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      I thought I had known pain before, felt the sting of loss, but nothing compared to being separated from Ashor—my mate. It was a constant ache that ate away deep within me like a nasty parasite resistant to any cure. A disease I had to learn to live with or the darkness of his loss would consume me.

      Perhaps I had always been broken, always had a slice of darkness. Perhaps that was why Ashor was my match in every way possible. I might never get the chance to know.

      Blood blanketed my fingers, dribbling thick and warm down my arms. White-hot pain lanced at my back, and I felt the skin break, mangled and oozing. The sharp metallic taste assaulted my nostrils and coated the back of my throat. I nearly gagged on it.

      “Again,” a silky voice ordered.

      I cringed at the sound of Kali’s voice—the Queen of Darkness. It made me want to behead her, and not a clean cut either. I wanted the bitch to feel every inch I sawed off her head, slowly and painfully, horns and all.

      It was a night I could never forget. I was back in the Hall of Darkness, but it was me who was flogged by darkness, slashed over and over again—not Ashor.

      Coward. Weak. Liar. Coward. Weak. Liar.

      The demons within the court chanted. They moved in, their shouting growing louder as they closed in around me. They pinched my skin. Nibbled on my flesh. Pulled at my hair. Sliced at my body with their razor-tipped nails. Tore at my clothes, leaving me exposed and defenseless. The torture was endless, morphing from one torment to the next, each as horrible as the last.

      It was not until I woke in the dead of the night, drenched in sweat and trembling, that the misery subsided. Well, not really. It was always there. Memories were not easy to forget, especially traumatic ones. But it was during those early mornings when the moon passed the torch to day that I realized these nightmares weren’t mine.

      They were Ashor’s.

      And that was so much worse, knowing that my nightmares were his reality.

      It had to end.

      I had to stop it.

      There was no other choice. He might be a demon prince, and my feelings about him were confusing and neurotic, but he had saved me.

      He was mine.

      If only I had an idea of the challenges I would face, or the impact my bond to the Prince of Darkness would have on the future of worlds, not just mine or his, but those beyond both the mortal and the underworld.

      Releasing Ashor from the clutches of Hell might come at a high price, one I was not sure either of us could live with. But could we live without each other?
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      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      I glanced down, seeing blood dripping onto my vanity, shattered glass scattered over the tabletop and my lap. The constant sound of my blood splattering filled the emptiness of my room. It paralleled the emptiness inside me.

      The glass bottle had shattered under my fingers, and I should have had some sort of reaction, felt something other than the dull throbbing at the back of my skull. At the very least, I should have been rushing to the bathroom for a cloth, soap, and water to clean up the mess.

      But I didn’t move.

      Instead, I lifted my eyes and stared at the pale-faced girl in the mirror. Her eyes were rimmed with gold that melded into the vibrant shade of aqua, cheeks were flushed, and lips poised into a tight line. There was a hardness about her, an edge, as if any second she might jump over the cliff and plunge into the dark depths below.

      Over the last few weeks, I had rolled through the stages of grief, moving from shock to denial, then to pain and guilt, which brought me to rage. This stage seemed to hit me the hardest. I could not seem to move on to the next phase. I was just so fucking angry all the time.

      But it was the Crown of Darkness glittering like the ocean at night that changed me wholly. The crown was made with dark magic and here in the mortal realm was not a tangible object. My fingers could pass through the peaks, and no one else could see it—no one else except for Angel.

      Exhaling, I pulled my gaze away from the mirror and glanced back down at my hand. The bleeding had already stopped, leaving me with just the silence. And the pulsing in my head. I wasn’t concerned about the cut on my hand. It would heal soon enough and had already started to stitch itself back together. Demon blood was handy in instances like this.

      What I was concerned about was the storm brewing inside me. Something would have to give.

      Shoving out of the chair, I flung open my bedroom window and stuck my head outside. The biting air of winter nipped at my cheeks, but I welcomed the cold, even if it was a painful reminder of him.

      I didn’t want to think his name. Thinking about the demon who was my mate only fueled the anger I so desperately wanted to rid myself of. It was all-consuming, much like my desire for revenge on the demons who’d destroyed my ability to love.

      Opening my mouth, I screamed into the howling winds, releasing the fury building inside me. When I was done, I listened with my demon hearing as the icy air whisked away the echo of my pain.

      For a few more moments, I gazed out over the snow-dusted fields across the street from my home. Each flutter of snow that had fallen over the last month was like reopening a fresh wound, leaving me raw and exposed to the world.

      But nothing was worse than the night—the twinkling of stars.

      It would be easy to say that my life went back to normal. Well, as normal as life could be for me. I’d never had a mundane or dull existence. When you were half demon, those average days weren’t in the cards for someone like me—a Divisa.

      There was no going back after what I’d experienced. There was only existing.

      Every day was a struggle.

      I liked to torture myself and sneak up on the roof to just lie there. It was the only time I actually got a few hours of uninterrupted sleep. My demon blood kept me from freezing to death; that and the heated blanket I wrapped around myself.

      Travis caught me out here shortly after I’d returned from my stint in the underworld. The disapproval had been written all over his face. “Are you kidding me, Lex?” he had scolded, and then promptly climbed through the window to join me. “Do you know how dangerous it is out here? The roof is blanketed in ice and snow.” He had a valid point, but the spot I’d chosen to sit was covered by a little gable that shielded the shingles underneath it. I had also cushioned the roof with a thick blanket. “Not to mention, it’s cold as balls out here.” He proceeded to shiver, running his hands up and down his arms as his breath clouded in front of his face.

      My brother and I shared many similarities, mostly in looks. His sandy-blond hair was disheveled like he’d spent the past hour raking his hands through it. Our personalities were night and day though. He never took anything seriously and always looked like he was part of some joke none of us were in on, but I could always count on him. So I had just tugged my legs up to my chest and rested my chin on the top of my kneecaps. “It’s the only place I can sleep,” I told him.

      He draped an arm around my shoulders and scooted closer to me. “After witnessing that place firsthand, I can understand that.”

      No one liked to talk about the Court of Darkness. Not because they didn’t want to or weren’t curious, but because they were afraid I would fall apart. Again. It was a legitimate fear. I rested my head on his shoulder. “Thanks, Travis.”

      That had been the last time he expressed his worry about me going out on the icy roof. If he happened to pass my bedroom in the middle of the night, or if he saw me from the driveway after coming home from Emma’s house, he would come to sit with me and not say a thing. It was exactly what I needed, just to know he was there.

      My dad was another story. He didn’t know what to do about me, how to help me. I tried to explain this wasn’t something he could fix, but he was my father. And my pain was his. If he knew what was really going on inside me, he’d probably have me committed. When it came to Dad and Chloe, I did my best to mask the truth from them. They had already been put through so much, especially raising two half demons. It was past time Dad got to be happy. I wouldn’t take that from him.

      It took weeks for my family to stop looking at me as if they expected me to freak out at any minute. But could I really blame them? I had given them every reason to worry about me. I’d been a wreck since my trip to the underworld. And that was putting it mildly. Between the countless tears and the strange stirrings inside I didn’t want to admit were there, I was a hot mess—unhinged. Just when I thought there wasn’t any more fluid in my body for my eyes to shed, another tear would escape.

      But a month had come and gone. Christmas along with it, not that I had celebrated. My favorite holiday, the one on which I couldn’t wait to rush downstairs and unwrap all those shiny new packages, was nothing but a blur of colored lights. I hadn’t left the house. I didn’t shop. I didn’t make cookies. I didn’t blare Christmas carols through the house.

      I was Lexi Scrooge this year. Ho. Ho. Hell.

      Panting, I curled my fingers against the windowsill as the wind rushed over my face, drinking in the crisp scent before slamming the window shut and sinking down to the ground.

      I concentrated on the flow of my breathing. In and out. In and out. In and out. With each long inhale and exhale, I shoved the anger deeper inside me until I no longer felt as if I would explode.

      Twenty minutes later, a car pulled up into the driveway. Gravel crushed under tires as headlights beamed through my room. That would be Dad and Chloe. Travis was at Emma’s. He seemed to spend more time there than he did at home. I couldn’t help but think that was because of me.

      How could I blame him? I was a buzzkill.

      Sighing through my nose, I stood up and went to the bathroom to splash water on my face. I twisted my neck to the side, catching a glimpse of the tattoo that graced my nape, a pair of black wings that stretched to my shoulders. I touched the left tip of the wing and frowned at the cool wisp of tingles that radiated into my fingers—darkness.

      It was a demon mark that claimed me as another's. But there was more. Something dark ribboned in my veins, and it unnerved me.

      I hadn’t heard from Ashor, not that I had actually believed I would. Hell didn’t exactly get text messages or have FaceTime capabilities. We had no way to communicate. Even our bond would somehow allow me to… I don’t know… talk to him? In my thoughts, perhaps?

      But no.

      Nothing.

      Nada.

      Not a single message from the underworld.

      Maybe that was what was eating me alive. I had no way of knowing what had happened to Ashor. Where he was. Had the queen exiled him? Was he gravely injured? Had he been able to heal? I knew some powers, like Soren’s, could prevent a demon from healing. The idea was terrifying.

      But the one question I refused to ask was if he’d survived.

      I couldn’t go there, couldn’t think of him as truly dead. A part of my soul would be gone as well. I consoled myself by telling myself I would know if he was gone. The mark would fade. As I stood, looking in the mirror, the black ink etched into my skin was vibrant and pulsed with energy.

      Ashor Clave, the Prince of Darkness, was very much alive.

      That was what kept me going.

      “Lexi!” a soft, feminine voice called from downstairs. “We’re home!”

      Drying off my hands, I padded across the room, flipping on the hallway light. It was time to put on that false smile and force myself to consume dinner. Food was a chore. It had lost all taste. Just a substance I needed to keep my body going.

      Dad and Chloe were in the kitchen unloading Chinese takeout onto the kitchen table. Dad flipped around to grab silverware from the drawer and spotted me leaning in the doorway. “Hey. We brought dinner.”

      “I can see that,” I said, with a forced smile. It hurt my cheeks.

      “It’s from that place in town you love,” he added in hopes of brightening my mood, which meant I wasn’t doing a palpable job at faking it.

      Spring Valley really only had one Chinese restaurant, so it was everyone’s favorite, but I only gave him another small smile. “Smells good.” I moved into the kitchen, grabbing a few plates and bringing them to the table.

      “Travis is at Emma’s, so it is just the three of us,” Chloe said cheerfully, setting the open cartons of food onto the table. She sometimes exaggerated to compensate for my shitty mood, as if she was hoping to infuse me with happiness through food or by osmosis. She meant well and cared for me. I couldn’t fault her for that.

      “He should just move in with her already,” I replied, scooping a forkful of noodles out of the white carton as I took a seat.

      Dad scooted the chair out beside Chloe and sat down. “Don’t get my hopes up,” he mumbled. My time away had aged him. More gray hair gathered in his scruffy chin hairs and at the temples, but he was still attractive for a dad.

      My older brother, Travis, still lived at home, much to my father’s chagrin. And mine. Travis was understanding, sometimes to a fault, yet continued to be a constant thorn in my side. I knew he stayed to look after me, but he seriously needed to start living his own life. Prior to my kidnapping, he had been talking about moving in with Emma, his longtime girlfriend and one of my best friends. He and I were going to have a little chat. Travis could no longer put this on the back burner. If my trip to the underworld taught me one thing, it was not to waste time. You never knew when it was all going to be ripped away from you, including the people you cared about.

      And I loved my brother. I wanted him to be happy, and his demon-hunting girlfriend did just that.

      “I’ll talk to him,” I announced, grabbing an eggroll and a packet of sweet and sour sauce.

      Dad glanced at me and blinked, an expression of surprise on his features. “I think that would be good.”

      A pang hit me in the chest; remorse, regret, take your pick. My emotions were a revolving door, but I saw the hope in his eyes. He wanted his daughter back, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell him she was gone. I tore open the package of sauce, averting my eyes to my plate. There was only a small portion of food on it, just enough to make it look like I was eating.

      “How about you? Are you ready to get back to school?” Chloe asked, spinning a bundle of lo mein noodles around her fork.

      It was reasonable for them to expect I’d pick my life back up where I had left it before being abducted by the Wild Hunt. That I would go back to college, get my degree, get a job—all those human responsibilities. That was the normal avenue into adulthood, but nothing about me was normal. And I was coming to realize that I didn’t want to live a normal life. I’d never really had one, so why start?

      I shoved a small pile of rice around on my plate, trying to figure out how to tell them what was on my mind. “I’m not going back to school,” I announced. Winter break was almost over, and everyone assumed I’d be returning to college.

      Nope.

      Chloe’s mouth dropped open.

      And Dad frowned, staring at me like he was trying to figure out if he’d heard me right. “You only have one year left.”

      Due to my absence in the middle of a semester, I had to repeat those classes, but after my stint in the Court of Darkness, I had no desire to return to school. Like, ever. I had more important things on my agenda, which were best kept to myself… for now. The last thing I wanted was to give my dad more gray hair. The man looked as if he’d aged ten years, but who could blame him. He had lost his only daughter for months.

      “I know. I’m just not ready to go back,” I admitted, my shoulders slumping.

      “Maybe it's best she takes the year off, Devin.” Chloe stepped in, being the supporting stepmom she always was. She patted Dad’s hand, offering him an encouraging smile. “She’s been through a traumatic ordeal. A few more months at home would do her good. Do us all good.” She turned that smile on me. “We love having you at home.”

      “You are always welcome here, Lexi, but it might be healthy to get back into a routine.” Dad voiced his thoughts. “However, if you think you need more time, I support your decision.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I let them both think that there was hope I’d eventually go back. There wasn’t. I had no intention of ever returning to college. I’d make it up to him somehow.

      That was the end of the discussion about school, and the conversation moved to lighter topics, like work, the impending snowy weather, and what was on TV. I did my best to listen and nod when appropriate, but it was too easy for my mind to wander. My eyes shifted to my glass of water. The clear liquid inside rippled like someone had bumped the table. I stared at the ripples, watching them settle, but within the water, I saw a sparkle, a single star twinkling. That silver light brightened, and behind the glowing star was a face.

      My breath caught.

      I’d recognize those features anywhere, even distorted by water. Ashor, my heart sobbed. His violet eyes pierced into my soul, and my fork slipped from my fingers, clattering onto the table.

      I jolted at the sound and blinked.

      That was all it took; one split second and he was gone.

      I ran my fingers over the glass, drops of condensation gathering on my skin. Had I really seen his face? Or was my mind conjuring images of him?

      “Lexi?” Chloe’s soft voice pierced through the haze of my bewilderment. Her gentle hand touched my cold and clammy one, giving it a squeeze. “Are you okay, honey? You look a little pale.”

      My eyes shifted away from the glass, and it took a few seconds to focus on Chloe’s pretty, motherly face. Concern and something else shone in her green eyes. Fear? Not of me, but for me?

      “Perhaps you should go lie down,” she suggested. “I can bring you up a cup of hot tea in a little bit. Your skin is so cold.”

      I nodded, scooting the chair away from the table and standing up. My head spun. I was grateful for the excuse. I needed to be alone, to understand what just happened. If it had been real or if I was hallucinating now. “Thanks for dinner,” I said, carrying my plate to the sink before I headed back up to my room. Another dinner ruined by my dejected mood.
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      “Ashor?” I called out in my mind.

      I didn’t expect him to respond, seeing as he hadn’t the million other times I tried. I had given up trying to summon him in my head, but after seeing his face, I didn’t want to believe it was a coincidence. It just couldn’t be. I didn’t put stock into happenstance, not anymore. Fate had paired me with this demon, had intersected our paths; I had to believe fate would also bring us back together.

      Somehow.

      Perhaps all of that hopeless romantic stuff wasn’t completely gone from my heart. It only took a droplet of water to nourish a seed.

      “Ashor.” I tried again, sending my call to that link within me, the one that connected my soul to his. I had no real reason to believe that he would be able to hear me, just a hunch. Angel and Chase didn’t possess telepathy, but on some level, they each still always knew when the other was in trouble.

      Shouldn’t it be the same for us?

      Chase and Angel were the only couple I knew who’d completed the Triplici—a bond of heart, soul, and body. Angel being my best friend, I was privy to inside information, sometimes too much. She was married to my cousin, after all, who was more like a brother to me. Some things I just didn’t want to know. But however intense their bond was, it could also be scary. They felt each other’s pain. If one got hurt, the other felt it. Their emotions were linked up. Chase always knew when Angel was sad or pissed off at him. It was a two-way street. Their hearts beat as one, in perfect unison. One couldn’t live without the other.

      “Answer me, you prick!”

      Silence. Never-ending silence.

      It reminded me of the endless darkness of Brimstone, the sector of Hell in which Ashor primarily lived when his queen bitch of a mother didn’t summon him to her fortress.

      With a heavy sigh, I slipped my feet into a pair of fuzzy slippers, grabbed my heated blanket, and climbed out the window. Some people might be leery of hanging out on the roof or frightened of heights. I was neither. It helped that I wasn’t as fragile as most humans and our roof wasn’t pitched to a point, but flat over certain levels before inclining downward. It was on one of the flat surfaces close to the window that I sat down, wrapping the blanket around my shoulders like a fluffy heated cocoon.

      Cool, brisk wind kissed my cheeks, settling the turmoil within my stomach. The night was a perfect rendition of the Court of Darkness: black skies, the moon shielded behind a cluster of thick, dark clouds, and just a sprinkle of stars. If I concentrated hard enough, I was transported back there, to my room in the princeling’s home, gazing up through the glass ceiling above the bed.

      It was ironic. I spent the entire three months I’d been in the underworld plotting my escape, and now that I was home, I thought of nothing else but the demon who had stolen me from my home.

      I told myself over and over again that I didn’t care for the demon, but it was all lies. I might not know the depths of my feelings, but I also never got the chance to find out if I could fall in love with him.

      He had been ripped away from me.

      Mate or not, I wanted to know—needed to know. The not knowing was driving me insane, making me irrational and miserable. I wasn’t myself.

      The longer we were separated, the less I felt like me. I was losing pieces of my humanity, of what made me, me.

      I stayed up on the roof, bathed under the night sky, until I drifted off into sleep, thoughts of the violet-eyed demon on my mind.

      It wasn’t the first night that I dreamed of Ashor, but it was the first time the dream blurred the lines of reality. If you could call what happened dreaming, because it felt like so much more.

      

      My head hung forward, dark strands of hair curtaining my face. Both my wrists were shackled to the wall, keeping me upright. I was shirtless, and my eyes grazed over the ripple of abs on my lower abdomen, where a V of dark hair disappeared.

      I blinked, a groan of pain escaping dry lips.

      Not my lips. Not my chest, not with the black ink tattooed into my skin that appeared to swirl and dance like living art.

      Ashor’s.

      This was like no dream I’d ever had before. I was seeing everything through his eyes instead of gazing down at him like a movie. The aches and pains were real too. My wrists stung from the twisting and rubbing against metal that burned. Not my wrists. Ashor’s. It was hard to differentiate between him and me.

      “Look who is finally awake.”

      At the sound of the queen’s voice, Ashor lifted his head in a slow, unhurried movement.

      Kali stood at the opening of the iron-barred door, long ebony hair twisted in a series of braids. She rapped her pointed nails against the bars, night and wrath coiling around her. With dangerously elegant features and a supple body, she was the epitome of a dark queen. I hated every fiber of her being.

      “I didn’t have much of a choice,” Ashor replied flatly.

      “Hmm. True,” the queen mused. “But really, you have only yourself to blame. You twisted my arm.”

      “I could say the same,” he rasped.

      “You think she is protected? You think I can’t get to her?” A dark chuckle left her crimson lips. “All you accomplished was to delay the inevitable. I will reign over the underworld. And you will never see your mate again.”

      His gaze sliced through the darkened cell. “You can’t keep me here forever.”

      “I can until the next Hunt,” she reprimanded with a cluck of her tongue, opening the cell and strolling inside. “It’s all you’re good for these nights. So get comfortable, my son; you won’t leave this cell until I say so.”

      Coldness trickled into his veins, and I felt his shadowy power rise up in his blood. I thought he would rip the chains off the wall and blast his mother across the room, but the power singing inside him went no further.

      His eyes flickered to his wrists. It was the shackles that restricted his powers, preventing him from being able to shift or unleash the darkness circulating within him. That was why he wasn’t fighting back.

      “Ashor,” I whispered.

      His body stiffened, eyes widening.

      They scanned the shadows beyond the queen, searching.

      Had he heard me? If so, could the queen?

      As if we had the same thought at the same time, his gaze swung to his mother. “Did you just wake me up to talk me to death or is there a reason for this little visit of yours, Mother?”

      She shook her head. “How did you become such a disappointment? All because of a girl? You don’t need a Kynt. Renounce your claim to her soul.”

      Panic raked its nails over my heart.

      “I can’t do that.”

      “I could help you…?” The queen dangled the offer, taking a step inside the cell, closer to Ashor.

      The chains binding him clanged as he surged forward, only to be jerked to halt. His violet eyes were like chips of ice as they reflected in the queen’s own dark gaze. “If you touch her…” Such raw violence oozed from his low warning that I shuddered.

      “You’ll what? Destroy me?” The queen smiled, so sure of herself. “I’d like to see you try. You’re not much of a prince without your crown.”

      “I don’t need a diadem to know who I am.”

      She grabbed his chin, forcing him to look at her. “And do you know who you are? From where I stand, you’ve forgotten everything I taught you.” Like a viper, she struck out, her nail slicing down his cheek.

      Ashor didn’t so much as flinch. He was accustomed to pain, to the brutality he was subjected to night after night by his own mother. “On the contrary, I am very much your son. In fact, I have a proposition for you.”

      What was he up to? I didn’t like this. Ashor bargaining with his mother. It couldn’t be good. Never strike a deal with the devil, and Kali was damn near the female version of Lucifer himself.

      Intrigue shimmered in her obsidian eyes as she raised her slim brows. “I’m listening…”

      “If you are so adamant about starting a war, let me help. I can take the Queen of Envy, take Verena’s crown. If I do this, will you let the mortal queen be?” A quiet, dangerous question.

      Besides beautiful, Kali was ambitious, clever, and bold. She mulled over Ashor’s offer, pacing from one side of the cell to the next, her heels clapping throughout the dungeon. The prison went quiet when she turned to face him. “I’m assuming you have a plan to achieve the Crown of Envy.”

      “I do.”

      Liar. He was playing another deadly game, another sacrifice to keep me safe.

      “Don’t do this,” I pleaded, knowing the queen would never give up. I had escaped, Angel had slipped through her fingertips, but the Queen of Darkness was likely never to forget or forgive Ashor’s betrayal. “You can’t do this.”

      “There are whisperings of Verena’s weakening. Her court would be the first to crumble in a war.” He continued to plead his case.

      Silence hung between them. “I will let the mortal queen be, for now, all safe and snug in her beloved human world,” Kali conceded. “But this ploy… it won’t save your mate”—she rolled over the word with such disdain, her lips puckered—“or you. If you fail, the consequences will be dire, for both of you.”

      “I won’t,” he vowed, his voice so steady with conviction that even I believed him.

      The queen’s lips curled in wicked delight. “Bring me her crown, and I will let your mate live, but I make no promises regarding the mortal queen.” She held out a hand with a ring twinkling on each finger. “Shall we?” Not waiting for Ashor to respond, the queen took hold of his arm and flipped it over. Using one of her sharpened nails, she carved a mark into Ashor’s forearm and it burned like holy hell. Shadows seemed to cling to the rune-like symbol. When she was done, the queen waved her hand over the mark and muttered in an ancient tongue, words I couldn’t begin to understand, but Ashor could.

      It was a binding spell, holding him accountable for his vow to his queen. “Say the words,” she demanded.

      “I will deliver the Queen of Envy to you.”

      The mark flared an unholy red before cooling to an inky black, where it would remain until Ashor completed his task.

      “Now release me,” Ashor demanded, staring at his mother, unwavering scorn rippling inside him.

      “You didn’t think I would let you go unpunished? Cute.” She patted his cheek like a doting mother when she was anything but. “What you did was unforgivable. The greatest betrayal. We don’t have many rules in the underworld, but when you chose the half-breed over your queen, when you disobeyed me and your court, you broke our one sacred vow.”

      His chin jerked. “I know what I did.”

      “Well, let’s hope you show more skill and cunning with Verena than you’ve used tonight. Next time you strike a bargain with a queen, ensure your safety as well.”

      Ashor said nothing, but I felt the surge of violence rise up within him.

      “Your mind is poisoned by her. Perhaps Cayden can remind you where your loyalties lie,” Kali mused.

      “Sounds delightful” was the prince’s only response.

      I missed his arrogance.

      “Cayden.” The queen summoned him from the shadows. She didn’t stick around to watch, which surprised me.

      The prince’s friend stepped into the cell, a wicked-looking falchion sword in his hand. The blade was thinner at the hilt, growing wider along the length. Fear entered my soul, whereas Ashor felt nothing.

      At the first lash of the blade across the prince’s bare chest, I was sucked from his head, slamming back into my own body.

      

      I woke up with a gasp that formed Ashor’s name. Icy air coated my lungs, but it wasn’t enough to freeze the terror or queasiness that came next. Forcing a steady breath, I sat up, a shiver snaking through my body.

      It didn’t help. The repulsion continued to roll in my stomach. A clock chimed from downstairs as I raced through the open window into my bedroom, making a beeline straight for the bathroom.

      I dropped to my knees, hung my head over the toilet, and vomited.
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      Chinese food wasn’t as great coming back up. After I purged my stomach, I curled into the empty bathtub and my cheek pressed against the cool porcelain as my eyes fluttered. Time went by as I drifted back off to sleep, but it wasn’t for long.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      Knuckles rapped on my bedroom door, but the sound was like nails scratching against glass in my head. I winced and mumbled something inaudible.

      “Lexi,” a quiet voice called. Footsteps sank into the plush carpet of my bedroom. Whoever had invaded my room was making their way toward the bathroom. “Lexi,” they summoned again, but this time I recognized the voice.

      “Angel,” I mumbled in a dry and raspy voice.

      The bathroom door pushed open slowly, and a dark head poked in. The violet eyes of my best friend found mine. They were different from Ashor’s, rimmed in crimson instead of starlight. “Are you sleeping in the bathtub?” she asked, her freckle-dusted nose scrunched up.

      I peeled my heavy eyes further open, forcing myself fully awake. “Maybe?”

      She sauntered in, dropped the toilet cover down, and sat. “Why?”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Do you want the short version or the long, detailed version?”

      She chewed on her lower lip. “Depends. How detailed are we talking?”

      I picked a loose thread on the blanket I’d dragged with me into the bathroom. “Like the texture and taste of regurgitated Chinese food.”

      She put a hand to her mouth. “Absolutely not. I thought I was the only one with morning sickness.”

      I shoved myself up in the tub, running a hand through my messy blonde hair and making a mental note to shower today. Hell, I was already in the tub. “Mine was like nightmare sickness.” I was still getting used to the idea of my best friend growing a baby inside her belly—a part-demon baby at that.

      “You want to talk about it?” she asked, removing her hand, although her face still looked a shade green.

      I hugged my arms around my knees. Did I want to talk about it? Talking and opening up hadn’t been easy for me after returning from the underworld. I couldn’t begin to explain what I’d endured when I myself didn’t really understand it. But it was Angel who I had finally poured my guts out to. She knew about Ashor, so it only took me a moment of consideration. “I had a dream, or I think it was a dream. I can’t be certain.”

      “Of Ashor?” she guessed.

      I nodded and told her what I’d seen and about the bargain I believed Ashor had struck with the queen.

      “So you were seeing the whole thing from his eyes?” she asked, a bit intrigued.

      “Yeah. Weird, right? Have you ever experienced anything like that?” I inquired.

      She shook her head. “No, but from what Chase and I have learned about the three bonds, the connections are different for each pairing. And we can’t be sure what you saw was real.”

      “It felt real. Too real.” I glanced down at my arm, half expecting to see the symbol the queen had marked on Ashor’s forearm there.

      Leaning forward, she pressed her elbows into her knees. “You know what you need?”

      “A week at the spa?” The ends of my hair were split, my skin was dull, my nails were unpainted, and my hair color needed brightening. I was sorely in need of some pampering.

      Her lips twitched. “Close. I was thinking retail therapy.”

      The old Lexi wouldn’t even blink over the chance to spend the day with her best friend, but I wasn’t sure I was up to dealing with people.

      She noticed my hesitation and added, “There will be coffee.”

      My eyes narrowed at the bribe. “And cheese Danishes from Sweet Sensations?” Sweet Sensations was a local bakery in town, famous for its filled and iced Danishes. Just thinking about the soft and warm donut fresh out of the oven had my empty stomach rumbling.

      Angel rolled her eyes. “Obviously. I’m eating for two.”

      “Fine,” I relented, thinking a day out might help distract me, and I seriously needed a distraction. “Just give me twenty minutes to shower, change, and brush the vomit from my teeth.”

      She made a face. “I know I’m your best friend and all, but the oversharing is becoming too much. At least until this morning sickness has passed.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Angel had been having a rough first trimester of her pregnancy. Everything made her queasy, from the smell of perfume to the sight of uncooked meat.

      She stood up, and before I could anticipate her move, she flicked on the shower, spraying me with ice-cold water. My shriek of surprise mixed in with the sound of her laugh as she darted out of the bathroom, the door slamming shut behind her. “You’re going to pay for that, Mrs. Winters!” I yelled after her, scrambling to turn the water to warm before shedding my clothes and tossing the soaked blanket over the side of the tub.

      Angel only giggled harder. It was a nice sound. Something I missed. When was the last time I laughed?
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      The downtown shops of Spring Valley were mostly local businesses and specialty boutiques. If you wanted an Ikea or a Target, you had to travel to the bigger surrounding cities. We didn’t even have a Starbucks.

      But we did have Sweet Sensations. And it was so worth the trip into town.

      With our lattes and cheese Danishes in hand, Angel and I strolled down the sidewalk toward the only baby boutique in town. I was anticipating a day of oohs and aahs.

      “How much longer until you find out the sex?” I asked like the impatient aunt I was.

      “Two more weeks,” she replied, an excited grin spreading over her lips. “Travis and Chase are already taking bets. Emma’s putting together a small gender reveal party.”

      A tinge of guilt speared my heart. I should be helping, baking cupcakes filled with either blue or pink frosting. That’s what friends did, but I’d been so self-consumed with my own problems and resentments, I hadn’t even known there was a gender reveal party to plan.

      Where was my crappiest sister-in-law ever pin?

      I might be fifty shades of screwed up, but Angel deserved every happiness in the world. She and Chase both did, which included me being the best goddamn aunt in the universe. This little baby might be my saving grace. It would be far healthier to focus my attention on her (Angel was obviously having a little girl) than to dwell on a past I couldn’t change or obsess over a dream that might not be anything more than my mind processing trauma. I couldn’t begin to understand what was happening in the underworld. Ashor had made sure of it, shoving and shutting me out. It wasn’t my world, and he had done something to protect me. The prince had made his choice, and it was time I accepted. Time I moved on.

      That was what sane people would do.

      I no longer felt sane.

      “Are you sure letting Emma plan a party is a good idea? Her idea of a reveal will be shooting an arrow at a demon piñata.” Emma tended to be extreme… in everything. It was why she was my demon-hunting partner in crime. That girl’s aim was scarily precise.

      “How did you know?” Angel teased, looping her arm through mine as we approached Little Bundles.

      “Please. Emma thinks her bow and arrow should be incorporated into every part of her life. Some girls wear earrings or bracelets. Emma Deen accessories with a bow and a quiver.”

      Angel chuckled. “Yeah, but it somehow works for her. She manages to make it look hot.”

      Was that a grin on my lips? “My brother definitely thinks so.”

      I tried to maintain a playful attitude as we browsed through racks of tiny soft pink dresses and baby blue little trousers. It was impossible to not get swept away by the booties, bows, and the smell of baby powder that seemed to cling to everything in the shop.

      What good would it do for me to pine and worry about a demon I was likely to never see again? If I was lucky, Ashor and I might see each other four times a year, during the solstices and equinoxes, which wasn’t precisely relationship worthy. Four nights a year, and that was if we could find each other.

      I could circle around the pros and cons on an endless loop, the scales tipped neither one way nor the other, leaving me feeling unbalanced. Something had to change. I had to change.

      It was easy to say the words, even mean them, but to actually change… that was the difficult part. My mind continued to harp on Ashor and the dream, even as my arms were piled with gifts and trinkets that my credit card would groan about.

      Shopping had always been my therapy. Some people paid to lie on a couch and unload their problems, their deepest, darkest secrets to someone with a degree framed on their desk. There was nothing wrong with that. I actually was a little bit envious of those people. But what worked for me was retail therapy.

      Or, it used to work for me.

      That little trick no longer seemed to quiet the noise in my head or the wisp of shadows curling in my blood, because after we left Little Bundles with packages in tow, that purged feeling I expected never came.

      I stepped outside into the bright sun, inhaling the afternoon January air, but damn it all, my heart was still heavy, my soul still splintered. This feeling of being incomplete was never going away, not as long as Ashor and I were apart.

      Damn him for altering my life forever.

      Damn him for forcing me to live without him.

      Damn him for being who he was.

      Just damn, damn, damn.

      Cursing Ashor was becoming my new favorite pastime.

      “What are you going to do?” Angel asked. My mind was elsewhere, as it had been most of the day.

      “Huh?” I replied, tilting my head to the side so I could see her face. “What do you mean?”

      Her pretty features grew serious. “About Ashor? I know you, Lexi. And I know you’re hurting and confused. I know what it’s like to be separated from the one person who is literally like your other half. You won’t ever stop thinking about him, so what are you going to do about it?”

      Shrugging, I kicked at a rock, watched it skip out in front of us. “What can I do?”

      “Bullshit. You’re fucking Lexi Winters,” she said fervently. “You don’t give up, not when you truly want something, and whether you are ready to admit it or not, you want him. Or at the very least, a chance to know if you want him. For Christ’s sake, you made it your personal mission to kill every demon who had a hand in Colin’s death. And you did and then some.”

      “What are you saying? That I should go back to the underworld?”

      “If that is what you want. But why does that have to be the only option?”

      “What are you suggesting?” I asked.

      “That we find another way to solve your problem. There has to be some way for you to be together without having to sacrifice your life.” Angel, the beacon of optimism.

      I racked my brain for other answers and only came up with one that made sense. “You want me to break Ashor out of Hell?”

      She lifted a brow, mulling over the idea. “If anyone can, it’s you. You’re a goddamn Winters. We don’t give up.”

      The wheels in my head were already turning. Could it be done? It wasn’t just breaking Ashor out of the underworld. He was bonded by an oath to the Wild Hunt. I wasn’t even sure if him living in the mortal world was possible as long as the oath was in place. So the question was, could the oath be broken? There was only one way to find out.

      Hell, yes, I was doing this. A slow grin spread over my lips. “This is why you’re my best friend.” For the first time since I’d come home, I finally had a purpose, a reason to live, to keep on fighting.

      It wouldn’t be easy breaking him out of the dungeon his mother held him in, but I had the advantage of having spent time there myself.

      We stepped down from the curb into the street, heading toward Angel’s car. We had parked near the bakery. “Obviously.” She followed up her statement with a big yawn, putting a hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she apologized with a tired grin. “This being pregnant thing is really kicking my ass.”

      I patted her slight belly. “Come on, Mama. Let’s get you home. Baby needs a nap.”

      “Mama,” she echoed. “I don’t think I will ever get used to that.”

      “It’s cute. You’re going to be the most amazing mother. How can you not be? You’re the freaking Queen of the Damned. Well, in the underworld, they call you the Queen of Inferno.”

      She snorted, scrunching her freckle-dusted nose. “I’m not sure that is a good thing.”

      We were only a few feet from Angel’s newly purchased mom car, a sleek SUV, when the back of my neck prickled like a thousand needles of ice jabbing into my skin, right where Ashor’s demon mark was. My steps slowed, and I raised my hand to my neck, wincing.

      The sudden scowl on my lips didn’t go unnoticed. “Are you okay?” Angel asked, her eyes studying my face. “What’s wrong?”

      I rubbed at my neck, trying to work out the tingle that didn’t seem ready to ease up anytime soon. Something was wrong. I scanned the woods across the street, looking for devilish red eyes, before moving to the buildings on the right and left. “I don’t know. I—” From the corner of my eye, I caught an odd movement in the shadows. Not in the shadows, but the shadow itself. It moved like a… shade? That couldn’t be? Could it?

      What was a shade doing in the mortal world? Shades were restless spirits that dwelled in the darkness of the underworld and in the in between. If it was a shade from the Court of Darkness, I had to investigate. There was only one reason I could think for a shade to be hanging around the dark corners of Spring Valley. Okay, maybe two reasons.

      Me. And Angel.

      Both ideas turned my blood blue. “Angel. Go to the car,” I said tightly.

      Her eyes whirled to where I was staring at the alley between two buildings. “What? Why?”

      I shifted so my body shielded her from the shade. “Just go. And lock the door,” I replied, an edge working its way into my tone.

      She crossed her arms, bags dangling from either wrist. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what is going on.”

      I’d forgotten how stubborn she could be and was reminded of all the times my cousin was forced to throw her over his shoulder and physically remove this girl from danger. Looking at her now, it was hard to believe she had once been a fragile human. “Something Chase won’t like,” I said between gritted teeth.

      “Lexi,” she said sternly, already getting that motherly tone of disapproval down pat.

      It had been months since I’d actually fought a demon, but then again, I’d never fought a shade, so maybe the lack of practice wouldn’t be a problem. I consoled myself by thinking demon hunting was like riding a bike. The moves were ingrained in my brain.

      Or so I hoped.

      “Look, I’m not going to do anything stupid. I just need to make sure we’re not in any danger.”

      “Should I call Chase?” Angel was a girl who could hold her own, but she also didn’t take chances when it came to those she loved. She left the crazy stuff up to my cousin to handle. He did crazy so well.

      I shook my head, peering at her over my shoulder. “Not yet, just stay put. I don’t think it can attack us as long as we’re in the sunlight.”

      Her brows drew together. “A demon? Since when did they adopt vampire traits?”

      An image of a glittering Edward Cullen as a demon popped into my head. “They haven’t. Not a demon. I think it’s a shade.”

      “Should I know what that is?”

      With cautious steps, I walked closer to the alley, careful to avoid spots hidden from the sun. I wanted a closer look. With Angel here, it was best not to engage. I wished I had spent more time asking questions during my time in the underworld, learning about the Courts of Hell and all those things that resided within them other than demons, instead of simmering about how I would kill my mate or escape. In hindsight, my energy could have been better focused than stewed in revenge and bitterness.

      If I had learned more, perhaps Angel and I would be better prepared for the shade stalking us.

      I knew next to nothing about the restless spirit from Hell, other than it needed to keep to the shadows. Light was the only defense against a shade that I knew of. Dammit. What did it want?

      Maybe I should draw it out into the sun?

      Or capture it?

      God, if I didn’t have the pregnant Queen of Inferno with me, I wouldn’t think twice about capturing the shade. The last thing I wanted to do was put Angel in harm’s way. So the capturing would have to wait. For now, I needed to get Angel to safety. That was my main concern.

      My eyes narrowed in on the animal-like shadow, the way it slunk against the brick building, bending and stretching to test the boundaries. “Lexi,” the shadow whispered. It had no mouth, no face, no solid form. I didn’t understand how it was able to speak. Maybe it hadn’t spoken at all. Maybe its voice was in my head.

      A cloud rolled in as I approached the sidewalk, blanketing the sunlight, and the shade made its move.

      Fuck.

      That was all I had time for, one quick f-bomb before the shade was on me, coiling itself around my body from head to toe until I was encompassed in a mist of darkness and frost. The air expelling from my lungs puffed in front of my face, and I comforted myself with the knowledge that the cloud would eventually pass, shooting beams of sunlight upon me. It couldn’t hold me forever. Whatever the shade had in store for me, I could take it.

      “Lexi!” Angel shrieked, panic in her voice.

      I threw out an arm, advising her to stay put and that I was okay, and tiny black flames danced over my fingertips. What the hell? I didn’t want her to come any closer to the shade, and nor did I have the time to dwell over the sudden display of… I didn’t know what was on my hand. Turning to the shade, I asked, “Why are you here?” It didn’t seem to be actually harming me.

      Like smoke, the shade curled and churned over my body. “The prince sent us.”

      Us? How many were there? “Why?” And which prince? It could just as easily be Soren that commanded the shades. The thought made my heart jerk in my chest and the flames of darkness lick brighter on my skin.

      “To warn you. The queen isn’t finished with you,” it hissed.

      “Tell me something I don’t already know.”

      “He can’t protect you here,” it added, growing agitated, its form flickering.

      “Tell your prince that I can take care of myself. This is my turf.” I also had about a hundred other things to say to Ashor, like how he was an asshole for sacrificing himself. How I would never forgive him for shoving me out of his life and for whatever weird darkness he implanted inside me. “Tell him—”

      “A war is brewing. And when it begins, the havoc will bleed into your world. When the time is right, he will come for you. He will do what he can to shelter you from the aftermath.”

      My pulse thundered in my veins. Ashor had found a way to communicate, to warn me. The thought ran laps in my head as the shade unwound itself from around me to skirt back into the shadows. “Wait!” I called after it, surging forward into the alley after it. “Is he okay? Is he safe?”

      But it was too late. The shade had disappeared, and the dark flames on my fingers extinguished.

      Shit.

      I wanted more time. There was so much more I needed to know.
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      Every instinct in my body was telling me to chase after the shade, no matter that I didn’t know where to start looking. Or how to actually catch the damn thing. The alley before me was empty, and the shadows cast against the ground and the building didn’t move.

      Yet, I continued to stare. Waiting. Hoping. Wanting.

      “Lexi,” Angel hiss-whispered behind me.

      “I’m okay,” I responded, raking a hand through my hair as I exhaled.

      Her brows were drawn together in deep concern and worry. “What the hell was that?”

      I stared down at my hand and answered, “A shade. It was sent to give me a message.” My fingers were bone-cold, the kind of cold I only felt in the Court of Darkness.

      “What message? Who sent it?” she rattled off, a protective hand over her belly.

      “Ashor. It was a warning about his mother.” I didn’t want to cause Angel any more stress, not in her condition. The impending war could wait, but I would inform Chase so he could keep an extra eye on his wife.

      The tightness in her shoulders relaxed a degree. “I have to say, you really know how to pick them. A prince. But not just a prince, the freaking Prince of Darkness.”

      I started walking to the car again, Angel following. “It’s not like I had a choice.” That was the thing about fate. We believe we have a choice in the matter, that our decisions are ours to make, but what was meant to be always finds a way to be.

      “Don’t you, though?” she rebutted. “It is up to you how far this thing with the prince goes. Your souls are linked. That you can’t change, but that doesn’t mean you have to complete the Triplici. If you don’t want this, don’t want him, there are ways…”

      My breathing became tight in my chest, an ache that grew until I couldn’t breathe, causing me to stumble. “To break our connection?” I finished. Kali had offered Ashor the same alternative, and the idea provoked the same gut-wrenching reaction—panic as I’d never experienced before.

      “I just want you to know your options, but I think you already know what you want.” Her voice softened.

      Did I?

      My feelings toward the prince were indecisive, but I had made up my mind about one thing. I needed answers. Something was happening to me, and he was the only one who could explain. How had I conjured flames made of night itself? I might not be ready to commit myself in heart, body, and soul to the Prince of Darkness, but I also couldn’t sit by and do nothing while his mother set forth to conquer the underworld.

      Nor could I let Ashor be a pawn in her quest. I was beginning to understand just how far Ashor might go to keep me safe. He would plot to kill another queen, to overthrow the Crown of Envy if my dream had any truth to it. He sent a shade to warn me that shit was about to go down.

      War was coming.

      And the extent of its reach would bleed into my world.

      All the more reason I needed answers.

      This was something I had to do on my own. I couldn’t endanger my family any further than I already had. I would warn Chase, make sure he kept Angel safe.

      The guilt I’d let consume me for weeks was still there, but I shoved it deep within me, burying so I could turn my focus on Ashor and stop him from making a stupid mistake. Killing another queen of Hell wouldn’t derail Kali from coming after Angel. And it most definitely wouldn’t stop her from declaring war on the other courts. It would only give her more power, making her nearly impossible to stop. I would rip the black soul from her demon body before Kali touched my friend.

      What would happen if she reigned over two courts? Three? Or all five? Kali wouldn’t stop at just one. The greed I saw in her eyes was like an infection. It would spread from one court to the next, and as Ashor predicted, her power would trickle into the mortal world, threatening us all. The Queen of Darkness controlling the underworld gave me shivers.

      Angel’s phone rang, and she cursed, staring at the picture that popped up. It was Chase. I caught a glimpse of his face when she pulled out her phone. “Hey,” she answered in a cheerful tone, an attempt to sound normal.

      The corner of my lips pulled up. Chase had a direct link to Angel’s emotions and undoubtedly had sensed her alarm at seeing the shade. I was actually shocked he hadn’t shown up like a bat out of hell, ready to dismantle demons. Why hadn’t he? It wasn’t like my cousin to be so slack in his protective duties. But then I remembered, he was out of town.

      Angel fidgeted, drawing random designs with her foot over the gravel as she assured Chase everything was fine and we were on our way home. I could hear the skepticism in his voice. Enhanced hearing made no conversation private if I was in close proximity.

      They chatted a few more minutes as we got into the car, Angel assuring him for the millionth time that nothing was wrong and she got startled by a shadow. All true.

      I was quiet on the drive home, lost in my head as I contemplated just how I would get answers. What I would do with those answers remained to be seen, but I didn’t just want answers… I wanted justice. Revenge. Retribution. Put whatever name you want to it.

      “You’re planning something reckless, aren’t you?” Angel asked as we drove down the long stretch of road that led to our houses.

      “Does it matter? If I say yes, you’re going to tell Chase. If I say no, you’re going to tell Chase.”

      She sighed, her fingers shifting over the steering wheel. “It’s only because I worry.”

      Pulling my eyes from the window, a half smile curved on my lips. “I know, but you have your baby to worry about now. She comes first.”

      “And she will, but I’ll never abandon you. We’re family. We stick together. Ride or die.”

      Amusement tugged at my lips. “Has Chase been taking you out on his bike again?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Please. That would be categorized under dangerous, and I am currently banned from doing anything in that category. Basically, anything fun.”

      “Can you blame him? Look at everything that has happened. As much as it pains me to admit, you were right.”

      “Me? Right?” She put a hand over her heart, batting her eyes like an innocent belle, and she might have pulled off the look if it weren’t for those glowing rings of red circling her eyes. “Who would have thought?”

      Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “I need to do something. I can’t sit around any longer feeling sorry for myself. The last month hasn’t been easy for me, but I also know that it hasn’t been a walk in the park for my family to see me like that either. I’m done feeling sorry for myself. ”

      She smacked her hands on the steering wheel. “Damn straight. You’re one of the strongest females I know. I never doubted for one second that you would get through this.”

      “It’s not over yet,” I reminded her. In fact, I believed the real trouble was only just starting.

      “Lex, I think your story is just beginning,” she said, echoing my thoughts.

      “That’s what scares me,” I admitted, rubbing the pad of my thumb over my fingers. The chill of winter still lingered under the skin. “You know how I feel about horror movies.”

      She grinned. “I’m thinking it is going to be an epic love story.”

      A snort breezed through my nose. “More like a tragic romance of forbidden love.”

      “I’m hooked already.”

      I shook my head. “You play too many fantasy games.”

      “Probably,” she agreed. “But nothing beats our life.”

      Truth.

      She flipped on the turn signal, the beep, beep, beep, repeating as she approached the turn. “I just wish there was something I could do to help you.”

      “You’ve done enough. The only thing you need to worry about is feeding my niece. Chase is going to be pissed off as it is when he finds out about the shade. It might not be the best idea for us to hang out.”

      Her brows bunched together. “Hell, no. I am not letting her divide us or isolate you. Besides, who says we need to tell him?”

      “You want me to lie to my cousin?” I said in mock outrage, a hand flying to my chest.

      “No, of course not,” she huffed. “I would never ask you to lie. It’s not like he is going to ask if we bumped into any shades today. Just don’t say anything, unless he specifically asks.”

      My lips twitched. “You know, a lie by omission is still a lie. And my cousin is bound to find out. The two of you have no secrets.” As it should be. Secrets caused bigger problems, and their bond made it easy for Chase to sense what Angel was feeling.

      “I will tell him, just not yet. We don’t know for sure if there is any reason to be concerned. The shade wasn’t here to hurt you.”

      “Fine,” I sighed, relenting. “I won’t say anything… yet, but you have to promise me to stay out of this. No more poking around. We don’t need to draw any more attention to you. The queen is currently distracted; let's keep it that way. I won’t put you or my niece in danger.”

