, if her appearance before had been that of a hot seductress, this visage was one of true radiance. 
 
    He swallowed, but his throat remained dry. “Not a brunette I see.” 
 
    She raised a delicate hand to the ginger braid lying over her breast. “That was for your benefit. I learned you have a particular affection for brunettes.” 
 
    A knowing look filled her eyes and his beast growled. 
 
    “You look a little the worse for wear, Watcher.” She stopped mid-step a few yards away and eyed him head to toe. Her gaze lingered on his neck longer than necessary and her lips parted. The searing pleasure of her feeding from him struck him like a runaway train. 
 
    Shit. His focus flipped to the stone of the far wall. Breathing deep, he ordered his body to remain unaffected. The last thing he needed was to rise to her attention and get his cock cut off by Hulk or Devious or whatever the cocksucker’s name was. Thankfully, the paralytic from the Demon-steel blade still stuck in him seemed to overwrite his sexual instincts. 
 
    Her hand raised in the air between them as she studied the intricate flourish and swirls across his bare chest. “Do you know which parts of your assassin’s mark come from which life you’ve taken?” 
 
    Yes. “Why would I care?” 
 
    “Why indeed,” she said, on a heavy exhale. “I’m certain we are all the same to you. Nothing more than a bunch of filthy Darkworld scum, to be snuffed out like scurrying insects beneath your mighty boot.” 
 
    “Sure, let’s go with that.” 
 
    “Am I wrong?” A sculpted brow arched, the disdain in her voice visible in her expression as well. “Tell me, Watcher, how long have you served your immortal fathers?” 
 
    “Long enough.” 
 
    As she sidestepped a crack in the floor, Devious shifted in front of the stool. “Watcher, truly. I ask with genuine interest.” 
 
    He pegged her with a glare. “Why do you care? I’m just a filthy assassin out to snuff you like a scurrying insect, right?” 
 
    “Touché.” She took a step back and he lost sight of her. 
 
    Damn. He followed the soft rustle of her skirt as she circled him. “To that end, I could point out that it was you who admitted to the torture and killing of our beloved leader, Stryker. If we retaliate, it seems more an act of justice than rampant violence.” 
 
    “Killing,” he said, sounding as bored as he could manage. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    He sighed. The Demon-steel blade lodged in his side continued to drain his strength. “I admitted to killing your psychotic leader, not torturing him. I don’t work that way. There is no honor in torture.”  
 
    He pegged Devious with an icy glare and hoped that he understood the ocular “fuck you”. 
 
    She covered her mouth and chuckled. “Honor? You expect me to believe you live by some noble morale code? Do you think me such a fool?” 
 
    “Honestly, I think you are a thousand kinds of fool, bitch, but it makes no difference. You’ll believe what you believe.” 
 
    Devious’ fist launched, and another anvil punch sunk into his gut. “Watch your mouth.” 
 
    She waited for his focus to return and squared off to look directly at him. “You and your fellow assassins force desperate actions in the name of survival. Your highhanded restrictions and ignorance are to blame for my race, and others with unique feeding requirements, betraying Otherworld laws. Perhaps you do so simply to put yourselves in a position to forfeit lives.” 
 
    He snorted, resting his head on his manacled arm. “Unique feeding requirements? You chop humans into sections and eat their internal organs.” 
 
    She stepped around another broken stone in the floor and worked the room. “You speak as if we have a choice in the matter. Humans slaughter livestock for consumption, do they not? No one avenges farm animals, yet we are deemed monsters. We feed only as physiology demands. Should we simply starve to death until the Shedim are no more?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    Devious slammed the hilt of the blade embedded in Kyrian’s side and consciousness abandoned him for a moment. When the darkness abated, he searched for—there.  
 
    She was leaving. At the steel door of his cell, she glanced over her shoulder, her smile sad. “Devious, enjoy your interrogation, but leave him alive. His execution shall be a grand event in the courtyard. I think everyone within the castle walls would do well to witness our justice realized. It will be good for morale after Stryker’s loss.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    *** 
 
    Zander shifted out from under the loose weight of Austin’s arm and drew the duvet around her shoulders to keep her warm in his absence. He lifted Stetson from his dog bed on the floor and set the chocolate lab next to his beloved to guard her in her sleep. Stepping back from their bed, he waved his hand over the Divinity candle on the bureau alter. Three wicks on the wide, ivory pillar burst to life and the amber light danced across her skin. 
 
    He brushed his fingers through the length of chestnut hair strewn across his pillow. Touching her brought him a peace he never knew existed, a balm which eased every moment of death and disgust he’d survived. She was his heaven.  
 
    After forcing oxygen into lead lungs, he weakened the flames, waiting until he was certain the golden glow posed no threat. With a gaze to the heavens he sent up the prayer that had become his nightly mantra over the past months.  
 
    Watch and protect her, milady. I beg of you. 
 
    His cowgirl was the heart beating behind his ribs, the blood in his veins, and the marrow in his bones. She’d been targeted because of him. Twice. If she died— 
 
    He couldn’t bring himself to finish that thought. He had to keep faith. Otherwise he would lose his motherfucking mind. When the subtle scent of tallow filled his sinuses and Austin’s breathing sank back into a slow, deep rhythm, Zander knew it was time to get gone. 
 
    After checking his watch, he exhaled heavy and turned from their bed. No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t watch over her 24/7. He couldn’t. He was a garrison commander, and had responsibilities to his men and to the innocents living within his streets. Annnd she would probably try to kill him. 
 
    Chuckling to himself, he grabbed his black jeans from the floor where Austin tossed them earlier and padded quietly to the door. He stomped his mighty thighs into his jeans and covered his naked ass before heading out to the hall. Since the arrival of his wings two months ago, he rarely fussed with shirts around the loft. He needed a few of the custom tunics the Seraph wore. He’d have to get Kyrian to score him some— 
 
    “You okay, bossman?” Seth whispered, emerging from the door across the hall. 
 
    Not even close. He nodded and the two of them headed toward the dining room. “What do we know about Kyrian?” 
 
    “Nothing worth bragging about.” 
 
    Shit. Zander scrubbed his jaw and exhaled. “I don’t want Austin to get even a hint that Kyrian is AWOL. If she does—” 
 
    “She’ll be in full-tilt Texan panic. I’ll make sure everyone keeps it in the vault.” 
 
    As the two of them made their way through the loft, Seth filled him in on what was on the table tonight. Lot of shit stirring in the Otherworld. When they arrived at the long harvest table in the dining room, Zander grabbed a bottle of JD from the bar and Seth took his seat next to his twin. Liquid sedative in hand, Zander closed the doors and looked over his warriors.  
 
    Shit, the room felt empty. 
 
    Hark poured a dram of Scotch into his coffee, the Nubian’s expression as dark as his skin. Brennus flicked his lighter and lit a cigar. The Celt exhaled a puff of pale-blue smoke and swung his General’s braid out of his face. 
 
    Z did the math and cursed. He hated seeing empty chairs. 
 
    The head of the table was now his, but it still it felt wrong sitting in Tanek’s seat. And to his left, well that one should have the Greek sitting in it as his second-in-command. Tanek—dead. Kyrian—missing. And— “Where’s Danel?” 
 
    Lot of asses shifting in seats. 
 
    Zander expanded his senses through the loft, and then the building. D’s presence rang strong down in the guest quarters opposite the gym. This shit stopped now. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    He took the trip through the foyer and strode to the locked door to the stairwell. After keying in the code to gain access to the corridor beyond, he jogged down one flight. It would be so much easier if Danel stayed in the main loft. Though, with the way the Persian hated humans, he didn’t want the guy anywhere near Austin in his current mindset.  
 
    He closed the distance to D’s quarters with slow, deliberate strides. What to say to the guy? The unfairness of the situation was legion; once a proud, lethal warrior, Danel secluded himself, useless. Once utterly self-sufficient; now, the Persian found himself utterly crippled. 
 
    Zander didn’t bother to knock. 
 
    Shit. The guy’s quarters looked like an H-bomb had detonated inside. Nah, more like an F-U-bomb, he supposed. Danel lounged in yesterday’s clothes, bleary-eyed, on a bed that could very well have been ground zero for the blast. A fresh bottle of Herradura occupied his remaining hand, while another dozen empties lay scattered under the sheets, tipped on the side table, and tossed on the heaps of dirty clothes covering what had once been a hardwood floor. 
 
    Zander scrubbed his hand over the throb exploding behind his eyes and exhaled hard. “What’s with the liquor store routine? Your parents away for the weekend?” 
 
    Danel pursed his lips and sucked back another swallow. “Grunge is in. Saw it on HGtv.” 
 
    Closing them in together, Zander leaned back against the door. Okay. Right. This sucked all round. “The squad is at the table. I noticed you’re not.” 
 
    “Must have missed the text.” 
 
    “I figured, so here I am, delivering your invite in person.” 
 
    Muttering, Danel struggled to right himself on his pillows and got reacquainted with the mouth of his tequila bottle. “I have to pass. I can’t feel my legs at the moment . . . or my dagger hand either, for that matter. Right. That’s because it’s fucking gone.” He squeezed his eyes shut and let his head clunk back against the wooden headboard. 
 
    Zander shuffled through the carpet of debris and pulled the desk chair over. He needed to have this convo looking into the Persian’s whiskey-colored eyes. “Look D, I get that this is a game changer for you. No one’s expecting business as usual but there’s no pink slip in our line of work. I’ve let you deal with your situation your own way for too long. It’s time you pulled up your big-boy pants and got your shit together. You are still part of this squad.” 
 
    “My situation? Part of the squad?” It was a while before Danel met his gaze, and when he did, his eyes shined glassy. “No one can look me in the eye, Z. I’m a walking reminder that we’re mortal now, and they could end up benched, or worse.” 
 
    “Yeah, worse—like Tanek—and now maybe Kyrian.” 
 
    Danel swiped his sleeve across his eyes and looked up. “Kyrian? What’s with the Greek?” 
 
    “He’s missing. Maybe dead. Almost definitely taken. All we know is that he’s in the fucking wind. You need to get your ass to the motherfucking table and help us find him.” 
 
    “What help am I, with a meat stump where my dagger hand used to be?” 
 
    Zander lurched over the bed before he knew what his feet were doing. Next thing he knew, he was nose to nose, getting dizzy off Danel’s ode to oblivion. “Stop wallowing and listen up. The mortality thing is a mind-fuck for all of us. Get over it. If Kyrian’s alive, we need to find him and bring him home.” 
 
    “Home? You mean here?” The air around them arced as Danel scoffed. “Yeah, Z, I feel how much you want to roll out that welcome mat.” 
 
    Zander fought back his beast’s protest, but D was right. He’d handled this wrong from the get-go. He’d let his unleashed aggression dictate his actions. It was a mistake. And one he might never be able to undo. “Kyrian is one of our own.” 
 
    Danel shook his head, set the bottle on the nightstand, and swung his legs clumsily over the edge of the bed. God, the guy was faced. “Now he’s one of our own? Now that he’s missing? Fuck, Z, you’re one cold-hearted bastard, you know that?” 
 
    Zander let that sting of truth smack him hard in the face. “Go ahead, Danel, get it off your chest. Take your shot.” 
 
    The warrior got to his feet and after checking his balance twice, met him chest-to-chest. “You let your best friend and second-in-command twist in the wind, tracking Austin’s shooter solo, trying to regain his place at your side while you cozied up with your wife, enjoying your new life. You’ve been a stubborn, violent, jealous ass, but now that the Greek might be dead, now you do a 180?” 
 
    Danel pressed his finger square into Zander’s sternum. “Austin may not know the whole of what happened between you two, but if Kyrian is dead, you better believe she’ll know it’s your fault. She’ll resent you forever. Maybe even hate you. And you know what? You’ll deserve it.” 
 
    Zander’s jaw clenched until bone cracked. “No doubt.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    “It is done.” Cassiane stepped beyond the shimmering portal and onto the castle rooftop. With her skirts gathered enough to ensure her footing, she maneuvered the treachery of the exterior stairway leading from the Bolthole site, down toward the courtyard five stories below. She sighed at the state of ruin. From this perspective, it was so heart-wrenchingly sad. The once massive stone of the steps, like everything in her family home, was crumbling to dust beneath her feet. 
 
    Dougal, one of her father’s oldest and most trusted men, offered his elbow to steady her descent. His gait and posture gave no indication of the terrible break suffered to his thigh months back, and she was relieved. The male was a hunter to the depth of his soul—a hunter, not a soldier. If he had been left incapable of venturing to the Human Realm to harvest, it would have been a devastating loss for him, and for those who depended on his bounty for survival. 
 
    She cast a sideways glance and smiled. “It makes my heart sing to see you back on your feet, old man.” 
 
    The male straightened, his silver-shot black hair flowing loose in the night’s sulfur-scented breeze. It stirred stronger at that height but lessened closer to the ground. “It is a blessing to be back upon them, Mistress, thank you. To me and my family alike. I am not a pleasant man when infirmed, I’m afraid.” 
 
    They continued their steady descent in companionable conversation. When they reached the cobbled stone of the courtyard, they moved forward as one, her hand tucked in Dougal’s elbow. She had strolled the courtyard arm-in-arm with her father a thousand times and found it a comfort to do so now with his closest friend. “Thank you for walking rounds with me, Dougal.” 
 
    His weathered skin creased at the corners of his eyes as he laid a callused hand over hers. “The pleasure is mine.” 
 
    They explored the grounds at a lazy pace. The meeting she’d just returned from had her mind abuzz, and her heart divided. Half of her relished the power she wielded while addressing the payment of unscrupulous humans, while the other half hated that Shedim must fall so far from their moral path simply to survive. The conflict twisted like a gnarled root in her belly. 
 
    “The burden of rule weighs heavy on you, Mistress. May I be of council?” 
 
    She rested her head against Dougal’s broad shoulder and sighed. “Devious took me to the human city, New Orleans, where I met and paid the men my father dealt with to gather organs. The arrangement is distasteful, from the desperate humans selling their body-parts for money, to those who simply wake to find them missing. Father always said, ‘Evil is as evil does.’ I worry about some of the choices he made.” 
 
    “Surviving in Purgatory means balancing strength, threat, and action.” 
 
    She nodded. “But at what cost?” 
 
    He took time to consider her question and frowned. “Your father was not a perfect man. Though he brought you up to believe otherwise, that luxury is forever gone to you. As the ruler of our race, it is your duty is to ensure the life and survival of Shedim. Your father did that in his way. Perhaps he did things you find questionable or distasteful, but every decision for him, small or grand, focused on the beneficial outcome for his people.” 
 
    “And am I to simply carry on in my father’s footsteps? Take his beliefs as my own without question?” 
 
    “It is not my place to answer, Mistress.” He steered their route around a patch of broken stones in the path. 
 
    “Speak your mind, Dougal. I have no appointed Hand and seek your council.” 
 
    After a moment, he pursed his lips and exhaled. “The way I see it, you must convince all those watching—Shedim and the Darkworld races alike—that you are capable of doing whate’er it takes to ensure Shedim survival. You must prove your grit, or I fear you may face challenges in the near future.”  
 
    She shook her head. “You are kind to assume it is a case of may, my friend. The challenges will come, from outside these walls and, I fear, possibly, from within.” 
 
    His grip on her hand tightened. “Has something happened which I should know about?” 
 
    She thought about Devious and his threats. It would have been the utterance of a few words and Dougal would take care of his insolence on her behalf, but she was Shedim Master now and needed to fight her own fights. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” she lied. 
 
    The lines of worry softened beside his eyes. “Then let protocols already in place feed our people while you gird yourself for the coming assault. When the transition settles, and the tension dies down, then reevaluate. For now, your concern must be the strength of your rule.” 
 
    She nodded and focused on the path ahead. “The Nephilim’s execution will be a true show of strength. The Darkworld will see that I hold the power to lead my people.” 
 
    Dougal pursed his lips. “And how does the execution of the Watcher within these walls sit with you, Mistress?” 
 
    Her insides twisted. She hated him. Everything he stood for. Everything he’d done to her. Everything about him. She drank in the emotion, allowing it to fuel her resolve. Never before had her blood surged with such a burning desire to see another suffer. Never before had her blood surged like this at all. “That male killed my father and deserves death. That prisoner—that Watcher—is our enemy. How many other fathers and brothers has he slain? Hundreds? Thousands? One look at his tattooed flesh makes me cringe.” 
 
    She swallowed as tangled images of their encounter filled her mind. Sweet Prince, how had she gotten so carried away as to feed from him? Heat tingled across her skin. Her nipples tightened, and she drew oxygen deep into her lungs.  
 
    Seraph blood was death to Darkworlders. What if Nephilim blood had been as well? The consequences had not even registered. It was a reckless mistake. Inexperience, both in the ways of males and business. But she had not been poisoned. Far from it. His bastardized, half-breed blood seemed to have quite the opposite effect. She’d never felt more vital. 
 
    Did others of the Darkworld know this? Likely not, or there would be a run on capturing Watchers to feed. Was that possible? Could she keep him alive and drain him enough to feed the others? 
 
    The pause in their stroll drew her from her reverie. Their meandering had brought them to the guardhouse above the dungeon. Dougal’s hand rested on the latch to the guardhouse door. “Are you venturing down to check on the prisoner, Mistress?” 
 
    Despite her desire to see him, she shook her head. “Later. This talk of Stryker has me emotional.” 
 
    Drawing close, Dougal gathered her hand in his. As he lowered his head, his kiss warmed the sensitive flesh of her palm. “I will forever grieve not being with Stryker in the end. I find I must beg your pardon.” 
 
    She swallowed past the lump blocking her throat. “You served him and our community faithfully for decades. If not for your injury, I may have lost you along with the others. It is by the Dark Prince’s grace that you remain to help me now. I believe that was the plan of it, somehow.” 
 
    He lifted his head and smiled, though it didn’t touch the sadness in his eyes. “Mistress?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    His gaze searched her face. “If you find you have need of anything at all, do ask. I share your loss, and there are those of us within the walls who are only too happy to aid you.” 
 
    She rested her hand on his broad bicep and gave a tender squeeze. “I shall remember.” 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, she pushed all thoughts of her father from her mind and watched the man return to his duties. The strength she gained from his presence drained away and left her feeling small and alone. She missed her life from before. She missed her father. Falling into a feminine heap of tears wouldn’t help her people. They’d lost their leader and though she’d never measure up to his greatness, it was her duty to try. 
 
    She stared up at the sky. Dawn was wasting in streaks and slashes, the fiery warmth of the blazing night replaced by the bone chilling gray of day. It was early yet, but already misting heavily. There was enough light, though, to take stock of what needed to be done. 
 
    “Leif,” she called to the youth filling buckets at the cistern. “Have you got your little journal with you this morning?” 
 
    The boy, whip-thin and small for his thirteen years, brushed his hands on soiled trousers looking wary. “Yes, Mistress.” 
 
    She held her hand out and gave him a smile. “Would you walk with me for a bit? I have need of you taking down a few notes. That is . . . if you have the time to act as my scribe?” 
 
    The boy handed his buckets to his younger brother. With his chores seemingly sorted, he jogged to her side and reached into his shirt to pull out the small black workbook and pencil he always carried. 
 
    “I need help with castle business,” she said making it sound very official. They walked as she explained. While her father was a wonderful leader, hunter and guardian, his focus had been heavily weighted on either the outer wall, battlements and defense, or the harvest of food in the Human Realm. The general repair of the castle and surrounding grounds were forgotten and as such, were in dire need of attention. 
 
    The castle itself was broad and strong with thick stone walls, high slotted windows and fanciful turrets facing the four corners of purgatory. Her father’s grandfather had constructed it in the flare of human castles of olde and that was how it was beginning to wear. 
 
    They began their inspection at the gated entrance. The bridge was up, the pulleys, chains and cogs all greased, coiled and in top condition. 
 
    “Morning Mistress.” The captain of the castle guard bowed his head as she and the boy paused at the stones at the foot of one of the rampart ladders. “Careful, those loose ones can be slick once the mists settle in. Last week one of the wives took a spill after finishing her laundry. Ended up with a nasty crack to the head.” 
 
    Cassiane toed the stones in question and nodded to Leif, who started their list. “Thank you, Captain, that’s the very issue we’re addressing. Have you got any repair requests you’d like to make? How are things running in the battlements and keep? What about the food cellars?” 
 
    The captain’s bushy black brows creased as he frowned down at them. He glanced at Leif taking notes, and his lips narrowed. “All is well, Mistress. Whatever disrepair must be weathered, shall be weathered. Stryker always said, ‘Strength of the wall saves all’, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, but Stryker is dead, Captain,” she said, somehow managing the words without flinching. “And although he didn’t often recognize it, there are near one hundred and eighty civilians living within these walls, as well as the soldiers and hunters. Do you believe their safety any less important?” 
 
    “Of course, but—” 
 
    She raised her hand and he fell silent. “There are quite enough dangers in our world without someone breaking their neck because of loose stones or rotted out floorboards.” 
 
    The bloodcurdling howl of hounds punctuated her point. They sounded close. The baying in the distance brought the argument to a halt. A chill shot up her spine as she gathered her skirts and whisked up the wooden ladder to the rampart. 
 
    Looking toward the closest edge of Wandread woods, she and the captain watched a pack of hellhounds snap and snarl. The flailing limbs of a fallen male were decimated in a heartbeat. 
 
    “What is it they’ve got?” Leif asked, rising to the balls of his feet in an attempt to see. “It’s not one of the miners, is it? The mine crew left not long ago, my father among them.” 
 
    “No, son,” the captain said, lifting the boy. “The mine crew already barred themselves into the pass. Your father is safe and sweating underground.” 
 
    Cassiane patted Leif’s arm as the captain set him down and gave him the most reassuring smile she could muster. “Probably an elk-beast that lost its herd. Wouldn’t you say, Captain?” 
 
    The captain turned an arched brow on her and scrubbed a scarred hand over his face. The male they had seen could have been a mercenary or an undead, plotting to feed on one of the miners tonight when they returned. No need to give the boy more night sweats than he likely already suffered. 
 
    “I’m certain of it. Probably a dumb calf wandered too far from cover and got snapped up by the hounds. Dangerous thing, life beyond the wall, can’t let our guard down for a moment.” 
 
    Cassiane heard the graveled tone of the soldier and knew they were back to discussing the diversion of funds from defense to life in the castle proper. He was right, to some degree, but if the castle crumbled down around them where would they be then?  
 
    “How about this, Captain? When our list is complete, you and I will meet up and discuss the best way to get things taken care of. We have enough manpower and supplies at our disposal to address most issues without the use of financial assets. When we see where we are, we’ll discuss the greatest needs—safety within the castle walls or safety from what lies beyond.” 
 
    With a reluctant grumble he dropped his chin. “The greatest danger to safety within the walls is the male in the dungeon and the female who thought to bring him here. What do you think the Watch will do when they find out?” 
 
    “Captain!” Her eyes flew wide and she glanced to the boy and back. If the news of a Nephilim being in the dungeon hadn’t spread castle wide yet, there was no need to announce it outright through the civilian ranks. Thankfully Leif had wandered down to inspect the strength of a railing. She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Do you challenge my right to interrogate the man who admits to killing my father?” 
 
    “Interrogate, no. But did you bother to ask yourself what fury the Choir will rain down upon us when his people realize he’s here? Devious said he warned you.” 
 
    Her hands stung as her nails bit into the flesh of her palms “Devious is not Master of this castle, despite his ambitions. The rank and responsibility of governing falls to me.” 
 
    “A girl who has no—” 
 
    She drew the dagger from the sheath at her hip and pressed the tip to his chest. “The decision to take the prisoner was mine as Shedim Master. The Nephilim wronged me, my father, and everyone within these walls. I will not stand to have anyone question my judgment.” She tilted the blade and let the growing lights of the sky catch the jeweled hilt. “What would Stryker have done if you spoke to him as you just did me, Captain?” 
 
    The flush of the male’s cheeks paled. “Slit my throat, Mistress.” 
 
    She nodded. “Then be thankful I am not Stryker. This is your one warning.” 
 
      
 
    A week. Seven motherfucking days. Zander emptied the large tumbler down his throat and refilled. The energy in the loft was hostile, the atmosphere somber. Since Kyrian’s disappearance, the men of the garrison had gone from texting him their nightly tallies and retiring to their respective homes, to stopping in and drinking his booze, to stalking his halls and staying over. 
 
    Morale was low. The lack of progress finding the Greek was a riptide sucking them all down a dangerous drain. Their heads and hearts just weren’t in the daemon game on the streets. And in these topsy-turvy times, a distracted Watcher would soon be a dead Watcher. 
 
    He cursed. Regardless of his beast’s objections to Kyrian over the past few months, he wanted his best friend home. To not know where he was or if he’d been brutalized or killed, after thousands of years of them being brothers, was torture. And not just for him. 
 
    He glanced across the room and then to the clock. One a.m. “Seth, you and Phoenix head down to the RedRum. Danel circulated a message through the homeless network for Drake. I’m hoping, for once in his neurotic life, that daemon will speak to someone other than Kyrian.” 
 
    Seth extracted himself from one of the three leather couches, looking relieved for something to occupy the rest of his night. He stretched the leather of his red slicker across his massive shoulders and concealed the twin Glocks holstered against his vest. When he looked up, those pale blue eyes narrowed. “Drake and Kyrian go way back, Z. He’s never trusted anyone else before. His species is nearly extinct. It’s a lot to risk.” 
 
    Zander nodded. “I get that. Extenuating circumstances. I’m hoping he’ll help if he can.” 
 
    Phoenix grabbed his gear and fist bumped Zander before the twins headed out.  
 
    He turned to the Moor next. “Hark, swing by the docks and meet up with Brennus and the Viking. I want you and the Celt to track down Azazel. That fallen angel is supposed to be revamping our defenses, but so far, I haven’t seen shit beyond the flak vests. Ask him, as a keeper of a forge, who the fuck has the stones and the skills to make this Demon-steel.” 
 
    Hark set down the pool cue. His scowl twisted the deep scar stretched across his cheek. “And if Azazel wants to barter? What am I offering?” 
 
    Why couldn’t anyone do the right thing just for the sake of doing it? “Express to him that, as a former member of the Choir of Angels, it would do his soul a solid to throw us a good will gesture. Tell him the archangels are involved in this and he could regain some ground.” Zander rubbed at the headache spearing into his frontal lobe. “If that doesn’t work, find out what it will cost us for his help.” 
 
    The warrior slung the strap for his compound-bow over his shoulder and was gone. 
 
    Next, he texted Brennus, and filled him in. He and the new guy, Bo, a Viking warrior from the Los Angeles garrison, had been patrolling a complaint from a Djinn about a Phoenix’s nest in Chinatown. 
 
    Colt has an addy 2 check when u 2 call it a night. 
 
    He waited, watching his screen until the reply came back to him. Roger that. 
 
    He sent the details and then there was just Danel, sitting with his nose against the computer screen. He tipped back his glass again and stepped over to the living room desk. One-handed, the guy was still an internet phenom. But even D couldn’t find things that weren’t there. Searching the usual Darkworld sites and following endless chat threads, the Persian had taken time out from his self-loathing spiral and stepped up to the plate. 
 
    That was the one and only high point to this mess. 
 
    “Any luck, D?” 
 
    “Nada.” He stretched his neck and scrubbed his palm over his goatee. Zander handed him the half-empty bottle of Scotch. “He’s vapor. It’s like he just fucking disappeared.” 
 
    “No. Somebody’s got him tucked in a hole somewhere. One of us will find—” 
 
    “Zander?” Austin rounded the corner and knocked him stupid. With her hair pulled back in a ponytail and wearing his old Styx t-shirt as a nightie, she stopped his heart. The only precious thing life had given him and him alone. His mate. His lover. His beloved Ishah. 
 
    “I’m sorry, cowgirl. Did we wake you? Are you feeling any better?” He straightened from the desk and stepped toward her. 
 
    Austin smoothed his cotton tee against her silky thighs and frowned. “I’m fine, but I’d like to know what’s going on. Y’all have been tense and walkin’ on eggshells all week.” 
 
    “Just Nephilim business. Nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
    She narrowed her gaze at him and frowned. “I may be new on the Nephilim circuit, but I know you, angelman. I know the men too. Something’s brewin’ and y’all are upset.” 
 
    Shit. Lying to her, even by omission, had his balls twisted into fucking knots. And it wasn’t like she was stupid. Night after night, she came to him, accepted him inside her. She knew he was holding back. Hiding the truth from her made the agony of Kyrian’s situation a hundred times worse. A thousand times. 
 
    When he said nothing more, she wrapped her arms across her stomach and shook her head. “I know who I married, Zandros of Kish. You carry secrets; dark, horrible things y’all do to keep the world safe. I’m not asking you to spill every thought that flashes through your head, but I know the feel of how daemon business affects you, and that’s not what this is.” 
 
    He needed to man up and come clean. If she blamed him, then he’d just have to take his lumps. Striding across the living room, he cleared his throat. “Okay, you’re right. The truth of it is . . . Austin? What’s wrong, darlin—” 
 
    Her eyes rolled back as she crumpled to the hardwood floor. Zander lunged the last few steps and scooped under her bare knees. Holding her unconscious brought every horrible memory of the cave belching into his brain. “Danel, call Raphael. Get him down here. Now.” 
 
    Zander headed for the couches, but before he’d even laid her down, her eyes fluttered open. “Lie still, cowgirl. You fainted.”  
 
    He eased her onto the cushions and accepted the blanket Danel handed him at the same time the current in the air announced the arrival of the archangel. “Raphael. I thank you for coming. There’s something wrong with Austin.” 
 
    Raphael glided to the edge of the couch and sank to his knees. 
 
    Zander’s head was on a slow spin. This was his fault. He’d stressed her out to the point that she’d fainted. Shit he wished he was better at this whole relationship thing. 
 
    “I’m fine, angelman.” She reached around Raphael and squeezed his hand. 
 
    Over the next few minutes, or it could have been hours, ’cause Zander wasn’t running on all cylinders, he thought of all the mistakes he’d made since Austin came into his life. Too many. He was fucking everything up.  
 
    Danel squeezed his shoulder and he marveled at the Persian’s worried face. Was he warming to Austin being a member of their dysfunctional family? God, he hoped so. The two of them had stood on opposite ends of every argument for . . . forever. It would be nice to finally agree on something. Not that he’d hold his breath or anything. 
 
    “Be at ease, Zandros,” Raphael said, straightening.  
 
    In the next instant, the vibration in the air shifted and yet another white-suited male materialized in the living room. Just how many men needed to see his wife in nothing but a t-shirt and underpants? What the fuck was going on? 
 
    “Greetings,” Gabriel said, stepping to Raphael’s side. “How can I be of aid?” 
 
    Raphael stepped back and gestured toward the couch as he rolled his silk sleeves down. “Gabriel, would you mind assessing her . . . just to be certain.” 
 
    “Certain of what?” Zander’s blood went cold as the Angel of Death, knelt beside Austin. The archangel ran his hands up her bare arms and then cupped her jaw as he looked deep into her eyes. Then, he lowered the blanket down her thighs and tugged at the hem of her t-shirt. 
 
    Zander’s wings flared as a growl tore from his chest. “Get your fucking hands off her, Gabriel. Don’t you think of taking her from me. I fucking mean it.” 
 
    He mind-stalled mid-thought, his eyes burning, his fingernails aching to break free. His beast roared to the foreground and battled to take control. No. He couldn’t let his alter ego step in when Austin needed him. 
 
    Danel faced him and braced his shoulders. Did he honestly think he could hold him back if Gabriel meant to claim Austin for the heavens? 
 
    Raphael shrugged his jacket on and tugged his cuffs into place like he was getting ready for an evening out or some shit. 
 
    “Remarkable.” Gabriel scrubbed his palm over his smooth angel puss. 
 
    “What?” Zander snapped. The lights grew brighter, glowing like a super nova. 
 
    Gabriel stared up at him with a look of confusion like he’d never seen on the face of any archangel. “Sumerian, somehow your much better half carries your young. She is a tiny thing, yet growing strong within her mother-to-be.” 
 
    Zander staggered. “What? No. Nephilim can’t . . . we don’t . . . the mothers always . . .” His legs took a time-out. His teeth rattled as his knees hit the marble floor. “This can’t happen. Get it out of her!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Kyrian’s head lolled loose on his neck as he hung by the two hamburgered stumps he used to call wrists. He inventoried the wreckage and chuckled at the thoroughness of his captors. A dozen soldiers had taken their crack at him. He was a throbbing, swollen mass, but there was one spot, very small, on the right side of his neck—just behind the non-stop ringing in his ear and above the barb of the binding collar they’d harnessed him with—that remained uninjured. 
 
    Otherwise, he was thoroughly beaten to shit. 
 
    They’d stripped him naked and continued their fun while he was out cold. Apparently, he’d played the Bull’s-eye in their target practice. What felt like a dozen tranq darts remained stuck in his body in various locations. He coughed, wincing at the detonation of muscles and bones that rang in protest to even that slight movement. His skin was on fire. 
 
    Inhaling through his nose, the festering stench of burnt flesh, excrement, and sulphur singed his sinuses. The olfactory trifecta triggered his gag reflex and soured his stomach. His arms tensed, and he retched. Fuuuuck.  
 
    The convulsive swing as he lurched caused the bindings on his wrists to cut deeper.  
 
    Another round of the futile out-you-go dry-heaves of nothingness and he almost blacked out. When his head settled enough to clear, he gave his swollen, watery eyes a try. His left window to the world was one solid contusion, locked tight, but the right let a sliver of his prison in, as he swung round and round in a slow, gentle circle. 
 
    Pool of magma eating through the stone floor . . . blood spattered stone wall . . . One. Two. Three corpses of past prisoners hanging dead and soiled . . . More magma spewing through the floor . . . Guard sitting in the shadowed corner . . . Steel door the size of a bank vault . . . And back to the pool of magma eating through the stone. 
 
    Look at that. A dungeon in Hell, and him playing the part of the low hanging chandelier. He chuckled at his own joke, but cut that shit out quick. His biggest problem wasn’t the pain of his beat down—what seared him more than the striping of his flesh was the burn in his blood.  
 
    Incendiary heat circulated in his veins and pulsed in his cells. His beast was restless and hungry, aggressive and angry. He wanted to kill the Shedim Mistress for this. At the same time, he wanted to do so many other things to her too. 
 
    “Why are you growling, Watcher?” 
 
    Kyrian shut down the sweats building in his chest and swayed toward the bittersweet sound of his hostess’ voice. He wasn’t really in a conversing mood, but— 
 
    “—Oh, mighty Prince.” Dishes clattered as the rustle of skirts took her to the small table in the corner. He tried to follow her movement but couldn’t. The slit opening of his right eye wasn’t enough to track her hurried steps. 
 
    “Cut him down this instant,” she snapped. 
 
    “Release him?” Graveled disbelief rose from the guard perched in the corner. Kyrian recognized him as the weasel-faced lefty who’d taken a liking to mashing his kidneys the first couple of nights he’d been their guest. “Mistress. This man is a dangerous killer. He’s the Watcher assassin who murdered—” 
 
    “I’m devastatingly aware of who he is, Chidiock. Now do as I say.” 
 
    There was strength to her order that Kyrian respected. She knew her own mind. She had fire. Feet shuffled against the floor but didn’t approach. He shifted slightly for a visual and fought the wave of blackness thundering in his ears. His sight blurred and his hearing cut out, but he held on to consciousness. The female had challenged a man who held himself without honor. If the guard turned on her . . . what? What could he do? 
 
    “—do it myself,” she said, as his hearing came back to him. 
 
    The snick of a metal edge sliding free of its sheath had his limited gaze searching frantically for who held the hilt. It was her. He sagged, the bloody ruts in his wrists screaming at the weight of his body. 
 
    “Mistress. Let me fetch Devious. He’ll make you see—” 
 
    “You overstep, soldier.” 
 
    Stomping footsteps moved closer and Kyrian saw the emerald sheen of her dress from where his head hung limp on his shoulders. “If you cannot respect my orders because I was born with breasts instead of a cock, you have no business being in my service. Consider yourself relieved of duty.” 
 
    “If you release that monster, he will kill you.” 
 
    She cast a ball-withering glance over her shoulder. “No, Chidiock, he won’t. Now get out of my sight.” 
 
    The cell door closed with a thunderous slam. 
 
    The female came to him. She tilted up his head and met what little gaze he could offer. “I wanted you to hurt, interrogated, even humiliated. This is beyond anything I imagined.” 
 
    “Paymen wif interest,” he croaked, his throat raw, his lips cracked with injury and dehydration. 
 
      
 
    Cassiane worked as quickly as she could while still being exquisitely careful. She needed something to cut him down and glanced around the cell. Nothing. Then, she locked her sights on the dagger hilts sticking out of his body. Sweet Prince, give her strength. 
 
    “Brace yourself, Watcher.” Grabbing hold, she eased the blade out of his thigh and wiped the strange red steel with the napkin she’d brought down with his broth. The dirk was wicked sharp, and his muscle twitched and tightened under her fingers. His face, drained pale, sheened with a cold sweat that soaked his ash-brown hair to black, and covered his trembling body. 
 
    She assessed his bindings. The plastic of the ties had so deeply embedded in the Watcher’s wrists, she could see the white of bone. She drew a deep breath to steady herself.  
 
    The room stank of violence, blood and vomit. 
 
    “Barbaric,” she cursed, her stomach turning. 
 
    “What d’you  . . . ’spect?” The garbled question rang not of accusation, but seemed to be asked out of genuine curiosity. 
 
    She focused once more on the task of cutting him loose. One look at the man and she knew he hadn’t the strength to hold himself up. The moment his bindings were cut, he would topple to the filth and fire of the floor below. She rushed to the far corner and fetched the three-legged stool the guards used. Reaching around him, she set it close behind his bare backside and eased his hips to support his weight on the seat. The moment his flesh touched the smooth surface, he hissed. 
 
    Peering around his broad chest to get a better understanding of his difficulties, she gasped. “By Azazel’s rage, they’ve flogged you too?” 
 
    She caught a flash of pale green from between his swollen blue eyelid and something inside her stirred. This was her doing. She’d given in to anger and now faced the ugly result. He was obviously dazed, every sculpted line of his body eloquent with pain. And for the first time since she learned of her father’s death, she rethought the course of a vengeful path. 
 
    Violence wouldn’t resurrect her father. It wouldn’t feed her people. Killing this man had to be about justice, not revenge. Justice for the sake of justice itself. She wanted her people to see the dangerous warrior he was, not a pathetic, brutalized male. She needed them to understand that his execution was one warrior’s life for another taken. 
 
    Her first try at cutting the loop of the binding was too weak and tremulous. The blade glanced off and knicked his forearm. “Oh . . . I apologize.” 
 
    She searched for somewhere to grab his arm to support it, but the appendage was near unrecognizable. Grotesquely swollen and now bleeding freely from where she sliced it, his arm displayed seven shades of bruising and crusty layers of dried blood. His hands were worse. Averting her gaze, she worked quickly, and his shoulder slumped. 
 
    An inhuman growl tore from his chest. The call rattled inside her. Heart racing, blood pounding, her mind spun with the fear that despite his extensive injuries, he might still kill her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes as he slumped forward, and she caught his weight. He was in no shape to kill her even if that had been his inclination. She sliced through the second tie and wrapped her arms around his shoulders to keep him upright. His head flopped into the curve of her neck and as she held him, she wondered what to do next. 
 
    Being untied seemed to rouse him some. After a long while of her standing like a useless prop, with his shallow breath warming her neck and his mighty body crumpled against her gown, he stirred. “Thank . . . you.” 
 
    Her breath caught. How could he possibly offer gratitude after any of this? 
 
    She shifted back to get a look at him. Sweat beaded on his battered face like the Purgatory’s morning mist. Clearly, he was near to fainting and she wondered what she would do then. Unconsciousness seemed to triple the weight of a man and this one already more than doubled her own. If he were to . . . she shook her head, when he succumbed to oblivion, she’d rather not be the one propping him up. 
 
      
 
    Devious threw the dungeon door open and couldn’t believe his eyes. “What in Hades name are you doing, female?” 
 
    Cassiane glared over her shoulder and the prisoner’s face lolled squarely to rest against what little bosom the girl possessed. Heat flushed her cheeks as she grabbed the back of his matted hair and adjusted his position. “You answer to me, Devious, not the other way around. Now, fetch a cot and a wound bin. How can we expect the world to look upon us and see anything beyond demon monsters if this is how we behave?” 
 
    “So, you think playing nursemaid is the way to free and feed our race?” 
 
    “It’s better than brutality. I said interrogate him. You’ve peeled the skin from his muscle. Hell, the man may never be able to use his hands again.” 
 
    A slow smile spread across his face. “Or hold a dagger. I’m rather proud of that.” 
 
    Devious strode further into the room so she could see him without twisting. “Your father would’ve done the same. And did. He’d give any Watcher a blade-tipped boot up his arse and laugh as he ripped him a new hole. If you can’t stomach that reality, leave the dungeon. War is no place for female sentimentalities.” 
 
    “We are not at war,” she hissed. “And even if the rebellion advances, hostile force has done nothing for us thus far. Look around the castle. People are hungry and sick. They fear the hounds, dragons, undead, and mercenaries beyond the walls and are scared of starvation and the Hell-fires of night within them. Maybe a different kind of leadership is exactly what we need.” 
 
    The Watcher mumbled something unintelligible against her skin and her scowl deepened. “I want this prisoner to stand in the courtyard and be cut down like the assassin he is, not be looked on with pity. Now, do as I command. Fetch the supplies and send them down with Dougal and his wife. You and your men are to remain outside the dungeon until further notice.” 
 
    He clenched his fists and fought every urge to lunge. He could snap her fragile little neck before she knew what hit her. He could say it was the Watcher’s doing. The idea had merit— 
 
    “Devious. Now.” 
 
    He gripped his fists and stowed the impulse. “You cannot aid him.” 
 
