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      Morgan Callahan had the face of an insufferable asshole.

      He shouted in his older brother’s face. Ryder looked as though he was barely keeping it together. One wrong move and the new alpha of the Lakesedge Pack would snap. I didn’t need two dragon shifters duking it out on the front lawn. Ryder’s mate, Ness, would lose her mind if they trampled her carefully tended hedges.

      I hoisted the housewarming gift—a half-dead houseplant that I swiped off the sidewalk on my way to Ness and Ryder’s new house—onto my hip and marched up to the snarling bastard. Morgan jerked back at the sight of me.

      Man. I knew I wasn’t the prettiest girl around, but I didn’t think I was so ugly that he had to recoil. I glared at him and shoved a finger into his hard pec.

      Okay, that distracted me for a moment. My mind filled with red-hot static as my entire body came alive in a way I did not expect. I cleared my throat and tried to ignore the heat climbing up my face.

      “Step back, asshole,” I said.

      Morgan leaned in and growled at me through clenched teeth. “Don’t get in the middle of this, mortal. You’re defending a murderer.”

      I glanced back at my friend’s mate. Ryder had killed before, but I knew that he’d done it to protect the people he cared about. Morgan was full of hot air.

      When I turned back to tell him as much, I caught the bright flicker of lightning arcing over his hand. My stomach lurched. Morgan thrust out his palm, aiming it at Ryder.

      When would I learn my lesson? When would I stop being a damned fool?

      I leapt in front of that lightning strike. More heat surged through my body, but this wasn’t the heat of lust. It was something far more nefarious. It climbed my forearms before erupting from my palms in a wall of roaring flame.

      The lightning slammed into my wall of fire. It was hotter, sharper than my flame. The electricity pierced the firewall and slammed into my core. Just as my body began to clench, I pulled more fire. Somewhere, deep inside my soul, I could hear manic laughter. It echoed inside my skull and turned my stomach sour.

      A part of my mind was focused on Morgan and his lightning. Another part of me plummeted into darkness. The feeling of falling made the world spin until I slammed back into myself in a fiery eruption.

      Don’t do it, Violet. Don’t succumb to that part of yourself.

      But the manic laughter slipped out of my lips anyway. The joy of power filled my body and made my heart sing. It felt too good, this gift that my absent father had left for me. Fire licked my fingertips. It climbed my arms and caressed the side of my neck.

      Distantly, I could hear Ness’s sharp curse. Slack-jawed, Morgan stared me down. He didn’t bother hiding his confusion or his revulsion as he gaped at me. I saw it, the change in his face when he realized that I needed to be put down.

      I laughed. It would be fun to see him try. I wanted to feel the rush of pain as he fought back. This man would turn to ash in the palms of my hands. The whole world would crumble in the face of my flames.

      I could conquer it all so easily. The power singing inside my body was bright and furious. It begged to be unleashed. I wanted to let it out and watch it destroy everything in its path. The idea of everything breaking made me laugh. The anticipation was glorious.

      Even if I hated myself for it.

      This wasn’t me—not entirely. I hungered for chaos, for destruction like a man in the desert thirsted for water. I had to stave it off, though. I couldn’t give in to this sick temptation.

      If I did…I knew what the world would look like.

      Oh, that delicious vision, a landscape razed by my power. I could have a throne if I wanted. I could turn the rubble of this world into a seat of power from which I ruled.

      I could have it all, and no one would stand in my way.

      

      Morgan

      

      The woman was wreathed in fire. Her eyes widened, a red haze washing over them as she laughed at me. With every step she took, the ground beneath her feet charred and turned to ash. She lifted her hands and writhing fire sprang to life to dance in her palms.

      Her short blond hair fluttered in the hot air current around her. When she smiled, I caught the barest hint of fangs that I wasn’t entirely sure had been there before.

      What kind of company did my brother and his new mate keep? This monster would destroy everything given the chance, but neither of them seemed concerned about the world. They were shouting her name, trying to get to her.

      “Violet,” the dark-haired woman snapped. She reached for the demon before Ryder dragged her back.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. Ryder was too busy protecting his mate as if she were made of porcelain that might shatter at any moment. He wouldn’t do anything to stop this. His concerns were for that woman and no one else.