      “Agreed. I have no desire to take up my throne in Hell, but if she pushes me…”

      “That’s not going to happen. I won’t let it.” This was my fault. The Queen of Darkness might have set me up, but I fell for the trap and, in doing so, endangered everyone I loved. I had to be the one to set it straight.
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      I ducked under a frosty tree branch, running deeper into the woods behind my house. Flecks of snow fluttered off the towering pines and bare oaks above my head. Privacy was required for what I had come out here to do, and the woods offered the perfect coverage from unwanted eyes as I darted in and around clusters of bushes, hurdled over fallen logs, and hauled ass at blinding speeds. It was Chase’s idea for me to get back into training. He claimed my skills were rusty, and although he was probably right, I’d never give him the satisfaction of saying so. He even suggested we go hunting together, thinking it would help me recover.

      It wouldn’t, but his offer was a tribute to how much my cousin cared. So very opposite of the family Ashor grew up with. He was raised in the underworld by a demon queen who only gave a damn about what her sons could do for her.

      Since my return from the Court of Darkness, I’d been ignoring something about myself I didn’t want to admit. My brush with the Wild Hunt and death had left a stain on my soul, a dark mark different than the one Ashor had branded me with. The demon living inside of me recognized the blemish and responded in kind. It often felt as if there was a war going on within me, my demon and my humanity going head-to-head. During those bleak first few days, I was sure my demon would win.

      I’d never given myself over completely to that sinister part of myself. The fear of what I might do kept the demon in check, but after all that I’d seen and been through, that fear no longer resided in me, which left room for other emotions.

      Like anger.

      That particular emotion was one my demon liked very much. She purred and whispered when the stirrings of darkness fired in my blood. It didn’t take much these days to light the spark, and I didn’t know how much longer I could keep her leashed and that untapped power of flames at bay. I hadn’t been able to summon them again since that run-in with the shade, but they were still there, swimming under the surface.

      The unsettling rage that festered and brewed deep in my bones was threatening to boil over. I had to do something with all this anger, and Chase’s idea of training was the outlet I hoped would suffice. At the moment, what I really wanted was a demon to hammer into. I wanted to sink my blade into its oily flesh, watch its ashes scattered in the winter wind, and burn it alive with this inferno of darkness that blazed in my blood.

      Snow crunched under my boots as I panted through my nose. For miles I ran, attempting to rein in my demon. Not likely to happen anytime soon. It seemed it would take more than physical exhaustion to calm the relentless beast.

      I dropped my speed down to a jog before coming to a stop. All around me the ground was blanketed in drifts of white snow, untouched and clean. The woods were silent; the only sound was my breathing and the howling of the wind. I took a moment to admire the gentle beauty of the snow and the warmth of the sun on my face as it broke through the branches.

      No gleaming red eyes.

      No darkness.

      No moving shadows.

      I might have spoken too soon.

      The hairs in my arms prickled as I peered under a canopy of pine needles. Less than a few paces in front of me, hidden under a cloak of branches and snow, was a shade. It had made just the smallest of movements, a flicker that woke up my instincts, quieting the churning anger slightly.

      With light footsteps and careful movements, I inched forward, my eyes never wavering from the shade. It might not have eyes of its own, but I swore the thing watched me like a hawk, waiting to see what I would do next.

      Was it here with another message?

      Had it followed me into the woods?

      Was it here on Ashor’s bidding or the queen’s?

      The shade roiled around the thorn-sharp needles of the tree, wrapping itself around the textured bark of the trunk. Hello, demon huntress, it whispered inside my head.

      I stared for another heartbeat at the writhing shade. “How are you able to find me?”

      “You bear the prince’s mark. You reek of his scent. And you wear his crown.”

      His crown. That was how the darkness was able to track me. My eyes flickered upward to where I knew the prince’s crown sat weightlessly on my head. “Did he send you?”

      “The prince wishes to be kept apprised of your whereabouts,” the shade hummed, its voice surrounding me from all sides.

      I sensed an eye roll coming on. “He is keeping tabs on me. Why?”

      I swore the shade snickered. “I am not privy to say. Nor do I care why.”

      Prick.

      Shades had the personality of a slug. “Where is he? Is he okay?”

      “See for yourself, demon huntress.”

      What did it mean by see for myself? I wasn’t given the opportunity to ask. The shade slunk out from under the sweeping tree and took off, flying from shadow to shadow like a raven at night. Such a dark contrast to the snow-veiled thicket.

      I gave chase, half afraid it would disappear on me as the one the other day had. They didn’t seem to be creatures of many words.

      The shade came upon the small frozen pond Travis, Chase, and I used to ice skate on, and as I slid to a stop, the shade lunged into the pond, vanishing under the dark depths of the ice. I dropped down to my knees at the edge, staring into the glassy surface that sparkled under the January sun.

      What the hell? What was this thing up to? How did this help me? Answer any of my questions? Did the thing expect me to crack the ice and dive in after it?

      Hell, no.

      I didn’t have a death wish, and I wasn’t about to bring myself to the brink of death either in hopes of inducing a vision of Ashor.

      I wasn’t that desperate… yet.

      But as all of this was tumbling through my head and I was cursing the shade to all five courts of Hell, I noticed my reflection. Aqua eyes gleamed brightly in the icy mirror, my cheeks flushed with color, but there was something unusual about it. Something that made me look deeper.

      I drew closer to the surface of the pond, my gaze focused on my own eyes and nothing else. From the center of my irises, I spotted flecks of violet, like glittering stars. Those purple dots reminded me so much of someone. It couldn’t be, could it? Then the strangest thing happened. I had a sense of falling, as if I’d tumbled into a black hole, and when I blinked, it was no longer my face reflecting back at me.

      “Ashor?” I murmured.

      At the sound of his name, those unforgettable eyes became clearer, as did his remarkable face. It was as if I was peering through a looking glass. My eyes drank in the sight of him, the sharp angles of his cheeks, the whorl of tattoos that climbed up the side of his neck, dipping over his shoulder and into his shirt. If I closed my eyes, I could see exactly what he looked like shirtless, exactly where each demon mark was, including the scars. He was even more breathtaking than I remembered, both in dreams and memories. His face was cast partially in shadows, but they only added to his allure. A phantom breeze wafted the scent of the sea at midnight.

      Ashor was every inch a dark prince.

      And he was mine.

      “Did you miss me, luv?” A shiver skirted down my spine at the sound of his smooth voice, like liquid starlight. It was followed by a wave of familiar coolness that settled into my blood. I missed that chill of night.

      “I didn’t think I would ever see you again. How? How is this possible?” I asked the question softly inside my head, still not trusting this was real. I lifted a hand to touch the side of his cheek, but my fingers only brushed up against thick ice. The shade’s words came back to me. See for yourself, it had said.

      Ashor’s eyes consumed my face, lingering over my lips before returning to my eyes. “Our reflections are a gateway to the soul, and since our souls are tied together, regardless of what world we live in, it creates a mirror between us.”

      The world around me became nothing but background noise. “It’s like I’m seeing you through your eyes.”

      “Precisely. I’m seeing you through your reflection, just as you see me through mine.”

      Talk about a mindfuck. I wasn’t even going to begin to try and understand. “You’re okay?”

      His eyes darkened. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      A knot twisted in my stomach. “I—” I stopped myself from revealing what I had seen in the dream. I wasn’t sure why, but perhaps it was because I still wasn’t convinced it was real. From the reflection in the mirror he stood in front of, I recognized the lavish furnishings. He was in his bedroom at Brimstone, not locked up in the dungeons as he’d been in my dream. “I’m still pissed at you.”

      His full lips curved into a lopsided grin, drawing my eyes or his eyes. It was all confusing. “Do I even want to ask just what I’ve done to anger you now, considering we haven’t seen each other in over a month?”

      I shook my head. Such an arrogant bastard, and yet the knowledge gave me comfort. He hadn’t changed. He was still the same demon, immodest and rude with questionable morals. “You had no right to kick me out. I could have fought with you, stood by your side.”

      He gave me a long look. “I know it. You don’t have to tell me how fierce of a woman you are. But such a battle against my mother would have gotten us both killed. I wasn’t ready to let you die just yet.”

      There it was again, that princely pride. Saving me had been a selfish act. That's what he wanted me to believe, but I wasn’t wholly convinced. I also read between the lines. He wanted more time with me. I didn’t know how I felt about that, but my heart skipped a beat at the thought of seeing him in flesh and blood. “Will I ever see you again?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

      A coy smirk. “So you do miss me.”

      My fingers curled into a fist, fighting against a deep longing to touch him, to smell him, to know that he was real. It struck me with such force, I nearly wept. I didn’t want to feel this way, but I couldn’t deny there was something between us. Was it just the soulbond or something more? Did I want it to be more? “I just want to know if I will get the chance to kick your ass.”

      “Ah, yes, a tangle would be fun indeed. However, I shouldn’t see you again. For your own safety, I should stay away.”

      Pain and regret became a living thing inside me, pounding in my chest, and I opened my mouth to give him a piece of my mind, except he cut me off.

      “But I am selfish by nature,” he said, responding to my disappointment and anguish.

      I snorted in my head, my heart rate quickening for entirely different reasons. “That is something we can agree on.” Damn if it wasn’t becoming a trait in his character I found endearing.

      “You haven’t smiled enough lately,” he said, seeing too much.

      It wasn’t until he spoke those words that I realized I was smiling. “When will I see you?” I didn’t try to hide the eagerness in my thoughts.

      “The crown still looks good on you. Keep it safe,” he advised me, dodging my question.

      I held his stare, those violet eyes glimmering. “Ashor. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I would never.”

      Lies!

      I sensed our time was coming to an end, but there was still so much I had to say. “I hate you for leaving me. I—” My voice snagged on a glob of emotion.

      His fingers lifted, brushing over the mirror, and I swore I felt the gentle stroke of his touch over my cheek. “Not nearly as much as I hate myself for bringing you to the underworld.”

      “But if you hadn’t, I never would have known about you.” Or the world he lived in, but honestly, I could do without knowing the five Courts of Hell. Some information was better off left in the dark; not that any of it would change Kali’s hunger for power. That had been a long time in the making.

      “And you would be safer for it,” he said quietly.

      “You can’t always protect me.”

      His cheeky chuckle caused a flush to spread through my body. “I beg to differ. Will you kiss me when I see you again, Lexi luv?”

      Would I? I knew what my lips would say. There wouldn’t even be a discussion. They would have kissed him without hesitation. “There is only one way to find out.”

      “You tempt me,” he purred, causing heat to pool in my blood regardless of the cold.

      A raven cawed from a tree near the pond, followed by another and another. Their cries echoed over the hushed woods. I lifted my head and stared out into the snowy-kissed woods, my gaze landing on raven-filled branches. More than a dozen of them stared at me with their beady black eyes—an ominous omen. Some cultures believe the sight of such a flock was a sign of death.

      Fucking great.

      Like I need more death in my life.

      I veered my gaze back down to my reflection, and my stomach dropped. Disappointment crashed into me, sharp and piercing.

      Ashor was gone. The mirror between us had shattered, leaving me alone in the woods with a flock of ravens. My fingers sank into the snow, and as I listened to the caw-caw of the black birds, a frozen tear slipped from the corner of my eye.
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      My feelings toward Ashor were a mess, much like my life at the moment. Wavering between tolerance to something just above hate. It made no sense to me why I was in a constant state of mayhem when it came to the Prince of Darkness. Okay, perhaps I liked him a little. And hate was too strong of a word to describe the feelings he enticed within me. Confused summed it up.

      What was important was not my irrational heart, but that what happened to him could affect me. We were soulbound, which didn’t automatically make me in love with him. So what if he was absurdly attractive. Or that he pretended to be something he wasn’t. If I’d learned anything about Ashor, it was that he trusted very few people and he would do anything necessary to keep me alive.

      I hadn’t done anything to earn that protection other than being his mate. That meant something to him. I didn’t feel worthy and was once again racked with guilt.

      The betrayal of his mother cost him dearly, which was why I sensed something was wrong. It plagued me the entire walk back home—that speck of suspicion. He had been too playful, too wickedly charming. Ashor was hiding something, and I was afraid I knew what. His warning echoed in my head. Demon war. Doom. Hell on Earth.

      Our time had been short, not giving me the opportunity to bring up the strange flames or his message. What other kinds of surprises was I in for, being his mate?

      I knew what I would do—what I had to do. For both our sakes. He might be a master at deception, but he wasn’t the only one who could trick, pretend, and play the game.

      I’d been contemplating an idea, and although my family would not approve, it was something I had to do—for Ashor, for myself. I owed him, regardless that it was because of him I’d been in the situation with his mother to begin with. Yet, if it hadn’t been Ashor who had kidnapped me, she would have gotten another demon to do her dirty deed. So in a way, she helped me.

      It was time I set my plan in motion. Seeing him today only solidified what my heart knew was right.

      But first, I wanted quiet, a long, hot bath, and glass of something to take the edge off.

      When I strolled into my house, frozen to the bone, my brother was lounging on the couch, legs kicked up on the coffee table and remote control in hand. Sneaking upstairs to my room unnoticed wasn’t an option, and besides, Travis had been avoiding me—at least, it felt that way. I had seen very little of my brother since I’d come home.

      I wanted to know why.

      Then again, I actually had rarely left my room.

      The bath and bubbles could wait, but the wine I needed now.

      His eyes were glued to the little guy running across the TV screen, so I meandered into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of moscato Chloe stashed in the cabinet before I returned to the family room. Unscrewing the lid, I plopped down beside my brother and took a long pull, letting the alcohol warm my blood as I watched him guide his guy through the video game map.

      “Tough day at the office?” he asked, his fingers flying over the buttons on the controller. He was dressed casually in gray sweats and a T-shirt.

      “Shut up,” I retorted, offering him the bottle. “I can see you spent your day hard at work.” I nodded toward the TV.

      He took the wine and slammed back a healthy swig. “Every muscle in your body needs a workout, including your fingers.”

      I grabbed the bottle back out of his hand. “Anyone ever tell you that you are lame?”

      He arched a brow, a lopsided grin tugging at his lips. “Today?”

      “Funny. No Emma?” I inquired, wondering why he wasn’t spending time with his girlfriend. They’d been inseparable since I’d been back.

      “She’s got a job interview.” He pulled his eyes off the screen to really look at me for the first time. His brows bunched together as he took in my flushed cheeks, windblown hair, and damp clothes that I really should change out of. “Where have you been? Making snow angels in the backyard?”

      Despite my sour mood, my lips twitched. There was a time when any sort of reference to the name angel had become an inside joke. My cousin thought it had been a sick twist of fate that he was a half demon who had fallen in love with a girl named Angel. The irony. “I went for a run in the woods.”

      “Did a bear attack you? Or a demon?” he asked with a raised brow.

      My eyes rolled. “Neither. I had a run-in with a shade.”

      Those usually playful eyes narrowed. “Is that why we’re day drinking?”

      I sighed, sinking lower into the couch. “Partially.”

      “Hold that thought, I just need to…” His focus turned back to the TV, a series of gunshots flying across the screen seconds before the little guy I was pretty sure he was controlling dropped dead. “Damn her,” he muttered under his breath, flinging the controller off to the side of the couch.

      My lips touched the bottle for another drink. A few more generous sips and I’d be trouble free for at least a few hours. “Is Angel threatening your gamer manhood again? You can’t fault her for being better than you.”

      He forked a hand through his sandy, already messy hair. “You have two seconds to take that back.”

      I grinned. “Yeah. That is not going to happen.”

      Sometimes I forgot how fast my brother could move. He wasn’t like Chase. It only took one look at my cousin to see his intensity, to feel the danger that lurked just under the surface. Travis did a better job of hiding who and what he was. He gave no warning, stealing the wine bottle from my grasp. “So, what happened in the woods?”

      At this rate, we’d have the bottle gone before my buzz kicked in. “Do you want the short answer or the long one?”

      “Seeing as I only have a few minutes before the next match starts, give me the condensed version.”

      My fingers pressed into my thighs as my thoughts traveled back to that icy pond. “I saw Ashor.”

      “What do you mean, you saw him? He’s here?” His voice spiked with sudden anger, his body hardening with tension as he went still.

      “Chill out, bro. He is still in the underworld.” I didn’t try to cover the frown on my lips. “It was some sort of telepathy thing from our soulbond.”

      He set the base of the wine bottle on top of his stretched-out leg. “I don't know how I feel about my sister being bonded to a demon. It doesn’t sit well with me, especially with a demon prince. I don’t like him, Lex.”

      This wasn’t the first time Travis had expressed his dislike for Ashor. It seemed the few times I had seen my brother, he echoed the same sentiment like a broken record. “Is that why you’ve been avoiding me?” I asked, tilting my head to look at him.

      “Have I?”

      “Travis,” I grumbled. “Don’t play coy. We both know shit hasn’t been exactly rainbows and unicorns lately for me. And you’re not the only one who has doubts about me being mated to a demon. I don’t trust him either, not completely, but I can’t deny or hide from what is.”

      Tap. Tap. Tap. His fingers drummed over the glass bottle in a thoughtful rhythm. “We could find a way to break the link,” he suggested. “Emma and I have talked about it. There has to be someone who—”

      “Wait,” I butted in, sitting ramrod straight on the couch. “Emma and you have talked about Ashor and me?”

      “Yeah, so? What’s the big deal?”

      Well, for starters, I didn’t like other people talking about me behind my back. It felt too invasive. And if you were going to talk about me, don’t tell me. “Travis, it’s really none of your business who I decided to date or don’t date.”

      “So you’re dating the demon now?”

      “No, I never said that, only that the choice is mine to make,” I replied firmly, hoping the message would come across clear. Butt. Out.

      “You’re my sister. I can’t help but worry about you, and I want the best for you.”

      “And I respect that, but it isn’t for you to determine if Ashor is or isn’t the best for me. I get Emma and you are only trying to help, but I don’t know that I want to sever the connection between us. I don’t know what I want. However, I do agree I need more information, which is why I’m going to see Mom.”

      Travis’s eyes swung to mine, specks of gold glowing bright. “What? You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. Deadly.” I clamped my lips together and folded my arms over my chest.

      Travis twisted on the couch to face me, his features deadpanned. “Not funny. I don’t think that’s a good idea. What about Dad?”

      I shrugged, ignoring the pang in my chest at the mention of our dad. “What about him? Look, I can’t sit around at home all day and do nothing. I get that’s your deal, but I’m going crazy.”

      “Go back to school, then. Dad told me you want to drop out.”

      “I already did,” I informed, my nails digging into my jeans.

      “Lex,” he groaned.

      “I’m doing this, Travis. There is bigger shit happening. Shit I get no one wants to deal with, but the truth is, we’re involved whether we want to be or not. Angel’s in danger.”

      “How do you know that? What aren’t you telling me? What shit? Did that demon threaten Angel?” Travis rattled off, jumping to conclusions.

      That demon being Ashor. Travis not only wasn’t one of Ashor’s groupies, not that Ashor had a fan club with his winning personality, but being the overprotective brother, Travis despised Ashor for everything he put me through. I couldn’t fault my brother for his ill feelings toward my mate. I think that got to him, too, that I was bound to a demon—as if Ashor had somehow forced the connection between us. And to be fair, I wasn’t entirely certain he hadn’t or that it wasn’t in Ashor’s power to do something so manipulative. He’d proven to be quite the mastermind. “Of course he didn’t threaten Angel. I would kill him. It isn’t Ashor we need to worry about.” Or so I thought. “It's his mother.”

      “She still hasn’t given up her quest for Angel’s Hellish throne?” he guessed, because power-hungry demons didn’t just let their prize slip away. We knew firsthand how relentless a higher demon could be.

      “Not by a long shot. Ashor might have bought us some time, but in the meanwhile, we need to figure out how to deal with the Queen of Darkness once and for all.” Not just for Angel’s sake, but Ashor’s as well. I kept that bit of information to myself. Travis didn’t need to know every reason I had for going to see our mother. A girl had to have some secrets. And finding a way to release Ashor from his contract with the Wild Hunt was also on my list of shit to learn.

      I wanted to know all I could about the Courts of Hell, the Queen of Darkness, and demon contracts. What better resource than a demon herself?

      Travis slouched back against the couch, his eyes brimming with brotherly concern. “Just promise me you’ll be safe.”

      I gave him a half-hearted smile of encouragement. “Safe is my middle name.”

      “Like hell it is. Try nuisance or trouble or vixen. I got a thousand other middle names, but safe doesn’t make the cut.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled, rolling my eyes. “You’ve made your point.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?” he offered, sounding almost hopeful.

      I shook my head. “I don’t need a babysitter. This is something I need to do on my own. Besides, someone needs to keep an eye on Dad and Chloe.”

      “He is going to be hurt.”

      There was no explanation needed for who he was. We both knew he was speaking about our dad. “I know, but I’d rather have him upset with me than dead. At least this time, he’ll know where I am.”

      Travis’s eyes shifted to the back of my shirt where Ashor’s mark was peeking out. My hair was pulled up into a bun, leaving my neck exposed. “I hope he’s worth it.”

      I grabbed the bottle of wine from his clutches and murmured, “So do I.”
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      I climbed into my big fluffy bed, the sheets cool and soft against my skin as I snuggled my cheek against them. The last few days had been rough—booking my flight, explaining to my dad that I was leaving and wasn’t sure when I would be back.

      This was my last night at home before I headed off tomorrow to see Mom. Going to her, staying with her, they were big steps in my life. I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea. This wasn’t about her and me trying to form some sort of relationship deeper than what we had. I was comfortable with her at a distance. I didn’t want to change the dynamic between us, and I intended to make that very clear.

      With the wheels set in motion and my mind exhausted from planning and packing, I fell asleep with ease, but the peacefulness didn’t last. Like the night before and the one before that, I awoke panting and shivering. It was becoming a nightly ritual, as if in sleep I opened my mind to slip into Ashor’s. The dreams were the same. Slashing darkness. White-hot pain. Cracking bones. Torrential agony.

      The sounds, the torment, the anger and fear all stayed with me long after the dream faded to blackness. Seeing through Ashor’s eyes left me confused. How was it just days ago I’d seen him in his home in Brimstone, but when I closed my eyes, I was dragged into the dream as though caught in an undertow and tossed into a nightmare?

      This last one, I’d been sliced and diced with a blade. No. Not me. Ashor. Bare chested and strapped to a slab of stone, he’d been splayed out like a piece of meat ready for carving. Each slash burned his flesh but was never deep enough to puncture or cut any vital organs. Cayden was very good at his job. How they remained friends, I’d never understand, because when I glanced up at the fair-haired demon with emerald eyes, I wanted to skin Cayden alive and roast him for dinner.

      I was at the point where I didn’t know which of my visions to believe. The dreams in which I was Ashor or the mirror reflections? Which one was real? Or was it possible they both were?
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      New Orleans, the birthplace of jazz, the city of a million dreams, Old Swampy, and the land of Dixie. Whatever nickname you gave the Louisiana city on the Mississippi River, it was a melting pot of history that I was intrigued to explore, but touring the city wasn’t why I was here. Strolling down Toulouse Street, I followed the map on my phone. I was on a different sort of investigation.

      My succubus mother was currently charming the men and women in New Orleans, because every night was a party. The city was alive, vibrant, and brimming with culture. Demons of her nature blended right in.

      Hooking a left on Royal Street, I kept getting distracted by all the shops and spicy smells drifting out onto the road, inviting me in, so it took me twice as long to locate Mom’s building. I was absolutely taken with the French Quarter of New Orleans, and my credit card was singing at me from inside my bag. Not to mention, my stomach was growling. The flight had been two and a half hours, which meant the little snack pack of cookies served on the plane was the only thing I’d eaten all day.

      I checked the time on my phone and sauntered into one of the cafes to grab something quick to eat. The devil only knew if my mother had any food at her place. She was a demon, after all, who didn’t have quite the same nutritional needs humans did—souls were her main source of diet, and she had many ways to obtain a human’s life source outside of the bedroom. Striking a deal with a demon was often more harmful than having sex with one—unless you got her pregnant, of course, but that was a rarity.

      Mom lived in a quaint apartment in one of the oldest neighborhoods in New Orleans, right above a gift shop. The buildings in the area were interesting, many with Spanish influences. Local artists and their work lined along the roads, hunging on fences in a beautiful display of traditions and emotion.

      With my toasted bourbon croissant in hand, I counted down the street numbers until I was standing in front of a gray brick building, chewing on my last bite of heaven. Lush green ferns hung along the second story balcony that overlooked the bustling streets below. After licking the crumbs from my lips, I smoothed a layer of lip gloss over my lips and pushed through the back door that led to the stairwell.

      Inside the building, I passed a brick courtyard with a small pool framed by ornate potted plants. A row of lounge chairs sat under a cluster of full trees, offering both sun and shade. The scents of chlorine and suntan lotion blew in the air, and I was glad I remembered to pack a swimsuit.

      A minute later, I was staring at a white-painted door with her apartment number on it—3A. I chewed on my lower lip, shifting the strap on my bag higher up my shoulder as I lifted my hand. My closed fingers paused.

      Informing Dad about my travel plans had not been easy. He assured me that he understood, knew it was something I had to do, but letting his little girl stay with her demon mother wasn’t an easy task for my father. He would worry, even with my promise to call him daily. Chloe had cried and hugged me, a fairly normal reaction from my stepmom.

      Chase, unlike my cool and collected father, had no problems telling me exactly how he felt about my plan to see my mother.

      Are you fucking insane? What the hell for?

      Those had been his exact words.

      His wardrobe might only be black and white with an occasional gray, but my cousin was colorful in other ways. His love. His language. And honesty. No lies or deceit, when it came to Chase. Unlike another demon I knew.

      Ashor and Chase couldn’t be any more different, and yet, they were all too similar, which was probably why the two would never get along. Ever.

      The only person I hadn’t told of my impromptu trip was my mother. Possibly not the smartest plan, but I had checked to make sure she was in town before booking my flight and not off gallivanting in Hell or in Europe. With Mom, you never knew what she was up to or who she currently had in her bed.

      This should be fun.

      I exhaled, rapping my knuckles on the door, and I took a step back, waiting. A few seconds later, the rustling of movement and bare footsteps padding over the floor seeped from inside the apartment.

      She flung open the door and leaned a shoulder against the doorway. The flicker of shock in her crimson eyes was quickly hidden with a sultry smirk. “Well, isn’t this a surprise. What brings you to New Orleans, ma cherie?”

      I dropped my bag on the floor. “I thought it was time for some mother-daughter bonding.”

      “Hmm. You don’t say.” Her lips twitched in a way that implied she knew I was lying, and yet she didn’t press the matter but swung the door open and gave a sweeping gesture with her arm. “Make yourself at home.” Dressed in flowy cotton shorts that were cut short and a simple white tank top cropped to show off her midriff, she looked like a hippie. Nothing about this woman screamed demon, but that was part of the allure. All sex. Her long champagne-colored hair was tousled, as if she just strolled down the beach or woken up from a romp between the sheets. I sooo didn’t want to think about that and peeked over her shoulder to see if anyone else was inside.

      I rolled my luggage into the main living area of the apartment, taking in what sort of place Mom lived in. I’d only met my mother for the first time after I started college. Things between us weren’t roses and rays of sunshine. And it was all kinds of awkward being here.

      She sauntered off into the kitchen while I looked around. “Just how long will you be staying?” she asked as I heard her opening the cabinet. “Not that I’m complaining. I never thought you and I would ever be under the same roof.”

      The floors were a rich bamboo decorated with cream-colored woven rugs. Delicate white curtains danced at the open windows that stretched from floor to ceiling, letting in a soft stream of sunlight into the room. “I’m not sure yet. I hope it’s okay that I just showed up.”

      Water ran from the tap. “I’m guessing this surprise trip is more than wanting to spend time with your mother dearest. I heard whispers of your recent visit to the Court of Darkness and a certain prince….”

      I continued my exploration, running my fingers over the arm of a white couch. All the walls were painted white as well and were decorated with what looked like local art and hand-knitted macramé. Everything in the place could have been purchased from Free People or Urban Outfitters. When did Mom become so boho chic? “What did you hear?” I asked, my stomach muscles tightening at the mention of Ashor.

      Carrying two glasses of tea, she strolled back into the room and offered me one. “Oh, this and that.”

      “Kira,” I growled. It was difficult to call her mom to her face. She hadn’t yet earned the privilege.

      “So, I’m right. He is why you're here.”

      “And if he is…?” I countered, taking the glass into my hand as I studied her reaction.

      My mother’s features were cool, not giving away much emotion, just like a typical demon. She sat on the couch, crossing her legs as she got comfortable, a hint of a smile playing over her lips. “I want to hear all about it.”
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      Kira’s crossed leg tapped in the air, her glass of sweet tea half gone. Demons could fake eating and drinking in situations to blend in, but it wasn’t required for them to live in the mortal world. “So, my only daughter gave her soul to a demon. How very paradoxical that I disobeyed my queen and court to smuggle you out of Hell, only for you to tie yourself for eternity to a higher demon’s son—a prince at that.”

      Yeah. I got it. Fate was a twisted son of a bitch, but it wasn’t like I planned to be abducted by the Wild Hunt. “I didn’t give him my soul. He tricked me.” From my position on the couch, I had a view of the sliding glass door, which led out to the balcony. It was open, and the warm breeze fluttered into the apartment, carrying traces of magnolia.

      “Did he?” She cocked a disbelieving brow. “Did he also trick you into wearing his crown? It does look good on you, by the way.”

      So I’d been told. Normally, wearing a glittery crown would so be my thing, but this crown wasn't just a pretty piece of decoration for my head. It served a purpose. Multiple purposes. “You can see it?”

      “Hmm. I’m a demon,” she replied, as if it should have been obvious to me.

      Nothing was obvious anymore. “Oh. How am I able to see it then?”

      “You’re his mate. In essence, what’s yours is his and what's his is yours. A bond such as yours is formed deep within our cores, to the soul, to the heart, to the bones of our body. He might have tricked you into the underworld, but no game or lie could have bonded your soul to his. The essence of your soul recognized his as its match.”

      “It doesn’t really matter how it happened now. What’s done is done.”

      Her lips pressed together as if she was trying to hide a smirk. I didn’t know what it was about this situation she found so amusing, but I found her humor irksome. “As far as princes are considered, you could have done worse.”

      I set down my barely touched glass of tea on the coffee table. “Good to know, but I didn’t come here looking for approval or to discuss Ashor’s limited redeeming traits, but a solution.”

      “You haven’t told me what it is you are looking for. If you’re here to sever the link between your souls, I might know of such things, but it comes with a very steep price, one I am not sure you are willing to pay.”

      “Why does everyone always assume I want to break the bond?” I mumbled, another crescendo of panic gripping my chest.

      Kira arched a brow, the corners of her lips twisting. “You like him. The prince got under your skin, and that’s what made you jump on a plane to seek out me for help, the last person in the world you would ever ask.”

      I scowled. “You are the last person, but you are also one of the few demons who isn’t trying to kill me.”

      “And who you aren’t hunting,” she added.

      There was that. “Will you help me?” I asked, keeping all desperation out of my tone.

      Silence rippled between us, her eyes searching my face. “You haven’t told me why you need a demon’s help. Don’t tell me you want to go back to the Court of Darkness; only a fool would—”

      “He is going to do something stupid,” I blurted, not all that receptive to being called a fool. It had been a long day, and the journey here, however short, was starting to wear on me and my patience.

      She stared at me as if I’d grown a pair of horns. “And?”

      Dealing with demons was more frustrating than the mall on Black Friday. Why had I thought this was a good idea? I should grab my bags and get on the next flight back to Chicago. “I have to stop him,” I said like it was the most obvious answer to the stupidest question I’d ever heard.

      “Why, exactly? The Prince of Darkness is more than capable of taking care of himself—and you, apparently, seeing as he got you out of the underworld. That is no small feat. And what makes you think he is going to do something rash?”

      A scowl crossed my lips. She didn’t have to tell me of Ashor’s sacrifice. Thanks to our connection, I knew all too well the payment for such deception. How much did I trust her? She had helped Chase once, many years ago when Angel was in trouble, but I was uncertain how much information I could reveal without jeopardizing everything. She was my mother, but that was of little importance to demons. She had no loyalty to me, had no reason to help me or keep my secrets. “Because the queen is torturing him because of me,” I retorted. Because I need him to tell me what was going on with me!

      She gave a slight, who-cares shrug. “The Courts of Hell have their own rules, and the Queen of Darkness is not known to be a merciful ruler.”

      “No shit,” I muttered. “I can’t stand by and do nothing. I owe it to him.”

      Flecks of red spun into the center of her eyes, showing for the first time an emotion other than amused. “You owe him nothing,” she said with stone-cold seriousness.

      The sudden change in the air took me aback. “Maybe I don’t, but the moment his soul became entangled with mine, so did his life and what happens to him. I won’t get a moment of peace with his mother torturing him.”

      “I see your point. I assume your connection has manifested itself somehow for you in the mortal world.”

      These mother-daughter talks were so helpful. “It has. Can you help me or not?” I wasn’t ready to divulge my newly acquired ability or the dreams.

      She thought about it for a long moment of silence, leaving me dangling on the edge of my seat while I waited for her to give me an answer. My knee bounced impatiently, and I was about to ask her again when she said, “What do you have in mind?”

      A rush of air expelled from my lungs, loosening the strain that had formed in my chest. “I want to break him out of the underworld.”

      She chuckled, a soft, husky sound. “That’s a joke, right? Kidnap a prince?”

      “I wish.”

      Her wavy champagne-colored hair shook with the movement of her head. “Such poetic justice. How can I say no? It will cost you though.” A gleam lit in her eyes, smoldering in gold and crimson.

      So much for thinking being her daughter would earn me a favor. “You want me to make a deal with you? Are you kidding?”

      She gave me a meaningful look. “It is the only way I can offer you my help. There are rules.”

      Shit. I was so going to regret this. “Fine. I’ll do it.”
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      Kira didn’t insist we strike our demon bargain right then and there but suggested I take the night to think on it and rest after the trip. She didn’t have to ask me twice. I was in no hurry to seal our deal with a blood oath.

      She took me to dinner and showed me around the French Quarter before returning me to the apartment and heading back out to work. I didn’t ask what or who her job was tonight. Some unfortunate guy or girl would lose pieces of their soul. Mom didn’t discriminate. Honestly, I didn’t want to know. The less I understood about her employment with Hell, the less guilt I would feel.

      So I told myself.

      And yet, it didn’t keep me from being restless.

      Alone, I wandered the apartment, lugging my bags upstairs to the second floor where two bedrooms were, each with their own bathroom. I hooked a left into the spare room Kira had instructed I could sleep in. She had also told me I could stay for as long as I needed. I didn’t doubt that my mother would try to drag out our little deal in the guise of trying to spend time with me. It was hard to admit that I had actually enjoyed myself this evening. For so long, I hated my mother, hated everything she stood for. That deep hate didn’t just go away, and it would take more than a dinner to patch things up between us. If that was even possible.

      We’d made progress over the last few years. I no longer dreamed of running a blade through her heart.

      I made quick use of the bathroom and then changed into some comfy clothes. After I brushed my teeth and washed my face, I stared into the mirror, willing, pleading, and damn near crying for a glimpse of Ashor. I didn’t know how long I stood there staring at my own reflection. It could have been five minutes or five hours, but I was reluctant to leave. It was the ringing of my phone that finally pulled me reluctantly away, the rich food I’d eaten at dinner churning in my stomach.

      When I reentered the bedroom, jazz music drifted in from the open windows, filling the apartment with heart and soul. Exposed beams lined the pitched ceilings, adding height and old-world charm to the room. I went to the bed and plucked up my phone, reading the text from Chase.

      You kill her yet?

      My lips twitched. And if I did?

      He responded, I’d say about damn time. Angel wanted to make sure you got there okay.

      I’m fine. Mommy is teaching me all the tricks and tips of being a succubus. I couldn’t help but tease him.

      A minute later he replied with, That better be a joke unless you want my face to be the first thing you see when you wake up tomorrow.

      I rolled my eyes, flipping my blonde braid off my shoulder. Not even you can run here that fast.

      Is that a challenge?

      Hell, no. Now go bug your wife and leave me in peace.

      Be safe, cousin, he sent back.

      Always.

      The phone was silent for a few moments as I lay on the bed listening to the sounds outside in the street below. But then my phone buzzed again. Another message from Chase. If I don’t hear from you at least once every day, I’ll assume the worst and come looking for you. You’ve been warned.

      I shook my head, sending him a quick message. Okay, stalker.

      Throwing my phone onto its charger, I peeled back the blankets and snuggled up onto a pillow. I lay in the soft bed, my thoughts racing from Ashor to Kira and the impending blood oath. Was I making a mistake? Was Ashor worth whatever price my mother would request? It wasn’t just him at stake. I had to do this for Angel, and to protect my cousin-in-law, I needed Ashor. He was the only one with the knowledge and power capable of stopping the queen.

      It took time, but I eventually tumbled into a heavy sleep with the hope that if I hadn’t been able to see his reflection, then maybe, just maybe he would be in my dreams.

      It was pathetic and bittersweet. I was hungry for any form of contact with the prince, but the only way to achieve that connection was through a nightmare of misery and darkness.
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      This time, Ashor wasn’t shackled to the dungeon walls or imprisoned in a cell of darkness. There were no rats scuttling in the corners, no creatures lurking in the shadows. His wrists weren’t cut and bleeding, his body wasn’t mangled. He wasn’t a prisoner at all.

      The prince was riding on Treachery, galloping through endless plains, dark hair whipped againstt his face by the wind. Treachery’s hooves pounded into the earth, shooting fiery embers into the dust.

      Why wasn’t he flying or moving through the shadows? He was capable of both. Where was going in such a hurry?

      Through his eyes, I watched the underworld blur past. He rode alone and with such haste that I could only assume where he was headed was of utmost importance. At least to him. I, on the other hand, didn't know what to make of this dream.

      As he approached a ravine, a sickening feeling wrenched in my gut. I’d never seen the Court of Envy or the River Styx, the most famous river in the underworld, but every bone in my body was telling me that was where Ashor was headed, to fulfill his own blood oath to his mother.

      In one sweeping motion, he jumped off Treachery, standing at the cusp of the ravine. Black wings sprouted from his back. I couldn’t see the change, but I felt it—raw power exploded through him.

      Thunder cracked overhead, a display of anger and dominance, and when the flash of light faded, so did Ashor. Swallowed by darkness, the prince raced toward a speck of light. Like an arrow singing through the air, wind and chaos rushed over his face before he burst out of the night and into the day.

      He landed in a crouched position, one hand steady on the ground before straightening as his gaze spanned over grand mountains, deep caverns, and mossy trees hung with tendrils of vines. The court was colored in various shades of greens and blues that blended together.

      The land reeked of sex, greed, hatred, and… ivy? What an odd combination. When the mist of darkness faded, Ashor stood at the base of a towering ivory castle, its bricks gleaming with age and climbing ivy, which explained the smell.

      I had no doubt this was the Court of Envy.

      Ashor was greeted at the gate by a pair of sentries who looked more like gargoyles: stone-faced, pointed ears, wide muzzles, bat wings, and sauntering on all fours. “You’re trespassing, prince,” one of them informed with a gurgling rasp.

      Ashor studied his nails, seeming bored and inconvenienced by being detained, especially by two lower demons. “Am I?”

      The two sentries drew their spears together so they crossed in an X formation, blocking Ashor from advancing. “You know the rules. Prince or not, you can’t enter her kingdom without a summons.”

      “I’m here to see your queen. Royal matters,” Ashor barked.

      From around a stone pillar, a woman emerged. She had strawberry-colored hair that fell to her slim shoulders and startling eyes the hue of aged wine, but that was the only thing about her that was old. A tight gown of chartreuse molded to a curvaceous body before gliding to the ground and pooling at her feet. Both of her arms were coiled with gold snake bands. Ashor’s eyes flickered to the glittering crown fitted on her head, then settled on her pretty face. Her finger traced down his chest, and anger snapped inside me. “Pray tell, why is the Prince of Darkness trespassing in my court without an invitation?” Her voice held traces of an eerie hiss that I likened to that of a viper.

      The Queen of Envy was lethal.

      A bolt of lust ricocheted inside Ashor at her touch. “I’m here to offer you a bargain,” he said through gritted teeth, blasting the lust with a gust of coldness.

      Verena wasn’t happy he had warded off her power like blowing an eyelash off a cheek. It had been an effortless maneuver on Ashor’s part. The queen’s chin lifted, her lips pursed in displeasure. “Seize him,” she ordered, obviously not interested in hearing Ashor’s deal. Not waiting to see if her command was carried out, she spun on her heels and walked off.

      Ashor’s jaw tightened, but that was his only reaction. “I would think twice about that.” He flicked a hand in the air, dissolving her demon sentries into nothing but dust. I caught sight of a faint red ring circling his wrist from his time in the dungeons of darkness. “You know better than to cross me, Verena.”

      She rolled her eyes. “This better be good.”

      What the fuck was he up to? Nothing the prince ever did made any sense to me. And probably never would.
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      Someone was shaking my shoulders, calling my name, but I was still in the dream with Ashor, not ready to wake. The voice was persistent and one I knew but didn’t altogether recognize. “It is just a dream, ma cherie,” the soft voice assured.

      Was it?

      I was convinced more than ever that these dreams were visions. And I had to wonder, on the rare occasions that Ashor closed his eyes, did he have dreams of me here in the mortal world? Did he know what I was up to, as I knew what devious deeds he was concocting in Hell?

      My head twisted back and forth on the pillow as I mumbled something about Ashor and the Queen of Envy.

      “You must wake,” the voice pressed with a sense of urgency. “She can sense your presence. Your aura. If she looks too deeply in his eyes, she will see you.”

      It was those words that yanked me out of the dream and into an unfamiliar bedroom. I blinked, trying to get my bearings and place where I was. Moonlight filtered in through the window, illuminating the side of a woman’s face. She sat on the edge of the bed, stroking light fingers through my damp hair. The scent of jasmine and something tangy tickled my nose.

      My heart lodged in my throat. “Mom?”

      Something flickered in her eyes that sparked like dying embers in a fire and I internally cringed, the last twelve hours barreling back into my conscious mind. God, I called her Mom. What the hell had possessed me to do such a thing? It was too late to take it back now, so I decided to not make a big deal out of it.

      If only she would as well. “That was quite the dream you were having. I’m going to go out on a limb and assume you and the prince were having some sort of tryst?”

      “Kind of,” I admitted, shifting up on the pillow so my head was propped up.

      Kira crossed her arms, studying me with all too perceptive eyes. “Care to explain, seeing as I could hear you crying out his name from half a block away?”

      I swallowed. Had I really been calling out for him? My cheeks warmed. “I was inside his head. I don’t know how it happens or what triggers the link. It doesn’t happen every night.” No matter how much I will it, I silently added to myself. “I don’t understand what any of it means,” I said, not making a whole lot of sense, but feeling frustrated with myself, with Ashor, with the underworld in general. “The dreams. The reflections. None of it pieces together.”

      She fussed with the blanket. “The prince is using his dark glamour to make you see what he wants you to see. My guess, the dreams are real. He can’t block you from his mind or alter his reality when you’re unconscious. But the reflections… those can be reshaped.” Kira seemed to understand more about what I was going through than I did, which only reinforced my being here. This was information I needed to know.

      I chewed on my lower lip mulling over her words. Was it true? It was just like him to do something like that, make me believe he was safe and unharmed, lessen my guilt. “Damn him,” I grumbled, running a hand down my face. “I have to do something. I have to stop him.” Like an impending storm, a cloud of darkness built within me.

      Kira was watching me intently. “And just how do you plan to do that?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I’m here.” And willing to make that stupid deal with you! I screamed in my head, and the first flickers of flames ignited.

      “What is it you need to prevent him from doing?” Kira pushed.

      Did I trust my mother? I didn’t see how I had a choice. She was the only one with the means to help me and was exactly why I’d gotten on a plane and flew south. But was I seriously considering going back to the underworld? What other choice did I have? If I revealed what Ashor was really up to, would he find a way to block his mind from me, leaving me in the dark?

      My fingers bunched together at the end of the blanket, needing something to do with my hands before I erupted. “What did you mean when you said she could see me?”

      She stood and walked into the bathroom, her voice drifting as she said, “You were talking in your sleep. I don’t know what Ashor Clave is doing with my queen, but Verena’s power allows her to see into a person’s soul. Yours is connected to the prince, and through the bond, she also has access to you.” She came back with a glass of water and handed it to me.

      A chilly tingle ran down my back, like someone had just put a ball of ice down my shirt. “Shit,” I mumbled, finally taking the cup from her and sitting up on the bed. My back rested against the soft, plush headboard.

      Walking to the window, she glanced up at the night sky. “What I want to know is, why is the Prince of Darkness in Gardeness?”

      I pressed the glass to my lips and took a sip of water before replying. “He is there to do Kali’s bidding, sworn by a blood oath… I think.”

      She leaned against the wall and faced me. A little light went out in her scarlet eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Your queen wasn’t thrilled by his arrival, with good reason. The Queen of Darkness has it in her head that Hell needs a single ruler over all of the courts. And the next on her radar is the Queen of Envy.”

      That suddenly got my mother’s attention. Her back straightened. “My queen? She wouldn’t dare.” Her voice lowered, something dangerous creeping into her tone.

      “She went after the mortal queen, my best friend, and still plans to take her crown—a crown Angel doesn’t want but can’t give it up.” I didn’t have to tell Kira about Angel’s stance on her inherited queendom. My mother knew perfectly well what my friend felt in regard to the Court of Inferno. Or more like didn’t feel, in this case.

      “As long as the prince is in Gardeness, Verena isn’t safe.” I could have sworn I saw something akin to genuine fear in her expression. “You need to be careful where you go sticking your nose. If Kali manages to do what no king or queen has done in centuries, demons will walk freely in all worlds. She will have the power to break the barrier between realms. That can’t happen.”

      Leaning my head against the headboard, I tugged my knees up to my chest, my blood turning cold. “That we can agree on.” A moment of silence stretched between us before I asked, “What do you know of Ashor?” There was still so much I didn’t know about the man who was fated to be my heart, soul, and body. It scared me to think that I didn’t really know anything about someone I was tied to for eternity, but then again, I had an eternity to uncover everything about Ashor. What made him laugh. What made him tick. His favorite color. The last time he cried. Did demons cry? A bazillion unanswered questions.

      She ran her thumb over her bottom lip, looking lost in memories that probably spanned centuries. “Your mate has made quite the reputation for himself in the underworld.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      “The royal higher demons stick together, rarely mingle with the lower class, but that doesn’t mean we don’t hear things.” My mother was considered a lower demon. “Those with true power keep their thrones. Considering the permanent status of a challenge by higher or lower, their positions are rarely threatened, only by those with a true death wish. The Queen of Darkness is a forceful and cunning ruler; that has allowed her to preside over her court for centuries. No demon has dared take what she has claimed, although many thought her son would. And still do.”

      “Which son? She has two sons,” I added to be clear.

      “Two she calls sons, but only one is blood. The other is… made, I guess you could say, but not in the natural sense. It is unheard of for a demon queen to have a child of her own, rarer even than a female lower demon. I can only think of two queens in the last century who have been able to carry a child to term. Kali and Verena. When Ashor was born and his powers began to manifest, the underworld was buzzing about the prince. The whispers about him stretched from court to court.”

      “What kind of whispers?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      Her lips quirked. “That he would be the King of Darkness, that his powers rival his mother’s, that the queen keeps him close and under her control because she fears what he might be capable of, the unbridled darkness he can wield, control, and summon. For decades, the queen tried to conceive another child and failed, so she turned to other methods. Rumor is she captured a creature from another world and it was with that thing she bore Soren.”

      A shudder tiptoed up my spine. “That explains a lot.”

      Her brows lifted, a soft shadow of moonlight grazing the side of her face. “You’ve met the abomination, then?”

      I nodded.

      “Even in Hell, there are some things that shouldn’t exist. Many say the creature still lives in her dungeons.”

      I gulped. It couldn’t be, could it? The Ngah? I didn’t want to think too long or hard on it, not when I had other pressing matters, but I would never forget the creature who had informed me of my bond with Ashor. Never in my life had I ever met anything like it. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to ever again. I had a hard enough time believing there were other worlds out there than just mine, Heaven, and Hell. “So the Prince of Darkness is like the hellish version of Chase. Wonderful.”

      She let a throaty chuckle. “I would say that is a fair assessment. I can smell him on you—the darkness. It clings to your skin, to your very soul.”

      My eyes lifted to hers. “The prince said something I never allowed myself to consider before. About my demon.”

      “Oh, what would that be?” she inquired coyly. An act neither of us bought.

      I pulled my knees in tighter, circling my arms around my legs. “That I am part succubus. That like you, sex is my power. Is that true?”

      “Of course,” she said matter-of-factly with a partial grin.

      Crap. I didn’t want to think too hard about what that meant. Not now. One problem at a time.

      “Are you still willing to help me?” A part of me urged me to run, to get back on the next flight to Spring Valley and forget I ever met Ashor. If I did this, teamed up with my mother, I would be inserting myself into the middle of what could possibly be a demon war. My family would be in danger. But the truth was, we were already a part of this whether we wanted to be or not. Angel was a target and always would be for as long as she lived. Our demon blood allowed us to live longer, but Angel was a demon queen. She would live for as long as the crown sparkled on her head. Figuratively. Angel didn’t actually own a crown. Yet.