    Hot fury flashed in her eyes as she tightened her grip on the assassin. “Challenge me once more and I’ll have you strung up in the courtyard as well. You do as I command. Now, guard the door to the courtyard if you wish, but no hunter or soldier sets foot down here as long as this male remains my prisoner.” 
 
    Her challenge roused an interest he hadn’t expected. He shifted his stance. The urge to pin her against the stone wall, and teach her to shut up and let him make the decisions had his cock thickening. Yes, he’d show her what real power meant. 
 
    When she turned her back, Devious stepped closer, his fingers itching with promise. He hesitated. Too dangerous. Chidiock had a mouth. Who knew how many men he had told about her outburst. No. When he made his move, he didn’t want to be interrupted. 
 
    He grabbed the video camera from the shadows and stormed up the steps from the Pit to the dungeon cells and continued until he emerged through the guardhouse door. The bitter tang of bile burned at the back of his throat. How dare that naïve, little gash order him away. He commanded the hunters, held sway with the soldiers, kept the castle fed and secured. 
 
    He was the Master’s Hand, for Devil’s sake. 
 
    After relaying the female’s orders to the outer guard, three men scurried off like mice to fetch Dougal and the supplies Cassiane wanted. Dougal. Fucking Dougal. It galled Devious to be dismissed, to be reduced to an errand boy when he was hands-down the strongest fighter among them. Dougal was washed up . . . a hunter of the past. A forgotten relic. 
 
    Devious knew what the future held. He deserved to be Shedim Master, though he loathed the idea of marrying that stupid female to assume his place. The images he’d had in the Pit refreshed in his mind. He rubbed a palm down the stressed fly of his cargo pants. He would teach her a few important life lessons all right. Teach her to respect the members of the castle who mattered. She might be the figurehead, but he got things done. Stryker had taught him well. 
 
    Stryker. Man, he missed that evil bastard. So cunning. So inspiring. Cassiane might be Stryker’s daughter, but she was not her father. She wasn’t ruthless enough. Not dark enough. Not like . . .  
 
    The idea struck him like a blow. Why hadn’t he thought of her before? With mutinous purpose, he headed to the castle roof and to the Human Realm beyond. Cassiane wasn’t the Shedim heiress they needed ruling, but he knew who was.  
 
      
 
    Danel set up shop in his favorite corner booth in O-Zone before the club opened, and hours later, his ass was numb. One a.m., and the place was busting off the hinges—or busting its buttons would be more accurate. The hedonist night club Zander ran was lit up—an erotic porn show in every direction, a never-ending stream of booze, and free Wi-Fi.  
 
    What more could a guy want?  
 
    He tapped the keys of his laptop one-handed and continued to scan the dark web. There had to be something here about Kyrian. Anything. 
 
    “Hey Danel,” a feminine voice said. He looked up into the eyes of Zander’s front house manager, Jules, the annoying, redheaded human married to the local Dragon. She slid a mountain of chili-cheese poutine across the table and tapped the side of her headset. She nodded to something said over the com system before focusing back on him. “Meck’s got a walk-in at the door and Zander’s on the streets. Can you take him?” 
 
    Danel stretched his neck from side to side, things popping and cracking in earnest. Then, he pulled carb mountain closer and nodded. “I’m fried anyway. Escort him back.” 
 
    Jules relayed the answer but didn’t get gone. He ignored her standing there and got busy inhaling his cardiac arrest on a platter. Humans . . . they just couldn’t take the hint. He chewed the first forkfuls and reached for his beer. Yep, she was still there. She opened her mouth as if she were going to say something but then clapped her trap shut. 
 
    “I’m good,” he said, pressing the bottle to his lips. “You’re dismissed.” 
 
    Meck, the gigantor who worked the door, made his way along the dance floor, dragging a teenaged Asian kid with his eyes bugging out. “Are they . . . Is she . . . He is . . . he’s going down on her right there.” 
 
    Meck rolled his eyes and tossed the gangly hard-on into the booth.  
 
    Danel choked on his fries and had to wash things down with the last of his beer. He regarded the empty bottle and the redhead. Perfect. Set her on a task and she’d have to go away. “Hey, Red, can you send over another couple beers and . . .” he pointed to the kid leaning across the table soaking in the surroundings, “kid, do you want a burger or something?” 
 
    “I could eat, but I’ve got no cash.” He turned and eyed him up hard. “And I don’t trade favors for no guy.” 
 
    Danel raised a brow. “Well, your virginity is safe. A burger was the offer, nothing more.” 
 
    “Holy smokes,” the kid said, settling deeper into the booth. “It’s you. I knew it. I knew it. Hey, Danel, sorry about your hand, man, that sucks.” As he adjusted his backpack against his leg, the kid’s pale whiskey-colored eyes caught the strobe of the dance floor. It was quick but unmistakable.  
 
    Danel’s fries solidified into a congealed brick in his gut. Holy Fuck. Impossible. 
 
    “Who are you, kid, and why are you here?” 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    “Dougal, help me get him out of here and back to the holding cells.” Cassiane groaned under the sagging weight of the Watcher. As Dougal’s eyes widened, her heart raced, scanning the male’s response. She prayed her instincts were correct and a man of his character could never have joined party with this kind of brutality. 
 
    Sabine, Dougal’s wife, rushed in behind him, her slender arms laden with supplies. “Hell’s fury, his flesh has been shred to ribbons.” 
 
    “And these can’t be helping.” One by one, Dougal grasped the hilt of five daggers and withdrew the red-steeled blades from where they remained, sticking out of the Watcher’s body. Then he removed a dozen tranquilizer darts. 
 
    After studying the acres of oozing flesh and muscle, searching for an uninjured spot to grab hold of, Dougal removed his own weapon sash, handed it to Cassiane, grit his mighty jaw, and hiked the Watcher over his shoulder with a grunt. 
 
    Cassiane staggered to gain her balance. With her load suddenly removed, she teetered to right herself. Gathering the hem of her skirt, she brushed past Dougal into the dank corridor and rushed up the stairs ahead of him. The click of her boot heels beat a much quicker tempo than the soles of Dougal’s under the strain of his load. 
 
    When they reached the floor above, Cassiane swung open the solid iron door to one of the holding cells and entered the prisoner section of the divided space. Sabine set the pile of supplies she’d been carrying on the small table inside the door and slid the cot into the center of the space. After she draped a clean blanket over the rough canvas, she turned to help her husband. “Here, love, rest him on his belly. His back has taken the brunt.” 
 
    Dougal muttered to himself as they positioned the Watcher on the narrow cot. Cassiane moved to drape a clean towel over his backside, but Dougal caught her hand. “Best we tend to his injuries before worrying about modesty, Mistress. It’ll give him no comfort to have his arse covered if the fabric sticks to his wounds and has to be torn free.” 
 
    The thought sent her head spinning. 
 
    The air in the holding cells reeked far less than the rotting stench of the Pit, but still, her lungs refused to draw breath. Criss-crossing weals gaped from the nape of the prisoner’s neck to the backs of his knees. Her stomach soured. The sheer orderliness of the pattern spoke of the deliberation to inflict suffering and strip the flesh of every inch of his Mark. 
 
    Dougal bent for a closer look. “Someone’s got a fair hand with a coachwhip, I’d say, but the lashes aren’t so deep. Had the bugger used a cat-o-nine or a tri-whip. . ..”  
 
    The clinical evaluation washed her with another wave of guilt. “I shall ask you once, Dougal, and once only. Did you have hand or knowledge in any form in this man’s beatings?” 
 
    The warrior stiffened, and his eyes flashed the deepest yellow. “I did not, Mistress. There isn’t an ounce of honor in torturing a man. Like them or not, Watchers are warriors working within a code. No warrior should treat another like this. It disgusts me.” 
 
    She exhaled deeply and squeezed the corded muscle of his forearm. “Forgive my asking. I had to be certain. Now, where do we begin in cleaning up this mess?” 
 
    “If I were the one lying there, I’d want to start with strong drink—and plenty of it.” 
 
    Sabine’s return launched a husband-and-wife triage of wounds. They were a good team and a good complement—he, broad, dark, and strong as an ox and she, petite, blonde, and strong as a green twig. 
 
    Leaving them to their task, Cassiane poured a dram of spirits into a tumbler and attempted to rouse their patient. “Watcher?” she whispered. “Watcher, can you take a few sips?” 
 
    The incoherent groan that rumbled deep from his chest drew her closer to his misshapen face. Was he trying to speak? She looked to Dougal, who pressed lint strips over the worst of the gashes and spoke in hushed tones to Sabine.   
 
    Cassiane knelt close to the prisoner’s head and brushed the matted tangles of damp hair from his battered face. He was unrecognizable as the heavenly handsome man she’d met at that bar. Even altered in drink, he had been well put together and smelled divine. 
 
    His pale green eyes, now swollen shut, had danced with a male wanton she’d never imagined before. She’d pressed her hands on either side of his face, his skin as soft as suede, the stubble of a long day nearly over, tickling her palms. Now, purple and grotesque, she touched his face again and felt nothing but the wrongness of it. Those lips, split and bloody . . . and his hands. 
 
    “Kyrian?” she called, close to his ear. He stirred minutely at the sound of what he’d told her was his given name. She’d half expected him to be lying, but there was an ancient Greek Watcher named Kyrian of Thebes. “Drink some spirits. It might help.” 
 
    She tilted his head and tipped the glass, trying not to press the rim against the cuts in his lips. He choked and sputtered, but seemed mostly grateful. When the glass drained empty, she moved to get more. His gaze stopped her. Never had she seen such hatred in a glance, but in that small slit of a window, that’s what she saw. It’s all she saw. 
 
    Settling back onto her knees, she set down the glass and picked up a washcloth from the basin of warm water. After wringing out the excess, she dabbed and dabbed again, brushing away the layers of blood and grime deposited over every inch of his skin. 
 
    He closed his eye and let out a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    Zander stared up into Gabriel’s golden-brown gaze and wondered where the hell the room had gone. Right, his knees had buckled and he was currently doing a pansy-assed turtle impression on his living room floor. His hamster did a full-bodied shake in his cognitive wheel as the conversation in the room swirled around him.  
 
    “You are well, warrior,” Gabriel said, “as is your beloved.”  
 
    Was Austin well? Really? He sat up and scanned the living room. “Where is she?” 
 
    Seth clasped his wrist and hoisted him to his feet. “She, uh, took Stetson and went to lie down in your room.” 
 
    Right. After he’d told Gabriel to end the pregnancy and blacked the fuck out. “Raphael and Gabriel, I thank you for coming. My brothers, you head out to your grids. I’ll join you shortly. If you’ll all excuse me.” 
 
    There was a shuffle of bodies and a muttering of male voices as he assumed his men and the archangels dispersed and made their exits. He didn’t wait for them to get gone. He started toward his chamber with heavy feet and the things just got weightier the closer he got. 
 
    Shit, if Austin felt as lost as he did, he could only imagine what she thought of him right now. The door to their bedroom was shut and locked, but it was the ease of a thought to unlatch the thing from the inside. The room was dark, but then, Austin didn’t need light to guide her anyway.  
 
    Austin was the light. The very sun that warmed his universe. 
 
    He raised a hand and the candles around the room flared to life. She sat on the floor against the frame of their bed, stroking Stetson’s boxy head on her lap. The scent of her tears enraged his beast, his self-loathing festering warm in his belly.  
 
    God, she looked so delicate and small at times. 
 
    “Cowgirl?” he said, shutting them in together. His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “Are you all right, darlin’? How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Can you honestly ask me that?” The hurt in her voice sucked the air from his chest. “I mean . . . I’m shocked too. It’s too soon. And we hadn’t even discussed kids . . . but my first thought wasn’t to—” 
 
    Her tears drew him across the room. Fire blazed in her watery, hazel eyes, as she clenched her fists in her lap. Shit. He wanted to throw up. “Austin, don’t misunderstand . . .” 
 
    “Misunderstand?” She blinked at him and frowned. “Don’t put this on me. Gabriel tells us I’m carrying your baby girl, and your first thought is to order him to get it out of me. Why? Is the thought of our child that abhorrent to you?” 
 
    Zander sank to his ass on the floor beside her and scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “To be the mother of an archangel’s child is a death sentence. That’s not hyperbole, it’s fact. As far as I know, only the Egyptian woman who bore the twins gave birth to a Nephilim and survived. And that was only because she was a witch. The thought of losing you . . . I can’t survive it. So, if I must choose, I’ll choose you every damn time. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her gaze narrowed. “But that was first generation. We have no idea what might happen to the mother of a Nephilim’s child. Right? This is uncharted territory.” 
 
    “Does that make it better? Do you think you Guinea-pigging this makes the risk more appealing to me? Even the mention of losing you gives me the quakes.” It was lucky he was already sitting because he wouldn’t be able to stand if he tried. 
 
    Austin pressed a gentle hand against her belly. “Maybe Lady Divinity’s hand in our union means things will work out.” 
 
    Zander nodded. He liked that train of thought but couldn’t afford to get caught up in emotion and hope. The heavens had never been generous with them and he doubted they would start now. “Lady Divinity did seem intent on protecting you. Perhaps, if not the child, she would ensure your survival if I spoke with her.” 
 
    The slap across his face stung not only his flesh but his soul as well. He replayed his words in his jumbled brain. Fuck, that sounded horrible. That was horrible. “I’m sorry, cowgirl. I didn’t mean it like—”  
 
    “Oh, you meant it.” She gripped the comforter behind her and stood. Stetson followed suit, his collar jingling as he shook and readied for action. God, she was impossibly beautiful. Flushed and confused. Tears welled and spilled down the smooth curves of her cheeks. He watched the tiny prisms of emotion brim her eyes. Her tears caught the light and dripped off her delicate chin. “I want you to leave. Go protect the innocent for a while, I don’t want you near me right now.” 
 
    Zander clasped her hand in his. “I’m sorry, baby, I—”  
 
    She pulled her hand from his and the withdrawal slapped him harder than the strike to his face. She strode into the ensuite. Before she closed the door, she pegged him with a look of disappointment he’d never scour from his heart. “Don’t die out there, Zander. I may need you gone, but I need you safe.” 
 
    Well, congratulations, he’d royally fucked that up.  
 
    Rubbing the ache in his chest, he strode through the loft and down the opposite hallway. He knocked on another bedroom door before his mind caught up with reality. Damn. He wished for the millionth time Kyrian was home. He should be here, sharing this moment with them, helping him make this right with Austin. His beast clawed inside him. Yeah, well, it was his beast’s fault Kyrian was missing in the first place.  
 
    Damn he missed him. 
 
    Kyrian, my brother, where the fuck are you? 
 
      
 
    Kyrian felt like heap of flayed pulp, beaten and set ablaze. He didn’t care. He could shut off the pain if he chose to, but he didn’t. If he couldn’t feel his injuries, he couldn’t feel her touch tingle over the surface of his skin. And, at that moment, the stroke of her fingers through his hair and washing his body ignited a pleasure he’d never experienced. 
 
    It was a gentle touch magnified a thousand times. 
 
    He had no clue what madness had taken him over. PTSD. Maybe shell shock after weeks of brutality. No. Despite how he felt, it must be only days here in Purgatory. Long, endless days. 
 
    He shifted his hips against the rough fibers beneath him and groaned. How could he be aroused when every part of him reeled in agony? And why would Mr. Big Idea down there be weighing in anyway? He officially hated the Shedim bitch. Because of her, both he and Austin had been shot. Then, she’d come back to drug him, drag him to Purgatory, and give the thumbs up for him to be savaged by her daemon Fight Club. 
 
    He’d played the part of the cop sent to prison and left in gen pop. He’d even been shivved a dozen times to drive the theme home. So why was his cock straining to override his sanity? His skin was alive. His head pounding. His beast pacing inside him. 
 
    Did it matter? She meant nothing to him. She’d either kill him or he would escape and hand her over to Zander for the attempted murder of his Ishah. 
 
    “Watcher?” Her voice seared through him and he groaned. His hips pressed deeper into the bed. “You’re growling again. How can I ease you?” 
 
    Fuck. He could think of a dozen things. 
 
    As her hands tightened on his shoulder to roll him, he snapped awake PDQ. What was happening below his waist was nothing she needed to be aware of. Forcing his upper body onto his elbows, he pressed his erection onto the cot. His back screamed in protest and he couldn’t help the hiss that escaped his lungs. 
 
    “More whiskey.” He barked the words out of his raw, dry throat, and she abandoned the roll-over. Thank fuck. 
 
    In a flurry of skirts, she turned her back and withdrew to the table by the corner. The tink of glass and splash of liquid preceded another round of proactive boozing. He downed the amber offering without hesitation or meeting her gaze. 
 
    “Drink deep, Watcher. You are badly hurt.” 
 
    He focused his one working eye and tried to get a look at her. “Are you serious? There’s probably only eight inches on my body that escaped violence, and that precious landscape is all between my legs.” 
 
    “Don’t be crude.” 
 
    He lowered himself back down, the pain of his movement excruciating. With the red-metal blades removed from his body, his healing force had come back on-line. He felt more himself, but it would be hours or days before he’d be a hundred-percent. “Well, Miss Manners, perhaps if every bit of your body was shot, whipped, bludgeoned, burned, or stabbed, you’d have an edge too. No shit. I’m badly hurt.” 
 
    A weighty hand, the size of a snow shovel, pressed on his shoulder. Kyrian looked into the wary gaze of the man who, judging by the steady strength of calm while tending to his wounds, was unmistakably a warrior himself. “We’ve done what can be done back here, warrior. This next bit will sting.” 
 
    “Oh? And what am I looking forward to?” 
 
    “A wash of antiseptic over your weals.” The man unscrewed the lid of a wide-mouthed jar and set it down beside the cot while he peeled back some bandaging. The gunk congealed inside was calf-shit yellow and made Kyrian’s eyes burn, like someone just shoved sliced onions under his eyelids. His warrior-caregiver came to him with a length of tough leather. “Bite down on this. We’ll get things over with quickly.” 
 
    Kyrian fought the rising gag choking his throat. “That smells like festering assholes.” 
 
    “And your frame of reference is what exactly?” 
 
    Kyrian eyed the multitude of overlapping semi-circular bite marks and fang punctures worn along its edges. Nice. Pass. He dropped back onto his belly to await the— 
 
      
 
    Cassiane exhaled as Dougal smeared the foul-smelling concoction of antiseptic over the open wounds of the Watcher and his mighty body went slack. Unconscious was far better for him. Despite his injuries and her efforts to allow him a measure of modesty, her gaze swept across his naked form. He was a beautifully sculpted male; his shoulders broad, his waist lean, his thighs and arms corded with muscle. Lying there, his body covered with the curlicues and flourishes of his tattooed mark, he looked every bit the deadly assassin he most surely was.  
 
    Sabine and Dougal worked to finish cleansing the wounds and left his skin shimmering with lotion. Then, they took to splinting each finger and strapping his hands flat to two boards. 
 
    She smiled as she watched them work. “There is nothing more admirable than when two people who see eye to eye keep house as man and wife, confounding their enemies and delighting their friends.” 
 
    Sabine rested her hands on her hips, stretched, and straightened her back. “What a lovely thing to say, Mistress.” 
 
    “Homer, isn’t it, Mistress?” Dougal wiped his hands clean on a towel and tossed it onto the mound of used linen in Sabine’s now overflowing, laundry basket. “The Odyssey, I believe.” 
 
    Cassiane nodded. “Thank you both, so much, for your help. I realize asking you to aid a Nephilim goes far beyond your loyalties to me, or to this castle, but I—” 
 
    “You did the right thing, Mistress,” Dougal said, holding his finger up as he recited words from memory. “It is easy enough to be friendly to one’s friends. But to befriend the one who regards himself as your enemy is the quintessence of true religion. The other is mere business.” 
 
    Cassiane nodded a second time. “I never knew you were such a scholar, Dougal.” 
 
    He scratched the back of his neck, looking embarrassed. “Your father and I sat up many nights, drinking his best brandy and discussing philosophy of the three realms. I will miss those moments most of all.” 
 
    She swallowed, unwilling to think of her father while helping the man who slew him. “I’m not familiar with that quote. Who is it?” 
 
    “Mahatma Gandhi.” 
 
    The beastly growl of Dougal’s stomach reminded her the day was passing them by. “Apologies. Go, you two. I’m sure I dragged you away from a million things awaiting your attention. Perhaps you could ask Cook to prepare a broth later and send it down for him. I’m not certain what Nephilim warriors eat—human food, do you think? I wouldn’t expect anything from our tables would be palatable to him.” 
 
    “Mistress, we can’t just leave you—” 
 
    She gestured toward the door. “He’ll be out for hours and if anyone needs me, you know where I am.” 
 
    “You cannot keep watch on him day and night, Mistress. You’ll exhaust what little strength you have.” 
 
    Her chest tightened. Nephilim blood ran in her veins and fed her cells. She thrived strong while he lay crippled. She wanted him hurt, but facing the result of vengeance turned her stomach. She hated the conflict warring inside her, but soon it would be over. In a day, or possibly two at the most, he’d be strong enough to stand like the enemy he was, to face judgment. “It must seem silly to mend the male solely to have him executed.” 
 
    “Not at all, Mistress. It is honorable to allow him a warrior’s death. Let him stand to face his end. It’s what I would wish for myself. And you’ll see, in a few days, he’ll be on his feet and on the mend.” He caught her glance toward the fallen warrior and raised a bushy brow. “Now, if you insist on staying, I’ll send young Edmund down. He’s got a good hand with a blade, and will mind you as well as he would his mother or me.” 
 
    Before she had time to argue, Dougal scooped up the linen basket and ushered his wife up the stairs.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Zander stared down the rosewood table in his dining room. His night had gone into the shitter. He’d beat the streets with no leads on Kyrian, Danel had been hijacked from his internet search by a walk-in downstairs, and when he’d returned home, he found that Austin and Stetson had moved into the spare room across the hall for the night.  
 
    “What do we know for sure?” he snapped. He avoided a glance to the empty chair to his left. The faces staring back at him looked just as frayed and frustrated as he felt. “Any luck with Drake at the RedRum?” 
 
    Phoenix scowled and raised his hands to speak. That guy is one paranoid asshole. He came to us looking like Hannibal Lecter. I guess we were supposed to fear that if we crossed him, he’d have us for dinner or some shit. 
 
    Bo laughed. “Like with some Chianti and fava beans?” 
 
    Brennus pointed to Seth, shaking his head. “You’d be boot leather, lad. The arsehole would have to marinate ye both for a century first.” 
 
    Seth raised his middle finger. “Regardless, we explained the situation with Kyrian, and the guy said he’d make it his mission to search the Hell Realm for info. Apparently, the night Kyrian disappeared, Drake met him at the Rum and told him that he thought Shedim were behind the Eaton Centre shooting. Gave us another interesting tidbit too.” 
 
    Zander leaned his elbows onto the table. “Do tell.” 
 
    “Apparently, the baddest of the bad are having a sit down later this week, in Purgatory’s neutral zone. The heads of all the worst Darkworld races gathered in one shiny temple.” 
 
    “Nice.” Zander looked to Danel’s empty chair and cursed. “Can we wrangle an invitation to the ball? Anyone know our rights here? “ 
 
    “None,” Danel said. The Persian stepped through the stained glass doors and pointed to an empty chair down the table. A gawky Asian kid, weighed down by a black backpack, shuffled to the spot and sat down without a word. Wide-eyed, the kid wrapped his skinny arms around his bag like it was a life preserver and he’d just been thrown in the deep end. “Our presence at a private function held by the Dark Prince could be considered an act of insubordination. If he found it an offense in any way, he’d be within his power to pink slip the lot of us.” 
 
    “But if there’s an organized meeting of Dark leaders, shouldn’t we be allowed to see what’s going on? We’re the fucking policing force here.” 
 
    Danel scowled. “I’d say no, but I’ll do some digging.” 
 
    “You do that,” Zander said, thoroughly distracted by the kid at the end of the table. “But before you hurry off, would you like to share what you brought for Show and Tell?”  
 
    “Boys, meet Ringo, he’s here to help us find, Kyrian.” As the bodies in the room shifted in their seats, Danel nodded. “I’ll let him fill you in. I don’t want to spoil the surprise.” 
 
    The boy ran a tentative hand over the shaved side of his head and flipped his bangs from his face. His gaze ping-ponged from one warrior to the next as his freak-out ratcheted. A gathering of Nephilim could be intimidating but they didn’t have time to inspire a Hallmark moment. 
 
    “So, yeah . . . hi. I, uh, well, it all started last year in my grade nine art class. I go to Brockview Tech in upstate New York, where I live with my aunt and uncle. So, there I am, in class, and we’re supposed to draw a comic strip. You know, like thought bubbles and action scenes, and stuff . . . so, I’m drawing and drawing and, well, this happened.”  
 
    He unzipped his backpack and pulled out a stack of hand drawn and illustrated comic books. Walking up the length of the table, he tossed them in front of the men. “This one was my first, but then I got on a roll. See, this one is Seth-tastic and has this wicked scene where the hero fights a Djinn and falls from a rooftop. He smashes through the top of an old, creepy, greenhouse and breaks his ass. It’s hysterical.” 
 
    “Coccyx,” Seth corrected snatching the book and scanning the pages. “And not so hysterical.” 
 
    Brennus leaned forward and picked up another with a fiery Celt brandishing his dagger on the front cover. “Fuck, we’re all in here. How—?” 
 
    Zander stood and fingered through the stack. Yep. He was there. Tanek. Colt. Shit, this was their lives and battles, recorded and lain out for anyone to see. He turned his sights on the walking exposure and the only thing that kept him from strangling the kid was the shade of pale whiskey-gold eyes staring up at him.  
 
    “How is this possible,” he asked, turning to Danel. “How could he possibly know this shit and come find us?” 
 
    “He’s a scribe, Z, like me. But instead of language and history, he’s a precog. He’s been dreaming about us since he hit puberty and the closer he gets to his age of transformation, the stronger the pull to his brothers.” 
 
    Shit. He’d never met a Nephilim before his transition. They’d all battled to survive, scraping their way through dangerous lives until the Powers came to collect them at fifteen. This kid was ahead of the curve. “So, how’d you figure it out? How’d you get here?” 
 
    “Oh,” the kid said. “So, a few months ago, I was surfing the dark web.” He looked up, his mouth hanging open. “Uh, don’t tell my uncle about that. He already hates me. Anyway, I’m scrolling along and see this gnarly video of one of my characters getting dissected. I almost pissed my pants. It was Tanek, my Tanek, getting diced in real time. I got wondering—if I wasn’t totally crazy—if maybe it was real. I knew about O-Zone, so I looked you up.” 
 
    Seth grabbed another book and handed it off to his brother. “Is this kid for reals? He’s tapped into his gift two years before transition? Damn, he’s going to be a fricken force once his juice gets flowing.” 
 
    No doubt. “So, fast forward to the part about Kyrian.” 
 
    Ringo looked up at him, his eyes dancing with excitement. “So, this is real, right? I’m part of this, somehow?” 
 
    “We’ll discuss all that later. Right now, I need to know about Kyrian.” 
 
    Ringo dug back into his pack and brought out a pad of artist paper. “This is a work in progress, so don’t judge.” He flipped the cover up and over the back, and handed Zander the unfinished drawings.  
 
    Zander stared at the penciled image of Kyrian wall-banging a leggy brunette in one of the private bathrooms at the RedRum. In the next frames, he was starfished down on the tile. Good Night Kiss, he read in the bubble.  
 
    On the next page, Kyrian hung from those bloody wrists, but wasn’t too bad off.  
 
    Not a brunette, I see. 
 
    That was for your benefit. I learned you have a particular affection for brunettes. 
 
    His beast surged forward at the implication and he had to turn the page. This wasn’t about Austin. Or his jealousy. This was about saving his BFF. 
 
    On the last page, Kyrian hung by stumpy, bloody wrists, dagger hilts and syringes sticking out of his body at odd angles like he was a human porcupine. His face was battered, his eyes swollen shut. Annnd that was it. He flipped the page. The next one. Nothing but blank ivory paper. “Where’s the rest? Shit, kid, where in Hell is he? Who’s got him? When was this? Is he dead or alive?” 
 
    Ringo shrugged. “He was alive last night. That ginger-haired woman with the yellow eyes left him to be tortured by the guy Kyrian calls the Hulk. She’s the one who ordered the shooting on your wife too. She lives in an old-fashioned castle in Hell somewhere—calls it Castle Wandread.” 
 
    Zander squeezed the kid’s shoulder and handed him back the pad. “You did well, son. This is a big help. Excuse us, and go sit on the couch for a bit.” 
 
    “Lad,” Brennus piped in. “Take a wee nap, will ye? See what else ye can find out.”  
 
    When the doors bumped closed, Zander turned his attention back to his men. “Danel, you vet the kid’s story. I believe him, but if he’s going to be in this apartment with Austin, I want every detail of his life. And on that note, Hark, summon the Choir. I want two members tending to Austin full-time. A male to guard her and a female to help around the loft. I can’t keep taking you off patrol to watch over her when I’m on the streets. She needs a designated bodyguard.” 
 
    Seth laughed. “Oh, she’s gonna love this. Can I be there when you tell her?” 
 
     Zander growled. “No, you can get back in touch with Drake and tell him what Ringo said about the Shedim female and the castle where she has Kyrian.” 
 
    “Okee dokee.” 
 
    “Danel, you start asking around. I want to be on the guest list of that party in Hell, and I want to know what’s on the table. If this Shedim bitch is picking up where Stryker left off, she might just be solidifying her coo. I want to know where this castle is, so we can pay them a visit.” 
 
    “Done deal.” 
 
    As a grumble of male approval filled the room, Zander gestured to the Celt next. “Brennus, what did you and Bo find out about the weapons from Azazel?” 
 
    The warrior sat forward, the light catching the long red braid swinging beside his bristled cheek. “He has something in the works—something wicked lethal that he’s putting the final touches on. It’s going to cost us, but he said when we were outfitted properly, he’d be changing the balance back to us driving the herd.” 
 
    “Did he elaborate on the ‘cost us’ part of that scenario?” 
 
    Bo lowered his cigarette and exhaled. “Yeah, said he wants a ‘get out of jail free’ card, plus two trips past Go. That angel is one shifty motherfucker. Who knows what that translates into.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll burn that bridge when we come to it. What about who’s forging the Demon-steel blades. Did the fallen have any insights into that?” 
 
    Bo shrugged, his jaw muscles clenching. “Azazel studied the samples we took him and said that by the craftsmanship, he’d guess that it was one of the ancient Blood Dwarves.” 
 
    The room broke out into a raucous of speculation at the mention of Blood Dwarves. 
 
    “One of? How many are we talking about?” 
 
    Bo shrugged. “They’re a secretive species. Could be dozens. Could be thousands.”  
 
    Zander cursed and scanned the kid’s notebook. Kyrian looked bad. And since the Shedim were the ones with the All Access pass to Watcher killing weapons, he’d bet every one of those hilts sticking out of him was a red alloy dagger. 
 
    Heaven and Hell, what a mess. Keep your head down, Adelphos, we’re coming. 
 
      
 
    Cassiane squeezed the bloody cloth over the basin and resumed her ministrations. The Watcher was unconscious or perhaps sleeping, she couldn’t be sure. The shallow stutter and hitch of his chest assured her only that he lived. In the mere twelve hours since she’d taken responsibility for the prisoner, she marveled at his body’s ability to regenerate. The whipping weals had scabbed, and then scabs had fallen. The only puncture wounds remaining stemmed from where Dougal had removed those strange red daggers.  
 
    Those still oozed a milky, bloody goo.  
 
    There were injuries inside him as well, she suspected. During the moments he’d emerged to consciousness, he tried not to show weakness but with each wince and grimace, she sensed his pain. That connection unsettled her more than what she’d been party to in the name of vengeance. How could she possibly feel anything beyond hatred for the man who killed her father? Was it his blood warming her veins? Guilt for her part in an act of torture? 
 
    “Here you are, Mistress,” said Edmund, a leaner, less worn version of his father, Dougal. She nodded to the table in the corner and the boy set down the tray of broth. “Is there anything more I can fetch for you? You must be famished yourself.” 
 
    Actually, she wasn’t. Though Nephilim blood was said to be poison corroding their rotten insides, the call of his blood had overwhelmed her in that moment of passion. It was a reckless impulse, which could have made her very ill, but she’d never felt stronger. She stepped over to the table, exchanging the bathing basin for a bowl of broth. “Nothing for me, thank you. Go now, dine with your family and come back afterward. If you could bring clean water and a fresh cloth with you then, I would appreciate it.” 
 
    Edmund picked up the blood-soaked fabric and scarlet water, eyeing the Watcher lying deathly still on the cot. “Is it safe, Mistress? Should I send a soldier down?” 
 
    Cassiane shook her head and tapped the inhibitor collar now clamped around his neck. “The prisoner can’t access any Otherworldly power or dematerialize while this collar is in place. He is no threat in this condition. Now, do as I ask.” 
 
    Edmund bowed his head and stepped into the outer cell. After a last worried glance, he frowned and took his leave. 
 
    Shifting her skirt beneath her shins, she settled onto the stone floor beside the cot. The surface of the broth sloshed in an easy golden tide and then settled once the bowl and spoon were laid on the low stool. She stroked the contour of his arm and her skin tingled warm. 
 
    “Watcher, will you rouse to eat?” 
 
    Sweet Prince, the heavens had chiseled the fighter with the precision of a master sculpture. From the rounds of his broad shoulders to his thighs and calves banded and cut with granite hard muscles. He didn’t possess the colossal physique of Devious or some of her other hunters. Instead, he had grace. The lines and ridges of his body drew an appraising eye over every olive-skinned, taut inch. 
 
    His body ran warmer than she was accustomed to. Whether that was the biology of Nephilim or fever, she knew not. Her fingers ran an exploratory path down his chest, over the definition of his abdominal muscles, to the fine hair that disappeared beneath the sheet covering his hips.  
 
    “If you’re playing naughty nurse, the payoff is a few inches further down.” 
 
    She gasped and withdrew her hand. “I, uh . . . you’re awake. I have sustenance for you.”  
 
    He blinked a few times, as if clearing his vision. “Pass. Laced with poison, I’m sure.” 
 
    She couldn’t blame him for the hostility. “It is a simple broth, I give you my word.” She rose to her knees and swirled the spoon in the clear, gold liquid. Lifting the spoon to her own mouth, she sipped a spoonful. “Nothing to fear, Watcher.” 
 
    He shifted a hand across his belly and winced. “Kyrian. Call me Kyrian. Watcher is my designation, not who I am.” 
 
    She stared at his clenched jaw, his dark brown brows crimped into a harsh line. She too tired of people calling her Mistress. It made her feel isolated in a castle filled with more than a hundred people. “Here, let me feed you.” 
 
    He turned his head and struggled to sit. The effort didn’t last long. He was far too weak to lift the heft of his warrior frame. He growled a low, menacing sound vibrating from his chest. It resonated inside her, tightening her insides. “I’m not a child.” 
 
    “No, but with your hands secured to those boards, you can’t hold a spoon.” 
 
    He glanced down to the splinting boards Dougal used to secure his fingers and hands. “At least you left me with both my hands. I suppose I should thank you for that.” 
 
    Cassiane didn’t understand his tone, but wasn’t interested in sussing out his every thought. Dipping the spoon into the broth once again, she held it to his lips. He glared at her and something violent flashed briefly in his pale green gaze. A moment later, it was gone.  
 
    “What is your name?” he asked, accepting what she offered. 
 
    They fell into a rhythm then, her dipping the spoon and him relenting on his scowl long enough to open his mouth. “My name is irrelevant. I am Mistress of this castle, and you are my prisoner.”  
 
    “You aren’t my Mistress—” Amusement rocked his chest and belly, his muscles tightening and releasing as he chuckled. “Well, technically you are, if we count what went down in that bathroom.” 
 
    Having him laugh at the most shameful moment in her life struck her as sharply as a slap to her face. She focused on the bowl in her lap and fought back the tears stinging her eyes. He could destroy her, destroy everything her father built and wanted for her. All because she had lost control. Let his raw, carnal sexuality overwhelm her.  
 
    “Hey there,” he said, his voice husky and low. “Look at me. Please.” 
 
    She lifted her head and his eyes burned with emotion. “I don’t remember everything clearly about what happened between us. Maybe it was the drug in my system, the gallon of booze I downed before you got there, or maybe it was the days of torture since—but I remember the look on your face afterward. You accused me of taking more than I had right to.” 
 
    She swallowed and blinked quickly. “Yes, well, there’s naught to do about it now.” 
 
    They sat there, the world outside their gazes dissolving into a great, silent void. He lifted his hand, but then seemed to remember the board and cursed. “I understand regret but friend, foe, or complete stranger, I have never—would never—violate a female for any reason. My memory recalls things differently, but if you feel violated by me . . . shit, I am so very sorry.” 
 
    “Do you intend to use it against me? Threaten to expose my humiliation in exchange for your freedom?” 
 
    Hurt flashed in his pale green eyes. “You think that’s what this is about—what I’m about? Despite anything you’ve been told or concocted in that head of yours, I’m not a monster. I stand for a great many things, the abuse and blackmailing of females appears nowhere on the list. What happened between us was private. Whether we regret it or not, it’s nobody else’s business.” 
 
    She brushed the moisture from her cheek. “You almost sound sincere.” 
 
    In the past week, she’d thought of little else but those moments in that bar. What she could have done differently. She’d set the tone of their meeting and drugged an already drunken male. She knew what condition he’d been in. She wouldn’t deny there was fault on both sides. “If you swear never to use it against me, I shall accept your apology.” 
 
    He shook his head and pegged her with an agonized glare. “On my honor, I do so swear.” 
 
    Cassiane wiped her cheek with her sleeve and swallowed. Her throat was too thick to speak, so she focused on breathing. 
 
    He slammed his head back against his pillow a few times and exhaled. “Christ, this is such a fucking mess.” 
 
    She set the bowl down before she wore the soup in her lap. “Yes. Yes, it is.” 
 
    They stayed like that a long while, him tense and refusing to face her, and her crying silent tears. Though she thought it wrong to use her abilities on those not of her race, she reached out with her darker side and violated his privacy. The chaos of his emotional matrix confused her more than his words. Sadness and pain intertwined with regret and physical exhaustion, doubling and doubling again, folding in on itself until she wondered how he could breathe with the crushing weight of it. Yes. He deeply regretted their situation and though it wouldn’t help her if Devious or one of the others found out he’d taken her, it did help her. 
 
    Tugging the ties of his braces, she freed his hands from the splints and set them on the floor. As he flexed and stretched his fingers, she stood and made her way to the cell door. After swinging the iron gate shut, she tested it’s hold. 
 
    At the threshold to the corridor, she paused. Without looking back, she spoke over her shoulder. “Cassiane. My name is Cassiane Elizabet Thomasine. Now, eat your soup. I want you standing tall and healthy for your execution.” 
 
      
 
    Kyrian followed the sound of her steps dissolving into the distance above. Cassiane. Fitting, he thought, considering the color of her hair. The origin of the name was Greek and meant cinnamon. He envisioned her warm, ginger-brown tresses bouncing around the cherubic face of a newborn child. She must have been the pride of her people when she arrived. Before being groomed to poison and torture people, of course.  
 
    Meh, nature versus nurture and all that.  
 
    He shifted and regretted the relocation of his limbs. Every muscle, bone, and cell hurt. Even his bruises were bruised. He reached up and gave the collar biting into his Adam’s apple a tug. Stupid. Fucking. Shedim. The collar would not only keep him trapped, it would also block his ability to heal at any rate beyond a snail’s pace.  
 
    He shifted his legs beneath the sheet at his hips. Stiff. Sore. Nothing he hadn’t felt ten thousand times before. He swung his legs to the side of the cot and set them on the warm, stone floor. At least having a dungeon in the Hell Realm ensured you never needed bunny slippers to keep your feet toasty. 
 
    The broth was cool, bland, and rather salty, but he tipped the bowl and gulped it down. The female was right. He needed to regain his strength and ready for his next battle. Somehow though, he doubted his greatest conflict would have anything to do with daggers and fighting daemons. If he was right, the hum buzzing like an airliner in his head and the pulsing of his cock meant he had fucked himself into one hell of a predicament. 
 
    Stand tall for his execution. His beast paced within him, anxious and on edge. Could she really exact her pound of flesh from him? This Nephilim bonding insanity was new, but didn’t it mean she suffered the same pull as him?  
 
    He chuckled. Just his luck that his beast bonded with a hater who wanted him dead. Maybe he could fuck someone else and get a mulligan. If he lived that long. 
 
    If he didn’t, Zander would set things right. He’d see beyond their falling out and put Cassiane and her entire band of Shedim bastards down for what they’d done to Austin and now to him. He almost felt sorry for the bitch. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Zander’s grip had all but ripped from the tethers of his control by the time dawn hit and he made it home. He almost felt bad for the two drunken Darkworlders in the parking lot who’d made the mistake of challenging Meck’s ejection of them. Almost. You take a swing, you take your chances, right? 
 
    Out of the elevator and across the marble tile of the foyer, his shitkickers beat out a hostile rhythm. He needed to fix things with Austin before he lost his mind and killed someone who didn’t deserve it. He needed to wrap his head around the baby thing. He really needed to get Kyrian back before she found out he’d been lying to her.  
 
    Yeah, that one was going to come back to bite him in the ass. He closed the door and soaked up the reinforced steel of the frame and the engraved sigils surrounding the doorway. Phoenix was the bomb. 
 
    The scent of a stranger hit him. His wings flared, and he outed his dagger. 
 
    “Be at ease, Sumerian. I am Xxan of the Sixth Choir, here upon your request.” The warrior stood at the entrance to the bedroom corridor, hands clasped at his back, his strong frame relaxed yet at the ready. The luminescent gaze and silver aura pegged him as a member of the Powers. Good. He would accept nothing less for the guardian of his beloved. The male’s gaze narrowed on the blood running warm down his chin and neck. “Can I be of aid, sire?” 
 