      That left me to handle this.

      “I’m going to make you kneel,” Violet growled, her voice husky.

      It made my stomach flip in hungry anticipation until she threatened to take my legs from the knee down.

      “You’re not going to win today,” I growled.

      I punched my way through the hot barrier around the demon. She laughed, her chin lifting so she could look down her nose at me. The red haze over her pale eyes turned them into portals through which I could see hell—or at least, what I assumed was hell. The barren landscape burned like the ground around her.

      She reached up, fire still licking her fingers, and touched my cheek. I jerked away from her but not before the smell of burnt hair blossomed on the air.

      There went a patch of my beard, I thought grumpily.

      This was going to hurt, but I had to do it anyway. I took ahold of the demon woman. My hand on her upper arm burned as if I’d touched hot coals. I gritted my teeth and held on. Yanking her forward, I snarled down into her face.

      Her lips curled happily when she hit my chest. My heart stuttered. Pain receded as I became aware of her body pressed against mine. Her touch awakened desires that I hadn’t felt in years—not since Bri dropped me.

      I ran a knuckle along the crazed demon’s cheek. The red in her eyes sputtered. Her lips formed a confused O as she blinked. The red haze vanished to reveal eyes swimming with tears. She clenched her fists in my shirt before lurching upright and staggering away from me.

      “Uh, I hate to interrupt your first kiss,” the dark-haired woman said. “But something is really fucking wrong.”

      Violet twisted, lurching out of my arms. I lifted my gaze to see what had her so startled. A gate towered over us. Reality had been ripped open. Hell sprawled before us. It was the world we knew, but broken and shattered, charred and corrupted.

      Violet cursed under her breath. She scrambled forward, towards the gate, just as something lurched out of it. I caught her by the back of her shirt and yanked her out of the way of the dark silhouette. She let out a yelp as the creature’s dark wing caught her cheek.

      “You son of a…” Violet growled. Fire erupted in her hand again.

      Before she could throw it at the beast, I slammed my hand down over it. My palm burned, but I knew that letting the demon-girl use more fire would land us all in even more trouble.

      I turned her around and held her close to my chest. She tried to fight by flailing her arms, but I bound both wrists with one hand to keep her still while I whispered for her to hush. Slowly, she stilled. Her shoulders still heaved. I was certain she would be mad at me after this.

      But as she calmed, the portal to hell began to shrink. Each time a dark figure slithered out of it and took to the sky, my stomach grew heavier and heavier. The beasts escaped into the mortal realm to cause problems elsewhere.

      I watched and knew that this was my fault.

      Had I not attacked my brother, this wouldn’t have happened. My lightning had triggered this. Maybe the demon woman was to blame as well, but I knew that I started this.

      And I would have to help clean it up.

      For fuck’s sake.
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      My dreams were riddled with visions of what I’d witnessed in the pit of that portal. Each time I closed my eyes, I slipped back into hell. I fell and fell until the fire caught me and turned my attention toward a figure in the distance. I stared out over the flat, burning landscape and saw him.

      Not him, that wasn’t a man. It was me, with my athletic build and my short-cropped hair. Wings twice as long as I was tall spread from each shoulder. They held me aloft over the crowds of demons writhing below. A vertical shattered disc glowed over my head like a broken light illuminating me from behind. Spindly hands rose into the air, reaching for me as if in praise.

      My own laughter rang out. It shook my bones and left my stomach churning. The figure that was me turned and met my gaze. She looked into my soul and grinned.

      “Accept who you are,” she said every time.

      Every. Damn. Time.

      When the sun breached the horizon, I gave up on trying to sleep. It wasn’t going to happen, at least not in a way that would make me feel refreshed. There were other ways to feel alive.

      I hopped in the Jeep and sped into town. The chill morning air snaked through my hair and under my tank top. A grin reached my lips as my heart pounded. I took a sharp left turn into the drive-thru coffee shop’s parking lot.

      “Good morning, Vi,” the barista said over the intercom.

      “Hello,” I crooned.

      “The usual?”

      My mouth watered in anticipation. “Yes, but can I also get a large black coffee and a dozen plain donuts?”