      Funny. I wasn’t demon royalty, but somehow I ended up with a Hellish crown on my head. Demanding Ashor take this thing off me would be the first thing I did upon seeing the prince.

      A tad of surprise entered her features. “You still want to make that bargain?”
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      Six months ago, I’d been killing demons like it was a nighttime gig. Except the pay sucked. Okay, it didn’t pay at all, but that was never a factor for me. I hunted because I had to. Because it was the only thing keeping me sane. I didn’t know what that said about me and my stability.

      Now, I was sitting in the dark with my demon mother as she carved a blood oath onto my forearm. I already bore her demon mark on my wrist. Ashor’s mark was stamped onto the base of my neck. At this rate, I would be covered in tattoos from Hell.

      FML.

      This wasn’t how I dreamed my life would turn out at the age of twenty-three, but we don’t always get to choose the direction our life takes.

      I winced as Kira sliced her nail along my skin, dragging it in a pattern of lines and curves of a demonic symbol. With her glowing eyes on mine, she opened up her arm with one clean cut, pressing it to my forearm to intermix our blood. Her lips murmured an ancient incantation, and with the words, the newly carved mark burned, searing itself into my flesh, before cooling into a mark that intertwined with the one I’d had since birth.

      The deal was done.

      She’d agreed to help me in exchange for a favor, one she could call upon at any time for any deed. It was stupid to agree to such an open-ended oath. I already knew it was one I would someday regret, but it was in the future. I’d deal with my mother and her request then. For now, I had bigger problems.

      “Will you get me into the underworld?” I asked, pulling my gaze from the new mark. It still stung.

      Rinsing the blood off her nail in the sink, she glanced over her shoulder at me. “Mortals don’t return from the underworld. You’ve already defeated the odds once. Are you sure you want to press your luck? If I arrange for you to get to Hell’s Gate, there is a good chance you won’t cheat those odds a second time. Is he worth your life?”

      “I’m done living my life constantly looking over my shoulder. I have to find a way to stop him, to stop the queen. I don’t have a choice. We both know what will happen if the queen succeeds in starting this war.”

      She turned off the tap and dried her hands on a towel. “That we agree on, but sneaking into Hell undetected and breaking the prince out is a certain death sentence, especially on your own.”

      She had a point. I was embarking on a suicide mission. “Then what do you suggest?”

      “I have a friend.”

      “Of course you do.” I barely trusted my own mother, and she wanted to bring another person into the fold? The idea didn’t thrill me, yet it was the only feasible option. I needed a way in. “What is this friend going to be able to do?”

      “We need information, and since I’m still banished from the underworld, I can’t exactly go strolling through Hell’s Gate, but if you are certain this is what you want, he can help you once you’re inside the gate, keep you undetected until you find the prince. If the prince is in fact in Gardeness, my friend won’t be able to step foot inside the Court of Envy, not without a personal invitation from Verena.” Kira had been banished from her court after giving birth to my brother and me and hiding us in the mortal world. The payment for that deception, not once, but twice, earned her a twenty-five-year punishment, which was nearing its end. Would she return to Gardeness once her punishment was fulfilled?

      A small ache squeezed in my chest at the thought. Nothing that concerned me. It was like a bout of indigestion, and I didn’t have time to examine how I felt about Kira leaving. “How will I get in then?”

      “You’re of my blood,” she said simply. “Gardeness is your court by birthright; you don’t need an invitation. If you’re serious about kidnapping the prince, we need an ally who can be our eyes and ears, be where we can’t be. And I know just the demon.” The smirk curling on her lips made me groan.

      T-R-O-U-B-L-E.

      That was my mother.

      I could see the logic in her suggestion. I knew nothing about the Court of Envy or its queen, and I wasn’t even a hundred percent certain the dreams were real. Kira believed Ashor was shadowing me from the truth. Once again I found myself forced into a position where I had to trust someone who was unworthy of that trust.

      “What happens after I get in?” Long-term strategy wasn’t my thing, and neither was being patient. Every second that went by was, in my mind, time Kali used to strengthen her advantage. If she succeeded in conquering the Court of Envy, we would all feel the rippling effects.

      Kira leaned back against the counter, crossing one ankle over the other. “I have a few ideas. But first, we need to learn the prince’s whereabouts. We can’t have you just wandering around the underworld. There are things, unimaginable things, that dwell in Hell.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, a sudden coldness radiating in my blood. “I’m all too familiar with the dangers.”

      Her eyes searched mine, seeing the specks of fear my memory of the wraith summoned inside me. “Then we’re going to break a few rules, something I’m good at.” She winked. “Also, would you mind dousing the flames you’ve created on my ceiling? We don’t need to attract any unwanted attention.”

      My eyes lifted upward, eyeing the wisp of darkness that curled and licked over my head like a funnel of clouds. “Shit,” I muttered. It was getting worse.
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        * * *

      

      Storm clouds rolled in, darkening the evening sky. Thunder cracked with a jolt, rumbling long and low through the night. New Orleans was in for one hell of a storm, and my mother and I were out sleuthing through the streets. Everyone else was snuggled inside their warm and dry houses, oblivious to what lurked outside the windows.

      A demon and her daughter.

      My finger skirted over the top of my dagger I’d strapped onto my thigh, its weight giving me comfort as we moved along an empty alley. I was in unfamiliar territory,

      The shutters on the run-down house beat against the siding in rhythm with the howling winds as we approached. Kira didn’t knock on the door of the two-story building, but turned the knob and let us in. My demon eyes were already adjusted to the dark and took in the main room. All the furniture was covered in white cloth, as if the place hadn’t been used in years. Specks of dust floated in the air, tickling my nose. I held in a sneeze, rubbing at my nose as we moved silently into the house. We were meeting my mother’s friend tonight, and I wondered just what type of demon lived in a house with no lights. Not a single one was lit, not even the fireplace.

      Watching my mother move through the streets tonight was compelling. Gone were any traces of the succubus. Dressed in all black, her stunning face and eyes hidden by a hood, she had stealth about her that reminded me of the wraith I’d seen in Brimstone, a memory I wasn’t fond of reliving.

      A flash of lightning illuminated the stairwell as we crept up to the second floor. I didn’t understand why we hadn’t announced our arrival or why we were sneaking in, but I knew better than to demand answers. Until the house was deemed safe, I would stay silent.

      At the end of the hallway, we paused at a slightly ajar door. Kira stuck out her foot and pushed lightly, sending the door swinging open. The hinges groaned, echoing down the corridor. An eerie shiver tingled along my arms, making the hairs stick up as if I’d rubbed a balloon over them. My fingers hovered over my dagger for quick access.

      Something about this place was familiar, but not in a good way. Was it the darkness?

      I didn’t think so. I’d grown accustomed to the dark, craved it even. It was something else.

      Kira’s eyes met mine for a brief second, conveying a series of warnings. Be on guard. Stay behind me. And don’t do anything stupid.

      I rolled my eyes, promising none of the above. It wasn’t in my DNA to be a rational individual.

      She shook her head and stepped into the room. I followed behind her, halting just over the threshold at the sight of a silhouette. The man’s back was to us, his gaze focused on something beyond the window. He didn’t turn around at first, not until Kira spoke, her voice carrying over the storm raging outside.

      “It’s been a long time, lover,” my mother purred, a feline grin glimmering on her lips.

      I tried not to spew my guts. God, was there any mortal or demon my mother hadn’t slept with? The thought made me cringe.

      Swallowing a bout of nausea, I studied the shadowy figure as he pivoted on his heels with the grace of a wild panther. His movements struck me as familiar, but without seeing his face, I couldn’t be sure. If only there was a ribbon of moonlight, then maybe…

      The flitting thought died, and instinct kicked in. My body rippled with unbridled anger, the amber color of my demon eyes slicing through the darkness like a knife. In the few steps it took me to reach the demon, I had my dagger out of its sheath and pressed against his throat. Dancing emerald eyes clashed with mine. “What the fuck are you doing here?” I hissed, digging the tip of my blade further into his skin.

      “You missed me then?” Cayden, the Queen of Darkness’s personal punisher, smirked. He was also Ashor’s friend, a relationship I didn’t understand.

      God! A part of me was relieved he was here. The other part of me wanted to shred him into such small bits, he would be nothing but dust in the wind. They were overwhelming emotions, but the anger won. “I’m going to kill you,” I ground out between my teeth.

      Cayden folded his arms over his expansive chest, rocking back on his heels. Damn him and his cocky grin. “Well, that escalated hella quick.”

      My damning gaze whirled to my mother. If she wasn’t already a member of Hell, I’d send her there myself. “How dare you involve him? I should have known better to trust you.” My voice dripped with disgust.

      She was unfazed. “Oh, good. You know each other. Simplifies things. Now, sweets, put the dagger away before someone gets hurt.”

      “That someone being him,” I said, jabbing the dagger deeper. I felt the tip break through his skin but felt no remorse. It wasn’t going to kill him… sadly. Damn demon healing abilities. But I could kill him if I rammed the blade into his heart cavity, and poof. No more Cayden.

      I was tempted.

      If there was ever a time to turn off my conscience, now was that moment.

      Cayden chuckled, causing my knife to slip further into his flesh, but the demon didn’t seem to care or feel any pain. “I’ve really missed you. The underworld is just not the same without you. It lacks color.”

      That was laughable, but I wasn’t in the mood for his antics. “Where’s Ashor?” I demanded, easing my blade away from his throat.

      “He is not with me, if that is what you’re asking.”

      “It’s not. I think I would know if he was with you. I am asking where he is at this moment.”

      Cayden gave a half-hearted shrug. “How am I supposed to know? You’re the one with a direct connection to his soul.”

      I snorted. “Don’t play with me. I saw what you did to him in the dungeons. What you continue to do to him.”

      A heavy sigh left his chest, and his eyes filled with regret I didn’t want to admit was there. “Last I saw, he was still shackled to the dungeon walls.”

      “Fuck.”

      Cayden studied me, an unusual expression of seriousness in his handsome features. “You seem surprised by this. Why?”

      “None of your business,” I snapped back, withdrawing my blade but not backing away. I was sure he had gone to Gardeness. Was the dream not real? Just a dream? What about the oath? Had that just been a dream? “How long ago was this?” I demanded.

      “You know time doesn’t work the same in Hell.” Cayden angled his golden head to the side. “Kira, your daughter lacks your persuasive skills. Something you might want to work on, little huntress.”

      My nostrils flared. “Don’t call me that.”

      He lifted a brow. “Would you prefer luv instead?”

      That was it. I lost it. My hand was sailing through the air before I thought about what I was doing. Crack. My hand hitting Cayden’s cheek rang through the near silent room.

      Kira threw her head back and laughed, a sultry sound that filled the dingy room. She had been quiet, just observing the encounter between Cayden and me without interrupting.

      Cayden swiped at the corner of his lip with the pad of his thumb, smearing the drops of black blood pooling from the cut. “She has one hell of a strong right hook, however.”

      My fists slammed into his chest. “You hurt him.” I lashed out, letting more emotion leak into the accusation than I intended. I was so angry, I couldn’t see straight. That dark violence that I’d felt for weeks after coming home slammed into me like a destructive tsunami, tearing through me. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see Ashor again in the flesh, wasn’t sure I wanted to, but seeing Cayden, the ache to see Ashor hit me. Hard enough that I had to avert my eyes for fear Cayden would see too much. It was as if my mind rejected the idea that Cayden could be here without Ashor. Irrational, but my mind didn’t give a shit.

      A flicker of something like grief flashed through Cayden’s emerald eyes. “He forbade me to tell you.” He placed his hands over mine, fisted into his shirt.

      I loosened my grip but didn’t jerk out from under his touch. “What you are? Why would that matter?” I asked, trying to make sense out of Ashor’s reasoning. I didn’t know why I even tried. Ashor was the most frustrating demon I’d ever met.

      “I don’t think he wanted you to hate me, but it didn’t matter in the end, did it? I can see the disgust in your eyes, the hatred. It rolls off you in turbulent waves. As well as the desire to hurt me in turn, to make me feel the pain I inject onto others.”

      I twisted my head to the side. “Are you going soft on me?”

      His lips twitched, erasing some of the guilt etched into his face. “I wouldn’t dream of it. It’s not my choice, you know. Never has been, but we don’t get to pick and choose our skills. Nor do we have the luxury of saying no when our queen gives an order. Not even to a friend.”

      “If you’re trying to get me to sympathize with you, it's not working. The only thing I want from you is information about Ashor.”

      Kira flipped a lock of hair out of her face and walked to the other side of Cayden, so he was standing in between us. “Now that the reunion is out of the way, let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      Cayden leaned his back against the window. “You reached out to me.”

      I shook my head, keeping my blade clutched in my grasp for quick use. We had a long way to go before I could trust either of these two. “I still can’t believe you’re here. How do the two of you know each other? Besides sleeping together,” I added, wrinkling my nose.

      “Cayden, believe it or not, helped me smuggle you out of the underworld,” Mom revealed. “It was in this house that you were born, where I hid out for months. Cayden would check on me periodically when he could, apprise me of the happenings in my own court.”

      My mouth dropped. I couldn’t believe it. Of all the scenarios that had run through my head, not once did I think Cayden would be someone I should have gratitude toward. If he hadn’t helped my mother, I might have had a very different upbringing. My thoughts turned to Ashor. Would we have found each other sooner? Would I have been forced to work as my mother did?

      “You,” I whispered, snapping my mouth shut as my eyes narrowed.

      Cayden rubbed his neck. “Don’t be so shocked. Before you knew what I was, would you not have believed I was capable of such a selfless act?”

      Perhaps, but I wasn’t about to admit that to him. Like Ashor, Cayden wasn’t who I had first thought he was. “It doesn’t matter now. I know what you’re capable of.”

      “This one has it in her head to kidnap the prince,” Mom said.

      Cayden didn’t miss a beat and replied without flinching. “From the Fortress?” He laughed. “It’s quite funny, isn't it? You plotting to rescue the prince when he risked everything to get you out of the underworld? He kidnapped you, and now you want to kidnap him. I don’t think I’ve ever met two half-breeds more suited.”

      My arms crossed over my chest, and I glowered at him. “I’m glad you find this situation amusing.”

      “If I do this. If I help you, he won’t ever forgive me,” Cayden said, stressing the risk he was taking.

      “If you don’t do this, your queen is going to start a war among the courts,” I disputed.

      Cayden looked to Kira. She nodded. “She means to become Supreme,” Mom confirmed.

      Cayden swore under his breath. “I knew she was planning something when she went for the mortal queen, but Supreme…” He shook his head. “This will surely start a war among courts.”

      “Precisely,” Mom agreed. “What better way to conquer than during chaos. It will weaken the other sectors. If she succeeds in taking Gardeness…”

      “We can’t let that happen,” Cayden said vehemently. “And you believe the prince is going to help her?”

      “I saw him swear a blood oath to his mother,” I admitted, letting him in on my connection to the prince. “He has no choice.”

      Cayden nodded, raking a hand through his hair. “I saw the mark on his arm but didn’t question it. It isn’t my place to question what goes on between them.”

      “He bargained with her, promising to give her the Crown of Envy,” I explained.

      Cayden’s sharp gaze darted to my mother, and a look passed between them.

      “So, will you help me?” It wasn’t entirely surprising that Cayden and Ashor had already had previous discussions regarding Kali.

      An impish gleam morphed into Cayden’s eyes. “I suggest we come up with a solid plan tonight. I won’t be able to get away from the Fortress without suspicion again until we’re ready.”

      In the dark, the three of us plotted. An unlikely trio coming together for their own reasons, but with one goal in mind. It was hours later that we concocted a rough scheme, one sure to get us all banished or worse. Kira and I said our goodbyes to Cayden and left the house in which I was born.

      I glanced once over my shoulder, looking at the peeling paint around the windows, the sagging porch, and the weathered house with a new light.

      Had Kira been afraid?

      I tried to imagine myself in her situation and wondered if I would have been able to do what she had done. Sympathizing with my mother wasn’t something I was accustomed to. For so long, she had been the enemy, part of the problem. I wasn’t ready to let go of the emotional trauma or the scars from being abandoned, but I was beginning to better understand the demon who had birthed me and why she made the choices she had.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Chase asked on the other side of the line. His tone was disapproving.

      “No,” I sighed, picking at my chipped nail polish. “But when does that stop us?”

      “True. It goes without saying, but if you need anything, if you find yourself in danger, I’m there, no questions asked.”

      He always had been. Him, my brother, Emma, Angel, Hayden, and Craig. We were a pack. When shit went down, we had each other’s backs. “Just take care of Angel. She hasn’t forgotten. If anything, us escaping only has fueled the queen’s desire to kill your wife. She won’t stop.”

      “Which is why we have to kill her first,” he replied. Chase’s typical response to demon trouble. Eliminate them. Off with her head.

      “That’s the end game, but right now, I just want to get to Ashor. Let’s hope she doesn’t take me as a serious threat. It would work to my advantage.” And when the time came, my family would stand with me against the Queen of Darkness. It was what we did. Stack all of us together, and we were a powerful group. The queen would be daft to write us off. Especially with Ashor as my mate. I prayed he would fight alongside us when the time came and not stand against us. But I wouldn’t put it past the prince to have his own agenda.

      Through the phone, I heard Chase rummaging around in the kitchen, opening and closing drawers. “Do I need to be worried about you alone with her son?”

      I turned so my back faced the mirror and glanced over my shoulder. The black wings spanning my neck glittered with the evidence of our bond. Ashor bore its twin, marking him as mine. “You need to be more worried about your wife. I’m fine. He won’t hurt me.”

      He was silent on the other end for a few moments. “Not physically, but he has already hurt you, or have you forgotten the month you spent in bed?”

      “Chase, I—”

      “If he hurts you again, Lex, I can’t be held accountable for my actions.” A sharpness hit into his voice.

      “You never are,” I sighed, my gaze darting to the door. “This time is different. I would have brought it upon myself.”

      “It doesn't matter to me.”

      “Duly noted,” I replied.

      His tone turned serious. “I want my kid to know their aunt.”

      “It’s Angel you need to worry about. I’ll be fine.” He didn’t need it, but I wanted him to remember all that he had to lose. His willingness to help meant the world to me, but I couldn’t put him in a position where his life would be threatened, not now.

      “Lexi, don’t take this lightly.”

      “Never,” I swore, meaning it. “Do you ever regret your bond with Angel? All the danger we’ve brought into her life?” Angel had been human before us. I knew my cousin had severe guilt over not being able to stay away from her.

      “Every fucking day,” he admitted. “But, even without the bond, I couldn’t live without her. I’m selfish like that.”

      “Have you ever thought about freeing your demon?”

      “Who says I haven’t? You know I’ve been through difficult days.” Chase got quiet for a long moment.

      Rolling over onto my back, I stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t believe it. Why wouldn’t you tell us?”

      “It’s not something I’m proud of.”

      I chewed on my lower lip as a whisper of cold went through me. “What was it like?”

      “Damn, Lex, these are dark questions. What is going on?” He was about two seconds from dropping the phone and running all the way here from Spring Valley.

      “Nothing,” I rushed to reply before it was too late. “I’m just curious and want to make sure I make the right choices. I can’t afford to screw up.”

      “It was empowering. Frightening. All-consuming. I scared myself with what I was capable of, and I swore never again.”

      For a heartbeat, I could see it, my cousin flirting with his dark side. Chase was a different breed of demon than my brother and me, and I couldn’t help wondering if my experience would be the same… or different?
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      The days went by, and I counted them down, mulling over the numerous ways I would murder the Queen of Darkness. Some girls fantasized about their wedding, the beautiful gown they were going to wear, the type of flowers on the tables, and who would be their bridesmaids. I dreamed about murder—when I wasn’t dreaming of Ashor.

      In my mind, I recalled the queen’s pretty yet lethal face easily enough. The demon horns curling on either side of her glittering crystal and thorn crown. Her crimson eyes were burned into my memory, two eternal flames. I’d make her kneel, kiss Ashor’s feet right before I chopped her head off. That was one of many ways I contemplated killing the wicked queen.

      Being idle made me bitchy and apparently bloodthirsty. I hadn’t been on a single hunting excursion since coming home, and the desire to kill ignited the demon inside me. She was rearing to break free, to taste freedom, but once that part of me was set loose, it would never be contained again.

      That scared the shit out of me.

      Waiting on Cayden to give me the signal was torture. I needed action. Unlike Kali, I didn’t have an endless supply of patience. Each day that went by was wasted time Ashor couldn’t afford. Had he left for Gardeness? If so, was he trading one form of imprisonment for another?

      These were the questions whirling around in my head, doing nothing to settle the turmoil stewing within me.

      The hardest choice in all of this was staying with Kira in New Orleans, much to my family’s dismay, which added another level of guilt. But for once, Chase didn’t ride my ass or threaten to haul me back home. I didn’t go into detail about what Cayden, Kira, and I were planning, but he knew I was going back for Ashor and made me promise to be smart.

      I found myself in another situation where I couldn’t say goodbye to my family, again because of Ashor. I certainly hoped this wasn’t a recurring theme in our relationship, because that would become a problem.

      My mother was all too glad to have me, which made me cringe. I was tempted to follow her during her late-night jobs, but the more I thought about it, the less appealing the idea became. Seeing my mother work her demon mojo on defenseless and often desperate humans would only entice my hero complex. Chase wasn’t the only one who saved people. I just did so in a quieter manner, but no less lethal.

      My nails rapped against the TV remote, and I contemplated running out to get a manicure. It had been months since I had a proper one. Perhaps a touch of pink would brighten my mood. There were only so many reruns of Lucifer I could watch on Netflix, and carryout was losing its luster fast. I was craving some home-cooked meals. No one made lasagna like Chloe. I could all but taste the meaty sauce and wide noodles in my mouth. My stomach rumbled.

      Screw it.

      I had to get out of this apartment and burn off some steam. Strapping on my dagger, I headed out into the French Quarter. The night air was balmy and the sky strewn with stars that brought back an unusual mixture of feelings from the Court of Darkness.

      Ugh. I shoved aside those unwanted emotions and set forth to find myself a demon. If Cayden wasn’t going to get me the information I needed, then I would do it my damn self.

      Weeding through a group of patrons lingering in front of a jazz club, I spotted him. The demon I would kill… after we had ourselves a little talk.

      It had been far easier than I anticipated, tracking one of Hell’s servants. Perhaps New Orleans was littered with demons like my mother, drawn to the tourist city with all its people. I shuddered at the thought of some young couple on vacation being dragged off into the bayou or lured into an alley for a demon treat.

      Releasing my hair from its messy bun, I shook it out, smacked my lips, and put on a smile. I made way into the crowd, casually bumping into the demon invading this man’s body. He had to go.

      “Sorry,” I giggled. “Damn tequila.”

      His eyes, rimmed in that otherworldly red, swept over me with interested approval that made me feel like something out of the swamps, dirty and gross. A strong desire to run my blade into his heart right here with people all around me coursed in my blood. I wanted to end him. Needed to, but first, I told that craving inside me that purred with anticipation, we had to talk.

      I smiled back in appreciation, letting him know with my eyes that I was definitely interested in getting to know him better. I sauntered off, away from the crowd, feeling his gaze trailing after me. Come get me, you leech, I sang in my head. I even made sure I stumbled once or twice, and anyone who happened to look upon me would see a girl who’d had too much to drink turn down into a dimly lit alley.

      No demon could resist a girl alone. Easy prey. And I couldn’t have made it any easier for the bastard.

      I leaned back against the brick building, keeping to the shadowy parts, and waited. He didn’t disappoint. So damn predictable. Will they never learn? Not every pretty girl was dumb, useless, or weak.

      He smiled too smoothly at me, showing rows of jagged teeth that gleamed through the darkness as he sauntered toward me. “You lost?” His voice was rough with a touch of eagerness.

      Pretending to need the wall to keep me upright, I played with the ends of my hair, twirling them around a finger. “Perhaps? Are you offering to take me home?” Just a little bit closer, I coaxed silently, checking my own impatience.

      Soft footsteps bounced between the two buildings until he was a foot in front of me, towering a head over me. His body twitched, a sign that the demon inside was hankering to break free. “A girl like you shouldn’t be walking the streets alone. It isn’t safe.”

      I gave him another seductive smile. “Tell me about it.” I licked my lips to keep his focus on my face while my other hand released and secured my weapon. Then I made my move. I found that surprise attacks were the most effective. In seconds, I had him squashed up against the brick wall, my dagger pressed against his windpipe. “I’d be very careful what you say and do next, or my blade just might slip.”

      Confusion clouded his eyes but quickly gave way to rage. “Bitch.” He winced, hissing under his breath as I let the knife pierce his flesh.

      “I warned you.” A glimmer of ire flashed across my face.

      Silence.

      “Good, now I have a few questions, and if you answer them truthfully like the good little soul-sucking scum that you are, I’ll make sure you don’t suffer… much.” God, I loved being in control. Oh, how I missed this so damn much. For months, I’d felt broken and lost, but this, squaring off with the very things I loathed to my core, gave me a sense of empowerment that was like being oxygen deprived and taking my first breath of air. I needed the rush to live, to breathe.

      His nostrils flared, and I knew he was taking in my scent. Something like disgust creased at the corners of his curled lips. “What do you want to know, halfling?”

      “Tell me how the gate to Hell works?” Every good schemer needed a plan B. My trust in Kira and Cayden wasn’t particularly high. Shit always seemed to go awry, so I would be proactive in my reckless plan to help my mate… a mate I wasn’t even sure I wanted, but I’d be damned if I let Hell keep me from finding out.

      If anyone deserved a second chance at happiness, it was me. But then again, revenge was just as sweet.

      “You want into the underworld?” he hissed. “No one wants in.”

      Kira was supposed to get me to Hell’s Mist. From there I had to find one of the five gates into Hell, ideally the Gate of Darkness, where Cayden would be waiting for me. But getting from point A to point B was where it got fuzzy. “Yeah, well I’m not your average girl. Now talk before I start carving you up like a roasted pig.”

      He tipped his face closer to mine, his hot breath clogging my nose. “Die,” he replied, laughing. “I can help you with that.” Bastard thought he was being funny. The joke was on him. I was in no mood for demon humor.

      I traced the tip of my blade along his neck, letting it slice through his skin as it burned and boiled at the touch of metal. He hissed. “Don’t bullshit me,” I seethed. “I’ve been to the underworld, and as you can see, I’m very much alive. Tell me about the Gates and how I navigate them.”

      Without an invitation, a deal with a demon, or death, there was no way into the underworld unless you were a demon or royalty like Angel, which wasn’t an option. One: she was super preggers. Two: Kali wanted to kill her. Three: Chase would kill me, and that in itself was enough.

      FML.

      A phantom gust of wind blew through the alley, picking up strands of my hair and carrying my scent with it, along with a sensual and smooth laugh that caressed inside my head. “Be careful, luv.”

      The demon’s eyes darkened. “That smell,” he murmured. “Why do you smell like the darkness, halfling?”

      My hand trembled slightly at the sound of Ashor’s voice fluttering through my thoughts. Was that really him or wishful thinking on my part? A trick of the mind? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “He knows who you are. This lowlife is one who serves under the queenless court.”

      Angel’s sector of Hell—the Court of Inferno.

      “You’ve been to the Court of Darkness, but there is something else.” His gaze darted from my face to the corner of my neck and shoulder where I knew traces of mating mark peeked out. Panic seized over his face. “You bear the Prince of Darkness’s mark.”

      “And?”

      Those wide eyes brimming with fear shifted back to my face and tipped upward to the top of my head. I knew what he was seeing—what I saw every day I looked in the mirror. “And his crown? You’re his—”

      “Mate.”

      “Mate,” I supplied at the same time Ashor’s voice echoed in my head. Why hadn’t he immediately noticed the smoky projection of a crown? “Took you long enough. What do you know of the prince’s whereabouts?”

      “Careful now, luv, or I might think you’re up to something nefarious.”

      I hushed him, which only brought another chuckle of wicked delight. My heart skipped at the sound.

      “What makes you think I would know anything about royalty? I don’t know where your mate is,” he said, playing dumb.

      “I told you not to lie to me,” I snapped.

      An explosion boomed, and I glanced up at the sky, seeing a glittering burst of fireworks light up the night. It was all the distraction he needed.

      I was shoved backward with a force that sent me scrambling to stay on my feet. The asshole took off, hauling ass down the alley toward the main road. I couldn’t let that happen. Shoving the hair out of my face, I whirled around.

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      The last thing I needed was for him to run off and tattle to his little demon buddies about my plans. I had seen the wheels working inside his pea-sized brain, putting together my relationship with the prince and the reasoning behind my questions.

      “He can’t live. He knows too much.”

      Fuck. You don’t think I know that! I shouted back, uncertain if he could even hear me, but I didn’t care.

      I gave chase. The demon neared the cross street, and knowing my options were limited, I adjusted the dagger in my hand, zeroing my focus on his movements. And when I had the distance worked out, I threw my blade, watching with anticipation as it whizzed through the air straight for its intended moving target.

      Thud. His body hit the ground, my dagger sticking out of his back. At least my aim was still on point.

      A smile curled over my lips. “Bull’s-eye.”

      I loomed over him, withdrawing my dagger and then kicked him over. My blade slid into his heart, shattering him into nothing but dust.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was cleaning my blade after another night of hunting in the streets of New Orleans when a knock sounded on my door. A moment later, it cracked open. Freshly showered, I paused my task to lift my gaze and saw my mother. Correction. It was my mother’s soul with a new face. Her lips were painted black; her formerly blonde hair was now cut short and dyed the same color as her lips. If it weren’t for the crimson eyes, I wouldn’t have recognized her.

      Shapeshifting was my mother’s secret weapon. She’d managed to keep it minimal while I was here, and I couldn’t help think she did so for my sake. I’d also noticed that she only changed skin twice since our first meeting, yet no matter how hard she tried, Kira would never be a normal mom.

      It was not in her DNA.

      Dressed in all black, she crossed the room, excitement beaming in her red eyes as they glowed brightly in the dimly lit room, which made me suspicious. She was up to something, but a little mischief fit my mood. “I see you went out? Run into anything interesting?” she asked, her tone lifting.

      I blinked. “Not really.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes flickered to the black blood on the rag I was using to get the gunk off my dagger, but she said nothing else about it. She was no fool. Nor did she particularly care that I had slain one of her fellow soul suckers. “I’m glad you’re at least getting out of this room. Even if it is for the wrong reasons. I thought you would want to know that I heard from Cayden,” she said, practically dancing at the foot of my bed.

      She had my undivided attention. I dropped the blade and sat up straighter on the bed, nearly jumping out of my skin. “What did he say?”

      “You go tomorrow,” she said, a pleased grin on her full lips.

      My chest expanded and released. Holy shit. I was going back into the underworld tomorrow night. The high didn’t last long as realization settled in. “Is this going to work?” I asked, genuinely concerned.

      She leaned a shoulder against one of the bedposts. “We won’t know until tomorrow. If you’ve changed your mind, there is still time to back out.”

      “What about our deal?”

      “Oh, the bargain we struck is still very much intact. If you decide not to rescue your prince, you will still owe me a favor in the future.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I haven’t changed my mind. I’m doing this,” I said with conviction.

      Someone outside the open window shouted, but we both ignored the street noise. “I thought you would say that. It will be up to you to navigate your way through the Mist. Cayden will be at the gate and take you from there.”

      Crossing my legs on the bed, I asked. “How will I enter without an invitation?”

      “This is where things might get hairy. You can cross into the Court of Envy, but Cayden can’t reach you there without raising warning bells. So we’re betting on your link to the prince and his crown as your ticket into the Court of Darkness.”

      “Fabulous. So this plan of yours might backfire.”

      She shrugged. “Isn’t the risk worth the price if it leads to what you want?”

      “It changes nothing.” If I got caught, at least Ashor and I would be in the dungeons together. Our story really would be tragic.

      A smile curled her painted lips. “I thought so.” She paused in the doorway on her way out. “By the way, you have visitors.”

      My eyes panned to the clock beside the bed. It was midnight. Who would come knocking at this time of night? “Who is it?” I asked. I wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight anyway.

      She nodded toward the hallway, sending her hair tumbling over her cheek. “Why don’t you go see for yourself?” Something in her expression was too cheery. It made me cautious.

      Rolling out of bed with a groan, I tossed a T-shirt over my sports bra, catching a quick glimpse of the oath mark. I couldn’t believe tomorrow night I would be taking the long trek back to Hell. This fucking bargain with my mother better be worth it.
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      The apartment was bathed in darkness, not a single light turned on as I padded down the stairs to the main floor. Kira had stayed upstairs, muttering something about needing a shower. I hooked around the corner, hearing at least two voices coming from the family room. When Kira had mentioned visitors, my mind had been too occupied with thoughts of Ashor to really think about who would have the balls to show up at a demon’s house in the middle of the night.

      But now…

      I was curious. No one knew I was here beside my family. I didn’t have any friends in New Orleans. And as I was mulling over the short list of people, I heard a voice grumble, “What is taking her so long?” A voice I’d heard my entire life. It was followed by the impatient tapping of a foot.

      It couldn’t be. Could it?

      “Chase?” I whispered from the doorway that led into the family room.

      Four heads swung in my direction, three with eyes that glowed in the dark. “Who the hell else are you expecting?” my cousin said dryly. Even in the dark, I could see his shithead smirk.

      My lips twitched as I crossed my arms. “First of all, I wasn’t expecting anyone, let alone you. What are you doing here?” My cousin wasn’t alone. I glanced at the faces of my family: Travis, Angel, and Emma. What was going on? Suddenly, I was worried something happened. “Is it Dad?” I asked quickly, the smile that had started to form on my lips falling as I looked at my brother.

      He wore a stony expression that relaxed a fraction at the concern for our dad. “The old man is fine,” he assured, calming the sudden spike in my heart rate.

      My shoulders sank, tension leaving my body. “Okay, then what is this? An intervention?”

      “She called me,” Travis stated flatly.

      There was no need for him to explain who she was. I glanced sidelong up at the ceiling, cursing my mother. How could she do this to me? Why would she do this to me? She couldn’t possibly suddenly be a concerned mother. The thought made me gag. “When?” I prompted.

      “Last night,” Travis replied. “She told me that you are leaving, about your plan to rescue him from—”

      The tattoo at the base of my neck radiated tingles at the mention of Ashor. “Son of a bitch,” I muttered under my breath, cutting off Travis. I didn’t need to hear any more, but my brother went on.

      “I almost didn’t pick up,” he continued. “But then I remembered you were here. I thought something happened to you at first, but then she explained.”

      I stepped into the room, a stream of moonlight striking the side of my face. “Explained what?” Whatever Kira had told him was enough for my brother to grab my family and race to New Orleans. I just couldn’t figure out why. Why involve my family? She knew I wanted to keep them out of this mess. Like a demon, Kira never did anything without a reason. She and I were going to have another little mother-daughter chat.

      “That you struck a deal with her and are going back to the underworld for him.”

      “I have no choice,” I defended. “I think he might just start a demon war to keep me safe.” And the truth of those words hit me like a savage storm. There were no lengths, no matter how perilous, regardless of the dire consequences, that he wouldn’t go to for me. Just because I was his mate.

      Or was it more than that?

      Was it our bond that Ashor was indebted to?

      Angel put her hand on Chase’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze as she looked at me with understanding. “We came as soon as we could.”

      “Would have been faster, but the hunter was determined to come,” Travis explained, sliding an accusing side glare to his girlfriend.

      Emma rolled her eyes, adjusting the bow slung over her shoulder. “Just because I am the only one here who is actually human doesn’t mean I’m not an asset.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. She had an aim that rarely missed. “I can’t believe you are all here,” I said, still feeling a bit disoriented. Yet, them being in New Orleans changed nothing. “You shouldn’t have come. My mind is made up. I have to do this.”

      “Do what, exactly?” Travis asked, his aqua eyes narrowing. “Get yourself lost in Hell’s Mist? And if you do manage to make it to a gate, do you plan on breaking him out of the underworld alone? Solid plan, sis. And why did you tell Chase and not me?”

      “It’s more than that. Besides, who said I was alone? I have to stop Ashor from handing over the Queen of Envy to his mother,” I replied. “Long enough for us to find a way to end Kali.” Basically, I’m trying to save the fucking world. Although, he was right about one thing. It was an impossible task alone. Even for someone as skilled and badass as me, although lately, I wasn’t feeling like the demon huntress I was known to be.

      “Why would he do that?” Chase inquired, his sharp eyes searching my face for answers. “Deliver another queen to his mother’s doorstep?”

      “Long story,” I sighed. “But the short of it is, to protect me he swore a blood oath to the Queen of Darkness if she gave her word to let me live.”

      “I’m not up to date on my Hell fractions, but isn’t Envy Kira’s queen?” Travis asked. He rarely ever called the succubus Mom. My brother was a lot less forgiving and made it pretty clear he didn’t want anything from our demon mother, not even a semblance of a relationship. Our stepmother, Chloe, was enough for him.

      I nodded at Travis’s question. “It is. Verena lives in Gardeness. And that is where Ashor will go if I don’t stop him. He might already be there, in fact.” If my dream had any truth to it.

      “I really hate demon politics,” Angel grumbled.

      We’d been loitering in the dark long enough without a proper hello. I glanced at my best friend for a moment and moved in for a hug. “I missed you,” I whispered, holding on to her for a moment longer.

      She squeezed me tight before letting go. “Me too. Home is not the same without you.”

      Home. The word punctured a hole in my already aching chest. Her little belly bump protruded more since the last time I saw her, and I couldn’t resist rubbing my hand over it. “You look great,” I said.

      Her auburn hair was loose, falling just past her shoulders. She’d had it recently cut, I noticed, the style flattering her cheekbones. “I feel huge,” she said, rolling her violet eyes.

      I shook my head. “You are adorable. Every inch of you.” I turned to Emma next and folded her into a hug. Emma was short, cute, and sassy with her red hair and freckled nose.

      Ordering everyone to take a seat, I flipped on one of the side table lamps, and Travis whistled as he glanced over Kira’s apartment, walking around.

      “So this is where you’ve been hiding out,” he said, wandering through the room while the others relaxed into the couches.

      “I’m not hiding out,” I pouted, plopping into a recliner. My fingers traced over the textured pattern on the fabric.

      Unlike Travis, Chase couldn’t care less where my mother lived and didn’t give the apartment a second glance. He was more concerned with the security and identifying the escape routes. “Lex, we can’t let you go alone. I don’t have to like the guy, but if it was Angel, I’d be doing everything in my power to get to her,” Chase admitted. “You were there for me when Angel and I went through something similar. You helped me bring her back.”

      “It’s dangerous. I can’t ask you to put yourselves in a situation where any of you can get hurt. I couldn’t live with myself. Ashor is my problem. Besides, I’m not doing this alone. I have help,” I assured him. Two demons who weren’t very trustworthy, not like family.

      “Are you done yet?” Chase asked with a raised brow, his hands shoved into his pockets as he rocked on his heels, sporting a shithead smirk.

      I blinked, staring into the faces of my family. They all wore similar expressions of amusement, and I couldn’t figure out why. Nothing I’d said was funny. Flecks of darkness sparked at my fingertips in annoyance.

      “God, Lex. You are simply amazing,” Emma grinned, flashing pearly white teeth.

      Travis rubbed at the back of his neck. “I definitely don’t envy him. I’ve always said you were a handful and I would pity the man who fell in love with you.”

      I frowned at my brother. This wasn't the time to discuss my shortcomings.

      “The thing is, yes, we came here to support you,” Chase intersected, sensing a sister-brother spat coming on. “It’s what we do. But… your mate, he doesn’t know us very well.” I recognized the mischievous gleam in Chase’s silver eyes. He was up to something. He slipped his hand into Angel’s, and the two of them shared a look before he turned back to me. “You should have come to us for help, Lex, then you wouldn’t have had to make a deal with Kira. A bargain with a demon always has strings attached, but having been in this position myself, I understand why you did it. No one knows more than Angel and me what you are going through and how devastatingly hard it was for him to leave you.”

      I couldn’t help but notice that Chase refused to call Ashor by his name. “Doesn’t change that he left me,” I argued, putting heat and frustration behind the statement. Nor my need to help him.

      “No, it doesn’t.” The expression on his face was pained, as if he could imagine all too well what Ashor had felt forcing me out of the underworld, surrendering to his mother for me. “And yet you’re still willing to go back to Hell to save him, a place you hate with every fiber of your being—all for him.”

      Travis hopped over the back of the couch, plopping down and making himself cozy. “I don’t necessarily agree with Chase. This whole idea is insane, but it isn’t the first time we’ve gotten ourselves into a mess.”

      My gaze bounced between Chase and Travis, trying to find a way to make them see reason here. Was I the only sane person in the room?

      Emma scooted to the edge of the couch, closer to my brother, who looped a casual arm behind her. “The only real chance we have of stopping the queen from releasing Hell on Earth is if we work together. You need us,” she said matter-of-factly.

      My head shook. “No. Absolutely not. I won’t put you in danger. This is my fault. I can handle it.”

      Chase’s silver eyes flashed gold. “Sorry, it’s not open for discussion. We’ve already decided.” His voice left no room for argument, but I could also be a stubborn ass.

      “And besides, tell me again how this is your fault?” Angel prompted, the voice of reason. She was calm, and at times like this, I found it difficult to believe she was a queen herself, capable of producing fire hot enough to kill a demon’s soul.

      “The Queen of Darkness had her eye on Angel long before you met the prince,” Chase reminded. “This involves us all. When you mess with one of us—”

      “—you mess with us all,” Travis finished.

      Chase was right, but I refused to admit it. He didn’t need anyone inflating his already huge ego. It was larger than life. “I appreciate you guys coming here and caring. I really do. I didn’t know how much I needed to see you, but I…”

      Chase kicked out his legs onto the coffee table, linking his arms behind his head. Angel snuggled into the crook of his arm, pulling her legs up onto the couch.

      “What are you doing?” I huffed, blowing back strands of my day-two hair.

      He crossed his hands in front of his chest. “Getting comfortable, because we’re not leaving.”

      “Dammit, Chase. Angel can’t—”

      My best friend cleared her throat, cutting off what would have been an epic rant. “I’m not fragile. Besides, I’m your ticket through the Mist and out. Being the Queen of the Damned or the Queen of Inferno, whatever freaking title they give me, has its benefits. It seems I can’t get lost.”

      I folded my arms, doing my best to suppress the rising darkness cooling my blood. I opened my mouth and then promptly snapped it shut when I got a good look at the unyielding jaw on Angel.

      Her chin lifted. “There is no other way. You can’t get out of the underworld without me,” she pointed out.

      Truth.

      Cayden had ensured he could get me in, but not out. That detail was up to Ashor and me. A tightening grew in my throat, and my eyes burned. “This is insane,” I whispered. I couldn’t believe what was happening. They really weren’t going to let me go alone, and my chest ached with the knowledge. Both in fear and relief, which then brought on the guilt. And anger at my mother for making the call.

      My shoulders slumped, resignation overcoming me. We were really going to do this—go back to the underworld—together. All for one and one for all and all that bullshit.

      “There is nothing insane about wanting to protect family,” Chase said.

      I swallowed the knot of emotion that got stuck in my throat, forcing down tears that threatened to wet my eyes. Right alongside gratitude were ribbons of darkness swirling around the hole in my chest that constantly throbbed. “Does the ache ever go away?” I asked, looking at my cousin and his wife while I rubbed the heel of my palm against my heart in an attempt to pacify the discomfort.

      “Never,” Chase and Angel said in unison.

      “Until you are together again, your souls will always be split,” Chase said.

      “You’ll never feel whole,” Angel added.

      I dropped my chin onto my hand. “I was afraid you were going to say that. I don’t know how you guys deal with this.”

      “Because I love her,” Chase said plainly.

      Angel grinned.

      My bond to the prince could be crippling, paralyzing. It had the power to destroy me, but I also knew it could be deep and gratifying, a connection beyond anything mortals had, if I allowed myself to accept the prince—flaws and all. But I also had to accept myself—my demon. I had to allow myself to love. The problem was, I didn’t know if I could give my heart away again.

      Ashor wasn’t Colin. There was no guilt about mixing him up in my world as there had been with Colin. Ashor was powerful, capable of taking care of himself in a fight. He was reckless and dodgy with his words, more demon than human, but why did that have to be a flaw?

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Okay,” Chase echoed, looking each one of us in the eyes. “It’s settled. Kira will take us to the portal. Angel will lead us through the Mist to the gate. From there, you will go find your prince, and we will be waiting for you to return.”

      One by one, we all nodded.

      A somber mood settled over us for the remainder of the night, but we stayed lounging in the family room, talking, planning, and catching up, just like old times. This was what we did best. Besides, none of us was really tired. And who could blame us?

      Tomorrow night, I’d be breaking Ashor out of Hell. I just needed Cayden to point me in the right direction. My bond to Ashor would do the rest.

      Trusting Cayden might prove to be the most difficult part of the plan, regardless that he was Ashor’s friend and what he had done for my mother all those years ago. Cayden was a demon. I’d spent my life killing monsters like him, not becoming their best friends. I couldn’t even trust my own mother.

      If Cayden betrayed me, led me astray, or abandoned me, I’d be screwed.

      I needed to be smart. If I stood a chance at finding Ashor, I had to outwit the queen herself. I wasn’t sure how, but when the time came, I had to be prepared. There would be no room for error.

      For the Queen of Darkness was a cunning bitch.
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      The few hours of sleep I managed that night, I didn’t dream about Ashor. It was the Queen of Darkness who invaded my sleep. Smug and condescending, she sat high on her throne, staring down at me like I was nothing but an ant she could squash with her shoe. I was small. Inconsequential. Pesky. Useless.

      I tossed and turned, ice freezing my veins.

      And when I woke up, the ceiling was painted in shadows and darkness of my own making.

      I hadn’t told my family about the little hitch in being bonded to a prince. Just how did I explain a power I didn’t understand, nor fully control. But if we were going into the underworld together, then they deserved to know everything they were getting involved in, including the dark magic inside me.
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      The night I was to break into the underworld finally arrived, and with it came a chill that permeated the air. A bundle of nerves and uncertainty knotted inside me for so many reasons, the primary one being my plan to rescue a prince.

      It had been nearly three months since I laid eyes on Ashor in the flesh, had been able to smell him, touch him. I was half afraid of what I might do when I was face-to-face with him. First, I had to get there.

      My boots were nearly silent as I moved through the woods, Kira on my right, Angel and Emma on my left. The guys were directly in front of us. I prayed the information Cayden had received was accurate or all of this would be for nothing and I’d miss my only opportunity.

      I refused to let myself think about failure. It wasn’t an option.

      Almost six months had gone by since the first time I was taken into the underworld. If someone had told me I’d voluntarily walk my ass back through the gates of Hell, I would have asked if they were on drugs. Yet, here I was, gearing up to take that long trek into Hell’s Mist. Without a guide, the in-between was meant to keep those wandering souls trapped. It was meant to confuse and fuck with your head.

      The bond tying me to Ashor was a constant tug inside my chest. It yanked on me every so often, reminding me that I needed to find him. Day or night. Awake or asleep. The pull to him never eased or rested. If anything, it grew more and more relentless.

      Our first challenge was opening the gateway to the in-between. One didn’t just stroll into Hell or knock on a door. Just as demons had invaded our world since the dawn of time, we were essentially going to be trespassing into the underworld, something that was way less common. Except for Angel. She was sort of an anomaly. This was Kira’s job, to open the portal that would allow us into Hell’s Mist.

      The night progressed as normal when the six of us were together. Chase was full of piss and vinegar, as usual. Travis was cocky grins and senseless humor as we descended a hill. My boots sank into the grass, sweat beading on my brow from the humid evening air. The crescent moon loomed overhead, low in the sky. It was the only source of light, the stars hidden behind moody clouds, mimicking my disposition.

      For an hour we hiked through the woods, avoiding the main roads, to a voodoo temple that Kira claimed was a shrine to Priestess Hecate, the goddess of night, of the moon, and the underworld. According to my mother, Hecate was the keeper of crossroads and had the ability to unlock the door between realms. I never put much stock into magic, but after what I’d seen in the underworld, my mind was open to possibilities, so I was willing to try anything, even visiting the temple of a goddess. It was there we would find a forgotten portal into Hell’s Mist. We were sneaking in, avoiding any detection of our presence, meaning we couldn’t get into Hell through the normal channels demons used. It would raise too many brows and questions that undoubtedly would alert a certain queen of our whereabouts.

      We were going in quiet and stealthy. So an abandoned portal nestled in a graveyard was our ticket inside. Once we crossed to the other side, I’d bid my demon mother good goodbye and let Angel do her thing, guiding us to hopefully the correct gate. “Tell me again how you know about this portal?” I asked my mother, staring at the rusty iron entrance of a graveyard.

      Kira shrugged, her dark hair tumbling over her shoulders. “All worlds have their secret passageways. In this world, they are long forgotten, rarely used, or guarded. Mortals spend their lives avoiding Hell, not seeking entrance.”