    Zander waved away the concern. “Thank you for coming. Did you introduce yourself to my mate?” 
 
    The male adjusted the wide weapon’s sash hanging heavy from shoulder to hip. He wore his violet hair braided to his waist and it swung as he shifted. “We spoke in the kitchen as she toiled over victuals. A lovely human. She rests now, and asked that I wake her upon your arrival.” 
 
    Yes, Austin had a Betty Crocker streak that reared when she was either extremely happy or extremely not. Tonight, would obviously have been the latter. “Okay, give me a minute and then send her out.”  
 
    Zander headed to the kitchen for a bit of cleanup. The skirmish downstairs had left him with a broken nose. He’d rather not start his day explaining to Austin how letting a male punch you in the face ramped up the entertainment of a fight.  
 
    She was annoyed enough at him as it was. 
 
    To snap the cartilage back into place in front of the chrome exhaust hood was the work of a moment, then over to the sink to wash things off. Vest off. Water on. Hands first, and then he bent to the warm flow. In twenty minutes, his sense of smell would be back on-line and it would be like nothing ever happened. If only every mess in his life was this easy to clean up. He grabbed a dish towel from the stone countertop and patted things dry. He would fix this—his worries over the child, the lies of omission, tossing his bestie out on his ass, Kyrian’s kidnapping . . . he’d fix it all. He had to. 
 
    His beast surged within and he gripped the edge of the countertop. Tossing around the appliances, no matter how satisfying, wasn’t going to change anything. Kyrian lived here. He belonged here. They’d just have to work through their shit and deal. 
 
    A gentle whisper of bare feet and the rustle of silk settled behind him. His heart pounded. He didn’t turn. Austin was coming to him and he’d be damned if he rushed her and fucked this up. He closed his eyes, exploding with relief when two delicate hands slid around his waist and stroked his abs. Yes. This is what they needed. To reconnect. As the button fly of his jeans gave way, he backed against the softness of her breasts and she expanded her gentle sexploration. 
 
    “That feels wonderful,” he groaned. Greedy fingers moved down his navel and teased the coarse hairs above his cock. He wanted to say he was sorry, to look in her eyes and tell her he handled everything wrong. He loved her. The thought of pregnancy still liquefied his bowels, but they’d discuss it.  
 
    Figure out their next move. 
 
    He growled as his shaft jerked in approval of the attention. He much preferred the making up part of this fight. “You could do that forever and I’d never complain.” 
 
    “Then I’ll leave y’all to it.” Austin’s voice was hard and not behind him where it should be. “S’cuse the interruption.” 
 
    Zander’s eyes flew wide and he spun. Shit. Austin was in the doorway. A Seraph angel stood before him, her fingers still wrapped around his cock. “Fuck. Rain, what are you doing?” 
 
    His heart pounded in triple time as he crossed the kitchen, doing up his pants. “Austin, I swear on the lives of my men, I thought that was you. I would never . . . I don’t want anyone else but you to touch me.” 
 
    Austin’s eyes brimmed with liquid hurt and betrayal. “You didn’t seem to be sufferin’ too dang much.” She pushed past Xxan, her long hair flowing in the air like a sleek brown cape behind her. Stetson bounded at her side, as if this were some sort of game. 
 
    Zander reached out but hesitated, afraid to grab her, afraid to cause more damage. “Cowgirl, stop a minute. Please let me explain. I honestly didn’t know it was Rain. I thought you’d come to me.” 
 
    “I did.” She laughed over her shoulder. “Guess I wasn’t fast enough. I didn’t know a line had formed.” The quiver of her voice twisted in his gut.  
 
    Fuck. “I can fix this. Give me one minute to explain.” 
 
    Outside the spare room he’d given her those first days she’d come as his guest, she squared off and faced him. “If you have one ounce of respect for me or my feelings, you’ll give me space. I’m fit to be tied right now and fixin’ to say something we’ll both regret.” 
 
    Pictures rattled on the walls as the door’s slam echoed in Zander’s head. He fought the urge to smash the door into splinters and force Austin to listen to him. His beast demanded it. The lover knew better. He had to respect her needs, or they’d never build a solid relationship. Shit, everything between them had been such a whirlwind: their love, their marriage, now a child . . . they hadn’t even gotten a chance to really know each other yet. 
 
    Fists clenched, he slid down the wall and ass-planted, prepared to camp out for the duration. Retrieving his phone, he called Danel. “Persian, tell me about the fucking meeting in Purgatory. What have you found out?” 
 
      
 
    Cassiane stood outside the door to the Watcher’s cell, eyes closed, her head swimming. She’d been standing there too long. Any moment, someone could come down to the dungeon and wonder what was wrong. She wondered the same thing. Over the past days of the Watcher’s healing, she’d kept her distance, yet still she felt it. The draw. The wanton. The hunger. 
 
    She wanted no part of it—of him. 
 
    Liar. She swallowed, a sudden remembrance of the tang of his blood flooding her mouth. Her fangs dropped, aching for a taste of him. He made her stronger and yet desperate. More confident and yet terrified of everything around her. Sated yet hungry. How could she be such a contradiction of emotion? 
 
    And why did it become magnified the closer she got to him? Because she knew what would happen the moment she laid eyes on him. The same thing that had happened each time she’d laid eyes on him, or even thought of him since that stupid bathroom. Her heart would race. Every inch of her flesh would heat and tingle. Her hands and feet would go numb. And her fangs would drop, aching to sink into his vein. Like they were doing now.  
 
    Kyrian of Thebes was a sexually charismatic male who had unexpectedly awakened a primitive carnality in her, but that door was closed. Locked. And barred. What she felt for him was merely naivete, the inexperience of a sheltered female who’d been taken by storm by unfamiliar passions. She would set things right now. For herself, her father, and her people— 
 
    “How long are you going to stand out there, Cassiane?” came an amused voice from the other side of the iron door. “I assure you, I am decent and ready for guests. And that tray of venison you’re holding is getting colder by the moment.” 
 
    She shook herself inwardly. Where Shedim had tricks of the mind, Nephilim had heightened senses. He had likely been aware the moment she arrived, which was—she glanced at her watch—far too long ago to explain away with any simplicity. 
 
    A deep rumble of male amusement met her as she opened the way into the cell. She avoided looking beyond the bars and instead waited while the guard unlocked the metal gate dividing the space. Her blasted complexion made it far too easy for people to read her embarrassment. “Thank you, Garrun. Please step out to the corridor. I shall call if I need you.” 
 
    Remaining outside the prisoner portion of the space, she set the tray down on the small ledge. After steeling herself, she inhaled and met his gaze. The impact of seeing him constricted within her chest, compressing her lungs and heart, as if she were trapped beneath a great weight.  
 
    “I see you fashioned yourself an outfit for your execution. It goes well with your collar.” 
 
    Kyrian’s smile was strained, the muscles in his shoulders rigid. “As an ancient Greek, it is not beyond my talents to fashion a chiton out of a bedsheet in a moment of need. I’d hate to meet my end with my bits on display. Besides, everyone likes a good toga party.” 
 
    She turned while he approached to claim his plate. He lifted the spoon and raised a sculpted brow at the utensil, his smile growing.  
 
    “And now that you are clothed and feeling festive, do you have any final demands?” 
 
    He lowered himself to eat, his movement still slightly stiff and labored. The cot creaked in protest under his warrior’s weight. He had the manners of royalty. Small bites. Chewing silently. Swallowing and wiping his mouth before speaking. “No demands. A simple request.”  
 
    She strolled along the bar wall and let her fingers trace the metal rungs. “And what might a mighty Nephilim assassin ask of a lowly Darkworlder like me?”  
 
    His hands stilled, and the intensity of his gaze held her captive. “Don’t blindly follow Stryker’s lead. You’ve been misled, Cassiane, and are going to get not only yourself, but everyone else here, killed.” 
 
    She laughed. “You pretend to care? The entire time you fought unconsciousness, you threatened to kill me in all manner of ways for hurting your precious human. Not so honorable, Watcher, carrying a intimate fondness for your commander’s wife. And after all the ways you promised to make me pay, do you expect me to believe you worry over what happens to me?” 
 
    He set his plate down and stood to his full height. His gaze seared first her lips and then traveled over her breasts. “Look beyond your hatred. We have each wronged the other. You suffer because I killed your leader. I suffer because you shot me and my dear friend. To fester in those betrayals does neither of us any good.” 
 
    Her teeth clenched as her emotions rose to the foreground and overpowered the anger that had simmered inside her for months. “Stryker was more than my leader.” 
 
    Inch by torturing inch he stalked closer. “As Tanek was more than mine. Stryker chopped him to bits and dumped him in a heap of flesh within our home. We can play the blame game all night but at what cost? He started this. You can end it.” 
 
    Her fingers passed through the bars and pressed against the heat of his chest, curling in the fabric of his toga where it draped over his bare shoulder. “You are my enemy.” 
 
    “And your prisoner.” His arms came through the bars and when she should have stepped back, she let him pull her hips close to his. His fingers laced deep in her hair and tightened at the base of her neck. He dipped his head, his breath warm against the side of her cheek. “It doesn’t feel that way, does it?” 
 
    No, it didn’t. Her lashes fluttered as her incisors dropped. The needle-sharp tips of her fangs hovering just inches from where she wanted to be. If it were not for the bars between them, she doubted she could have held back. Her need for his blood trembled in her fingers while her legs coiled, ready to launch. Kyrian was her prey and she wanted nothing more than to take him to the floor. She’d strike the vein in his neck and straddle his mighty thighs. He would fill her, stretch her to the point of straining. 
 
    “Your arousal is a drug in my skull,” he said, his body swaying as his eyes rolled closed. “It beckons for things neither of us wants—and yet want so desperately.” 
 
    No. Yes. She melted right there in his arms. With thought lost and sensation taking over, she gripped his neck and claimed his mouth. His lips, impossibly hungry, heated and demanding, flowed over hers. He slicked the seam of her mouth and she opened for him. Their tongues did not meet so much as duel for dominance.  
 
    The groan that ripped from his chest buckled her knees. His strong arm at her back held her within his reach. In a flurry of skirts, he had accessed her skin and stroked her thigh. His silken touch shocked her, so gentle, so reverent. His fingertips danced on her flesh, heightening every sight and sound. He cupped her core and she gasped from the relief of his hand upon her. 
 
    “Tell me you want this,” he said, his gaze vibrant. “Say the words or this ends right here. I won’t have you regretting what comes next.” 
 
     What comes next? She knew about intercourse and about the lust that feeding could unleash, but without a mother or girlfriends to tell her anything more, she knew little else. What could he do with them separated by bars? She thought of his command back in that bathroom when she’d wanted to feed from him.  
 
    “Do it,” she said.  
 
    She shuddered as his mouth seized her lips once more and he pressed his fingers inside her. Pleasure exploded at the shock of it. His thumb rubbing over sensitive flesh, his long fingers stroking her. The greed of his touch was a blissful relief after days of aching and avoiding. Pretending. He wasn’t gentle, nor was he rough. He was possessed. Or maybe that was her. 
 
    She gripped the bars and held on, arching back to give him room to maneuver. She wanted his lips on her neck, nipping until the sting threatened to consume her. She wanted his lips on her . . . the need for him to lap at her was overwhelming. “What is . . . this isn’t right. Not natural . . .” 
 
    He pulled her closer and reclaimed her kiss. His tongue caressed the line of her chin as the stubble of his jaw became almost too much to bear. “Don’t fight it, Cassi. It’s real . . . or it could be if you gave us a chance.” 
 
    Us? Her mind swam as her release built. His kiss absorbed her cries of pleasure as his growl unlocked something uncontrollable deep within her. She wanted more of this. More of him. She reached out with her mind and the images exploding in his head had her undone. Her legs spread and flung over his broad shoulders as he devoured her. Her on her knees and him behind her. The two of them tangled in silk sheets. Sweating on a wooden floor. 
 
    She gave herself over. Her body convulsed with more pleasure than she would have thought possible. She fought not to scream. No. She couldn’t scream. Garrun would rush back in and— 
 
    What was she doing? She blinked up at the dungeon ceiling, the pulse of her release ebbing in his grip. The rapt possession on Kyrian’s face was too much. He desired her, wanted her. She’d seen in his mind that his feelings were genuine . . . unless Nephilim could manipulate their thoughts. What if . . . had he?  
 
    She stiffened and twisted away. Her legs wobbled, and she stumbled to catch herself with a hand on the stone wall.  
 
    “What are you doing to me?” she hissed, slapping her skirts back into place. “Anyone could walk in that door and you seduce me as if we’re the only two people in the three realms. Did you think I’d stay your execution? Is that what this is? A trick, some Nephilim lure, to sway the weak-minded female?” 
 
    Kyrian straightened, breathing hard, his body rigid. He stared at her, his gaze hard and feral. With deliberate slowness, he raised his glistening fingers to his mouth and sucked them in. One by one, he licked her essence from his skin.  
 
    “Honestly,” he said, his voice still breathless, “if I could control it, I would. My skin itches, there’s a deafening hum in my head, and my cock has been rock hard for a week. I want inside you like I’ve never wanted any female, like air for my lungs and blood for my veins. It happened this way for Zander too, when he met his mate, Austin. They couldn’t stop it.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Nothing is happening. You are my prisoner. I hate you. You killed my . . .” Her head spun and she had to steady herself. The distance between them helped. The tenting of the front of his tunic did not. She turned to leave. “Your execution will stop all of this.” 
 
    Kyrian gripped the bars like he might pull them from the floor. “And when you think about killing me, really imagine it, how do you feel?” 
 
    She swallowed and glared at the opposite wall. “Vindicated. Things will be put right once your head is severed, and my people have their justice.” 
 
    The sadness in his eyes had to be feigned, for the mighty warrior appeared utterly forlorn. “You can pretend we’re not dying for each other, but that’s the biggest lie between us so far. You want to kill me? Give it a try. I dare you.” 
 
    He turned and gave her his back, the break of their connection a loss. She gathered her skirts and knocked on the door for Garrun to open her way out. “You dare me to collect on a debt owed? Thy will be done, Watcher. Thy will be done.” 
 
      
 
    Zander’s mental rerun of the evening’s crumble into dust was on a never-ending loop when the twins strode up the hall. Phoenix carried a vase of wildflowers with an ivory satin bow bigger than his head. Trust the lover boy twins to come to a situation armed with just the right weapon. Not that she’d ever believe he’d thought of it. 
 
    “Danel filled us in,” Seth said. “She hasn’t come out yet?” 
 
    He growled, wishing he had someone to kill. He needed to come up with a plan. He couldn’t think. “The smell of her tears is making me insane.” 
 
    Seth scrubbed a hand over his dark, military-cut hair. “It’s thick through the whole loft, Z. You gotta get in there.” 
 
    Phoenix nodded and offered up the flowers. 
 
    “There’s not a damn thing I can do to stop her grief. I can’t fix anything.” 
 
    Seth shook his head, a know-it-all look on his smug puss. 
 
    “You got something to say, spew it, otherwise keep lookin’ at me like that and I’m going to clock you one.” 
 
    Seth shrugged. “Sitting here feeling powerless ain’t your style, my brother.” 
 
    “She told me to keep my distance.” 
 
    “Right, and you follow directions so well.” 
 
    “Piss off. I’m completely out of my depths here. The way Austin looked at me when Rain had her hand down my pants, I doubt she’ll ever speak to me again.” 
 
    Phoenix set the flowers on the hall table outside his office and raised his hands. Do you want us to try? 
 
    He shook his head. “She wants space.” 
 
    Bullshit. She needs you, Z. Get off your numb ass and go make things right with our girl. My guess is this has a hell of a lot more to do with the baby and her worrying about Kyrian than it does about Rain. You need to come clean with her. 
 
    Zander stared at the stupid patterns on the wall. He’d memorized every fucking swirl of color and grown to hate it. That shit was coming down first chance he got. Fresh start.  Shit, Phoenix was right. He needed to talk to Austin, feel her against his skin. Since when did he kowtow in the face of a difficult sitch? He needed to man up and get right in the head. “All right, boys, one favor.” 
 
    “Anything. What?” 
 
    “Help me up. I’ve been down here so long, I can’t feel my fucking legs.” Seth and Phoenix clasped Zander’s outstretched hands and heave-hoed him onto his feet. Shoving the vase of flowers into his hand, they patted him on the back and pushed him toward the door. Zander glanced over his shoulder. “If it sounds like I’m losing the war, I expect you to come in and lay down ground cover.” 
 
    “No soldier gets left behind,” Phoenix signed.  
 
    Zander set the flowers on her bedside table, strode to the washroom and opened the door. A wall of steam hit him, encasing him in her pain. It was so much more intense in here. He’d been choking on it from the hall. Now it churned in his gut and made him sick.  
 
    When he opened the shower door, his heart shattered into pieces. Austin was naked, shivering in the corner, her arms wrapped around her knees. With her face buried in her lap, her hair hung, dripping onto the tiles below. She was crying. Bawling. Sobbing so hard, her whole body trembled. 
 
    He punched the keypad and cut the water. Scooping her into his arms, he pulled her tight to his chest. “Shh, my love, please don’t cry. Whatever you need, it’s yours. I’ll fix this, I swear.” 
 
    Lifting her against his chest, he used his free hand to snag a towel and spread it on the vanity. He folded the ends over her lap and shook out another length of fluffy and black to wrap around her. He took his time toweling her off, rubbing his hands in a slow massage, starting from her shoulders and working his way down. He dried her body, bit by precious bit, then toweled the length of her hair. Even though she wouldn’t look at him, he was gratified when her tremors eased, and the chattering of her teeth quieted. 
 
    “Z-Z-Zander?” 
 
    “Yes darlin’.” 
 
    “I’m still mad at y-you.” 
 
    He pressed his lips against her forehead and closed his eyes. Her skin was so soft. He sighed deep and long. “I know. I only want the chance to hold you and make it right.” 
 
    When she didn’t argue, Zander carried Austin to the bed. He pulled back the duvet and nestled her in. After tossing the damp towels toward the bathroom door, he stripped off his wet clothes. 
 
    “Zander.” 
 
    “Yes, love.” 
 
    “Y-you really thought that woman was me?” 
 
    “I swear it on our love.” 
 
    “Who is sh-sh-she?” 
 
    “Rain is a member of the Seraph. I already sent her packing and requested someone else to take her place, someone who has never tended to me in any capacity. It was a horrible misunderstanding, that’s all. I told you about the Seraph tending to our needs, remember? They collect us as youth, care for us, train us, and heal our wounds.” 
 
    “And fondle you in the k-kitchen?” 
 
    Zander pulled her over his chest, laying her damp hair on the duvet. Her skin was ice. He tucked the blankets around them both and snuggled her in. “They sense when turmoil threatens our control of our inner beasts, and come to ease our souls.” 
 
    “What she was easing had very little to do with your soul.” 
 
    Zander pulled back to look at Austin’s expression and was relieved that she was teasing. “Yes, well, I made it clear that I no longer require physical comforts when upset. I have more than I deserve right here with you and want nothing more.” 
 
    She laid her cheek on his broad chest and absently played with his nipple. “And yet, there’s a baby now.” 
 
    “Fuck, cowgirl, I’m sorry. I’ve handled everything wrong from the get-go. All I want is to protect you, to keep you from hurting. Instead, I make things worse. Everything is so twisted inside me right now, I honestly don’t know how to fix it.”  
 
    He fingered through her long chestnut hair. Even damp it was silky and soft. He rolled to his side and tilted his hips away from her. He couldn’t get distracted by running hard when they needed to have a serious discussion. 
 
    “You have to stop managing me and let me be part of the problems. We’re supposed to be partners. You need to trust that I can hold up my end of this relationship. You’ve been distant and holding back, and I hate it.” 
 
    He knew she was right and sent up a quick prayer to Lady Divinity. “There’s something I need to tell you. Something I should have told you . . . about Kyrian.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Devious woke, his hand on his cock and the scent of sex and blood in the air. The room was dark, but his night vision allowed him full sight. He and Thrash had fucked right off the bed and across the floor, dragging sheets, lamp, leather ties and who knows what else along for the ride. 
 
    Stryker’s illegitimate daughter Thrash— part Shedim, part Dimme—was as wild a female as he’d ever come across. And the fact that she’d killed a toddler and shown him how to suck its tender marrow to feed, just cranked his attraction through the roof. Nothing weak about this female. Nothing sensitive or sentimental. She was all business and how sexy was that. 
 
    He groaned as her hand covered his and she gave a yank. His cock was well-used and a bit raw, but as she made her demands known, his arousal answered the call. Another tug and he arched his back with a curse. Another couple pulls, and she rolled across his chest, straddled his hips, and mounted him. As she sat hard, he felt the delicious burn of hours of friction. 
 
    He was in awe. Couldn’t breathe. Cock on fire, every nuance of her muscles sliding up and down his shaft burned hotter. There was nothing like the tight compression and heat of her core. And that was before her inner grip took hold during her orgasms. The myth of a female Shedim Royal having a webbed-mesh lining her insides was something he’d always wondered about. He hadn’t given it much credence, but figured, if it were true, it would be the only thing that would make nailing that sniveling Cassiane worth it. 
 
    But with Thrash, he’d won the lottery. 
 
    Sweet Prince, this female lit off something wild in him. She rolled her hips, up and back, the alternating pressure tightening his balls and building his need to come, stroke by stroke. He palmed her tits—amazing—large and round, they filled his palms and then some. He pinched her nipples between thumb and fingers, hard. 
 
    She hissed and dug her nails into his pecs drawing blood. “Fuck you, Devious.” 
 
    He laughed and pinched harder. His head whipped to the side as her fist connected and his cheek inflamed. He licked the blood from his lip and rolled. 
 
    The loss of her heat as he pulled free was staggering, but she needed to know he wore the pants in this duo. Flipping her onto her knees, he came at her from behind. He snatched a fistful of blonde hair, lined up with her slick opening and thrust inside.  
 
    “No. Thrash. Fuck. You.” He punctuated each word with a pounding thrust. Each time he buried himself, he relished in the guttural moan tearing from her throat. His hips took over, meeting her hunger as she pushed back at him, taking him to the very base of his length. 
 
    He laughed again reaching for one of the leather straps. Without easing his punishing rhythm, he looped the tether around her throat and then around his fist. Like a rider’s rein he tightened his grip in her hair and pulled her head back to look at him. “You like to work yourself against me, do you?” 
 
    She cursed. “If you want something done right—” 
 
    His free hand came down on the round of her ass so hard his palm burned. She cried out and he raised his hand a second time. The slap of flesh-on-flesh rang out again and he knew she was close. The sweet sting of the mesh had begun, locking his length in place, strangling his cock in the greedy hold of her inner muscles. 
 
    His thighs burned, his lungs no longer able to suck in breath. “Give it to me, Thrash.” 
 
    Now it was her laughing, and the vibrations hit him everywhere they were connected. “I give nothing, Hunter. You want it . . . take it.” 
 
    “And will you take it, Thrash?” he asked, tightening the rein around her neck. “Will you take what’s yours and help me?” 
 
    “Make me.” She hissed as he stroked her silk and slid a wet thumb against the puckered flesh of her anus. Her body quaked, fighting her release. She liked rough. She liked unexpected. He sank his thumb in deep and she locked her elbows, cursing him. 
 
    The orgasm that lit them up, hit more brutal than all the others, and there had been many in the hours they’d been at it. He listened as her breathing settled. When his focus returned to their common goals, he swept a lazy hand over her belly. “We make a good team. I respected the hell out of your father and I think you’re exactly the leader the Shedim need in his absence.” 
 
    She exhaled long and slow. “And how do we get his people to see that? They don’t know me. They’ve watched his chosen child grow up and bask in his affections. Why would they give me a second thought?” 
 
    “Because you’re going to save them from the wrath of the Watch.” 
 
    She rolled onto her side and he ran his finger over the diamond gemstones glittering from the eyes of her owl tattoo. “And when might I be swooping in to save your race from the Zander and his Nephilim lackeys?” 
 
    “Soon. Trust me. When the time is right, I’ll lay the trail to the castle gate. As soon as those assassins see the video I put together of Cassiane ordering me to kidnap their brother so she could put him to death, they’ll follow my breadcrumbs right back to Purgatory.” 
 
    “And I’ll step in to save the clueless members of Castle Wandread.” 
 
    Devious leaned forward, his body growing ready for her again. “And I’ll take my place at your side as Master of Shedim. With me in your corner, the hunters and soldiers will follow, and the civilians . . . they’ll just have to fall in line.”  
 
    He hissed as she closed her fingers around his cock. It was well past time to head back to the castle, but building a partnership took dedication, right? 
 
    Fucking right. 
 
      
 
    Kyrian tracked the rhythmic shuffle of Cassiane’s stride as she descended the last of the dungeon steps and crossed the stone corridor outside his cell. She paused outside the heavy iron door and spoke quietly to the guard. She was probably ensuring that he’d been properly tied, trussed, and ready for his moment in the spotlight.  
 
    He was. 
 
    The click of the latch preceded her entrance. As always, her dress rustled around her legs, her confident stride at odds with the tangled colors of her aura. “Good evening, Watcher. Ready to atone for your sins?” 
 
    Seated well back in the corner, he knew only the darkest outline of his form was visible against his stone surroundings. Bound at the wrist, he flexed and stretched his stiff fingers. “I told you before, I committed no sin. I did nothing more than dispatch a rogue Darkworlder intent on inciting war with the Nephilim—but by all means, believe what you wish. We both know how you truly feel about me.” 
 
    Her citrine eyes flashed a warning as her men filed in behind her. “It’s time to show my people that your execution is about justice, not revenge.” 
 
    A long, dark chuckle rumbled from his chest. “How noble. And here I thought it was because you hate me. My mistake.” 
 
    Her fingers clenched the silk of her skirt. “Oh, make no mistake. I do hate you.” 
 
    “Good. At least we have that in common.” 
 
    Her laughter tore at his insides. “We have nothing in common, Watcher. And thank the Dark Prince for that.” 
 
    Kyrian leaned forward into the light and rested his elbows on his knees. “You need to think this through. Do you have any idea what my Nephilim brothers will do once they find you? You kicked the hornets’ nest by targeting Austin. She was innocent in all this. There’s no way killing me will make things any better for you or your people.” 
 
    “Innocent? Humans are wasteful and self-destructive. Why should I care about the fate of food? If you want to champion the innocent, what about the forty-eight children going hungry in my charge? Otherworld laws favor the lives of pets rather than its own people? Stryker fought for a future where Shedim children didn’t wither and die, and you expect me to feel bad if one human got hurt in the process.” 
 
    “She didn’t get hurt in the process. She was the process. Your Master was a twisted sadist who strung up an innocent, loving woman, and drained her like a felled deer. It wasn’t for food. It was solely because we cared about her and he was declaring war.” 
 
    Her yellow gaze narrowed on him. “You don’t fool me, Watcher. You are as deadly and calculating as you are charming. You think to lull me into your lies just to strike at the slightest sign of weakness. I have no weakness for you to exploit and you owe the Shedim a debt. A debt you shall pay with your life.” 
 
    He clenched his jaw and the air thickened between them. Straightening, he approached the barred gate. “Then bring it on, bitch, and let’s getter done.” 
 
    Cassiane signaled to the soldiers behind her. They unlocked the gate and grabbed hold of his arms. “After you, Watcher. Your audience awaits.” 
 
    His feet hung heavy as cinder blocks as he set the pace and climbed the never-ending run of stone steps leading up from the dungeon. His muscles ached, his lungs burned, and he wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t going to black the fuck out. Christ, he felt like Seth had run him over with Zander’s Navigator, backed up, and speed-bumped him again, just for shits and giggles. 
 
    “Still sore, are you, Watcher?” she asked, from behind the guards at his back. Her voice bounced off the stone walls. 
 
    If he had one, it hurt, but he vowed to make it to the top without showing weakness if it killed him. By the tremors in his legs, his pulse freight-training in his chest, and the sweat breaking bad across his brow—it might. “You aren’t looking up my skirt there, are you, Cassiane?” 
 
    He’d never given much thought to the Nephilim ability to heal. He and his brothers had been doing the dance of bruised and broken so long, he’d taken it for granted. But with these stupid Watcher killing alloys and this collar on, having his abilities blocked was humbling—not to mention, it really sucked ass. 
 
    In the open space at the top of the landing, his hostess slid past him. “I think it best if I go first. We don’t want any anxious gunmen ruining the night’s festivities, do we?” 
 
    After glancing out the small viewing window of the door, she gave a nod to the guard and he lifted the brace. 
 
    Kyrian fought the urge to argue as the heavy wood slab swung open and she stepped across the threshold. The strongest, most volatile parts of him screamed not to let the female secure the way—but why should he care. If her snipers had itchy trigger fingers, they’d be doing him a solid to drop her in their crosshairs. 
 
    His beast surged inside him with enough force to affect his footing. He stumbled as she stepped into the courtyard and he felt the eyes on him tense for their shot. “Fuck this,” he snapped. He side-stepped her, hands raised. Making sure he was good and visible, he stopped and let everyone set their sights on him. “If they’re going to take a shot, let them. You are not my fucking shield.” 
 
    She raised an elegant brow. “Is that gallantry or chauvinism, Watcher?” 
 
    “You pick.” He scanned the points of advantage, the shadows, the men positioned both on the courtyard grounds and those spaced out and trained on him from above. Fourteen in all. He’d take those odds if it were hand-to-hand, but bullets and crossbow bolts were a bitch to dodge. He was a veritable bug trapped under a boot heel.  
 
    Striking a slow meandering pace, their entourage walked along the inside of the stone wall enclosing the castle. Ramparts. Turrets. Keep. Lift gate. It struck him how much civilization had changed his life and the lives of his brothers in the past centuries. They’d evolved with the human world, both the Dark and Light worlds held much more closely to tradition. 
 
    His fingers tingled, aching to find some excuse to touch her again. At that moment, he’d rather chop them off to rid himself of the bright idea. He cleared his throat. “Saint Cassia, also known as Cassiane, was a well-known hymnographer believed to be one of the two women in the middle ages who could write her own name.” 
 
    She tilted her head in consideration. “I hadn’t heard that.” She stepped around a series of broken stepping stones. The large warrior who’d helped close his wounds took her elbow until she was back on solid footing then released her. “My grandfather named me. He told me once that in the Old Testament of one of the human religions, cassia was one of the treasured spices used to anoint the Ark of the Covenant.” 
 
    They continued on that way, speaking formally, politely, as they lapped the courtyard grounds and made their way to the raised platform on the far side of the open space. He scrubbed his hand over his scruffy face and stared at her. A warm flush ran up his neck and into his cheeks. Too fast. Things had gotten out of his control too fast. 
 
    Avoiding her gaze, he scanned the ramparts above and caught the wide eyes of a little girl, peering out from behind a crate. When he noticed her, she bolted out of her hiding place and raced along the rickety wooden boards above. 
 
    The tingle at the nape of his neck had him responding to the blonde blur without thinking. Every instinct in his body told him that she was going to fall, and when she did— 
 
    As if answering his worst fears, she missed one of the boards and stumbled over the rail. Kyrian snapped the bindings on his wrists and launched. Soldiers shouted. Chaos broke out in every direction. Catapulting off the back of a stone bench he grappled the frail little frame, mid-air.  
 
    He caged the girl in his arms the two of them crashed with a clamorous thud. His head cracked against the stone cobble, but when his vision cleared, it was Cassi he saw first. 
 
    “Let the child go,” she demanded, holding a red-bladed sword levelled at his chest. 
 
    He blinked a couple times, his hamster not yet running in his wheel. 
 
    “You heard the Mistress, Watcher. Release the child.”  
 
    Kyrian eyed the hostile forces closing in around him and then the skinny little doll in his lap. She was trembling against his chest like a leaf in a windstorm. He brushed her big fat tears away with his thumb.  
 
    “Are you all right, little one?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “All right, we’ll chalk that up to an exciting afternoon if you promise no more acrobatics from up high for a while, deal?” 
 
    She nodded again and pointed up to his forehead. He saw the grip of hunger come over her as her incisors dropped. “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    He eased back and shook his head. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, my blood is not for you. It could make you very sick.” 
 
    “But I’m so very hungry . . . and you smell delicious.” 
 
    He set her on her feet and straightened her gown. “I’m sorry about that. You run along now and find your mommy, ’kay?”  
 
    When she was ushered away, he struggled to his feet and a dozen soldiers tightened up on their weapons. His head was throbbing. Blood ran freely down the side of his face and into his left eye. When the girl was scooped up and whisked away, he focused on Cassiane. 
 
    Her blade remained leveled on him. He glanced down because the ache in his chest made him wonder if someone hadn’t blown a bowling ball-sized hole in his sternum. “Do you honestly think I would hurt her? A precious child? My entire existence is dedicated to protecting the innocent.” 
 
    He read the confusion in her face as she lowered her weapon. “You can’t blame us for being cautious. A child would be an effective hostage.”  
 
    He stared at her and, for once, no response came. He was wasting his time. He was Nephilim. She was Shedim. She’d never see beyond his Watcher’s Mark. 
 
    He backed away. “You know, you go on about your people being misunderstood because of who Shedim are by nature and by birth, but you make the same fucking judgments against me, every damn time.” 
 
      
 
    “Take him to the platform,” Cassiane said, pointing to the small stage set against the back wall of the courtyard. Obviously, there were several sides to every story, but she couldn’t let her guard down with this man. Kyrian of Thebes spun honey-coated tales of duty and honor, and expected that to justify the lives he took. She refused to indulge him any longer. Her people expected her to be strong.  
 
    She was Shedim Mistress now. 
 
    Dougal stood at her shoulder as her soldiers led the Watcher up the wooden steps of the platform and latched his chained wrist to the coupling ring. She half expected him to fight, to rip the inhibiting collar from his neck as he had his bindings, and dematerialize back to his garrison of brothers-in-arms. 
 
    He made no attempt to leave. Why? 
 
    Standing to his full height, with all eyes upon him, he cleared his throat. “I, Kyrian of Thebes, begotten of the Archangel Raphael, Nephilim second-in-command, admit to dispatching your Master and ending his life.” 
 
    Low voices grumbled, and Dougal’s hand tightened on her elbow, holding her up. 
 
    “I admit the truth freely, and would do it again if given the choice.” Kyrian scanned the crowd until his eyes locked on her. “Perhaps, within these stone walls, Stryker was a provider and protector. In the Human Realm, he killed off menu, violently and indiscriminately: men, women, children, and yes, he butchered people I loved. You may have seen what he did to Tanek, my brother. There was no honor in that. In the killing. In the video recording of his dismemberment. In the boasting to the Darkworld. There was also no honor in the beating and draining of my brother Zandros of Kish’s beloved, Austin.” 
 
    Cassiane refused to believe his lies. Her father had told her of his plans to bring change. He was a diplomat—a visionary—and Kyrian was nothing more than a Nephilim liar. 
 
    “Stryker incited his own end. He baited our squadron and lost his life because of it. To follow his path and take up your red-metaled arms against my brothers is not the way. War is never the way.” 
 
    Cassiane clapped slowly, the sound breaking the oppressive silence following his speech. “Enough of eloquent words and heartfelt pleas, Watcher. May the Dark Prince judge you accordingly for what you did to my father.”  
 
    “Your father?” Kyrian’s gaze narrowed. 
 
    Nodding to the Captain of the guards, her man stepped behind Kyrian and pressed a red-bladed dagger to the tender flesh of her warrior’s throat.” No. Not her warrior. He was her prisoner, that’s what she meant. 
 
    “Let it be done.” As Cassiane’s hand sliced through the air, a shrill shriek erupted. The heavy whoosh whoosh of leathered wings brought streams of flame hurtling down over the crowd. The men on the platform burst into flame as the dragon descended.  
 
    “Everyone, get inside,” she screamed.  
 
    The beast’s tail, laced with silver spikes, lashed and batted at the ground below. Talons extended, it stretched its tree-trunk legs and in one violent grasp, Kyrian was torn from the platform and gone.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Austin bent over the porcelain bowl and wretched. Lies. Lies. Lies. She couldn’t feel her limbs. Kyrian had been missing for more than a week and no one had told her. Not one of them. In the entrance powder room, she lurched forward as her throat constricted and she gagged. Nothing but bile. She had no idea if it was the pregnancy or Zander, or both. Maybe this is what she got for marrying an alpha male a week after she met him—one massive learning curve rough patch. 
 
    She swatted Zander’s hand away and laid her head on her arm. “Go find him. Don’t talk to me until he’s safe and back home. Home. Here in the loft.” 
 
    
     Zander cursed and punched another hole in the washroom wall. The third in a set. Bits of drywall rained down and clattered on the tile floor. Zander had a temper. His beast’s was worse. She sipped some water, swished and spat. After she flushed, she patted her face dry with a hand towel.  
 
     “I thought we had an understanding, a trust built on honesty and mutual respect. I let myself believe . . .” Her legs wobbled unsteady when she stood. She wasn’t much better than a newborn calf in a straw-covered stall.  
 
     She batted his hand away again.  
 
     “Don’t be stubborn,” Zander said, a growl lacing his voice. “Face-planting won’t help anyone.” 
 
     She glared. Though she didn’t see him in the common sense, she saw him through a filter of blue aura, silhouette, and his mark. He wore the face of a tortured Adonis. His own doing. Him and his stupid beast. “Don’t bother arguin’. You get out there and bring our boy home. I don’t care what—” 
 
     “I am home, sweetheart,” Kyrian said, limping into the front entrance. 
 
     Austin pushed past Zander and tripped over Stetson. She sprawled into Kyrian in a tangle of momentum and tears. He didn’t seem to care. He caught her and grabbed her up so tight he might have bruised some ribs. “Are you all right? You are all right, aren’t you?” 
 
     “I will be.” Kyrian nuzzled her hair and let out a quivering sigh. “As soon as Danel takes off this fucking collar I can heal.” He stepped back and looked over at Zander. “And as soon as I’m free, I’ll get out of your hair, my brother. I swear it.” 
 
     “No,” Zander said, wrapping his great arm around Kyrian. “You’ll go nowhere but to your own bed. It’s damn good to have you home, Adolphos.” 
 
     Kyrian blinked fast, the moisture in his eyes bringing tears to her as well. 
 
     “Danel,” Zander said into his phone. “I need your gift at the loft, ASAP . . . to remove an inhibitor collar off the Greek.” Zander held the phone from his ear as Seth whooped in the background. “Yep, see you in ten.” 
 
       
 
     Zander stared at his best friend. Standing in a toga, beaten and bruised, and reeking of smoke, the Greek’s energy was all wrong. It was obvious he’d suffered more damage on the inside than out. He’d had a hand in that. How had things gotten so fucked up? He stepped back and left Austin in his brother’s arms. The two of them needed each other. And he needed to wrap his thick skull around the fact that he couldn’t dictate the emotions of others. People loved who they loved.  
 
     Zander tightened up his shit. “How’d you get away from the Shedim bitch—” 
 
     “—A dragon got him!” echoed up the hall. 
 
     The three of them turned as Ringo slid by in a blur. Floppy socks slid on the hardwood. Arms flapped in the air. Jet black hair stuck up off the side of his head like duck fluff gone rogue. The boy got control of his limbs and staggered back to the foyer. “In the courtyard . . . about to be executed . . . a friggin dragon got him.” The kid focused on the three of them and screeched. “Ohmygod, you’re here! But . . . a dragon got you.” 
 
     Kyrian was tackled from behind before he could speak. Lifted off his feet, Seth bear hugged him and swung him around like a ragdoll. Zander pulled Austin to safety as Phoenix joined the mix. After a lot of back-slapping, Danel closed the door and met Kyrian chest to chest. “By the Powers, Greek, it’s good to see you.” 
 
     Kyrian lifted his chin. “Any chance you could get this piece of shit off me?” 
 
     The inhibitor collar was no match for Danel. In a matter of minutes, Kyrian was free and a second wave of warriors arrived. The back-slapping Olympics entered an enthusiastic second heat with Hark, Bo, and Brennus.  
 
     “I appreciate the welcome home, boys,” Kyrian said, choked up, “but I really need to hit the horizontal and heal.” 
 
     “Of course, you do.” Austin shooed everyone and slid her arm around his back. “You’ll fill everyone in on your adventure later.” 
 
     “Yeah,” Seth said, scrubbing his knuckles on Ringo’s head and dodging the swing. “Debrief after being debriefed. Shower and rest, brother. We’ll catch up with you at church.” 
 
     Kyrian headed toward his chamber, with Austin tight to his side and her cheek pressed against the guy’s chest.  
 
     Zander followed them to the end of the corridor and extended his hand to reclaim his wife. “We should let Kyrian rest, cowgirl. He needs time to recover from things.” 
 
     She raised a chestnut brow. “Don’t we all.” 
 
     His wings flared behind him as his energy surged. The lights flickered up and down the hall. “I’m sorry I’m not better at this, but you gotta give me room to make mistakes. I love you.” 
 
     She nodded. “I love you too. I just don’t like you much at the moment. Do yourself a favor, and leave me be for a while. I feel like I’ve been trampled, and I just want to lay down with Kyrian, reassure myself that he’s all right, and get some rest.” 
 
       
 
     Danel tossed a ten on the mosaic counter and waited for his change. It had taken a few weeks of stares and glares before he realized that when he kept his right, non-handed stump in the pocket of his trench, it was business as usual at The Grind. The Aunt Bea barista doing the pouring looked like they’d day-passed her out of the home for the shift but really, how hard was it to fill three cups and plop some cream on the side? 
 
     He scanned the interior while he waited. A shapeshifter in the corner checked her phone. Human men and women sprinkled tables throughout. A pack of early twenty-somethings acted like idiots in a booth on the far wall. Nothing to write home about. The ones who looked up and caught him checking them out, tended to stare. His angel side drew attention to the fact that he was ‘other’ and the weak-minded race translated that into attraction. 
 