      Morgan seemed like a black coffee and plain donuts kind of guy, to me. It was what he deserved, at the very least.

      The barista handed me a giant drink that looked radioactive. It had three layers of color, a cherry red at the very bottom, petal pink in the center, and the ever-so-pleasing color of a supercharged energy drink at the very top. That sickly yellow color wasn’t all that appetizing, but I could already taste the candy-like caffeine on my tongue.

      I tucked it in the cupholder of my center console, so I could accept the black coffee and donuts. Once the donuts were safely secured, so they wouldn’t fly away, I sped out of the parking lot and made my way to the address Ness had given me the other night.

      The energy drink made my heart sing in a way that was probably unhealthy, but it tasted amazing. I savored the strawberry and passion fruit syrups they’d mixed into it. Nothing would ever make me as happy as that drink.

      The address led me to a small motel with a rusting neon sign out front. I parked, grabbed the goods, and climbed the stairs that led up to room 27. Instead of knocking, I gave the door a couple of kicks.

      My hands were full, okay? Don’t judge.

      It didn’t open. I strained to listen for sounds of movement on the other side. I could clearly hear Morgan going about his day inside. He was just ignoring me.

      “Open up, or I will stand out here and blast pop-rock until you’re kicked out of your room!” I shouted.

      There was a low mumbling. I waited a long moment. While Morgan debated whether or not he would let me in, I took another long drag of my energy drink. The ice clattered together, telling me to slow down or I would soon run out of the syrupy goodness.

      Morgan took too long, so I started humming the first song that popped into my head. Soon, I found myself halfway through the lyrics. I shook my hips and stomped my feet as I got into the song about not needing men.

      The door flew open. Morgan stood in the entry, glaring daggers at me.

      I straightened and wiggled my brows at him. “I knew you would break.”

      His cheeks darkened, ever so slightly, as he looked away. I barely kept my jaw from hitting the porch when Morgan spun and stalked away from me.

      “Hold up,” I called out, running after him. “Are you telling me that you like being dommed? Is this…Did I just trigger a kink? Because you should let me know, so I can abuse this power.”

      The inside of his motel room was dark. He’d kept the curtains drawn, but the sheets on the bed weren’t rumpled. Did he just sit in the dark all night? What kind of freak didn’t sleep?

      I dumped the donuts on the table and set down his black coffee right beside it.

      “I don’t have kinks,” Morgan said, sounding very much like a man who did have kinks but didn’t want to admit it.

      That was fair. I was a stranger who had no right teasing him like that.

      Well, I had every right to bother him because he was a nuisance to my friend and her new mate, but I couldn’t target his sexual preferences like that. Not when there was a big hole in his beard.

      “What the hell happened to your face? Did you get into a fight with your razor?” I dropped onto the end of the bed and messed it up so that it would look like a normal person had slept in it.

      Morgan continued glaring at me. Too bad he didn’t know that I was immune to such tactics. What was a little eye contact going to do? Frighten me? Not in the least.

      He gestured to the patch in his beard. “You did this to me yesterday when you lost your goddamned mind. Care to tell me what that was all about?”

      I opened my mouth and immediately shut it. Lowering my gaze to the threadbare rug on the floor, I tried to come up with the right way to put this. There wasn’t really a good way to tell someone that my father was a demon who happened to pass through town one night and leave my mother with a little surprise.

      “Thank you,” I said instead. “For helping me out, yesterday. Thank you.”

      Morgan leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest, which made his biceps bulge and seem even bigger than they already were. His thundercloud eyes narrowed at me. Somehow, his dark hair had been half pulled back so neatly that there wasn’t even a strand of hair in his eyes. The rest of it hung loose, brushing his shoulders.

      “Mind filling me in on what that was?”

      I pursed my lips and lifted my brows, stalling for time. I shot him two finger-guns. “Mind leaving my friend and her mate alone?”

      Morgan snarled, his upper lip curling. He closed the distance between us, braced an arm on either side of me, and leaned in my face. “Ryder killed our father. I’m not going to stop until I get what I came for.”

      Heart racing at how close Morgan was, I lifted a finger and tapped it on the tip of his nose. “Boop.”

      He recoiled, obviously confused.

      It worked every time.