      “Uh-huh,” I muttered, eyeing the fence that bordered the cemetery. The closer we got, the less sure I was of this idea.

      Travis and Chase each gave us a boost up over the fence. I jumped down on the other side, my feet hitting the ground, and dusted my fingers off on my jeans. In a nearby tree, an owl hooted from a large branch, watching us with his big large eyes.

      “Let’s find this tomb before the groundskeeper finds us,” Chase advised, his gaze sweeping over the numerous graves.

      “It’s not too late to back out, you know,” I whispered to my cousin. His loyalty was honorable, but it didn’t mean I was keen on this plan. I wanted my family safe, not in the thick of trouble.

      “This is your call, Lex,” he reminded me. “If you want to turn back now, we’re right behind you.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” I retorted.

      “And neither can we,” Chase shot back.

      I huffed. “Fine. Kira, where is this creepy tomb?” The sooner we got to the underworld, the sooner we could get back home.

      It only took us another hour to find the hidden crypt. Not our best time, but all that really mattered was what lay inside. After getting shit on by a bird, snagged by a thorn bush, and soaked through with sweat, this trip better be fucking worth it.

      The grave wasn’t with the others, nor was it marked, but concealed by an overgrowth of bushes and vines, making it nearly invisible to the naked eye—unless you were part demon. It was Angel who noticed the unusual symbol carved on the ground, only visible to her because of her demon status.

      I grumbled a string of curse words all directed toward the Prince of Darkness as Chase and Travis worked on prying open the stone hatch embedded in the ground.

      The door was heavy and shrieked inch by inch as Travis and Chase pulled until it was just wide enough for us to slip through. “I don’t suppose anyone brought a flashlight?” Emma asked.

      Travis blinked at his girlfriend. “Why would we need a flashlight?”

      Sometimes my brother could be so dense. “She can’t see in the dark like the rest of us,” I replied, thumping him on the back of the head.

      “Hey,” he complained, rubbing at the spot. “I forgot, okay. And you can just hold on to my arm. I’ll lead the way.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Wonderful.”

      This was turning into a comedy show, and not a good one either.

      I stared down into the damp, cobweb-infested tomb. It looked as if it hadn’t been disturbed in decades. The stone steps leading into the crumbling temple were cracked and eroded. They groaned and creaked under our weight, pebbles skipping down the stairs into the dark abyss. “Are you sure this place is safe? It isn’t going to come crashing down on top of us, is it?” I whispered, my voice carrying from wall to wall, echoing like I was in an endless tunnel.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” Kira replied with an encouraging tone that did nothing to soothe my worries.

      When we finally reached the bottom of the steps, I was inclined to order Angel to burn this place to the ground. Something in the air itched at my demon marks, like I was being stung by a swarm of pesky mosquitoes. I wanted out.

      We continued to wade through the darkness, moving further into the tomb, until we saw a speck of light. “There.” Travis pointed. “Do you see it?”

      “No,” Emma snapped.

      “Something is there,” I told Emma, offering a speck of hope. “A torch, I think.” It only took another minute of scuffling down through the dingy cave-like corridor before we came to a small room. A collective sigh went through the group, relieving a bit of the claustrophobia I was feeling.

      The chamber was barely big enough to fit all six of us, but we squeezed in, all staring at the massive stone statue that took up the back wall of the room. Goddess Hecate towered over us, long robes billowing at her feet and a crown spiked on her head. She stood in a column-carved doorway, flanked by two flickering torches, the source of light that had guided us at the end. It wasn’t like normal fire, but burned eternally—Hellfire, the same sort of fire Angel could produce.

      “What’s this?” Angel asked, lifting her hand toward the statue.

      “Angel, don’t!” Chase warned, flashing to his wife, but was too late. She had plucked the metal skeleton key from the goddess’s hand.

      Everyone went still, as if the key was a bomb, ready to blow us to tiny bites. When nothing happened, I exhaled. “Holy shit, you gave me a heart attack.”

      Angel inspected the tangled and maze-like design of the key. “Where do you think this goes?” she asked.

      “Do we want to know?” Travis retorted with a nervous chuckle.

      “Isn’t that the whole reason we are inside this creepy-ass tomb?” Emma reminded us.

      “There is something about this place…,” Angel began, her eyes roaming around the chamber.

      I shuddered. “Anyone else freezing to death?” I asked, rubbing my hands over my arms. All the summer heat was gone, leaving me suddenly trembling, as if a ghost had crossed through my body.

      “It did get cold in here,” Emma agreed, but she was human and more susceptible to temperature changes. I normally wasn’t, but that had all changed after my stint at the Court of Darkness.

      Kira stepped forward, shaking her head. “Amateurs. Give me the key,” she said, holding out her hand.

      Angel’s eyes narrowed, and she waited for a beat before passing over the key. The compact room was tense, not a single one of us trusting my mother, but I had struck a deal, I reminded myself. It bound her to her oath just as it bound me.

      Kira crouched in front of the statue, staring at the dust-covered ground.

      “How did you—?”

      Angel looked at me, and my words faltered. My friend’s eyes were almost wholly red in a way that was freaking me out and only happened when a demon from her court was near or she was about to lose control. Chase noticed as well, and concern clouded his silver irises. “Angel eyes,” he murmured, stroking a finger over his wife’s cheek.

      She blinked, focusing on his face, but the crimson of her irises remained. “I’m okay,” she assured. “I just need to…” Angel’s focus shifted to Kira as my mother ran her fingers over the ground, smearing away a layer of dirt and other gunk I didn’t want to think about. The things scuttling in the dark made my skin crawl. “Those markings,” Angel whispered.

      It took another moment or two for Kira to clear the floor enough that I could see what Angel was referring to. There were, in fact, ancient runes, symbols, or whatever cryptic script inscribed into the ground.

      “What does it say?” Travis asked, hunkering down beside Kira for a closer look.

      “It’s a message, a warning,” Angel whispered as we all looked at her with similar expressions of disbelief and gaping mouths.

      I glanced at my cousin, who only shook his head, befuddled like the rest of us.

      Kira traced her fingers over the marks. “It mentions fallen angels—those first to inhabit the underworld and form the five sectors of Hell. And warns that he who turns the key will be judged before entering Hecate’s Grove. From there, the path of your destiny is decided.”

      There was a time when Chase’s father, a higher demon, had referred to Angel as the “Key.” A lump formed in my throat.

      “It has to be me,” she whispered.

      Chase and I exchanged uneasy glances. This could be bad.

      “Angel, perhaps we should just let Kira open the door,” I suggested.

      “She’s right,” Kira mumbled, so quiet, I wasn’t sure I heard her. “Any of us could open the door, but only Angel can’t be judged. Her status as a queen grants her immunity. She can’t be judged by any god or magic.”

      My teeth ground together. “I thought you said this entrance would get us in undetected?”

      Mom shrugged as if it was no sweat off her back if we got caught. “I was pretty sure.”

      Was this why she had called my brother, because she needed Angel to open the portal? If there was any truth in my hunch, she and I were going to have words.

      Angel took the key back from Kira and knelt down to the marks. There was a small hole in the center of the symbols, where she inserted the key. Everyone in the chamber held their breath, waiting to see what happened next. Chase put a hand on his wife’s shoulder. After a few more long seconds, I began to think Kira was sending us on a wild goose chase.

      I turned on my heels, facing my mother with a scowl, when the doorway behind the statue trembled with enough force to shake the tomb. Rocks and debris rained over the chamber as the wall split and opened just wide enough to make an entrance.

      “Holy shit,” Travis said.

      “I can’t believe it,” Emma echoed. “It actually worked.” I don’t think anyone was more surprised than her.

      “So, who’s going first?” I inquired, raising a brow.

      Chase shot me a wicked smirk. “After you, cuz.”

      I rolled my eyes but took a step toward the opening. Fuck me. Ashor better goddamn appreciate the shit I went through to protect him for once. As if the thought of my mate sent a signal down our bond, a sharp shooting pain went through my back, and I hissed. My palms flattened against the rough stone wall as I rode out the wave of agony.

      “Lex,” Angel called, but her voice was so far away, as if she was at the other side of the ocean. She touched my elbow. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      The pain was blowing out my hearing and thankfully only lasted a few seconds. “I’m okay,” I assured, straightening back to my full height. “It’s not me. It’s Ashor,” I informed, ribbons of panic rippling through me.

      “This is as far as I go,” Kira said. “Cayden will be waiting at the gate.”

      I nodded. “Thank you. I couldn’t have gotten this far without your help.”

      An odd expression shifted into her expression. A cross between concern and fear. “I’ll see you when you get home. You still have your end of the bargain to uphold.”

      I stepped into the opening, turning to the side to make sure I squeezed through. Like a snap of a finger, the flickering light from the chamber was gone, and I was veiled in utter darkness. Nothing I wasn’t accustomed to, but my family was another story. Angel’s hand slipped into mine like an anchor, keeping us from being separated. Another snap of a finger, and the five of us were surrounded by a dense white mist cold enough to freeze the tip of my nose.

      This was the in between—the leg of our journey that would be the most dangerous. It was up to Angel to guide us to Hell's Gate, to the Court of Darkness. A single wrong turn and we might never return—never see each other again. It was a massive gamble, but I didn’t see that we had another choice. My mother had kept her word. I just prayed Cayden did as well.

      “Holy shit. I can’t believe we’re back here,” Travis proclaimed. A haze of mist so thick I could hardly make out his form clouded between us, but I heard the tremor in his voice, his body shuddering.

      I hadn’t been with them the first time they’d wandered through limbo, but I imagined the memories weren’t pleasant, and I was sorry for it.

      “I never thought I would willingly go back,” Emma agreed. They had only come in the first place to save me. Something I was never going to forget. Only family, people who truly cared about you, pulled a stunt like they had.

      “None of us did,” Chase said. The doorway behind us was gone, the mist swallowing us whole.

      “This way,” Angel said, her eerie eyes glowing bright like little tracking beacons through the heavy vapor.

      Sticking close together, we followed her, Chase grabbing onto her hand, tying her to him. We walked blindly for at least ten minutes, and the tension at being discovered started to ease—until the temperature dropped in a familiar chill that made my skin pucker with goose bumps. My heartbeat picked up, thumping against my ribs. I couldn’t tell if it was fear or excitement that caused my pulse to race. “Someone’s coming,” I murmured, halting as I searched through the dense fog.

      Travis’s voice was rough when he said, “You’re sure? I don’t see—”

      The outline of a dark shadow appeared, a man sitting on top of a horse. The sight brought forth sharp needle-like pains in my chest. I couldn’t pick apart my own emotions, not now, not when I was on the verge of throwing up.

      My eyes were glued to the figure, the winds blustering, whistling, and moaning like chained ghosts of the past, turning the air to frost. Snow fluttered from the misty sky like pieces of broken stars, glittering through Hell’s Mist. In the distance, Hellhounds barked battle cries, craving the hunt. Hooves thundered over the dirt, pounding into the ground in ferocity and death.

      The Wild Hunt had arrived.

      Fuck!

      This was not part of the plan.

      What was the Hunt doing here? Was Ashor with them? Had something happened to Cayden? Had he sent the Hunt after me? Or was it the bitch queen herself who gave the order?

      Was it wrong to hope that just once something would go according to plan?

      “I assume our cover has been blown.” Chase glowered at the approaching riders.

      My pulse galloped much like the Hellmounts they rode in on, swift and earnest. It was pointless to run, so I stood frozen, waiting for the Hunt to materialize. A part of me hoped against all hope that Ashor would be among them.

      “Lexi,” Chase and Travis hissed, but their voices were like pesky flies, buzzing softly in the distance.

      I swatted them away and took a step forward, pulled to the Hunt. The riders called to some deep part of my soul. “It’s the Wild Hunt,” I mumbled.

      “No shit,” Chase cursed, tugging me back a step. “What do you want to do?”

      Dread pitted in my belly, growing with each mounting second. One rider turned into two, which turned into three and so forth. I couldn’t see their faces. Not yet. If we ran and Ashor was among them… But if we stayed and he wasn’t.

      Crap! I didn’t know what to do?

      I should have listened to my gut, but my impetuous nature longed to see Ashor—burned for him to be among the riders. Where is he? Where. The. Actual. Fuck is he?

      This can’t be happening.

      Had Cayden betrayed me? Did Cayden squeal on me, run to his queen?

      Through the white air, my gaze clashed with soulless eyes as dark as tar and grew wide. My muscles locked up, and fear slammed into me, knocking the breath out of my chest. I stumbled back a step or two into Travis, who caught me. Those monstrous eyes belonged to the very last demon I wanted to see.

      Soren Clave.

      The air felt like little shards of glass in my lungs, tearing me up inside, and all I could do was watch as the sadistic asshole rode straight to me. Soren pulled back on the reins of his Hellmount in front of me. The horse reared up, kicking his front legs as flames licked over his hooves, warming my cheeks. With a thunderous crash, the horse hit the ground, sending tremors under my feet.

      “Hello, little demon,” Soren sneered in a way that made my skin feel as if a nest of centipedes was crawling over it. “What a pleasant surprise. I wondered when we’d meet again. I just didn’t expect it would be so soon. But it does save me the trouble of having to hunt you down.” His head cocked to the side as eyes born of evil raked over me. “Although, I would have thoroughly enjoyed doing so.”

      Memories of how he had trapped his brother flashed through my mind, and my fear quickly turned to a roaring rage, drowning all rational parts of me. “Has anyone ever told you that you talk too much?”

      A twisted laugh went through Soren’s chest, his horse prancing under him. “Words can be powerful.”

      Alongside me, my family formed a wall. “Where’s Ashor?” I demanded, getting straight to the point. It was why I was here, not to catch up with Soren.

      Soren’s black cloak billowed in the wind. “Your mate? The one that abandoned you?”

      Saved was more like it, but I kept my lips pressed together, my fingers curled into fists. I was about ten seconds away from knocking the demon off his horse and clocking Soren in the nose. I wanted to see his black blood coat the powder of white snow that had begun to blanket the ground. “Where is he?” I asked again with more force, feeling far braver than I felt facing this beastly demon.

      “Soren,” one of the other riders said in a low warning.

      Soren’s unnatural onyx eyes narrowed. “You’re a fool to come here.”

      “Am I?” I taunted, attempting to confuse him and make him doubt his advantage. Soren could be his own worst enemy, a demon with such cruelty but lacking true confidence thanks to his mother. Definite mommy issues.

      We stared at each other, long and unyieldingly, neither of us backing down. I refused to give Soren the satisfaction of watching me squirm.

      “There is no place for you here, mortal. Or have you already forgotten what happened last time? Hmm,” he cooed, like a revelation just occurred to him. “Perhaps that’s it. You want to come back. That can be arranged. My mother would love nothing more than to see you again. Should I give you a lift?” He held out his thin, pale hand, nails long and tapered to sharp points, perfect for slicing open a heart.

      Chase and Travis both snarled in protest.

      The demon inside me growled, and I knew my eyes shifted into their unique shade of gold and aqua, yet regardless of the storm brewing inside me, I smiled at Ashor’s brother. “Why don’t you get off your high horse and come get me. Or are you afraid I’ll kick your ass again?” I readied my stance.

      “Soren,” a voice boomed.

      We all turned to see Cayden stalking toward us with unbridled violence. Wisps of smoke curled around him, banishing the mist with each of his steps.

      I realized too late that taking my eyes off Soren for even a split second was a regrettable mistake I wouldn’t be able to undo. The arrival of Cayden sent Soren into action, knowing that Cayden wouldn’t let him hurt me, his best friend’s mate.

      Soren’s fingers tangled into my hair, and I was yanked backward against his sidestepping horse. My side hit the powerful beast, the flames circling his muscular legs scorched at my ankles, and with one simple order from Soren, his horse bolted into the mist, dragging me along with them.
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      Pain burst at my hair roots, and I screamed, a vacant sound that echoed through the sudden vastness of the in between, a place neither for the living or the dead. The mist was like a heavy coat that offered no warmth, and I was sucked back into that place of panic and helplessness—a place I never wanted to be again.

      “Lexi!” My name was bellowed from somewhere within the dense, frosty mist, bouncing around me from all sides as I was jarred against the horse.

      Soren hauled me in front of him, and I went wild, scratching, thrashing, kicking, and punching, anything I could do to dislodge myself from his mount. I’d rather take my chances wandering aimlessly in Hell’s Mist than find out what Soren planned to do with me.

      Never!

      “Let me go, you asshole!” I hissed, hitting him on the shoulder as I squirmed against his hold to grab my dagger without success.

      His laugh made my skin crawl and my stomach pitch. Memories of him chasing me through the woods, taunting me as he created vivid pictures of what he planned to do when he caught me rose in my mind. He hadn’t though, and I reminded myself of that fact again and again. Ashor had found me. And now I had to find him. I was every bit as persistent as the Prince of Darkness was lethal.

      Soren was a dead man. If I didn’t kill him, Ashor would.

      The demon hauled me tighter against him, whispering in my ear, “You and I have unfinished business. I really hate unfinished business.”

      My breath became tight in my chest as my ears picked up the thunderous hooves from the riders in front of us. Whimpering echoed from somewhere in the mist, someone begging and pleading for his soul to be found. I ignored the throbbing pain at my scalp and went for the dagger tucked into my boot. I never left home without it. “Uh, yeah well, I hate you. Does that make us square?” My fingers grazed the top of the blade’s handle. Just another inch and…

      Soren jerked on the reins, signalling for his horse to make a quick right that jostled me in his lap. I let out an audible growl of frustration as my hand slipped off the hilt. Motherfucker.

      He tsked. “Nice try, but I don’t think so, little demon. Let’s save the swordplay for later.”

      Tossing my hair out of my face, I spat, “Fuck off.”

      “The things that come out of your pretty mouth.” His eyes flicked to my lips, an incorrigible half smirk on his own. “Imagine if you were my mate.”

      Bile churned in my stomach. “I’d rather not, unless you’re trying to make me sick.”

      He chuckled, his pointed nails embedding deeper into my skin. “There is always something sweeter about the ones that fight back. My mother might have an infinite amount of patience, but I do not.”

      “She will never make you her heir,” I seethed. “If that’s what you think to gain by bringing me back.”

      Like a cobra striking its prey, his fingers were in my hair again, snapping my head back as he hissed in my ear. “You know nothing.”

      I knew that I was on borrowed time. The further Soren took me away from my family, the harder it was going to be for me to get away from him. Even if I managed to break free, I still had to combat against the mist. Finding my way to the Gate was going to be the real test.

      But first, I needed to get off this horse.

      An idea formed, a very dumb and potentially harmful plan, but it was all I had. Anything was better than what sordid crap Soren was drumming up in his corrupt mind. Not giving myself time to comprehend all that could go wrong, I wrapped my arms around the spawn of Satan, suppressing a shudder of revulsion. I never wanted to be this close to the evil brother again, but if it got me my freedom, it would be worth it… or so I kept telling myself over and over again as I clasped my hands behind his back and threw my entire body weight over to one side—all one hundred and twenty-five pounds.

      It was enough. Just barely, but I managed to throw us both off balance and off the horse.

      His fingers untangled from my hair in an attempt to stop gravity from winning. “Dammit, Lexi—”

      As we fell, I released my grasp and slammed my hands into his chest. Then I shoved, separating us so we fell to the ground feet apart. My foot came up, connecting with the side of his face.

      Crack.

      His head snapped to the side. It was all the space I needed.

      Scrambling to my feet, I took off, not waiting to see if I’d broken his jaw. I prayed I had, regardless that he would heal. I wanted the satisfaction of having hurt him.

      The frigid air froze my lungs, but I didn’t stop, didn’t dare call out for my family, fearing Soren would find me and carry out all those disturbing things he’d spent months fantasizing over, every detail of pain and torture.

      I did not want to die.

      I did not want to be imprisoned.

      I did not want to be the queen’s pawn or Soren’s plaything.

      One moment the ground was under my feet as I ran, and the next I was sailing through the air. I hit the earth, elbows and palms scraping against rocks and dirt I couldn’t see. The impact jarred me for a breath or two. Get up! Get up! My instincts were screaming at me.

      I moved my legs, but something was holding me back. Boney fingers were twined around my ankles, nails digging into my skin as the coppery scent of my blood tinged the air under my nose. “Bastard,” I hissed between my teeth, blindly kicking out with my other foot.

      Thud.

      A groan sounded, to my satisfaction, as one of my blows struck Soren, and I was up again, running.

      Don’t look back. Just keep going. Keep going!

      And I did. My feet flew over the ground, dodging at the last second any trees or obstacles that appeared in my path. The longer I ran unable to tell left from right, the more fear began to overtake the anger I’d been reliant on to keep me from falling apart.

      I remembered what it was like to be broken and unwhole, my soul splintered. To be locked away, shackled and helpless. I remembered what it was like to want to live, to be willing to do anything to get home.

      Keep it together, Lex. You’re not going to be lost forever. Ashor won’t let you. It was absurd for me to assume the Prince of Darkness would come for me, considering he himself was trapped.

      And yet, his voice purred in my head.

      “Damn straight, I won’t.”

      A shadow of darkness danced in front of me, and sweet relief burned through my lungs. I didn’t question the sudden appearance of the otherworldly darkness and surged forward, following as it weaved in and out of the mist, making sure to stay close behind for fear of losing my guide.

      Had Ashor really found me? Was it his powers hurtling through the in between, paving a path for me? Honestly, I didn’t care, as long as it brought me to Ashor.

      Faster—I had to go faster. My demon strength only got me so far. Eventually, even I would run out of steam. I only hoped I’d be far from Soren when that happened.

      Just when I didn’t think I could run anymore, I broke free from the mist, stumbling over uneven ground.

      It wasn’t Ashor who waited for me in the clearing. It was Cayden.

      And my family.

      Although I was filled with relief, there were also traces of disappointment. I’d been desperate for Ashor to be the one to find me, a part of me clinging to the hope of it.

      But he wasn’t here.

      No. I was here to save him, I reminded myself with steely resolve.

      “Where is he?” Cayden demanded, eyes dark with fury.

      “I don’t know,” I panted, taking in greedy breaths of air. “Not far behind me.”

      The punisher was dressed from head to toe in black, his blond hair secured at the nape of his neck. Strands escaped, framing his face. “We need to go before he gets to the queen first. We don’t have much time,” he warned.

      “Are you okay?” Angel asked.

      I nodded. “I’m fine now.”

      “We didn’t know if we’d be able to find you,” Emma said, an arrow grasped in her hand.

      “How did you?” I asked.

      “He did,” Chase said, glancing pointedly at Cayden.

      “There’s no time to talk.” Cayden reprimanded us with exasperation. “We need to get to the gate. Stay close,” he ordered, moving in front of us to lead the way. The mist parted for him, receding from the darkness Cayden carried with him like a whip.

      Angel wound her fingers through mine as if she was afraid we would be separated again. I hated that she was here, but I also knew this was her way of protecting her future and her baby’s future. If we didn’t find a way to stop Kali, then Angel’s life would always be threatened.

      Emma took my other hand, lacing her fingers with mine, and one by one we interlocked our hands, like a massive train as we started our voyage to the underworld.

      Things hadn’t gone according to plan. In no time, Kali would know we were coming, making my plans to rescue Ashor difficult, to say the least. She would know Cayden aided us, another betrayal that wouldn’t go unpunished. She would know why I came back. For her son. What she didn’t know was that I refused to leave her court without him, no matter what she threw at me.

      I’d find a way to free us both.

      I wondered if the queen expected Cayden to deliver his own punishment. Would that be part of the game to mess with his head? I hated to imagine what she had in store for Cayden when she found out what he had done, but I couldn’t dwell on it. My head needed to be clear and focused or I stood no chance at outsmarting her.

      The mist was a maze, designed to confuse and trick the mind—another sort of game. The vapors wound around me like a second skin, clinging to my body and snaking into my nostrils. If it wasn’t for Emma and Angel holding my hands, I would have believed I was alone in a world of emptiness. Nothing stirred. No wind. No life.

      It felt as if we walked for days through the endless labyrinth of mist. My legs were bone tired, feet dragging, and I was near the point of weepy for a bed. But when I didn’t think I could take another step, the mist cleared, revealing the towering gate of Hell, as if the underworld sensed my surrender.

      We came to halt in a line behind Cayden, staring at the iron gate jutting up into the sky. “Are you sure this is the right gate?” Emma asked, her eyes panning over the landscape beyond the fence that went left and right for infinite miles.

      Instead of the never-ending night and sea of stars, the land was a jungle of lush green. Wild trees bordered the fence. A thicket of moss coated the ground, climbed up tree trunks, and clung to the rocks. Soft, enchanting music emanated from deep in the woods, luring the wandering to the other side like a Siren’s song. “It does look different,” I agreed.

      “Vastly different. This isn’t the Court of Darkness,” Angel said, eyeing the tangle of vines choking the metal rungs. Her gaze flung to Cayden’s, and I didn’t like the accusation I saw in them.

      “No, it’s not. This is the gate to the Court of Envy,” Cayden explained.

      My body ached, and I wanted to collapse, too tired to deal with more complications. “I don’t understand.”

      “If you step foot in the Court of Darkness, Kali will hunt you down. She will have your soul ripped out, and there will be no one to stop her,” he explained. “I don’t know how Soren knew of our plan, but he will search for you, and he won’t stop until he has found you.”

      Cayden didn’t have to explain Soren’s obsessive tendencies. I was the one that got away. “What about Ashor? I can’t leave him there.”

      “The prince is in Gardeness. I hope,” he added.

      “What do you mean, you hope?” I growled his name when he didn’t reply immediately.

      Cayden shoved the loose strands of hair out of his face. “The queen sent him here.”

      The darkness inside me rumbled. “So, it’s happening. He is going to fulfill his oath.”

      Cayden nodded.

      “Shit.”

      There was no smirk on Cayden’s face. None of his usual charm. “You have to stop him.”

      “I’m going to fucking try.”

      Cayden eyes were glowing emeralds. “This is where my journey ends. I can’t go through the gate with you.”

      “I know,” I replied reluctantly. It surprised me that I wasn’t ready to let Cayden leave. I didn’t know what waited for me on the other side of the gate, and perhaps that was where my trepidation stemmed from.

      His eyes shifted to my crown. “Tell the prince that I said, ‘you’re welcome.’”

      I gave the demon a funny look.

      “He’ll know what it means.”

      “Will you be okay?” I asked. The queen was bound to make him pay dearly for his betrayal.

      “Don’t tell me you’re worried about me?” He winked, the corners of his mouth twitching. There was the facetious demon I knew.

      “She is going to make your life hell.” I pointed out the obvious.

      He backed away, grinning. “It wouldn’t be Hell if she didn’t.” Then he was gone, the mist devouring him, and me never getting the chance to thank him.

      Exhaling, I stared at the entrance of the underworld, and doubts crept in. Was I doing the right thing going after Ashor and against his mother? Was I sentencing us all to death? I chewed on my lower lip while I had an epic stare down with the Gate of Envy.

      “Lex?” Chase prompted, brows lifted. “What is it?”

      “Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts now,” Travis moaned.

      I was, but that wasn’t what I had to say. “No. There’s something I need to tell you.” Before I took the final step into the underworld, I had to get this off my chest.

      Chase’s silver eyes narrowed. “And you decided seconds before you cross over into Hell would be an appropriate time?”

      “When is there ever a good time to tell my family that a part of the Prince of Darkness’s power attached itself to my soul?” I blurted out.

      Silence followed and lingered in the air as they each processed my outburst. Angel blinked, the first one to understand what I was trying to tell them. “What are you saying? That you can… what? Summon shadows? Spit darkness? Or rain night upon the earth?”

      Those were pretty damn good theories. “Maybe,” I admitted. “To be frank, I don’t know the extent of what I can do, but when our soulbond snapped into place, a fragment of Ashor’s power transferred to me. I only just recently became aware of it.”

      “How long?” Chase demanded. “How long have you known or suspected?”

      “Shortly after I came home,” I said with regret.

      “And you never said anything,” Angel said, pain clouding her crimson eyes. She was my best friend. We were supposed to tell each other everything. The good and the bad.

      “Why wouldn’t you come to us?” Emma asked.

      “I didn’t want to involve any of you more than I already have.”

      Emma wasn’t having it. “When are you going to get it into that head of yours that what happens to one of us, happens to us all?”

      If the situation was flipped, I would have said the same thing. I shrugged. “I can’t control it. Not really. But Ashor, he can—”

      “Hello, luv.”
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      Like synchronized swimmers, five heads whipped toward the direction of Ashor’s silky voice. Before my gaze even landed on him, the sound of that ancient dialect poured into my veins like liquid darkness, sending a chill through my body. I raked my gaze over him, searching for injuries, but he stood as arrogant as ever, leaning a shoulder against the other side of the gate. His midnight hair hung over the side of his face as shadows draped over his form. He kicked the gate open and raised a brow as if to say, are you coming in, or are you just going to stare at me all night?

      I darted through the gate and was in Ashor’s face, my repressed anger and hurt bubbling to the surface. “Don’t ‘Hello, luv’ me!” I shrieked, poking him in his firm chest. My finger more or less bounced off. “Really? That’s the first thing you say to me after leaving me. You selfish, arrogant, prince of asshole prick.”

      The stupid grin on his lips only widened. “I missed you too.”

      “God. You are so frustrating. Why do I even bother? I don’t know if I want to hit you or…”

      “Or what?” he prompted, his hands curving around my hips and pulling me closer.

      He didn’t play fair. “Kick you in the dick,” I said with smug satisfaction, crossing my hands over my chest before I got any funny ideas about touching him. Nope. Not going to happen, regardless of how relieved I was to see him.

      His chuckle was like a winter night against my face, fluttering over my lashes. Cool tingles bloomed at my cheeks, my pulse quickening. The mark at my nape burned like the brightest star in the sky. Without saying another word, he crashed his lips to mine, and the fracture on my soul I didn’t realize was there mended.

      The kiss was possessive and frantic in a way that made the world disappear. It was just the prince and me. His lips were skilled, coaxing mine to open up to him in utter surrender. My arms wound around his neck, and I pressed myself into his comforting coolness as his fingers roamed over the curves of my body.

      This was everything I’d been missing the last few months, this sense of completion I’d never really felt before. My heart was bursting out of my chest, and the world around me lost all meaning, all purpose.

      My mate, my soul sighed in sweet delight, but there was another, more persistent and powerful voice inside me. Claim him, the demon within purred like a siren’s song. Claim him, before it's too late.

      Why shouldn’t I? He was my mate? Denying it would get me nowhere, and I no longer wanted to resist him, couldn’t remember why I’d ever wanted to.

      I nipped at his lower lip, running my tongue along it. His growl vibrated over my mouth, and I wanted to be anywhere other than in Hell with an audience. In truth, I’d forgotten about my family and that we weren’t alone. Ashor had the power to make me lose myself completely.

      My fingers longed to trace his demon marks and stare at his face for hours. “You’re okay,” I whispered, taking in every inch of him, every angle.

      Darkness dispersed from Ashor like oil in water. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      He was here in front of me, and now I didn’t know what to do. “I saw her take you.” My voice trembled over the memories: seeing him surrender, Soren shackling him, him chained to the dungeon walls and walking up to the Court of Envy.

      His hand moved to the side of my face, brushing aside a stray piece of loose hair. “What else did you see, Lexi luv?”

      I averted my eyes, afraid he could see inside my head, which might have been pointless because if Ashor really wanted inside my mind, I couldn’t stop him. My gaze lingered on his lips, entranced by the curve of them.  “It doesn’t matter. You’re here.”

      He hooked a finger under my chin, tilting my face upward until I looked at him again. The color in his eyes was flecked with gold. “I am. But the real question is, why are you here?”

      The realization of his words echoed inside me, bouncing around in an unattainable thing I couldn’t catch. I never considered that he might not want to be released from his oath to his mother or rescued from the underworld. He had sacrificed so that I could escape, and yet, here I was, back in Hell, back in the line of danger.

      Would he be angry with me?

      Disappointed?

      But only amusement and something darker sparkled in his violet eyes.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I said blandly. “I’m here for you.”

      His voice was a tad hoarse as he replied, “This isn’t your fight. You should have stayed where it was safe.”

      “Safe.” I laughed sarcastically. “As long as you’re in danger, so am I. We’ll never be safe while your mother reigns. And I'm still upset with you.”

      His head angled to the side. “You made it very clear that you’re pissed.”

      “How dare you shove me out? You left me.” That was the root of my anger. He had left me.

      His fingers were drawing lazy circles along my lower back. “Is that what this is about? You can’t possibly still be pissed at me for saving your life, for getting you out of the underworld?”

      “Yes! I can be.” But the truth was, I no longer was angry with him. I should be. But I wasn’t. “Ashor,” I murmured, my fingers resting on either side of his neck. I said his name again, just needing to hear it on my lips and watch the way his pupils darkened at the sound. His forehead came to rest against mine, the hood of his cloak encompassing part of my face. “Don’t let me go,” I whispered against his cool skin.

      Why was it that every time we were apart, whether it was for hours, days, or months, it felt like years since I’d seen him last? I blamed our connection for my irrational behavior. “Ashor, you make me so mad, I could scream.”

      Shadows flickered in his eyes. “I didn’t leave you, luv. Not voluntarily.”

      “Am I supposed to believe you?”

      “You can feel the truth,” he whispered.

      He was right. He wasn’t lying, which still didn’t explain the situation. This wasn’t the Court of Darkness. “What happened then? Why didn’t you fight back? Why did you let them take you? Why didn’t you come with me? And what are you doing here in Gardeness?” I hurtled question after question, my cheeks flushed by the time I was done.

      His eyes flickered off my face for a second as I sensed my family moving to stand behind me. “I see you came with backup.” When I said nothing, he continued. “Apparently, everyone wants a piece of me. Can I help it if I am a popular guy?”

      I snorted. “You’re so not helping your situation here.”

      “Queen Verena and I have business, just boring court business,” he said, brushing off his presence in Gardeness.

      He was fooling no one. “Is that so?” I demanded, stepping out of his embrace. My family kept to the background, giving Ashor and me space to work through some shit, but I sensed their restlessness. They were eager to grab Ashor and split.

      A long sigh left the prince’s lips. “You still haven’t told me how you managed to find me.”

      “I guess it pays to know demons in high places,” I said, evading the question. He wasn’t the only one who could be sneaky.

      “Is that so?” He brushed the back of his knuckles along my cheek. “You shouldn’t be here. Go now, before it’s too late. You can still get home.”

      All the elation at seeing him vanished, replaced by panic seizing my chest. He wanted me to leave? “What the fuck, Ashor.” I shoved at his chest, but the demon didn’t budge. “I can’t believe you. Do you know what I went through to get here?”

      He took my wrist into his grasp and flipped it over. “I have a good idea.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not the only one making deals with demons,” I snapped back in return, my eyes glaring on the blood oath on his own arm. I wasn’t the only one with secrets. Why not just lay all the cards out on the table?

      His face was hard like stone and unamused. “She didn’t give me a choice in the matter.”

      “When does a prince ever have a choice?” said a raspy female voice that oozed sensuality in a way that had the hairs on my arms standing up.

      Squinting against the sun that shone bright through an opening in the trees, I sought out the face that belonged to the voice. Unlike the Court of Darkness, this fracture of Hell was balmy, almost uncomfortably so, but not enough to roast my skin off. No breeze frolicked through the trees, leaving the air stagnant.

      A woman broke through a cluster of unusual trees. The woman herself was unusual. Decked out in a gown of sage with a plunging vee that revealed too much of her bronze breasts, the Queen of Envy was the epitome of sex. It exuded off her in tumbling waves. Her strawberry-colored hair fell around her heart-shaped face in a disarray of curls, giving her that after-sex tousled appeal. Her wine-colored eyes smoldered, a speck of white dotted the center of her sultry irises. Being in her presence had such a different effect from seeing her through Ashor’s eyes. Hell, even I was attracted to her, but I also hated her for it, because those feelings weren’t real, but demon pheromones meant to seduce. None of us were immune… except for Ashor, it seemed. Through our bond, he had no reaction to Verena other than mild irritation.

      Ashor stepped to my side, a protective hand going to the small of my back. “Lexi, let me introduce you to Verena, the Queen of Envy.” He leaned down to whisper just for my ears only, “Good thing I’m not the jealous type.”

      My elbow dug into his gut. I kept my face neutral, regardless of how I was feeling inside. Whatever her ploy was here, I wanted no part of it other than to stop my mate from entrapping this demon queen. I didn’t have the faintest idea of how I was going to break the oath between mother and son, but I had to find a way.

      “Well, isn’t this a surprise,” Verena said. “The Prince of Darkness and his mate on my doorstep.” Her emerald eyes did another sweep over me from head to toe, landing back on my face with a viperous grin. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      What was with the royal courts of Hell? Were they all bred from the same bitchy cloth?

      “I’m just as surprised,” Ashor mumbled, pinning me with dark eyes. He was angry.

      The queen continued to look me over, a forced smile on her lips. “I know your mother. You are very much like her.”

      The mention of Kira had my muscles locking up, and I sensed Travis behind me have a similar reaction. “I’m not sure what you mean. Kira and I are nothing alike.”

      A rich chuckle glided from her lips. “That is where you are wrong, halfling. Kira is one of my most trusted and faithful subjects. Yet she does have a rebellious streak about her. I can sense that in you.”

      Kira had told me her queen could see into my soul. Just how deep and how much could Verena see?

      “I’m delighted to finally meet the children who were taken from me,” she added, her eyes shifting over my shoulder. I could only assume her gaze fell upon my brother.

      I highly doubted that. Travis echoed my sentiment, but with a vocal grunt of he-didn’t-give-two-fucks.

      It was at that moment, when the queen turned her focus to my brother, that I concluded it was time my family went on their merry way back home before Queen Verena realized who else she had lingering at her doorstop. I wanted her attention back on Ashor and me, and I intended to keep it there. I wasn’t going anywhere without Ashor, and I could see now that I’d been stupid. The queen had no intention of letting the prince leave. A fact that made itself abundantly known when Ashor and I were surrounded by a horde of demons.

      FML.

      They came out of the trees, dropping down to the ground soundlessly, so light on their feet it was as if they floated instead of fell. As I looked closer, I in fact saw they did have wings. Nothing like Ashor’s bold and dominating black wings; these were iridescent and tiny in comparison, like a fairy might have if there was such a thing. Their eyes were enormous and round, with not an ounce of white, but wholly black, giving them a creepy demonic factor.

      “Is this part of your plan?” I whispered to him.

      “My plan went to shit the second you appeared,” he murmured.

      I clenched my jaw. “So this is my fault?”

      “If I recall, just minutes ago you were blaming me.”

      “So what do you suggest?”

      “We find a loophole,” his voice said in my head.

      I gave him a sidelong glance. “And you’re exceptional at creating loopholes,” I shot back with a thought.

      Eyes of crushed amethyst twinkled as Ashor replied, “Everyone excels at something, luv.”

      I snorted.

      Verena adjusted the crown on her head. “As entertaining as your little internal love banter might be, I’m growing bored.” A queenly dismissal. “Escort my guests to the citadel,” she instructed, and at first, I wasn’t sure who she was speaking to, because none of the demons surrounding us moved. But then the bushes behind her rustled, and two pocket-size demons darted out. They looked like little fairy demons with pointed ears, wicked teeth, and fluttering wings. “The prince too,” she added. “He can’t be trusted.”

      Ashor chuckled.

      Was it wise to enter Verena’s city?

      My cousin moved to stand beside me, catching my gaze. Chase looked as if he was thinking the same thing. He gave me that look, the one that said there was no way he was letting the queen take us anywhere. I knew what would happen next.

      Well, shit.

      Here we go.

      My fingers twitched, ready to reach for the dagger tucked into my boot. As soon as Chase made his move, I’d be right beside him, fighting to get us through the gate. I’d found what I was looking for. It was time to leave with the prince in tow.

      Travis was eyeing the pair of demons zooming around the queen, sizing them up. I could almost read my brother’s mind. He was trying to figure out if these fluttering assholes were an actual threat or a joke.

      Instincts kicked in at the first punch. Chase hit one of Verena’s demon guards in the nose, sending him tumbling backward, but the asshole recovered with a flutter of his wings. Unsheathing my dagger, I caught sight of Travis and Emma each squaring off with a demon of their own. The hunter had her bow drawn and an arrow locked into place.

      A cool hand landed on my arm, preventing me from lunging into the fight. Ashor was insane if he thought I would sit on the sidelines while my family fought for their freedom. It was clear Verena had no desire to let us go. Like every demon I’d ever encountered, she had an agenda.

      The question was, what did she want from us?

      I’d have to wait for the answer until after I kicked some demon ass.

      The first and even the second kill were no sweat; my demon, my body, and my magic all seemed to align with one purpose. Kill. I spun around, arcing my blade through the air. The tip caught the demon closest to me on the cheek, slicing him from jaw to ear.

      The bastard spat at me, which didn’t sit well with the prince. As I was wiping off the grotesque demon saliva with the back of my hand, Ashor tore into the demon with an icy wall of darkness. It wove into his throat, devouring the demon from the inside out.

      I gave Ashor a pointed look right after the beast crumbled to ash at my feet. “I had it under control.”

      He grinned at me. “Of course you did, luv, but I’m the only one who can swap bodily fluids with my mate.”

      I rolled my eyes, turning back to the fight. My family was working its way through the demons blocking the gate, taking them down one by one. I swung toward the queen, who was leaning against a tree trunk, watching with amused glee. Her demons were dying and yet she didn’t seem to care. Not even a fraction.

      Ashor’s main objective remained keeping Verena’s guards off me, taking away a chunk of my fun. He didn’t kill most of them like the rest of us did, but knocked them out so they were no longer a threat for the time being—the spitting demon being the exception.

      My eyes landed on Angel, and her hate-bright eyes burned. I followed her gaze just in time to see Chase take a hit on the side of his jaw. My cousin grinned, spitting blood from his mouth. “Wrong move, asshole.”

      With her feet planted solidly, Angel summoned the power granted to her. Tiny sparks of red flicked into the center of her irises and then those embers ignited into flames. Not just in her eyes, but on her fingers. The fire danced, eager to play. Chase, realizing what Angel was about to do, dashed to his wife’s side, but he wasn’t fast enough to stop her. Seconds later, Hellfire encompassed the gate. “I don’t think so,” Angel said dryly to the demons, shaking her finger at them.

      The winged demons snarled to a halt or risked getting burned to a crisp. The fire Angel produced incinerated a demon’s soul, ending their existence permanently. More than half of Verena’s guards were now dead, and the queen decided she’d had enough.

      Verena flung out a hand, scowling at the flames threatening to climb into her kingdom. Clang. The gate slammed shut, but unlike the last time, I was on the other side, trapped with Ashor, looking at my family through the iron bars. “You need to go,” I said to them.

      Travis shook his head, gripping the gate as if he was going to rip it away. “Not a chance in hell are we leaving you alone.”

      Ashor was at my side, watching my back. “I see stubbornness runs in the family,” he said.

      Ignoring the prince, I focused on my brother, offering him an encouraging half smile. “I’ll find my way home. I always do.”

      The queen sauntered through the clearing with sexy grace, the train of her dress dragging over the ground behind her. Verena approached the fence, running a nail along the iron rods. She tsked as her catlike eyes slithered to Angel. “You and I will meet again, mortal queen. And when we do, you better hope that you are standing on the right side of the fence. Demons aren’t forgiving creatures, especially for one that was made…” Her gaze moved to Angel’s belly. “And with child.”

      Chase did not like that. Not. At. All.

      The muscle along his jawline pulsed, silver eyes bursting with gold flecks. His desire to rip through the barrier and slit Verena’s throat was oozing off him in violent ripples that were almost visible to the eye. “My wife is no concern of yours.”

      Verena raised a slim reddish brow. “Isn’t she?”

      Chase ignored the queen and faced me. “You’d better come home.”

      I nodded, passing him a silent promise.

      Then my cousin tucked Angel against him, guiding her away from the gate and into Hell’s Mist. Emma grabbed Travis’s hand, tugging him away. My brother didn’t go willingly, but when Emma spoke his name, he relented, following her into the mist. He glanced over his shoulder to catch my eye. “I’ll be waiting” was all he said before the fog ate him up, taking away my last thread to home.

      My hand tightened in Ashor’s. I didn’t know when he’d laced our fingers together, but I was grateful for his support. I returned my gaze to the queen, worried about what was to come next. Flogging. Imprisonment. Some other horrible punishment for our attack on her court.

      But the queen surprised me. “Perhaps it is time we move this conversation somewhere more private,” she suggested to Ashor.

      When he didn’t object, the Queen of Envy nodded to her hovering little guards, who had remained at her side during the fight. They circled around behind Ashor and me as the queen strolled toward an opening in the trees, not waiting to see if we would follow. Ashor kept his hand secured with mine, leading me after the queen. I ducked under a tree branch and entered into the woods of Gardeness, peering into the great unknown.

      As we walked, I took in our surroundings to keep my mind off my family. Adrenaline still pumped through my veins from the fight, keeping me on edge, not trusting anything.

      This place, regardless of its breathtaking beauty, was as dangerous as the demons who dwelled within it. Vines draped over low-hanging branches and slithered along the bark like serpents among the trees as we walked by. Everything in the woods was alive and deadly. If given the word, I had no doubt that the vines would rope around our necks and strangle us. I couldn’t shake the feeling we were being watched by little eyes hidden among the shrubs and in the hollows of the tree trunks.

      Verena’s sage-colored gown trailed behind her over the ground, the gold stitching catching bits of sunlight as it streamed through the canopy of leaves. The queen noticed my wandering gaze and mixed expression of fascination and wariness. “This would have been your home, had your brother and you been raised in my court as you were meant to be,” she informed high-handedly.

      “I like where I grew up very much,” I snapped.

      Her lips twisted. “Did you?” Her retort implied she knew very well what my life growing up in Spring Valley had been like, all the trials, hardships, and pain; but what she didn’t see was all the love, happiness, and unity I could have never gotten in her court.

      “It had its ups and downs,” I admitted. “But they all stem from this place, so in retrospect, the underworld is the root of all my problems.”

      Wine-colored eyes twinkled as the queen regarded me, but I wasn’t foolish enough to mistake the sharp cunning behind the humor. “I can see why the fates choose you as his mate. Although, there were many of us here who thought the prince would never fulfill his duty. So when can we expect little demons? The mortal queen already seems to be fulfilling hers. She should be careful. If word got out… well, let’s just say not all of Hell’s monarchy would be pleased.”

      Angel was on the slender side for being five months pregnant, and unless she wore a formfitting outfit, it was still difficult to tell. She had a little bump, yet it was easily hidden with a loose shirt or jacket like she’d worn today. So how did Verena know about Angel’s little bundle of joy?

      “If you harm her, I’ll kill you.” I was becoming quite good at threatening queens. One of these days, I was going to follow through with the threats and actually take one of their heads. Preferably Kali’s, but if Verena meant Angel harm, she could easily get herself to the top of my kill list.

      “Who said anything about harming the mortal queen?”

      Cresting a hill, we stood on the peak overlooking a city nestled into a valley that spread for miles. From all angles, Gardeness was surrounded by lush trees and vibrant foliage. Trailing down the center of the city was the River Styx, glimmering aqua under the sun. The five rivers were said to all converge at the center of Hell.

      All of the buildings were crafted of white stone and situated on different levels of the earth, reminding me of Mykonos, Greece. Even the streets were gleaming white, gray stones embedded into the pathways. Such stunning beauty should not be present in Hell. It seemed unfair, but this was the Court of Envy, and its name said it all.

      “Whatever you do, stay out of the water. It’s poisonous,” Ashor whispered near my ear, his breath a welcome chill over my warm skin.

      Of course something so beautiful would be lethal. This was the underworld.

      My stomach twisted as we approached the castle, passing through the heart of the city. The castle itself was nestled on the far south side, higher up the valley so the queen overlooked her faithful subjects. Dozens of pristine white steps steered us to the arched front doors. Columns flanked either side in rows down the long corridor that looked to wrap around the entire perimeter of the castle.

      Ashor nodded to two demons on either side of the doors. They looked human and bowed their heads in return to the prince, keeping their gazes lowered for a brief moment.

      “Welcome to Gardeness,” Verena purred, sweeping open both doors. The balmy air blew, fluttering the white curtains throughout the grand entryway.

      Ashor slipped a hand into his pocket. “Your hospitality is appreciated.”

      Had he been hit in the head? Why was he acting as if we were her guests instead of the prisoners we were? Was he hoping to kill her with kindness? Because I had it on good faith that shit didn’t work down here. But if you thought about it, kindness would make one hell of a weapon against demons.

      Verena laughed, a cruel sound. “We have much to discuss, Prince. Why don’t we get comfortable first?” She gestured to a room on her left.

      Countless open windows overlooked the city and the river below, carrying traces of sea and salt into the air. In the center of the room was a gurgling fountain of a naked woman spilling a pot of water into the pool. Without Verena saying a word, human servants breezed into the room, laying out trays of food and pitchers of spirits.

      “You always do know how to make a guest feel welcome,” Ashor drawled, but I sensed the lie rolling off his tongue. He might look like the epitome of a relaxed demon male, but the prince was poised to strike on a second's notice.