     The skinny girl with the blunt-cut, blonde bob and heavy tortoiseshell glasses who usually served him was curiously absent. Not that he cared. He didn’t. She just knew how he liked his coffee so he didn’t have to spend a lot of time jawing it up with fidiot humans. 
 
     “—and you have a good evening.” 
 
     Danel reached under the length of his jacket, pocketed his change, and then scooped up the drink carrier. No small talk. No smiles or nods. He paid his money. He got his coffee. Transaction complete. 
 
     “—right, okay, so is Drake an actual drake?” Seth asked his twin outside the door. Phoenix’s hand flew through the air and Seth snorted. “No. Not a fucking duck kinda drake, a dragon kind, meathead.” 
 
     Danel joined them and passed around the java. “Until Kyrian wakes up, all we’ve got is the kid’s version of what he saw in his dream.” 
 
     “Which has been spot on so far,” Phoenix signed. 
 
     Danel held his coffee out as Seth tipped his flask over each one and spiked things up. “Granted but I’m still anxious to hear the tale told from the Greek before the Dark Prince’s Darkworld meeting. I’d go back to the loft to wait if . . ..” 
 
     “If Zander wasn’t about to go Jackson and lightning strike everyone in his path?” 
 
     Danel nodded. The Sumerian had always been a violent force, but things had ramped up to mortal danger levels. He didn’t even like the Texan harbinger of doom, but Austin had become a necessary evil in the workings of their garrison. Like war to bolster an economy or some shit like that. 
 
     “Kyrian will get him and Austin on the solid,” Seth said. “The Greek’s good like that.” 
 
     Danel took a long draw on his coffee and wondered if it would be soon enough. The three of them walked to the parking lot just as the sound of shattered glass hit the airwaves. “Motherfucker,” he said. “Mother-fucking-fucker.”  
 
     Tossing his coffee, his thighs went off like pistons and he gunned it at the three Abercrombie punks going Louisville Slugger on the headlights of his ’69 Mach Mustang. 
 
     Stump or not, Danel lit into them. A chorus of curses preceded the circling of the brat pack and the click of a switchblade. He let the little shit come. It was weird not having the same reach on his right that he’d had his entire existence, but his left still worked fine, and his legs were just as lethal. He didn’t draw his weapon because, come on, these three were just a waste of human ejaculate.  
 
     The tussle and brawl continued, a satisfying thud of fist to body recharging Danel’s drained battery. Absently, he noticed Seth and Phoenix leaning against the building, sipping their coffees and taking in the show, like massive Egyptian UFC fight scouts.  
 
     Mister switchblade was still down and out on the asphalt next to his bloodied his friend when Batista came at him with the bat. Danel grabbed the chunk of ash mid-swing and rammed the knob back into his groin. The kid dropped like a stone and Danel gave him a stomp to the nutsack to make sure he was feeling it way down deep in his bones.  
 
     “Never mess with a man’s car, you little shits.” 
 
     “Especially when that man can kick your ass ten ways till Tuesday,” Colt said, stepping out from the front seat of a cop car. The Ice Demon straightened, his jeans and leather jacket a second skin on the Toronto Detective. He pointed a thumb over his shoulder at the uniformed cop rounding the back fender.  
 
     “You’ve got two choices here, boys. One, you empty your wallets and compensate my friend for his lovely lady’s pain and suffering, after which, this officer will drop you off at the ER of the closest hospital. Or two, you go down to the 51st precinct, get your pictures taken, and see how popular trust-fund bad boys are in holding on a busy Saturday night. I guarantee you Daddy won’t get there soon enough. What’ll it be?” 
 
     “Door number two,” Seth hollered from the peanut gallery. “Always go for the second showcase in the showdown.” 
 
     Colt handed Danel a wad of bills and shook his head. “Look at it this way, Persian. You worked out some pent-up frustration annnd made six hundred bucks while doing it. Come on. I’ll buy you another coffee and then we’ll go wake up the Greek.” 
 
       
 
     Kyrian stared into those hazel eyes and felt at ease for the first time in months. It wasn’t that he was finally home—it was that she was his home. And pregnant. Amazing. After he’d had a quick shower last night, they’d talked a bit about what he’d missed. The Asian kid with the visions. Her baby surprise. Zander’s thoughts on that subject.  
 
     The hits had been pommeling them from all sides the past months. Exhausted, both physically and emotionally, he’d pulled the duvet up and the two of them sacked out on his behemoth of a bed. Nine hours later, he felt healed, physically. Emotionally though, he wasn’t out of the woods. “Damn, I’ve missed this. Missed you and Z. I’m sorry I mucked things up by crossing the line, sweetheart.” 
 
     She squeezed his hand. “You crossed nothing.” 
 
     If she knew the things that had run through his mind, she’d know different. She’d also slap him and probably never talk to him again. “I did, and I apologize.” 
 
     She pulled his hand up between them and hugged his arm. “Okay, let’s hear it. Get it of your chest.” 
 
     Where to begin? He sighed and decided to start with facts. “While you were unconscious for those three days, Zander was crazed. The shit his Jackson side did to that Shedim was sadistic. Just plain wrong. So, I ended it. I took the kill from Zander and the darkness raging inside him. I said it was to preserve what was left of his soul . . .” 
 
     “But?” 
 
     He blinked at the moisture brimming his eyes and felt a damp warmth slide down his cheek. “It was also to avenge you. My instincts raged too. It wasn’t my place to strike vengeance for you but part of me wanted you for myself. I love you too.” 
 
     Austin stroked her fingers through his hair and rested her palm on his cheek. The warmth of her touch was solid, and he cherished the connection. “You love me, but you aren’t in love with me, Kyrian. You just haven’t had enough experience with the emotion to know the difference.” 
 
     “I wish that were true.” 
 
     She shifted to her side and propped her head up on her hand. Her hair fell to the bed in a stunning, chestnut curtain. “Emotions can overwhelm. Especially someone who’s never been allowed to experience them. Being blind, I read people well. I suppose you could call it my gift from the heavens. I know your heart. And though it’s twisted up and in pain, it’s not because you’re in love with me.” 
 
     No, it wasn’t. Damn. Damn. Damn. 
 
     He drew a shaky breath, not ready for any confessions. Things would change. If he said it out loud, it would be real. It would be ruined. Kyrian had cried three times in his life—after his Earth father learned he wasn’t his biological sire and sacrificed himself during the battle of Tanagra, after Tanek stood behind Lady Divinity as a soldier in her service, and now. 
 
     Before things got too sloppy, he swiped under his eyes and drew a shaky breath. “There’s something I have to tell you, sweetheart, about the woman who shot at you. And believe me, if I could go back and change things, I would. I’m sorry, Austin. I’m so fucking sorry but I need your help.” 
 
       
 
     Austin waited until Kyrian fell back to sleep before she slid off the bed and headed out to find Zander. Her mind whirled. Had Kyrian been in stronger form, he would never have laid his emotions bare before her like that. These men guarded their hearts with the same ferocity they fought with. Without a doubt, his candor had come partly from their connection, but a larger part had been the mix of exhaustion, PTSD, and the mind-altering chaos of his beast claiming Stryker’s daughter. 
 
     Kyrian was right about one thing. She was his only hope in holding Zander at bay until he figured things out. She eased down the handle to the bedroom and closed the door behind her without a sound. Now, to find her husb— 
 
     She tripped, only to be caught within the cage of Zander’s familiar embrace. “Sweet Texas,” she hissed, her voice low. “You scared the bejeebers out of me, angelman. What are you doing lying in wait in the hall?” 
 
     “I apologize,” Zander said, his words heavy and sad. 
 
     He set her on solid footing and stepped back. The awkward formality of his distance took her back to the two of them on a sidewalk outside an ice cream shop months ago. Their first fight had been interrupted by a coordinated daemon attack which slammed things into perspective PDQ. And what do you know, this time, clarity had come from her best friend mating a sworn enemy who had them both shot.  
 
     Huh. Life had a bizarre sense of humor. 
 
     Pointing the way, she led him down the hall, past the laundry room, dining room, living room, and office. The jingle of Stetson’s collar preceded the heavy push on the side of her leg as her fat, chocolate lab joined the procession. “Hey boy,” she said, patting Stetson’s boxy head. “Both of you come on in and sit down.” 
 
     “Why do I need to sit?” Zander said, his voice clipped. His Mark glowed, the detailed design of souls taken gaining in brilliance as he stared her down. “Are you leaving me? Just tell me. Tell me the truth.” 
 
     Austin’s jaw dropped. “What? Why would you think that?” 
 
     He paced to the ensuite door and back, his bare feet silent on the plush carpet. “You’re not happy—with me, with our life, with the way I handled things. Why wouldn’t you leave? I can’t blame you. Turns out, I’m a terrible husband. You deserve soooo much better.” 
 
     Austin pulled the elastic from her ponytail and scrubbed out her hair. These men broke her heart, they really did.  
 
     Taking his hand, she walked him over to the big lounge chair by the bookshelves. He opened his wings to sit, the ebony span rising over the arms and taking her breath away as they did each and every time.  
 
     Once he was situated, she crawled into his lap and gripped his chin, so he was looking straight at her. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Kyrian last night. Emotions overwhelm. Especially someone who’s never been allowed to experience them.” 
 
     She saw it then, really saw how wore out her angelman was. He’d been sitting on the floor outside Kyrian’s room. Had likely been out there all night. She pressed her lips to his in a chaste offering and smiled. “Are you perfect? No. Do I expect you to be? I don’t. When you got a hole in the fence, you round up the cattle that got loose and you mend the dang fence. You don’t sell the farm.” 
 
     Zander dropped his head into the crook of her neck and sighed. “Tell me what I can do. I’ll make this right between us, I swear it.” 
 
     She nodded and stroked his long, wavy hair. “I’m gonna put that oath of yours to the test right now, and I warn you, you’re not gonna like it.” 
 
   
 
    “Anything. You speak the words and consider it done.” 
 
    “All right,” she said. She licked her lips and exhaled. “I need you to stop targeting the Shedim woman. Kyrian believes we can turn things around with a peaceful resolution and I want you to help him try.” 
 
    Zander was up out of the chair and set her on the arm in a graceful surge of strength. “He can’t possibly want that. She had you shot. He was shot, captured, beaten. Why would he sympathize with her? It’s some kind of Stockholm Syndrome.” 
 
    Austin shook her head. “He has his reasons and when he’s ready to discuss them, he’ll tell you. Until then, you can start mending that fence by—” 
 
    “You know the whole story, I can see it in your eyes. Tell me why.” 
 
    Austin raised a brow. “You don’t much like being the one on the outside of the secret, do you, angelman?” 
 
    Zander’s nostrils flared, and she met his anger head on. “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    “Well I’m sorry too, but this is Kyrian’s story to tell. You can either respect my request knowin’ that I support his logic, or you can continue to make decisions for everyone, and we’ll go right back to being mad at each other.” 
 
    Zander clenched his fists, his rage so great the hair on her arms stood on end. “But she hurt you. She tried to take you from me. She deserves to suffer.” 
 
    “She is suffering, that’s my point. Stryker was her father. She mourns a man she believed to be noble and dedicated to their people.” 
 
    “Psychotic and sadistic.” Zander’s pacing increased, his wings twitching as the muscles of his back flexed and released. Why did she feel like he was searching for a loophole in this agreement? After a long silence, he growled low in his chest and cursed. “Fine. If we can put this mess behind us, I’ll take my lead from you and Kyrian for now. But if it doesn’t pan out, that bitch’s head is mine.” 
 
    Austin exhaled and got to her feet. Running her arms around his sides, she stroked his back at the base of his wings. When he dropped his chin, she kissed him with all the gratitude she could muster. “Thank you. Now, why don’t you run a hot bath. We can wash our troubles away before you head out to your big meeting tonight.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Cassiane climbed the last of the steps to the top of Wandread Castle. Her breath felt thick in her chest but thin in her head. Her mind reeled at the lack of oxygen getting to her brain, but the hyperventilation had nothing to do with the climb and everything to do with her destination. She was about to attend a meeting hosted by the Dark Prince.  
 
    The. Dark. Prince.  
 
    The rooftop portal swirled to life and opened the passage. On unsteady legs, she walked through, accompanied by her escort. Dougal’s large hand pressed at the small of her back as they came out on the other side. “Mistress, you’ll do fine. You are ready for this.” 
 
    Right. Lifting her chin, she tried not to hear how her boots crunched over the crushed-skull path as they made their way from the portal to the stair-bridge to Purgatory’s center. She climbed the first set of stone risers. The suspension chains swayed, their point of tether swallowed in the distance by the hiss of night. The hair on her arms rose, but she remained focused. How many times had her father climbed these stairs and crossed this bridge in his years of uniting the Dark powers? 
 
    She cast a glance to the male at her side. Dougal was a loyal hunter and meant well, but he was wrong. She wasn’t at all prepared to stand on her own in this meeting. Devious was supposed to escort her, to aid her in the political nuances and social etiquette of what they were about to do. He had abandoned her and left her to her own end. He knew the power players of the Hell Realm almost as well as her father, but had chosen to let her flounder.  
 
    Punishing her for her criticism, no doubt. 
 
    She glanced down at herself and wanted to cry. “I look ridiculous. I’m an orphaned heiress entering a gathering of the most vile and vicious of the Darkworld, and look neither vile nor vicious. The Shedim need me to do better than fine, Dougal. They need me to seize the respect that my father and grandfather earned.” 
 
    Dougal unsheathed the massive battle-ax from his belt and gestured for an undead to mind his business as they passed. “And if the heads of the other races interpret your silk skirts and cinnamon curls as a sign of weakness, then more power to you, Mistress. Their underestimation is to your benefit.” 
 
    She hoped so. 
 
    The baleful screams of tortured souls bound and woven into the webs above their heads drew her gaze. She cringed at the chains, linked through their taut flesh, stretching their faces, shoulders, palms, and feet, pulling in opposite directions in never-ending tension. It was as bad as she’d ever imagined. Worse. She pitied the damned, the sight forever burned into her memory. 
 
    For the hundredth time, Cassiane fought the urge to turn back to Castle Wandread. If she didn’t hold ground as a Dark leader, the Shedim would lose face, and there would be nowhere to run when the dominant races found them lacking. She climbed the last set of stairs and the path widened to reveal their destination. Too late to turn back.  
 
    The four bridges of Purgatory intersected at the crossroads of Hell, the only neutral ground in the Darkworld. She eyed the circular plateau and the eerie opulence of the Prince’s cylindrical temple upon it. Bathed in the crimson and gold of Hell’s fire, the shrine to the savior of the realm shone like no treasure she’d ever seen, the opulent structure at odds with the dire brutality of the surroundings. 
 
    Dougal gripped his weapon.  
 
    She stiffened and followed his glare. 
 
    Devious straightened from where he leaned against the structure, looking bored. “It’s about time you got here. Where have you been?” 
 
    She pressed her hands down the bodice of her dress and exhaled. “I could ask the same of you. You were supposed to help with the Watcher’s execution.” 
 
    He shrugged, a crooked smile lifting his lips. “I had something to nail down first. Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Cassiane shook her head and tried to hide her pique. No matter what she said, Devious would twist the appearance of a dragon claiming the prisoner as her failing. She didn’t have the energy to fight his insubordination here. And though she would never admit the sadness lurking in the pit of her stomach for the loss of Kyrian’s life, somehow, she was relieved she was not the direct cause of his death.  
 
    She focused on the bulky frame of her father’s protégé and sighed. Devious had been groomed by her father and his value as an advisor inside couldn’t be disregarded. “Dougal, would you mind waiting, to escort me back?” 
 
    The male dipped his chin and stepped to the side of the entrance, ax in hand. 
 
    Together, she and Devious crossed the temple threshold and entered the large circular chamber. She strode forward, projecting a confidence she didn’t feel, her chin up, her shoulders straight, her unease buried behind both her posture and her political focus.  
 
    The murmur of the space hushed as they stepped into the meeting place. She stood straighter. If nothing else, her height generally garnered some respect. However, looking over the other faces, she thought perhaps not. She was the least remarkable and certainly the least intimidating among the two dozen attendees. 
 
    The room remained silent except for the rhythmic clack of her boots on the black marble floor and the hiss of the ceiling burning thirty feet above their heads. She glanced up. The ocular dome flickered and snapped, the blazing flames reflecting off the solid gilded walls, lighting lush décor in a dancing golden glow. Sixteen high-back chairs encircled an enormous round table set with engraved goblets at each place. A plush throne, embellished in blue diamonds, sat raised and off to the side. 
 
    “Take your seats.” The command came from everywhere around her and at the same time, inside her head. A bright light flashed and a svelte male wearing an ebony, leather kilt strode toward the cushioned throne. His long dark hair brushed his shoulders as his gait announced him at the very top of the power struggle. “So, for the sake of speeding things along, let us dispense with the tiresome teeth baring and cock measuring. There are no others meaner, more ruthless, or vile than each of you and your species, blah, blah, blah. You are all the shit.” 
 
    As he stepped up onto the dais, everyone shuffled around the table and found their seats. Cassiane followed the scramble of bodies, winding around the table until she found the chair marked with a glowing symbol of the Shedim. She took her seat and Devious took his place, standing behind her chair as the other attendants had. 
 
    Leaning back on his cushioned throne, the Dark Prince let out a long-suffering sigh. “For the sake of the new blood, I’ll go over the basics. I am your mediator, judge, executioner or whomever I choose to be. I am the summation of all power that was and will be. I make the rules, change them, and create chaos at my whim. You may voice your grievances, but if you raise a hand against anyone while in this room, I will expire you, and possibly your entire bloodline, without explanation.” 
 
    Cassiane’s eyes widened. She’d heard the Dark Prince was sexy and powerful—and he was. She’d just never imagined he’d be so . . . spunky. 
 
    The male snorted and cast her an amused look. “Show on the road, people. The horsemen and I have souls to claim, assholes to torture, and meat suits to launder. Gregor, why don’t you start this pow-wow off—age before beauty and all that.” 
 
    A regally cloaked male, with chalky black skin and hollow eye sockets, laid his gnarled hands on the table. As he stood, the snakes writhing from his skull hissed and thrust at the men seated to either side of their master.  
 
    The ancient Serpentine King. Huh, it seemed time truly was the cruelest enemy of all. 
 
    Cassiane sat quietly as the male spoke, taking in the dynamic of the group, learning the protocol of how things progressed in a gathering of such lethal and volatile leaders. She glanced around the table—careful not to meet the gaze of anyone directly—and recognized a few of the daemon traits enough to determine some of the other races present. 
 
    She eyed the glittering scales and poison horns of the Fire Demon, the electric blue eyes and staggering attraction of his seductive cousin, the Ice Demon, the Native American cannibals, the Rugaru sat next to a Wendigo and she was sure the male beside him was an Incubus. As she continued her assessment of the powers she faced, she skipped over the ghoul and goblin, they made her skin crawl, and then there was the— 
 
    The Dimme Queen’s steel-gray gaze bore through her. The woman, petite yet voluptuous, swept her golden hair from her face, her attention locked. The woman seethed, hatred seeping from her pores. How could Cassiane have inspired such animosity in a woman she’d never laid eyes on? She glanced to the woman’s attendant and gasped. 
 
    The first thing that tripped her heart was that the Dimme’s second-in-command was a young woman who, by the striking resemblance, could be no other than the Queen’s daughter. The second was the girl’s eyes. How— 
 
    Trickery. The girl must be wearing contact lenses or some other form of disguise. For the eyes of the Dimme Queen’s daughter were the saffron yellow that only the Shedim bore. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Mistress?” The Dark Prince asked, a manicured brow arched with apparent amusement. 
 
    All heads at the table turned and Cassiane realized she had risen out of turn. “Apologies, no. Please, go on.” 
 
    She reclaimed her seat and tried to focus. The daughter flashed her an unmistakable look of triumph. No. Not her. The female’s gaze had locked on Devious standing behind her. A chill raced up her spine. What was that abou— 
 
    “Look boys, a party, and our invite lost in the mail.” 
 
    Cassiane jerked her attention toward the deeply accented voice behind her. 
 
    Seven Nephilim warriors flooded the chamber and strode the circumference of the table. The room erupted in a fit of curses. The fact that they were topless and carried no weapons was a shock, but when the Fire Demon’s attendant lunged at the Watcher who wore a spiked, leather collar, she understood. The attack was short-lived as the demon exploded into a splattering mass of black goo. 
 
    “No, no, please, don’t get up.” The Sumerian commander ambled toward the Dark Prince, ebony wings arced and rigid as he strode to the throne and took a knee. With his head bowed and his hand over his heart, he spoke. “My Lord, excuse the interruption. We come on Watcher business; not to disturb your house, nor to offend.” 
 
    Cassiane waited for Zandros of Kish to splat all over the black marble tiles as the Fire Demon’s second had. She glanced at the mess across the table, the Ice Demon and Rugaru still picking chunks from their hair. 
 
    The Sumerian didn’t explode. Instead, the Dark Prince stood and held out his hand. “Don’t fuck a fucker, Watcher, you live to disturb my house.” 
 
    Zandros rose to his full height and the Prince descended to stand before him. The two stared at one another. And though she expected the Prince to strike the male down, he clasped wrists and laughed. Laughed. 
 
    She glanced around the room to see if the others were as shocked—Oh, Sweet Prince.  
 
    She clasped a hand over her mouth as she met his pale green gaze. Kyrian was alive. After the initial flutter to her heart, it froze in her chest. Yes, he was alive and reunited with his fellow soldiers. That was their official business. The Nephilim had come to claim her and there was no way for Devious or Dougal to fight back.  
 
    She couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “You know, Z, I still have the hangover from the last time you paid me an unexpected visit, and that was well over two centuries ago.” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Shaytan.” The Watcher chuckled, the timbre rich and deep. “I was drunk for that whole month. Did you ever figure out where we left your scullery wenches?” 
 
    The Dark Prince barked out a laugh and scanned the room. “That’s a story for another time. So, tell me, Sumerian. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Cassiane scrubbed her palm across her eyes and blinked. The Dark Prince, Lord of the Darkworld, speaking informally with the enemy? Allowing him to call him by name? 
 
    “You heard about Tanek?” the Sumerian asked. 
 
    Her master nodded and opened his palms to the Watchers standing sentinel around the meeting table. “Your warrior-brother serves my sister with honor. I spoke with her the other day, and she mentioned how she values his council.” 
 
    Cassiane brushed a stray piece of hair from her face. What was happening? 
 
    “Did you see what was done to him?” Zandros asked, his voice tight. 
 
    The Dark Prince nodded and adjusted the cufflinks of his silk shirt. “I did. It went viral and overloaded our dark web network. Big news.” 
 
    “Yeah, the slaughter of a Watcher makes great Hellevision. I’m sure the skinning of our brother will rank your top watched video clip for centuries.” 
 
    Zandros scowled and turned to the Watcher with flaming red hair, wearing a plaid skirt and sash, and an elaborate gold torc. The male stepped forward and handed him an electronic pad with a video already cued up on the screen. “The Shedim Slayer didn’t get a chance to post the second video. And it’s too bad, because some of the stars sit in this very room.” 
 
    The Sumerian’s gaze cranked around to the blonde Dimme with saffron eyes. “Hello Emma, how’s things?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Zander.” 
 
    Ebony wings flared from his back as the flames on the ceiling surged in wild arcs. The Watcher strode forward, the flames crackled, his boots echoed through the air. “You already did fuck me. Not literally, of course. You’re not good enough to blow my wife’s dog, but that’s why you did it, right?” 
 
    The girl bared her fangs and sneered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Yeah, that dog don’t hunt, bitch. Did you think I wouldn’t figure out it was you who released Austin’s picture? You offered my wife up as bait to the Darkworld. Am I supposed to just let that slide?” The Sumerian’s long, brown hair brushed his sculpted shoulders as he shook his head. “I have something special planned for you. A little reunion between you and your Shedim deadbeat daddy, Stryker.”  
 
    Cassiane’s chair scraped the marble before she realized she’d stood. “What were you playing at, Watcher? She is no Shedim. And Stryker was certainly not her father.” 
 
    Zandros turned his head, the corners of his lips curving in a sly smile as he stalked closer. “Your father’s illegitimate love child did recon inside my house, Mistress. She invaded my privacy. And together, the two of them struck the first blow. Nephilim do our damnedest to play nice, but Stryker and your little Shedim army crossed the line.” 
 
    Cassiane folded her arms over her chest and scoffed. Hearing her father’s name drip from his lips made her physically ill. “You are mad. I’ve never seen this woman in my life. She’s no more a member of my family than you are.” 
 
    Zander studied her, his brow creased. After a moment he chuckled. “Well, well, this is getting good. You didn’t know daddy was off procreating?” His head turned to the Dimme Queen sitting across the table. “What, Xamia, Stryker keep your whore offspring a dirty little secret?” 
 
    The Queen spat and in the same instant Zandros grabbed Cassiane and stepped them back. The Dimme’s saliva sizzled on the surface of the stone floor, pitting the luster of the finish where Cassiane had stood. 
 
    “Behave, Xamia,” the Dark Prince said. “I’d consider that an attack, and annihilate your pretty little ass, if I wasn’t enjoying the show. Very Maury Povich, Zander. I can’t wait for the paternity tests to come back.” 
 
    Cassiane broke free from Zandros and stumbled back. “Don’t touch me. You come here uninvited to spread lies about my father and my people. You are the monster. You attacked him. For all I know, this girl is part of your drama to further your scheming, hateful lies.” 
 
    Zandros frowned and held up the tablet still in his hand. “My Lord, if you would.” When the Sumerian touched the screen of the device, a scene materialized in the air above the table. 
 
    Cassiane stepped to the table as the video started. She recognized the brunette lying on a dirt floor from the intel Devious had shared with her. It was the Commander’s mate. The human sheep, Austin. She’d just been slapped by a female holding the camera and twisted to land on a discarded heap of carcasses and bones on a cave floor. 
 
    “You won’t be laughing when my father kills Zander while the entire Darkworld watches. He’ll be a hero in the Darkworld, and everyone will know that I was the daughter who helped him do it. Me.” The frantic screech of the female’s voice held the wail of a spoiled child. 
 
    “Let me guess, Daddy didn’t spend enough time with you when you were a kid? Too busy killing innocent woman and playing with his soldiers?” 
 
    The female’s next blow smashed Austin into the rock wall of the cave. Her head sagged forward, her body trembling. Austin searched the ground for a sharp bone and closed her fist. 
 
    “How stupid do you think I am, bitch?” The camera focused on the boot crushing Austin’s wrist. She tipped to the floor and seemed to black out.  
 
    Male voices built as heavy footsteps approached.  
 
    Cassiane’s gut wrenched when the camera panned up to capture the tall, well-built image of her father. “Well, well, Emmalixa, Devious said you had a surprise for your old man. And look . . . it’s just what I wanted.” 
 
    The woman handed the camera off and hugged Stryker. “Then reward me and start calling me by my hunter’s name.” 
 
    Her father kissed the top of her blonde head. “Very well, Thrash, you have earned it.” 
 
    Cassiane rubbed her chest. It felt like a knife’s blade had impaled her, but no hilt protruded from her bodice. She had begged her father to take her on hunts for years. Pleaded with him to let her earn a hunter’s name, so she could be respected by soldiers and hunters of her community, and the Darkworld as a whole. 
 
    “Come now, darling,” her father said, gesturing to the tunnel leading further into the cave. “Let’s get ready for our guests and have some fun.” 
 
    Cassiane watched as Devious set the camera on a ledge inside the inner chamber and helped two other hunters bind the unconscious human’s wrist. They hung her from the cave ceiling, just as Kyrian had told her. 
 
    Next, her father used his knife and cut away her top. Bare to the waist and strung up, he slit her wrists and opened her veins. “The bar is open, boys. Anyone want a taste of the Nephilim Commander’s pussy.” 
 
    The laughter and jeering made Cassiane sick. Her father would never do this. He followed the directives to the letter. He had been slain without cause. Devious told her. Devious— 
 
    Zandros appeared in the cave entrance. His lips parted as he scanned the bloody curves of the woman. The utter devastation in his face convinced her this wasn’t false. No male could look that ruined if he wasn’t truly living the horror of that moment. 
 
    A fight broke out and though Zandros staggered unsteady, his second-in-command stepped in. Cassiane’s breath caught as she watched Kyrian expire two males in a flurry of fist and steel. When the two fell, her father raised a hand, and everyone paused. 
 
    “Sumerian, I’m glad you could join us.” Stryker stepped around Austin’s body. His yellow gaze reflected the lantern light and locked on Zander. With a cruel smirk curving the corners of his mouth, he leaned close to Zander’s woman and dragged his tongue up her bloody ribs. He moaned as he swallowed and licked his smeared lips. 
 
    The video stopped and Cassiane sank to her seat. 
 
    When the Dark Prince stepped around the table, he met Zander, face-to-face. “As entertaining as that was, Zandros, what’s your point.” 
 
    Zandros straightened, the muscle in the side of his chiseled jaw twitching. “The point is, that you’ve got children going rouge. They come after Nephilim in a dark alley, that’s one thing. Bring it. But they kidnapped a Cherub from my club—a known safe zone—and then, Austin, an innocent human. And after she recovered from them feeding on her, Devious here shot her and Kyrian in a shopping mall full of humans. Exposure, my friend. Very careless.” 
 
    The Dark Prince shrugged, but his shoulders were stone stiff. “Am I supposed to care?” 
 
    “Not really. Just remember that they declared war. Stryker killed Tanek and Austin. Then his daughter—the ginger, not the blonde—violated the tenet of secrecy and ordered another go at us. If bodies start falling like acid rain, you know why.” 
 
    Cassiane almost choked. If what Zandros presented was truth, she had no cause to retaliate. No right to torture and incarcerate a member of the Watch. She had condemned her people to death. 
 
    Zandros circled the table in long powerful strides, his wings flaring out like an ebony screen. After meeting the gaze of each of the leaders present, he spoke. “Many of you know me and my men. Nephilim have fought for Dark Ones, as well as against, for centuries. We aren’t your enemy by birth, but rather by your own actions, and even then, we try to show mercy.” 
 
    Cassiane and several others scoffed at that. 
 
    Zander scowled. “Gregor, did Danel not spare your son and his friends a few months, back after he collected three college girls and brought them back to your nest?” 
 
    Gregor nodded and swept his hand through the air. “He did at that, S-s-s-umerian.” 
 
    He pointed to the Ice Demon. “And Remington, my squad works in partnership with your brother, Colt, to make sure Darkworlders stay under the radar of human laws, don’t we?” 
 
    The Ice Demon nodded. “You do.” 
 
    The Dark Prince exhaled. “Wrap this up, I’ve got a life.” 
 
    “The gist is this. If your children fuck with my female again, or target one of us or ours, no laws and no duty will stop us from gutting the lot of them. The swath of death we’ll cut will be the stuff of Darkworld nightmares, e’ermore.” 
 
    The Dark Prince bristled. “If you’re threatening me, Watcher, it won’t bode well for you or your woman.” 
 
    Zander dipped his chin. “No threat to you, my Lord. I am ever your humble servant. But for those in your charge who think to target us for doing our sworn duty—all bets are off. I just pray that this insurgence ends soon, or there will be hell to pay. Quite literally.” 
 
      
 
    Zander materialized on the rooftop of the club, his squad right behind him. For the first time in weeks, they had a win. As he opened the door and started down the stairs into the loft, he called back over his shoulder. “Did you boys read that room the same way I did?” 
 
    Seth piped up, the Egyptian’s voice echoing in the stairwell. “That Stryker’s debutant heiress was pretty much pissing in her crinolines? I’d bet my left nut she thought we were there to take her down for Kyrian’s abduction.” 
 
    Zander opened the door to the foyer, and the procession moved through the dining room and into the living room. “Anyone want to argue with Seth’s left one?” 
 
    Brennus took a long pull on his cigar and exhaled. “Ye put on a good show, Z. The leaders ken we mean business and with the Dark Prince warned, ye’ve given us the upper hand again.” 
 
    “Yeah, Scarlet O’Hara is in way over her pretty, little head,” Seth said, grabbing two pool cues and tossing one over to his brother. “Lucky you pulled her back when the Dimme tried to hork on her. She was all deer in the headlights.” 
 
    “Aye,” Brennus laughed, “that was classy.” 
 
    “The horking or the saving?” Seth asked. The cue ball rocketed across the felt and cracked the racked setup on the far end of the table. 
 
    “Both,” Kyrian said, dipping his chin in a nod. “If you boys’ll excuse me, I think I’ll lay down for a bit before patrol.” 
 
    Zander scrubbed a hand over his jaw and watched the Greek head down the corridor. His brother was too quiet, his heart just not in it. Whatever happened in that Shedim dungeon was still ringing his bell hard. Normally, they’d shoot the shit and hash it out. Yeah, that was before he’d fucked things up and alienated the guy. 
 
    “Zander, what do you think?” Seth called, sinking the 8-ball and tossing his cue to Brennus for the next round. “Is Devious tapping just Emma or doing the mother-daughter combo?” 
 
    “I honestly couldn’t care less. I’m going to go spend a couple hours with Austin in my room and never think about that again.” Zander headed toward the corridor and reached into the pocket of his jeans for his ringing phone. “Yeah, Collin, whassup, buddy?” 
 
    “We . . . uh, have a bit of a situation down here, Z.” 
 
    Zander raised a hand to quell the ruckus of his men. “What kind of situation? Do you need backup?” 
 
    The rocking beat of the club pounded in the background. “No, nothing like that. Your underage Asian kid is naked and swinging his junior junk in one of the cages. He’s becoming a bit of a club mascot down here. Not sure how you want to handle it, or how extensive you want his education to become.” 
 
    “Has Jules seen him? She’ll slap his ass red.” 
 
    “She’s in the ladies’ loo with a lightweight Lightworlder.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m on my way down.” Zander thanked his lucky stars that his head waitress was oblivious, and headed for the door. “C’mon boys, road trip to the club. You won’t wanna miss this.” 
 
      
 
    Cassiane closed her eyes, the chaos around her drowning out all reason. Devious had spared no time, once returning from Purgatory, to incite fear and rally the soldiers to ready for a fight. The men were panicked to protect their families. The women and children panicked to lose them under the guise of Nephilim justice.  
 
    “The Watcher’s escape will bring down the wrath of a Nephilim death squad,” Devious shouted from the execution platform still set up at the back of the courtyard. “We need a leader who understands our enemy, a leader with experience in dealing with the dangers and violence of the real world.” 
 
    Cassiane pressed a hand against her stomach, the blood-infused wine the Dark Prince had provided sloshing in her belly. “The Watch might very well be assembling an offensive, but don’t point the finger at me. You and Stryker killed their brother, and captured and tortured the Sumerian’s wife. Zandros never once mentioned Kyrian’s capture. He’s angry about what you two did. Acts which you lied about and kept from me.” 
 
    Arms crossed, Devious’ hulking frame jostled with amusement. “Stryker knew you couldn’t handle the ugliness of battle. You deal with castle upkeep and ailing children. You have no understanding of the measures needed to exact change for the betterment of Darkworlders.” 
 
    “And are things better?” she said, looking over the frightened crowd. “Stryker is dead. Zandros and his men want us dead. And here we sit, not knowing when or how they might choose to strike.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t know where to strike if you hadn’t brought the Greek to our fucking door.” The grumbling of male assent made her nauseous.   
 
    “Enough!” She raised her hands and silence fell over the courtyard. “If Kyrian of Thebes wishes to press for justice, I shall accept the consequence. Until that moment arises, the miners will continue to mine, the hunters will continue to hunt, and the soldiers and their sons will continue to make repairs on the castle.” 
 
    Devious glared, a mottled redness creeping up his neck. “Your father would be readying an offensive stance.” 
 
    “And I am not my father.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Devious said. “And that will be our downfall.” 
 
    The crack of lightning signaled the coming of night. The men dispersed, and the onlookers retreated indoors. Cassiane split away from the crowd and retired to the only section of the castle where no one bothered her. It had been her grandfather who established the family floor of the east wing. It seemed ridiculous now, but even hundred years ago there had actually been enough family to inhabit the rooms in this section of the castle. Now . . . there was just her. 
 
    With knees and hands trembling, she made her way through the suite, to the hearth of the fireplace to stir the coals. After resurrecting the crackle and snap, she eased onto the narrow velvet settee to lay down. Her stomach twisted in knots and she felt retched. Perhaps after a rest, her nerves would settle . . .  
 
    She eyed the pewter bowl and reached it just as her stomach upended. Blinking past her watery eyes and the throbbing in her head, she made her way to the washroom. After Gran’s favorite bowl was emptied and washed, she headed toward her chamber. Her private sanctuary.  
 
    She had run her fingers along every inch of the heavy wood paneling in the corridors, remembered the sounds of her mother’s soft steps on the intricate stone floors, and could still smell a faint hint of her grandfather’s tobacco in the colored draperies and tapestries. She knew the stories behind each of the portraits hanging in the great room and had read almost every book in the library. 
 
    And then there was the study.  
 
    She rested a hand on the closed door to her father’s private space and stared at the crystal knob. Eleven weeks. Seventy-seven days since her father closed this door, kissed her cheek, and headed off to the Human Realm. To renegotiate the feeding accords, he’d claimed. To express our displeasure with the accord restrictions and assert our position once and for all. 
 
    But instead of pen, he’d taken knives. Instead of ink, he’d spilled blood. 
 
    In doing so, he’d accomplished nothing but the one thing she never thought possible. He’d let her down. And not once. He’d lied about the accords. He’d killed innocents to construct vile Nephilim weapons. He’d hidden a sister he considered a capable warrior, worthy of a hunter’s name. He’d chosen that Dimme half-breed, and shared his plans and his time in the Human Realm with her. 
 
    Her chest ached until she had to open her mouth to breathe. 
 
    After swiping away her tears, she threw the door open and slapped on the lights. It should have been a relief to know. She had wanted answers more than revenge. She’d wanted to know what went wrong with her father’s plans . . . and now she did.  
 
    He’d declared war on the Nephilim and been slain for his actions.  
 
    Clueless and unprepared, she was left to clean up the mess. 
 
    Crumpling into her father’s desk chair, she stared at the game in progress on the chess board in the corner. Stryker had been a master strategist—a true king. She was the queen, but felt far more like a pawn being pushed from square to square. Everyone around her played the game better than her, more cunning and ruthless.  
 
    She removed the Crystalline dagger from the brass stand on the desk. As she tipped it in the light, she watched the heavenly blue liquid in the chamber slide end to end. Seraph blood and holy water, if tales were true—a lethal combination for Darkworlders. She studied her father’s trophy for taking a warrior’s life. 
 
    The Dark Prince seemed genuinely saddened by the loss of Kyrian’s brother, Tanek.  
 
    Her tears fell harder as she remembered the emotionless gaze he’d offered her just hours ago. The hunger that had been there was lost, the fire snuffed. She’d done that. She’d seen the betrayal in his eyes when he stared up at her from the ground of the courtyard. “Do you honestly think I would hurt her? A precious child?” 
 
    She had. She’d acted on instinct and regretted it. When he’d broken away from her with such purpose and launched himself at Lyssa, all she’d seen was a Watcher assassin grabbing one of her charges. The sword was in her hand and aimed before her mind caught up with the reality of the situation. 
 
    “My entire existence is dedicated to protecting the innocent.” That man had a voice that either tore at her insides or melted her resolve. He was far more honorable than she, as it turned out. He protected innocent humans from illegal hunting and would be forced to kill her if he knew of their plans for the upcoming harvest. He was duty bound and so was she.  
 
    No matter how distasteful the arrangement, Stryker and Devious had secured a way to feed her people. 
 
    What sort of monster had she become? Sobbing, Cassiane turned the point of the dagger against her chest. She caught sight herself in the mirror across the room. She couldn’t live this way. It felt like her insides were shredding apart. As she stared into her own golden eyes, she buckled forward and blood spewed from her mouth. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Kyrian stripped naked, downed the quarter bottle of Jack from his cabinet, and grabbed an untouched bottle of Goose as a chaser. Quite the routine he’d been rocking the past weeks: patrol the streets with his brothers, sweep evil under the rug, lock himself into his room and get faced. And repeat. Every. Damn. Night. How long would this mating drive last before it started to ease the fuck off?  
 
    Locked and loaded, he headed to the shower. With each bare footfall across his plush carpet, he tightened his inner workings up and locked his emotions down. He tipped back the bottle and started the water. What an idiot he was. 
 
    For the briefest moment, he’d actually bought into the happily ever after bullshit Austin and Zander had. He’d fallen in love with love. The way the two of them interacted, yeah, he’d wanted that for himself. The way Z stroked her hair as they stood together, the guy’s hand moving across the chestnut silk as if he didn’t even notice what he was doing. And she’d look up at him with those hazel eyes, like it was the most natural thing in the world. His brother had been blessed to be paired with a sweet and sexy stunner. 
 
    Annnd the Heavens matched him with—Cassiane—bitch queen of Shedim. 
 
    Fucking hell. And also, fucking Hell. 
 
    Stepping under the stream of water, he tilted his head back and let the sluice of hot and steamy run through his hair, down his back and over his ass.  
 
    For the first time in his existence, he was truly mind-fucked.  
 
    Emotions. Lady Divinity’s little matchmaking experiment had stirred things up inside him. He’d had feelings before, sure. He loved his brothers, cared for his friends, even empathized with members of the Otherworld, but he and his beast had never been conflicted. 
 
    Moving the bar of Ivory over his pecs, he got his froth on and let those slick hands do their thing.  
 
    His mind flipped back to that night in the Shedim courtyard. The look in her eyes, as she ordered the executioner to get the job done, ripped his guts to shreds. It really did. Like a fool, he’d convinced himself she’d never be able to kill him. Then again, she was her father’s daughter. He didn’t want to remember her like that. He didn’t want to remember her at all. But he couldn’t get her out of his head. 
 