      “Listen,” I began. “Your brother is a really good dude. I don’t know the whole story of what went down between him and your dad, but I trust Ryder. He’s saved my friend’s life more times than I can count. Hell, he saved the entire Lakesedge Pack from a sadistic maniac.”

      Morgan flung his hand in the air. “That doesn’t make him a good person. Ryder found a mate. Of course, he wants her. He decided that he wanted a whole pack to himself, too. Might as well since he lost his title as heir to the clan.”

      “You know…” I took a long, obnoxious drag from my nearly empty energy drink. When I was finished, I pointed at him. “You’re kind of an asshole.”

      His jaw tightened. He didn’t say a word. I smugly grinned up at him with so much pride in myself.

      “Insufferable demon,” Morgan grumbled under his breath before yanking open the donut box.

      “I’ll have you know I’m an annoying half-demon.”

      Morgan paused and half-turned to look me up and down before shoving a plain donut between his teeth.

      I cringed. “What was that look for?”

      “Is a half-demon even a thing? Demons usually possess a human vessel in order to walk our plane of existence. If your mom fucked a demon, then she would have had a human child because she was essentially lying with another human.”

      I sneered at him and his lack of knowledge. “I’m here, aren’t I? You’re obviously wrong.”

      He laughed, a jeering bellow that filled me with contemptuous rage. Oh, how I hated his face. He was beautiful, there was no arguing that, but he was also a self-important dickhead that thought he knew everything.

      I already had this man figured out.

      “It doesn’t matter that you’re wrong,” Morgan said. “What matters is that we take care of the demons that you let out yesterday. Once we clear that up, then I can challenge my brother.”

      I shot to my feet. “You wouldn’t!”

      Morgan gave me a very confused sidelong glance.

      “You can’t steal the pack from Ryder. I won’t let you take my friend’s mate away, either. Why don’t you just go home and live out the rest of your life knowing that you’re an asshole that we don’t need?”

      He rose to his full height to tower over me. Like I was scared. He was an overgrown lizard with no bite. I sucked on the straw of my empty drink while holding his gaze. His lip curled in disgust as the room filled with annoying slurping sounds.

      He reeled away from me and turned back to the table. “Thanks for breakfast, but I can take it from here. You should be out looking for escaped demons right now.”

      My first instinct was to argue with him, but he was right. Things escaped from that portal yesterday. I hadn’t meant to open one. I didn’t even know how I did it if I was going to be honest. Nothing like that had ever happened before.

      The fire that I summoned to protect myself from Morgan’s strike sent me deeper into my demonic power than I expected. I tried not to dig too deep most of the time. The fire always brought out the worst in me. While I wasn’t afraid of a few arson charges, I didn’t want to hurt anyone.

      A small voice in the back of my head begged for pain. It reveled in carnage and destruction. I could feel its hunger. Even now with my stomach full of liquid, the hunger pinched at me and begged for a different kind of satisfaction.

      That wasn’t the kind of person that I wanted to be. I was a good human being. Everything I did, I did out of kindness, even if I was a bit chaotic about it.

      “Violet?” Morgan asked, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      I cringed as if I just smelled a fart. “Ew. No. Don’t call me by my full name. Vi is just fine.”

      “Well then, Vi.” Morgan grabbed my upper arm and hoisted me off his bed. “I want to say it was nice meeting you, but I’ve only ever had one day worse than this one. Please get out and never come back.”

      Morgan shoved me out of the door and slammed it behind me. I spun and stared incredulously at the stupid baby blue rectangle with the number 27 on it.

      “I didn’t even get a donut!”

      The door cracked open. Morgan quickly shoved two donuts into my hands before slamming it again.

      I groaned. “Why did I get plain donuts? These aren’t even any good!”

      Ness and I both had the day off from Bad Moon Café. Our other two friends, Cerri and Addie, were holding down the café without us. Not long ago, Ness came back from the dead. I think she deserved to have a relaxing day with her new mate.

      Besides, I didn’t have anything else to do with my day off.

      So, I pressed my back to the wall behind me and slid down to a sitting position so I could begin my rambling. Morgan could hear me through the thin wall; I had no doubt about that since I could hear the couple downstairs having a good time. At least I knew they wouldn’t be eaves dropping on what I was about to say.