      “I can’t get over how different it is than the Fortress,” I muttered, still taking in the simplicity yet beauty of Verena’s castle. How unfair that a demon should live in such refinement.

      The queen made herself comfortable in an oversize chair made of rich and plush fabric. “Gardeness does have a flair the Court of Darkness could never pull off.”

      Still alert and distrustful, the prince reached for a decanter of wine situated on top of a glass serving cart and poured a glass, taking a long pull. “You got me here, Verena, so tell me, what it is you want from me?” he boldly asked, refilling his glass before reclining in a seat.

      “Is it true your mother is readying for war between the courts?” she inquired, all pleasantries out of the way.

      Ashor lifted his glass at her, a twisted smirk on his lips. “Direct, as always. You know that my mother doesn’t consult me in such decisions. If you wanted that information, you should have requested one of her commanders.”

      I ran my fingers along the table, too on edge to sit, but Ashor, sensing my restlessness, pulled me down into his lap. “Have a seat, luv,” he murmured into my ear.

      A vein at her temple throbbed. “Cut the bullshit, Ashor. We both know your mother has long coveted the position of Supreme.”

      He laid a hand over the top of my thigh, coolness seeping through the material of my pants. “Supreme hasn’t been a position in Hell since long before I was born,” he said.

      “You are not that old, Prince. Not compared to the years I’ve seen.”

      My back relaxed against him, comforted by the lazy strokes his fingers traced on my legs. I craved his touch and wanted to be anywhere but here; ideally somewhere alone with a bed.

      He offered me a sip of his drink, which I gladly took. “True, but you have aged gracefully,” he told the queen.

      “Perhaps the mortal queen has something to say on the matter? It’s a shame she couldn’t stay.” The queen gave me a pointed look, but I didn’t shy away.

      In fact, I stared right back, hanging tightly onto the glass. “Angel doesn’t want anything to do with the Court of Inferno. She doesn’t care about your demon politics.” Angel might hold the title, but she didn’t consider herself a part of the underworld and had renounced her claim to the Court of Inferno. Not formally, of course, because none of us knew if that was possible.

      Verena raised a single brow. “Is it not true that the Queen of Darkness just months ago tried to steal her crown?” Her eyes shifted to the top of my head where Ashor’s crown glittered. “I couldn’t help notice that the mortal doesn’t wear the Crown of Inferno,” the queen mused with curiosity and a touch of disfavor.

      Careful, luv.

      My chin lifted, and I sat straighter in my seat. “No. She doesn’t. It’s a position she never wanted, but something she couldn’t avoid.”

      “That must really burn Kali’s ass.” A slow curl of her lips. “Good.”

      “I take you aren’t BFFs?” I asked, intrigued by the pleasure that lit her eyes.

      A seductive laugh trickled from Verena, making my skin tingle. “You really don’t have any clue about the workings of Hell. It’s almost comical. The Queen of Darkness and I can hardly stand to be in the same world as one another. Given the chance, she would drown my soul in darkness. But it is the same among all the royals, isn’t it, Ashor?”

      My mate neither denied nor confirmed Verena’s insight into the courts. He simply took the glass from my fingers and downed the remaining wine.

      “It’s no secret. Demons aren’t wired for feelings of the mushy kind. It’s interesting that your mate wears your crown,” she said to Ashor.

      “Is it?” he replied, sounding bored.

      Verena smiled.

      I shot her a shrewd expression. “What do you want with Ashor?”

      She regarded me before responding. I was no one to her. I was someone she deemed beneath her, and yet, it was my status to the prince that allowed me to be here. Without him, I would be considered lower than the lowest demon. I probably wouldn’t have been invited into her home, that’s for sure. “To end a war before it begins,” she finally said.

      “Hasn’t it already begun?” I countered, not caring two shits what she thought about me. I wasn’t one of her subjects or of this world, so damn their rules.

      Verena’s grew dark and turbulent. “Perhaps, but if there is a way to save my court from destruction, then I will do everything in my power to prevent their suffering. I’ll save the torment for the Court of Misery.”

      “And how does Ashor’s presence here accomplish that?” I challenged. I respected her conviction to protect her court and position, but that was where my respect ended.

      “Verena plans to use me as leverage,” my mate supplied. “But she should know that I am not that important to my mother. She will not give you what you seek.”

      The queen laid a hand on the table, nails tapping against the wood. “We shall see. In the meantime, you are free to enjoy the pleasures of Gardeness, but you cannot leave.”

      Ashor remained gloriously uninterested. “I know the rules.”

      Verena smiled. “Good.”

      I fidgeted on Ashor’s lap, ignoring the sudden leap of my pulse. Lexi, sit still, I scolded myself. “Do those same rules apply to me?” I asked the queen as one of Ashor’s hands slid under the side of my shirt.

      A ripple of the queen’s power trembled in the air. “You are the daughter of one of mine, so yes, the same rules apply to you. I’ll let Ashor handle the dos and don’ts of court.”

      Ashor’s fingers traveled higher up my back, dancing lightly over my skin. I used all my willpower not to lean back into him and sigh, but concentrate on the queen’s words. “So we’re prisoners?” I concluded.

      “Your label, not mine. It is really for your own protection,” she insisted, continuing her little delusional skit. “Jesset will show you to your room for the duration of your stay.” Verena snapped her fingers, and a female appeared in the doorway. “I assume you’ll want to share a room,” she said with a scandalized twist of her lips.
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      Jesset was scantily dressed in sheer silk that wrapped around her neck in a crisscross to just cover her full breasts. If she moved the wrong way, they would be saying hello to the world. The material was tied with a ribbon at her waist, falling down the front and back of her body, but leaving the sides completely exposed. Little fawn-like horns poked out of her long auburn hair. Her hips swayed with grace and sensuality.

      Gardeness was a castle of sex—a pansexual orgy. Boy-girl. Girl-girl. Boy-boy. And every other combination in between. Five. Six. Ten participants. The number or the sex didn’t matter. Pleasure was the only significant factor.

      I’d never considered myself a prude and had seen my fair share of romantic situations, but holy shit. The things going on inside Verena’s castle made me feel like a virgin. My cheeks grew warm as we were led through the halls, passing by room after room of lewd acts.

      “Are you blushing, luv?” Ashor whispered, leaning down so his breath brushed against my hair.

      “It’s hot here,” I replied in my defense. A lie. And he knew it.

      We were shown to a wing of the castle and then to a suite of rooms. It was in the lavish lounge where Jesset left us, shutting the door behind her. Pillows were stacked on the floor around low tables. The ceiling was draped in sheer fabrics gathered together at the center of the room.

      Neither of us said anything at first. I waited for the sound of a lock clicking in place to solidify the reality of my lavish prison.

      “There are no locks on the doors,” Ashor finally said, noticing my lingering gaze. “But you can bet your ass she has guards stationed outside. So I’d think twice about sneaking around the castle at night or alone. And don’t think about going out the window,” he said, anticipating my thoughts.

      “As far as prisons go, this one isn’t so bad,” I said, scanning the space. “I’ve stayed in worse.”

      “Don’t let the sparkle and beauty fool you. There is evil within these walls. And I’d rather not see the inside of Verena’s dungeons. Again,” he added.

      I shook my head. “I don’t even want to know.” But I would take his word on the evil that slept inside this facade of a castle.

      As silence stretched between us, it hit me that we were finally alone, and I had a lot to say. I wandered into the bedroom as I told myself not to think about the fact that we were sharing a room. The prince leaned against the bedroom door once he shut it behind him, bathing the room in absolute darkness. The blinds were all closed, shutting out the sunlight, and for the first time since I’d stepped through Hell’s Gate, he looked at ease.

      But I was feeling anything but calm.

      I whirled on the prince, letting loose the storm suddenly churning inside me. “You better start explaining what the hell is going—”

      His lips were on mine, silencing me with a kiss that could destroy worlds. I hadn’t even seen him move. He was just there in front of me, kissing with a power that wrecked me and all those disorderly feelings beating within me. I didn’t relinquish immediately, but it was a winless battle. When it came to Ashor, I could only yield.

      My body melted into his. This moment had played out in my head a million different ways, but nothing compared to the real thing. Ashor wasn’t a dream or vision. He was here in the flesh for my fingers to touch, for my lips to kiss, for my soul to breathe. I was also afraid he would stop kissing me and then the reality of where we were would sink back in, banishing the small amount of happiness we found in each other.

      And yet, we couldn’t hide from our problems. They wouldn’t be solved as long as his lips were claiming mine, yet I didn’t have the strength to protest. I needed this as much as he did. Ashor could be taken from me at any moment’s notice, and the thought of another separation, regardless of how short the distance, sliced through my soul. The truth was, we were at the mercy of another queen. “Ashor,” I whispered, a tinge of warning in my voice, but it was weak.

      “It can wait another minute, but I can’t,” he murmured, taking possession of my lips again, and I sank against him, giving in fully to the kiss.

      Just another minute, I promised myself.

      When did I begin the habit of lying to myself?

      I’d kiss Ashor until the world around us crumbled.

      Rising up on my toes, I sank my fingers into his hair, pressing myself against his hard frame. He was trapped between the wall and me—such a triumphant position to hold. Of course, the last thing I should be doing was wishing I could lock the damn door and beg Ashor to take me right here against the wall.

      There was much for us to discuss, and all I wanted to do was keep on kissing him. My priorities were seriously fucked-up, but after months of being separated from my mate, this impulse to be as close to him as a person could get wouldn’t be subdued. My fingers dipped under his shirt, running up over his flat lower stomach where a whorl of tattoos spread over his skin. “You just can’t kiss me every time I want to talk to you,” I murmured.

      He kissed the tip of my nose. “But it’s so effective.”

      “So is my knee to your groin, but I don’t unman you every time you piss me off.”

      His chuckle was soft and cool on my face. “I kissed you not to silence you, but to calm the turmoil both our demons are feeling. I kissed you because I needed to feel you. I kissed you to steady us both.”

      My heart flipped. “Fine. I get it. But if you keep kissing me like that, we’re going to spend the whole night in bed.”

      Firm hands gripped my ass. “I hope so.” He lifted me up, and I had no choice but to wrap my legs around him. He carried me across the room, setting us both down on the large bed that filled the center of the room, the fluffy mattress absorbing our combined weight.

      I resituated myself on his lap, watching his violet eyes flare. The look there said I better talk fast, because he had other plans for my lips. “We need to talk,” I said, flattening my palms on his chest and pressing slightly. “Then maybe we can do other stuff.”

      “You have my attention.” His fingers said otherwise as they roamed and traced over me leisurely. Those smoldering eyes watched my lips with dark hunger that caused my body to flush.

      Be strong, Lexi. And I was the one who was supposed to be part sex demon. “Why are you really here? I don’t believe the queen could have imprisoned you, not unless you wanted it. I know about the oath you made with your mother. You have an agenda.”

      Not an ounce of surprise flickered through his features. “I always have an agenda. It’s what makes us royals, royal. Besides, it’s best we let Verena think she has the upper hand.”

      “And does she? Have the upper hand?” We were in her house, guarded round the clock. No matter what Ashor had planned, there were still risks. Shit could hit the fan. And considering who I was dealing with… it wasn’t a matter of if but when all hell broke loose.

      It was coming. I could feel it, despite the prince trying to mask his web of deception from me. When dealing with a queen bee like Kali, someone was bound to get the shit stung out of them. I just prayed to god it wasn’t Angel or Verena. If the Queen of Darkness poisoned either one of them with her venom, it would be the beginning of an underworld takeover, which would bleed into the mortal world.

      I shuddered to think what someone like Kali could do with all that power.

      His gaze flicked just above my head before returning to mine. “It still looks good on you.”

      My lips turned down. “You can’t avoid all my questions.”

      Soft and luscious lips caressed mine, tasting like the ocean during winter. “Why talk when there are so many other more enjoyable things to be doing?” His mouth captured mine again, and I gave myself another moment of pleasure to enjoy the feel of it, but I didn’t let myself sink in—not like I terribly wanted to.

      Under my palm, his heartbeat quickened. Dazed, I remembered his words. “What looks good on me?” I asked, circling back to his comment.

      “My crown.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So I’ve been told. How about you take this thing back?” I lifted my hands to take the crown and put it back where it rightfully belonged.

      His fingers wrapped around my wrists midair, drawing them away from the crown to nestle against his chest. He shook his head. “I don’t think so, luv. I like it where it is. Besides, I have others. Royalty perks.”

      “So you haven’t been disowned?”

      A grin of pure wickedness appeared. “I’m her only true heir. My mother wouldn’t dare disown me.”

      Thrones of Hell weren’t necessarily inherited. They were more often than not taken by brute force, the kingdom transferred upon the destruction of the only thing a demon had left—its soul. But a queen or king at any time could pass the throne to an heir if they had one. Kali’s reign was far from over. The only way Ashor would become the King of Darkness was by killing his own mother. “So the crown you insist I keep, is this another way for you to claim me?”

      A twinkle sparkled in his eyes. “If it is?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I haven’t even decided if I want to be mated to you.”

      The pad of his thumb ran back and forth over my bottom lip, parting them. “You’ve had months to consider and you’re telling me you still haven’t made up your mind?”

      My response was a flick of my tongue over his thumb, tasting the potency of his skin, and my demon purred with delight. My demon was a harlot.

      A deep rumble vibrated in his chest. “Perhaps you need more convincing….” The sudden silky and seductive quality to his voice sent two very opposite signals off in my body.

      According to my mother, seducing Ashor should come naturally to me, but it was Ashor who seduced me. “We’re not done talking, princeling.” Looking into his sultry face, I was seconds away from saying, screw it. Seeing him changed everything. I still intended to find a way out of this mess, but I couldn’t unless I had all the facts.

      The pad of his thumb continued to roll over my bottom lip, thoroughly distracting me. “How did I know you were going to say that?”

      “Probably because you’re in my head.”

      “I don’t need to read your thoughts to know that you are up to something.” His eyes narrowed, watching with a different intensity. “What is it?”

      “I am not,” I protested, attempting to keep my voice level and nonchalant. I failed.

      “Lexi,” he rumbled.

      I tried to wiggle off his lap and onto the bed, but he wasn’t having it. “Are you done being a righteous prick?”

      Amusement glittered in his eyes. “God, how I’ve missed you.”

      I swallowed. “You have?”

      Genuine surprise brightened his alluring features. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

      I shrugged. He wasn’t always the easiest demon to read. Ashor might know what was going on inside my mind, but I was clueless. “You just seemed… tied up.”

      That glorious mouth twitched. “Did I? Have you’ve been in my head?. So tell me, how much have you seen?”

      I leveled him a serious glare. “Enough to know you’re going to get us all killed.”

      Ashor tilted his head to the side as his fingers slid into the back pocket of my jeans. “Is that so? How did you break through my wards?”

      I needed space or I was going to shove him back on the bed and attack with my mouth. This time I managed to untangle myself from him and sit beside him on the bed. I expected the small amount of distance to offer a reprieve from the humming of my body. Nope. “I didn’t break your wards, at least not consciously. I didn’t even know you had wards, but I was informed that you’ve been cloaking the truth from me, or trying to.”

      “Hmm.” He pursed his lips, shifted his body so he was angled toward me. “It appears I’m going to have to be more careful. Our connection runs deeper than I thought.”

      I sensed that he wanted to reach for me again, needed to touch me, and that same need rippled within me. “You can’t always protect me or shield me from what is happening. That’s not how this works.”

      “Is that what you’re really worried about?”

      “What else should I be worried about?” I countered, trying to play it cool.

      “That I might die, perhaps?”

      I pretended to ignore the sudden spike in my heart his question created. “Why is it wrong to want you to live?”

      Arrogance lifted at his lips. “It isn’t wrong. I just wanted to hear you say it.”

      “Asshole,” I muttered.

      He chuckled again, tugging at the ends of my hair. “Tell me you missed me, luv.”

      I grabbed his hand, the one playing with my hair, and pushed back the sleeve of his shirt to reveal the blood oath his mother had marked on him. With the tip of my nail, I traced over the lines. “Only if you promise to find a way to break your oath.”

      His arrogance flickered, and I swore I saw a flash of regret. “You know that isn’t possible.”

      I wasn’t taking his lame cop-out. “Anything is possible. Just look at us. I’m alive because of you.”

      “Your faith in me is commendable, but I won’t have you part of this. You shouldn’t have come back.”

      It would be a lie to say his words didn’t hurt. I wanted him to want me with him, but on the flip side, I understood his motives for wishing I had stayed put. Regardless, I couldn’t help but ask, “Why?”

      “Because I won’t be able to let you go a second time,” he said in a soft voice, eyes directly on mine.

      My lips shifted into a stupid grin. “Good. Because I’m not sure I want you to. Whether I like it or not, I’m a part of you and you’re part of me.” I curled my fingers into his shirt.

      “How is it you have the ability to make me risk everything?” he breathed, and the shadows in the room gathered closer.

      I fought the urge to flinch under his intense stare. He had a way of seeing past all my barriers and defensive walls. It was disconcerting to have someone see so much of me. There were parts of me I didn’t even like to look at. “I didn’t go looking for you.”

      “Nor I for you, but here we are.”

      “Here we are,” I echoed. Tonight hadn’t gone according to plan. My only consolation was we were together… for the moment. Who knew what the fuck Verena had planned for us. Frowning, I let my eyes roam over the sharp lines of his face and came to the realization that I could stare at the Prince of Darkness for hours and never grow bored. “I don’t want to waste time bickering.”

      His dark chuckle brushed over my lips. “Impatient.”

      I snorted. “We were apart for months. That’s all my patience can handle.”

      “A few months is nothing when you’ve lived as long as I have.” His finger traced down the column of my neck. “Besides, I enjoy our bickering.”

      He would. “You never did tell me how old you are.”

      “Didn’t I?” He blessed me with one of those fucking killer half grins that made him look dangerous.

      My brain scattered for a second before my wits returned. “What happens if things don’t go according to your plan? What happens if your mother succeeds in taking her throne?”

      Ashor brushed the hair off my neck and ran a finger along the demon marks claiming me as his. My breaths wavered, growing uneven. “We’ll deal with it.”

      “That’s all you have to say? We’ll deal with it.”

      “Why is every moment with you never dull?”

      “Because I bathe in rainbow dust,” I replied dryly. “And ride bareback on unicorns.”

      A chuckle rumbled in his chest. “I might actually believe you, Lexi luv. The truth of it is, you’ll always be in danger with me.” He seemed so calm, yet his eyes were too dark.

      “I don’t believe that,” I whispered, closing the space between us. I buried my face into his neck and inhaled his scent. How had everything gone so wrong? My heart kicked in my chest. “Without you, I’m a mess.”

      He continued to hold me, brushing his lips over my hair. “Behave.”

      I pressed closer to him. “I’m trying to convince myself this is real and not another dream. It’s been forever, and I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.” Or want to, but there was no questioning how deeply rooted the prince was into my life. I wanted him for as long as we could be together.

      “Three months is hardly forever.”

      My nose wrinkled as I lifted my head to look at him. “Is this what our relationship is going to be? You in the underworld. Me in the mortal world. And both of us counting down the days until the next hunt?”

      “I haven’t figured out what to do about you yet, but knowing you were safe, away from the perils of the underworld, was enough. But now…”

      That plan imploded the second I stepped back into Hell. I opened my mouth to tell him that it wasn’t enough for me, that even though I hadn’t made up my mind about just what it was I wanted from Ashor, I wanted the opportunity to be with him. I couldn’t very well do that if I only got to see him for a few hours each year. All of this was on the tip of my tongue.

      Ashor knitted his brows, angling his head to the side as he pinned me with a look. “Lexi.” My name tumbled from his lips with an edge of hardness.

      Whenever he said my name without the word luv attached to it, he meant business. I wasn’t the least bit intimidated. “You don’t scare me.”

      His lips curled with a touch of cruelty, as if he was reminding me just who he was. “After everything you’ve seen, you should be. I don’t know what that says about you.”

      I grinned smugly. “That I’m brilliant.”

      “You are many things and will no doubt continue to surprise me in the most infuriating ways. Now tell me who was foolish enough to smuggle you inside?” he asked, switching topics.

      I cringed, wanting to avoid this subject. “Why does it matter? I’m here.”

      “You couldn’t have pulled this off on your own. You had someone on the inside,” he pressed on, assuming that I had sought out a demon for help, which I had.

      I ran an invisible zipper across my lips. “I’m sworn to secrecy. And stay out of my head. My mind is off-limits.”

      He leaned in, his breath cool against my skin, and purred, “What about your body?”

      I swallowed.

      Shit.

      When he said things like that, in that voice of dark silk, my toes curled and my core heated to molten lava.

      Damn him.

      I clamped my lips together, biting back a moan.

      He didn’t kiss me as I wanted, but continued down the path of theorizing how I came to the underworld. “I can only think of one person stupid enough to jeopardize his soul and gamble against the queen’s wrath.”

      My lips remained sealed, but in my head, I was rambling. Someone who has an eternity of guilt, remorse, pain, and horror to repent.

      Ashor swore, raking a hand through his hair. “Do you know what you’ve done? What you and Cayden have both done?”

      A scowl formed on my mouth. “I told you to stay out of my head.” I didn’t deny that his friend was the demon who helped orchestrate my entrance to Hell. “Besides, I came back for you. You’re welcome,” I snapped, feeling trickles of irritation in my blood.

      He laced his fingers with mine and stared down at our joined hands. “I never said I wasn’t grateful you are here, only that there will be consequences. You’ve walked right into the middle of a brewing war, luv.”

      I had known the probability of Kali’s retaliation was high, but it was a risk I’d been willing to take. He wasn’t telling me anything I hadn’t already weighed and considered. “I’ve learned everything in Hell comes with strings attached.”

      A breath later, I found myself flat on the bed with Ashor hovering over me, eyes bright—his demon eyes. “You’ve put a target on your back.”

      Lightning zipped through my veins, equal parts anger and desire. I longed to see that other side of him, those impressive wings. The eyes alone weren’t enough. Could I push him over the edge? Did I want to? I narrowed my gaze, staring straight into his glowing eyes. “I’ve had a target on my back my entire life.”

      His focus shifted to my lips, and the gold in his eyes burned fiercer. “Something else we have in common. How is it I find you so attractive when you’re spitting mad? You are more beautiful than I remember, even with the visions.”

      I gave him a snarky little smirk. “Flattery and sweet words won’t work on me.”

      His lips twitched as if calling me a liar. “Now that you have me, what is it you plan to do with me?”

      I shook my head. “Not what you’re thinking.” At least not right this second. My attraction to the demon prince had only intensified during our absence, and seeing him now, the months of wanting slammed into me. “But I am starting to think this wasn’t such a great idea.” Me. The Prince of Darkness. Alone.

      What could possibly happen?

      Too much.

      And the thought suddenly both excited and terrified me.

      His fingers brushed against my thigh. “It’s too late to turn back. And now that I’ve seen you, I don’t know that I have the strength to leave you a second time.”

      I placed a hand over his back, feeling the corded muscles bunch under his shirt. Electric energy sparked between us, and it would only take a single touch to ignite a fire potent enough to burn the world. At least, that was how I felt on the inside, a cold fire of darkness flickered in my veins. “I wouldn’t leave,” I said with set determination. “Not without you.”

      Specks of violet flickered into the center of his demon eyes. “We must be careful. Like all royals, Verena has spies everywhere. She doesn’t trust me.”

      My fingers traced down his spine. “And rightly so.”

      A grin of pure wickedness flashed over the prince’s face. “I think that might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said about me.”

      I tugged playfully on a cluster of dark hair curling along his nape. “Whatever.”

      “You might be of Queen Verena’s court, but you are not safe within these walls,” he warned, some of the demon receding from his eyes.

      “I kind of figured that out.”

      His hard body sank deeper onto mine. “Don’t trust her. She is remarkable at deception.”

      I raised a brow. “Better than you?”

      Again, he gave me one his half smiles that made my heart skip. “Now you insult me.”

      “Since you seem to be interested in uncovering truths, are you going to tell me what you’re planning? And don’t feed me your it’s-better-if-you-don’t-know bullshit. We’d already been down the road before.”

      “And it worked, if I recall.”

      “You aren’t really going to let your mother…?” I made a slashing motion across my throat.

      I had more or less been joking, but the seriousness that dropped over his features was all too real. “There are no lengths I won’t go to if it means keeping you safe.”

      Uneasiness coiled in the pit of my stomach at the thought of Ashor and his mother going toe to toe. Darkness fighting darkness. “That’s not the answer I was looking for.”

      “I can’t give you the one you want,” he murmured, rubbing his nose against mine. “But I can promise that I will protect you at all costs. You are mine.”

      “So possessive,” I teased to lighten those hard lines over his brows, but I took comfort in his vow as well as in his arms… at least for the night.
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      Sleeping with Ashor shouldn’t be a decision I took lightly. It was complicated. Giving myself to him would solidify our bond on a deeper level. To link our bodies would bring on a whole new level of closeness I wasn’t sure I was ready for.

      But there was nothing I could do to stop myself from reaching for him.

      While our gazes locked, my mind went through all the reasons this was wrong, and Ashor just waited, watching me with those smoldering eyes, letting me make the decision. He would never press me on the matter—a notion I found empowering, to be the one who decided our fate. I almost wished he would take the power out of my hands and choose for me.

      His answer was so blatantly displayed in his features. Yes. Yes. A thousand times yes. His voice was a soft caress in my head, stroking my soul with a gentleness that undid me.

      “Prick,” I murmured right before our lips met.

      The entire world went still at the touch of his commanding mouth on mine. Like everything between us, the kiss was impatient, stuffed with months of wondering and imagining. I raked my fingers into his hair and moaned at the ache that began building inside me.

      My rashness didn’t stop with a kiss. Pushing at his shoulders, I climbed on top of him, my legs straddling his hips as I deepened the kiss, slipping my tongue inside him. At the first caressing taste of him, something snapped inside of me—an insatiable hunger for this man. My nails ran up and down his chest, muscles rippling and jumping under my fingers.

      He was hard underneath me, the fullness of him pressing against the softness between my legs. “Lexi,” he breathed. “If you keep doing that with your mouth, your body is going to be mine before the fun begins.”

      Heat rushed over my skin, regardless of Ashor's cooler body temperature. “Promise?” I murmured, marveling at how naturally my body responded to his. A small touch at my hips, the sweep of his tongue, the whisper of his breath along my skin all enticed something within me.

      Deft hands slipped up my back, fumbling with the clasp of the bra. And now the only things separating us were his boxers and my barely there thong. Hungry lips cruised down the column of my throat, igniting little flames at each point he kissed. Some areas received more attention than others did as Ashor explored my body, discovering what made me purr, what made me moan, and what drove me wild.

      I gasped when his lips found my nipple, my back arching. Need became a song in my blood. I’d craved this night with every pore in my body. What was the point in denying that this demon was my mate in every sense of the word? I couldn’t. Not any longer. Not when the demon inside me was screaming to claim him. Mine. My mate. Mine.

      I didn’t want to think about him being taken away from me, not when I’d just got him back. Perhaps that was why I was rushing into this, desperate to deepen our connection for fear of losing him—a man I had only begun to acknowledge I cared for.

      But not loved.

      No. I refused to let myself fall in love with him. He could have my soul, my body, but not my heart. The heart was off-limits. Never again would I allow myself to be so vulnerable to such gut-wrenching pain. Never.

      It was bad enough that I desired him, shared parts of myself that were outside of my control. This bond between us was forged by magic that went beyond both the mortal world and the underworld.

      As dawn was breaking, all barriers between us were shed. My fingers ran down his neck, his skin like midnight silk, and our bodies molded together in a perfect match. Eyes locked on mine, he slipped inside of me with a single powerful stroke that threw any thoughts of love out of my mind. There was only feeling, and Ashor joining our bodies invoked a level of feeling I wasn’t prepared for.

      It shouldn’t have surprised me when the words tumbled out of my mouth, but it was the sheer possessiveness in them that took me aback. “You are mine,” I vowed, running my teeth over the throbbing vein just under his ear. Mine, the demon within me echoed. His body shuddered underneath me, and my lips curved in female delight against his skin. I flicked my tongue over the vein, tasting him.

      “Just wait,” he rasped, his breathing heavy, sweat glistening over his arms and chest as he fought for control, but I didn’t want his control. My hips rolled. “Goddammit, Lexi. I said wait,” he swore through clenched teeth, his fingers digging deeper into my hips.

      The demon inside me was laughing. I took his ear into my mouth as I withdrew my hips, stopping just at the tip of him. “Let go, princeling.”

      “Lexi,” he groaned.

      “I want all of you. Do you understand? Man and demon.” And then I sank back onto him with one quick thrust.

      A growl tore from his lips as his back bowed off the bed. The violet hue of his eyes was consumed by gold, bright and flaming with the power of a demon prince. He lifted us both up into a sitting position, our bodies still connected, and I watched in utter awe as his wings sprang from his back, fluttering around us like a feathery shield of darkness.

      I drank in the sight of him, my eyes running from the tip of one wing to the other. “You are utterly gorgeous,” I murmured, eager fingers reaching to stroke a silky wing. I rubbed the feathers between the pads of my fingers.

      His eyes drifted shut, the muscles on his chest quivering. “You are mine—my princess of darkness.” His canines sank into the space between my neck and shoulder, and I erupted in pleasure beyond any imagination.

      The power of what he was declaring didn’t register, not really, not at the moment, but later, when he wasn’t inside me, moving in delicious languid strokes, the depth of his vow would hit me. But for now, I never wanted him to stop—never wanted him to let me go.

      Mine, my demon purred.

      Mine, his demon answered.

      And together we surged over the edge, our bodies linked, our demons intertwined, and our souls one being.

      Everything changed in that instant.

      There was no turning back.
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      “Good morning, luv,” my mate whispered, his voice a cool breeze through a star-strewn night.

      I closed my eyes again briefly to let it rush through me. He is really here. Beside me in bed. I could reach over and touch him. How many times since our separation had I dreamed about this moment, waking up beside him, his eyes sleepy, midnight hair disheveled? I looked at him now, and the image was so much better than any dream. Hi,” I replied, my throat groggy with sleep.

      His lips curved into a devilish smirk. Fingers traced up my back in a lazy pattern, leaving behind tingles of darkness that cooled my flushed skin. “It’s amazing how angelic you look in sleep. One would never know of the hellcat that lives inside you.”

      I groaned, burying my cheek deeper into the pillow. “Please tell me you weren’t watching me sleep.” I was known to hog the covers and drool on occasion. The thought of Ashor staring at me while my mouth was hanging open filled me with horror.

      “Who can resist the little moans and sighs that escape your lips? It makes me wonder what you were dreaming about.” His eyes drifted to my mouth.

      Shit. The sun was barely cresting over the horizon, and he was already starting in on the sexual antics. I was doomed. What girl in her right mind could resist the temptation that was Ashor? I was finding it increasingly difficult to keep my hormones in check and was surprised how simple it had been for me to drop off into sleep last night. My exhaustion had been great, but I had to believe it was the peace I felt in my soul that contributed to the best sleep I’d had in months.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” I retorted, peeking up at him from behind a curtain of blonde hair.

      The blinds were still drawn, keeping the room dim, regardless that beams of sunlight were doing their best to break through. He dipped his head and nipped at the sensitive spot below my ear. “I can guess,” he whispered, causing a shiver to tiptoe through me. “If it was anything like mine.” His tongue darted over my skin. “You taste sweeter than I remember.”

      “And you’re still a wicked tease.”

      “One of us has to keep our wits about us,” he murmured, sneaking an arm around my waist.

      His cool fingers were a shock to my warm skin, causing my muscles to twitch. “You have more secrets than anyone I know,” I replied.

      “That may be true, but it's not without reason,” he said quietly.

      I twisted my head to the side to look him in the eyes. Big mistake. He was so close now, our lips a breath away. My throat went dry as he smoothed strands of my hair away from my face. “Are you going to kiss me now?” I asked, unashamed and impatient. He had tucked me into the bed last night with only a brush of his lips over my forehead.

      The edges of his mouth curled. “You might be the only female in existence who has the nerve to demand anything of me.”

      My gaze drifted to his lips. It was obvious we weren’t even going to make it twenty-four hours without devouring each other. I didn’t see the point in pretending otherwise. I could delude myself all I wanted, convince myself that I had the strength to walk away from Ashor at any time—that he might have my soul, but I’d never give him my heart or body. Yet, it had only taken a single glance at him lounging against Hell’s Gate for me to see through every lie I’d told myself these last months.

      I wanted this damn demon. And I wanted him now. Before the castle woke up and Verena summoned us.

      I climbed on top of his chest, our hearts hammering in uniform harmony. “Again,” I murmured, my chin resting on him.

      “You are going to kill me. Is that your plan?” His voice was lazy and low, like a tranquil cat in the sun.

      “Would it be such a horrible way to die?” I teased, every pore in my body humming from sex with Ashor—with my mate. It was indescribable, the connection I felt with this demon, and there was only more to explore.

      He chuckled, the sound causing his chest to rub against my already puckered nipples. “Inside you? It would be what I imagined Heaven to be.”

      My face heated, and I bit my lip. I’d already been to “heaven,” but I was ready to go back. My nails traced over the patterns of his demon marks on his chest. My body buzzed and I never wanted to leave the bed, let alone face what waited for us outside this bedroom. “I thought you would be smug over the fact that I can’t get enough of you.”

      “Don’t mistake my tiredness for anything but an extremely satisfied male.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’d heard stories about sleeping with demons,” I admitted, wrinkling my nose.”

      “And?” Ashor prompted, resting a hand behind his head.

      I grinned, nipping at his lower lip. “The stories don’t even come close.”

      Violet eyes fixated on my mouth, hunger lighting them up with specks of gold. “It’s because I’m a prince.”

      A soft chuckle tickled the back of my throat. “You really are insufferable.”

      Like lightning striking through a sky of darkness, Ashor flipped our positions, his wings fanning out behind him. The sight of those demon wings had me gasping. His head bent close to my ear. “And you are insatiable, luv.” He ran a finger down my neck, between my breasts.

      “Can you blame me? Look at you. You’re like the perfect specimen of male…” My eyes lifted to the wings he tucked closer to his back. “And then some.”

      Ashor smirked. “I’m so glad you approve.”

      I rolled my eyes. “As if you don’t know how gorgeous you are.”

      His breath was a cool chuckle on my skin seconds before his lips wrapped around my nipple, tongue flicking over the sensitive bud. Need slammed into my core, but it wasn’t just my need. Through our newly forged connection, his desire for me joined mine for him; however, it was more than. I could feel my own want for him through him. It was an endless circle of feelings created from just a single touch. “You are more beautiful than I ever imagined. I’ve never seen anyone, anything as beautiful as you.”

      If he kept talking like that, he was going to embarrass the shit out of me. We’d done enough talking as it was. Before he could further put color into my cheeks, I sealed my lips against his and pulled him against me.

      “Do you plan to keep me in bed all day?” he mumbled sometime later. He was lying on his side, face propped up on his hand, looking fairly smug after round two.

      Lying flat on my back, I kept my eyes closed and smiled in the direction of his voice. “The idea has merit.”

      “You are part succubus,” he so dutifully reminded me.

      I scrunched my nose. “Ugh. Don’t keep bringing that up. Besides, I don’t think that has anything to do with it, and I doubt Verena would allow us to stay locked in this room all day.”

      I’d had plenty of sex—although not necessarily tons of partners—because I wasn’t a nun, and none of the other guys came close to what I experienced with Ashor. The Prince of Darkness had his own category when it came to making love.

      It made me think this was what it could be like between us. Incredible morning sex. Lazy days naked in bed. If only he didn’t have a whack job of a mother hellbent on ruling the underworld. Couldn’t she just be satisfied being a queen? She had her own kingdom. What the hell was she going to do with five?

      Destroy the world, that’s what, a voice reminded me.

      Fuck.

      My dreams of staying in bed all day with my demon mate went out the window as the reality of our future settled on my shoulders like a thousand pounds.
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      The deal was done. The Prince of Darkness and I were tethered now—our flesh tied eternally, his body to mine and mine to his. His pain was mine and mine his, as if we were one body.

      How frightening, to know I’d never be able to hide something from him again, but on the flip side, I would be able to tell when he was keeping secrets, which Ashor did perpetually. Our emotions were a tangled mess, and I didn’t have the energy to try and decipher which ones were mine.

      It didn’t matter. Our feelings seemed to mirror one other’s, a combination of supreme satisfaction—thanks to the mind-blowing sex—and dread. We had our night together. Now it was time to face what was coming.

      We finally dragged ourselves out of bed an hour later, and after a quick use of the bathroom, we moseyed out into the common area to find breakfast had been left for us. Over a piece of toast and coffee, Ashor dropped the bomb I was avoiding. “You need to go back, luv.”

      It was like he’d lit a fuse that went straight to my chest. Panic raced, making my heart pound. I leveled him a look and exhaled. “I’m not leaving without you.” We might never belong in each other’s world, but it was a problem we would have to work on, because after last night, I didn’t want to be apart. Just another hurdle to overcome. “Are you going to tell me what you planned to do?”

      I cursed his lopsided grin as he replied over a cup of hot tea, “No.”

      “Ashor,” I growled, feeling traces of his humor and trepidation skip within me. “You can’t allow your mother to kill the Queen of Envy,” I hiss-whispered.

      A magnanimous brow lifted. “I didn’t realize you had an attachment to Verena.”

      I snorted, taking a nibble from the corner of my toast. “I don’t. If I had it my way, I’d set the entire underworld ablaze and watch it burn to ash.”

      “Such violence,” he purred in that wicked voice. “Your anger goes deep.” He rubbed at the center of his chest as if he could feel it burning there.

      My lips tipped downward as I picked up a few crumbs that had fallen onto the table. “Your world hasn’t been nice to me. As children of demons, we’ve had very different upbringings.”

      “Indeed,” he agreed. “But in the end, our purposes have aligned. We both want the same thing.”

      “Do we?” I countered. “Because I’m not sure what you want or what your angle is. Why would you agree to take a blood oath to your mother, of all demons?”

      “To redirect her focus, even if only for a short spell,” Ashor said.

      “You traded one queen’s life for another.”

      Ashor’s face was an unreadable mask, devoid of any feeling. “I did. And would do so again if it got you off my mother’s radar. My oath will give me what I need.”

      I pulled up one of my legs onto the chair, taking another bite of toast. “And what is that?” I inquired.

      “Time,” he replied simply.

      I shook my head. “You’re keeping something from me.” A sly grin appeared on my lips as I brushed away a crumb. “I can feel it.”

      Ashor frowned. “I have no choice but to fulfill my oath. If I don’t, my mother will come looking for me, and it would give her the perfect opportunity to take a crack at the mortal queen’s throne.”

      The air got serious between us, my features turning grave. “You know I can’t let that happen.”

      “I do, which is precisely why I can’t leave Gardeness,” he said, popping a piece of buttered and jam-covered bread into his mouth.

      I wanted to spend the rest of the day bathing in the afterglow of being with Ashor, exploring our new bond, but it wasn’t possible, and I resented the underworld for taking that away from us. “I don’t like this,” I said. “It feels wrong.”

      “It’s Hell, luv. Nothing about it feels right.”

      Except you. I stared down into my coffee cup, wondering how the fuck I got myself in this mess. “Okay, so the plan is to prevent your mom from becoming a psychotic dictator by giving her the Queen of Envy.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “What the fuck, Ashor? Explain to me how that is helping, because, to me, it seems as if you are aiding your mother’s crusade.”

      He set down his bread. “Which is exactly what she needs to believe. You’ve played this game before.”

      My shoulders dropped as I exhaled. “It’s dangerous and might very well backfire. If she does gain power to the Kingdom of Envy, she will have more power than any other higher demon. Doesn’t that worry you?”

      “I only have one worry, and she is standing in front of me,” he said gently.

      I sighed, shaking my head. “You’re such an asshole.”

      He bit back a chuckle, his violet eyes lingering over my lips. “The things you say with that mouth.”

      “Don’t try and distract me.”

      His pupils flared. “It is you who distracts me.”

      “Good.” We shared a sizzling stare that made me want to combust. “So what’s our next move, princeling?”

      Ashor was no longer grinning, but instead wearing a menacing frown. “Our? There is no us in this.”

      I folded my arms, donning a scowl of my own right back at him. “You have another think coming if you think you are going to leave me behind. Again. I haven’t forgiven you for the first time. You don’t want to get on my bad side.”

      “Lexi, can we not argue about everything?” he drawled. If the prince ever came close to rolling his eyes, this was it.

      “Get used to it. This is what it’s like being mated to me.” My voice remained steady and sure. “You’re welcome.”

      He ran a hand down his face, the shadow of hairs scratching over his skin. “I swear fate is testing me.”

      “You can’t expect me to sit at home twiddling my thumbs not knowing what is going on, yet being able to feel your every emotion. If something happens…” Just the thought of him being harmed gutted me.

      “It is true you aren’t safe anywhere, but down here, my mother will be able to hunt you down, use you to get to me. You will be giving her my one weakness. And I can’t promise that I will be able to get you out again.”

      “I don’t want to be your weakness. If you haven’t noticed, I’m not helpless.” Especially now. There was something about our bond that was different. Ashor’s darkness was a part of me.

      “Oh, I know just how lethal you can be.”

      “I can’t sit here and do nothing,” I retorted. “I will find a way with or without you.”

      Ashor swore low and viciously, and the first stirrings of victory fluttered within me. “If you insist on putting yourself in danger, you’re going to need your demon. Are you prepared to not just accept that part of yourself, but unleash it? Embrace it? You’re in the big leagues now.”

      Did that mean he was relenting? Images rose of Ashor in his full demon: glorious silky black wings, razor sharp canines, and the glowing eyes. Our human side prevented us from fully shifting into a demon like my mother or Kali. A Divisa’s transformation kept traits of their human side, but which traits differed for each of us. I was half afraid I’d grow horns.

      I sucked on my lower lip, weighing the consequences. Giving in to the one thing I’d worked my entire life to suppress went against everything I stood for. I would essentially become the very thing I hunted.

      Could I do that?

      Would it make me a hypocrite?

      What would my family think?

      “Can you promise me that I will be able to shift back at will?” I asked.

      He nodded. “With proper training and full acceptance, you will work together, not against one another. You won’t lose yourself, but you will gain something so powerful.”

      I held his gaze, letting him feel the truth behind my words as I said, “I don’t want more power.”

      He smiled crookedly. “That’s what everyone says until they’ve tasted it.”

      “I have tasted it,” I informed him. My mind went to the dark flames. They frightened me, what I could do with them. My flames didn’t burn like Angel’s, but sucked the very life out of a person, soul and all.

      Ashor tilted his head, regarding me in a way that made me feel as if he could see straight through all my barriers. “Seems someone has a secret of her own,” he mused.

      No more secrets. Not anymore. That was part of the sacrifice of being mated. I took a gulp of my cooling tea and set the mug back onto the table and announced, “I have something to show you.”

      A single dark brow inched up. “I’m intrigued.”
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      Summoning the unusual shadowy flames inside another queen’s home felt a bit… weird, and kind of naughty. “I don’t know how it works,” I started off explaining as I concentrated on that dark cloud inside me. “Sometimes it just happens.”

      Ashor sat up straighter, watching me intently as I rapped my fingers on the table. “What just happens, luv?”

      My eyes found his. “The flames.” And as if they heard me call their name, the darkness kindled inside me. I closed my eyes, centering all my attention on the growing seed in the heart of my chest, crumbs of darkness that cast themselves into my veins. My demon giggled with glee as the flames spread, and I fought to keep a handle on both before they spun out of my control. It took all my focus, my brows pinched together as I gripped the edge of the chair.

      It was Ashor sucking in a breath that snapped me out from that inward place I’d gone.

      I felt them before my eyes opened, the wintery chill the darkness emitted playing over my hand. My gaze landed immediately on Ashor, who was gaping at me with fascination. Sooty flames danced on each of my fingertips, their coldness tingling under my skin.

      “Impressive,” he whispered, lifting a hand to run it through the fire as he reached across the table. The flames burned brighter and clung to him as he moved his fingers back and forth.

      I swallowed. “You would think so.”

      “The darkness troubles you,” he murmured.

      More or less. Unlike him, I hadn’t grown up enwreathed in this kind of power. It was foreign and yet was like having a slice of Ashor with me at all times. If that even made sense. “How is this possible?” I asked.

      He gazed at the flickering darkness another moment or two before responding. “Not everything in this world has rational answers. But,” he added, seeing I was about to protest, “if I had to hypothesize, a part of power adhered itself to you when your soul attached to mine and mine to yours.”

      I lifted my hand, watching as the black flames left ribbons in the air. “Did you know that would happen?”

      Ashor shrugged. “No. Not exactly.”

      “What does that mean, not exactly?”

      “I’ve heard rumors it was possible. But seeing as I’ve never been mated before, I didn’t know for sure.”

      “I can’t control them.”

      “Hmm. That is a problem.” He laid his hands over mine, closing them into fists. “I can help you with that,” he murmured, and when he released my hands, the flames were gone.

      So many thoughts swam in my head. One I gravitated to over and over again. Another I ignored. “Okay,” I agreed. “If you teach me how to shift, how to control the flames, I’m willing to learn.” If this was how I protected my family, saved Ashor, then I was willing to give in to my dark side.

      He lifted my hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to the back of it. “I suggest you don’t show our host that little trick.”

      I snatched my hand back. “I wasn’t planning on it.” Needing to do something with my hands, I reached for the carafe of hot water and refilled my cup, seeping a little sack of black tea into mug—just as the door burst open and two demons with spears darkened the doorway.

      Ashor groaned at the disruption.

      “The queen will see you now,” one of them announced, flashing a row of decayed teeth. Hell needed a dentist.

      Wonderful. I threw back my mug of tea, needing the caffeine jolt, and prepared myself. Coffee would have been better, but I’d take whatever I could get at this point.

      Perhaps slamming the tea had been a bad idea. As I got to my feet, it sloshed around in my stomach. I walked by the demons, following Ashor out of the room. One of the bastards grabbed a piece of my hair, his forked tongue darting out and licking the blonde lock.

      I was going to be sick.

      Halting my steps, I whirled to face the nasty culprit, yanking my hair out from his grasp and giving him my best what-the-fuck face. “Touch me again, and I cut off your—”

      Crack.

      The demon’s head lolled to the side, his clear wings that seconds ago had been fluttering with excitement falling flat. I blinked. The pair of hands encircling the demon’s neck released him, and the beast collapsed onto the floor.

      Ashor had snapped his neck.

      “Ready, luv?” he asked, turning toward me as if nothing happened. As if he hadn’t just attacked one of Verena’s guards. He held out an arm to escort me, a storm churning in his eyes.

      Oh, he was pissed.

      I couldn’t imagine what he would have done to the demon if the asshole had done something worse. A terrifying thought.

      Without saying a word, I slipped my hand through his elbow.

      “Have someone clean up the trash before we return,” Ashor instructed the other demon.

      What would Verena say about this? The demon wasn’t dead, just indisposed until his body healed, but still….
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      My plan to break Ashor out of the underworld hadn’t changed, just altered based on our current predicament. I had every intention of thwarting the prince’s plan to hand over Verena to his mother for the kill. Perhaps the Queen of Envy and I could work together, join forces against Kali. I just didn’t know if she was trustworthy. Demons rarely were, and Verena struck me as someone who was calculating in her decisions, much like another queen I knew.

      Verena’s throne room was like night to day compared to Kali’s, and I wasn’t just talking about the sunlight. The stone tile shimmered gold like a coin at the bottom of the sea, reflecting off sunbeams streaming through the open windows. A breeze blew through the room, carrying traces of pine, and sent the white fabrics hanging throughout the room dancing in the air.

      The queen was sitting on a throne made of white birch. Ivy wove in and out of the carved railings, tangling itself around Verena’s exposed calves. The plants seemed alive, like hissing snakes ready to strike. I made a mental note not to get too close for fear of becoming entangled.

      Verena was sex incarnate in a silk gown of emerald silk that clung and molded to her curves in a way that left little to the imagination. A crown of gold fashioned so it twisted like twined tree branches sat atop her strawberry-colored hair. It wasn’t as exquisite as Kira’s, but I found myself drawn to it.

      She saw me admiring her crown. “Not as glittering as yours, and it is as heavy as it looks. I always envied the prince for his ability to craft a nearly weightless crown. Although, I suppose it doesn’t lessen the burden of the title any.”

      Ashor gave her a slight tip of his head before replying. “It doesn’t, I assure you.”

      She played with the gold rings on her left hand, twisting them back and forth. “Quite clever, giving her your crown, a clear symbol of your protection. You always were the quiet, sneaky one.”

      Ashor slipped a hand into the pockets of his black jeans, appearing relaxed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “As you should. The courts are buzzing about you and your mate, Prince. And it seems rightly so. You’ve put yourself in a powerful position, aligning two courts of Hell,” Verena said.

      At the mention of me, Ashor’s lips thinned into a straight line of displeasure. “I assure you it wasn’t planned.”