    Unbidden, his beast stretched within him, luxuriating in the heat of their first meeting. Sure, she’d been baiting a trap, but homicidal intentions aside, their pairing had taken his breath away. Whether they regretted it or not, they’d both been lost in it. Insane with the wanting. Every moan and thrust and scent in that washroom was etched in his memory. She’d been timid—which surprised him, given how aggressive she’d been at the bar—but once their mouths got acquainted, she’d opened up. 
 
    He groaned as his cock surged. Yeah, the taste of her burned through his blood like a drug. And after only one touch, he was addicted. 
 
    He took his time shampooing, letting the rush of those memories mingle with the reality of who she really was. Cassiane. When her hair caught the light at a certain angle it was the warmest cinnamon he could imagine. 
 
    Sweeping his palm down his torso, a moan rumbled out of his chest. His erection kicked in his hand and he drew a deep breath. He arched his back and repeated the slow tug. Shit that felt good. He played back the sensation of his fingers stroking Cassia’s heat and settled into a rhythm.  
 
    The scent of her skin. 
 
    The gasps she made as he touched her. 
 
    The clench and release of her orgasm gripping his fingers. 
 
    His head dropped back as his own release hit. He stroked hard, riding it out, remembering every detail. The pleasure was short-lived, though, and left him feeling both guilty and skeevy. And though his lonely lighthouse keeper was standing tall and ready for round two, he shut off the water, and— 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    Kyrian spun around, his feet squeaking on the granite tiles. “Silver. What . . . why are you here?” He snapped a towel off the rack and wrapped it around his hips. The terry barrier did nothing to disguise the hi-how-are-ya going on under his towel, but for the sake of his Seraph visitor, it was better than nothing. 
 
    “I sensed your anguish, sire, your desire.” The female released the clasp holding her gown and the thing drifted to the bathroom floor in a flutter of silk. She was perfection. All that soft creamy skin, her long, elegant neck, those full luscious curves and mounds he’d enjoyed countless times over the centuries. “Allow me to ease you.” 
 
    Oh shit. Two graceful steps and she met him chest to chest, her breasts pressed against him, her hands stroking the wet skin of his back. When delicate fingers started loosening his towel and she sank to her knees before him, he cursed. 
 
    He stepped back and snatched his running pants off the vanity. After yanking them up his thighs, he raised Silver back onto her feet. “I, uh . . . won’t be needing your comforts tonight. You honor me with your offer, but you may go.” 
 
    Her face fell, her piecing green eyes emitting a sadness that stole his breath. “Have I displeased you, sire? I am here to serve . . . yours for the taking, in any way you have need.” 
 
    He scrubbed his hands over his face and cursed again. “Forgive me. It’s not you, it’s me.” He cringed at the human cop-out he’d heard thousands of times. Gathering her multicolored silk sarong from the floor, he draped it to cover her most feminine bits. “You have never displeased me. You are beautiful and warm and intelligent.” 
 
    “Then why send me away?” 
 
    Because I’m an idiot, falling in love with a demon. Was it still falling or had that ship sailed? He rubbed his face and wondered where the fuck his life had spun out of control. “There is a lot going on in my mind right now, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Forgive me. Your reasons are your own.” She gathered the fabric of her gown and pinned it back to a state of perfection without effort. “I shan’t return without formal summons. Forgive me, sire.” 
 
    Before he could argue or explain, she was gone. Fuuuuck. He grabbed the neck of the bottle he’d been working on and took a couple hard swallows. He continued to suck back the liquid sedative while he toweled his hair and made his plans. 
 
    It was late. His brothers would be out on rotation for a few more hours, and maybe by then he’d have shredded himself in the gym and come up with some way to explain where the fuck his head was, and how he bonded with the enemy. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” Throwing the empty bottle at the door, he watched in horror as the thing began to swing open. 
 
    “Kyrian?” 
 
    “Austin, drop!” 
 
    Shards exploded into the air as Austin screamed in the hall. He launched around the bed and raced to the doorway. “Christ, cowgirl, are you—Shit.” 
 
    Broken glass sliced into the bottom of his bare foot. Thrown off balance by the pain, he pivoted mid-stumble and ass-planted onto the hardwood in the hall. Grabbing hold of his ankle, he hauled the limb closer for a look-see. Perfect. It was a gusher. 
 
    “Austin, are you all right?” He ran a hand over her rounded back, where she was curled on the floor. “Good reflexes on the drop there, sweetheart. Stetson, go lie down.” As the chocolate furball offered him a sad look of confusion, Kyrian focused on his best friend. “Shit, sweetheart, I’m sorry. Don’t move, there’s glass everywhere.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, “I just didn’t know you were using your wall for target practice. What’s going on?” 
 
    Even though the girl was blind, she had a way of looking right through him. Avoiding her gaze, he pinched the jagged piece of glass in the ball of his foot and pulled it free.  
 
    Sporting a dust pan, broom, and med-kit, Xxan strode up the hall eyeing him and the scatter of shattered glass. His long, purple braid tapped his hip with every step. Austin’s babysitter handed him the first aid kit and started the cleanup. “You bleed, sire. You must take better care.”  
 
    “No shit.” Kyrian dropped his head back and resisted the urge to crack it a few times against the drywall. “I didn’t know Seraph guardians did housework.” 
 
    The warrior maneuvered the bristles of the broom to herd the pile of glass into the bin. “I am tasked to aid Lady Austin.” 
 
    Austin rolled her soft hazel eyes and rubbed a gentle hand across her belly. “You thought Zander was protective before; most days, I’m confined to quarters with a bomb suit on.” 
 
    He was happy for them, he really was, but knowing that his chance for a family had just blown up in his face made it pretty tough to take. Kyrian covered his grimace by pouring antiseptic over the open gash on his foot. 
 
    Austin’s bodyguard returned from glass disposal and frowned. “What happened? I heard milady scream.” 
 
    Kyrian scrambled to his feet and hobbled his way to the desk in his room. Pulling out the chair, he sat his dumb ass down. “Just a stupid accident.” 
 
    The guy was hairy-eyeballing him, like he was some walk-in, fresh in from the streets. 
 
    Kyrian reached into his top drawer and thanked the heavens there were a couple hand rolled cigarettes and a lighter. He held the death stick between his lips and was about to be reacquainted with ecstasy when Xxan leaned over and grabbed the sucker right from between his lips.  
 
    “No smoking.” Xxan tossed his cigarette back in the open drawer. “Carcinogens are a danger to human young. Zandros has tasked me to keep them both safe from any and all threats.” 
 
    Kyrian held up a finger. “And I’m on that list? Is that what you’re saying? Is that you talking, or him?” If Austin wasn’t fussing with his foot, he would have lunged at the fucker. Inhaling deep, he ignored the roar in his ears and pegged the guy with a warning glare. “You don’t know shit about what’s doing with me, Seraph, so I’m asking you to back the fuck off, or we’re going to have a problem.” 
 
      
 
    Zander heard the drama unfolding at the end of the hallway and beat feet to check things out. As he turned the corner at Kyrian’s doorway, he cursed. Austin had her head down and a cloth pressed to the bottom of Kyrian’s foot. Whatever she was covering made a solid attempt at breaking free, as the gray terry cloth turned scarlet. Xxan stood at the ready, hovering beside her, and Kyrian looked like he was about to rip the guy a new one despite, the fact that he was only sporting a towel.  
 
    “Y’all need to dial down the testosterone. I’m fine. The baby is fine. It’s Kyrian who’s leaking.” Zander smiled. Her need to patch them up was adorable. That she was beginning to talk like them made him laugh. “Xxan, could you please ask Autumn to fetch Kyrian a couple of the assorted subs I made earlier, and throw an egg salad and a couple pickled beets on the tray for me? Oh, and a couple of those chocolate covered macaroons?” 
 
    “Eggs, beets, and chocolate macaroons?” Kyrian asked. “My taste buds shudder, sweetheart.” 
 
    Zander stepped inside. “That’s not even going to make it on the list of culinary horrors, Adelphos. Your inner foodie will be mortified to hear some of the things she’s eaten over the past few weeks.” 
 
    Once Xxan stepped down the hall, Zander helped Kyrian over to his bed. The guy fell to the mattress like a felled tree. All numbed out and tense, he looked like road kill and smelled like a distillery. 
 
    Austin offered a worried smile. “I’m guessing our boy here has absorbed enough alcohol not to need pain killers for the stitches.” 
 
    Kyrian waved off the concern. “No pain here. S’all good.” 
 
    When the food came, Zander accepted the tray and sat the two of them against the footboard. While they ate and caught him up, he sutured the gash in his buddy’s foot. As the Greek packed away the calories, he talked about his excitement about being an uncle, bathed them in his social charms—which had always been considerable—and fronted like only Kyrian could. 
 
    You spend a few millennia with a guy, and you get to know his tells. Zander nodded and smiled, until he’d put away all the pointy objects and wrapped the whole mess. “You gonna keep this up all night, or are you ready to talk it out?” 
 
    Kyrian cocked an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 
 
    With her appetite sated for at least the next hour or two, Austin wiped her mouth and set her plate back on the tray. “Why don’t we let Kyrian settle for a bit, angelman? I’m sure he could use some rest, and you can tell me all about your night on the streets.” 
 
    Zander chuckled at how nonchalant she was about the details of his life—the details of their life. Still, he wanted in on this secret of theirs. “What has the Shedim bitch got over you, my brother? Tell me, and we can end it and put her down.” 
 
    Kyrian growled, his eyes flashing, his beast rearing to the surface. Zander rose slowly from the floor and stepped back. His brother tracked him like he’d just become the enemy. What the hell was wrong with the guy? Why go primal on him for simply suggesting . . . No. Couldn’t be. He studied his brother’s face and nearly lost his dinner.  
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”  
 
    Kyrian was off the floor and flexing his fingers, like a fighter about to go ten rounds. 
 
    “All right now—” Austin stepped between them, her palms up and pressing on each of their chests. “This isn’t something he chose, Zander. It’s chemistry, biology, a crazy thing that happened, but you remember how it felt. It was confusing. Disorienting. Kyrian needs time to sort things through.” 
 
    Zander heard Austin’s words, but the only thing that rang in his head was that his brother had bonded with the sadistic bitch who’d tried to kill his wife. “How is this possible?” 
 
    Kyrian turned away and limped into his closet. After a few minutes, he came out wearing a pair of jeans and buttoning a white Dolce and Gabbana dress shirt. “Look, I need to get gone here for a bit—” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” Austin pointed back to the seating area by the fireplace. “You sit your angel ass in that seat. You’re a hot mess and we’re going to have an honest conversation about what happened, and what we can do about it.”  
 
    Kyrian’s reluctant, low laugh filled the space between them. “There’s nothing to do about it. In a drunken, angry haze, I nailed an anonymous female in the washroom at the RedRum, and when I woke up from her poisoning me, I was in Hell—literally and figuratively.”  
 
    He paced over to his window and raised the sash. Pulling out his antique silver cigarette case from his back pocket, he flipped the clasp and pried the two halves apart. A rush of sweet-smelling tobacco filled the air. Propping a thin white cigarette between his teeth, he fished out his lighter.  
 
    Austin cast a look before Zander could object. “I like smelling Kyrian around the loft, and stop your growling. He’s fine smoking by the window.” 
 
    There was no telling his Ishah anything once she dug her heels in. “And you’re sure she’s your mate? This Cassiane?” 
 
    Kyrian stared at him, his gaze hard. “Would I be killing myself if I wasn’t sure? I’m living one giant mind-fuck.” He took a long draw and exhaled toward the open window. The night air of early November was brisk and filled with the sounds of club from two-storeys below. “It wasn’t all her fault, Zandros. Stryker and Devious lied to her. She thought she was avenging some horrible crime against her father.” 
 
    “She tried to kill my wife.” 
 
    “Is her motivation any different than why I went looking to kill her? I was tracking down that shooter to erase the fucker from the three realms.” 
 
    “Which you were supposed to do without fucking her.” 
 
    “All right, simmer down, both of you.” Austin caught Zander’s arm and cast him a glare. He hadn’t realized his wings had flared. He gave her a nod that he was under control, and she continued. “Does Cassiane know anything about the bonding? About the Nephilim mating thing?” 
 
    Kyrian shook his head and hauled another long draw on his cigarette. “If it gets out Nephilim are crippled by losing their mate, it puts you in danger. Besides, she’s not into me like that. Not really.” 
 
    “You sure about that? ’Cause, from where I was during this process with Zander, she’s as lost right now as you.” 
 
    He snorted and exhaled a cloud of smoke. “I doubt that’s possible. I stood on that execution platform, stupid-sure she wouldn’t kill me. Wrong. She gave the order without a second thought. If Drake hadn’t snatched me, my head would be on a pike right now.” 
 
    Austin paled. “Well, it’s not an ideal match, granted, but the woman lost her daddy, inherited an entire community on the brink of starvation, and—if she’s being affected by the Nephilim hoodoo, like I was—doing everything she can not to rip your clothes off and ride you rough on the floor.” 
 
    The growl that rumbled from Kyrian’s chest spoke volumes about which side of the fence his darker side was riding. 
 
    “And she’s a good person, right? Fundamentally?” 
 
    Zander barked a laugh. “Stop romanticizing this, cowgirl. Aside from shooting the two of you, she eats humans to stay alive. Don’t buy into this working out for them. She’s our enemy. It’s a no-go all the way.” 
 
    Austin crossed her arms over her breasts, which he noticed had grown fuller and even more distracting. “She could be his Ishah, Zander, his other half. He needs to go to her . . . or bring her here so we can all talk. We’ll figure out the daemon part when we know we’ve got something to fight for.” 
 
    Zander’s jaw flexed and hollowed as he grit his teeth. “There’s no we in this. She ordered you dead. I ordered her dead. She is never getting near you and if she tries, I’ll snap her fucking neck.” 
 
    Kyrian pinched off his butt and launched to his feet. “You won’t hurt her, Zandros. If you move on her, I will be forced to stop you. I’ll have no choice.” 
 
    Zander’s knuckles cracked as he stepped forward. The flames in the fireplace leapt higher. “You’ll do nothing until a decision is made. You’re still my second-in-command, and follow my orders. I’m going to check in down at the club and clear my head. You’re confined to the loft until I say otherwise. I mean it. You go nowhere unless I say so.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Austin leaned back against the headrest and tried not to laugh at the motley crew in Zander’s truck. She’d called this little road trip because the tension in the loft threatened to make her head explode. Kyrian needed the distraction. Xxan needed to realize Kyrian was no threat to her or the baby. Ringo was grounded for life and could use the fresh air, and so could Stetson.  
 
    “For heaven’s sake, boys, lighten up. This will be fun.” 
 
    She turned in her seat and smiled. As a member of the choir, she could see her bodyguard as well as she could see the archangels. Xxan, green around the gills, had one firm hand on the dagger sheathed in his weapon’s sash and the other on the holy shit handle above his head. “Master Zandros never mentioned an excursion.” 
 
    “Well, Master Zandros doesn’t make all the decisions. I will handle my husband when we get home. Besides, spontaneity is a virtue.” 
 
    “No, milady, it is not.” The truck hugged a turn, and his iridescent eyes rolled closed. 
 
    “Have you never ridden in a car before, Xxan?” 
 
    Her guardian frowned. “I dematerialize at will. I have no need for the confines of a contrived conveyance box.” 
 
    “Well, not all of us have that ability. And as conveyance boxes go, the Navigator isn’t all that confining.” She reached across to the driver’s side and squeezed Kyrian’s shoulder. “Drina is ticked nobody let her know you were back. You should have called her, sweetie. Everyone was real worried while you were missing.” 
 
    “I’ll apologize,” he said, hitting the indicator and pulling onto what sounded like a gravel drive. “I just don’t feel like celebrating my return or getting into what went down.” 
 
    She knew what that was like. After her family’s truck had been caught in that flood, everyone swarmed her, so happy she’d survived. The fact that her mama and brothers hadn’t made every hug and smile so much worse. 
 
    “Cassi makes me want to light myself on fire, but I can’t hate her. And I can’t take hearing how other people hate her.” 
 
    “Of course you can’t. I get it.” 
 
    He nodded. “I prayed you would.” 
 
    When the engine shut off, excitement lit in her chest. “C’mon boys, I’ve got a surprise waiting for us. Kyrian, take us to the ring.” 
 
      
 
    Kyrian stepped around the front of the truck and waited while Austin slipped Stetson’s harness on. When she straightened and raised her gloved hand, he gave her his elbow and headed across the working paths of the shutdown racetrack. “Drina and the clinic are in the stables, sweetheart. I haven’t done anything with the arena or the clubhouse yet.” 
 
    She chuckled, her breath escaping in a white cloud as a Cheshire smile lit up her face. What do you know. Just like that, all his troubles fell away. “What are you up to, cowgirl?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    They walked in a slow procession, both because Austin was blind and in new surroundings, and because Ringo was one bob and weave from face-planting on the pea-gravel. He laughed. Apparently, their little brother had lit up the club good and was still hung over. For a kid who never shut up, he hadn’t said a word in days. But that was cool. They all loved the fact that he was where he belonged . . . even if he couldn’t hold his liquor.  
 
    They neared the ring, the crunch of their footsteps below and a starless night above, and despite Austin’s words, he didn’t need to see inside to know. His heightened smell picked up the scent. “Well, what’s a racetrack without a few horses?” 
 
    She hugged his arm and laid her cheek against his shoulder. “Cheater. You were supposed to be surprised.” 
 
    Xxan slid the door along the rusty tracks and stepped inside first. Weapon drawn, the male was far more deadly than the babysitter Austin thought him to be. 
 
    Kyrian helped her over the threshold and saw Drina waiting for them in the center of the ring. “Ringo, buddy, why don’t you take Stetson to that row of benches at the far end. I don’t want the horses spooked.” 
 
    Austin undid the dog’s harness and handed it to the kid, along with the leash. Bouncing with each step in the soft, footing sand of the arena, they made their way to the two horses his Reaper partner had saddled and readied. 
 
    “Are they as beautiful as Drina promised?” Austin asked. “The Painted is for me and the Andalusian is for you. I could only go by their bloodlines and stats, but wanted them to beautiful for you too.” 
 
    “They’re perfect, sweetheart. Stunning.” He stopped in front of Drina, his throat thick, his eyes too moist for his warrior image.  
 
    His fuchsia haired partner looked him over with the clinical eye of the doctor she was and seemed to get that he was a bit undone. “Welcome home, Greek. These bad boys are yours, so you better get your ass back here ASAP to take care of them. I won’t just pick up your slack while you’re off gallivanting.” 
 
    He laughed and accepted the reins. “Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    Austin stroked the muscled neck of her horse and gathered the reins with ease. The tack glowed with the Otherworld paint used to mark sigils and wardings. Smart. Austin could see the saddle, reins, bridle . . . the whole shebang. “Now then,” she said, adjusting the stirrup, “how about we go for a ride?” 
 
    “Milady,” Xxan said, a whole lotta over-my-dead-body crossing the guardian’s chiseled face. “You are with child, and riding a horse—” 
 
    “Is perfectly safe,” she said, flipping the reins to her horse over his head and gripping the horn of the saddle. “I was riding horses before I could walk. We’ll stay in the arena. No jumps. No races. And if something goes wrong, I’ll ditch and be cushioned by this high-quality, very expensive footing Kyrian doesn’t know he paid for.” 
 
    She mounted in a graceful swing of her leg and sat tall in her saddle. “C’mon now, Greek, time’s a wastin’. When life chucks lemons at you, you might get bruised, but you can still make lemonade.” 
 
    He swung himself atop the massive steed. The leather of the saddle creaked under his weight and the horse adjusted his footing. “You want to hear something crazy? I rode a gray Andalusian as a general during the Peloponnesian War. Was on him the day I met Zander on the battlefield. I loved that horse.” 
 
    Austin smiled a knowing smile and heeled her Painted into a walk. 
 
    God, he loved her. 
 
      
 
    “Answer the fucking question, Seth. Where is everyone?” Zander stared down first Seth and then his twin. The two of them stood in the middle of his living room in their weapons vests and red leather trenches, adopting identical poses of run-while-you-can. Luckily, they seemed to know better than to take one step toward the door.  
 
    “I ordered Kyrian to remain in the loft, I told Xxan that Austin was to go nowhere, and Ringo is so grounded he’ll be lucky to see the night sky before his transition hits. So, imagine my surprise when I returned home to find my loft completely fucking empty.” 
 
    Seth’s baby blues skittered around the living room, bouncing off Hark and Bo behind the pool table, Brennus at the bar, and then his brother standing right beside him. He’d called them in the moment he realized his wife was AWOL again, knowing one of them would know where she went. “You always know what’s going on, Egyptian, so answer the question, or so help me, I’ll beat it out of you.” 
 
    “Okay, but don’t freak.” The guy had the good sense to look scared. “Austin had a surprise road trip planned for Kyrian tonight, to welcome him home. My guess is . . . she didn’t want to change her plans.” 
 
    Zander pinched the bridge of his nose and wondered what an aneurysm felt like as it was ramping up to blow out a chunk of your brain. He was lit up like the Vegas strip, his Mark glowing neon blue, and he could feel the singeing of his alter ego behind his eyes. “A road trip where? Where is my wife?” 
 
    “I’m guessing, on her way home from the racetrack?” 
 
    “You’re guessing?” Zander pointed a finger at Brennus and the Celt filled a glass with Jaeger. He snatched it up, tipped it back, and checked his watch. Five in the morning. Dark Ones would be flooding home for the night, which could be good or bad, depending on where Austin was, and who they ran into. 
 
    “Why the racetrack? Is she sick? Is there something I don’t know?” 
 
    He shook his head. “To ride the horses she bought.” 
 
    “Horses? What horses?” Zander swallowed to keep the burn of bile contained in his throat. Austin hadn’t ridden since the rodeo accident left her blind as a teenager. “What made her think that tonight was a good time to get back on a horse?” 
 
    “She had Phoenix and I take Otherworld paint over. We ran a line around the outside of the horse ring, doors, and all the tack, so she could work the space. She said something about accepting what life dealt you, and cheering up the Greek.” 
 
    Zander slid the empty tumbler back to Brennus and the Celt took his cue. “And you didn’t think to tell me this?” 
 
    “She asked us not to.” 
 
    “Who ranks higher when orders are given, my wife or me?” 
 
    Seth never glanced at his twin, but Zander knew they were talking telepathically. “Uh . . . you, I suppose.” 
 
    “You suppose? When did this become a debated issue?” 
 
    Phoenix winced, and his hands started to fly. “The horses arrived, and she was so happy, Z. She really thought it would help Kyrian, and no offense, my brother, but you’re smothering her. She hasn’t been out of this loft for weeks. You gotta loosen the reins on her a little.” 
 
    Well, didn’t that get his beast raging. Who the fuck gave these boys a vote on what went down between him and his wife? As the tension of that thought built, Zander’s phone rang. He checked the ID and exhaled. “Thank fuck. Kyrian, where are you?” 
 
    He hit speaker and held the phone out. “This isn’t Kyrian, Commander, it is Shedim hunter, Stalker, of Castle Wandread. It is Kyrian I need to contact.” 
 
    “How did you get his phone? If you’ve done something to him or my wife, I swear to the gods of the three realms, I’ll eviscerated your entire fucking species.” 
 
    “I have done nothing except collect the Watcher’s phone from his effects left behind from when he was here.” 
 
    “And your reason for contacting him?” 
 
    “I mean no offense, Commander, but that is personal. Please. It is imperative that I speak with him. I wish him no harm. He would know me by my given name, Dougal.” 
 
    “Dougal?” Kyrian jogged into the living room, red-cheeked and smelling like horse. Stetson joined the pace, the whole missing troupe filing in behind. “I’m here, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s the Mistress,” the voice on the phone said. “You need to come.” 
 
    Kyrian’s jaw clenched. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “I cannot say for certain, but she is gravely ill. She calls for you. To make amends, I expect, before her end.” 
 
    The color abruptly drained from his brother’s face. “Where is she?” 
 
    “In the private chambers of the Royal House. It would be best if no one here knew you were inside the castle. Could you materialize to the roof of the east wing?” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Whoa, hold up.” Zander hung up the call and grabbed his bestie by the arm. Everything was happening way too fast. “You can’t return to a hostile camp where they tortured and beat you. It’s a trap. Think about it.” 
 
    “I am. It’s a clear go.” Kyrian twisted his arm to throw him off but Zander countered. He pinned him to the wall, his brother’s New Rocks dangling over the polish of the hardwood. The growl that permeated the room rattled the picture frames on the walls and the glasses lined up behind the bar. Kyrian’s eyes narrowed with inhuman aggression. “Let. Me. Go.” 
 
    The Greek glared down at him, like he was fully prepared to rip his arms from their sockets if that’s what it took to get back to his female. Except she wasn’t his female. “I haven’t decided how to handle your situation. Let’s take another look at it.” 
 
    “What situation, Greek?” Seth asked, the others closing in on. “Why would the Shedim bitch dying matter? It’s win-win. She’s dead and we aren’t responsible. Though it’s a shame. She’s got that sexy librarian thing going on.” 
 
    Zander cursed as Kyrian’s nostrils flared. The Greek launched, pinning Seth to the drywall. As his massive Doc Martens dangled over the hardwood, Seth blinked down at him confused. “What did I say?” 
 
    “The lad’s not wrong, Greek,” Brennus added. “Her people are scum. One less Shedim is a good thing.” 
 
    Zander raised his hands before they triggered Kyrian’s full claim on the bitch. “Enough chit-chat. How ’bout you boys clear out and leave Kyrian and I to hash this out.” 
 
    Kyrian threw Seth to the floor and the hulking warrior slid ten feet. “There’s nothing to discuss. I’m outtie.” 
 
    “Not unless I say so, you’re not.” 
 
    Kyrian’s mark burst into neon green radiance a split-second before Zander landed on his back. His jaw exploded with a crack, his mouth filling with blood. Kyrian always did have a solid uppercut. Zander kipped back to his feet and advanced, wings flared, his beast raging to the foreground. “So that’s how it is, is it?” 
 
     Kyrian’s hands fisted, his weight shifting forward on his feet, ready to lunge. His eyes glowed white, his mark lighting up the room like a super nova. “Out of my way, Sumerian.” 
 
    Zander’s consciousness retreated as his beast took over. His whole body surged, his muscles and bones flexing with dark power. He was all instinct. Fury. Betrayal.  
 
    “I am your brother and commander,” he said, his voice no longer his own. “She is our enemy, a random fuck gone wrong.” 
 
    Hark and Brennus grabbed Kyrian as Phoenix and Seth blocked him from launching. 
 
    “Let him come,” Zander said, breathing in the scent of his wife on the man’s clothes. “Let us settle this, Greek.” 
 
    A shrill whistle cut through the red haze of rage. Austin grabbed his jaw and forced him to look at her. His heart tripped. So beautiful. She was so heartachingly stunning, especially when she was angry. The others didn’t even deserve to set their eyes upon her. “Mine.” 
 
    “That’s right, big guy,” she said, her accent thick. She bit her bottom lip and flashed him a look far too intimate for the crowd they were in. “Come on back to me.” 
 
    He glared at his men staring at them. He growled and bared his teeth. They had no right to look upon his Ishah with such adoration. She was his. 
 
    “Forget them,” Austin said, backing away. She undid the top snap of her shirt and moved to the next one down. “I snuck out without your permission tonight. What do you want do about that? Punish me?”  
 
    He did. Every step she took, he followed, drawn to her—tethered to her. She turned toward their chamber, the globes of her ass swaying in tight blue jeans, her hair long and dark against her back. “I smell like a barn, angelman. Let’s get naked and wash off our night. You can teach me what obedience means in your world. Would you like that?” 
 
    He smelled her arousal blooming. A siren’s call. He growled, his shitkickers picking up speed as he tracked her down the hall. “I will bed you until neither of us can walk, until you beg for mercy. There will be no mercy.” 
 
     She giggled and walked faster.  
 
    The chase ignited a fire inside him. A predator on the hunt. The best part—his prey wanted to be caught. 
 
      
 
    Kyrian was nearly vibrating out of his skin as he followed Dougal and stormed through the living area of Cassi’s private suite. It had taken longer than he expected to get there. The Nephilim’s ability to dematerialize was blocked by extreme emotion or pain. He’d been so keyed up after his fight with Zander it had taken almost ten minutes before he calmed enough to travel. 
 
    “Through here,” Dougal said, the first words the male had spoken since meeting him on the roof. “My wife, Sabine, found her. We are the only ones who know she fades.” 
 
    A petite blonde met them in the hall and let out a gasp. Her eyes widened as she looked up at him and the scent of her fear burned in his lungs. He recognized the scent. “You tended to me in the dungeon with your husband.” She nodded. “I thank you for your kindness.” 
 
    Sabine curtsied and almost spilled the basin she carried. Blood. The tang of metal filled the air, the taste of copper settling on the back of his tongue. It was in the basin, on the rags the woman carried, down the front of her dress. 
 
    His mark burst into an inspired second round of neon pub sign. “Where is she?” he asked, unwilling to explain. 
 
    “In her bed,” she whispered, doubling back the way she’d come. She toed the frame of one of the closed doors and stepped into a small laundry/utility room. After unburdening herself she brushed herself off with a clean towel and closed the mess in behind her. “Stay here. I shall prepare her for you.” 
 
    “Prepare her how?” 
 
    Sabine looked up at him, her warm gold eyes ringed with dark circles. “Make her more presentable for a guest.” 
 
    He fought not to growl. He wasn’t Cassi’s guest, he was her mate . . . or he could have been, if life wasn’t so fucking twisted.  
 
    When he made no move to be left behind, she frowned. “Prepare yourself, Watcher. Learning how she offended you and yours—it devastated her. At first, we thought regret the reason she could not stomach any nourishment, but it must be something more.” 
 
    “Like what, a flu? A virus?” 
 
    Sabine shook her head and captured a loose piece of hair that had escaped her clip. “No. Far more serious. She is wasting at a rate I have never seen before and we are very familiar with starvation.” 
 
    Dougal opened the door a crack and Kyrian’s breath left him in a rush. He’d seen her just weeks ago in Purgatory. She’d been strong and vital. Now, his beautiful Mistress had withered like a shrunken flower. Wearing a simple, silk shift, her frail frame was lost in the massive bed. 
 
    Kyrian’s chest tightened with sickening dread. “You’ve tried fresh kills, warm blood . . .” As the two of them nodded, his mind grabbed frantically for ideas. He didn’t know a lot of the details of their feeding requirements. Honestly, he’d never wanted to know.  
 
    Shards of regret sliced through him and his vision wavered. The renaissance splendor of paneled walls, scarlet rugs and crystal sconces undulated around him. Nephilim blood was poisonous to some Darkworlders. Had he done this to her? Had feeding from him altered her somehow, to waste away? 
 
    Dougal inclined his head toward the bed. “She’s been calling for you. If making amends is all we can help her do before her end, I beg you to allow her peace for her travels.” 
 
    Kyrian turned his back to them. He had to swallow past the lump in his throat to regain control of his voice. “Leave us.” 
 
      
 
    Cassiane stirred from the depths of slumber. She’d been floating deep in a thick sea of chill, surfacing only long enough to take a gulp of air before sinking back into the black mire of semi-consciousness. The voices surrounding her no longer registered, the touch of her trusted friends no longer warmed her skin. She was exhausted. The past day had been nothing but struggle, the week before that, a constant fight—the ache that burned inside her, ate away at her very soul. 
 
    She welcomed darkness to claim her. As she lay there, listening to the lazy beat of her slowing heart, she shivered. Soon. The Dark Prince would claim her. She breathed deep and the strong, earthy scent of her male crept into her sinuses. He smelled of the cologne he’d worn that first night at the bar . . . he also smelled pungently of horse. 
 
    She chuckled at the dream but wouldn’t fight the illusion. At that moment, she would take him any way she could. She ached for him, his touch, his company, his blood—oh, Sweet Prince, his blood.  
 
    Her teeth extended, her appetite raging forward. 
 
    “That’s right, sweetheart. Wake up. You have to eat something.” Hmmm, he had the most delicious, silky baritone. The hint of European accent sent a shiver down her spine. If only it was real. This was a cruel dream. 
 
    Her body shifted, and warmth cocooned her. She nuzzled closer, her eyes closed. Whatever was happening she wanted to believe in the dream a little while longer. 
 
    “Cassi, sweetheart, wake up. You must feed.” He held a goblet of blood wine to her lips and she gagged at the smell. She cracked her eyes open and lost herself in the pale green of gemstones and earth’s moss. Ahh, he was beautiful. Just as she remembered. 
 
    “I’m dreaming,” she whispered. Her lips touched the warm flesh of his neck. Her blood, thick and congealed, started to flow again. Her stomach twisted. She dragged her tongue up the warm, salty column of his neck and felt the throbbing pulse of his life’s blood ebbing just beneath her lips. “Let me dream a little longer.” 
 
    She lifted her hand, but it fell useless against the bed. 
 
    Kyrian pressed her hand over the flat plain of his bare chest. His skin was warm, his heart pulsing against her palm. His sculpted muscles tensed and flexed beneath her fingers. “Cass, sit up. Nourish yourself.” 
 
    Another lungful of his scent and she felt the haze of unconsciousness creeping up on her again. She fought. “I just want to touch you until I go back to sleep.” 
 
    “No, don’t sleep. Stay with me.” There was so much sadness in his voice, but she just didn’t have the energy to stay awake. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Seth back-flatted against a city utility shed, the burn of heaven’s grace pulsing through his veins. The only boon to being the bastard offspring of an archangel was the elixir which ignited in their bloodstreams when they embraced their duty. The stuff boosted their adrenaline, heightened their senses, and he didn’t know about his Nephilim brothers, but gave him a fighter’s hard-on that would last all night.  
 
    Bits of concrete exploded off the corner of the piece-of-shit storage building. As cover went, he wasn’t in great shape. He shucked off his slicker and pulled up his shirt. The hole in his side oozed blood down his hip like a mofo. “Celt, is it an innie or an outtie?” He twisted around so Brennus could see his back from behind a massive tree, twenty feet away. 
 
    Two shots rang out in rapid fire as an arrow whizzed by.  
 
    “Yer good, lad,” Brennus said. “Ye got an exit hole just above yer hip.” 
 
    Cool. That was good. Being shot was a bitch, but having one of those red-metaled bullets inside him was nothing he wanted to experience. He’d seen what it did to Kyrian. 
 
    Someone whistled off an all-clear signal, and Phoenix spoke into his mind. The bodies are in the stand of trees opposite the ball-diamond. 
 
    Seth gathered his jacket and sauntered over, taking a survey of the land as he went, just in case their bad guys got a second wind. He joined Hark and his twin at the epicenter of death, while Brennus and Bo made a wide sweep of the area. The smell of scorched flesh singed his nostrils as he bent over the extra crispy cadaver. The dissected corpse was tucked behind a downed tree and covered over by brush. 
 
    “Who called this in?” 
 
    Hark straightened from inspecting some footprints in the spongy earth. “A good Samaritan Djinn. He left his name but didn’t want to stick around and be tied to the scene. We can contact him though, if we need to.”  
 
    “Thank fuck it’s late,” he said. “A few hours ago, this place was probably crawling with dog walkers, horny teenagers, and punk wannabes thinking they’re badass drug dealers.” 
 
    “Just another day in paradise,” Zander said, joining them. “All I wanted was to spend an evening alone with Austin, a bar of soap, and a shower nozzle.” 
 
    “I guess some Otherworld cockblocker had other ideas.” 
 
    “Glad yer here, Z.” Brennus straightened from where he stooped over the smoldering chunk of ash and bone. 
 
    Zander scrubbed his palm over his face and winced. “Damn, that reeks. Won’t be long before it draws attention. Are we looking at human or Other?” 
 
    “Human. If it were Other, life would be all strawberries and orgasms. We could dispatch the body with one flick of a lighter and, presto—clean as a whistle.” 
 
    “Colt can take over once we know what we’re dealing with. What are we dealing with, anyway?” 
 
    Seth stepped over the heap of barbeque. “Well, the most interesting thing is that either this guy left the house without three of his vital organs, or he lost them along the way. He did, however, have a surplus of diamonds rammed into the back of his throat to offset that.” 
 
    “Did we get the harvesters?” 
 
    Brennus shook his head. “Opened a portal and scurried away. Got a quick look at em, though. A real hulk of a guy, brush cut, and a fast runner, ye ken.” 
 
    Phoenix strode forward and held out an oversized Ziploc containing a wallet, as well as some bits of charred paper, an iPhone, and a handful of crystal rocks that gave him a sinking suspicion that he knew what was going on here. 
 
    Zander shook his head. “So, you think this is Shedim?” 
 
    Seth nodded. “Not for nothing, our friendly neighborhood Djinn said he was meeting the victim to do a little business. Apparently, before he became a human torch, our vic posted his organs up for grabs on the black market.” 
 
    Zander growled, something he’d taken to doing since his beast had been unleashed a few months back. “What has the world come to when humans offer up their own organs?” 
 
    Seth shrugged. “A kidney here, a pancreas there. My guess is that he was expecting to walk away with seventy large tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he’s not walking away now. How stupid can one race be? And here we are, busting our humps night and day, to protect these idiots.” 
 
    Seth grabbed his phone and dialed Kyrian. “What.” 
 
    “Bad time, my brother? You sound like roadkill.” There was a pause at the other end, and he wondered if the guy was going to answer him. 
 
    “What’s up, Seth?” 
 
    “First off, about what I said at the loft. I was spouting off shit. I didn’t know—” 
 
    “Why the call, Seth. I know it isn’t concern for Cassi.” 
 
    They all knew the implication of a Nephilim’s mate dying. They’d seen it in that cave when Zander lost his cowgirl. It was a crusher. A total crusher. He still got the shake and heaves when he thought about Austin, drained and dead in that fucking cave. Then there was the danger factor. “I’m sorry, man.” Seth scrubbed a rough hand through his hair. “Forget I called. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    There was a long silence and a sharp exhale, like he was blowing smoke. “Nah. Tell me what’s doing. I’m just cranky.” 
 
    Seth toed the charcoal lawn ornament. “Look, I feel like an ass for asking, but any chance her people are still harvesting off the approved menu?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Why?” 
 
    He filled the brother in on the scene they were working and waited. 
 
    The old Kyrian, before this mating insanity bullshit, would understand why he asked. The Kyrian of late might want to rip his balls off for the implied offense to his mate. 
 
    “I’m not sure about her hunters, but it wasn’t by her order directly. She hasn’t regained consciousness since I got here.  Dougal said she’s been down for days. He and his wife have been fronting, trying to run things without everyone realizing she’s sick.” 
 
    “But they do mine diamonds and consume organs.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean this kill is Cassi’s people—” 
 
    “Can you find out?” He hated putting this on the guy, but business was business. “You’re in the perfect position to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    Cursing. More exhaling. A whole lot of what-the-fuck audible in the tone coming back at him. “Spying on her isn’t going to work for me, Seth, but I’ll see what I can find out.” 
 
    The fuck you was implied. Seth rubbed his eyes, as the pounding in his skull upped its game. Hells bells. He hated this mating bullshit. He hoped to Purgatory and back he never got infected. Almost made him want to give up sex altogether. 
 
    Well, almost. 
 
      
 
    Kyrian ended the call and tossed his phone onto the bathroom vanity. He’d excused himself to speak to his brother, in case something had happened with Austin or the baby, but had no interest in Watcher business right now. Now that he had stepped away, he wasn’t ready to go back. They were losing her, and there was no doubt in his mind that it was his fault. Whatever ran in his blood had poisoned her and now, no matter what they fed her, she threw it up. All he could do was watch her die. He’d been sent to kill her, and it looked like he would complete his mission after all.  
 
    He cupped his hands in the washbasin and splashed water over his face. He felt hollow. He bowed his head and sent up a prayer. Lady Divinity, please. Don’t let this be the end. We haven’t even had a chance.  
 
    When he stepped out of the washroom, Dougal waited in the hall. The man looked like death himself. Tired, bone weary, the guy seemed utterly heartbroken. Kyrian’s strength left him as he met the male’s gaze. He caught the doorframe to keep from falling to the floor. “Is she . . .?” 
 
    “No,” Dougal said, coming under his elbow. “Apologies, no. I never meant to scare you. She rests.” 
 
    Kyrian braced his hands on his knees and let his head drop, his heart still locked in his throat. “I fucking hate this.” 
 
    “Come. Let us speak away from the females.” 
 
    It took a moment to get his feet moving, but once he was in motion, he followed the warrior away from Cassiane’s suite to the dining area. Sabine had been good to him over the past hours, or perhaps it was days now, in trying to keep him fed. Sadly, he had as much appetite as Cassi. 
 
    “Forgive any offense, Watcher, but the time for propriety has passed.” Kyrian sank into one of the fifteen wooden chairs and gazed past the man to the wall of family portraits. Dougal poured something at the buffet and brought over two glasses of cognac. “Your presence here is more than the two of you making amends, isn’t it?” 
 
    How to answer that? Yes. No. “It might have been . . . if things were different.” 
 
    He sipped at the edge of his glass. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Kyrian laughed and drank deep. “How could you? We’re living it, and we have no idea what’s happening.” 
 
    “But you have affections for one another?” 
 
    Kyrian straightened. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Dougal sensed his mood swing and pulled out the next chair over. Sitting knee to knee, he shook his head. “Be at ease, Watcher, I would never hold anything against that sweet girl.” 
 
    “So, what? It’s my fault?” Kyrian launched to his feet and strode to the window looking out over the courtyard. The acid rains of Hell still held the outdoors prisoner, the swipes of colors across the sky deceptively alluring. “I suppose it is. The connection. Her dying. It’s nothing I wanted, but I don’t know how to stop it either. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Forgive me asking, but did she feed from you?” 
 