      

      Morgan

      

      I’d spent the night in silence. While it should have been peaceful bliss, I’d spent most of the night pacing as my thoughts spun out of control. With nothing to hold onto outside of myself, I fell inward. I used to have ways to hold myself in the moment to keep things like that from happening, but it’d been difficult since Dad’s death.

      The vast emptiness of reality did nothing to keep me from tumbling into my thoughts.

      Then that woman had come in and made a mess of everything. After throwing her out, I paused to smooth the bedspread and organize the papers on the table, so I could have a semblance of tidiness once again. Yet, the silence slunk back in and threatened to shove me back down.

      I heard the dull thud of something hitting the wall outside and paused. Then I heard her voice. It wasn’t too loud, but her bubbly demeanor had a firm grasp on my attention.

      “Mom likes to tell me that he was the most dashing man she’d ever met. I think she might say that about you, too. You have a kind of devilish appearance, even if the missing patch of beard hair kind of ruins it.

      “Anyways, Mom really loved him. When I was a kid, I always asked her to tell me the story of how she and Dad met as a bedtime story. They met by accident, but the moment he saw her, he refused to let her out of his sight. They spent the entire night together even though it was obvious he had other plans before meeting her.”

      Slowly, silently, I crept towards the door and eased it open, careful to not make a sound because I didn’t want to interrupt the story being told. Vi’s voice drifted in and took up space within the small motel room. The shadows that had been dark, now seemed paler than they had been.

      “Dad took her to all the little tucked away places in the city. He took her to an old bookshop and showed her the messages people had left behind in their used books. He took her out for drinks at a place where potion makers shook their cocktails. I still can’t find that bar. Sometimes I wonder if she made that part up.

      “Hell, I wonder if she made the whole thing up to make Dad seem a little better. I was always the kid without a father. I couldn’t bring him to school and brag that he saved lives or any shit like that. If anything, I knew he doomed lives—which kind of made it even harder to brag about, if you know what I mean.”

      Vi sank into her story like it was a comfortable pile of blankets and pillows. Every so often, she would talk with her mouth full. My dragon reared its head and snarled at the muffled sound, but I still didn’t want to interrupt her.

      I stopped and leaned back against the small round table so I could listen.

      “Sometimes I want to give my old man a piece of my mind. I want to yell at him for leaving my Mom all alone for all those years. The shit I suffered through as a kid was nothing in comparison to watching my Mom pine for a man who was never coming back.

      “But I also want to thank him sometimes. Not for the powers. Man, if I could get rid of them and the shit in my head, then I absolutely would. I can start fires the old fashioned way, with matches and gasoline.”

      “You’re getting off track,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Outside, Vi chuckled. The sound was light and menacing all at once, as if she were a small fae offering a gift and a curse in the same breath. She leaned to peer through the doorway. The sharp-toothed grin on her face made my heart flip, but I kept my own expression blank.

      “All right, then. Where was I? Oh, yeah. I want to thank my sperm-donor. It feels mean calling him that when he inspired so much. I know watching my Mom yearn for someone who wasn’t going to love her back was painful, but it also made me want that kind of affection. I want to love someone so hard that my life is never the same without them.” She looked away, suddenly sheepish.

      When she shook her head, my heart plummeted. Why the hell was this annoying woman making my heart do horrendous gymnastics? I wanted nothing more than to lift her over the railing outside and drop her on the pavement below, so she would leave me alone.

      All right, that was clearly a lie, but I didn’t know how else to deal with her presence. She was as inescapable as bedbugs, but a part of me didn’t want to run away.

      “You’re a nuisance,” I grumbled. “You know that?”

      Vi perked up, her usual cheer returning in a bright flash. She leapt to her feet. “Oh, absolutely. That’s my one goal in life, you know? Become as frustrating as possible for as many people as I can. I know my boss can barely stand to look at me from how many times I’ve almost burned the café down.”

      I stared Vi down, waiting for her to tell me that was a joke. She just grinned proudly.

      “What is wrong with you?” I asked, incredulously.

      She cocked her head as if to say I’ve already told you everything; put the pieces together. Which, she had. This woman claimed to be a half-demon, which didn’t make any damn sense to me.