      Verena arched a brow. “You don’t think your mother is capable of orchestrating such a feat? The Queen of Darkness is known not only for her ruthlessness but also her patience. She has long since coveted the position of Supreme, which as you are aware was long ago obliterated and the courts divided into five sectors, giving no sole power to any one demon.”

      “As you said, I am aware. Although, to me talk of Supreme was tales told when I was a child. I did not live through the obliteration,” Ashor retorted.

      “Hmm.” The queen pursed her lips. “You might not have lived through it, but I did. However, I wasn’t queen then. So tell me, Prince of Darkness, why have you come to my court if not to start a war?”

      “To warn you,” the prince stated plainly.

      She laughed, a forced sound. “Really? You haven’t changed your tune? Still sticking with the I’m-here-to-warn-you song? My informants tell me that you and your mother had a falling out. Would it have anything to do with my Lexi? And why you appeared on my doorstep?”

      I didn’t like how she referred to me as hers. And neither did Ashor. After the little mishap in my room, the prince was touchy when it concerned me. She had poked the sleeping bear. Was it deliberate on her part?

      The prince didn’t give two fucks. The bright sunny room was suddenly bathed in utter darkness; only the glow of his eyes and the queen’s was visible in the blackness. “She might have been born from your court, but make no mistake about it, your highness, Lexi is not and will never be of your court. She is mine.” His voice was frost embodied, chilly and deadly, freezing the room. Little flecks of ice coated the windows.

      My eyes adjusted to the lack of light, seeing Verena press her lips more firmly together. “I see I hit a sore spot. It’s so careless of you to show your Achilles’ heel. The look isn’t good on you.” She clucked her tongue in disapproval. “But I guess it is common knowledge that you have taken a mate, which as you know, is seen to make you vulnerable among the courts. Make no mistake about it, I won’t be bullied in my own home.” Sunlight flooded back into the throne room, thawing the frosted glass. “Do I make myself clear?”

      I blinked as my eyes readjusted again to the brightness.

      Verena was haloed in rays of yellow light, her eyes glowing orbs of pure white, losing all traces of her usually wine-colored demon eyes. Her irises were undiluted power—queenly power. This conversation was going down the drain. Fast. Her fingers gripped the arms of her throne as she said, “If you pull a stunt like that again, threaten me in my own kingdom, you will watch as your mate begs to be taken by one of mine. There are other ways to break you, young prince. It would be wise not to test me.”

      I gasped. She wouldn’t fucking dare, but as I stared at her with shock and disgust, a shudder of revulsion rolled through me. She would do exactly as she threatened, hand me over to one of her sex demons.

      Through our bond, I felt murderous power flood Ashor’s veins, to the point that I could see the network of darkness climbing over his skin. If he didn’t gain control of his temper, we were going to start the war right here, right now. “As long as we understand each other, then we won’t have a problem.” I spoke up before Ashor lost his shit. My fingers intertwined with his, and I heard him exhale.

      Verena huffed a laugh. “You have true power for a half-breed,” she said to Ashor. “But I’m a queen.” As if her title alone gave her enough magic to defeat him in a battle.

      My money was on my mate. I had felt the swell of power that churned like the ocean inside him. Vast. Endless. Turbulent. Just waiting, begging to be unleashed on the world. How the hell he kept it contained, I’ll never understand. It felt as if he could destroy Verena’s entire kingdom, perhaps the entire underworld if he chose to fully release the darkness within him.

      Ashor gained control of himself, once again the picture of calm to the point of boredom. “As I said before, I came to offer you my alliance. Perhaps I’ve wasted my time.”

      “Why would I need it?” the queen spat back, insulted at his offer.

      “My mother wants war. She is determined to have your throne,” he replied.

      Verena blinked, and her eyes returned to their natural demon color, all traces of the eerie white gone. “And you expect me to believe you came into my court to warn me?”

      Ashor shrugged. “Believe me. Don’t believe me. It makes no difference to me. I’m not the one with a crown to lose.”

      She thought carefully over his words, mulling them around in her pretty head. “And say I accept your offer of alliance, what assurance do I have that you won’t turn on me in the tide of battle?”

      Ashor gaze landed on me. “She is standing in this room with me.”

      Me? I nearly squeaked, but managed to keep myself from making any kind of sound. Inside my head was another story. How am I an assurance?

      Verena’s gaze slid to me, and the glint in her eyes made me squirm.

      “My primal need to protect her will be your weapon. As long as my mate is inside your kingdom, I will fight anyone who tries to harm her, including my own mother. Just ask your guard,” Ashor proposed, referring to the demon whose neck he had cracked for touching me.

      The prince had already deceived and betrayed the Queen of Darkness, but Ashor couldn’t have known that I would find him in the Court of Envy, that I would search for him. He was using my presence to aid whatever scheme he was concocting. I wasn’t sure how I felt being his bargaining chip, but Ashor never failed to shock and surprise me.

      It was something I would have to get used to, being his mate.

      “I will think over your proposal,” Verena said. “And in the meantime, you and your mate can enjoy the offerings of my court. Or have you already?” The gleam in her smile hinted she knew what Ashor and I had done in the early hours of dawn. “There are many forms of pleasure to be found, as the prince can contest. He has spent many nights in my kingdom. My demons will be all too happy to accommodate your needs. They’ve missed you.”

      Jealousy slashed like a whip across my heart.

      Ashor’s fingers ran up my spine to the back of my neck where his demon mark was inked onto my flesh. “That won’t be necessary. I’m not in the mood to share.”

      The queen only continued to grin wryly. “As you wish. But know the offer is there if you change your mind.”

      A muscle along my jaw ticked as I stared down the queen. I wanted her to know that I didn’t fear her, not as a smart girl should. Beside me, Ashor chuckled.

      We were about to leave when the sunlight streaming from the windows faded. Darkness reigned over the sky, spilling like ink into the clouds and erasing the sunlight, and I glanced sidelong at Ashor. I couldn’t sense the tendrils of his power, which confused me. Where was the darkness coming from?

      “My mother,” Ashor whispered, eyeing the storm as it rolled in above the castle. A slash of lightning lit up the dreary room.

      “She is here?” I squealed, panic barreling inside me. I wasn’t prepared to face her. Not yet.

      “No,” Verena replied, also watching the sky. “She is sending me a message. She wants me to return her son.”
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      The storm continued to rage that night in Gardeness, slashing lightning, icy rain that plummeted from a plume of black clouds beating against the windows. Kali’s message was received and ignored. I couldn’t help but be reminded of my time at the Court of Darkness. A thickness of night coated in the air, and I squinted through the lashing rain outside the window. “Is it just me, or did the sky get darker?”

      Ashor glanced over my head up into a funnel of darkness and shrugged. “It could go on for days.”

      “But why? She knows why you are here,” I said, my brows knitted together. A gust of wind slammed into the side of the castle, followed by a series of lightning strikes around us. I jumped.

      Ashor lay gentle hands on my shoulders. “For appearance. She has to play her part, make it look as if she is a dutiful mother and queen. Verena is keeping me in her court against my will, which is in her right for me trespassing in her court. If I wasn’t Kali’s son and heir, she wouldn’t care what Verena did to me.”

      “Can’t you get rid of it?” I asked. The storm's presence made me uneasy. It was as if Kali was watching us. She was too close for comfort.

      “I could, but I would also have to be in my other form to create such power. It would require a great deal of energy.” His fingers brushed along my neck, moving the hair off my shoulder. “And I’d rather spend my energy doing something else.” He pressed a whisper of a kiss to my mate marks.

      I tilted my head to the side, silently asking for more. “Don’t let all the sex in this place go to your head,” I murmured. It was everywhere in some shape or form. On our way back to our suite, I’d accidently stumbled into the wrong room. Big mistake. The things I saw couldn’t be unseen.

      Ashor had just chuckled at me, much like he did now.

      Verena’s court was an odd mixture of fairy-like demons and succubae in human form. It was the stuff on the inside that mattered. Pure demon. And I had to keep reminding myself that they weren’t human.

      “Have you never been curious about that side of you?”

      An arm slipped around my waist, and I leaned back into him. “I already agreed to release my demon,” I reminded him.

      His hand snuck under my shirt to splay across my belly. “Yes, and something we will get to soon,” he agreed in a silky, low voice. “But you might learn a thing or two while you’re here.”

      I snorted, resting the back of my head on his chest. “How to be a slut? I’m good.”

      Soft lips curled against my ear. “There is more to being a succubus than taking your clothes off.”

      I turned my face to the side, glancing sidelong at him with narrowed eyes. “How would you know?”

      “Because this is my world, which makes me your demonology specialist.”

      “Can’t wait,” I mumbled, turning around to face him. I looped my arms around his neck. “So what are we supposed to do while Verena makes up her mind? Just sit in our room and have sex all the time?”

      Ashor’s brows lifted. “I’m game.”

      I smacked him on the arm. “This isn’t why I came here.” My thoughts turned to my family, wondering if they were safe, if they got out.

      “There are worse places to be stuck, take my word for it.”

      A flash of him covered in blood, chained to a wall streaked behind my eyes. I blinked, clearing the nightmare. Had that been my memory or his?

      It didn’t matter. Ashor and I were both damaged. Another thing the prince and I had in common.

      “Do you think she will accept your aid?” I asked, changing the topic to clear my mind and his.

      “Yes. Verena is smart. She knows it is the only way to save her court. Gardeness is in a fragile state compared to the other courts. Her demon numbers have dwindled over the decades and weakened her powers. Unlike my mother, who siphons her powers from darkness itself, Verena’s magic needs to be fed.”

      “From human souls,” I supplied. Seeing as who my mother was, I understood what it meant to be a succubus and that without the essence of human life, they were no longer useful to their queen.

      He nodded. “Precisely. Her subjects provide her with power. Without them, she wouldn’t be able to reign over Gardeness. My being here has her on edge.”

      I gazed back out into the night. Did Kira know about the vulnerability of her court? Should I warn her? My nose pressed to the glass. Another bolt of lightning struck the sky, and my heart jumped.

      It couldn’t be.

      Blinking, I unfolded myself from Ashor’s embrace and pressed my nose to the glass, combing the darkness. My eyes darted left and right. “Did you see that?” I didn’t wait for an answer. I was up and dashing out of the room before Ashor could stop me, but he was on my heels. I felt the shadow of him. He could have stopped me, but sensed something was wrong.

      Rushing down the hall, I found the nearest exit and burst out the door, running down two flights of stairs until I was staring out into the courtyard below the bedroom window. My breath was ragged, but it wasn’t from exertion. Rain hammered over my face, drenching my clothes.

      Ashor’s hand rested on my shoulder. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I-I swear, I saw…”

      “What did you see, luv?” he coaxed, trying to understand what had me so spooked.

      I blinked, scanning through the night and sheets of rain. Nothing. There was nothing out there. I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. No one is there.”

      “Oh, there is something out there,” the prince murmured. “Multiple somethings, just waiting for an opening, a moment when my focus isn’t on you, to snatch you away.”

      “I don’t see anything,” I insisted.

      His vivid eyes continued to glare into the night. “That’s the point. They are only seen when they want to be seen. It is not safe out here, especially in a storm of darkness. It attracts those lower than lesser demons.”

      My body shivered.

      Ashor slid his arm around my waist. “Let’s get out of the rain.”

      I nodded, resting my cheek on his chest.

      We were both soaked through by the time we returned to our suite. A pair of demons had followed us outside. I hadn’t even noticed them, not until they escorted us back inside. The suite was dark when Ashor shut the door. Stepping out of my wet boots, I shook out my hair, running my hands over my face. I moved into the bedroom with every intention of grabbing some towels and a change of clothes, but my gaze flicked to Ashor. His eyes were luminous as they followed me, cutting through the shadows. Neither of us said a word.

      For a few moments, I could almost pretend we were at his home in Brimstone, submerged in darkness with only the roaring of the fireplace.

      His eyelashes were thick from the rain as every shadow in the room appeared to cling to him. I should be doing something, like getting out of these wet clothes, but I stayed rooted, unable to look away from him.

      My heart beat wildly in my chest, the figure I thought I saw outside forgotten.

      Ashor strolled over to me, never breaking eye contact. He curled a hand behind my neck, and with his other hand swept pieces of wet hair off my face. “Are you okay?”

      “Not even close,” I admitted, pressing my cheek into his palm.

      The pad of his thumb rubbed over my lips, swiping away tiny beads of water. “Perhaps there is something I could do to help.”

      I was deathly afraid of the answer.

      My eyes devoured all of him. “A few things come to mind. A hot bath. A massage. A bottle of wine.”

      His soft chuckle caressed my cheek. “I love when your eyes shift colors. They remind me of the ocean at sunset.”

      Thank god for his arms. I didn’t know if I would have been able to support myself otherwise. Desire slammed into me, befuddling my mind. “What are you doing?”

      His fingers were at the hem of my shirt. “Getting you out of these wet clothes.” Thud. My shirt hit the floor.

      “Oh,” I squeaked as a frosty breeze kissed my bare belly.

      Snap. The button to my pants popped open next. Holy fucking demon breath. “It’s only fair you lose your clothes as well.” I tugged at the hem of his shirt, pushing the material up over impressive abs.

      A slow curve of his lips. “When did I ever give you the impression that I was fair?” Tingles scattered over my skin from the lazy stroke of his fingers dipping inside my pants.

      I swayed forward, my body craving the feel of his, but before my chest hit his, I was swept off my feet and tucked into his arms. In my next blink, the mattress was underneath me, plush and almost as inviting as the man leaning over me. I wrapped my arms around his neck, not letting him pull away from me. Not yet. It was too soon. “Where do you think you’re going, princeling?” My voice sounded far away and slow.

      His soft laugh brushed up across my jaw in a cool breeze of night. The bed dipped with his weight as he settled in beside me. “Nowhere.” Tender lips touched the corner of my mouth where his breath had been. “Tonight, you’re mine.”
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      Ashor’s tattoos seemed to absorb the moonlight, making the dark ink glitter. Did my own look the same? I couldn’t stop staring at the marks on his neck, the same ones that I bore on mine. “I don't know how much training you expect to get done if you are going to insist on being shirtless,” I said, frowning. All that glorious toned skin gleaming was fucking with my concentration.

      His expression was wicked and playful, just how I liked my prince. “It will help you work through distractions.”

      “If you say so,” I mumbled, unconvinced. We were going to end up spending more time exploring each other than exploring my new ability and releasing my demon. Not that I was looking forward to either of those things.

      Tucked deep into the Gardeness woods, Ashor and I trekked down a steep slope into a rocky valley, at least a half a dozen of those little fairy demons fluttering in the trees around us—our prison guards. The moment we left the castle the following day, they appeared.

      The ground was soft from the recent rains, and climbing the rising foothills could be slippery and challenging, but I wouldn’t have passed up the opportunity to get out of the sex castle. My ears couldn’t handle any more of the little moans that escaped from behind closed doors, or the slapping of whips on flesh.

      We were miles from the city hub, yet being so remote also had its pitfalls. The wildlife in the underworld could be detrimental. There were things living in these woods, things I never wanted to meet face-to-face. Without Ashor, I wouldn’t have dared entered the forest alone.

      Tying back my hair, I brushed at the beads of sweat already gathering on my neck. The formfitting tank and shorts only offered some much relief from the heat. I didn’t know how Ashor withstood the sun’s warmth in all that black attire. I perspired more just looking at him. How attractive was that?

      We found a clearing suitable for our needs. I angled my head to the side, ogling the prince, and asked, “Are you going to show me your wings now?” I desperately wanted to see his demon form in all its glory. There was something so primal and dangerously sexy about that side of him. It appealed to my own dark side.

      “Only when you show me your demon.” His voice had a challenging bite to it, baiting me.

      “Why don’t you show me how,” I rebutted, placing my hands at my hips, a gesture I hoped conveyed my stubbornness.

      “With pleasure.” He stepped forward, and that was all it took. One step for his eyes to melt gold and his canines to drop down.

      But no wings.

      He noticed the disappointed pout on my lips. “It doesn’t have to be all or nothing. The choice is always yours. Just shift.”

      The pout grew on my lips. “It’s not that easy for me.”

      Above our heads, one of the demon fairies chirped, as if to mock me.

      “I don’t want excuses. I want you to shift,” he replied.

      I bit my lower lip, trying to keep my eyes and hands off his abs, but the swirls of ink were summoning my fingers. “I know what you’re doing, and it’s not going to work,” I said, shoving my hands into my back pockets. God, he was too close. Would I always have this absurd need to jump him and attack him with my lips?

      Shaking his head, Ashor placed his hands on my hips. “Not with that shitty attitude.”

      A gold haze blanketed my eyes as I bristled at his tone. “You suck.”

      His chest vibrated with a cold chuckle. “Pretend no one is here but you and me. What are you afraid of?”

      He wanted me to pretend the forest wasn’t full of unimaginable creatures that wanted to consume my soul for lunch and little fluttering demon faeries in the trees whose colorless eyes gave me the creeps. “Who said I was afraid?” I replied sharply.

      His smile turned lethal, flashing his canines at me. “Stop procrastinating and shift.”

      “You might actually be the worst teacher I’ve ever had. Not even my high school math teacher was this bad at—”

      He shot forward, sweeping me off my feet, and shoved me off the ground just as a pair of sleek wings burst from his broad back. There wasn’t time to catch my breath. He moved so damn fast, I barely registered that we were soaring into the clouds with the warm wind kissing over my cheeks and blowing my hair back off my face.

      “Shift,” he hissed in my ear.

      My arms moved to wrap tight around him as I dragged in a gulp of air. “I can’t—”

      Suddenly, I was free-falling.

      Holy shit. The bastard dropped me.

      A scream of panic clogged in my throat. Wind tore at my hair and clothes. And my arms and legs flailed, desperate for something to cling to. But there was nothing. No net. No Ashor. Just the ground closing in.

      No way was he going to let me break nearly every bone in my body. He wouldn’t dare, but the closer the ground got, the more that fear he wanted me to feel became real. The impact wouldn’t kill me, but holy shit would it hurt like hell.

      Once I healed, I was going to kill the princely prick.

      The world spun past at blurring speeds, and I finally managed to release the scream that was caught in my throat. “Ashor!”

      Swooshing wings came out of nowhere, seconds before strong arms plucked me out of the air, stopping my downward progression. My feet hit the sturdy ground, and I whirled, blonde hair flying through the air as I faced my mate. “What the fuck!” I spat, shoving at his chest. “You asshole. How dare you play games with me? I’m not your mother or your brother. I’m your mate. If I had hit the ground, my pain would have been yours as well,” I snapped.

      Ashor tucked his majestic wings behind him. “I am no stranger to pain.”

      How devious of him to throw out the I’ve-been-tortured card. Pine needles and pebbles crunched under my boots as I paced in a circle, nearly pulling my hair out. “Is this you trying to scare me into shifting?”

      His violet eyes gleamed demon-bright in the dark, lips curled. “A dose of fear is healthy, but you can’t let it consume you.”

      I halted in my pacing and snarled, “You don’t scare me.”

      “So you keep saying, but my power, the one inside you, does.” He angled his head to the side. “How does that work?”

      “Prick,” I said between my teeth.

      “Shift,” he ordered, folding his arms across his broad chest.

      My nostrils flared. “How about I just kick your ass instead?” Then I lunged, throwing out a kick, but the prince anticipated my attack, sidestepping to the left.

      He crooked a finger at me, egging me on. “Good, use your anger.”

      Prick. I threw a punch at his pretty face, but he caught my hand and whirled me around.

      “Hitting isn’t nice, luv,” he murmured.

      “Who said I was nice,” I growled in response, my chest heaving. I slammed my elbow backward, catching him in the gut, and grinned when I heard him groan.

      “Cheap shot.”

      I whirled around, my eyes twinkling with humor and annoyance. “Cheap or not, I still hit you.”

      “You’re an exceptional fighter, I’ll give you that, but you need to be disciplined to control the darkness and your demon. You have that discipline inside you. You just need to trust yourself.”

      “Show me,” I said, grim determination set in my features.

      He nodded, and so it began.

      Ashor was grueling in his training, treating me not like a pampered princess or his mate, but as he would any other demon. I didn’t know how much I’d needed to release all my pent-up emotions and energy. The magic within me was just as eager to be set free as the demon. I couldn’t handle both, not at the same time, so I directed my focus on the darkness, wielding it, manipulating it, summoning it, and banishing it.

      My cheeks were flushed with exertion when Ashor called for a cease-fire. I plopped down on a patch of grass and plucked a strange-looking yellow flower. “How do you do it? Release your control?” It had taken all my effort just to maintain a handle on my power.

      He took a seat beside me, one leg stretched out in front of him, the other arched up. “It’s different for me. I was taught to embrace that side of myself, not suppress it as you were. I’ve never had to fear my demon. He is a part of me as I am a part of him. But make no mistake, even when he is free, I’m the one in control.”

      And that’s what scared me the most, losing myself to that dark part of me. “What about when we’re in bed?” Yep. My brain went there, back to the bedroom when Ashor let his demon free while buried inside me. Heat rushed into my cheeks, my blood rising at the memory.

      A smug twinkle highlighted his eyes. “That might be the only place I’ve ever lost control. Where you are concerned, my demon can’t be tamed.”

      Perhaps I lied about wanting power. There was something so heady about knowing I had the ability to shred the prince’s restraint. I leaned over, mingling my breath with his. My gaze flicked to his lips with the sole purpose of placing mine over his. I wanted to kiss him. Needed to.

      But as my eyelashes drifted lower and our lips were about to touch, a wet snarl came from among the trees.

      Ashor’s body stiffened, and everything in me froze. His eyes shone with alarm that darkened them to a lethal shade of purple, it was almost black. “We’re not alone, luv.”

      We never were alone, but I didn’t point out the obvious, because we had bigger problems than the fluttering fairy demons. Something ominous had found us.

      “Get her out of here,” Ashor ordered Verena's guards, jumping to his feet. His harsh voice sent the demons into a flustered tizzy. Well, that combined with the creature stalking our way.

      Like hell I was leaving him. I reached for my weapon, only to remember the queen had confiscated them at the gate. For fuck sake. “I’m not going anywhere without you,” I replied, my jaw set in determination.

      “Lexi,” he rumbled, and the sound of my name in such a deep tone, was reminiscent of all the other times I’d refused to listen. In a move that I was beginning to anticipate, Ashor stepped in front of me. “Get your ass up the hill before I—”

      It was too late. At the top of the ravine, a man appeared, eyes like burning embers. His powerful jaw opened, revealing teeth dripping with poisonous saliva as he let out a battle cry that pierced my demon ears with octaves high enough to make them bleed.

      Sometimes the worst kind of demons were the ones that looked almost human.

      “Why must you always argue with me?” he gritted out.

      “I’m not leaving you,” I said again. There was so much meaning behind that statement, and the trickle of his understanding wove through our bond. Deep down, he felt the same. The idea of being apart again was too hard. It would rip me up inside like a serrated dagger plunging through my gut.

      “Don’t be fooled by his appearance,” Ashor warned, his nails lengthening into black razor-sharp tips. “This isn’t his true form, nor is he alone. A skinwalker always has a parade of demons at his call.”

      “Lovely,” I muttered, centering myself. I had no weapon, so I was going to have to rely on my unstable magic and pray it kept my soul intact. If it did fail, I was confident Ashor would ensure nothing happened to me.

      Behind the man, six demons in the shape of skeleton wolves crested the top of the embankment. The bony animals let out a ghostly howl that resonated over the trees. Fuck. Our odds just got a whole lot smaller.

      Then the beasts charged.

      “Don’t let them bite you,” Ashor said swiftly, his gaze never wavering from the threat. He had laser focus, scarily so.

      That was all I needed to know.

      The wolves advanced on us as the demon watched like an overlord. Stuck inside the pitfall, we were sitting ducks. “What is that supposed to—” The ground under my feet trembled, and I glanced over my shoulder, seeing a storm of darkness gathering around Ashor like a cloak. The shadows crawled over my feet, and as if the prince had thrown a switch, the darkness swept over the land, consuming everything in its path, rattling the world.

      I was thrown against Ashor, and his arms were there to steady me, strong and true. His soft yet durable wings enclosed over me, a shield of protection just as the ghastly wolves received the brunt of Ashor’s powers, turning the beasts into whimpering dust.

      I regained my footing, pulling out of Ashor’s arms, and turned to face the new wave of enemies descending upon us. Verena’s little fairy demons were already on the attack, setting the grove on fire. The pesky demons had breath made of fire, a bit of information that would have been useful to know before I pissed one of the buggers off.

      “I’m assuming you guys aren’t here on vacation,” Ashor said sarcastically as he hauled a red-faced demon off his feet.

      “We’re here to bring you home,” the skinwalker said, his mouth never moving.

      What. The. Actual. Fuck.

      That was the weirdest thing I’d ever seen. I never wanted him to talk again.

      Ashor’s fiery gaze shifted past the grunt demon in his clutches to the skinwalker. “Is that so?” he said, glancing around at the handful of demons and looking unimpressed. “And she only sent you? I’m insulted.”

      “This isn’t an elimination. Just a friendly warning,” the skinwalker replied with his uber chilly nonmoving mouth.

      I snorted. Friendly, my ass.

      Ashor must have had the same thought. He struck with immortal speed, hitting the demon he clasped with a sword made entirely out of his darkness, and all I could do was watch with awe as the blade sliced the demon’s head off in one clean swipe.

      Holy crap.

      The Prince of Darkness was a badass.

      And he was mine.

      I refused to let his mother come between us. Never again. Such a violent roar screamed in my blood, I could no longer think straight. My body just reacted; consequences be damned. A demon appeared in front of me, red lips grinning, and I couldn’t have been more thankful. The bastard swung at me, and it was my turn to grin. Ducking, I forced him to hit nothing but air.

      Sucker.

      Spinning around, I hooked my leg in between his in a systematic maneuver that sent him sprawling forward on the grass. “Eat dirt, asshole.” I rammed the heel of my foot into his back.

      “You might need this.” Ashor tossed me something.

      I caught a glint of metal right before my fingers wrapped around the dagger. “Where did you—? Never mind. I don’t want to know.” The demon was twisting and turning underneath my heel, clawing at the earth. The instant I lifted my foot he spun around, and I sank the blade into the demon’s chest as I had a hundred times before. Same spot, different demon.

      Buh-bye.

      Yanking out my knife, I pivoted to take on the next one, but the demon’s fist caught me on the side of my face.

      Pain exploded. Bastard.

      Spitting a mouthful of blood, I lifted my head. The asshole who hit me was trembling under Ashor. I didn’t know how the prince reached me so fast, but he towered over the lower demon, every inch a prince of darkness.

      Snarling low and vicious, he gave the demon a message. “Touch her again, and you won’t have a queen to serve. Actually, I’ve changed my mind. I’m not sending you back.” Ashor blew a puff of darkness that weaved its way into the demon’s mouth and nostrils. His eyes went wide, and for a moment, nothing happened, just a deafening silence. And then his mother’s foot soldier exploded from the inside out, nothing but demon mist particles floating in the air.

      Ashor’s power shattered his soul, the very thing a demon needed to survive in this world or the underworld.

      The sheer depth of Ashor’s abilities left me stunned. They were magnificent and frightening.

      A roar erupted behind me, and I spun again to defend myself against the demon lunging straight for me, but he ran into an invisible wall. Both of us blinked. This wasn’t the first time I’d found myself in a bubble of darkness.

      Fucker.

      I whirled on Ashor. “Take it down. Now!” I growled, fury spitting from me.

      He smirked, blasting a demon with his darkness. “I’m kind of busy, luv.”

      “Ashor, so help me—” The shield came down, and the demon surged forward. I caught him in the nose with my left foot. Fuming, I turned back to the prince. “This isn’t funny.”

      The other demons were nothing but vaporized dust. Ignoring me, Ashor stalked to the last demon standing—the one who looked like a man, the skinwalker. He grabbed the fiend by his neck, slamming him against a tree. “It’s time you and I had a little talk.”

      The skinwalker laughed. “I was sent to remind you of your duty.” Eyes of red and black slithered to me in a disturbing glare. There were no whites in his eyes. “Distractions will not be tolerated.”

      Ashor scraped a nail along a gray vein that ran down the column of the demon’s neck. “As always, I do things on my terms. She doesn’t control me. I will fulfill my oath when I’m damn ready. Take that back to Mother.”

      “As you wish, Prince.” The demon lowered his head, eyes on the ground. Seeing as all his buddies were gone, I understood his compliance. If he didn’t want to end up vaporized, what choice did he have? It didn’t mean I agreed with the prince.

      Ashor released his grip, dropping the skinwalker to the ground. Without hesitation, the demon left, vanishing before my very eyes.

      “Why did you let him go?” I demanded.

      He took a quick assessment of me before answering, most likely checking for injuries. “It’s always more fun when you let one live.”

      I shook my head. “Is everything a game to you?”

      “Life is boring otherwise when you have centuries to play with.” He cut a sharp glance toward the direction of the sinking moon. “She won’t stop. Not until she has what she wants. And she will use any means possible to get it, including using you as a pawn. She knows you’re here. I suspected that the other day when she delivered the storm. But what I can’t piece together is how she was informed of your presence in Gardeness. Perhaps it was one of her spies, or possibly Verena has a traitor in her court.”

      My throat bobbed as I whispered, “It was your brother.”

      Ice froze his features, and I swear the temperature dropped. “Soren? How would he know?”

      My heart stopped at the cold tone of his voice. “He found me in Hell’s Mist. Nearly dragged me back to the Fortress, if it hadn’t been for Cayden.”

      A dark flicker of emotion haunted Ashor’s features. “Why haven’t you said anything?”

      “Honestly, with everything that has happened in the last few days, it slipped my mind.” Something I never thought possible when it came to his twisted brother. I recalled what my mother had told me about Soren’s conception. “Cayden warned me that Soren would inform your mother that I had returned.”

      Rolling his neck, Ashor drew his demon back inside, wings and all. “He is like an obedient dog, always seeking her approval and constantly coming up short, which only makes him nastier.”

      This might not be the appropriate time to bring up the circumstances surrounding his brother’s birth, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking. “Is it true he was made?”

      Ashor held my gaze for a long moment, and I felt the truth before the words left his lips. “Yes, a dark secret my mother would kill to keep. I think she deludes herself into thinking the other courts do not whisper or murmur about the true identity of his father. We will not speak of it again. It is not safe to do so.”

      I nodded, understanding. Any questions I had, this was my one shot to have them answered. “Is his father the Ngah? The one she keeps in the dungeons?”

      “You see too much, luv,” he stated, his voice quiet. “She would cut out your tongue if you ever spoke his name in her presence.”

      The soft flutter of tiny wings echoed over the trees. We were no longer alone.

      Not all of Verena’s demon fairies had survived the attack. “We’ve cleared the perimeter,” one of the little sentinels informed. “You should return to the castle now. It is not safe.”

      The hairs on my arms prickled as a frosty phantom breeze blew over my face, carrying kernels of darkness. Kali’s warning was clear. She was coming for me. For her son. For us both.
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      I seemed to constantly find myself in turmoil over the Prince of Darkness. I no longer denied the feelings of affection growing within me. My attachment was swiftly becoming something I needed, something I depended on. Despite all his faults and less than upstanding morals, deep down, Ashor was someone I trusted. It had been hard for me to get there, to believe in him, yet all he had done was protect me in his own way, regardless if I agreed with his methods.

      The attraction between us was nothing like I’d ever experienced, but in truth, I had to admit a large part of the insane chemistry was from our connection. It had also been there before I knew he was my mate, even though I refused to accept what I was feeling then or how hard I fought against it. If it was the fates or destiny, I didn’t really know, and nor did I want to think too hard on it. Right now, this thing between us just was, and we both knew it wasn’t going to last forever.

      That might have added a layer to the desperation we had for each other, knowing that at any moment, we could be torn apart by his world, by mine, by his mother, or some other outside force we hadn’t come across. The cards were stacked against us.

      And yet, here we were.

      “How long until she makes her decision?” I grumbled. I had been unable to sit still for an hour now, pacing the common area of our suite.

      Ashor was lying on the sofa, staring out into the large window. Day was coming to a close, giving off the barest of light as night peeked along the edge of the horizon. “Days. Weeks. Years.”

      Letting out an exaggerated sigh, I sprawled myself out on top of him, tracing the lines of his blood oath mark on his arm. I needed a distraction, something to take my mind off the waiting. “She can’t possibly mean to keep us here forever.”

      His fingers stroked over my hair. “Eventually my mother will come for me.”

      My head rested on his shoulder so I couldn’t see his face. “And how long will that take?” I asked, my voice edged with impatience.

      “Days. Weeks. Years.”

      “Ashor,” I groaned, thumping my hand on his chest. “You’re not helping.”

      “Perhaps not, but it is the truth. Time is useless in the underworld when you’re immortal,” he replied, doing nothing to curb my boredom. In fact, he was making it worse.

      Shoving off his chest, I sat up and glared down at him with a frown. “Well, I’m not immortal. And I’m tired of waiting.” Each day I spent trapped inside Verena’s castle, I lost a shred of hope for ever getting back home. “If she doesn’t make up her mind soon, it might be too late.” The Queen of Darkness might already be on her way with an army backing her up. She was eager to claim her prize.

      The Crown of Envy.

      My being at court, being at Ashor’s side would unnerve her. This was something she’d waited years to set in motion. Kali’s patience might have finally run out, and I was feeling the bitter cold. She was coming.

      I shivered.

      “Are you cold?” Ashor asked, concern breaking into his violet eyes as he wrapped his arms around me.

      I took comfort in his embrace. “No, I was thinking of your mother.”

      “That would make anyone shiver.” His fingers tucked my hair behind my ears before cradling my chin and tipping it upward so I looked into his face. “You don’t need to worry about her. As long as I am by your side, she can’t hurt you. No one can.”

      And what of the times when he couldn’t be by my side? I didn’t belong here. I came for a purpose, to abduct the prince. I needed to regain my purpose. “Run away with me,” I murmured.

      “And where would you have me run?”

      “Anywhere but here,” I said.

      “If I thought there was some place we could be safe, we’d already be there.”

      A thought popped into my head. “I know a place. Well, a temporary house we could hide. My mother used it.”

      “You’re referring to when Cayden helped her. They both paid for their insubordination. How do you think Cayden became my mother’s official punisher? There is nowhere my mother won’t be able to find us.”

      My stomach dipped. “You really know how to suck the hope out of a situation.”

      “Besides, luv, I am bound to the Wild Hunt. The oath I took nearly a century ago forbids me to enter the mortal realm except for four nights a year. I couldn’t run there even if I desired it.”

      I grimaced. The Wild Hunt collected souls during the solstices and the equinoxes, the nights when the veil between our worlds was at its thinnest. “So my plan to hijack you from the underworld was destined to fail.”

      He pressed a wintery kiss to the tip of my nose. “I’m afraid so.”

      Why hadn’t Cayden or Kira warned me? What were they playing at? Having my plans to bust Ashor out of Hell crushed by his bond to the Hunt put me in a sour mood. What was I to do? If we managed to succeed in stopping his mother from taking Verena’s throne, and that was a mighty if, what happened to us? To our relationship?

      Those were choices I didn’t want to make, nor did I want to think about them.

      Until the time came, I would put them into the back of my head. One problem at a time, and without a way to stop Kali, it wouldn’t matter anyway. “If Verena does agree to ally with you in this war against your mother, will the other courts be inclined to join us?” Angel had abandoned her court, and the demons in it were queenless and unruly because of it, but if it meant saving the world, I knew my best friend would put on her crown and demand her demons fight.

      That just left the Court of Sorrow and the Court of Misery, both run by kings. And none of them got along, so it should be interesting, when faced with war, who sided with who.

      Ashor reached for my hand. I went willingly, spreading out alongside him on the couch as he talked. “King Trist is a reasonable demon. But I can’t say for certain that he will align with Verena and stand against my mother. King Angor is an arrogant bastard. His court is iron strong with some of the most powerful demons in existence. He could make or break this war.”

      “What do we have to do to get him on our side?” I asked.

      Deep consideration wrinkled his forehead. “I don’t know. Not yet. He would be petty and vain enough to fight the Court of Darkness on his own. Join neither side. The only side he cares about is his own and what he can get out of it. Make no mistake about it, King Angor would double-cross us in a heartbeat. He is untrustworthy.”

      Truly, were any of them trustworthy? Sure, one queen or king might be more dependable than the other, but none of them were honorable. “If your plan works, whatever insane thing you’ve schemed, what then? Does it stop here?”

      He shook his head. “No. If anything, it will only get more perilous, which is why you never should have come back.”

      “Are you saying that you regret what happened between us?”

      His eyes burned as he stared into mine. “Never.”

      I curled my fingers into his shirt, half afraid he would disappear in front of my eyes. “Promise me you won’t leave.” Careful, Lexi. Or you will fall in love with this prince. The demon inside of me brushed against my heart as if to say, “open up.”

      Ashor’s teeth grazed over my earlobe, and matters of the heart were overshadowed by the pleasure of the flesh. “Perhaps you should shackle me to the bed,” he suggested with menacing lewdness.

      He was joking, but it struck a chord of anger within me. I lifted my head, looking down into his chiseled face cut from dark magic. “You will never be my prisoner,” I said, my voice serious.

      “Aren’t I already?” Although his voice was light and playful, I felt the respect through our bond. “I was yours from the moment I saw you in the woods, fierce and determined. I knew you were mine.”

      We were prisoners to each other, to the bonds that tied us eternally together in any world. A small part of me relished in our rare link. “It is both a curse and a blessing to be tied to you.”

      He laughed. “Perhaps I could show you more ways this bond we share can be transcending.” His lips brushed over the side of my neck as his hands moved from my hips to my lower back.

      “Ashor,” I sighed, thinking everything between us felt so rushed, yet when we were together, I wondered how I lived without him. It was his damn lips that scattered my ability to think rationally. Or at all. “You distracting me won’t change my mind,” I somehow managed to say.

      His lips hovered just over my own. “The crowolves, the sentries, and the skinwalker were sent as a warning. Next time, my mother will send someone who will do far worse.” The trepidation flowing inside him wasn’t for himself. He was worried about me—about what his mother would do to me. “Or she will come herself.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” I reinforced, in case he got any ideas since the last time I informed him of my decision to stand beside him and fight. He was going to have to accept my choice, even if I had to pound it into that thick skull of his.

      The prince pinched the bridge of his nose. “So you’ve made crystal clear. But I need you to understand the risk you are taking, the danger you will be in. This time, I might not be able to save you or return you to your world. Are you prepared for that?”

      “You forget, my best friend is a queen of her own domain.” Always have a backup plan. Chase taught me that.

      “A sector she has abandoned. You will not find any sanctuary at the Court of Inferno.”

      “Perhaps not,” I agreed. “But as a queen, she has the right to come and go from the underworld.”

      He reached down to the foot of the couch, grabbing a knitted blanket and draping it over me. “Can’t say that your backup plan is solid, but… it's better than nothing.”

      I adjusted my arms over the soft white blanket. “You’re not the only one with tricks up their sleeves.”

      “You have a long way to go to play in my league, Lexi luv.”

      A yawn pulled at my lips, but I refused to give in to the exhaustion. My body was screaming at me to rest. It had been hours since I slept—well, real uninterrupted sleep. I was afraid to waste any time I was given with Ashor. “Don’t think about sneaking out on me,” I murmured, snuggling in beside him. I rested an arm on his chest. “I will hunt you down.”

      He placed a kiss on my forehead, and I nestled deeper into his coolness. “I wouldn’t dream of it, luv.”

      Strong arms wrapped around me, and I tumbled into an abyss of darkness.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up alone, tucked in the bed, and stretched my legs as sunlight streamed bright and bold across the floor. I rolled over onto my back, staring at the empty spot beside me. The air still held his ocean midnight scent. Sitting up, I wiped the sleep from my eyes. “Ashor?” I called, listening to see if the shower was running, but I already knew.

      He wasn’t in the suite.

      The thread tying his body to mine was stretched, as if he was moving further and further away from me. Heavy panic pressed down my chest like an elephant was sitting on me. It clamped around my lungs and squeezed the air out of them, causing my mouth to go dry.

      No! No! No!

      He wouldn’t do this to me.

      He wouldn’t leave me. Not again. Not here.

      But if it was the only way to keep you safe? a voice in my head mused.

      “Shut up!” I screamed, sounding insane, hands slamming down onto the bed. I didn’t care. Verena wouldn’t allow him to just walk off. It was against court rules. Right?

      Darting off the bed and out of the bedroom at demon speeds, I scanned the common area, and then threw open the door to the hall, not sparing the guards a single glance as I began my search of the castle. My heart was in my head, beating like a jackhammer. I scanned the faces of every demon and human I passed, knowing before I saw their features that they weren’t him. None of them eased the ache that spread like fire through my veins, threatening to burn me from the inside out.

      “Ashor,” I whimpered, shoving aside the pain. I braced my hand against the wall in an attempt to steady my swimming head.

      I had to find him.

      Before it was too late for us both.

      My feet turned in a circle, not feeling the ground underneath me, and the bustle of demon activity didn’t even register. There was nothing but white noise in my head. It hit me with a force that almost knocked me off my feet. He was really gone. No matter where I searched, I wouldn’t find the prince anywhere in the Court of Envy.

      Why had Verena let him leave?

      Why would he leave me?

      Again?

      Why?

      It didn’t make sense.

      I was alone. Utterly alone in Hell.

      My back hit the brick wall, and I began to sink to the floor, tears stinging my eyes. My world was spiraling, and I didn’t know what to do about it. Strong hands grabbed my arms, yanking and tugging me back inside the castle. I was shoved not gently back into my room, a door slamming closed in my face. My fists beat against it as I screamed his name into the empty apartment. That broken feeling from so many months ago came back, crippling my bones. Turning around, I dropped to the ground, a crumpled mess of tears and agony. Darkness exuded from my pores, enveloping me like a cloak.

      Tears blurred my vision. This ache, this pain, it would only get worse the longer we were apart. It would poke and prod me, a constant reminder to find him, because only then would either of us be complete. When he left, he took half of my soul with him, and now my body was paying the price.

      I hadn’t been lying when I told him I would hunt him down.

      It was precisely what I planned to do.

      The prince and the queen.

      Damn them both. Damn him for breaking his promise. Damn him for breaking my heart—a heart I swore no man would ever have again.

      Through the muddled disarray of tears and snot, a dark figure emerged from the corner of the room. Except… my room was no longer the one I remembered. It was a prison, fancy demon bars and all, but I didn’t give it more than a fleeting glance, because my tear-soaked eyes couldn’t look away from the figure walking toward me.

      Ashor?

      Hope surged, but it only took a gut-clenching ache to remind me that Ashor wasn’t here. This shadow wasn’t him. Then the fear came. “What are you doing here?” I hissed, jumping to my feet and scrambling backward. I smeared away the tears and watched as Soren stalked into the center of the room.

      “Miss me, little huntress?” His condescending voice was one I’d hoped to never hear again. Ashor’s brother was glowering at me. Evil vibrated in the room as if it were a living thing meant to do me harm.

      I sniffled, trying to quickly compose myself when all I wanted to do was fall apart. “How can I miss someone who means nothing to me?” I snapped in a dismissive manner that only infuriated Soren, but I couldn’t stop myself. Fear brought out the bitch in me.

      Soren’s hateful eyes flicked over my face before settling onto mine, and a cruel smile twisted on his lips. “Then I’ll make sure to leave a lasting impression this time. Something unforgettable.”

      I did the most ladylike thing I could think of. I flipped him off, smiling smugly. “Fuck off.” There was nothing this demon could do to me that would hurt more than being hurt by Ashor.

      Soren made a growl of disgust in the back of his throat. “Where is your mate?” he asked as if he read my mind.

      I bristled, my chin lifting. “None of your fucking business.”

      “Did he leave you again?” Soren clucked his tongue. “He tends to run away from commitment. My brother was never a one-woman demon. Don’t take it to heart.”

      His words were a stab in my gut that had my knees wobbling. It was an effort to stay on my feet, but I squared my shoulders and drew on my last grain of strength. “I’m not in the mood to mince words with you. What do you want?”

      Solid eyes of coal raked over my body in a perusal that had bile churning in my gut. “You are looking a bit rough around the edges. Sadness isn’t a good look for you. Nor is patheticness.”

      My fingers itched to smack that smug grin off his chiseled face.

      He slinked closer to me, those unnatural eyes never wavering from mine, like a hawk circling his prey. “I never got a chance to welcome you to the family, sis. Something to look forward to.”

      “Bite me.”

      Soren flashed his teeth. “With pleasure.”

      It was too late to realize the position I was in. Soren had me cornered against the wall. His fingers dove into my hair, grabbing a fistful. I curled my hand into a ball and slammed my fist into his belly just as he yanked my head to the side, sinking his teeth into my neck.

      The second his fangs pierced my skin, the fight left me. My arms fell limply to my sides, and a languid feeling spread through my veins as if I was drugged. Something repulsive spread through me.

      “You and I are going to have a little fun,” Soren murmured against my throat, his teeth grazing along my pulse. He bit me again. And again. More times than I could count, each bite bringing a new level of pain.

      Soon there was nothing but the echoes of my screams. I withdrew inward, unable to take the tortured cries of my own agony, and it was within myself I heard a faint voice calling my name. The voice was far away, trying to cleave the screams that were growing hoarse. “Lexi,” it whispered. “Lexi. Lexi. Lexi.” It grew louder, drowning out my cries. I held on to that voice as it pulled me further and further from the nightmare. Until there was no pain. There was no Soren. There was no ache of hopelessness.

      There was only Ashor, holding me in his arms and gently rocking me back and forth on the bed. Eyes wide and wet with tears, my skin glistened with cold sweat as I grappled between reality and… something else. Something utterly fucked-up.

      I clung to Ashor, my arms wrapped in death grip around his neck. His scent hit my nostrils, breaking through the terror that swamped all my senses. “Ashor.” His name was a broken sob on my trembling lips.

      He stiffened against me for a moment. “It’s okay. You’re okay,” he cooed, running loving fingers down my back to soothe and comfort me. “I’ve got you.”

      I didn’t understand. “Your brother,” I croaked. “He—” My voice choked.

      His eyes clouded with darkness. “It wasn’t real. It was just an illusion, luv. He can’t hurt you.”

      I trembled in his arms, resting my damp brow against his chest. It was all an illusion? But it had felt so real. Not real, I repeated. Again. And again. And again. Just a horrible dream.

      Ashor shifted on the bed, and an upswell of panic barreled within me. My arms tightened around him.  “Don’t leave,” I said hoarsely.

      “Never,” he vowed, pressing a kiss to my temple, settling in.

      The Queen of Envy’s laugh echoed in my ears, and I hugged Ashor harder. His darkness wrapped around me, banishing the memories.

      At least for the night.
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      “That bitch,” I seethed the following morning, after the worst night of my life. “She was in my head.” I was warned of Verena’s abilities, but witnessing them firsthand was an experience that would stay with me: the manipulation, the illusions, the screwing with my emotions. It seemed the Queen of Envy had an array of vile skills. She was a master illusionist. “She manipulated the world around me. How the fuck can she do that?”

      “I’m sorry,” Ashor said. He was staring out the window, gazing at nothing. His fists were clenched. “It’s my fault. I’ve been so careless.”

      I touched his shoulder. He flinched, and I felt an exorbitant amount of guilt and remorse through our bond. He blamed himself for what happened.

      Of course he would.

      Wiggling my way into his lap, I put my other hand on his check, forcing him to look at him. He did so hesitantly. “This isn’t your fault.”

      His body was stiff underneath me, coiled with tension. “How is it not? Your mind is unprotected. No one knows better than me the games the courts play. I should have seen this coming. The moment you entered her kingdom, I should have warded your mind against such attacks.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You can do that?”

      “Yes,” he replied, his hand moving to my knee. “And I can promise you, it won’t happen again.”

      My eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How exactly are you able to ward my mind against magical attacks?”

      “It’s nothing but a seed of my darkness that I encase your mind in, shielding it from being invaded. You won’t even know it’s there,” he assured.

      I was astonished by the depth of his power and the magnitude to which he could manipulate it. “You can share power like that?” I asked.

      He bit down on his lip. “I can do a great deal with my gifts.” Normally, a statement like this from Ashor was brimming with cockiness, but not today. It came out more like a burden that weighed heavily on the prince.

      “How does it work?” I wanted to know more. I wanted to learn.

      “It’s like breathing, an nearly unconscious function that requires very little effort or energy on my part,” he explained. “Which is why I am so angry with myself. She never should have been able to warp your perception.”

      If he hadn’t been so serious, I would have rolled my eyes. “First, you have to stop blaming yourself for everything that happens to me. And second, she would have only found another way to torment me. You know it’s true.”

      His gaze meandered past my shoulder and back out the window. “Perhaps, but when it comes to you, I don’t exactly think clearly.”

      He’d told me before that I was his one true weakness. I didn’t want to be the cause of his demise. I couldn’t take it losing him.

      And through our bond, he felt the same.

      What a pair we were.

      The demon huntress and the dark prince. Destined. Ill-fated. Star-crossed.

      We fit all of the tragic tropes.

      “It isn’t your job to watch over me twenty-four seven,” I said, but the words might as well have landed on deaf ears. They were a waste of air, because Ashor and I both knew he would never stop protecting me.