    Kyrian remained facing the window and emptied his glass. The heat of the alcohol burned down to his belly but failed to warm his insides. “Yeah, she did.” 
 
    “I see.” The disapproval in Dougal’s voice was expected and warranted. 
 
    “I didn’t mean for this to happen. I would never have allowed it . . . if I’d been thinking straight. And now it’s all gone to shit. She’s poisoned or something, I don’t know—” 
 
    “You must feed her again.” 
 
    Kyrian turned, not sure he’d heard the male correctly. “What? She’s already dying.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Dougal said. “Soon, her heart will stop beating, and we shall always wonder what more we might have done, what else we could have tried.” 
 
    “But what’s in my veins is poison to her. It’s acid eating her body from the inside. She’s dying because she fed from me.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe she’s dying because she hasn’t fed from you since. Maybe your blood altered her somehow. Maybe she needs something only you can provide her.” 
 
    Kyrian’s beast roared inside him at the thought. The man, however, was skeptical. “Dougal, don’t ask this of me. If she dies in my arms, I don’t think I can bear it.” 
 
    “You must at least try. Please.” 
 
    Kyrian didn’t know what to say or what to do. His hamster was stuck in an endless race around his wheel. What did they have to lose? She’d be dead in a few hours anyway. With all kinds of WTF reeling in his skull, he strode back down the hall and into Cassiane’s chamber. He’d taken his gear off when he’d arrived, and he went to the dresser to unsheathe his dagger from his Watcher’s vest. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sabine said, standing between him and the bed.  
 
    With the Crystalline dagger palmed and glinting in the dim light Kyrian scored his neck and let the blood flow. Sabine looked faint, but Dougal ushered her out of his way. Heart pounding, he climbed onto the massive bed and pulled Cassiane into his lap. He likely should have waited till then to score his neck but whatevs. Shedim liked blood. 
 
    “Cassi, wake up.” He laced his fingers into her strawberry hair and forced her lips to the scarlet runnel warming his neck. She was too still. “Cassiane Elizabet Thomasine, open your fucking eyes and feed, damn it.” 
 
    He waited, and his heart sank. She likely didn’t have the strength to feed anywa— 
 
    The strike of her bite exploded through his system like lightning. Not the passionate pull of their last encounter. This was primal, savage. It was a claiming of sustenance. Her incisors sank deep, burning his flesh, as her lips swept in hot silk strokes over the skin of his neck. She licked and suckled, clawing at his chest as if she couldn’t get enough. His body responded immediately. 
 
    “Leave us,” he said, before he lost all gentry to his own primal needs. His beast stretched in triumph as the narcotic of her need lured him closer to his undoing. It felt right. If only he could know for sure. If he was what she needed. God, each stroke of her tongue was ecstasy itself.  
 
    He was dying from the pleasure of it. 
 
    The idea that his blood might sustain her, bring her back from the brink of death, it was a power so humbling he fought the urge to scream to the heavens. His hands stroked the cotton shirt she wore, caressed, urged her to take more of him.  
 
    She moaned, deep in her chest, and tightened her grip. 
 
    He couldn’t help but lift her against him, stroke the delicate curves of her back and hips. She threw her thigh across his lap and climbed his chest. The friction of her movement brushed the desperately hard length of his erection. He wanted inside her again, but that had to wait. 
 
    He needed her to drink until his essence filled her stomach, flowed in her veins, and enlivened her. The possibility was a blessing beyond anything he’d ever expected. Settling back against the ornately carved headboard, he protected their contact and relaxed for the first time in weeks. 
 
    Raising a heavy-lidded glance to the room, he caught Dougal staring from the doorway. The Shedim’s eyes were dark, clouded with emotion.  
 
    A territorial growl tore from Kyrian’s throat as he adjusted the bedding to cover his mate. A blaze of anger burned through his system, roared from his body. What was between them was private. “Leave. Us. Now.” 
 
    The warrior dropped his gaze and cleared his throat. “Sabine and I will tend to our duties. We’ll not be far if you need anything but won’t enter without invitation.” 
 
    Kyrian closed his eyes, letting the weight of his mate keep him from floating away. There was a chance she wouldn’t hold down the nourishment he provided her. What then?  
 
    For now, to hold her, to touch her velvet skin, to feel the warmth of flesh against flesh—that was enough. She was his. A gift from the Heavens created for solely for him. 
 
    And the one woman who could destroy him. 
 
      
 
    Austin slid her phone into her back pocket and patted Stetson’s head. She didn’t care what hard feelings the boys had toward Kyrian’s female, she would bring this hot-headed family back together if it was the last thing she did. If Kyrian was right, and Cassi was getting stronger after feeding from him, then the two of them were tied together, whether they liked it or not. 
 
    She wasn’t sure that she did like it, but then again, it wasn’t her call, now was it? She smoothed her hair and rescored her ponytail before heading down the hall toward the rumble of angry men. There was a time, only a few months ago, that the shouting, cussing, and fighting intimidated the bejeebers out of her. Now, it just meant the boys were home. 
 
    “And what if she is behind it, Z?” Seth said. “How do we act against her while Kyrian’s beast is tangled in her web?” 
 
    There was a long pause, and she searched the room for where Phoenix was speaking with his hands. Her Otherworld sight wasn’t perfect, but after two decades of living a human life of darkness, seeing Nephilim by their auras and Marks was more than she ever thought possible. 
 
    “He’s right,” Danel chimed in, nodding toward Phoenix. “We don’t pick and choose who follows the accords. Laws are laws. If she’s Shedim Master, she’s responsible for the actions of her people and what goes on here.” 
 
    Austin sighed. Now was as good a time as any to start paving the road to family unity. “So, what did go on here?” 
 
    The seven of them stood and turned her way. Zander came over, kissed her cheek, and squeezed her shoulders. “Nothing to concern yourself with, cowgirl. Just ugly Watcher business.” 
 
    She smiled. “I smell what y’all are stepping in, but this isn’t just Watcher business. What affects Cassi affects Kyrian and what happens to him affects all of us. Besides, maybe I can help with a fresh perspective—a female perspective. And before any of you think to argue, remember that I’m a Texan. I can out stubborn all y’all, and you know it. Now, fill me in on what the Shedim are up to and just how much hot water that puts Kyrian’s female in.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Kyrian butted out his smoke and eased back onto the pansy-assed settee he’d been camped out on for the past two nights. His feet hung over the end, and he had to link his arms over his chest because he overflowed in every direction. But, whatevs that was his choice. There were fifteen beds in this frickin’ family suite, but he couldn’t stomach the idea of walls separating him from Cassi when she could need him. Pillow tops and Egyptian cotton would have to wait.  
 
    God, she was still so pale. 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    He woke with a start and landed in a crouch, hands extended. Sabine stood statue still while he was braced in a fighting stance, catching his bearings. She only set the tray on the table once he straightened. This was becoming a bit of a thing with them, and he chuckled. The first time she’d woken him, he’d nearly scared the piss out of her. 
 
    “I brought your supper tray, sire.” 
 
    Sire. He sighed at the title, but over the past few days, she and Dougal had gotten a pretty clear picture of where his head and heart were at and refused to call him by anything less formal. “Thank you.” He stretched and yawned. “What time is it? My days and nights are all screwed around.” 
 
    “Near nine, sire . . . in the evening,” she added, when she read his face. Moving to the bed she lit the lamps and brushed Cassi’s sweaty hair back from her face. “The fullness of her cheeks is back. She’ll wake up soon. I feel it.” 
 
    He hoped so. “Listen. I, uh . . . I need to ask a few Watcher questions. Could you ask Dougal to come up for a chat later?” 
 
    A mass of blonde locks bounced as she nodded. “He’s got duty on the wall until midnight. Shall I send him then or in the morning? Or if it’s urgent, I could call him away now.” 
 
    Kyrian raised his palm. “Midnight will be soon enough. It’s nothing urge—” 
 
    A feminine groan from the bed had his heart blocking his throat. Brushing past Sabine, he rushed to her side. He picked up her hand and tried to keep his heart from pumping out of his ribs. Her eyes fluttered and after a moment, she swallowed.  
 
    “Cassi? Cassi, sweetheart, can you wake up? It’s Kyrian. Come on, beautiful girl, open your eyes.” His fingers brushed her cheek and she pressed against him ever so slightly. It wasn’t much, but it was something. “That’s it, baby. Come back to us. Sabine and Dougal have been out of their minds with worry. You don’t want them to worry, do you?” 
 
    Another mumble in Cassi’s chest and she sank back into oblivion. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, he caught Sabine’s excited glance. “Let her rest, Sire. Shedim get lethargic after a feeding and considering how starved she was when you arrived, it’s no wonder she’s been out for days. All is well. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Kyrian wasn’t. If only he could give her some of his strength, help her in some way, other than just sitting around offering his vein. “Sabine, will you run her a warm bath? I’d like to clean her up and have you change the bedding, if you don’t mind. I think she’d be more comfortable.” 
 
    Sabine lit off with new purpose and a few moments later, returned with a stack of sheets in her tiny arms. “Her water is ready. I’ve put in Mistress’ favorite bath milk and set out everything you’ll need. Would you like me to help?” 
 
    He shook his head as he flipped back her covers and scooped her against his chest. After adjusting her night shirt to cover her naked bits he rested his cheek on her head. Damn, she didn’t weigh enough. “No. Thank you, Sabine. I’ve got her.”  
 
    The knowing smile that curved her lips almost made him blush. Almost. 
 
    The splendor of the bathroom echoed the resplendence of the suite as a whole. He had to laugh at the white, claw-footed, Jacuzzi tub. Funny, he lived through the Renaissance and he didn’t remember there being electronic control panels and hydrotherapy options. Not exactly in keeping with the architecture of the building, but he wasn’t going to tell. 
 
    After testing the water to make sure the temperature was right, he set her on the smooth turned edge of the tub and made quick work of her night shirt. Lowering her into the milky water was bitter-sweet. He loved the way the water caressed the gentle swells of her breasts where they disappeared below the surface but hated that this was his first look at her naked beauty. 
 
    With both their sexual encounters being frantic moments to simply satisfy an uncontrollable hunger, they’d never taken their time together. He sighed and sent a promise up to the heavens. If given the chance, he’d rectify that oversight and be the lover she deserved. 
 
    With her reclining against the high back of the tub, he placed a rolled-up towel behind her head and positioned her slender arms along the sides, so she wouldn’t slip down. Sabine was right. Cassi’s cheeks were filling out again and with the warmth of the room, they were actually flirting with a bit of color. 
 
    Thank you, Lady Divinity. I am forever in your debt. 
 
    After unbuttoning his shirt and setting it on the bathroom counter, he knelt beside the tub and picked up a delicate soap and a washcloth. Inch by sensuous inch, he cleaned her arms, her shoulders, her neck, and her chest. The instant he stopped with the stroking, she began to thrash. “Shh, baby, don’t panic. S’all good. Everything’s all right.” 
 
    He knew what she needed and resumed running his hands over her skin. 
 
    She stilled and opened her eyes. “Kyrian?” Her voice was weak and hoarse, but to him, it was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard. She reached for him, but faltered, her hand splashing into the water. 
 
    He lifted her hand and pressed his cheek into her palm. “Yes sweetheart.” 
 
    She smiled as her lashes drifted closed. “I thought maybe I was in delirium.” 
 
    “I’m here.” His fingers brushed under her chin and across her lips. “And Dougal and Sabine haven’t left your side. They’re good people, those two.” 
 
    She blinked and tried again to swallow. “Could I get a drink, please?” 
 
    He was at the door in two long strides but paused and looked back over his shoulder. The idea of leaving her, even if only to go to the next room, tightened his chest to the point of stealing his breath.  
 
    She stared back at him, drowsy and somber. She saw his hesitation and smiled. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to pass out and drown while you’re gone.” 
 
      
 
    While heavy steps quieted down the length of the corridor, Cassiane closed her eyes. As usual, Kyrian’s closeness brought forth a cyclone of images and thoughts spinning wildly in her mind. She inhaled, luxuriating in the honey and lavender scent of her milk bath mixed with the manly scent of Kyrian. She thanked the Sweet Prince for his mercies. To be alive was more than she expected. To be alive with Kyrian stroking her like a lover, was beyond surreal. 
 
    She didn’t remember much about the days of her illness. The whole cold, gray fog of her mind was a giant jumble of pain, angst, and the sense of being drawn away from shore in an ever-strengthening outward tide. She remembered when the tides changed. The taste of Kyrian’s blood, so rich and powerful, had reached through her exhaustion as the warmth of his touch echoed to the marrow of her bones. 
 
    His heated gaze flickered over her face from the doorway. He held a tumbler in each of his hands. “Alcoholic or non?” 
 
    “Both. I’m dying of thirst over here.” 
 
    Kyrian winced. 
 
    “A poor choice of words.” 
 
    He shook his head and gave her the juice glass first. “I’m glad you’re awake. I’m getting sick of hearing myself talk.” 
 
    She gulped down the juice and waited while the sweet chill followed its path all the way to her uneasy stomach. She held her hand out for the wine. She couldn’t imagine being sick of hearing his voice. The deep baritone, with the proud, slightly European lilt, resonated through all her most feminine parts. It made her wanton. It made her want to curl around him like a blanket. She lifted the wine to her mouth and swished it in her mouth before swallowing. 
 
    “How long has it been since I brushed my teeth? It feels like a hell hound crawled in my mouth and died.” 
 
    He laughed and took the empty juice glass to the vanity. She watched his muscles flex and release as he moved. That first night, the sight of his assassin’s mark had enraged her, sickened her. She still hated what it stood for, but looking at it now, she could see the artistic beauty she’d overlooked before. It brought on a whole new range of emotion. 
 
    He really was quite delicious. 
 
    Kyrian leaned against the marble countertop and tilted his head with a sultry smile. “I find you quite edible as well.” 
 
    No. Had she spoken aloud? The heat of her embarrassment infuriated her. Bending her knees, she slid under the surface of her water, using the guise of washing her hair to escape. When she resurfaced, she dropped her head back and smoothed her hair. “Could you pass me that emerald bottle please?” 
 
    He retrieved her shampoo from the open shelf at the foot of the tub but didn’t hand it to her. Instead, he opened the stopper and poured a dollop into his palm. “I was looking forward to washing your hair . . . if you don’t mind.” 
 
    She cleared her throat and closed her eyes again. “Ah, no . . . that would be lovely.” 
 
    Kyrian’s fingers massaged her scalp and laced through the length of her hair. The sensation of his skin against hers never failed to steal her breath. “It’s a gorgeous color. True cinnamon, with a touch of red and, if you look closely enough, a few amber highlights.” 
 
    Her chest swelled that he’d taken notice, very few did. 
 
    “You’re surprised that I picked up on that?” 
 
    She scowled. “My father always said—” 
 
    Her words hung in the air between them. Searching his face, she saw the flash of sadness and regret. He turned away and picked the empty glass off the counter. Settling behind her, he sat her forward and began rinsing her hair. “Go on, tell me what he always said.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have brought him up.” 
 
    He tilted her face back and kissed her forehead before draining the glass over her hair and refilling it. “The man is between us, whether we speak of him or not. I understand what it is to idolize a father and be heartbroken. I idolized my own, growing up.” 
 
    “I suppose you would. Raphael is a fearsome male.” 
 
    Kyrian shrugged. “Raphael is my sire, but I meant my father. The human man who raised me.” 
 
    She stared up at him, her thoughts awhirl. “I . . . uh, I didn’t know—why were you raised by humans?” 
 
    “Nephilim young fend for themselves. Our mothers die in childbirth and our sires have nothing to do with us on a personal level. I suppose it helps us understand our charges and learn the ways of the Human Realm.” 
 
    “Alone? That’s heartbreaking. How do you survive?” 
 
    “We’re immortal—or were—so, we must endure whatever befalls us, until the Seraph claim us at fifteen.” 
 
    Cassi thought of all the love and support she’d known as a child—from both her parents and her community. Her heart ached for him. “But your human father? He was good to you?” 
 
    Kyrian’s gaze grew soft. “He was a hard but fair man. A Greek aristocrat, who held power in both politics and the military. Yeah, he loved me . . . until he didn’t.” 
 
    Sadness dripped from his words and her eyes stung. 
 
    Kyrian blinked and smiled. “We were in a war camp when I turned fifteen. My father was gifted in strategic alliances and often acted as an advisor, during times of battle. He took me with him, to listen and learn, and I was so proud to be there.” 
 
    Cassi swallowed, the pressures of being groomed to follow a man of such power and importance so familiar.  
 
    “Then, on my fifteenth birthday, a Seraph warrior came for me. He told my father that I wasn’t, in fact, his son at all. That his wife had cheated on him and died because of it. It broke both our hearts but mine even more.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He mounted his horse, rode into battle and let the enemy skewer him. He killed himself on my fifteenth birthday, and I was taken to train as a Watcher assassin. He didn’t fight for me . . . He didn’t love me anyway . . . He just gave me up and left me to face the consequences on my own.” 
 
    Tears fell from her cheeks, sending out silent ripples in the water below. Fathers. For good or evil, they held such power over their children. 
 
    Kyrian ran his hand under his eyes and inhaled. “Tell me about the father you knew. What did he always say to you?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, truly conflicted, but didn’t have the strength to filter through her tangled thoughts. “You mentioned noticing my surprise. It rang familiar.” The trickle of water tracing the contours of her bare back paused. “My father always said I have a glass face. Everything I feel or think is written clearly in my expression, if someone knew how to read it.” 
 
    “And you’re surprised I can?” 
 
    She shrugged. “You are a well-trained warrior. I expect it is part of your skill set—” 
 
    He straightened and moved to the vanity. With his hands braced on the counter, his head dropped forward. His broad shoulders blocked her vision of his face in the mirror, and she felt robbed by the loss. “It’s not my training, and you know it.” 
 
    His voice growled deeper than usual, his tone sharp. 
 
    After a long silence, he raised his head and stared at her. His features were tight, frustration flaring in his pale green eyes. “Damn it, Cassi, you gotta stop thinking the worst of me. I read you, not because I’m a Watcher assassin, but because we’re connected. You feel that, don’t you?” 
 
    Yes. She blinked, her lips threatening to quiver. “We aren’t. We can’t be.” 
 
    “Why? Because we’re from opposite sides? Newsflash, sweetheart, we’re not the first star-crossed lovers to take the stage. And it’s not like you can get rid of me. Deny it all you want, but your body needs me as much as mine hungers for you. It demands my blood, or you die.” 
 
    Cassi’s breath locked in her chest as she fought every instinct raging inside her. “But we can’t be. Do you know what it would do to my people—what they would think of me?” 
 
    “Take your people and my brothers and everyone else out of the equation. We’re talking about you and me.” 
 
    “There is no you and me. I am Mistress of this castle, leader of Shedim. I live to ensure the future of my species. What do you think they will do if I get involved with . . . with a—” 
 
    “A filthy Watcher assassin?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    He gripped the edge of the counter as if holding himself in place. “But you thought it. Remember, I can read your face.” 
 
    The hopelessness in it all washed over her, and what little energy she’d woken with drained completely. Unable to fight, she covered her face with her hands and wept. 
 
    Kyrian cursed softly and knelt beside the tub. “Look, Cassi, the last thing I want is to make you cry. Let’s get you tucked back into bed, and we’ll talk more after you’ve rested.” 
 
    Unable to speak, she nodded. 
 
    Kyrian reached to pull the plug but she caught his arm. The idea of the water slurping down the drain, leaving her exposed to him, was too much. “Sabine will help me dry off and dress.” 
 
    Hurt flashed in his eyes as he dropped his gaze. He turned away, picked up his shirt, and headed for the door. “Of course, I’ll get her for you.”   
 
      
 
    Kyrian hated this. After sending Sabine to tend to Cassi, he found himself with too many thoughts, his beast too restless, and no one to kill for distraction. He was caught between heaven and hell. Cassi trusting him to wash her gorgeous hair and silk-covered curves . . . transformative. Reining in the desire barreling through his body so he didn’t overwhelm her . . . excruciating. How had Zander done it? No wonder the guy had lost control. He’d watched Zander flail during the first days and weeks Austin entered their lives, but it was so much worse, up close and personal.  
 
    Cassiane didn’t want him there, didn’t seem to want to work for this match up at all. No doubt, if his blood wasn’t the only nourishment her body would accept, he wouldn’t be there now. 
 
    Needing distance from his mate while she was naked in the bathroom, he wandered the halls of the Shedim royal wing. The place stood a ridiculous oxymoron—a Renaissance palace in Hell. Really? Despite the elegance of their digs, Shedim were a nasty species to deal with. Had been since the beginning. 
 
    Portraits cluttered the hall, on both sides. It was hard to imagine demons having family and friends, but he’d long accepted there was good in the Darkworld and bad in the Lightworld, and vice-versa. He wanted to believe that was the case here too. 
 
    He paused in front of a large, gilded mirror and stared at his Mark. How many Shedim had he beheaded and burned in twenty-five hundred years? How much of the ink covering his body stemmed from him killing Cassi’s ancestors and friends?  
 
    He ran a finger over the back of his left arm and turned to see the fretwork. Her father had been a tough soul to take. The malevolent darkness within Stryker, Master Shedim, had been a boon to his physical strength, but a heavy taint for his beast to absorb.  
 
    He doubted that man had much of a hand in raising Cassi. And thank the heavens for that. She was nothing like him. Where he was angry and irrational, she was even-tempered. Where he was narcissistic, she thought endlessly of her people. Where he spewed venom and hatred, she was gentile and sweet. 
 
    Well, not saccharine sweet. She had poisoned him and had him beaten to a pulp. She’d also ordered Austin’s death. He swallowed the bile rising in his throat. He pulled out his phone and pulled up her number. 
 
    “Hey there,” she said, on the second ring. “How’s Cassi? Are you all right?” 
 
    He stepped into the study and sat at the desk. “Cassi’s better. I’m a hot mess. Have you got time to talk?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Devious watched Thrash as she and her mother led the Dimme soldiers through morning drills. The Queen, Xamia, amazed him. She was as merciless with training as she was beautiful. With expectations high and her tolerance for weakness a brutal show of vivisecting the last man to complete the maneuvers, the males had a focus he truly admired. 
 
    No wonder she had caught Stryker’s eye. 
 
    “Stop eye-fucking my mother,” Thrash said, a sharp punch landing squarely in his gut. 
 
    “I was admiring her discipline, not envisioning her naked. But now that you bring it up . . ..”  
 
    He was ready for the next strike.  
 
    As Thrash spun to backhand him, he caught her wrist and pulled her behind a wide wooden target. Pinning her against the makeshift wall, he forced her hands over her head and held them with one, rough hand. “Punish me when we’re naked, that’s fine, but don’t try it in front of soldiers. You’ll regret it.” 
 
    She struggled against his hold, her breasts heaving against his chest as she huffed with indignation. When that failed, she head-butted him in the nose. 
 
    As tears sprung to his eyes from the hit, he gave her credit. She was one tough, sexy bitch.  
 
    With his free hand, he worked her khakis to her knees and stomped them to the ground with his boot. Once her legs swung loose, he sprung his cock free. A quick stroke through her heat and he was home. She dug her heels into the back of his thighs and her teeth snapped the lobe of his ear. She’d nicked him, but he’d escaped serious bloodshed.  
 
    “The more you squirm, the longer I’ll take, and the more likely we’ll be discovered.”  
 
    “My dog lasts longer than you. You’ll cream yourself and be deflating before Mother has the men breaking a sweat.” 
 
    He nailed her hard against the wood and hoped she’d gotten a few slivers in her ass. “Is that how you talk to the man who possesses the weapons you need to succeed in this rebellion?” 
 
    She gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his flesh as her inner muscles milked his pounding rhythm. “My sister possesses the demon steel. Why Stryker left them within that castle, I’ll never know.” 
 
    Devious laughed against the column of her neck and his fangs dropped. “Stryker may have left them there, but that’s not where they are now. Trust me, I’m ten moves ahead, in a game your sister doesn’t even realize she’s playing.” 
 
    Thrash gasped as he sank his teeth into her neck.  
 
    She thought she held the upper hand with him, but he took what he wanted from her without apology. He would secure her place as Shedim Master and, in turn, he would take his place of power. In the meantime, he looked forward to teaching her who was really in charge. 
 
      
 
    Kyrian ended the call and opened his photo gallery.  Selecting the newest set of images, he thumbed across the screen. Ringo had snapped a few candids of him and Austin at the racetrack during their horseback ride. She was even more radiant than usual in these, whether from the pregnancy, the thrill of getting back on a horse, having him home safe, or just their new little brother’s artistic eye. He couldn’t be sure.  
 
    And in each one, he looked happy. 
 
    That outing was the first time in months he’d truly forgotten about the world around him and his messed-up life. He touched the screen and sighed. If only he could capture that feeling. 
 
    “Am I interrupting?” Cassi asked from the doorway. 
 
    Kyrian grabbed his shirt from where he’d tossed it on the desk and shrugged it onto his shoulders. “I just checked in with the home front. S’all good.” 
 
    “With the Sumerian’s wife?” 
 
    He finished with the last of the buttons and strode over to greet her. Her damp hair, brushed out, hung almost to her waist. It accented the navy, silk robe she wore over a clean, ivory babydoll nightie. Yep, she pretty much struck him stupid. 
 
    “You love her.” 
 
    He blinked, jarred from thoughts of when Cassi would be well enough for him and his beast to ravish her. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    She held out her hand and offered a sad smile. “Do you mind if I see?” 
 
    He hesitated. Part of him minded very much. Cassi tried to have Austin killed, tried to eliminate the one true source of happiness he and his brother had been blessed with in their entire, miserable, lonely existence.  
 
    She dropped her hand and stroked the silk tie to her robe. “I see. I suppose I deserve that.”  
 
    Shit. “Cassi, it’s just . . . you weren’t there when your father killed Austin. It gutted me. It destroyed Zander. And then you tried to have her killed as well. I want to trust you—I do—but Austin is precious to us.” 
 
    “A precious human.” Her tone highlighted just how little she understood about anything beyond these castle walls. She turned and started back up the hall. 
 
    He pocketed his phone and followed. Denying her smacked of betrayal—especially after the past hours of praying for a chance to share his life with her—but he had Austin to protect too. And the baby. “Austin is more than her species, Cassi. Like you are. Like I am.” 
 
    Her teeth snapped together as her fingers curled into fists at her sides. “Then don’t let me keep you. I’m over the starvation. Go back to your pet.” 
 
    Kyrian stalked behind her, lured by the scent of both fear and fury. His beast paced within him, a predator tracking its prey. The hem of that little nightie brushed the back of her alabaster thighs. Her silk robe glistened as the sheen stretched over the rounds of her perfect ass. And her legs—yeah, he could split the front of his jeans just watching her catwalk strut. 
 
    But where his beast wanted her body, Kyrian wanted her heart. He knew the difference between what he felt for Austin and what he felt for Cassi. He just didn’t know what to share with her to get her to trust him . . . or even look at him. “I admit I love her, but I’m not in love with her, if that’s what you think.” 
 
    He may have gotten confused on that for a bit, but his head was straight now. It wasn’t Austin that he’d longed for. It was everything she represented: a mate, a confidant, a lover . . . his own happily ever after. 
 
    “She’s quite attractive.” 
 
    That felt like a loaded gun pointed to his temple. He wasn’t sure whether to agree or not, so he pled the fifth. 
 
    When they arrived at the door to her private chambers, she turned and blocked his way. “Your sexual preference was part of the file Devious gathered before I met you in that club. You aren’t very discreet for an aristocratic male. So many women, sometimes two or three a night.” 
 
    Kyrian cursed inwardly as he read the agony in her golden gaze. “I . . . uh, handled the past few months badly. If I knew then that I’d be standing here with you, I would have done things differently.” 
 
    “That’s what I don’t understand. I’m no one special, yet here you are.” She crossed her arms over her chest, exposing hard nipples beneath the silk. “Kyrian of Thebes born in ancient Greece. Even if you took one lover a year, that is thousands. The fact that you take lovers nightly, and often several, that’s an astounding number of females.” 
 
    She was his mate. She had every right to be furious, but he couldn’t change the past. “It sounds worse than it is. These past months, I was out of sorts. Other times, I took no lovers at all.” 
 
    “Regardless, it’s still many thousands.”  
 
    His beast snarled, the quiver in her voice tearing at his control. He closed the distance between the two of them and she stepped back, crossing the threshold into her chambers. “This conversation gets us nowhere, Cassi.”  
 
    He eased closer, brushing his fingers against her cheek. He needed to make her understand. Needed to feel closer to her, not like she was retreating further. “I never once thought any female would give two shits about me. I am sorry.” 
 
    “Why apologize? I’m simply one, in a long line of female conquests.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. Don’t think that.” 
 
    “What would you think if my lovers listed in the hundreds? Thousands, even?” 
 
    Kyrian froze. Predatory rage built inside him until his beast burst forth. His Mark burst into a supernova. His chest vibrated with a growl that was more feral animal than man. “Let’s be thankful I’m your first. It saves the bloodshed.” 
 
    She stepped back, and he tracked her, matched her retreat. “Why does it matter? You’ve either had, or could have, any female in the three realms, all of them strong or beautiful or seductive, beyond anything I am or will ever be. Why pursue me? This spark between us twists both our lives into knots.” 
 
    He scrubbed a palm over the stubble of his jaw and exhaled. What could he tell her that she’d believe? That the universe mated them? That he was her destined other half? That his beast had claimed her for his own. That if things went the same way for him as they did for Zander, he’d transition into a hostile, possessive dark angel?  
 
    Yeah, he was quite a catch all right. 
 
    Cassi had so much to learn about herself. He wanted that for her, for her to come into her own, to rule her people with the boundless strength and compassion he saw growing in her. He didn’t want his beast to be an oppressive force, caging her for her safety and his own sanity. 
 
    Maybe he could feed her and let her live a better life without him. Or, maybe they could go the ‘friends with benefits’ route, and he could be her dirty little secret. It wasn’t ideal, but he’d do anything to ensure he didn’t lose this connection altogether.  
 
    He thought about his advice to Zander, months ago. If you think letting her walk after you’ve tasted all her naked bits will be easier, you’re bullshitting yourself, as well as me. 
 
    Well, wasn’t irony a nasty bitch. 
 
      
 
    “I hate it when you do that.” Cassi threw her hands into the air. Turning on her heel, she stormed through her ante-room and into the sitting area of her chambers. Unlatching the shutters, she swung them back and exposed the view to the courtyard below. Her sense of time was off from being sick. She was disoriented enough without wondering what time of day it was.  
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    “I ask you questions and you stare at me but say nothing. One day, perhaps I can be part of the conversation going on in your head.” 
 
    A wicked smile spread across Kyrian’s face and her core began to weep. “All right, but I warn you, I censor my thoughts for your benefit, not mine.” 
 
    “I don’t want censored, Kyrian. Men have censored what I know and hear my whole life, and I’m tired to death of it. I want to break free of this shell I’ve been kept in. I want more.” 
 
    Kyrian nodded. “Very well. More is what you shall have.” Head down, eyes locked, he stalked forward, all muscle and strength, coiled to pounce. “Whether we meant for it to happen or not, whether it’s a good idea or not, this heat between us is a once in a lifetime strike of lightning. I feel that to the depths of my tainted soul and wonder how to convince you of it too.” 
 
    He touched her hair, stroked it from her shoulder down to where it covered her breast. She gasped as the backs of his fingers brushed over hard peak of her nipple. “I want more too though, Cass. I want more than your body. I want your laughter and your smiles. Things I never wanted from any female, ever.” 
 
    Before she could question him, protest, or answer, he slid a hand up the inside of her thighs. His hunger beckoned a rush of heat and he drew lazy fingers through the moisture he called from her. The sway of his body as he sucked on those glistening digits nearly had her undone. 
 
    A sizzling, predatory glimmer sparked in his eyes. “You trigger a primal side of me, Cassi. You don’t understand how dangerously I need you right now. It’s agonizing.” 
 
    Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pressed her body against his and nipped his jaw. She was equally fascinated and terrified by his declaration, but she had asked for honesty. “I need things too. For now, let your beast free and ease your suffering. We’ll figure out tomorrow when tomorrow comes.” 
 
    Kyrian’s hands slid under her robe and cupped the rounds of her ass. Squeezing gently, he tugged her closer. He wet his lips as he contemplated her words. “I’m not strong enough to refuse you, Cassi. If you invite me into your bed, be certain.” 
 
    His voice had softened, and it stirred an alarming yearning. “I’m sure, Kyrian. Pleasure me as a lover—not an anonymous female in a bar, not a stolen touch between enemies, as a male who wants to lose himself in a female he desires.” 
 
    “From your lips,” he said, “let it be so.” 
 
    A shiver moved through her at the dark finality of his tone. He hitched an arm under her legs and laid her out on the cool, clean sheets. His dark side paced dangerously close to the surface, its presence visible in the dark shadows of his eyes. 
 
    The rush of delight that swept through her was ridiculously powerful. “How can this be natural?” 
 
    He stripped off his clothes and crawled up the length of her body. “It’s not natural. It’s beyond that. Beyond understanding or fighting or denying. Less thinking, Cass. More feeling.” 
 
    He caged her with his delicious body and burned her with a searing gaze. “Like a lover this time. Trust me.” 
 
    He kissed her deeply, licking into her mouth in that way of his. His rock-hard body hovered just over hers, brushing against her thighs and breasts, coaxing her need. His torso radiated sultry heat, his tight with an anticipation she shared. 
 
    She wouldn’t fight. Wouldn’t deny that she wanted him beyond all reason. The world beyond her bed held no interest. In that moment, there was only her, Kyrian and desire. 
 
    “So beautiful.” He knelt between her knees and sat back on his heels. With his gaze focused on the sheer fabric of her nightgown, he pushed up the filmy top. Strong fingers splayed as he caressed her abdomen and ribs. He bit his lip as he met the rise of her breasts. 
 
    “Thank you for trusting me with your body. I swear I won’t do anything you aren’t ready for.” His gaze narrowed on her, as if seeking permission to continue. He was pure, primal male; the embodiment of everything her species coveted. 
 
    “I know that, and want you to be yourself, Kyrian. Your whole self. No censoring, remember.” 
 
    The animalistic growl that tore from his chest came straight from the darkest side of him. His Mark lit the room. He pulled the tie for her top and slid if over her head. His need was palpable as he laid notched the head of his cock right where she ached, his features tight with lust.  
 
    “Wrap your legs around me. Do it. Now.” 
 
    Lifting her legs, she hooked her heels around his thighs. The shift in positions tilted the angle of her hips.  
 
    His eyes rolled back, and he stroked against her wet flesh. “Fuck, you’re so tight. I’ll hurt you if you don’t relax.” 
 
    She licked her dry lips, so insanely turned on she couldn’t understand. “Then hurt me. I need you now.” 
 
    He cursed softly in her ear and pushed deep. The stretch of unfamiliar invasion did hurt. It hurt good. It stung, tightening in the sensitive nerve endings which gripped him. 
 
    Her fangs descended, and she snapped her teeth at him.  
 
    “You like a rough entry, baby? Does the sting trigger things deep inside you? A heated rush? An ebbing hunger building hot and frenzied at your core.” 
 
    Yes. “Less talk. More fucking.” 
 
    Kyrian chuckled as he tilted his head away, exposing the smooth column of his neck. “My luscious demon lover. Have at it, Cassi. Take from me while I take from you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyrian nearly orgasmed as Cassi struck his vein. His rhythm faltered, but he soon recovered and thrusted into her with all the frenzied lust raging through him. His mate might be new to sex, but her demon side made her aggressive and demanding. And how sexy was that. If she wanted him untethered, she was in luck. His beast had passed the point of control and reveled in the taking of the female nature had set aside just for him. 
 
    “I can’t get enough of you,” he said, his voice demented. He pounded and thrust, his orgasm tightening in his balls, fighting for release. Not yet. 
 
    The bite of her fangs in his flesh lit him up like nothing ever had. To know that his blood sustained her. That his strength ran in her veins, his sweat covered her skin and his cum would soon slick her insides once again . . . fuck yeah. 
 
    Sharp nails scored his back as his hips nailed her to the mattress with wild, fierce drives.  
 
    “Yes, that,” she gasped, throwing her head back. “That.” 
 
    He reared enough to grab her hands and pin her wrists above her head. The shift in position had her breasts arching up at him. He wished he had more hands, so he could play with her breasts as he plunged hard and fast, dripping in sweat.  
 
    “Cassi . . .” Something grabbed hold of his cock inside her. His heart thundered in his ears as sensations bombarded. Some demon races had sex-quirks. He hadn’t considered . . . oh fuck. 
 
    Cassi’s breathing hitched, and whatever gripped him inside her, milked him harder. Her orgasm brewed in the air and he fought to hold off his own. A desperate cry escaped her lips and he nearly lost his mind. 
 
    “I’ve never been so hard and thick, Cassi. I’m so deep inside you . . . Feel me pounding inside you.” 
 
    Her response was immediate and thank the heavens for that. Her orgasm possessed him, her insides squeezing and rippling around him. Breathless, he rammed into her, sinking deep in one fierce drive. Hard as stone, he lost his mind, his body convulsing in waves. 
 
    The universe dissolved around him. There was nothing but Cassiane panting and trembling in his arms. He rolled to her side and gathered her tight to his chest. As she levelled back to awareness, he tasted her skin, his mouth sliding over her shoulder, against her throat. 
 
    “That was—” she hesitated, drawing a deep, steadying breath—“unbelievable.” 
 
    He swallowed and removed the condom he wore. “Beyond unbelievable. True perfection.” 
 
    “What is that?” she asked, pointing to the latex sheath. “You had one of those in the bathroom too.” 
 
    “Protection, sweet Cass, to keep you from conceiving my young.” The look of realization and self-recrimination on her face made him fall even harder. “Don’t worry. Until you’ve learned the way of things, I will ensure you are safe.” 
 
    “Do you have more of those?” 
 
    Kyrian smiled, her intensions glinting in her citrine eyes. She arched against the sheets and his cock heeded the call to action. “An endless supply, love. Absolutely endless.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Cassi hadn’t been this happy since her mother and brother were alive and their family thrived, intact. It struck her how long that had been, how long since she’d truly felt light of heart. And though the pressures of her life as Shedim Master threatened to weigh her down, she chose to take a much-needed withdrawal from the worry and responsibility of the world. The past two days, she and Kyrian had only left her bed to bathe or to answer the door when Sabine brought up their meals.  
 
    It had been glorious. Truly decadent. 
 
    She laughed as her warrior lover stalked closer, a now familiar look in his eyes warning her that his dark side wanted to ascend and take control. It felt, at times, as though Kyrian was actually two men: the skilled assassin of the Otherworld and the hauntingly dangerous part of himself he struggled to restrain—his beast. 
 
    “Hungry again, are you warrior?” 
 
    “Famished,” he said, biting his lip. “My appetite for you is insatiable.” 
 
    She laughed as he gripped the tie on her robe, his fingers making quick work on the barrier between him and what he wanted. “Who knew a Watcher could be so playful.” 
 
    Kyrian kissed the tip of her nose, his eyes lit with a devious delight. “Oh, I can play, love. I am a veritable cat intent on his prey. Would you like to play along with me?” 
 
    She ached to touch him, to have him touch her. “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing for days?” 
 
    “Not like this. Let’s call this game, Hide and Peak. You hide and each time I find you, I make you climax in a different way.” 
 
    She couldn’t help the whimper that escaped her throat. Her pulse pounded, the strength of his blood in her veins a heady aphrodisiac. “What if I want to make you climax? I may be inexperienced, but I’m a quick study. Fair is fair after all.” 
 
    He eyed her suspiciously, a flash of challenge in his eyes. “We’ll go three rounds. I don’t have the strength to hold off any longer than that. Each of the first two rounds, either I’ll bring you to completion or you’ll service me . . . and then we’ll begin the next round.” 
 
    “And the third round?” 
 
    The pure lust he exuded had her locking her knees so she didn’t end up on the floor. “Hide anywhere within the family suite. I’ll give you a count of thirty, and then I’ll have another count of thirty to find you. Winner claims his prize.” 
 
    “Or her prize,” she corrected. “And thirty? Do you realize how big this place is? I need—” 
 
    “Four . . . five . . . times a-wasting female . . . six . . .” 
 
    Cassi turned and bolted down the hall. Her body was on fire. This was insane. She wasn’t a child. The sexy rumble of Kyrian’s countdown had her almost in a frenzy. She raced along the corridor, her bare feet silent on the runner. Perfect. Her grandfather’s armoire. It was—damn—full. She could— 
 
    The possessive rumble of his voice echoed up the hall. “Twenty-three . . . I’m so fucking turned on right now, Cassi. I’m on fire, sweetheart . . . twenty-four . . .” 
 
    So was she. Turning the corner into the men’s parlor, she spotted the carved chest and grabbed the wide, bronze, lock-plate. Crouching down on her knees, she eased the top shut above her head and waited. 
 
    In the stale darkness of the chest’s interior, she fought to catch her breath. Kyrian was pure sex and power, his touch a flame on her flesh. She burned for him and yet he still frightened her. This frightened her. Everything frightened her. 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    Cassi screamed as the lid flew open and she was dragged from her sexual musings. 
 
    He lifted her out of the chest and inhaled deep. The trapped scent of her arousal dissipated into the air around them, and he placed her hand against the denim of his jeans. He shuddered, his hips pressing his erection harder into her palm. “Fuck, I swear just smelling you could make me lose it.” 
 
    It was only Kyrian’s hands firm on her hips that kept her standing. His head dropped and he kissed his way up the column of her neck. Warm breath caressed her ear as his whisper stole a little more of her will. “I win round one. Shall I take off your robe or your nightie?” 
 
    She swallowed, unsure if she could speak. “Robe,” she croaked. 
 