      I knew from my studies that demons possessed bodies. They couldn’t pass on genetic information. There was a chance that Vi’s mother had lain with an Ifrit, perhaps. They had an affinity for fire. Maybe Vi’s father was some kind of psychic with an ability to charm and control fire.

      She couldn’t be a demon.

      That red haze that consumed her eyes when the fire overcame her seemed to claim otherwise. Then there was the matter of that portal. She’d opened some sort of gate. Perhaps it was a doorway to a plane of fire, if that was a thing—I would have to do more research.

      Vi pushed past me, into the motel room, and threw herself on the bed once again. This time, she sprawled out on her stomach, her feet in the air as she hummed.

      “Why are you still here?” I asked, deadpan.

      She pouted up at me, but it didn’t last long before she broke down in laughter. I shook my head because I could not figure out what was going on. What was so funny?

      Vi rolled onto her back. Her short-cropped hair fanned out like a gentle halo around her head as she stared up at the ceiling. She turned her pale eyes towards me.

      “It’s my day off, and I don’t really have anywhere to go. I figured I would keep you out of Ryder’s hair for a while.”

      I sighed. “I’m not going to face him today. I need…”

      More time? More evidence? To get my head together? I wasn’t quite sure, but I knew that I wasn’t ready to see my brother again.

      I’d been ready to level his house to the ground the day I arrived. My mind had been consumed by rage, a rage that still simmered in the back of my mind. Ryder had destroyed everything. He deserved to know the pain of that loss. I wanted his world to come crumbling down around his head the same way it had crumbled for me.

      Vi slapped my cheek. I came to with her standing nearly nose to nose with me. She dropped back, making me realize that she’d been standing on her tiptoes.

      “Ah, there you are,” she said softly. “I know what happens when someone looks like that. Wherever your mind went, it wasn’t a fun place to be.”

      I blinked while the world sat on pause for an instant. Nothing moved. No gears turned in my mind. The constant roil of thoughts inside my skull quieted and became a still sea for a few breaths.

      Then I realized what had happened. I stepped back from Vi and ignored the look of hurt tugging at her features.

      “Don’t worry about me.” I turned back to the stack of papers on the table.

      The pages meant nothing so long as Vi was still present. I couldn’t focus on anything with her humming in the background. Turning, I glared at the back of her head. When I caught her profile, I noticed a hint of sadness on her face.

      She wasn’t humming because she was happy, but to hide an emotion dragging her down. I straightened and searched for something to say.

      “You can, ah…” I looked around. When my gaze settled on the donut box, I lurched to pick it up and hold it out to her. “You can take this out to the trash.”

      Her dark brows furrowed. They were a stark comparison to her nearly platinum blond hair. When her cupid’s bow lips twisted to the side, I knew I messed up.

      What else could I do, though? I didn’t know this woman. I didn’t have the faintest clue as to how I could soothe her. Besides, it wasn’t my job to soothe her. Vi was on my brother’s side. So long as she served that arrogant murderer, I couldn’t feel any kind of kinship to the firestarter.

      “I’ll take it out for you if you take me out tonight,” Vi said with a wry grin. She wiggled her brows suggestively. “There’s a bar outside of the city. It’s not on Lakesedge territory, but it is secluded. I go there all the time. It will be a blast.”

      I shoved the box at her. “Hell, no.”

      Vi didn’t gape at me. She didn’t yell. There were no tears in her eyes.

      She simply let the donut box fall to the floor before turning around to leave. She didn’t slam the door, but instead closed it quietly behind her.

      Guilt bubbled deep in my gut, but that was nothing new. I’d become intimately familiar with guilt over the past year. There was a lot that I could have done to prevent things from being the way they were now.

      Disappointing one woman wasn’t high on my list of worries right now.
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      I didn’t get why the Callahan brothers had to keep such stiff sticks up their asses. If I thought Ryder could be a bore, then his brother was as empty and unyielding as the depths of space itself.

      Morgan Callahan wouldn’t consume my mind tonight.

      That’s what I told myself as I slithered into a pair of faux leather leggings and a strappy crop-top that I’d discovered through social media. Two strips of fabric held the girls up, revealing just enough titty to be mistaken for a hooker.