      That impish light in his eyes returned, twinkling alongside the dimple in his cheek. “I enjoy watching you.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Besides”—he wrapped his arms around me, lacing his fingers together—“it gives me peace of mind. She won’t be able to touch your mind again as long as I have the power to keep her out.”

      Neither of us wanted to dwell on what would happen if his energy was ever drained. “Have you ever depleted your powers before?” I asked, curious just how deep his well of darkness was.

      “No, but I’ve never actually tried to run it dry.”

      My fingers traced over the exposed demon marks crawling up the side of his neck. “You have more power inside you then you let be known. I can feel it harbored inside you. How are you able to keep it contained?” His mother had to release her ever-growing darkness when it became too much for her body to hold. Was Ashor’s not the same?

      A crooked grin curved at the side of his lips. “Some secrets are better left unrevealed.”

      “That doesn’t work with me.”

      He arched a brow. “It doesn’t?”

      I opened my mouth and then promptly shut it again as the doors to our suite swung open. A male succubus who looked like he was plucked from the Garden of Eden with perfectly carved features stood in the doorway. His golden locks curled over his forehead in a way that made a girl want to brush them back. Like most demons in Verena’s court, he oozed sex on a stick. If I wasn’t a mated female, my lady parts would be tingling.

      “Queen Verena requires your presence at once.” The statement was said with haste and no room for negotiations, yet was delivered in a voice as smooth as velvet.

      Ashor and I shared a look. She was the last person I wanted to see after what she had done to me, but I also wanted to know why. What did she gain by toying with my mind?

      The prince lifted me off his lap and unfolded himself from the chair to stand tall beside me. “Shall we, luv?” Ashor held out a hand to me, an expression of intrigue and caution lining his brow.

      We were both thinking the same exact thought. The queen has made her choice. This was it. She was either with us or against us. Her choice in the next few minutes would decide all our fates, including whether she lived or died.

      I couldn’t see how he would be able to find a loophole out of this tangled situation. Was it possible the direction she’d chosen had anything to do with Verena attacking my perception? Why had she wanted me to believe Ashor had abandoned me? I couldn’t find any correlation, but maybe there didn’t need to be.

      It didn't help that Ashor was keeping things from me. No matter how hard or long I poked or prodded our bond, I learned nothing of his plot. Perhaps he hadn’t yet decided, which was why it was blocked from me. Or he was using a Lexi-proof shield that kept me from discovering the truth. Feelings were messy things. And I had much to learn about the inner workings of being mated to a demon.

      “Do you think she has made her choice?” I murmured, voicing that question that was on both of our minds as we followed the succubus down the opulent white hallway.

      He frowned. “I don’t have a good feeling about this. Keep alert and stay close.” Those were his last words to me before we were ushered before the queen.

      Verena was seated on her throne, a toned golden leg exposed and crossed over the other. Her gown rode high up her thigh to the side of her hip. She tapped tapered nails over the arm of her throne impatiently. “Finally,” she said when Ashor and I walked in, annoyance etched over her gorgeous features.

      “Have you made your…” Ashor’s voice trailed off. Ribbons of alarm tore through our bond, and I glanced at the prince. His jaw was clenched, and he paled. A roaring ripped inside my ears, drawing out all other noise.

      The sharp metallic scent of blood hit my senses, and my nostrils flared. It was overwhelming, to the point I knew someone was on the verge of death.

      “Cayden,” he muttered.

      I swayed at the name. Dizziness spun inside my head at the sight of Ashor’s best friend sprawled out at the bottom of Verena’s dais like a slab of freshly slaughtered meat. How Ashor had identified the body astonished me, because there was nothing of Cayden in the demon who lay unconscious at the queen’s feet. His black fluid stained the floor in a bloody mess.

      My eyes flicked over the queen, and I was shocked by the expression on her face. She didn’t look upset, but more put off by the mess covering her floors. “Your mother sent me a gift,” Verena said with an air of one inconvenienced.

      In one sharp inhale, it became painfully clear we hadn’t been summoned for her answer. We’d been given another warning from the Queen of Darkness. A very graphic and bloody message.

      That bitch.

      I am going to kill her.

      “I take it you were expecting him?” she added when Ashor didn’t say a word, too struck by the state of Cayden. I wasn't even sure he heard Verena speak.

      Ashor dropped to the ground beside his oldest friend, taking hold of his mangled hand. Cayden gave no response, no indication that he knew Ashor was there.

      Verena’s nose wrinkled. “He isn’t dead… yet. She left just enough of his soul intact to leave it up to chance, but there is a good possibility he won’t make it through the night.”

      “Why would she do this?” I spat, my muscles trembling with rage.

      The queen was watching me, intrigued. “Someone has a temper. And is that revenge I taste in the air? You want to make her pay.” Her lips grew into a satisfied grin. “I like you, huntress. So much like your mother.”

      “To remind me why I’m here,” Ashor said, going back to my question. The pain and sorrow in his words struck me like a pang to my heart.

      “After thousands of years, you’d think she would get sick of sending the same messages over and over again. I’m getting rather tired of having to mop the blood of demons off my floors.” Verena snapped her fingers.

      Two stunning female demons appeared on either side of her. They wore their human forms and moved toward Cayden. Ashor growled as they approached, stopping them from getting close. He didn’t want them to touch his friend.

      There was no questioning the pure blackness of Kali’s heart or the amount of hurt she inflicted to get what she desired.

      Power. Supreme power.

      I felt helpless standing there, doing nothing while Cayden continued to bleed out. “Can you help him?” I beseeched to the queen, something I never thought I would find myself doing. Especially on behalf of the demon who tortured my mate for days upon days.

      “Don’t,” wheezed a broken voice unrecognizable as Cayden’s. I didn’t know how he was awake, let alone managed to speak even a single word. But it didn’t last long. He was out again. Lifeless. Pale. And bleeding everywhere.

      I ignored his protest, unable to allow him to just lie there in agony, wavering in and out of consciousness while his body slowly stitched itself back together. He might have tortured and inflected pain onto others, but only at the command of his queen. That didn’t absolve him of any wrongs he’d committed. No. Not completely, but I hated him a little less because of it. He was important to Ashor, which now made him important to me.

      “Please. Is there nothing you can do? Can you save him?” I pleaded with the queen, hating the desperation in my voice, but the magnitude of Ashor’s pain through our bond was making me sick.

      “What will you offer me in return?” Verena asked, springing onto the opportunity to make a deal with me like a cat.

      Of course there was a fucking price. Demons never did anything out of the goodness of their hearts. They had no heart.

      Ashor’s head snapped up. “Lexi, don’t.”

      “We can’t let him die. And if he does manage to survive, it could take him weeks to recover from those injuries.” I wanted to end his suffering.

      “I know.” Ashor tipped his chin, glaring at Verena as he stood. “Name your price,” he demanded of the Queen of Envy. He wouldn’t allow me to bargain with her. But he would.

      “I can think of a great number of things I desire from you, Prince.” She purred “desire” in a way that incited red-hot jealousy within me.

      Glaring at her and seeing the way she watched Ashor, I was horribly afraid I knew what she would ask of him.

      Over. My. Dead. Body.

      Not my mate.

      Ashor raised a brow at my sudden rising anger and jealousy, but my eyes darted back to the queen, daggers of hate radiating from me.

      “A single night… in my bed,” the queen said, and my vision went red.

      The vein in my forehead pulsed, and every muscle in my body wanted to kick her ass. Maybe a kick to her honey pot would change her mind. “You bitch.” I lunged forward, darkness swimming in my veins, but Ashor caught me around the waist.

      “Easy there, luv.” His breath was a cool whisper in my ear.

      “You should be thankful I’m only asking for a night.” She ran the tip of her nail along her lips, glittering eyes of wine running over every inch of Ashor. “I had toyed with asking for much more.” Shifting her gaze from the prince, she looked at me. “He would look regal at my side. A king. Hmm, yes, you would look good on the throne,” she said, her attention returning to Ashor. “But I figured this demon’s life wasn’t worth the price, even if he is a friend.”

      “You figured right.” His voice was colder than Alaska and a million times more dangerous. From our bond, I felt how close he was to tearing into the queen. He wanted her blood.

      Verena uncrossed her long legs, keeping them slightly parted as the slitted fabric of her dress dropped to either side of her bronze thighs. “Is his life worth a night?”

      I struggled against the arms that held me, flashing my teeth. “I will kill you before I let that happen.” Screw allying with the Court of Envy. Right now, I didn’t care if Kali destroyed Verena’s entire court. Fuck. I might help bring down the walls.

      The queen grinned. “Your mate is so bloodthirsty.”

      “She is. Particularly for royal blood,” he snarled.

      The queen pressed her lips together, dismissing me as nothing but a scampering mouse in her court. Meaningless. “Do we have a deal?”

      Cayden made a gurgling, choking sound, blood running out the side of his mouth. Ashor glanced down at his friend. “One night?” he whispered.

      “Ashor,” I gasped, attempting to wiggle out of his arms. “You can’t be serious.” Betrayal like I’d never felt before tore through my heart, right into my soul. I felt as if he had cut one of the threads tying us together. I stopped breathing.

      “Just a single night,” the queen said like the backstabbing seductress that she was. “Tick. Tock. The clock is ticking. He doesn’t have much longer.”

      The powerful muscles lining his back quivered beneath his shirt, and a blast of cold air went through the chamber. “I chose the night.”

      Verena beamed a smile of satisfied victory. “Done.”

      Ashor glanced back down at Cayden, his fingers going lax at my waist, but I had gone numb and didn’t advance toward the queen. Instead, I stood in the center of the room and watched as Ashor gave a shallow nod. Then he sauntered to the queen. She got to her feet, meeting him at the end of the dais. If I could feel my body, I would have slapped the shit of the superior grin on her lips. A knot of dread expanded in my stomach.

      I couldn’t figure out who she was punishing with this deal. Me? Or Ashor?

      Most likely it was the both of us. A way to cause friction and division between us.

      And it was working.

      For a second time in my life, I watched as Ashor took a blood oath with a demon queen and I could do nothing to stop it. His promises to other females were stacking up.

      What about the promises to me?

      Verena licked Ashor’s blood off her nail. “Don’t make me wait too long.” Her eyes flickered briefly to mine before she turned her back to him, returning to her throne.

      My fingers itched to snatch a clump of her strawberry-colored hair and yank as hard as I could.

      Ashor sighed heavily, his patience running thin. “First, you hold up your end of the deal. Heal him.”

      The queen gave a curt nod as she took a seat. “Alora. Dinah. Take him to the enchantress.”

      This time when the two succubae advanced toward Cayden, Ashor didn’t stop them. He only stared at me, but I refused to meet his gaze. I dropped mine to the white floor, spattered with Cayden’s blood.
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        * * *

      

      My world was off-balance. Nothing about me felt right. And I blamed Ashor.

      That bastard.

      How dared he!

      If he thought I was going to just sit by while he spent the night with another woman, he had another thing coming. We might be the first mated couple in history to break up. Could he not have bargained for anything else? If the roles had been reversed, he would have obliterated the Court of Envy before he let someone else touch me.

      My mind couldn’t stop visualizing Ashor and Verena doing the nasty. Eyes closed. Eyes open. It didn’t matter. The images wouldn’t stop, and they were going to drive me mad with jealousy. Her hands roamed places where my lips kissed. Her tongue tasted his, moaning with pleasure. Rage boiled, burning up inside like I was the center of the sun.

      I continued to stare out the window in my plush prison, silence stretching out within the room. I hadn’t said a damn word to Ashor on our way back, regardless that I wanted to fly off the handle. Or burst out crying. I couldn’t make up my mind which emotion would come out, so it was best I just kept my trap shut and ignored the son of a bitch.

      Pink and gold stained the horizon, the sun setting behind the woods, painting the River Styx as if it were on fire. It mimicked my own fury.

      I felt Ashor’s gaze as he studied me like I was a riddle he was trying to unravel. “Don’t be angry,” he said softly, in a tone that put a tiny crack in my shield of anger.

      Ribbons of calm radiated from his voice and inflamed the burning inside me. It was like ice and fire clashing. I whirled my head in his direction, a desire to hurt him swelling inside me. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I spat, releasing my temper. “You’re going to spend a night with another woman, a demon, and you don’t want me to be mad. Besides, I’m way past mad. I’m fucking furious. We’re about to have our first fight, princeling. Buckle up.”

      He leaned against the wall, keeping his distance. “I only finished what you started.”

      “Don’t pin this on me,” I hissed, feeling my temples throb. “I will not take the blame. No one asked you to volunteer yourself. I was more than willing to make a deal with the queen. It should have been me!”

      His voice was rough as he said, “You want to spend a night in her bed? I’m sure it can be arranged.”

      I blinked, stiffening, finding no humor in the situation. “And you would be fine with it?” I hurled at him.

      Ashor sighed through his nose, his jaw locking. “I never said that.” Finally, a display of emotion.

      A quick bolt of violence sliced through our bond. “So you are capable of feeling.”

      Shoving off the wall, he crossed the room to me. “No one should know what I am feeling better than you. You are the only one who has access to the deepest parts of myself.”

      It was too difficult to weed through the labyrinthine levels of fury, betrayal, pain, and the thousand other things I was feeling to find his emotions. “What does it matter? When you are with her, I will be able to feel what you feel. Do you have a way to protect me from that?” My chest heaved as I took a breath. “All this time you’ve claimed every decision you’ve made has been to protect me, but you failed to see the one person who had the power to hurt me the most. You.”

      “Lexi.” My name was a guttural ache from his lips. His agony joined mine, making it nearly intolerable to bear.

      “I can’t believe I came back for you,” I spat, leaping off my seat to pace the common room like a caged tiger. I could no longer sit still lest I be utterly consumed by the swirling storm inside of us both. It threatened to sweep me away.

      “He would have died,” Ashor murmured.

      I didn’t want him to engage my sympathy, so I continued clinging to the anger. “You don’t think I know that? I’m not pissed because you saved your friend’s life. I’m fuming because you didn’t even bother to negotiate a different deal. One that didn’t involve you, the queen, and a bed!” I finished with a shriek.

      He shook his dark head, the shadows in the corner staining the wall behind him. “Another option wouldn’t have worked. She took advantage of the situation so she could cut where it would hurt the most.”

      A tear slipped down my cheek, and I brushed it away with an angry swipe of my hand. “Explain to me how spending the night with her is going to hurt you?” I was being unreasonable and a part of me knew it, but in the heat of the moment, I was only consumed with my own pain, not thinking about Ashor’s, or what he sacrificed in agreeing to her deal. His own choice had been taken from him.

      Ashor shoved off the wall and was standing in front of me within a blink. I stood still, staring up at him, and as another tear fell from the corner of my eye, he caught it with a kiss. “Anything that hurts you hurts me,” he whispered, cooling off my flushed cheek with his words.

      Damn him.

      I didn’t want to be reasonable or admit that what he said made sense. My scowl deepened. “That’s not particularly very ally-ish of her.”

      His eyes roamed over my face as his hand moved to tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. “She wants to make sure I don’t forget the position she holds. I might be a prince, but she is a queen; therefore, I am beneath her.”

      I ignored the tingle of his touch. “I hate demon politics. You guys might actually not hate each other if you stopped being supreme dicks.”

      The edges of his lips twitched as he tried not to smile at me. “The last thing we should be doing is fighting. It is precisely what Verena hopes for, to divide us. It is only my flesh. The queen will never have my heart or my soul. Those belong to you.”

      I met his gaze, letting him see everything I was feeling and the truth in my words as I said, “You’re wrong. Your body does belong to me as well.” I reminded him. “Heart. Soul. Body. You may already have my body and my soul. But I will never give you my heart. Never.”

      He moved closer so my chest was touching his. “Best not to say something you’ll regret, luv. I’d hate to make a liar out of you.”

      I swallowed, lifting my chin, and told myself to stay strong. “This is one aspect of the bond you can’t force, Ashor. I have to freely give you my heart, and it is going to take more than ancient accents and cute nicknames for me to profess my undying love.”

      “Lexi, you’re being unreasonable. Nothing will happen between the queen and me.”

      My nails bit into my palms as another round of anger spiked in my blood. “Oh, so she just invited you to her bed for Parcheesi and meaningful conversation. I’m not a fool. Don’t patronize me.”

      Ashor swore low under his breath. “It doesn’t matter what Verena wants or tries. I’m incapable of doing anything with another woman that isn’t you.”

      Despair shone in my eyes. “Then why accept the oath? Tell me how you plan to find a loophole out of this one, princeling?”

      “When will you learn to trust me?” he breathed.

      Wrong answer. “Screw you, Ashor. I wish you weren’t my mate.” I spun on my heels and stalked into the bedroom, slamming the door in his face behind me. My chest was heaving as I pressed my back to the wall. After a few minutes, I realized he wasn’t going to follow me into the bedroom, and that awful ache in my chest came back. The one that had assaulted me for months during our separation. The one I never wanted to feel again.

      Ashor had the power to hurt me. More than any demon or human could. Whether it was intentional or not, it didn’t hurt any less.

      The images of Verena and Ashor tangled together came back. Her luscious lips on his. Her painted nails trailing down his chest. Her voice calling out his name. Eyes closed or wide open, it did not matter. The visions of them did not stop. For the first time since we’d been united, I truly missed home.

      I crawled into bed, curling up into a ball, however I slept very little that night. The sporadic bouts where I did tumble into sleep, I was plagued with nightmares of Ashor and Colin. Their faces often blurred together, which wasn’t the scary part. In each and every dream, I watched them die, unable to do anything to stop their deaths.

      I didn’t put much stock into dream reading, yet I couldn’t deny there was some kind of twisted foreboding at play. The idea of Ashor being taken from me was like dying myself.

      Sometime in the middle of the night, the door to the bedroom squeaked open and Ashor’s shadows wrapped around me like a cooling blanket, quieting the nightmares. My soul cried the tears I refused to let my eyes shed. He didn’t come to bed, but lounged in the chair that sat in the corner of the room, as if to watch over me. His presence quieted my soul and relaxed my body, so that by the time the sun came up, the sting and ache of his blood oath were drained from within me.

      Trust.

      Ashor wanted my trust.

      I had not given him my trust the first time he abducted me to the underworld. He had not earned it then. But now…

      I trusted Ashor with more than my life. And I would find a way to trust that what he said about Verena never touching him was the truth.
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      His eyes were closed as rays of orange and gold splayed over the right side of his face. It was unusual to gaze at the Prince of Darkness bathed in sunlight. He was fit for the night, yet somehow just as gorgeous in the daylight.

      Resting the side of my face on the pillow, I drew up my knees, battling with my desires and my head. They were at war with one another. In the end, the bond tying me to Ashor won. I was powerless to refuse our connection, and spending the night alone, without him beside me, only deepened my ache to get closer to him.

      Ashor was part of me. I was part of him. Divided, neither of us was whole.

      I swung my legs out of bed and softly padded across the room to where he stretched out in the chair. Long legs extended in front of him, while his hands were folded on his belly. He was still fully clothed in the black pants and shirt he wore yesterday. As my eyes feasted on his form, I wished his wings were out so I could feel their silky feathers against my skin.

      My wrath toward the queen was no less than it had been last night, but my anger at the prince had cooled significantly. Now all I wanted was to feel his arms wrapped around me. It seemed my ability to hold a grudge against the prince was a bit more difficult thanks to the deep connection between us.

      He didn’t move as I crawled into his lap, but a soft sigh escaped his lips, parting them. His shirt was unbuttoned halfway, and my fingers splayed over his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart under my hand. My wandering fingers didn’t get far. Ashor’s hand reached up, grabbing mine. Dark violet eyes blinked at me, clouded with sleep, as if he didn’t see me at first. “Lexi?”

      “Who were you expecting?” A soft edge leaked into my voice before I could stop it. I no longer wanted to fight and was ready to move into the kiss and make up phase.

      He flinched before the lines around his mouth and forehead relaxed, as did the hand gripping my wrist. “We sleep in the castle of a demon queen who I trust very little. And my mother taunts me. It isn’t farfetched to expect the unexpected.”

      He was worried. I pressed my forehead to his. He didn’t often open up to me and the fact that he chose to now warmed my heart. “I didn’t sleep well either, if that is any consolation.”

      “It’s not. My wards only protect against demon attacks, not personal demons. Being apart, even in sleep, takes a toll, more so now that our connection is deeper.” He brushed at a messy stray strand of my hair, tucking it back into place.

      My cheek arched toward his touch. “Then we make a promise to never sleep without the other, no matter how pissed I might be at you.”

      The corner of his lips twitched as he slipped his fingers to my hips, pulling me closer. “Swear it in blood,” he murmured.

      “I’ll do one better. I swear it on our bond.”

      “As do I,” the prince whispered against my lips right before he claimed them in a kiss.

      Lightning zipped through my veins at the first taste of his darkness. It had been a single night where we hadn’t shared a bed, and yet as I moved my lips over his, it seemed like months since we were close, since his skin pressed against mine, since our tongues tangled in a dance as old as time.

      This link that fastened us together was stronger than I ever fathomed. Every fiber of my being hummed in response to him. I had a newfound respect for Chase and Angel’s relationship and all the hurdles they overcome.

      Ashor ended the kiss far too soon, but he kept his hands looped around my waist. “I do not want my oath to Verena to drive a wedge between us. I need you to know that I have no intention of spending the night with her. And I am sorry that I allowed you to entertain the idea of us being together for a second. A part of me relished in your jealousy. I am part demon and not above such emotions. This is the Court of Envy, after all.”

      “You’re going to start a war.”

      A half sensual grin danced on his lips. “Probably.”

      My fingers were toying with the ends of his sable hair, and I tugged on a strand, earning a scowl. “Tell me that you’re not doing this for me.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Ashor,” I scolded.

      “We’re going to be on the winning side, luv,” he said, with more confidence than any single man needed. Then he proceeded to slap me on my ass. “Trust me.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I retorted, wishing I had an ounce of his assurance.

      Ashor’s eyes glimmered, and the smile on his lips was a dark, cruel thing. “Because I never lose.”

      “Don’t be such a dickladle,” I said dryly.

      Ashor choked. “Come again, luv?”

      My lips quivered, enjoying the glint of amusement lingering in his eyes. “It means stop being an ass. So tell me how you plan to weasel your way out of spending a night in her room.”

      “I can’t.” He pressed a finger to my lips when I opened them to protest. “I cannot share the details of the future, not just for your own protection, but because I do not yet have the answers. I have ideas, but more than one path is laid out before us. The bond between us is stronger than any demon oath, and I swear on our bond that I will not touch the queen, nor will I allow her to touch me. Not now. Not ever. You are and will only ever be the sole woman to share my bed for as long as I shall have a soul to dwell in this world and beyond.”

      My fingers weaved into his dark, silky locks. “That was all you had to say.”

      He groaned as my lips claimed his again.
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      Two days passed.

      And in those forty-eight hours, Ashor and I spent the majority of the time refining my control of the darkness. I was far from playing in his league, but I had more discipline summoning and banishing the power gifted by our bond.

      Still no luck releasing my demon, but it wasn’t the same as learning a new trick. Suppressing my demon went deep, an ingrained reflex, like muscle memory.

      The waiting was torturous, and if it wasn’t for Ashor keeping my mind occupied with magic and exercises to pull out my demon, I would have done something stupid and reckless, like busting into the queen’s throne room and issuing an ultimatum that would probably have ended with her killing me… or worse, her enslaving me.

      I hadn’t realized that was a fear until the thought popped into my head. But the courts enslaved human souls. It was kind of the point of Hell. They worked for them in the courts, enslaved to do a variety of nasty deeds with demons with no say in the matter.

      Hell, no.

      I was no demon’s bitch.

      Light footsteps sounded outside the suite. Ashor’s body hardened, his gaze swinging to mine, and the storm swirling there sent my hackles up. Something was happening.

      Ashor banished his glorious onyx wings, retracting his demon. “It appears the queen would like to speak to us,” he said, moments before the door to our suite burst open.

      Three demons crowded the doorway, more or less pushing and shoving at each other to be the first one over the threshold.

      Ashor rolled his eyes, smoothing down his hair. “Incompetent,” he muttered under his breath with haughty superiority. “I don’t know why the queen employs such foolish demons.”

      These were nothing but grunt soldiers. They were expected to obey without question, which wasn’t difficult to do when you only had half a brain.

      A trickle of darkness leaked from Ashor, ribboning itself around the trio. “You forget who I am. Do not enter my rooms without knocking, or you will learn just how true my reputation as the Prince of Darkness truly is.”

      The demon in front shrank back, lowering his head as he said, “The queen invites you to dine with her.”

      Ashor waved a careless hand that sent his shadowy powers into a sweeping motion that had the demons tumbling back into the hall. “I’ll show myself to the dining hall.” Lacing our fingers, he guided me past Verena’s guards, a wicked grin on his lips. He enjoyed stirring up trouble.

      I did a quick scan of my appearance and groaned internally. “It would have been nice to know ahead of time so I could have changed.”

      His eyes did a sideways sweep of me from head to toe. “What’s wrong with how you’re dressed?”

      “You would like it,” I groused, glaring down at the soft pink dress. If you could call it that. The flimsy material was thin, offering little coverage, except for the parts that counted, but even then, I felt exposed. I only wore the stupid thing because it kept me cool during our practices. I hadn’t expected to actually leave the room looking like a slutty version of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

      Ashor gave a lazy shrug. “At least you blend in.”

      “Blending is not my goal. I don’t want to be mistaken for one of her succubae.” My black boots clamored over the floor in time with Ashor’s strides, echoing over the long corridor. With each step, the slits on either side of my hips exposed my thighs, and I spent the entire walk to the dining room fighting to keep the flaps closed.

      “You are one of hers,” he said casually.

      I elbowed him, drawing the attention of two guards. “Will you stop reminding me.”

      The prick only laughed.

      The dining hall was empty when walked in, yet the table was spread full of food like it was a Thanksgiving feast. “Okay, what gives? Where is our oh so gracious jailor?” I grumbled, crossing my arms, which did nothing to make me feel less naked.

      Ashor’s smile was sharp. “Fashionably late, I assume.”

      “Great, another queen who likes to make an entrance.” The scents of freshly baked bread, steamed veggies, meats, and potatoes drifted from the table, causing my stomach to growl. “Would it be rude to start without her?” Demons didn’t need to eat, but I’d learned that higher demons liked to pretend they were actually normal, going through the motions and etiquette of fine dining. Please. It was ridiculous.

      “Help yourself,” Ashor said, holding out a chair for me at the far end of the table. He waited until I was seated to join me on the other side.

      My hand reached across the table, plucking a piece of fruit off a silver tray. I had it almost to my mouth when I asked, “She wouldn’t poison us now, would she?”

      “Verena?” he drawled, raising a single brow. “She most definitely would.”

      I glared at the glistening round cherry. “Way to ruin a girl’s appetite.” I tossed the cherry back onto the platter and sank deeper into my chair, a pout forming on my lips.

      “It won’t kill you, luv.” Ashor poured himself a glass of spirits and took a sip as if to prove his point.

      I gathered the flimsy fabric and tucked it around my legs, wanting to be anywhere but here. After the bloody display the other day, I’d been reminded how ugly and cruel the underworld was. I was eager to leave. Being at the mercy of a demon queen sucked. “How much longer is she going to make us wait?”

      The words no sooner left my lips than the queen breezed into the room like the wind blowing through the trees. It was as if she had timed it perfectly. I frowned at the polished queen dressed in a gown that was reminiscent of fall in Spring Valley. Bold shades of cranberry, pumpkin, and gold draped to the ground in one of her more modest dresses. Her strawberry-colored hair was loose and tumbled down her bare back. The Crown of Envy glittered on the top of her head, twigs of ivy interwoven from the crown into her hair. “So glad you could join me.”

      “Did we have a choice?” Ashor posed, appearing bored and uninterested as he swirled the liquid in his glass. He hadn’t bothered to spare the queen a single glance, seeming more intrigued by his drink.

      But Verena wasn’t put off by the prince’s mood. “Touché,” she said in her sensuous voice. Two of her fluttering demon fairies trailed in behind her, lifting the dress as she prepared to sit at the head of the table. A moment later, a human slave poured her a glass of deep red wine. The bangle bracelets on her arm chimed together as she lifted the cup. “Before you ask, the demon from the Court of Darkness is recovering. His soul is almost fully restored, still intact… for the time being.”

      Ashor’s finger tapped the edge of his glass, lifting his eyes finally to meet the queen’s. “I will need to see him, of course.”

      Verena lifted her glass in the air in a salute. “And you shall, eventually. But first, we have business to discuss, as you say. Also, there is the little detail of our bargain.”

      My fingers gripped the chair with such force, my knuckles turned white. But I didn’t care. The simmering hate for this queen stirred and stewed inside me with renewed vigor.

      Ashor’s devilish voice brushed against my mind. “Careful, luv.”

      I scowled. She intentionally brought up the blood oath between Ashor and herself to get under my skin. It was obvious from the devious sparkle of joy in her eyes. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction, and set my features to neutral, forcing my fingers to relax.

      “Ah, yes. First I see Cayden, and then we’ll iron out the details, but until then, have you thought about my other offer?”

      “Indeed. I have, and I am willing to accept your alliance, Prince of Darkness, if you pass the test,” Verena agreed, and a breath I didn’t realize I was holding whooshed out of my lungs.

      This was huge. With her court behind us, we might stand a chance at preventing Kali from starting a war in her quest to become Supreme. But a selfish, vengeful part of me kind of hoped that Ashor would deliver Verena to his mother. For all that she had put me through, I wanted her out of my life. Permanently. I never wanted her in the same kingdom as Ashor again. Call it a mad case of jealousy.

      Ashor showed no visible reaction, only continued to stare at the queen as if he could sense her agreement was contrived. “What kind of test do you have in mind?”

      “You already passed your test,” she said, pressing her glass to her lips. Her gown pooled over the white floor, and the gold bangle bracelets at her wrists chimed. Then the queen’s cunning gaze slid to assess me.

      Me!

      Not Ashor.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      “The test is for your mate,” she informed him, a twisted smile appearing over the rim of her glass.

      “No.” It was a single low command from Ashor’s lips, but the coldness radiating behind the word frosted the room.

      The hand clasping the crystal flute tightened. “You refuse me? A queen?” I swore my ears picked up a spike in her tone.

      Razor-sharp tension coiled in Ashor. “What is this? A ploy to prolong your decision? What is the point of a test? She isn’t part of this.”

      The fucking bitch had the audacity to smile. “Isn’t she? She is connected to you; therefore, she is every bit as involved as you are, Prince. I need to know she is loyal to me.”

      My spine straightened. “What kind of test?” I inquired, chiming in before Ashor could protest, hardly believing I was entertaining the idea of a test for even a second. Yet, what other choice did I have? We needed her alliance to stop Kali from fucking over all the worlds, mine included.

      “It’s nothing you haven’t done before,” she assured, brushing it off like it wasn’t a big deal.

      All my internal alarms went off. I highly doubted it. She was too excited for there not to be a catch. “What’s in it for me?” If I was going to play along, then I was damn sure going to know the house rules, as well as get something out of it.

      “Besides my agreement to stand against a fellow queen? How about I grant you what your heart most desires? Will that suffice?” Her deviant stare shifted to Ashor.

      The Queen of Envy saw too much. My mother had warned me that Verena could see inside your soul. “You think you know what I truly desire?” I was giving her a little test of my own, but I was also deathly afraid she knew what my purpose was for coming back to the underworld. Yes, it was for Ashor. Our situation was complicated, which made what I desired tricky.

      Her glossy lips puckered. “Desire is my specialty, my daughter. There is no question you desire your mate, but anyone with eyes can come to the same conclusion.”

      “Thank Lucifer,” Ashor said dully. He was feigning boredom, when in fact a turbulent sea of darkness swan within him. If given the chance, he might strike the queen dead at her dining table.

      She gave me a feline grin. “There is something else you long for.”

      Ashor’s gaze was on me. Gone was his usually disinterested expression, and I swallowed.

      “What you want is to release the prince from his oath to the Wild Hunt,” she said, lowering her voice. “I have the power to break such an oath.”

      I went still.

      “Devious, luv.” His voice was playful, but he was furious with me. “We’re going to need to work on your poker skills. Never show your full hand without knowing the stakes.”

      “He’s right,” the queen agreed. “Pass the test, and I will not only join forces with the Prince of Darkness, I will break his oath to the Hunt.”

      “Forgo the offer to release me from the Hunt and allow me to take the test in her place,” Ashor suggested. Well, it was more of a demand, the way it said it.

      But the queen wasn’t intimidated. “No deal, Prince,” she said, sipping on her wine before reaching for a strawberry and sinking her teeth into the piece of fruit. Pink juice dribbled from the side of her lip, and she caught it with her black tongue. “This only works if your mate proves her loyalty. She is an outsider. You can’t expect me to go on your word alone. All I ask in return is for her to kill a demon. Surely, that isn’t a problem for the huntress? From what I’ve heard, she is quite skilled at demon slaying.”

      Ashor’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “What are you playing at, Verena?”

      I almost laughed. This test… it was a joke. Why would she ask me to kill a demon knowing my background? “Is there anything special about this demon?” I asked to cover my ass.

      “None that I’ve seen,” she answered levelly.

      I shifted my legs under the table. “Why do you want him dead?”

      The queen gave a blasé one-shoulder shrug. “For no particular reason other than he serves a purpose to prove your loyalty.”

      So the poor bastard was chosen at random for my test, not that I cared. Most demons didn’t deserve to have a soul, even a black one. “Who is it?” I found myself asking, curious about the demon I was to kill.

      The corner of her ticked and I could see I was pushing her patience. “His name does not matter. Only that you do the deed.”

      I only thought about it for another heartbeat. “When?”

      Triumph set her perfect cherry lips. “Why, now.”

      My palms grew sweaty, and I wiped on the sheer fabric of my dress, telling myself to chill. “Am I to kill him with my bare hands or will you give me a weapon?”

      As if on cue, a human sauntered into the room carrying a velvety bundle in his arms. He paused at my side, laying out the wrapped package on top of the table and unveiling an assortment of weapons that would have been any hunter’s wet dream. Emma would be peeing herself with excitement.

      “Pick one,” the queen granted.

      I couldn’t stop myself from running my fingers along the length of the artfully crafted blades. There were three of them, all made from a material that meant sure death for a demon. The smooth metal hummed under my touch. They were too fancy to be used for bloodshed, but I picked up the third one, fitting the hilt into my hand. It molded to my grip perfectly, and a small smile touched my mouth.

      If I threw it down the length of the table, would I be fast enough to sink the blade into her chest? Killing the Queen of Envy wouldn’t solve anything. In fact, it would create a whole new set of problems I didn’t want to deal with. Killing a queen wasn’t like killing a demon. The consequences were huge, like inheriting an entire kingdom.

      No. Fucking. Thank you.

      And if she thought for one second I would do her dirty work, she was sadly mistaken. I was no demon’s bitch.

      You want me to kill Kali?” I guessed. What other demon could she possibly want dead?

      The queen laughed. “Lucifer, no. You wouldn’t stand a chance against her. The demon I speak of is a no one, really. Just a soul I acquired and turned, but I find I no longer have any use for him. Think of it as more of a gift than a test,” Verena purred. The gold bracelets around her arm moved, coiling and twirling like tiny snakes.

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Then you and Ashor face the Queen of Darkness alone. I don’t believe Kali will be as forgiving a second time, hearing that her son betrayed her again.”

      She would kill us both. “Who is the demon?” I asked. It was a simple question and yet, the queen continued to dodge the question, which made me all kinds of suspicious. The bitch was up to something, but for the life of me, I couldn’t unearth what.

      Ashor’s voice broke me out of my own head. “Lexi, you don’t have to do this.”

      Verena ignored his protests. “How about I just show you instead.” Giddiness sparkled in her features, bringing out little white stars in her eyes.

      I half expected it to be Cayden, not putting it past the queen to be completely twisted in the head. But it wasn’t Ashor’s friend who stepped into the room.

      The demon sauntered into the room on his own. No chains. No guards. He voluntarily walked to his death. But none of that mattered the second I got a look at his face.

      Son of a bitch!

      The declaration was followed by another round of colorful swear words. My heart tightened in my chest and then dropped. The room began to spin, and I clutched the chair for support. I was close to passing out. This couldn't be happening. It wasn’t real. How could it be?

      Colin, my very dead ex-boyfriend, walked into the room. Could I even classify him as an ex, since we technically never broke up? I kind of assumed once he crossed over to the other side, we were done, but now… staring at the human boy I had once loved, I was lost. Colin had died because of me! Because of who and what I was.

      No. No. No.

      My head shook in denial as I shoved the chair away from the table.

      Ashor felt my inner turmoil and watched the color drain from my face. “Lexi, what is it? Do you know him?”

      That was an understatement.

      My eyes raked over Colin, seeing past the shock and taking notice of the differences from the boy I had known. His chiseled cheeks were hollow and grayish-blue in color. Elongated pointy ears peeked through his sandy-blond hair, which was longer than I remembered. Nothing human shone in those crimson eyes. Colin was a demon. A gazillion questions whirled through my head. How and why was he here? Who turned him? For what purpose? “It was you,” I whispered, remembering the other night when I had seen a face outside through the window. It had been his face—Colin’s. But I had been so sure I was seeing things, and when I went outside to check, he was gone.

      Something akin to contempt flashed over his features. “Hello, Lexi.”

      Did he blame me for what happened?

      Of course he did. How could he not? I’d rehearsed in my head what I would say to Colin if I ever saw him again in the afterlife, but all those conversations went poof, leaving me speechless and dumbfounded. When I did finally find my voice, an apology fell out of my lips. “I’m sorry, Colin. I never meant for you to get hurt.” Let alone die and go to Hell.

      A low, bitter laugh vibrated in his chest. “A little late for apologies, don’t you think?”

      I steeled my spine, realizing this wasn’t going to be a heartfelt reunion. “What are you doing here?”

      Colin snorted, his demon eyes dimming. “That is the funny thing about death. I wandered for years in the Mist until I was shown the gate to the Court of Envy.”

      Shown by whom?

      The queen didn’t seem concerned with my questions or confusion as she picked a fleck of dust from the bodice of her dress. “Now that the reunion is out of the way, the time has come for you to prove your loyalty to me and my court,” she announced, cutting through the thick tension in the room. “All you have to do is take his soul. He is already dead.”

      With a heavy heart, my gaze darted from the queen back to Colin. I couldn’t do what she asked, regardless that he was a demon. “I-I…” My mind was jumbled. I stared at him, my mouth opening and closing. The blade clattered to the table, slipping out of my hand, and the silence in the room that followed was like a slap in the face, leaving me stunned and weakened. I blinked to clear the blurring of my eyes. “I can’t.”

      “Kill me,” Colin baited with a grin, flashing rows of sharp teeth. “It’s the least you can offer me after everything I went through because of you.”

      I couldn’t believe how hollow his cheeks were. Was he miserable then as a demon? Would death be a mercy to his life here in Gardeness? But the expression on his face and the way he carried himself didn’t give me the impression that Colin was unhappy with his eternal life here. There was nothing left of the boy I loved. He was a stranger—a monster.

      Then why couldn’t I make myself stab him in the heart? Why weren’t my muscles moving?

      “Don’t tell me you’ve grown weak?” Colin sneered, picking a piece of my hair and twirling it around his finger.

      Ashor made a low growl of warning. He didn’t like Colin touching me.

      I jerked my head to the side, ripping the piece of hair out from around his finger. Colin was being cruel, but I couldn’t blame him. It was part of his nature now.

      I couldn’t get enough air in. Seeing Colin as a demon, everything he’d been robbed of, came crashing down on top of me.

      Ashor stood up in one fluid movement with lethal grace. “Is this necessary? Give her a day or two to think it over,” he demanded of the queen, rattled by the emotions he felt through our bond.

      She bristled before setting her glass back on the table. “We’re out of time. I’m told your mother is on her way. The Queen of Darkness has grown tired of waiting for you.”

      Ashor glower. “Then enough with these silly games. Ally with me or die.”

      The lights in the dining hall flickered as a bundle of electric energy crackled in the air. “Are you threatening me, Prince?”

      Ashor didn’t blink as he stared down the queen. “I’m stating the facts.”

      Verena didn’t like his response. She pushed to her feet, the center of her eyes going milky white.  “I’m left with no choice.”

      The ground rumbled under my feet, and from the floor, vines broke through, wrapping themselves around my ankles. They continued to climb up my calves, past my knees, to my thighs, and kept winding upward until I was forced into my seat. Tied to the chair, only my hands free, my voice trembled as I rasped his name. “Ashor.”

      Colin beside me chuckled.

      Not a smart move.

      The sound set Ashor off.

      Here comes the darkness, my demon purred with excited anticipation while the rest of me was still trying to get a grip on the situation.

      Shadows blurred the edges of Ashor’s body as he stood like a dark angel at the foot of the table. “Release her at once before I bring a darkness like you’ve never seen upon this kingdom.”

      Verena smiled sweetly. “She will be dead before you get the chance.”

      Cool metal pressed against my throat, and my stomach lurched.

      Instinct had me clasping my fingers around the wrist that held the weapon to the base of my neck. I hadn’t even seen him move and cursed myself for my carelessness. It all happened so fast, but I knew better than to take my eyes off a demon. Such a fucking rookie mistake. I glanced up into Colin’s face. His red eyes flamed with satisfaction.

      A second later, night exploded.
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      Shit was about to get real.

      It only took a few blinks for my eyes to adjust to the sudden blackness that blanketed the room. I sought out the Prince of Darkness while keeping a tight clasp on Colin’s wrist. I was afraid to let go. Afraid he might actually slit my throat and let me bleed out all over the queen’s posh table.

      Ashor’s face was a mask of cold rage. “Release her.” The command was pure wrath, causing my heart to thunder in my chest.

      I’d let the prince handle the queen, seeing as I had my own issues, and turned my attention back to Colin.

      He was strong. So much stronger than he’d been as human. I drew on my own strength, digging my nails into his flesh as I tried to shove his hand away from me. He balked against the pressure I applied to his arm. One slip and the dagger would be in my throat.

      Dammit. If my fucking legs weren’t tied down to this stupid chair, I might have been able to get the upper hand and lay him out on the ground. My thighs strained against the branches pinning me to the chair, to no avail, and I cursed under my breath.

      All I had to do was pick up the dagger from the table where I had dropped it. If I could just hold him off just long enough to grab the blade and put it into his heart. And yet, my fingers refused to move.

      Sweat beaded above Colin’s lip, his muscles trembling to maintain his hold against me. I was strong, but I didn’t know how long I could fight him off in my current bind.

      “Perhaps you didn’t hear me,” Ashor said, horribly calm. “Release her.”

      A heartbeat passed, and Colin groaned, followed by a series of bones snapping.

      Crack. Crack. Crack.

      My stomach pitched at the sound. Colin’s arm went limp as the light in his eyes flickered. The dagger at my throat clattered to the floor, and my dead ex-boyfriend shrilled.

      Ashor had fractured multiple bones in Colin’s arm. “Touch her again and I will kill you,” the prince warned Colin as he crumbled to the ground, cradling his awkward arm. Ashor towered over Colin, his face beyond furious.

      Verena’s temptress laugh echoed over the room, giving me goose bumps. “Finally,” she said, grinning at my mate. “I thought this was going to be a dull dinner, the way you’ve been so boring since you arrived.”

      Something inside me broke. I couldn’t take the games, the illusions, the trickery. I was just fucking done.

      Flames of darkness struck out over my fingers as I slammed my hands down on top of the vines, allowing my magic to cloak over the plants that restrained me, suffocating them. I swore the plants made little whimpering shrieks of pain as they shriveled up, retreating back into the ground where they had come from.

      Power shrouded every pore in my body as I surged to my feet, swiping the dagger off the table. I faced the queen then, dark fire curling and licking along my arms, and I knew those same embers of darkness reflected through my gold eyes. I imagined I looked a sight. Through our bond, I felt Ashor’s approval.

      Verena was glowing with fascination—literally glowing. “Well, this just got interesting. What other secrets are you hiding from me, huntress?”

      Fucking great. I hadn’t intended to show the Queen of Envy my power. Not yet, but it was too late. The cat was out of the bag. I tipped my head to the side, letting the darkness feed through my veins. “If I told you, they wouldn’t be secret.”

      “Your mate’s disreputable habits are rubbing off on you.” She clucked her tongue at Ashor. “You don’t think I know how this story ends?”

      “I’ve never been much of a reader,” I retorted, sensing Ashor at my back.

      Colin was still nursing his broken bones, glaring openly at both my mate and me, but he made no further attempt to hurt me.

      “Perhaps a night to think about my proposal will put things into perspective,” the queen suggested, succumbing to Ashor’s request, which surprised me. What changed her mind? It couldn’t be my darkness—could it? Why would she care about my little speck of power? “You have until tomorrow night, huntress, to complete your test,” she continued, laying out the new details to her stupid test. “If you fail… well, let’s just say it's in both the prince’s and your interest that you don’t.”

      So, my test of loyalty wasn’t over, only postponed. I couldn’t decide if that was better or worse.

      The smirk on her face was reassuring. “Please, stay and enjoy the rest of your dinner. I have other pressing matters to attend to, including preparations for the arrival of your mother. I’m sure she will be thrilled to see you. My guards will escort you back to your room.” In strolled six green-skinned demons.

      Ashor growled as they approached.

      “Bring him,” Verena ordered with a wave at Colin. “We’re not finished with him yet.” She swept out of the room just as one of the guards slashed through, hauling Colin to his feet. Colin protested with grunts of pain, but was ignored and hauled out. The entire removal only took a few seconds. Hardly long enough for me to stop it.

      Did I want to help Colin?

      I caught Ashor’s gaze and silently asked, “Are we really doing this? Allowing her to take Colin?” I was prepared to fight, stand my ground, but I also understood it would accomplish nothing. Only create bigger problems.

      He gave me a slight shake of his head in reply. We wouldn’t be fighting our way out. Not yet.

      But the prince still had a plan.

      God help me.

      With reluctant obedience, I allowed the guards to usher me out of the dining room and into the hall. As the scents drifted from savory to something sweet and floral, I remembered I hadn’t eaten a bite of food, which I was now regretting. I could use the strength for what was yet to come, but my appetite was long gone. In fact, I was sick to my stomach, my insides knotted and twisted.

      And this night was far from over.
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      Ashor waited until we were alone in our room before he peppered me with the questions that had been on his mind since Verena’s little surprise. “Do you want to tell me what that was all about? Who is this demon? And why couldn’t you kill him?”

      I wasn’t looking forward to telling my mate about the guy I had loved before him. I certainly didn’t want to hear about the demons he’d been intimate with. Just the fleeting thought filled me with jealousy. As I took a seat on the couch, curling my legs underneath me, Ashor watched me with puzzlement. No doubt he was trying to make sense of my scattered emotions. “When I knew Colin, he wasn’t a demon. He was a human boy.”

      Ashor came to sit beside me, the cushion sinking with his added weight. “How did he die?”

      “It was the night Angel killed Alastair, during the fight. I-I couldn’t save him,” I fumbled, taken back to the time and place and all those feelings of hopelessness. How ironic. They were a mirror of what I was feeling now, faced with having to kill him. What was I going to do?

      A phantom breeze blew through the room, sending the hanging fabrics fluttering. “Angel defeated the King of Inferno, taking his crown. A lot was lost that night,” he said, his own thoughts turning to how Alastair’s death had affected the underworld.

      “You have no idea,” I muttered, tears stinging at my eyes, but I refused to cry. I thought I had dealt with Colin’s death by seeking retribution against the demons responsible, but seeing him as a demon dredged up some of those old feelings of guilt and remorse. I’d blamed myself for so many years. Truthfully, I still blamed myself. “It was my fault he was killed. He never should have been there, and I live with his death on my hands every single day.”

      “You loved him,” Ashor stated, a roughness catching in his voice.

      I nodded, twining my fingers together. “I did. He was the first human boy who didn’t treat me like a pariah, who wasn’t ashamed or afraid of what I am.”

      “Why would Verena change him?” he mused, trying to piece together the madness of a demon queen.

      Shaking my head, I rubbed at my eyes, clearing the tears. “I don’t know. To fuck with me, obviously.”

      He reached for me, pulling me into his arms. “I’m sorry. What she asked of you… it was immoral. No one should have to make the choices we’re forced to make in this world.”

      “I never thought for a second that Colin would go to Hell. He was good.” At least I believed he was good. What had he done to earn him a place in the underworld? Was it because of me?

      Ashor’s hand settled at my waist, keeping me close to him as he offered me his strength and support. “I know what you are thinking, and you can’t blame yourself. Sometimes, no matter how pure a soul is, it can still end up here. Demons are known to pluck a soul right out of divine judgement. It only takes one tiny blemish on a person to attract a demon, especially a mortal who hangs out with demons.”

      He was attempting to ease my guilt, offer me comfort, but it wasn’t working. “So it is my fault.”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying. Knowing what you are didn’t make him any more susceptible than the person who bagged your groceries. Every mortal in some shape or form has interacted with a demon, had ill thoughts, or broken the law. It’s what makes them human.”