    “Wise choice,” he said, nipping her neck. “If there was nothing blocking my sights from your body, I might not make it another round.” He caught her as her knees buckled and he pulled back. “Are you feeling well enough for this? My blood seems to make you strong but if you’re tired or hesitant, I’ll carry you to your own bed without complaint.” 
 
    “I am strong. Please don’t stop. I ache for you, Kyrian.” 
 
    “Mhmm, as do I for you, but this little game is going to drag out our anticipation and take us both higher in the end.” 
 
    She grumbled. He laughed again. 
 
    With one hand on each of the rounds of her backside, he lifted her against his waist. Her legs wrapped around his hips and he moaned as his shaft notched along the moisture of her silk panties. 
 
    “Oh, my sweet Cassi, you torture me.” The marble top of the buffet cooled her heated flesh as he pressed between her thighs. “Reward for round one goes to me.” 
 
    With sure fingers Kyrian freed the knotted tie of her robe and eased the silky fabric over her shoulders. She sucked in a hard breath when his palms captured the outside of her breasts. His touch was addictive, a drug raging though her veins. Kyrian bent his head and tongued a slow trail down her breastbone. “Damn, Cassi,” he panted. “You steal my very soul.” 
 
    She lost touch with the world as Kyrian slid off her damp panties and opened her knees to make room for his massive shoulders between her thighs. Her head fell back with a strangled cry as he slid the silk barrier out of his way. He suckled and lashed, flicking his tongue over her most sensitive flesh. She arched and strong hands held her in place as he continued to claim his prize. Gripping the soft mound of her mons, he covered her completely and sucked her into the heat of his mouth. 
 
    Sharp pleasure raked across nerve endings too sensitive to bear. Her senses spun. Time and place dissolved, her breath coming in bursts of feminine cries. 
 
    “Come for me, Cass.” His demand vibrated against her core. 
 
    As if her body knew nothing but to follow his command, waves of sensation exploded though her system. Shattering from within, she gripped the marble edge of the buffet and held on while he sent her flying weightlessly out of her own body. 
 
    While her inner explosions ebbed and settled, he kissed her deep. Her mind stopped functioning. She was utterly unaware of her surroundings— 
 
    The room spun, and he set her on her feet. Tight to her back, he dragged his teeth against her neck and pinched her flesh. “Round two. Go.” The erotic sting of his palm to her backside brought back the reality of their game. “. . . two . . . three . . .” 
 
    Hell in a hand-basket, she had to get her feet working. Growing up in these rooms, surely, she could find somewhere sufficient to hide from him for thirty seconds. He was a trained hunter and had the advantage of tracking her by scent.  
 
    With that in mind, she raced in and out of several rooms, through adjoining bathrooms, and doubled back. Let him pinpoint her scent now.  
 
    She knew where to go. Her cousin, Rhys, had been a paranoid ass when he lived. He built a false panel in the back of his closet that connected to a hidden passage behind the walls . . . if she could only remember how to release the catch on the thing and get inside. 
 
    “Twenty-nine . . . thirty.” 
 
    Her fingers fumbled along the wooden trim, feeling for the finger latch. Kyrian was coming. He was taunting her from down the corridor, but definitely closing in. Click. The sound was almost inaudible but thundered in the deserted bedroom. Quick and careful, she slid the panel aside, stepped inside, and closed it all but a crack. 
 
    “Fourteen . . . fifteen . . .” He passed the doorway and continued up the hall. 
 
    She stifled the impulse to giggle. He wasn’t going to find her, and she knew exactly what to do for her reward. Kyrian held far more experience as a lover, but she wanted a chance to call the shots. She’d heard and seen things over the years that she’d wondered about. Things she never thought she’d have the nerve to try, but maybe . . .. 
 
    “Twenty-six.” 
 
    The counting stopped. Cassi peeked her head out and listened. Had someone knocked? There was no sound of voices. She eased out of her hiding place and padded across the room. He wasn’t in the hall. 
 
    “Kyrian? Is everything all right?” Her heart started beating fast as she walked the hall, peering in the rooms as she passed the open doors. She spotted him standing in her father’s study. He had his back to her and held something he’d found on the wall of shelves. Oh, sweet Prince. 
 
    “Kyrian, I’m sorry. My father—”  
 
    He turned to her, the Crystalline dagger belonging to the Watcher Tanek in his hand. He swept his wrist beneath his glassy eyes and blinked up at her. “This is a sick trophy, Cassi. Morbid, even for a demon.” 
 
    “I had no part in it. This is my father’s private study. Take the dagger back to Zander and your garrison, with my deepest condolences. I don’t want bad blood between Shedim and Nephilim. I thought we were past that.” 
 
    “I thought so too.” Kyrian stormed past her and back to the bedroom. He stomped his feet into his pants and yanked them up over his thighs. “But then it hit me in the face that you’re still the daughter of the man who chopped up my brother and ordered the slaughter of Austin. My brothers will never forgive that, and they will never forget it. I’m torn, Cassi.”  
 
    The easy comfort they’d developed over the past days dissolved faster than she thought possible. Cassi wasn’t sure how to get through to him. “I can’t change what happened. I’ve apologized. Take me to them, and I will apologize to them personally.” 
 
    Kyrian’s Mark glowed green. He clenched his jaw and shook his head. “You go nowhere near any of them. If they hurt you, I’d have to kill them and that wouldn’t solve anything. No, you stay here and I’m gonna go. Dougal can text me when you need to feed next. Maybe by the time I come back, we’ll have another solution.” 
 
    Cassi reached out as Kyrian sent his molecules flying. A split-second later, she stared at the empty space. She fell to her knees, rubbing what felt like a physical hole blown out of her chest. She couldn’t breathe. She thought she meant more to him—that he might even be falling in love with her.  
 
    Brushing a harsh hand across her cheeks, she forced herself to her feet. Stupid sap. 
 
      
 
    Devious stepped out of the portal on the castle roof and hustled down the back stairway. He hated leaving Thrash to come back to this forsaken place, but to everything there was a purpose. He met Force at the gate that lead to the mine tunnels and clapped his friend on the back. “Is everything in order?” 
 
    Force nodded, ducking into the shadows and leading the way to the off-site storage of Stryker’s red-metaled weapons. “We have everything ready for transport. It’ll take a few trips but there will be no trace by morning.” 
 
    “And the men? How many are with us?” 
 
    “Almost three-quarters of the hunters and a dozen of the soldiers. If Stryker’s Little Miss ever decides to show her face again, I think she’ll be surprised to find her forces so depleted.” 
 
    “She still hasn’t come out of her suite?” 
 
    Force shook his head. “There’s a betting pool. Some think that after the meeting in Purgatory, she lost what stomach she had for leadership and abandoned us. Others think she slit her own throat, and Dougal and his bitch are covering.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Force shrugged. “I don’t give a fuck. She was never going to be my leader, so whatever happens, it’s no concern of mine.” 
 
    Devious smiled, anxious to see the men who were coming with him. “Stryker’s other daughter, Thrash, has a compound in the Human Realm. No Hell rains. No hounds to tear your throat out in your sleep. I’m telling you, my friend, it’s feasting, fighting, and fucking up there. A world ready for the taking, just like Stryker planned.” 
 
    Force nodded. “Then let’s not let him down.” 
 
      
 
    The Navigator tires crunched over pea-gravel as Zander parked the truck outside the racetrack clubhouse. He popped the door, jogged around, and helped Austin out of her side. Remarkable how things had changed from the first night he’d driven her in this truck three months ago. Cuffed and naked, she had fought him at every turn to assert her independence.  
 
    Now, she did as he asked. Tried, anyway. 
 
    Though, she preferred to make her own way in everything she did, he’d insisted that him opening her door was a necessary precaution to check the sightlines and secure the area before having her exposed to the world. While that was true, there was also an old-fashioned part of him that swelled with the honor of tending to his mate. 
 
    Ringo and Danel jostled out of the backseat with Stetson, and got themselves sorted. Ringo slid Stetson’s harness over the dog’s head and brought the pup to Austin’s side. “Z, are you good if I hang with D while he gets his checkup?” 
 
    Zander gave the kid a knuckle bump. “Yeah. You’re good to go, buddy.”  
 
    In no big rush, he watched the kid beat feet to catch up with Danel. Though all Nephilim considered each other brothers, those two shared a sire and were blooded brothers—like he was with Seth and Phoenix. That made the unspoken bond tight. Which was good. D needed a positive distraction right now.    
 
    “Danel’s gait is off,” Austin said, listening to the boots to stone. “Is he limping?” 
 
    Zander shifted his gaze. “Maybe a little. Could him stuffing his injured arm in his slicker have something to do with it?” 
 
    “Is that what he’s doing?” 
 
    “He keeps that stump hidden, more often than not at home . . . and always when he’s out and about.” 
 
    “Well, he’s twisting his gait, and I’d bet now his arm isn’t the only thing aching. What are the odds that I can get him onto my massage table?” 
 
    Zander snorted. “Probably as good as getting Seth to embrace celibacy.” 
 
    Austin chuckled and tilted her head back. The full moon washed out her complexion as she inhaled the night air. “We’ll have to get blankets for the horses. I hadn’t thought of snow coming. I should have ordered some.” 
 
    “There’s time, love.” Zander’s beast paced within him, anxious to get his beloved inside. For the first time in his miserable existence, planning for the future filled his heart to bursting. He wouldn’t be rushed.  
 
    “I can’t wait for you to meet your horse. He’s the brother to Kyrian’s, but more stubborn. I thought that was fitting.” 
 
    After thanking Lady Divinity for this, and every moment with his mate, Zander pulled Austin to his chest and claimed her mouth. He hated that the bulk of her fall coat kept her from him, but her body swayed against his, her lips warm, her hands soft against the hard lines of his cheeks.  
 
    He almost screwed this up. Too jacked up with dominant shit, he’d failed to do right by her. Well, he’d taken his knocks and wouldn’t make the same mistakes again.  
 
    Austin above all else. That was his new mantra. 
 
    She was his love. His life. His everything.  
 
    “That was nice,” Austin said, a breathless catch in her voice. “You okay, angelman?” 
 
    He nodded. “Perfect, and thank you for my horse. We’ll go to the stables in a little bit, but first, Kyrian is meeting us in the clubhouse. I have a gift for you too.” 
 
    Gentle pressure on her elbow guided her to the main entrance of the jockey clubhouse. He loved how they’d grown to move in stride, her sightlessness in the human world a non-issue. “Three steps up, cowgirl.” 
 
    The double doors were wide and wood, just like the ones at the stables and in the clinic. Inside the front entrance, he looked around and wondered if Kyrian had lost his mind. Closed down almost fourteen years ago, the racetrack and all the outbuildings had fallen into terrible disrepair. 
 
    “Great, you’re here.” In ripped jeans and wearing the evidence of his labors, Kyrian joined them in the front entrance. Zander cursed to himself. No amount of plaster and sawdust would mask that the guy looked like death warmed over. “Let me give you both the grand tour.” 
 
    Austin offered him her cheek for a kiss and smiled. “Tour of what, boys? What are you two up to?” 
 
    Zander tabled thoughts of Kyrian’s situation and smiled. “In those hours I sat in the hall, while you refused to see me or speak to me, I reflected on a great many things. I vowed to do better—with you, with Kyrian, and with our lives.” 
 
    Austin’s smile dropped. “You’re doing fine, angelman. What’s done is done. We’re looking forward, remember?” 
 
    And thank the heavens for that. “Exactly, so, in the spirit of moving forward, I thought we needed a home—a real home—one where our daughter can run, and Stetson can stretch his legs, and we can be close to the clinic if we’re needed.” 
 
    Austin’s hazels glassed over right on cue and he knuckle bumped his brother. Nailed it. “I thought you’d rather raise our baby girl in a private country setting rather than living over a hedonist club. It’s still in the middle of the city, but we’ve got eighty-two acres.” 
 
    Fat tears brimmed and rolled, her chin quivering as she swallowed. “Do you mean it? We’re going to live here? All of us? Kyrian too?” 
 
    Kyrian slung a heavy arm across her shoulders and kissed the side of her head. “There’s no keeping me away, sweetheart. Technically, I own the place.” 
 
    Austin laughed, and Zander handed her a handkerchief. “Kyrian is family. My beast may have lost sight of that, but it’s crystal now. The only threat he poses to us is breaking your heart if he can’t be near you. I get that.” 
 
    She lunged and was in his arms, squeezing her arms around his neck until he needed oxygen. He let her squeeze. He’d rather pass out that have her ease off.  
 
    “I love you, Zandros of Kish. I love you huge.” 
 
    He fought the sting behind his eyes and blinked fast. “I’m no good with designer shit, so it’s you and the Greek all the way. You two make this place everything you’ve dreamed of, ’kay? No expense spared. No holds barred.” 
 
    When Austin peeled off his chest and linked her arm with Kyrian, he was surprised at how calm his beast remained. When the two of them sauntered off, heading to the glass wall, which looked out onto the abandoned racetrack and the viewing stadium beyond—his beast stayed cool. 
 
    This was good. He could do this. They could do this.  
 
    The malevolence of the Darkworld revolt was gaining strength, aiming to plunge the human world into darkness. Austin tried not to worry, trusted that he and his men would rise to victory—good triumphing evil, and all that—but being a powerless observer sucked. She couldn’t sit in an empty loft hoping the world would right itself and magically become a safe place to raise their daughter. 
 
    He might be thick as an oak, but he wasn’t stupid. Like Phoenix had said, Austin needed to live. Needed to shine so that her light could illuminate him when things were bleak. Who was he kidding. The woman illuminated all of them. 
 
    Kyrian deserved that too. Deserved it more, actually. 
 
    The Greek may have mated the enemy, but if Lady Divinity thought the Shedim Master was Kyrian’s other half, he would try to figure that shit out. As long as she wasn’t following in her father’s footsteps, with the war and the off menu killing, he’d make it work. He owed Kyrian that much. 
 
    He owed him everything. 
 
    Zander pulled out his phone and ensured Austin and Kyrian were deep in conversation. When the voice on the other end spoke up, he bit the bullet. “Drake, this is Zandros of Kish. We need to meet.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    The buzz in Cassiane’s head roared louder by the day. When she’d first emerged from her brush with death, she’d woken exhausted but steady. Her body was strong, her thoughts hyper-focused on the warrior tending to her. She tried not to think about Kyrian, though the trying was pointless. The two days they’d spent together was all she thought about, whether awake or in her sleep. But he’d gone. 
 
    She didn’t blame him for being upset when he’d found Tanek’s dagger on display in the study. She didn’t even blame him for leaving and putting some space between them. She did, however, blame him for not coming back. He’d gone. Vanished right in front of her, and what . . . that was the end of that? 
 
    It shouldn’t matter . . . but it did. 
 
    The hopelessness in his expression when he’d left haunted her. The fact that his expression haunted her, infuriated her. Was this all manipulation? Some ploy to make her pay for her father starting the uprising? Was it her specifically, meant to suffer, or all Shedim?  
 
    Well, they were suffering. All the seasoned hunters had abandoned them and taken many of the fiercest soldiers with them. Instead of playing house with Kyrian, she should have gotten straight back to her people the moment she was on her feet. Shown them she was strong, and they could trust her. 
 
    “I know many of Stryker’s ways are distasteful to you, Mistress,” Dougal said, looking up from the schedules spread across her desk, “but the food stores are dangerously low, and the citizens are famished. I don’t see any other way than to proceed with the mass harvest. If you don’t, you run the risk of your people turning against you.” 
 
    She rubbed the ache in her chest. A mass harvest put them in direct violation with the Otherworld laws. In direct conflict with Kyrian and his warrior brothers. But with no other alternatives, Devious would turn the Shedim against her. 
 
    “The citizens starve because my father, Stryker, Master of Shedim, sacrificed a storage facility that would have kept everyone fed for months, maybe the better part of a year.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mistress. I had no knowledge of what he and Devious were up to. Perhaps if I had—” 
 
    She held up her hand. “I hold you in no way responsible, Dougal. It’s just so disheartening to learn that my hero, the father I looked up to my entire life, wasn’t the man I thought.” 
 
    “He was that man too. Try not to forget that.” 
 
    “Yes, he was, and another man completely. He captured and killed a Cherub, the Watcher, Tanek, and the innocent human wife of the Sumerian. He sired another daughter and hid an entire life I knew nothing about.” 
 
    Dougal folded his hands together and thumbed his hunter’s ring. “For good or ill, Stryker loved you and his people with passionate devotion. He believed that the Shedim deserved a better life. His methods seem extreme—” 
 
    “Extreme? He incited a revolt that spread throughout the entire Darkworld. If I choose not to participate, I’m weak, yet I have no soldier to spare for a war. If I take up his mantel, I leave the citizens of the castle undefended, and forfeit what little life they have now. Stryker angered the archangels, for Hell’s sake. The Seven rose against his army and cut them down. What chance have we in succeeding with his plans?” 
 
    Dougal leaned back, and his chair creaked in protest. “You have been left in a terrible position, Mistress, I don’t deny that, but if we don’t proceed with the mass harvest, there won’t be anyone left for you to fight for.” 
 
    She stared at the resources sitting before them. They had money. They had diamonds. What they didn’t have was food. They needed enough fresh organs to feed almost two hundred people. She emptied her wine glass and let the blood-infused mixture warm her insides. 
 
    “Mistress?” Sabine said, peeking around the corner. “I hate to disturb you, but you asked to be informed if any of the children fell ill. I’m afraid we’ve lost another.” 
 
    Cassiane set her goblet down and steeled herself for what came next. “Who?” 
 
    “Lyssa.” 
 
    Cassiane closed her eyes against the sting of tears. It didn’t lessen her grief. The loss of her subjects hit her the same, each and every time . . . but Lyssa was so young. Maybe Kyrian should have let her feed from him when he’d caught her in the courtyard. She died anyway. 
 
    They were all going to die. 
 
    She wiped beneath her eyes and swallowed. “Very well, Dougal. Tell the hunters to prepare to leave. I’ll change and meet you in the courtyard at nightfall.” 
 
      
 
    Devious strapped on his flak vest and filled each sheath-slot with red-metaled weapons. The tables of armaments stretched down the center of the warehouse, swarmed by the amassed forces. He eyed the assembled men: the Shedim who wisely remained loyal to him when he’d defected, and the Dimme who supported Thrash’s claim as the rightful ruler of Castle Wandread and the Shedim.  
 
    “Pick your poison, men,” he said, “daggers, swords, bullets, or bolts—compliments of the most vile and visionary Darkworld Master of his time, Stryker.” 
 
    Thrash chose a compound bow and raised it up to check its sights. “My father may have drawn first blood in this battle, but Devious and I, his chosen successors, will take the war to the next step.” 
 
    Devious pulled her in for a kiss and pressed his hips against her belly. Sweet Prince, he loved the feel of an adrenaline hard-on. Battle did something erotic to him. Lit him up. Got his blood pumping like nothing else could. 
 
    “When this is over,” Devious whispered, “I’m going to fuck you in every room of the royal wing of the castle—Mistress.” 
 
    Thrash chuckled and bit his lip. “If you take out Cassiane and the bulk of her men, I might even let you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyrian sat on the lakeshore path, watching the blinking lights across the harbor. December was taking hold of the city, the bite of the wind something he’d never gotten used to. But instead of raising his collar and shying away from the hostility of the approaching Canadian winter, he was thankful for the icy gales. Yeah, not a good sign. 
 
    Over the past weeks away from Cassi, clawing nails of sensation had gripped every vertebra of his spine and scoured every muscle in his body. He was on fire, burning up from the inside. His balls had drawn up so tight, he swore they were going to implode. His cock was in a constant state of rock-solid, begging for release. And any manual attempt to ease himself just made things worse. 
 
    Zander had been a miserable bastard during his bonding, and he truly understood why. 
 
    He hoped distance would ease the urgency of his need to claim his mate, but that turned out to be a hells no. Worse. Much worse. His beast was in a full rage. Not knowing if she was towing the line . . . yet certain he couldn’t ensure her wellbeing if she wasn’t. It lit an icy fire beneath his flesh. There had been moments when he’d given in to his protective instincts, and begun to materialize to her castle compound.  
 
    The only thing that stopped him was knowing he would only disappoint her. He had no answers. He was no closer to finding a way for the Shedim to co-exist with the Human Realm. He was no closer to soothing the hostility of his brothers for Cassi and Stryker’s offenses against Austin. 
 
    He put himself back onto the hard grounds of the courtyard. Pictured the look on her face as she held that sword on him. The fear and hatred of who she thought he was burned in her expression. Then there was the look she’d given him once they’d become lovers. Now that was the female he’d fallen in love with. And he did love her. Down into the darkest reaches of his soul. So why hadn’t he transformed? 
 
    Did he need to choose her over his brothers? He wasn’t sure he could do that. As much as he’d get in that scenario, he’d lose so much more: his honor, his purpose, Austin and Z. 
 
    Hard pass on that. 
 
    Shifting his ass along the iron bench, he tried to relieve some of the pressure of his pants trapping his erection. No good. Fine. He stood, adjusted things, and paced down toward the frozen lake. When the wind snapped at his face, he lifted the collar of his jacket around his ears out of habit. His shitkickers broke through the crust of the snow crunching under his feet with every step.  
 
    What the hell was he doing? Being stubborn wasn’t helping a damned thing. This bonding heat was stealing his sanity. His focus was shot, and he was irritable as shit. 
 
    “Well, well, look what the cat hacked up.” 
 
    Kyrian turned toward the Asian schoolgirl with her pigtails and school uniform. She snapped a giant pink bubble and winked a golden eye as she tightened her puffy coat and matched his stride. 
 
    “Don’t start with me, Drake. I’ve got a Godzilla of a migraine and I’m testy.” 
 
    She tilted her head and pushed her lip out. “What’s wrong big daddy? You’re soooo tense.” 
 
    Tense didn’t even begin to cover it. “And you’re looking particularly ponytail pretty today. Something I should know?” The guy . . . girl, chuckled, and Kyrian got serious. “Look, I’m not at my best, buddy. To what do I owe this visit?” 
 
    She swung the bookbag from her hip, pulled off her floppy mitten, and fished around in one of the half-dozen pockets across the front. After a bit of a search and rescue, she came out with a USB key. “Your commander called me up and had me take the testosterone twins to the Shedim castle down in Hell. I don’t know why he’s surveilling the place, instead of levelling it after what was done to you—honestly, I don’t want to know—but I thought you should know.” 
 
    Kyrian growled, long and low. The sound that vibrated out of his chest was nothing he’d ever made before. 
 
    “By the feral Rottweiler reaction, and your impression of a giant lightning bug, I’m guessing I stepped in it. I apologize, my friend. I hoped Zandros would do you right.” 
 
    Kyrian glanced down at the green pool of light he was casting and tried to rein in his beast. If Cassi was minding the laws, Zander wouldn’t move against her. If, however, she was continuing along the lines of her father . . . then she’d be drawing a very dangerous line. Fuck.  
 
    Kyrian pulled out his phone. It vibrated in his hand and scared the shit out of him. 
 
    Drake raised a manicured brow. “Jumpy, Greek?” 
 
    With a one fingered salute, Kyrian checked the number. Just the Sumerian backstabber he was hoping for. Throttling back a growl, he brought it up to his ear. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Seth said you’re meeting Drake.” 
 
    “He’s here now.” 
 
    “Finish up, and getcha ass to the table. We got trouble.” 
 
    “What kind?”  
 
    “The kind that starts in the Darkworld, but ends in our own fucking backyard. For Chrissakes, Kyrian, stop growling at me and get here.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “We’ve assembled in the gym.” 
 
    The gym? “Avoiding a certain Texan?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    Kyrian materialized into his room at the loft and went straight to his closet. In two minutes, he was out of his cold and wets and in three, he was headed for the foyer. 
 
    He keyed in the security digits and was about to head into the stairwell when he heard the click of Stetson’s claws on the marble floor. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Austin asked. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    Kyrian turned, his hand gripping the doorknob tight enough to bend the thing in his fist. “Zander called a group chat in the gym. I’m headed there now.” 
 
    “Why the gym? Why not the war room up here?” 
 
    “My guess—he doesn’t want to upset you.” 
 
    “Well, he’s upset you. You’re about to go super nova.” 
 
    Kyrian had no control over the illumination of his mark. His beast sensed a threat to his mate and there was no reasoning with the impulse to kill to defend her. “S’all good, sweetheart. Once I know what it’s about, my beast will calm down. It’s just this damned mating bullshit. It has me bent out of shape.” 
 
    Austin strode across the foyer and pulled him against her chest. Even on her tip-toes, she only came to his chin as she hugged him. Her embrace usually quelled all his nerves, but tonight, he doubted anything would soothe the wild panic consuming his beast. Yeah, that wasn’t good.  
 
    “Remember how you reassured me that you’d watch out for Zander and me. That you’d do everything possible to make things right for us? Have faith in him, sweetie. We’re both on your side. It will all work out.” 
 
    Kyrian didn’t believe that for a second but didn’t have time to argue the point. He kissed the top of her head and stepped back. “I love you too, cowgirl. I gotta run.” 
 
    He didn’t bother with the lights in the stairwell. He bounded down the steps four at a time and emerged onto the second floor at a run. He was a juggernaut, gaining momentum as he beat a path toward the gym. 
 
    The whole squad was milling around, shooting the shit, studiously not waiting on him. Right. He felt eyes on him the moment he burst through the door. Yeah, by the identical WTF worried looks warming his flesh, yeah, he was in rough shape.  
 
    Ignoring the peanut gallery, he stormed straight at Z and his brother had the sense to brace for impact. “What have you done, Adolphos?” 
 
    Zander met him eye to eye and raised his hands. “I take it Drake clued you in on our surveillance efforts. Good. That saves me the trouble.” 
 
    Kyrian’s fist soared like a sledgehammer, nailing Z square in the mouth. “You have questions about Cassi, ask me. Don’t pull our Watcher shit on her, Z. Not on her.” 
 
    Zander straightened and dabbed his lip. “I did ask you, and Seth called you about it as well. The fact that you never got back to us on Shedim activity sent a pretty clear message. So, fine, you don’t want to spy on your female, I’ll find out her intentions another way.” 
 
    “She’s not my female,” he spat. “She’s the enemy. Nothing more than a random fuck gone wrong.” 
 
    Zander bowed his head and fisted his dagger hand over his heart. “I should never have said that. In front of all our brothers, I apologize to my depths. Now, would you like to discuss what we found out?” 
 
      
 
    Zander thanked the heavens that his beast was locked in tight. Kyrian’s alter ego, however, was another matter. His brother was twitchy, glowing and by the perpetual shift of his stance, being driven mad by the need to bed his other half. The others weren’t going to like what came next, but what kind of a wingman would he be if he didn’t make every effort to keep Kyrian from ending up dead. 
 
    “I sent Seth and Phoenix to do recon on the Shedim. Their objectives were to locate the red-metaled weapons, find out what Devious is up to, and learn the intentions of the new Shedim Master now that she stands at the helm of her species.” 
 
    “Cassi’s primary concern is staying in power long enough to feed her people. And after watching her waste to the brink of death, I can’t say I blame them for what they’ve done.” 
 
    Cue a half-dozen colorful curses and screwed up faces around the room. Danel raised his stump. “You don’t blame them for this? For Tanek? Stop thinking with your cock, Greek, and give your other head a shake for once.” 
 
    Zander squeezed Kyrian’s shoulder in the Vulcan death-grip that Uriel used on him before more blood was drawn. “Stryker’s Shedim hunters that came here to target us are bastards, no question. It’s open season on every one of those fuckers, now and forever—but Kyrian’s got a point. There are Otherworld innocents suffering, literally starving to death day by excruciatingly long day. Aren’t we sworn to protect the innocent?” 
 
    Brennus scowled. “We uphold the laws.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s where the problem lies. Maybe instead of killing those who break the laws, we should try to amend the laws to help some of the Darkworlders survive.” 
 
    “Help them survive?” Danel spat out a barrage of f-bombs. “Your heads up your ass, Z. Are you telling me that, after finding chunks of Tanek in your elevator and cutting Austin down from a fucking meat hook in that cave,  we should cut the Shedim slack?” 
 
    Zander’s ebony wings unfurled as his Mark flared to life. He winced at the images etched into his memory and stretched his neck while he regained control. “I’m reminding you that there are good and evil in both Light and Dark. We all know that. If you make a man watch his wife and children die while humans are gluttonous and wasteful, and then set the remedy for their suffering right within his grasp . . . how do you expect the scenario to go?” 
 
    “He’s going to take it,” Kyrian growled, casting a hard gaze across the room. “And can you honestly say you wouldn’t do the same? I’d kill to save any one of you, my brothers. I’d break rules. I’d do what needs to be done if it meant your lives.” 
 
    “The true crime is that we have to put them down for it.” 
 
    Kyrian turned, his gaze hard and, for the first time in their shared history, filled with betrayal. “What are you saying, Zandros? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I’m saying, your girl plans to mount an all-out feeding frenzy. If she, or the men she’s commanding kill one human that doesn’t fall within the parameters of sanctioned kills, our hands are tied. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kyrian dematerialized, and the darkness of Zander’s beast consumed another piece of what was left of his soul. 
 
    “Stop your brooding, angelman.” He glanced to his beloved standing in the doorway. By the look on her face, he wasn’t going to like what was coming at him next. “It’s time you boys stop policing and start preventing. I’ve got an idea, but I need to speak to Kyrian’s female first. And Drina. Zander, you take me to the racetrack. Seth and Phoenix, I’ve got an errand for you, and then you’ll need to find Cassiane and bring her to me.” 
 
    Zander laughed, a full-bellied baritone that bounced off the walls. “Oh, cowgirl, you had me going for a minute with that.” 
 
    Austin propped her hands on her hips and raised a brow. “You’re the only one yucking it up, Zander. Now, come on, get on your horse.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Kyrian took form in the courtyard of Wandread Castle amongst the bustle of thirty hunters. His sudden appearance had them drawing weapons, but he didn’t fucking care. If they were here, they weren’t in the streets, and he still had a chance to save them all. “Where is your Mistress? I need to speak with her.” 
 
    It was Dougal who parted the gathering of men and stepped forward. “Drop your aim, boys. Kyrian isn’t here to harm anyone here, are you, sire?” 
 
    Kyrian rolled his eyes at the sire shit, but shook his head. Lifting his jacket, he turned and let Dougal remove his twin SIG forty’s tucked snug at the small of his back. “I’m here to talk, boys. If I’d wanted to retaliate over what went down when I was a prisoner here, you would have been put down over a month ago.” 
 
    “Kyrian?” Cassi rounded the mass of testosterone and stopped dead. His beast lurched forward, and he eyed her from weapons vest, to leather pants, to her steel-toed boots. “What brings you by? It’s been a long time.” 
 
    He turned and strode away from the masses, hoping she’d do him the honor of following him. When her footsteps beat out behind him, he counted himself lucky and headed to a stone corner, out of earshot. What he had to say was nobody’s business and hey, he didn’t need to worry about lighting, ’cause look at that, he was a walking, talking, patio lantern.  
 
    When they got to where they were going, Kyrian drew a steadying breath and met their situation head-on. “Zander knows what you’re planning tonight. Call back your hunters.” 
 
    “Call back what hunters? You just spoke to the lot of them in the courtyard.” 
 
    “You can’t shit a shitter, Cassi. You have four times that many men—” 
 
    “Had,” she snapped, clenching her fists at her sides. “It seems my forces have no faith in me. Devious convinced almost all of them to abandon us. Those are the hunters I have left, and half of them need training and are too young.” 
 
    Kyrian cursed. “All the more reason to call it off. If you move forward with this mass hunt, Zander will have no choice but to cull your party and put them down.” 
 
    She stared up at him, her eyes as big as two full moons. Man, when she looked at him like that, her pain reached right into his chest and squeezed his heart. “How could he know? You?” 
 
    Kyrian shook his head. “No, not me. It’s what we do, love. Why do you think we’re called Watchers? Point is, he knows, and he’s given me a head start to talk you out of it.” 
 
    “And do what instead? If you insist on telling me how to serve my people, tell me how you plan to feed them? We’re almost out of food and what we do have isn’t fresh enough to support health and vitality. My people are starving, Kyrian. It’s as unbearable to witness as it is to suffer.” 
 
    He reached to touch her but caught himself and clasped his hands at his back. Images of her wasting away still gave him the quakes at night. “I swear, we’ll find another way.” 
 
    She laughed and threw up her hands. “Are humans suddenly going to offer up their organs without complaint?” 
 
    “We’ll petition the choir to adjust the accords. I’ll help train your hunters to find what you need and stay within the laws. I don’t know the answer, Cassi, but you have to follow a different path than your father. Swear it.” 
 
     “Swear it? Who are you to ask anything of me?” She picked up a piece of lumber from a pile of construction supplies and cracked him one in the arm. “You take my virginity, transform my blood needs, make me fall for your charms, and then threaten to kill me and everyone I care about. I don’t know what this burning is between us, but I hate it.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. I’m lost, burning . . . I ache all the time, and you don’t care. You spirit yourself off, back to your family, and leave me to toe the line like a good demon. Well, fuck you, Kyrian of Thebes.” 
 
    That sentence was punctuated with another heartfelt whack to the arm. Kyrian wasn’t sure if he was more amused by the lumber abuse, or the fact that Cassi had just f-bombed him. 
 
    “Nice follow-through, slugger,” Seth said, laughing behind him. “Hey Greek, how’s things?” 
 
    Kyrian seized the piece of lumber and stepped to block Cassi from his brothers. “What are you doing here, boys?” 
 
    Phoenix raised his hands and filled him in. 
 
    “Now? Why does Austin need to speak to her?” 
 
    Seth shrugged, tilting his head to the side to get a better view of Cassi. “Didn’t say, but she seemed set on it, even for her.” 
 
    “Kyrian, what’s going on?” Cassi asked. 
 
    Before he had a chance to answer, the hair on his arms stood on end. The sudden charge in the atmosphere made his neck itch. “We’ve got company, my brothers.” 
 
    The reach to the small of his back was instinctual. Kyrian cursed when he remembered he’d surrendered his weapons to Dougal upon his arrival. The echoing barks of male voices had him leaning to see what was happening in the courtyard. “Fuck me, it’s an invasion.” 
 
    “Cassiane!” Devious shouted. “Surrender yourself, and no harm shall fall upon any of our kind.” 
 
    Demons poured through the open Bolthole, like stagnant water gushing through a busted sewer pipe. “Seth, give me one of your guns and take Cassi. Phoenix, you’re with me. That fucker dies for shooting Austin, we clear?” 
 
    Phoenix nodded. 
 
    Seth unsheathed a Glock from under his slicker and handed it over. “I’ll deliver her and be right back.” 
 
    Kyrian nodded. “And bring your friends.” 
 
      
 
    Cassiane didn’t know what was happening. With Kyrian and his warrior brothers blocking her way, she couldn’t see into the courtyard, but she’d heard Devious’ threat. Before she had time to argue, one of the two hulking Nephilim who’d arrived grabbed her by the arm and they’d dematerialized. 
 
    With her feet firmly planted in some kind of sandy sawdust, she turned on the warrior. “Take me back. If Devious is threatening my people, I need to be there.” 
 
    The warrior turned a bright blue glare on her as he retrieved his phone from his long, red jacket. “I listen to Kyrian, not you, Shedim. If I had my way, you’d all kill each other, and we could just come in and burn the bodies, but here you are.” 
 
    “And why is that?” She looked around the large oval structure and inhaled the pungency of horse. Was she to pay for her transgressions? No. Kyrian wouldn’t have offered her up so easily to slaughter. Would he? 
 
    Approaching from the far end, Zandros of Kish walked with the human woman from the video she’d seen, and a brown animal at her side. 
 
    “You so much as breathe on Austin and you die, feel me, bitch? And if Zander doesn’t finish you off, there are five more of us waiting in line.” 
 
    The venom in the warrior’s threat stung. Who was this human, that these men would kill and die for her? “I have no interest in harming her. I was misled and owe the woman a sincere apology.” 
 
    “You owe her a fuck more than that.” 
 
    “Seth?” Austin said, as they joined them. “Where’s Kyrian? I thought he’d be with Cassi.” 
 
    The massive warrior finished with his phone and slid it back into his pocket. “He’ll be along in two shakes, cowgirl. Just had a bit of Nephilim business to sort out first. Don’t worry.” 
 
    He kissed her cheek and unsheathed a gun. “Gotta run. Be back before the dinner bell rings.” 
 
    And with that, he was gone. 
 
    Zander glanced at a message on his phone and frowned. When his gaze met hers, his disposition didn’t improve. “You are here against my better judgement, Shedim. My wife is too compassionate for her own good. If you so much as step on Austin’s toe—” 
 
    Cassi raised a hand. “Be at ease, Watcher. I assure you, as I have Kyrian and that large warrior who brought me, I regret the action taken against your wife. She is in no danger from me now that I know the truth of things.” 
 
    “See, Zander, nothing to worry about. Now, you go join in whatever battle has been unleashed, and leave the girls to talk.” 
 
    Zander laughed. “I will do no such thing.” 
 
    Austin stared up at her mate and pressed a gentle hand to his cheek. “If Kyrian didn’t come, there is serious trouble. I heard the text come through and Seth draw his gun before he left. Go save the world, angelman. Cassi and I will chat and get to know each other while you’re gone.” 
 
    Cassi shook her head. “I’m sorry, Austin. As much as the idea of speaking with you intrigues me, I must go back. Will you take me Watcher?” 
 
    “No.” Zander frowned and started typing on his phone. “When Xxan arrives, I’ll leave him to guard you both.” 
 
    “Am I your prisoner? If not, I demand you return me to my castle.” 
 
    Zander stiffened at her words. The energy the male gave off tingled under her skin and made her stomach churn. “You are here because Kyrian wanted you here. His beast needs you safe to focus. You’d only put him in danger there.” 
 
    “But those are my people fighting. I won’t have him fighting in my place.” 
 
    Austin chuckled and laid her palm against her husband’s chest. The charge in the air dissipated, as if being drained away by some magical force. “You’ll have to get used to that, Cassi. Nephilim are insanely protective and kill, without remorse, anyone who threatens the people they love.” 
 
    She was about to argue when Austin nodded to Zander. “We’ll be fine, love. Off you go. Bring everyone home whole.” 
 
      
 
    The idea of leaving Austin in the company of that Shedim bitch practically liquified Zander’s bowels. He’d given Xxan orders to slaughter first and explain why later. If the Seraph had an ounce of self-preservation, he’d take that shit seriously. If Cassiane even frowned at his beloved, he wanted her put in the ground. That would be the end of him and Kyrian, no doubt, but it wasn’t like the guy had fully accepted her and transitioned anyway. The Greek always was the smart one of their little band of hotheads. 
 
    Zander followed the energy signatures of his brothers-in-arms. Since his transition, he’d been able to sense his brothers anywhere in the three realms. He couldn’t help but think, if he’d had that ability before, maybe Tanek might still be alive, but there you have it. Survivor’s guilt sucked ass. 
 
    Zander took form in the middle of a Shedim on Shedim cluster-fuck and withdrew his dagger. “Howdy, fellas. Mind telling me what’s going on?” 
 
    Seth pointed to a till-death-do-us-part between Kyrian and the Hulk they’d all grown to know and despise. A scarlet veil fell over Zander’s vision as he locked in on the bastard who’d shot Austin . . . who’d kidnapped the Cherub from his club. Control was a losing battle. His eyes stung with Hellfire’s burn. 
 
    “Heads up, my brothers,” Seth said, in the distance. “Jackson has arrived, and he’s lit to blow.” 
 
    Zander mowed through the demons in his path as he zoned in on his target. He grabbed the hilt of a sword sticking up from the corpse of a fallen soldier and broke into a run. Distracted as the asshole was, he didn’t even see the blade swinging at his fucking neck. 
 
    “Greek, drop!” 
 
    Zander vaguely noted the distance he scored with the head of his enemy. Arcing into the night sky, the thing end-over-ended across the courtyard. Black ichor pissed down upon all within its trajectory before it fell with a hollow clunk on the cobbled stone. 
 
    A primal cry tore from his throat as he stretched his wings to the heavens. “Who here stands with Devious? Who shall join the bastard in Hell’s void?” 
 
    The fighting fell silent as the masses opened and Stryker’s half-breed daughter Emma crouched, dripping in blood. She swiped a wrist across her cheek and snarled. “You monster. You have no business here. This is a species conflict and you’re out of line. I’ll have your fucking head for this, Zander.” 
 
    “Zandros avenges his mate,” Kyrian said, brushing himself off. “Devious shot her—an innocent, in full view of humans. Zander notified the Dark Prince that justice would be served. To that end, Emma, you owe us blood for your part in Austin’s exposure, kidnapping, and torture back in August.” 
 
    The terror in her piss-yellow eyes was fuel to Zander’s vengeance bonfire. “I did nothing that gives you the right to kill me. You do and my mother will rain Hell’s fury on all of you.” 
 
    “She has a point, Adolphos, but you could torture her a little and still be good.” 
 
    Zander dropped his head and locked his gaze, the sweet-fire burn of retribution pumping through his veins.  
 
      
 
    Cassi found it much easier to like Austin than she thought she would, considering her feelings about humans. True, she’d never met a human before, but she’d been brought up to regard them as cattle or sheep. Austin wasn’t livestock. She was a strong, intelligent woman, who had been terribly wronged by her, her father, and her father’s illegitimate daughter.  
 
    “Why do this for me?” Cassi asked, stunned by the plan Austin had put in place to help her and her people. 
 
    Austin shrugged, her smile genuine and at ease. “Because I want Kyrian to be happy. He won’t find any peace until his two worlds reconcile.” 
 
    The two of them walked side by side, going over the details of Austin’s plan. It seemed impossible that she might have found a way to eliminate the starvation of Shedim and species like them. To think, she’d almost had her killed. 
 