      I wanted attention tonight, and I didn’t care how I got it. That was, probably, how I found myself on the bar’s side stage. The pole was sweaty from other ladies trying to show off their skills. What they didn’t know was that I had a pole at home and had been practicing for months.

      It’s great for core strength. Don’t judge me, okay?

      The dimly lit bar spun and turned upside down as I gripped the pole. I distanced myself from the scenery and focused on my movements. I found a kind of peace in the strain of my muscles, in holding them taut as I suspended myself over the stage.

      That was until a man’s upside-down face filled my vision. He grinned hungrily at me.  I could feel his eyes like grubby hands roving over my body. In one smooth motion, I turned myself upright and planted my feet on the stage before crouching in front of him.

      “This isn’t a strip club, buddy,” I said.

      The corner of his mouth lifted smugly. He still wouldn’t look me in the eye. I thought about planting my boot on his forehead as he reached for his wallet. But he didn’t pull out cash. Instead, I saw a thin white rectangle between his fingers.

      He flicked it up at me. I fumbled to catch it out of the air before giving him an annoyed look. This guy probably thought he was being slick, but I was ten kinds of done with his shit.

      “Look, dude. I don’t mind if you stare, but could you do it from a respectable distance? I don’t want to be breathing your cologne-from-a-can.”

      He lifted his chin, a universal sign for look at the damn business card.

      I turned it right-side-up and felt my stomach faceplant on the stage.

      Bez, Crossroads Demon. All Your Wishes, guaranteed.

      I could feel it now, the dark side of myself rising to the surface. My lips split wide. For a moment, I thought I’d grown a forked tongue behind my razor-sharp teeth. I crouched beside Bez, the self-proclaimed crossroads demon.

      The fire filled my body. Every muscle burned with brimstone flames. It must have reached my eyes because Bez recoiled.

      I leaned in, like a lover whispering in his ear. “Get off my turf, poacher. If you don’t, then I will rip your cursed soul from this body and send it back where it belongs. Do you understand me?”

      He jerked away from me as if I’d burned him. The air between us rippled with heat.

      Eyes wide, he asked, “What the hell are you?”

      I tilted my head in a friendlier gesture. “An impossibility, apparently.”

      Bez looked me up and down. The fear bled out of him as ideas flickered across his face. He would have been horrible at poker. When he leaned in again, I caught the scent of his brimstone breath.

      “We could work together, you know?” He gave me sultry bedroom eyes, and I wanted to barf. “I can do wonders with the ladies, but you could charm the gents for me. And, when things go south, you could give them a little roughing up. Doesn’t that sound like a partnership made in hell?”

      I sneered. “I’m not here to do whatever it is you’re trying to do.”

      Honestly, I knew nothing about demons other than the fact that they were mostly assholes. I think my father was the only exception, but I really could have been wrong about that too. Especially considering that he didn’t stick around to see me.

      Nothing I said ruffled Bez’s smug determination. He tucked his wallet back into the interior pocket of his jacket. “Do you really think you can run from your duties forever? No one can escape fate. Not even a cutie like yourself.”

      “I will put this steel-toed boot inside your mouth and break all of your teeth in the process,” I warned.

      Bez shrugged. “Break the vessel. I don’t care. I can grab another good for nothing shmuck with no future. They’re a dime a dozen these days.”

      My stomach dropped, and it did triple backflips all the way down. I’d forgotten that true demons weren’t like me. They inhabited the bodies of the living. That meant I was staring into the face of a man who’d forgotten himself. He was trapped somewhere deep down inside his own body while a demon wheeled it around.

      If I hit Bez, I would be hurting an actual human being.

      I hated it here. There had to be a way to pull Bez out of this body and kick his demon ass. Morgan was smart. The man clearly read too many books and placed himself upon a pedestal of supposed knowledge. If he didn’t know how to exorcise a demon, then I was sure he could figure it out.

      “You can’t hurt me from up there,” Bez said. The syrupy tone of his voice made me sick. That masochistic grin made me even sicker. “Come on down here and hurt me with those pretty hands of yours.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not taking part in your weird demon kink, dude.”