      I dropped my head into my hands and groaned. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “It’s not for me to decide. This is something you have to live with. The choice needs to be yours, but know this, nothing you can do will save him. He is not the boy you used to care about. Not anymore. He was gone the second Verena turned him.”

      I sighed, lifting my face. “And I assume there is no way for me to restore his human soul?”

      An unspoken apology reflected in his expression. “It’s not impossible, but rarely ever successful,” he added, stomping out that flicker of hope. “And if the restoration of his soul does work, it doesn’t take away the memories of the things they’ve done as a demon. It often damages a soul to the point beyond repair. He would still reside in the Court of Envy. That would never change.”

      Those were all things I didn’t want to hear, but I had to face the truth. Colin was gone. He had been from the moment he took his last breath. It was times like this I was conscious of Ashor’s ability to feel what I felt. “I know what I have to do,” I murmured, my shoulders drooping.

      His violet eyes were lined with gold. “You don’t need to make your decision right now. Sleep on it. We will deal with Verena’s test together.”

      Sleep wasn’t possible, not with my mind whirling and my heart weighing me down.

      “Come here,” he said, looping his arm around my shoulders and pulling me to his chest.

      I snuggled against him without delay, resting my head near his neck. “What do you think your test was?” I asked, tipping my head so I could see his jawline. “She never did say, only that you had already passed.”

      His jaw locked, shadows moving into his features. Underneath me, his body went rigid before he forcibly relaxed. “It was my blood oath to save Cayden’s soul.”

      “You mean, she arranged for him to be…?” I couldn’t even bring myself to finish the sentence. Verena had Cayden beaten to a bloody pulp, leaving him on the verge of true death, all to test Ashor’s loyalty. She also had the nerve to blame it on his mother.

      That bitch.

      When I first came to Gardeness, I had disregarded Verena, assuming Kali was the bigger threat. She and her court appeared mild in comparison to the Court of Darkness, and I thought, how much harm could a sex demon cause? But I was beginning to believe she was equally as villainous as Kali.

      “I had my doubts at first, but now I am sure of it. She put me into a situation where I would have no choice but to swear her a blood oath. She is keeping Cayden from me, and I mean to find out why.”

      My blood iced over. “She’s insane.” I was doubting that allying with Verena was wise.

      “Queens have a penchant for cruelty,” he said grimly. “Instilling fear keeps many from challenging them.”

      I loosed a breath. “You are one of the most powerful demons in the world, yet you hide the depth of your powers. Why not fight back?” He didn’t fear anyone, as far as I could tell, and proved it by betraying his own mother, but he also did nothing other than protect me. Perhaps that was the only thing the Prince of Darkness truly feared. Losing me.

      “Because I was waiting,” he finally answered.

      Curiosity got the best of me, and the question tumbled from my lips. “For what?”

      “You,” Ashor whispered, his usually cold eyes filling up with so much warmth.

      My pulse quickened, followed by a sharp intake of breath. God, when he said such bold statements to me, I felt the shield around my heart weaken.

      He pressed his lips to mine for a brief kiss, not of passion, but of comfort. “You have given me something to fight for.”

      We both had something to fight for. Each other. But would it be enough for us to survive this war?

      I fell asleep that night wrapped in Ashor’s arms, pondering our fate. The uncertainty of the future, of what I had to do, plagued me into sleep. I had to kill my first love to save the demon who was my mate. No one should have to make a choice this fucked-up.
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      It was the sudden cold suppressing the constant humidity of Gardeness that warned something was coming, but still drugged by exhaustion, I wavered in and out of consciousness. Hooves thundered in my dreams, growing louder and louder, trembling over the ground. I shivered against Ashor, searching for warmth, but only found that my breath was like ice in my lungs.

      Ashor stirred beside me, shifting his arm from out under me, and I protested. The repetitive pounding of horses galloping came to an abrupt halt, jarring me awake. My eyelids parted, unable to shake the sudden urge that we weren’t alone.

      “You better have a good reason for disturbing me,” Ashor’s raspy voice, thick from sleep, grumbled.

      I was wide awake now and staring at four ghostly figures surrounding our bed, faces ranging from rugged to baby smooth, all wearing the same stony expressions.

      The Wild Hunt was in our bedroom.

      I jerked the sheet up higher around my body, trying not to think about the fact that I was naked underneath the covers. These demons reported to Ashor. They were loyal to him above all else, despite the hierarchy and laws of the underworld. I learned they would do anything for their leader, including help a mortal escape from the Kingdom of Darkness, a feat I would never forget.

      I knew very little about the demons who served under Ashor, Soren excluded. Only the little bits that Ashor had mentioned. Apollo, Erlik, Draven, and Beck each gave me a nod before focusing their gazes on Ashor.

      “What is it?” he demanded, sitting up and running a hand through his dark hair.

      “The queen is on her way here,” Draven said. He was more mature-looking than the others, or perhaps it was just the full beard that made him look that way. “We came to warn you.”

      “She knows your mate is with you,” Erlik added gravely.

      “And she isn’t happy about it, considering you're here to prove your loyalty to her,” Apollo said. “She is coming to claim what you promised to deliver.”

      “How much time do we have?” Ashor asked, running a hand through his hair.

      “Her armada has already set sail. She will storm the court at nightfall,” Beck informed.

      “We know how she feels about daylight,” Ashor sniped. The room went quiet as the Hunt waited for Ashor to give them orders. “Do nothing for now. Stay out of her way. If I need you, I will call.”

      In turn, they each nodded before their forms faded into the darkness, dematerializing. This wasn’t the first time I’d seen the Hunt astral projecting, yet it wasn’t any less eerie. “That was unexpected,” I said, still sitting on the bed with the sheet draped around me.

      He swung his legs over the side of the bed, giving me a clear shot of his toned ass. “Verena does not make decisions without considerable thought. She put pressure on us today because she knows my mother is on the move. Whatever happens next, we need to be prepared.”

      My mind knew it was supposed to be focusing on more important things, but my body was like, holy shit, take a bite out of those butt cheeks. I shook my head. “What are we going to do?”

      “We deliver the queen,” Ashor said with graveness.

      I swiftly forgot about his nakedness as his statement registered. “Ashor! You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.”

      “Just like that, we give her over? Do you have any idea the repercussions the underworld will suffer?” I snapped.

      His eyes flashed. “Oh, I am very aware, luv. This is my world.”

      I moved to the edge of the bed alongside him, taking the sheet with me. “Then how can you sit here and be so calm about starting a war?”

      The prince stared at me for a long moment, tiny stars glittering in his eyes. “It doesn’t matter if I fulfill my oath or not. War is coming. What is important is that we are on the winning side.”

      I countered with a flat look. “And which side is that?”

      “My side,” he said with a disarming smirk.
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      The outline of warships appeared on the horizon just as night was beginning to descend. I sat at the window, staring out over the River Styx, doom sinking deep in my gut. I’d never seen such an impressive fleet in my life, and the sight was intimidating. How could Verena hold up against the numbers Kali was bringing to her doorstep? The ships went on and on, spanning the entire width of the river for as far as my demon eyes could see. “Just how many ships does your mother have at her disposal?”

      Ashor came up behind me and leaned down, brushing his scratchy cheek against mine as he glanced out the window. “Thousands. They are crafted from her darkness.”

      “Won’t that drain her powers?” I asked.

      He wore his unreadable mask, the one that told me trouble was coming. “Yes, but she has plenty to spare, especially if she has been conserving them.”

      That worried me, and I could tell from our bond that it worried him as well. “Can you stop them?”

      “The entire fleet on my own?” He shrugged and stood up. “If I had a mind to.”

      “Ashor,” I groaned, turning away from the window to look up at him. “You could put an end to this before it begins.”

      Anger rumbled down our bond. Not at me, but at our situation. “No, luv. It would not end with me destroying my mother’s armada. She will come again and again. Each time with more forces at her side.”

      I comprehended the depths of Kali’s commitment and greed, the lengths she would go to get what she desired. “Will the Hunt be among them?”

      He shook his head. “They will not fight until I give them the order.”

      “And Soren?” I asked, repulsion tumbling in my stomach.

      His gaze flicked back to the window, eyeing the approaching armada. “My brother will be leading the fleet.”

      Fucking fantastic. So much for hoping I’d never see his assbucket of a brother again.

      On the upside, perhaps I would get the chance to kick his ass again. That in itself was something to look forward to in this underworld mess.

      But first, I had to pass my test. I really wanted to tell Verena to shove her loyalty test up her tight ass, but no matter how appealing the gesture was, it wouldn’t help protect my family. Hell, at this point, I was trying to protect the whole goddamn world. “How long do I have until she comes to get me?” I asked.

      Ashor sighed, shadows decorating the side of his face. “Not long. The armada will be on her shores within the hour.”

      I’d never been in the middle of an underworld battle, and by the looks of what waited for Verena on her shores, I was more than willing to sit this fight out. “What will happen when she docks? Will her army attack?”

      His violet eyes shimmered. Ashor and I had both seen our fair share of bloodshed. “It won’t be just the ships of demons Verena will have to contend with. The skies will remain black, and a storm will rage through the kingdom until my mother has the Crown of Envy.”

      “You believe if your mother goes up against Verena, she will win,” I said softly, reading his shared emotions from our bond.

      Ashor had an unruffled calm, where I was freaking out the fuck out. “She is stronger. Not just in power. My mother has one of the most lethal armies within the underworld. Her soldiers are trained and disciplined. They are born and bred in darkness, and before the day is over, this kingdom will be bathed in absolute night. And when she kills the Queen of Envy, the sun will never shine here again.”

      I repressed a shudder.

      He sat down beside me, looking me straight in the eyes, and the expression I saw there sucked out any lingering hope within me. “I need you to understand. There is no way Verena gets out of this alive. My oath is binding.” He took my hand, interlacing our fingers. “My agenda has always been clear. I’ve never pretended to be a savior or a saint. I am neither. I scheme. I bend the rules to my whim. I lie. I cheat.”

      “Okay. I get it,” I interrupted. “You’re not a nice guy, but I’m not an angel.” What I was about to do, kill someone I had once cared for, was proof. “I know you’re planning something. Just promise me your mother won’t win.”

      “I promise that I will do everything in my power to ensure your safety.”

      My brows drew together. “That's not what I asked.” I shook my head, realizing it was the best I was going to get out of him. “I’m going to shower before the fun begins,” I said, needing a few quiet moments to myself to gather my strength and harden my heart.

      He let me go, and I was grateful.
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      Verena summoned us while the last rays of sunshine clung to the sky, but it wouldn’t be long until night took the reins completely. The demon smirked at me. He was one of Verena’s personal guards—Jamez. Well, Jamez was a little handsy in his duties and obviously had a death wish. He grabbed a handful of my ass as I walked by him.

      Wrong move, dickhead.

      I whirled on him, kicking the demon in his balls. It was a gut reaction that rarely ever failed. “How’s it feel, asshole? Touch me without my permission, and I will hurt you.”

      He was in human form and grunted in response, clutching his manhood. “You bitc—”

      Without saying a word, Ashor grabbed the demon by the back of his neck, forcing him to look him in the face. Then Ashor plunged his fist into the demon’s chest and ripped out his black heart in one clean thrust. The bastard had one second of shock, gaping at his own heart in the prince’s hand, before Ashor crushed his heart to dust and the demon along with it, his soul petrified by Ashor’s darkness.

      I’d expected Ashor to deliver him a tongue lashing, but this…

      I blinked, sliding him a sidelong glance. “That was unexpected.”

      He gave me a smile that didn’t reach his glittering cold eyes. “No one touches what’s mine.”

      “Technically, my ass is still mine.”

      “Yes, well, what’s mine is yours and what’s yours is mine.”

      Great. So this was like a marriage without the rings. “Verena isn’t going to be happy,” I said, stepping over the pile of black dust.

      Ashor smoothed away any demon debris from the front of his shirt as he followed beside me. “She better get used to it. Life is full of disappointments.”

      Someone was in a mood, but I couldn’t blame him. This was who he had to be—the Prince of Darkness. Hard. Unyielding, Heartless. Unpredictable.

      This wasn’t who my mate was in the true sense, but a part he played exceptional well.

      Now it was my turn to put on my game face.

      I’d grown fairly accustomed to the layout of Verena’s main floor, having been to the throne room on numerous occasions, but the last time was burned into my memory with such force that even though the gleaming white floors had been scrubbed clean and fresh flowers perfumed the air, I could still see and smell Cayden’s blood. An event that would forever haunt me. Along with all the other nightmares I’d acquired from the underworld. They were stacking up.

      My heart roared in my ears, drowning out the usual moans of pleasure that seeped through the rooms.

      Before we walked into the throne room, Ashor leaned down and whispered into my ear, “No matter what happens, I need you to trust me.” Then he gave me a dry smile that was supposed to console me.

      A queasy tightness pushed in my chest. “I do,” I replied without hesitation. I wanted him to feel the truth in my words. He was the only demon in the underworld I did trust. But I had come here for a purpose, and if the only way I could free Ashor was to pass Verena’s sadistic test, then I’d find the courage to kill Colin. I told myself it wasn’t him, that Colin was gone, but the truth was, his soul—his spirit was still Colin’s. And that was what made my task so difficult.

      I paused outside the throne room doors, laying a hand on Ashor’s arm. He turned to look down at me, brows raised in question. Lifting up on my toes, I pressed a soft kiss to his lips, drawing strength from his touch and the affection that came through our bond.

      His expression warmed as he scanned my face. “When we get through this night, I’m taking you someplace secluded. Somewhere we can’t be disturbed,” he said, his voice lowering.

      “I’m going to hold you to that.” It was nice to talk about the future, to have something to look forward to, because I desperately wanted to believe him.

      He kissed me again, ignoring the grumblings of the guards, not caring what they thought. Then together, we walked through the doors into the throne room.

      Ashor’s demeanor shifted from day to night. He was no longer my loving mate, but the Prince of Darkness. His violet eyes became chips of ice, shadows clinging to his every movement.

      I assumed Verena would be scrambling together her own army, putting defense procedures in place instead of lounging on her throne looking like a pampered queen without a care in the world.

      What the hell was wrong with these queens?

      I didn’t know what I expected to see, but it wasn’t a nearly empty room. No army. No preparations. No chaos.

      Just a queen lounging on her throne of thorns and vines, sipping from a glass while one of her pet snakes twined around her ankle. Verena didn’t act or appear like someone about to be invaded by another kingdom and on the brink of war. Through the open windows, the sloshing of water as it hit the shores and the sound of synchronized rowing filtered into the great room. She was too calm, as if this was another day of twisted fun. Who had time for a test in the hour before war? Her behavior struck me as off.

      But I didn’t give it a second thought. How could I, when my gaze landed upon Verena’s main attraction.

      Colin was locked inside a cage, a metal collar fashioned around his neck. A chain tied him to the bars of his cell. His head was lowered, eyes shielded by his overgrown shaggy hair. He didn’t move or flinch at our arrival, but remained huddled in the corner. The sight squeezed my windpipes. He looked so frail and vulnerable, nothing like the demon I met the other day.

      The queen took notice of where my attention was fixed. “I thought we’d take a different approach. Perhaps it will make the task easier, seeing him as the animal that he is.”

      Bullshit.

      She wanted to unnerve me, rattle my composition.

      It worked.

      I was rushing across the room, only to be stopped short by Ashor’s stern voice. “Lexi.”

      My pulse throbbed frantically in my veins as my breath stuttered. I whirled toward the queen. “What did you do to him?”

      Her laugh flitted from the other end of the room, a grossly superior smile on her lips. “I gave him back his humanity.”

      My stomach was a rolling mess, and I fought against the rising nausea. “Why would you do that?” I bit out.

      She fluffed out the fabric of her dress. “I can do a great many things, huntress. And there is more to come before the night is over.”

      After spending all day building myself up, convincing myself this was the right thing to do, the bitch went and flipped the tables on me. My loathing for the Queen of Envy was rivaling my hatred for the Queen of Darkness.

      I couldn’t comprehend why she continued to torment me. Her test of loyalty was really just designed to break me—screw with my head. It was already messy in there. I knew I couldn’t let her win, but it wasn’t as simple as just knowing.

      “Colin?” My voice turned distant and hollow, but Colin didn’t budge. Was he already dead? Why didn’t he look at me? Succubus demons were masters at changing shapes, manipulating situations. “How do I know this is real?” I hurled at the queen. I had no way of knowing if this body was really Colin’s at all. After having time to reflect, I was certain nothing in Verena’s court was real. It was all one illusion after the other.

      Her strawberry-gold hair glittered in the sun. “Does it matter? Illusion or reality, the test remains the same. Take his soul. Give me your alliance, and my court will fight against the Queen of Darkness.”

      “She is about to storm your shores,” I exclaimed, pointing a hand to the open window. “How do you plan to beat her? You speak of an army, yet I see none.”

      “Look closer, huntress,” she prompted. “With your demon eyes, not your human ones.”

      I didn’t want to take my eyes off the untrustworthy queen, but I did as she instructed, drawing my gaze to the window.

      “Your mate can see,” she declared.

      Ashor’s back stiffened at my side. “See what?” I asked, confused, but I should have known better, and I cursed the queen for making me feel like a fool.

      Verena laughed, and the sound grated on my composure, heat burning at my cheeks. “Still haven’t accepted who you truly are. You will never fully see until you do.”

      “Her army is in the trees, surrounding the river from all sides, waiting for the command from their queen to attack my mother’s fleet,” Ashor informed me.

      I blinked, searching harder through the thicket of trees, thorns, and vines. But no matter how hard I focused, I saw nothing. Not a speck or a glimmer of Verena’s army. It pissed me off that I was at a disadvantage, more so that the queen knew why. Fuck her and her goddamn illusions. The pressure to release my demon in the moment weighed heavily on me. Why was it so hard for me to let go?

      At least Verena wasn’t as foolish of a queen as I initially thought. She was preparing for war, but would it be enough to defeat the Queen of Darkness without Ashor by her side? I did know that if Verena didn’t ally with the prince, Ashor would pay a hefty price for betraying his mother again.

      “Well,” Verena drawled. “What are you waiting for? As you can see, I don’t have all day. Oh wait, you can’t see, can you?” She snickered.

      I wanted to throat punch her, among other things.

      Ashor positioned himself between the queen and me. “You don’t have to do this, luv. I am always on your side.”

      A coy curl painted her lips. “War is inevitable, regardless whose side you chose to fight on.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was stalling. Walking into the throne room, I’d had every intention of walking straight up to Colin and ramming a dagger into his chest, but now… “And then what happens? You take the Queen of Darkness’s crown?” I speculated.

      “That is the drill. I think I would look magnificent in black, don’t you agree?”

      I didn’t give a flying fuck how good she looked in any the damn rainbow. “How is that any different than what Kali desires?” I challenged, flabbergasted.

      The ancient demon lifted her chin. “Simple. I would make a better queen. You’ve seen my court. We are much more civilized.”

      I nearly snorted. Perhaps on the surface that was true, but underneath the glamour and illusions, the Court of Envy was still a court of Hell. The difference was, instead of darkness and storms, Verena’s court was greed, sex, lust, and envy. It was foolish not to entertain the idea that Verena might very well be after the same thing Kali was.

      Supreme—a single position ruling all of Hell. Were we trading one queenly opportunist for another?

      Was it worth the risk? Did Ashor realize Verena had her own ambitions?

      Trust me.

      Ashor’s request came back to me.

      He’d asked me to trust him, and I did, but it wasn’t the Prince of Darkness I feared. It was the repercussions if either one of the queens killed the other. I had no doubt that this war would eventually trickle into the mortal world.

      But right now, I needed to hold on to my trust in Ashor and pray that whatever insane scheme he had brewing, it would all work out.

      The slow-burning reality of what was unfolding began to sink in; the first battle between the courts was about to begin.
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      The Queen of Envy clucked her tongue. “It’s your time to shine, huntress. What will it be? Your human boyfriend? Or your mate?” She laid out my choices as two of her guards fell into rank behind her throne.

      “Your court is a joke,” I seethed, glaring at her. I wanted her to see, to feel my boiling rage and stomach-churning disgust. “And so is your test,” I spat.

      “If you fail the test, I have every intention of handing you over to the queen. Think about that while you’re fighting for your life,” she crooned. “She is very eager to have you back in her possession. Perhaps I should offer her a bargain instead. I wonder just how much you are worth to her.”

      “You’re insane,” I hissed.

      “That might be the nicest thing you’ve said to me. Now, in light of your secret ability, it seems you no longer need a weapon to kill.”

      Bitch. I just wanted to get this over with. I was done with Hell and the games. It was time to go home, and I was taking the goddamn Prince of Darkness with me, so help me god.

      Calling upon the seedling of power gifted to me by Ashor, I turned from the window where Kali’s armada waited and approached Colin’s cage. Icy cold spread from my center, moving into my limbs as if filling up my veins.

      I stood in front of Colin with dark flames flickering over my fingers, and despite the power coursing within me, I’d never felt so powerless in my life. Okay, not true. That same helplessness had crippled me when I had watched Colin die.

      Taking a deep breath, I filled my lungs with warm air, which turned crisp in my chest. This was it. My pivotal moment.

      You can do this.

      Don’t think about it. Close your eyes and let the darkness do the rest. Just close your eyes and release. You’ve killed demons a hundred different times.

      The little pep talk in my head wasn’t working. Verena wanted me to fail. This was a test designed to show my weakness—my humanity.

      “Lexi?”

      The softness and bewilderment of Colin’s voice had my gaze whirling to his. Those were his eyes—Colin’s, not the demon he had become. My heart sped.

      “Lexi?” Colin pleaded from underneath his mop of hair. His brown eyes were wide and haunted, like someone who’s been to Hell and seen too much. “What’s going on? Why am I here?”

      Motherfucker.

      The fire on my fingers flickered, losing some of its power. “Colin? Is it really you?” I asked, my voice just above a whisper. I was done with the tricks.

      His eyes grew bigger, brimming with one emotion after the other. He inched forward from his crouched position in the corner. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”

      My chest tightened.

      Click.

      The lock on Colin’s prison opened. I swung my head to the queen, who only smirked. Would the torment never end? I was getting tired of her illusions.

      Colin’s tilted his head just a fraction toward me, a speck of crimson glimmering in the center of his soft brown eyes. It was my only warning before he lunged, going straight for my throat. He took me by surprise, and as his fingers wrapped around the column of my neck, we went tumbling to the stone floor.

      Holy crap.

      Didn’t see that coming… but I damn well should have.

      I had no time to catch my breath. Not that it would have mattered with Colin cutting off my air supply with those demon-strengthened hands.

      Verena’s giggle prickled over my skin like I’d run into a thorn bush.

      The lying little bitch. My senses returned two seconds after I landed on my back, and I rammed my elbow up, clipping Colin in the jaw. His head snapped to the side, loosening his grip just enough for me to roll over onto my stomach.

      A snarl exploded through the room as I summoned my darkness and attempted to squirm out from under Colin’s body, to no avail. The weight of him pinned me down, his fingers quickly snaking into my hair. I sent a current of my power into his body. Colin swore at the first stirrings of cold darkness working its way into his system, but he maintained his hold on me, ripping my head back. Despite the pain, I searched for Ashor, stunned to see the sight before me.

      While I’d been having it out with Colin, Ashor had his own problems to deal with it. How cunning for the queen to drop her glamour at this particular moment. Or maybe it was that I was seeing for the first time. It didn’t matter how, only that Ashor and I were in a sticky situation.

      From every corner of the room, Verena’s sentinels materialized, her glamour fading, allowing me to see what everyone else did—which explained why Ashor had been so cautious when we stepped into the throne chamber. But he wasn’t wary or watchful anymore. He was livid.

      Ashor’s lip curled off his gleaming teeth as he tore into the demons that stood between him and me. Darkness swarmed in an impact that shook the world, splitting the ground underneath us like a spiderweb.

      The Queen of Envy was lucky she was sitting on her throne, for the aftermath of the blast would have knocked Verena on her ass.

      Sitting up, Colin pulled me with him, shoving me back against the cage. “What did you do to me?” he demanded.

      I grinned, my head leaning on the cell bars. “Wouldn’t you like to know. Guess you’ll just have to wait and find out.” Truth was, I didn’t know how long my power would stay in his system or how much damage it caused. Since he was still breathing, my assumption was the darkness wouldn’t be enough.

      Chaos ensued, all while the queen laughed and enjoyed herself as if she were taking in a show. A half a dozen of her sentinels were on the ground, bleeding all over her pretty white floors.

      “Ashor!” A voice I recognized bellowed through the mayhem of demons, fists, snarls, and magic. It was Cayden.

      Picking a weapon off the floor, Cayden tossed the hatchet, hitting a guard two feet in front of Ashor. Colin’s gaze flickered to the dead demon, and I kicked my left foot out, connecting with Colin’s thigh. His grip loosened in my hair, and it was all I needed to break free. I unleashed my power on Colin again and surged to my feet. Pain barked at the first bit of pressure I applied to my foot, and I cursed. Running on pure instinct, I limped and climbed my way toward my mate, but he reached me first.

      His thumb brushed over my bottom lip, wiping at a speck of blood dripping from my lip. “You’re hurt.”

      I hadn’t even realized I had bitten my lip. It must have happened during my struggle with Colin. “I’ll live.”

      Ashor’s fist rammed into the face of a guard, sending him sprawling backward, following up with a stream of darkness that whizzed past. I didn’t bother to glance over my shoulder to see who was entangled by Ashor’s power.

      Colin growled. “I’ll kill her.” Untapped rage underscored his voice.

      Ashor stepped to the side, a hand on my lower back. I’d been right about the prince’s magic. It wrapped around Colin from his hips to his shoulders, tying him up. “You can try, but I promise you, I will end you before you can touch her again.” Ashor curled and uncurled his hands, flexing his fingers. “I’m actually considering why I shouldn’t just kill you now.”

      Verena called off her demons. “If you kill him, she fails the test,” the queen reminded him. Her loyal demons waited to see what the prince would do next, but they were poised to attack.

      Cayden was still separated from us at the other side of the room, not too far from the doorway where he had appeared. It would take one signal from Ashor and he would defend his friend to the death.

      Anger rippled in his violet eyes, but there was also regret. “It’s too late. You had your chance.”

      The center of Verena’s eyes started to glow white, and somehow she appeared more beautiful, if that was even possible. “Are you withdrawing your offer of an alliance?”

      “My mate isn’t someone you can use as leverage. She was never supposed to be part of this, and it ends now,” he said.

      A wall of demons closed in around us. “Interesting. Have you been stringing me along this whole time?”

      “No more than you have.” Ashor’s fingers pressed into my back as he whispered into my ear. “Things are about to get hectic, luv.”

      “More than this?” I hissed back.

      “Indeed,” the queen murmured. “You are very much your mother’s son, Prince of Darkness. I knew you would never betray her.”

      Ashor shrugged.

      A dull throb pulsed through the air, waking that dark part of me. My demon recognized the cold blackness that demanded attention. A bolt of lightning flashed, blinding my eyes for a heartbeat, and from the spark of light, the Queen of Darkness materialized. “Of course he wouldn’t. Though, I see you started without me.” A voice brimming with frustration erupted over the chaos of battle.

      Kali was exactly as I remembered. Her dark satin gown swirled with the raging winds, showing a beautiful face surrounded by onyx hair. A crown crafted of sharp obsidian on her head shone in the moonlight for all to see.

      She was both fantasies and nightmares made flesh.

      “Verena, darling, it’s been too long. You redecorated. It’s…” Kali’s black eyes swept in a dismissive manner over the throne room. “Bright. Not as impressive as my Fortress,” she mused condescendingly. The queen had brought a dozen of her guards with her, the rest of her army waiting in the ships for her command to attack. The Court of Darkness sentinels were dressed in leathers of all black, decked out with weapons.

      Malice curled over the Queen of Envy’s lips.

      Ashor went as still as death at the sight of her. “Mother,” he greeted with a curt nod.

      A forced half smile curled on her mouth. “What do we have here?” She ran a nail along the cell bars as she circled the open cage, eyeing Colin twined in Ashor’s darkness, who wisely stayed silent. “Looks like I interrupted something.”

      Verena angled her head to the side, tendrils of strawberry-colored hair sliding over a shoulder. “Your timing is impeccable as always. I would have had a room readied for you if I had known you were coming.”

      A small, breathy laugh escaped. “I won’t be staying long. I’ve come to collect my prize. As well as my son and my punisher,” she added, her wholly black eyes settling on Cayden for a brief moment before returning to Verena. “Funny how they both ended up in your court.”

      Her “prize” was the Crown of Envy, but Verena didn’t so much as flinch at the insinuation.

      Ashor pulled me closer to his side, his arm brushing against mine and sending a wave of steady coolness through me.

      The Queen of Darkness’s intense gaze slid from Ashor to me. Her eyes raked over me with repulsion and narrowed when they landed on the shadowy flames still dancing over my fingers. I had forgotten about them until that moment. Slim brows lifted to her son. “Interesting. Seems someone came back to Hell with a speck of darkness. This night just keeps getting better.” She flicked her hand like she was swatting away a fly, and my power extinguished, devoured by her own. Satisfied that I wasn’t a threat, Kali spun, positioning herself between Verena and Ashor. “Now, shall we get down to business?”

      Verena stirred on her throne, pressing two fingers to her temple. “What was the ruse this time, Kali? Did you think to just stroll through my home and kill me?” Verena bluntly asked.

      “I left the details up to my son,” Kali replied, steel in her voice. Flames of midnight danced in her eyes.

      Violence simmered in Ashor’s blood, a cold rage, and a shiver went through me from our bond.

      Energy hung thick in the air between the two queens, a clash of light and dark, ice and warmth. Eventually, those electric energies were going to implode, and we were all going to suffer the blowback. I had better brace myself. Being caught in the middle of two opposing kingdoms royally sucked, pun intended.

      “Funny. The prince, his mate, and I have unfinished business,” Verena said flatly.

      Ashor pointed his chin toward Verena and said to his mother, “She is yours.”

      I tensed. Holy fuck. He was really handing over the Queen of Envy, not that Verena would willingly let Kali take her crown. It would be a fight to the death, but a fight nonetheless, and with the prince keeping Verena’s guards at bay and the army outside battling, it looked like it was going to be queen against queen. May the best bitch win.

      Or not.

      Was it too much to hope that they would kill each off?

      The Queen of Envy leveled Kali with a cool stare, her eyes still glowing white with power. “You sent your son to double-cross me, and yet he offered me an alliance—a blood oath.”

      Ashor’s mother snickered as she glided past Verena’s guards, disregarding them. “I don’t care what my son offered you. His mate has a way of clouding his better judgment. Can’t blame him. He is a male, and it’s in his nature to protect what is his.”

      Ashor snarled a warning. “We can do this the hard way if you prefer, or you can just hand over your crown before I paint your pretty white halls with your blood.” Wings of midnight tore from his back as Ashor released that part of him born of Hell. Whether he did it on purpose or not, those feathery wings became a shield at my back. Knowing Ashor, he never did anything that wasn’t strategically thought out.

      “If you touch my queen, I’ll kill—”

      Before Colin could finish, Ashor slapped a patch of darkness over his mouth, cutting him off. “I’ve had enough of your insignificant baby demon.”

      “Clearly,” Verena replied. “It’s a shame your mate couldn't complete the test, but I can’t say I’m surprised. I’ve seen her soul, and even with the stain of your darkness, she isn’t one of us. She never will be.”

      Well, thank fucking god. The last thing I wanted to be was a demon queen. All I wanted to do was retrieve my mate and get the hell out of here.

      “Surrender your kingdom and your crown before things get messy. I wouldn’t want you to lose your head,” Kali warned, a twisted sinister grin on her bold red lips.

      Verena threw her head back and laughed. “You think you can storm my castle and demand I hand over my throne? Don’t disappoint me, sister. At least have the respect to fight me for it.”

      “You can’t possibly win. Don’t disgrace yourself,” Kali spat. Lightning lanced across the dark sky outside the castle windows, and when it struck the ground, flames born from night erupted, devouring everything in its path. Demons. Trees. The land itself, leaving behind a gaping hole of nothing.

      Verena finally stood from her throne, her eyes shining pure white, brighter than I’d ever seen. “And why should you be Supreme? Why shouldn’t it be me who takes your throne? I am a better queen, after all.”

      “You are weak. Your court is weak. And it will crumble under my rule,” Kali replied. A phantom wind blasted through the room, sending her black hair and gown flying behind her. Her voice echoed, carrying an authority that shook the walls.

      Ashor reached for my hand, squeezing it tight. A signal for me to stay close. He backed up a step, taking me with him, which put the two queens at center stage.

      Verena did not like Kali’s response. “You don’t deserve to be queen of any kingdom.” Her bold statement was followed up by a lash of power that whizzed through the chamber, a strand of sparkling light that fizzed like a firecracker.

      The two strands of power collided and exploded, shooting fragments of Hell magic through the air. Ashor’s wings engulfed me, shielding me from the assault.

      That was the signal. War on, bitches.

      From outside the window, the first clash of battle rang out. Metal against metal. Demon against demon. And the winds howled in a death-kiss shriek.

      Ashor sprang into action, hurtling toward the Queen of Envy. I couldn’t decipher if he meant to defend her or kill her; his emotions were locked down. Even from me, not that I had a whole lot of time to weed through and analyze what was going on inside me.

      But he failed to see one fatal flaw in his decision. Leaving me.

      The Queen of Darkness whirled her attention away from Verena and turned those utterly black eyes on me. There was something spiderlike in her movements that made my skin crawl.

      I dared to take a step away while watching her with narrowed eyes.

      Ashor halted at the base of the dais, sensing something was happening with me. He whirled just as his mother cast her web of evil in my direction. Instinct had me lifting my hand to ward off the attack, summoning my magic in defense, but I wasn’t fast enough. Not this time.

      “No,” Ashor muttered. The word had been said in a low voice, yet carried across the room to me as if he had screamed it, blasting down our bond.

      Mist and shadow slammed into me, and I braced myself for the pain. When the torture never came, I blinked, tearing my eyes from Ashor to glare at his mother.

      Kali smiled.

      What had she done to me? Why wasn’t I writhing on the floor in agony? She hadn’t even stifled my magic. I could still feel it reeling in my veins, poised and ready to be set free.

      Your mate, a voice purred in my ear, and I flipped my head toward Ashor at the bottom of the gleaming white dais.

      Verena didn’t waste her advantage. I screamed as a bolt of light rammed into a distracted Ashor, too late to issue a warning. He stayed on his feet, despite his power flickering, and I heaved a great sigh. Blood slid from his nostril, bright and red.

      I felt my face pale, a wave of dizziness swimming through my head. Something hot and wet dripped onto my lip. I lifted my hand, wiping it away, and caught a flash of blood smeared over the back of my hand.

      He hurt. I hurt.

      This had to be some new form of Hell—a nightmare I couldn’t wake up from.

      Ashor managed to refortify the darkness he had coiled around Colin, but it was another decision that cost him, leaving the prince open for another attack.

      Are you going to let her go unpunished? She attacked your mate. Attacked you. A sultry voice raked like claws over my mind, spurring me into action.

      Fuck no, I wasn’t.

      The demon inside roared to the surface, ready and eager to kill. “How dare you touch him,” I seethed, my feet carrying me across the room as I flung both of my hands out in front of me. The flames around my fingers grew to encircle my entire hands, and I unleashed my inferno of darkness on the Queen of Envy.

      The second the flames left my fingers, I realized the depth of my actions. What was I thinking, taking on the queen? I was terrified of the smoky magic rippling inside me, of the demon inside me dying to burst free. I was so angry for what Verena had done not just to my mate, but to Colin—to me. For what Ashor’s mother had put him through. Anger like I’d never felt burned my blood. It festered inside me as tendrils of darkness wrapped around my arms like ribbons. I promised myself justice, revenge, retribution—whatever name you wanted to give it.

      “Lexi, no!” screamed a deep, hoarse voice as my power soared like ribbons of fire in the air, encircling the Queen of Envy. Cayden. But I ignored him as well as the snarling, the thrashing of metal, the tearing of flesh, and the cries of war. All that mattered was my wrath.

      Verena had corrupted Colin’s soul, manipulated me. Unforgivable. Perhaps Ashor’s plan of plotting her death wasn’t such a bad idea after all. She deserves to die, that voice crooned. Kill her. Kill her.

      A part of me understood it was my inner demon coaxing me into murdering the Queen of Envy, but once the seed was planted, I couldn’t remember why it was a bad plan. She deserved it. Other than Kali, I couldn’t think of another demon who deserved it more. The little kernel grew within me, until killing Verena was all I could think about. Each step I took closer to her intensified the desire for her blood. I wanted it to stain her pretty white floors black.

      “You must resist,” a tiny voice in my head whispered. A different voice. This one was no less cold than the other, but there was something distinct and familiar about the silky tone. Almost like a caress.

      I stumbled, his words splintering a tiny crack in my wall of wrath. “Ashor?”

      “Yes, luv. Who else would rescue you from the dark recesses of your mind?”

      This wasn’t the time to joke.

      I resumed stalking toward Verena, who was staring at the ring of flames around her feet like she didn’t trust it, as if my magic was something new.

      Perhaps it was.

      “This anger, it isn’t yours. Resist her.” Ashor’s warning was more clear and persistent in my head, expanding the crack in my hatred.

      Resist who? What was he trying to tell me? If I only had a minute to think, but I barely had time to process what my body was doing.

      What are you waiting for? Kill her. The menacing voice slithered into my thoughts.

      Then I understood. It wasn’t my demon that was urging me to murder a demon queen, not entirely. It was the bitch of darkness herself. I should have recognized the signature of her magic. I had once before felt it weave through my pores, into my bones. Verena’s gifts were illusions, but Kali’s were just as poisonous and deadly. Perhaps more so. She implanted ideas, could force me to believe things, to do things, like murder a queen and get myself killed in the process. Unlike Verena, who spun visual lies, Kali’s deceit was of the mind—control.

      I just bet she would love to see Verena tear me into shreds right in front of my mate. That was a new level of torture. Creative, I’d give her that, but neither of these demon queens understood the lengths Ashor would go to protect me.

      My gaze shot from Verena to Ashor. Cold rage flickered over his features, turning the handsome face into one of predatory beauty. “You are no longer her prisoner. I refuse to let you be her prey. And I will always stand in her way if it means protecting you.”

      I was no longer a prisoner.

      I was not prey.

      I was the hunter.

      His words shattered the hold Kali had on me—or perhaps I did that on my own as the chains on my demon broke free.

      A flash of pain ripped through muscles, bones, and tissue. It lasted only seconds, but in those brief moments, I felt every change my body went through. My canines lengthened inside my mouth, the sharp points touching my tongue like Ashor’s did when he shifted, but that was where our similarities ended. No wings sprang from my back. My senses had always been heightened, but now, even more so. I couldn’t find the words to describe what it was like, mostly because the situation didn’t allow me to analyze the shift.

      “I was beginning to wonder if you had any demon inside,” Verena sneered, as if I wasn’t adequate enough to be in her court. The joke was on her. I didn’t want to be a part of any court in Hell.

      Raw and savage power filtered in a rush through me, and the flames surrounded Verena, erupting like a geyser of darkness that sent the queen flying backward into a wall.

      I don’t know who was shocked more. Me, the Queen of Envy, or Ashor, but it only took an evil laugh from behind us to wipe the incredulous expressions off our faces. Kali was a deceitful little bitch. And someday, I was going to run her through with a blade.

      If I survived the night.

      “You had that coming, Verena dear. You really did, thinking you stood a chance against me.” Kali laughed again as the Queen of Envy composed herself, radiating undiluted white fury.

      She wasn’t the only one pissed off. Icy wrath crawled through me, and I curled my fingers, tightening them around— What the fuck?

      Where had that come from?

      My fingers gripped a blade. Not like the daggers I had at home. This one was made of shadows and unforgiving magic.

      Verena lifted a hand, producing a gold spear of thorns, and my heart plummeted. I had to do something. I had to stop her. If she managed to sink the weapon into Ashor, she could kill his soul—kill a part of me. We were tied together, body and soul. But for me, it was more than just the physical and emotional pain losing my mate would cause me. It was the thought of Ashor gone that caused everything inside me to panic.

      The Queen of Envy flipped the gold spear in her hand so it was over her head, and the long, spiked handle gleamed through the darkness. Verena’s power, like Kali’s, was ancient and struck with precision as she hurled the spear straight for Ashor.

      A low, vicious snarl vibrated close by. It was insignificant, because nothing mattered but my mate.

      I knew I would never be able to stop the spear, not when he was staring at me and I was too far. This couldn’t possibly be the end. Ashor was too damn arrogant and prideful to die. He would find a way to stop the spear before it reached his heart.

      He would.

      He had to.

      The damn prince was invincible.

      Wasn’t he?

      I stopped breathing, eyes following the path of the spear, unable to look away. With these demon eyes, it all happened in slow motion.

      A screamed lodged in my throat just as a shadow intercepted the spear’s path, and I watched as Cayden’s face appeared, the spear piercing his chest. The punisher exploded into a burst of light that shredded his soul into dark dust right before my eyes.

      “No!” Ashor bellowed. The anguish glittering in his eyes morphed into untapped rage.

      His best friend had been obliterated. Cayden had made the ultimate sacrifice, something I’d assumed no demon was capable of, giving up his life for another.

      The throne room spun in a cyclone born of a starless night and shrieking winds as Ashor uncaged that well of power inside him. Through our bond, I felt the gut-wrenching agony turn into a lawless rage.

      It was that whirlwind of emotions that sent me into action. I couldn’t be sure if it was Ashor’s or my own thirst for blood that propelled me forward. I sped onto the dais, hurdling over a demon until I was eye to eye with Verena. And then I plunged my dagger into the Queen of Envy, hitting her in a demon’s one vulnerable spot—the heart.

      Verena’s gaze went wide. Her body jerked as her hands flew up to the knife embedded in her chest.

      I stabbed the Queen of Envy.

      She grinned, and I rammed the weapon further into her chest before releasing my grip and stepping back. The blade crafted by my darkness shattered, and the queen dropped to her knees.

      My head was buzzing, my temples throbbing.

      Had I really just killed a demon queen?

      My vision blurred, and the figure at my feet shifted. I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. It couldn’t be real. But…

      I blinked.

      It wasn’t the Queen of Envy’s face I was staring at. It was Colin’s.

      “Lexi,” he wheezed, reaching out a hand toward me. Black blood flowed freely from where the dagger had penetrated his chest, dripping onto the floor. Then he erupted into a pile of demon dust. Particles of his remains hit me in the face, sticking to my skin. There was a good chance I’d inhaled pieces of my ex-boyfriend.

      I was going to be sick.

      If it wasn’t Verena that I stabbed, then where was she?

      Laughter rang out over a spiraling storm that hung over our heads and echoed through the chamber. “Foolish girl.” That was Verena’s voice. A pit of dread formed in my gut.

      My gaze sought out the voice and clashed with familiar blazing white eyes. This bitch just wouldn’t die.

      The leash of darkness that Ashor had twined around Colin was now wrapped around the grinning Queen of Envy. She lifted her hand, snatching the leash and ripped it off with one clean yank. The coiled darkness disintegrated. Her omnipotent gaze met mine. “You might have a flicker of darkness, but you are out of your league, huntress. I am a queen.” Her chin lifted in arrogance.

      “Perhaps my mate might be, but I’m not,” Ashor said with a cold graveness in his voice. His darkness formed a weapon of demon destruction, a clawed hand that trembled with power. Even from feet away, I felt the vibrations in the air.

      “No!” bellowed the Queen of Darkness, but it was too late. Not even with her cunning abilities was she able to stop her son.

      Wings spread wide in an impending doom stance, Ashor slammed his hand into Verena’s chest, through flesh and bone, straight to the demon’s heart. The sound of her gasp was like a gun going off in the throne room.

      Utter silence fell. Not a single demon breathed. No one moved. Everyone in the room just stared.

      A startled expression of horror overtook her smug superiority. Her white glittering eyes snuffed out like a candle, her power with it. She was just a demon now.

      Ashor twisted his hand still embedded in her chest. “You should have taken my offer,” he told the queen. And then he wrenched his hand free. The once beautiful, bright queen in her halo of illusions was nothing but a withered hag. Centuries aged her in a matter of seconds until her bones crumbled, leaving nothing but a pile of ash. Every illusion she’d ever spun faded, and the once pristine castle of gleaming white became a tumble of ancient bricks, rot, and death.

      Ashor just… The thought got caught and mangled up in my head.

      Holy shit! I-I couldn’t believe it. My head shook in denial. In only a split second, my entire world had changed. Nothing was ever going to be the same again. How could it?

      The Queen of Envy was dead.

      “What have you done?” the Queen of Darkness seethed like a madwoman, hair wild as it stood out around her face like she’d been delivered an electric shock of unprecedented magnitude. Her eyes were wholly black, not a speck of color, just wide orbs of evil.

      Cruel amusement danced over Ashor’s features as he faced his mother. “I fulfilled my oath.”

      “You did no such thing. Deceiver. Traitor. Fool,” she spat, sparks of anger spitting off her skin like a live wire. “You are no son of mine. I renounce you as my heir.”

      The words she hurled at him like arrows to the heart had no impact, but bounced off him as if he were covered in armor. “I learn from the best. All those lessons you drilled into me finally paid off, Mother.” Ashor lifted up his arm and the queen stared in horror where her blood mark had once been on her son’s flesh. “I promised to deliver the queen. And I did. Words are vital when making a deal.”

      The queen’s face contorted with wrath as a succession of lightning strikes slashed across the ceiling. “You’ll pay for this.”

      “I imagine I will,” he said quietly. “Now get the hell out of my court.”

      My.

      My.

      My.

      That single word echoed in my head, drumming over and over again.

      Ashor was the King of Envy. My mate was a king of Hell.

      Kali lifted her chin and smiled slightly, masking her wild rage behind it. “What a valiant effort. This wasn’t part of my plan, but I can see the potential. You and I, ruling together.”

      Unbelievable. She was already trying to use the situation.

      “Leave.” The single command rumbled from deep within his chest.

      The queen’s face tightened. “This isn’t over.”

      His grin turned subdued. “I should hope not. I’ll be waiting.” And to reinforce his stance, his new position, the Wild Hunt appeared behind their prince… now their king.

      On a chilling gust of wind, the Queen of Darkness left much the same way she had appeared, becoming part of the darkness. Ashor turned to me then, and on trembling legs, I stumbled down from the dais. He caught me in his arms, pressing my face against his chest. “It’s over,” he murmured into my hair. “It’s over.”

      Was it though? For now, sure, the threat was over, but not forever.

      His mother wouldn’t be content with the outcome of tonight. She was pissed. The war between courts was only beginning, and I shuddered to think what she would do next. The idea of a world where demons walked freely left me feeling ill and weak. But it wasn’t just my world that was threatened by the Queen of Darkness and her quest to become Supreme bitch.

      “She’s gone.” Ashor’s voice cut through the roaring in my head.

      My demon receded inside me, sapping my strength, and I was grateful to be in Ashor’s arms. I lifted my head, stunned by the sight surrounding us. Every demon in the room dropped down to their knees and bowed their heads, pledging allegiance and obedience to Ashor. “Ashor, what have you done?” I whispered.

      He shrugged, the hard lines in his face softening as he gazed down into my face. Under all the anger that was slowly leaving his body, I felt the devastating sadness plaguing him at losing his best friend. He had lost more than he had gained. “What I needed to do. I fulfilled my oath to my mother. I delivered Verena.”

      And then promptly slayed her.

      “How did you know Verena would switch herself with Colin?” I asked, still a bit befuddled by the events that had unfolded tonight.

      His hand slid around my waist, keeping me close. Neither of us was ready to part. “Verena loved her illusions nearly as much as she loved sex.”

      “You planned this. You planned to kill Verena this whole time.”

      He nodded. “It was the only way.”

      Ashor found his loophole. He always had one. “You’re the King of Envy,” I stated, saying the words aloud for the first time, unsure this was real.

      Leaning down, he brushed his lips over mine in a sweet kiss. “And that makes you the queen, luv.”

      Holy. Fuck.

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading!

      

        

      
        Get ready for the conclusion of Ashor and Lexi’s story coming soon!

        You’ll be able to get your next Ashor fix in Eternity of Darkness, book three in the Divisa Huntress.

      

        

      
        Can’t wait to meet you back in the underworld!

        Thank you for reading.

        xoxo

        Jennifer

      

        

      
        P.S. Join my VIP Readers email list and receive a bonus scene told from Zane’s POV, as well as a free copy of Losing Emma and Breaking Emma, bonus books in my Divisa Series. You will also get notifications of what’s new, giveaways, and new releases.

        Visit here to sign up: www.jlweil.com

      

        

      
        Don’t forget to also join my Dark Divas FB Group and have some fun with me and a fabulous, fun group of readers. There is games, prizes, and lots of book love.

        Join here: Dark Divas

      

        

      
        You can stop in and say hi to me on Facebook night and day. I pop in as often as I can: https://www.facebook.com/jenniferlweil/ I’d love to hear from you.
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