    Cassi shivered and changed the subject. “You cannot see your own world, yet you can see mine? Why is that?” 
 
    Austin laughed. “No one has any idea.” 
 
    Her dog trotted along at her side, physically guiding her movement inside the perimeter of the large horse training ring.  
 
    “At first, I saw Nephilim silhouettes when Zander and his brothers spoke. Members of the Darkworld triggered nausea in me, and I saw violent clawing, white swipes in the air as they spoke. After Zander brought me back from death and Lady Divinity blessed our union, I saw the auras, silhouettes, and features of people—depending where they fall within the Otherworld hierarchy.” 
 
    “Astounding.” The woman had lived most of her life sightless, yet functioned and excelled as well as anyone around her. “And did your mother aid you?” 
 
    Austin’s face showed no sign of her emotions shifting, but Cassi smelled the bitter tang of sadness in the air. “My mother drowned in a terrible flood when I was a child. My father raised me on his own.” 
 
    Cassi rubbed her hands together, suddenly chilled. The Human Realm had seasons and was currently experiencing a cold one. “I lost my mother as well. She grew ill from one of the nutritional ailments my people suffer from. She passed unto the void when I was very young.” 
 
    They rounded the oval end of the arena and continued their walk back the other way. “You see, we’re not so different. Human, Darkworlder, Nephilim . . . we’re all just people doing our best to survive hostile worlds.” 
 
    Cassi’s blush warmed her cheeks and she wondered if Austin could see it. “I admit, when Kyrian spoke of you, I grew jealous of his affection. I see now, though, why he and the others hold you in such high regard. You are lovely, Austin. I am truly, wretchedly, sorry for my transgressions against you.” 
 
    “And Kyrian,” she said, looking suddenly serious. “I wasn’t the only one you hurt. He almost died from the gunshot wound he received shielding me. It was only by the grace of the heavens that they were able to save him. Raphael came down to work on him personally.” 
 
    Shock and regret hit Cassi harder than she would have thought possible. The space grew foggy and she blinked to clear her head. “He never mentioned that.” 
 
    “Why would he? He’s working to reduce tension between the two of you, not create more.” 
 
    Cassi toed the soft footing and sighed. “That is what I fail to understand. Why does he care? What keeps him coming back to me, when a relationship with me offers both of us nothing but conflict and pain?” 
 
    “He can’t help himself. You are the one for him.” 
 
    Cassi laughed. If only that were true. “In truth, I hardly know him. There have been a few stolen moments over a few days with weeks and months in between.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know how sudden it feels—but for Nephilim and their inner beasts, it happens that way.” 
 
    She studied the woman, more questions coming to mind moment by moment. “Kyrian said he didn’t know what was happening.” 
 
    Austin licked her lips and exhaled. “That was a half-truth. He knew the cause, he just didn’t know how to handle it or what to do about it.” 
 
    Cassi glanced around to ensure that they were still alone. She touched Austin’s arm and they stopped walking. “Will you let me in on the secret? I think I have a right to know why my life has gone to the hounds.” 
 
    “I don’t like to tell other people’s stories, but it wasn’t long ago, I was the one flailing, trying to understand what was happening. You, at least, know about the Otherworld, so you’re already ahead of where I was.” 
 
    Austin spent the next ten minutes explaining to her about Nephilim mating heat. How it affected her, anyway. “So, when the Dark Prince allowed your father’s red-metaled weapons to negate Watcher immortality, his sister, Lady Divinity, balanced the scales by allowing Nephilim the ability to mate, reproduce, and grow stronger by being whole.” 
 
    Cassi liked the idea of being Kyrian’s mate far more than she should. Nephilim were no friends to Shedim. Her people would never accept a union between them and still respect her as their leader. “And I am to be Kyrian’s female, e’ermore?” 
 
    “Surprise.” 
 
    Cassi shook her head. “He knew this, and didn’t tell me?” 
 
    This time, Austin’s expression did show her emotions darken. “When exactly should he have mentioned it? After you had him shot, poisoned, and tortured, but before you dragged him to the block for execution? This is not all on him, Cassi. He should have told you, no argument, but the two of you haven’t been riding the smoothest of trails together.” 
 
    That was the understatement of the century. Cassi crossed her arms and tucked her hands tight against her body. “Perhaps I might have done things differently had I known the truth.” 
 
    Austin shrugged. “Welcome to the world of alpha males. As Nephilim go, Kyrian is the most cultured and level-headed, but he’s still a man. Add to that, he’s afraid you’ll learn the truth and run screaming.” 
 
    “Why would he think that?” 
 
    “He killed your father, took your virginity, and then took your future of choice from you too. He’s terrified you’ll hate him, and that his brothers will refuse to accept you. He’s torn between those he loves most.” 
 
    Cassi brushed her hair back from her face and laughed. “There is something undeniable between us, absolutely, but if what you say is true, Kyrian hasn’t had any more choice in this than I. It’s biological manipulation, not love.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Kyrian said, taking solid form behind them. “But that must wait.” Covered in black demon blood, he rushed to Austin’s side and took her elbow. “Come on, cowgirl, let’s get you ladies someplace safe. Hell’s breaking loose.” 
 
    He glanced over and handed her his Crystalline dagger. “You said you could handle yourself. Was that true?” 
 
    Cassi flipped the dagger, slicing the air and manipulating the lethal blade over and around in a graceful show. “My father was Master of Shedim. All his children were trained to be among the sharpest weapons in his arsenal.” 
 
    “That gives me the quakes but is super-hot.” He turned to the purple-haired Seraph guardian in the tiered seats outside the ring. “Xxan, getcha ethereal ass down here. We’re about to have unwanted guests.” 
 
    “Who?” Austin asked. “Where’s Zander?”  
 
    Kyrian squeezed the human to his side and she ran in pace with his long strides. The two moved as one in a practiced coordination that made Cassi’s insecurities sting. 
 
     “Zander’s alter ego showed up during battle. Jackson took one look at Devious and lopped off the bastard’s head. Shot it across the courtyard like a cannonball. Cassi’s half-sister totally lost her shit. She wants the Shedim throne, love, and she’s coming for you with all her friends.” 
 
    Cassi scoffed. “And some of mine, no doubt. Many of my men defected with Devious, thinking him better suited to defend their lives. I suppose they’ll have to rethink that allegiance now.” 
 
    Kyrian waited until Xxan whistled from outside the horse arena before they followed. Their feet crunched over the small gravel stones of the driveway as the four of them headed for a large building further down the lane. “Xxan will guard you two in the panic room I built in the house. You’ll be safe, and there’s enough supplies in there for weeks.” 
 
    Cassi had no intention of being locked in a vault like a precious piece of jewelry while her slighted sibling called for blood. She needed to hit this head-on, whether Kyrian approved or not. As the four of them arrived at the steps to the massive house, Kyrian opened the way and ushered Austin inside. Xxan took the dog and they followed without hesitation. 
 
    Perfect. Cassi turned toward the open grounds and bolted in the other direction. She knew the moment the Bolthole opened, and headed toward the arriving forces. She’d have her moment with this supposed sister of hers. There were things that needed to be dealt with.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Kyrian realized, too late, that Cassi had ditched them and gone Lone Ranger. Damn, he needed things to go according to Hoyle for once. Fighting wars on all fronts was exhausting. And though his beast assessed the situation otherwise, his first priority was securing Austin and the baby in a safe place. 
 
    “Through here.” He pointed the way to Xxan, and they raced Austin through the industrial kitchen of the old clubhouse and into the pantry. Stetson barreled along beside them, his tail wagging against the stainless-steel appliances as they went.  
 
    “Once you lock it from the inside, the outer controls are overridden. You’ll have monitors to see what’s happening in the building and across the grounds. Don’t come out until we give the all clear.”  
 
    On the side wall, Kyrian unlatched the shelves and swung them to reveal the hidden door. It was the work of a moment to key in the code and secure Austin and Stetson into the room with Xxan. “You good?” 
 
    The purple-haired behemoth nodded. “Lady Austin will be secure, I swear it.” 
 
    “Be careful, Kyrian,” Austin said, tugging Stetson closer to her. “I love you.” 
 
    “You too, cowgirl. Take care of my niece.” Kyrian closed the metal door and waited until he heard the metal bolts slide into place. After locking the selves back into position, he shut off the lights in the pantry and closed the door. 
 
    Running back the way he came, he outed his twin SIG’s and sent up a prayer to Lady Divinity to keep Cassi safe until he got to her. The door was still open when he made it back to the open foyer. He would have launched off the thing if Austin and Xxan weren’t hiding inside. Instead, he took the added seconds to close the door and lock it before heading across the track. 
 
    The howl of the wind was joined by the grunt of bodies and the familiar clang of metal. The oval racetrack didn’t offer any cover. It was flat, clear, and reminded him of the ancient battlegrounds of olde. With such a close melee and with his brothers in the mix, he sheathed his guns and reached for his dagger. Right, Cassi had that.  
 
    Okay, he’d have to salvage a weapon from the chaos. 
 
    One of the only nice thing about fighting Daemons was that very few of them had graduated to using guns. Hunting and stalking under the veil of secrecy for millennia had conditioned most of them to prefer hand-to-hand combat and non-mechanical weaponry. Which kept things sporting. 
 
    Kyrian’s beast searched the scuffle. The twins were teeing off on five Dimme on the left. Brennus and some of Cassi’s men had a cluster of Shedim rebels on the right. Hark had taken a perch on the clubhouse roof and was picking attackers off with his crossbow, and Zander and Dougal were back to back, taking on everyone else.  
 
    Where the hell was Cass—ah, there she was. 
 
    Kyrian got his dancing shoes on and—Cassi took a solid right hook to the cheek. 
 
    A red veil covered Kyrian’s vision as his beast took over. Gunning it like an out-of-control eighteen-wheeler, he hit the wall of attackers like a British bulldog player on PCP. He pommeled faces, grappled a scythe and a dagger free from the crowd, and made his way closer to his female.  
 
    Cassie spun in a roundhouse and caught her bitch sister square in the side of the head.  
 
    “Yeah, she did!” he shouted, his adrenaline pumping. “Kick her ass, baby.” 
 
    There were two halves of him, the warrior, who appreciated his mate’s fighting skills and the lethal, insane half that didn’t want her anywhere on this battleground. Unfortunately, it was that insane half of him controlling the joystick at the moment. 
 
    Kyrian pummeled the shit out of the bastard in front of him, his attention firmly on the leather clad, girl-on-girl action thirty feet away. Both females were going at it hard-core. All in. If Cassi wasn’t one of the contenders involved, he would have gotten off on the whole scene. As it was, the bonded male in him didn’t find it amusing at all. 
 
    A solid uppercut snapped his head back and rattled his molars, as a blur of fists and arms took him to the frozen turf. Whipping back on his ass, a Dimme straddled him as two other fuckers pinned his arms over his head. He blinked up, chest heaving, as the sweet-fire of Heaven’s Grace ignited through his veins. The Dimme raised a red-metaled blade into the air and Kyrian’s focus got razor sharp. 
 
    “Hells no, asshole.” Kyrian rocked his hips and swung his legs around the Dimme’s throat. He tightened the thigh necktie at the same time a steel bolt soared through the skull of one of the other two.  
 
    “Thanks, Hark.” Rolling to the side, he snapped the neck of the Dimmie and sunk the guy’s dagger through the chest of opponent number three. Back on his feet, he soaked in the energy of his brothers around him. When they all got their groove on, the air actually sang to them. It keyed them up with an indescribable rightness, a sensation of total oneness. 
 
    Zander’s wings fanned out and his brother cracked a Shedim in the head. Kyrian got his feet moving again. There really was no need though. Cassi had her sister nailed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Struggle all you want,” Cassi said, hauling frigid oxygen into her heaving lungs. “You’re not getting up unless I let you up.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Emma spat. “I don’t know how you beat me, but you’ll have to let me up sometime. Then we’ll see who’s the better fighter.” 
 
    “Such hostility, Emma.” 
 
    “My name is Thrash, bitch.” 
 
    Cassi shook her head. “Didn’t Father teach you how to hide your crazy and act like a lady? Were you so sure you’d best me in a fight? Stryker spent countless hours, for countless years, teaching me how to protect myself.” 
 
    “Really? I heard you were a soft little twit in pretty gowns.” 
 
    Cassi laughed. “Devious’ thoughts, no doubt. Well, Devious was blinded by his own ambitions, and look where that got him. I’m sure he misled you on many fronts.” 
 
    “Devious was our father’s chosen one. Strong and focused, he should have been by my side as we free the Shedim and Dimme from the oppression both races live under.” 
 
    “I have every intention to improve the lives of my people. I simply don’t believe the way to achieve that is to declare war on the Watchers.” 
 
    “You have no idea how to lead. Shedim who don’t want to fight are cowards and taint Stryker’s name. They don’t deserve to live under his roof. That castle stands for something in the Darkworld, and you haven’t got the stomach to run it properly.” 
 
    That thought struck a chord with Cassi. “I agree.” 
 
    “You agree with what?” 
 
    “The reputation my father and grandfather built stands for something in the Darkworld—a vision I don’t share. If you want Castle Wandread so badly, it’s yours.” 
 
    “Yeah right. What’s the catch?” 
 
    “No catch—terms. You and I shall address the Shedim together, right now. We’ll give them a choice: stay at the castle and join the rebellion with you, or come with me to start a new way of life.” 
 
    “There is no choice.” 
 
    “I assure you, there are a great many Shedim citizens who will follow me for the chance of living peacefully.” 
 
    “Ha. You underestimate the violent drive of Shedim.” 
 
    “And you overestimate your understanding of them.” 
 
    “And the mining rights?” 
 
    “I shall take three-quarters of all the current diamond stores and you retain the rest, plus all future harvests.” 
 
    “You get half. I’m no less Stryker’s daughter than you are.” 
 
    “Fine, then if we’re dividing our father’s assets evenly, half the diamond stores plus half the red-metaled weapons Devious stole from the armory.” 
 
    That suggestion seemed to strike a sour note. Emma glared and shook her head. “You keep your three-quarters of the diamonds and I’ll keep the weapons.” 
 
    Cassi looked to Dougal who dipped his chin in an almost imperceptible nod. “And, you will give me four days to pack my personal things and help organize the citizens who choose to leave. Do we have an accord?” 
 
    Emma narrowed her gaze and, in that moment, Cassi saw just how much of their father she possessed. “I accept your terms. Your time starts now.” 
 
    Cassi laughed. “My time starts once the Shedim have been assembled and given their options, and not a moment sooner.” 
 
    Emma scoffed. “You’re pathetic. You throw away Styker’s legacy and his dream for his people with no regard.” 
 
    Cassi smiled and eased off her hold. “No, little sister. One thing you failed to learn from Stryker is that the future of our people supersedes everything. It’s what he lived and died for. I see a brighter future for Shedim down a different path.” 
 
    “The garrison will oversee the transition,” Zander said. 
 
    Kyrian winked at her, his mouth turned up at the corners in a sly smile. “We’ll meet you at the castle in one hour, Emma. Wait on the roof until we arrive.” 
 
    “What business is it of the Watchers, Greek? From what I hear, she tried to kill you more than once.” 
 
    Kyrian smiled and he had never looked more dangerous—engaging in a razor fight sort of way. “Everything about Cassi is my business. Every detail of her life is my concern. She’s mine, you see. My beloved. My mate. My other half. Mess with her and you get me, and the whole Nephilim garrison, ramming brass-knuckled fists downs your throat. Now leave your dead, gather your wounded, and get the fuck off my property.” 
 
      
 
    Seth couldn’t believe Kyrian had staked his claim on the Mistress of Shedim in front of everyone. The Shedim hunters and soldiers who had been fighting with them looked horrified. Whatever anonymity Kyrian and Cassi’s relationship had, was gone. For better or worse, Cassiane of Wandread was now tied to the Greek and, in turn, to each of them. It made his guts knot. Kyrian, however, seemed to be busting his designer buttons. 
 
    “Umm, Dougal,” she said. “Please escort the men back to the castle and call everyone into the courtyard. I’ll be there shortly to explain. I have important news.” 
 
    Seth had to give the old man creds. He didn’t hesitate or question her or anything. He signaled to the group, and away they went.  
 
    Kyrian’s Mark glowed more than Seth had ever seen. He gathered her against his chest and brushed her lips with his. “I’m so fucking proud of you, Cass. You made the right choice. We’ll make it work, I swear. We’ll figure out a way to feed your people, and—” 
 
    “Austin already did,” Cassi said, her face lighting up like a Roman candle. “I haven’t even had a chance to tell you but she figured it out and it’s brilliant. She’s brilliant.” 
 
    Zander beamed and set a heavy hand on Kyrian’s shoulder. “She is that. I’ve set Austin’s plan in motion. We’ll be up and running and feeding the Shedim, and other consumption species within two to three weeks.” 
 
    “What did I miss?” Kyrian asked. 
 
    “Not just you, Greek.” Seth waited for someone to spill the beans. “Still feeling outta the loop here, Z.” 
 
     Zander rolled his eyes and waved away his words. “It’s Austin’s brainstorm to smooth the road for Kyrian and his mate. I’ll let her tell you. Needless to say, Nephilim and Shedim are now working toward a common goal.” 
 
    Kyrian blinked over at both of them. “What goal is that?” 
 
    “Your happiness, my brother. Austin’s right. It’s time you and your female get a pass from the hell you’re both living in. This mating shit is hell, granted, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.” 
 
    Kyrian and Zander met chest to chest and slapped backs. “Fuck, thank you, Z.” 
 
    “Nobody deserves it more, Adolphos.” 
 
    Seth blinked fast, glad that the conflict between the two seemed to be at an end. He hated it when Mom and Dad fought.  
 
    Kyrian’s expression flashed a moment of true joy before he winced and doubled over. Seth caught him under the arms and eased his brother to the ground. “Greek? What’s doing, my man? What’s wrong.” 
 
    “Fuck, Z, it’s starting.” A scream burst from his lips as he curled in on himself, panting. “Cassi, go. I don’t want you to watch this.” 
 
    Cassi dropped to her knees and grabbed Kyrian’s arm. “Watch what? Were you wounded in the battle?” 
 
    Zander dropped to the other side of Kyrian’s writhing body and drew his dagger. “Seth, escort Cassi into the house and give Austin the all clear.” 
 
    Cassi slapped at Seth’s hand as he tried to corral her away from the chaos. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Seth barked out a laugh and threw her over his shoulder like a sack of grain. “Stop fighting, female. I’ve got an easy buck-fifty on you and am following orders. Kyrian will be fine. He just needs a moment to Hulk out without observers. Trust me, I’ve seen this movie before, and you’ll lose your lunch.” 
 
    Cassi punched, pummeled, and pounded at his lower back. 
 
    “Nice, I haven’t had a massage in ages. A little left. Yeah.” He took her inside the clubhouse and set her down within the kitchen pantry. With one hand, he held her arm and with the other, he swung back the floor to ceiling shelf laden down by foodstuffs. “All clear, cowgirl. Xxan can stand down.” 
 
    When the door swung open, he tossed Cassi inside the panic room. Kyrian had completed the construction and outfitting of this room first and points for the Greek for forethought. Safety first and all that. The space had a little sitting area, cabinets with weapons and food, and was wired with monitors to relay what was going down anywhere on the property. 
 
    Yep, there on one of the six small screens was Kyrian, writhing in all his gory glory.  
 
    Cassi ran over to the screen and brushed a finger over the image. “What’s happening? Why is no one helping him?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be done,” he said. 
 
    Xxan must have relayed what was doing because Austin nodded. “He’s transitioning, Cassi. It’s unbelievably painful for them but passes once he and the darkness within unite.”  
 
    Seth winced at his brothers kneeling over Kyrian out there in the cold. “Z’s got him. He’s been through it and is the most qualified to take care of—” 
 
    Cassi bolted in a blur of ginger hair and tears. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. “She’s quick.” 
 
    Austin smiled. “Let her go to him. Maybe her voice will help him focus through the pain.” 
 
    Seth scrubbed a hand over his hair and jogged after her. 
 
    Cassi’s long-legged stride got her back to where they started faster than Seth thought possible. And despite the difference in mass between her and his brothers, she pushed through the wall of testosterone and took her place beside her mate. Z had him lying face down on the frozen ground and Seth barfed in his mouth a little knowing why. 
 
    Cassi stroked his cheek. “Kyrian, it’s me. I’m here.” 
 
    It might have been pure timing, but he seemed to settle a bit. The crack of bones ended that PDQ. Kyrian screamed. “Fuck, it burns, Z!” 
 
    Seth shifted his footing and focused on the lights at the clinic. Man, he wished he was anywhere else but there. 
 
     “Almost there,” Zander slid his dagger up the back of Kyrian’s shirt and opened the two halves of fabric. The skin on his back was undulating. It looked like a fucking alien was readying to force its way through his flesh. 
 
    Seth cursed and turned away. He cursed again when he saw Austin and Xxan joining the horror show. 
 
    Zander sheathed his knife and laid on the frosted ground next to him. Gripping his palm, the Sumerian locked gazes with him. “The next part truly sucks ass, Greek. Retreat into your beast and bear it. Pain with a purpose, isn’t that what humans say, cowgirl?” 
 
    Austin blinked down at him. “If he’s giving birth.” 
 
    Zander frowned and shrugged. “Whatever, we’re right here with you, my brother.” 
 
      
 
    Austin sent up her heartfelt thanks when Kyrian passed out. The strangled cries echoing across the open racetrack, thankfully, were swallowed by the bitter wind buffeting the group. She had to hand it to Cassi, the female was holding it together better than she would have if she had witnessed Zander’s transition.  
 
    Stetson pulled at her hold. The pup didn’t understand the situation, just that Zander and Kyrian were lying on the ground, so that had to mean they wanted to play, didn’t it? “Xxan, would you mind taking Stetson, please?” 
 
    “As you wish, milady.” Her bodyguard bowed his head, his long, purple braid blowing in the wind. 
 
    With her hands free, she knelt on the ground beside Zander and squeezed Kyrian’s arm. His ebony wings were through, folded against his body from his shoulders to the backs of his knees. “You did good, sweetie.” 
 
    “Yeah, he did.” Zander took the remnants of Kyrian’s shirt and wiped the trickling blood from his hips and ribs with one piece and handed another piece to Cassi to wipe up her tears. “There’s work to be done, Greek. We need you on your feet, soldier. Come on, your female needs to see those green eyes of yours open up before she can relax.” 
 
    Cassi let out a burst of laughter and wiped her face. “I doubt I’ll ever relax again. Life with you males is hard on my nerves.” 
 
    Austin laughed. “You don’t know the half of it yet.” 
 
    “But she will,” Zander said. “We’re a bit of an acquired taste, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “As much as I’m enjoying this outdoor face-plant, bonding. I think my cheek is frozen to the ground.” 
 
    Zander grabbed Kyrian’s elbow and gestured for Phoenix to get the other side. The two of them hauled Kyrian onto his feet and steadied him while Cassi hugged him and hid her face in his neck. Austin hadn’t realized how tall Cassi was until seeing the two of them together. 
 
    “We have a meeting to get to,” Zander said, testing Kyrian’s ability to stand on his own. “You good to travel?” 
 
    Kyrian opened his eyes and looked around at the group. His gaze grew glassy a moment before his nostrils flared and he eased back. His gaze locked on the woman in his arms and his massive wings unfurled. With a ferocity Austin knew well, Kyrian scooped Cassi into his arms and practically ran toward the clubhouse. 
 
    A general chuckle of understanding rumbled amongst Zander and his men as they watched the exodus. “You got twenty minutes, max,” Zander called. “Don’t make us come in there to get you. Your beast won’t take it well.” 
 
      
 
    Kyrian had won the fucking life lottery. As he and his garrison escorted Cassi back to Castle Wandread to address her subjects, he held his mate close to his hip. She’d chosen him and the laws he stood for over her father and the expectations that she’d bore so long. Austin and Zander had rallied and swung the balance his way, and he’d never fucking forget it. There were still details to work out, and Danel, Brennus, and maybe a few other of his brothers weren’t too pleased, but their trepidation would ease as they got to know Cassi.  
 
    There was time. A lifetime. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Emma descended the crumbling stone steps from the rooftop, flanked by five, well-armed Dimme soldiers. 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a twist,” Zander said. “A pressing situation came up and we got delayed. We’re here now, so let’s get this party started.” 
 
    Cassi nodded and stepped away from them. 
 
    Kyrian wanted to grab her and pull her back. The urge was possessive and dominant. He didn’t want to smother his female but man, how did Zander rein this instinct in?  
 
    Badly. He chuckled to himself and vowed to do better. 
 
    Cassi strode toward the small dais where Kyrian nearly lost his head not so long ago. Tight on her six, he trailed her more on instinct than decision. It felt as if he was tethered to her and couldn’t allow more than three feet between them. Yeah, that could be a problem.  
 
    He settled behind her and to the right, so his dagger hand was free to defend her in the blink of an eye. Zander joined them on stage, while the twins, Brennus, and Bo took crowd control and Hark positioned himself along the roof for sniper support. Looking out upon the courtyard, he couldn’t get over how far they had all come since the night they’d stood there last.  
 
    He blinked fast and fought not to play the part of the pansy-ass weeper in this stage performance. Thank you, Lady Divinity, with all my heart and soul. With everything I am, have ever been, and ever will be, I am blessed to serve you. 
 
     Cassi looked out over several hundred soldiers, hunters, and citizens and drew a deep breath. “Stryker always said that every storm eventually runs out of rain.”  
 
    She smiled down at Dougal, Sabine, Edmund, and two little blonde mini-me copies of their mother, who stood front and center. “Here in Hell, that is particularly comforting when the endless days of acid drips from the sky and traps us within a decaying castle. Some days, it feels more like a tomb than a home and I know I’m not the only one who feels that way.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” Thrash said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Cassi looked like she might respond but thought better of it and continued her address. “Father was a strong and passionate male who fought for what he believed the Shedim needed. He used cunning and brutality to exact results and blood was shed because of it. He loved you as much as he loved this place and his position as your Master—I don’t.” 
 
    The crowd shuffled, looking confused. “I love you all more than anything. More than this castle. More than our reputation as cruel, powerful Darkworlders. More than the way of life we’ve always lived. And to that end, I want more for us.” 
 
    She held her hand out to him and Kyrian took it, moving to her side. “A crazy thing happened while Kyrian of Thebes was held as our prisoner. I learned that the Watchers of the Gray are far more than the nightmare tales we’ve been told since time began, just as Kyrian learned that Shedim are much more than a dominant demon species bent on killing humans and taking over the realm.” 
 
    “Says you,” Thrash said. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    Cassi nodded. “I suppose it does to you, and to many of you assembled. But I want a different future. I’ve lived this life and I’m tired of fighting every moment. Instead of joining the rebellion and targeting Nephilim garrisons around the world, I brokered another alternative. For those who stand behind Stryker’s way, I introduce his other daughter, Emma—” 
 
    “Thrash,” she snapped. 
 
    “Stryker’s other daughter, Thrash,” Cassi corrected. “As daughter of a Shedim Master and the Dimme Queen, she holds considerable strength in the Darkworld. If you wish to stay here at the castle, join the rebellion, and fight the way Shedim always have, I leave her as your Master. If, however, you wish to trust in a new life in the Human Realm, I shall serve as your Mistress e’ermore, providing you with peace and opportunities never before available to the citizenry of our species.” 
 
    “What?” someone yelled from the back. “And live out our days hiding who we are to fit into a world that loathes us?” 
 
    “Humans are mindless cattle,” someone else said. “They wouldn’t know demons lived among them, if they had one chewing on their neck.” 
 
    Cassi offered them a patient smile. “The decision is yours and know that I love you all, no matter your decision.” 
 
    Kyrian read the faces of the crowd and his gut tightened. Cassi was looking at fifty percent support at most. Losing the faith of her people would cut her soul deep. His beast pulled at its tether, fighting to unfurl his wings and crack some heads.  
 
    He locked himself down and hoped he was wrong.  
 
     
 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Danel stayed to the shadows, concealed by a parked, black van and a blown streetlight. The group gathering across the street swayed a little as his stomach turned. His leather slicker creaked as he leaned a shoulder against the building until things steadied. He wasn’t sure whether he was more nauseated by two-weeks of pounding back anything on the bar rail, or the one-hundred and forty-six Shedim who’d gotten a fucking get-out-of-Hell-free card. 
 
    Was this really the reward for millennia of servitude?  
 
    Shedim scum create weapons that negate Nephilim immortality, slice and dice Tanek like he’s nothing, and start a Darkworld rebellion . . . and instead of reducing their species to dust, Zander grants them immigration and sets them up all comfy-cozy, in their own back yard.  
 
    What. The. Fuck. Sumerian? 
 
    “Hey D.” Kyrian eased up the sidewalk and gave him a hairy eyeball once-over. He stopped at the edge of ambient light, his shadow swallowed by the darkness. “Surprised to see you here. You tight, my brother?” 
 
    Not even a little. Danel met the guy’s cool, green gaze. “How do you stand yourself, Greek? Sleeping with the enemy is a fucking cliché. Out of all of us, I can’t believe you cashed in your code for Darkworld cunt.” 
 
    Kyrian’s wings flared and his fingers clenched into white-knuckled fists. “You’re polluted, Persian. How about you go sleep it off or make yourself useful somewhere else?” 
 
    “Not tired.” Danel held up his useless meat-stump. “And not much use these days—you know—without my dagger hand.” 
 
    Danel anticipated the Greek’s wince and shift of gaze. It had fast become the go-to reaction with his warrior brothers when he brought up his Shedim-given handicap.  
 
    “That was her father, D. Not Cassi.” 
 
    “Right. But it was your darling Cassi who tried to kill you—twice—and ordered a hit on the Sumerian’s precious Austin, right? That’s a ball-gnashing conflict of interest, my man. We seem to be drowning in them these days.” 
 
    Kyrian pulled out one of his custom tobacco cigarettes and lit up. After a deep inhale, he blew out a cloud of sweet-smelling smoke and his wings swept back and relaxed. “The only thing you’re drowning in, Danel, is self-pity. How ’bout you get gone and we talk about this when you’re not looking for a fight?” 
 
    Danel couldn’t imagine when that would be. Life had proven to be a steaming pile of shit, true, but he’d always believed in his brothers and what they stood for. Without that, he didn’t even have the strength to fight the toxicity of his beast.  
 
    Maybe he’d just wash his hand of the whole thing. 
 
    He chuffed at his own joke and pushed off the wall. “Whatevs, Greek. Go join the party. When you wake up and realize I’m right, it’ll be too damn late.” 
 
    “Yeah? Too late for what?” 
 
    “Hell’s Gate is open, my brother, and evil is taking root.” 
 
      
 
    Cassi held the gaping mouth of the scissors against the black silk ribbon. There was a hum to the night here, the city never truly asleep. There were strange smells too: the air, the nearby lake, the humans . . . so many scents to sort through. To her left, Austin and Zander stood her supporters. To her right, Kyrian beamed, proud and protective. She still couldn’t believe how far they’d come. 
 
    “In the past weeks,” she said, to her people, “we’ve all been adjusting to changes. Living in the Human Realm, being free to go outside—day or night—not worrying about ghouls, hounds, or dragons attacking, and for many of you, schooling and working toward acquiring jobs.”  
 
    Dougal and Sabine finished circulating through the crowd of one-hundred and sixty-six Shedim and set down the serving trays on the event refreshment table. Grabbing two flutes of blood-infused wine, they raised their glasses with the others. 
 
    “DonorWatch is an innovation. This business will put food on our table, provide jobs and income to our people, and set a new standard in feeding members of the Darkworld. Thanks to Austin’s awareness of organ transplant criteria, and the volume of unusable organs in each city, each day, we will now dispose of those organs to our benefit.” 
 
    She paused for a moment while the excitement in the crowd died down. “And with our new contacts in rescue services and provincial coroner offices, that supply of food earmarked for waste increases even further.” 
 
    “We’re proud of you, Mistress,” Sabine said. “We’ll make it work. Count on all of us to help.” 
 
    Cassi couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever been so filled with hope for the future. Her people were safe and soon to be full-bellied and healthy, they had a home and land at the closed hotel Kyrian and his brothers helped her buy, and she had a male who loved her.  
 
    His Nephilim family were beginning to trust her—except for Danel, who would likely never forgive her people for the loss of his hand—but now that Thrash had moved her army into Castle Wandread, the Watchers knew where the cache of red-metaled weapons were. She hoped, anyway. 
 
    Kyrian squeezed her shoulders from behind and Cassi marveled at how his simple touch of support scattered her thoughts. Her entire body warmed to his touch, attuned to his presence, anticipating the next moment when they could be alone. Remembering all the stolen moments they’d shared the past few weeks.  
 
    Kyrian cleared his throat, and she remembered where she was and with whom. If Zander smelled her arousal, he was gentlemanly enough not to let on. 
 
    With her cheeks burning, she got back to business. “We won’t eliminate the need for hunters altogether, but living within the quotas of the Otherworld accords won’t be a problem. Here’s to new connections and a new future.” 
 
    Cassi closed the scissors and sliced through the ribbon. Her Shedim family sampled the treats set out and wandered up the stone steps.  
 
    “Go in and explore,” she said, proud of the entire operation. 
 
    Kyrian had designed the layout, overseen the construction, and had a hand in all the finishes and furnishings. It really felt like they were in this together.  
 
    “What’s that look for?” he said, turning her to face him.  
 
    The nearness of him overpowered her control as it always did, and she hoped, always would. “You know, for the first time in my life, I feel like an equal to the man in my life. I love that . . . and I love you.” 
 
    Kyrian winked. “That’s good news because I’m a lawman, and it wouldn’t look good if I was stalking one of my charges and trying to make her love me. No means no, and all that.” 
 
    Cassi kissed his stubbled cheek. “Well, your honor is safe, and you get a standing yes from me any time you want.” 
 
    Kyrian growled and pulled her closer. He pressed his hips against her pelvis and ground his erection against her skirt. “Careful what you offer up, sweetheart. I just might test that statement and you have responsibilities here.” 
 
    She ran her fingers through the ebony feathers just behind his back and sighed. “Give me ten minutes to find Dougal and put him and Sabine in charge.” 
 
    “Yeah?” The smile he flashed her sucked the air from her lungs. “And then what?” 
 
    “Then, I’m all yours. For as long as you want me.” 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Large coffee, double double and an everything bagel, lightly toasted with herb and garlic cream cheese, right?” 
 
    Danel glanced up from the billfold he’d fished from the pocket of his leather trench and forced himself not to roll his eyes. The blonde barista at this place was always way too perky for the hour of the night . . . or morning as the case may be. Annnnd she was staring. What the fuck was she staring at?  
 
    Right, she’d asked him a question. “Yeah, fine.” 
 
    With his order confirmed she sprang into action and he tossed a five on the stainless-steel counter. He’d never understand it. These stupid sheep led such mundane lives yet most of them didn’t seem to notice. Some of them, like barista-Barbie here, actually seemed joyous to wear her sad uniform, make minimum wage, and serve Toronto’s night-crawlers. 
 
    It made Danel’s balls knot. Nothing worse than being bombarded with sunshine when you felt like death. Ignoring the idle chatter-babble she was splattering him with, he accepted the take-out tray she slid toward his good hand and made a break for it. 
 
    “Have a nice night.” 
 
    Yeah, Fan-fucking-tastic. In three long strides he was face to face with the way out. And that’s when his shit-kickers stalled dead. Damn. He couldn’t face his brother’s coming in from patrol tonight. Deciding to put off the awkward nightly ritual, he hung a louie and eyed a booth in the back corner. 
 
    By-passing the rows of empty tables, he passed the only other customer in the place, a homeless guy reading yesterday’s news, and ass-planted in the shadows. With his back to the brick wall, and a good line of sight into both the coffee house and the street outside, he slid his tray onto the table and got down to business. 
 
    Damn it. His coffee cup sat wedged tight and he had to lay his useless stump of an arm on the tray to leverage it free. God, if he wasn’t such a java-whore, he’d never put himself through the humiliation of public display. After liberating his mug, he set the thing on the table and tugged the black bandana over what was left of dominant his dagger hand. 
 
    Sucking back a large swallow of liquid ambrosia he let that thought fester. Yep, this was his retirement gift after three thousand years of battling evil and saving the lives of mindless humans. Screw the gold watch, he’d had his hand lopped off at the wrist and been retired from rotation indefinitely. Fuck-you-very-much. 
 
    He tossed his bagel back onto the paper, his appetite lost. 
 
    If he wasn't a warrior, who in the three realms was he? Just some unlucky asshole who’d given a hundred and ten percent and been left a cripple. The fact that his brother's couldn't even look him square in the eye was a real ball-gnasher. 
 
    The hum of his phone vibrating on his hip broke through his wallowing. He set down his coffee and checked the ID. 
 
    “Cop.” 
 
    “Hey, D, you forgot to say goodbye. I’m hurt.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll survive.” 
 
    “What happened? One minute I’m changing the targets for you and the next minute you’re vapor.” 
 
    “Just had enough target practice for one night. That’s all.” 
 
    The long silence on the other end of the phone gave Danel the scratch. He trapped his phone between his ear and his shoulder and took a long haul on his coffee. Didn’t help. 
 
    Colt cursed under his breath and when the guy spoke again, his tone was far too reasonable. “It’ll come, D. You’re hitting the mark every time now. In another few sessions you’ll be just as deadly as a southpaw as you ever were. Give it time.” 
 
    He flexed his blistered fingers, man his hand was still numb from the hours of abuse he’d been putting it through. “With the rebellion gaining ground, the squad can’t afford me to be on the disabled list. Tanek’s dead, Kyrian’s awol most of the time worrying about his Darkworlder female and with Austin’s pregnancy advancing, Zander is only half focused on the streets. With me off rotation, that leaves us down four. The front lines are getting thin, Cop.” 
 
    “I get that, but give yourself a break. You can't expect—” 
 
    “No offence, Colt, but fuck the pep talk.” 
 
    “Danel—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how well I can shoot or swing with the hand I’ve got left, Zander will never put me back on rotation. I’m done.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. And I don’t blame the guy. Nobody wants a wingman with a handicap. They’ll say it doesn't matter, but the doubt will be there. And hesitation and doubt in the field gets men killed. Z knows that as well as I do.” 
 
    Heavy exhale on the other end of the phone. “Look, give me another week at the range and we’ll see where we are. I swear you’re almost—” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. It is what it is. I’m sure Zander can use me for intel or in-house tactical or some shit.” 
 
    “D, come on—” 
 
    “Fuck it, I’m finishing my bagel and coffee and then going home to bed. If I’m still wound when I get there, I’ll light a candle and phone a friend to come work off my stress. That’s all I want to think about for tonight.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But don’t throw in the towel yet, Persian. We’ve still got time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got nothing but time. I’m staring down an immortal life of nothing but empty, useless nights.” 
 
    While that little ray of merry-fucking-sunshine hung in the air, the neon ‘open’ light in the front window died off and the ‘closed’ began to glow. Perfect. “Look, this place is closing up, so I gotta beat feet. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good deal. You do that.” 
 
    Danel slipped his phone back onto his pocket and stuffed his garbage into the nearest bin. After grabbing his coffee, he and made his way back to the door. 
 
    He brushed past homeless guy, still lingering on the front stoop, and wondered what back alley the guy would sack out in tonight. Not that he cared, but he was an expert in all things that went bump in the night and alleys could be a dangerous place. Daemons of all sorts roamed in the wee hours: Serpentine demons. Spirits. Shades. Djinn. 
 
    He discretely eyed the guy and gave him a good once over. Underneath the ratty army jacket, knit cap and the baggie-ass pants he seemed to be sporting a pretty strong frame. He could probably take care of himself. Good. One less sheep in the flock to worry about. 
 
    Danel tipped the last of his coffee down his throat and tossed his cup in the garbage outside the coffee shop. After turning up the collar of his leather slicker he patted his pockets and felt the small comfort that an arsenal of weapons could offer. He may not be fighting these days, but habits formed over millennia weren't broken in a few months.  
 
    With a curse, he disengaged from thoughts of his warrior life and decided to just bag the evening and face the music. Slipping around the side of the building he scanned the scene, his gaze bouncing off dumpsters, grime and a dead end alley. 
 
    He began to dematerialize. 
 
    The creak of a steel door brought a female smack into the mix. He dropped the transport and inhaled another lungful of stale and dingy. Damn, two seconds later and his barista fan-girl would've gotten an eyeful of him dissolving into nothing but the thin night air. What the hell was he doing? 
 
    He was a wreck. A mangled jumble of derailed locomotive crashing down an embankment kind of wreck. 
 
    While she headed toward the dumpster to toss the Hefty bag she carried, he took his leave. On foot. Head down, shoulders rolled, he pulled a quick 180 and shot off the way he’d come. Hopefully, he’d vacated, before she noticed him lurking in the alley like some kind of criminal or better yet . . . a pervert. 
 
    His Otherworld hearing picked up the soft rhythm of footsteps behind him. He didn’t need to look back to know who it was, he’d heard the rhythm of her gait almost every night for the past year. Great. He quickened his pace and took the next right. Yep, still there, back a ways, but still coming. After taking the next side-street he jogged ahead and ducked into the shadows of an apartment alcove. Why did he care? 
 
    He held his breath and pressed back into the shadows as his human stalker passed him unaware. He held his position and watched her go by. Spikey blonde hair, five-foot-two despite the chunky wedge shoes that were a broken ankle waiting to happen. Nice ass though. And she looked round in all the places a woman should be round. 
 
    He was about to step out and head on home when a second set of footsteps moved past. Army jacket, baggie pants . . . homeless guy was on the move and seemed mighty interested in the woman. 
 
    Danel’s Otherworld Spidey-senses tingled at the back of his neck and he stepped out to follow. He might be benched but he was still a fucking protector of the innocent.  
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