      Though we were in human territory, the word demon wasn’t out of the ordinary. Anyone eavesdropping probably thought I was kink-shaming some creep. I really tried to make an effort to not kink-shame. Paddles and whips were fun in the bedroom with the right person. Bez, however, was not the right person.

      Unnaturally fast, Bez caught my wrist. He yanked me down from the stage. He staggered back and fell into a chair, so that I ended up in his lap. He locked his arm around my waist. It was as sturdy as steel, which told me that the only way out of this was through Bez.

      For a moment, I considered headbutting him.

      Mom had put me through a host of classes as a child because of all the pent-up energy I had. She’d tried ballet, at first. When that failed horribly, she sent me to gymnastics and martial arts. Because of her, I knew exactly how to headbutt someone without hurting myself.

      It really was a good skill to have on hand.

      Bez’s hand slid up my waist. His clammy skin left a snail trail on mine. Vomit burned the back of my throat.

      “You’re unlike anything else I’ve ever seen,” Bez whispered. “I want to know more about how a demon like yourself ended up inside such a pretty little vessel.”

      I stiffened, ready to knock his lights out, then remembered that this was someone else’s body. I couldn’t rely on violence. Nothing I did would frighten this guy.

      Did I dare lean on my demonic side to intimidate him? I didn’t even know if it would work. There was a chance I would burn the whole bar down, and I wasn’t sure if I could take that risk.

      

      Morgan

      

      I didn’t want to be here.

      But I didn’t have anything else to do.

      The bar smelled of spilled drinks. The floor was sticky to prove it. I sighed each time my boots suctioned to the floor as I made my way through the crowd.

      To my right, a long bar covered with stickers and beat up license plates lined the wall. Humans gathered at it, either hunched over their drinks or rising on their tiptoes to get the bartender’s attention.

      I paid the bar little attention. Instead, I scanned the crowd of drinkers for a familiar face. When my gaze caught on a raised stage at the other end of the bar, I lifted a brow. Several poles rose from the floor to meet the ceiling. The gears in my mind turned, albeit so slowly that I didn’t put two and two together before I caught sight of Vi.

      She sat in another man’s lap. My dragon rose to the surface, charging forward with more fury than I’d ever felt before. It hit me from the inside and sent me lurching forward. My fingers curled into tense fists, and a growl slipped out of me only to be drowned out by the obnoxious music playing from the speakers.

      The man ran a hand up Vi’s waist. Though it seemed as though the man looked upon her lovingly, I could feel his hunger from here. It was in the way his fingers dug into her side and the tilt of his head, like he was ready to take a bite out of her.

      Vi turned green. She placed both hands on the man’s chest to keep him at a distance, but she didn’t try to break out of his grasp.

      My beast snarled and gnashed its teeth. It wasn’t that Vi didn’t want to get away. It was that she couldn’t.

      I moved without thinking and grabbed the man by the back of his shirt. I yanked him out of his chair, unfortunately spilling Vi onto the sticky floor. The man dangled above the ground. He scrabbled, grasping at my arm while he screamed in alarm.

      Pulling the man close, I growled in his face. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Vi pinched my ear and yanked me away from the man’s face. I still held him aloft, but Vi had the reins at this point. I gave her an incredulous look. Shouldn’t she be thanking me?

      “Don’t hurt him,” she hissed. “He’s a demon in someone else’s skin. You’ll hurt an innocent person.”

      The dragon inside me didn’t care. It could smell the violence on this man’s skin. He’d hurt someone recently, and the dragon wanted him to pay for it.

      Slowly, I set the man down on his own feet. Relief filled his face, almost instantly. I wasn’t done with him, though. I caught him by his jaw, my thumb digging into his cheek. Eyes wide with alarm, he stared up at me like a deer in the headlights.

      I dragged him close. He grabbed at my wrist, but his hands were ineffectual. There was nothing his human shell could do to escape my grasp.

      “Morgan,” Vi whispered.

      I leaned back and realized that half the bar was staring at us. My dragon fidgeted uncomfortably under the weight of their attention. It hated being seen, even if the people were staring at my human form.

      The demon laughed. His fear had bled away. Perhaps he’d realized that there wasn’t much I could do to him in front of a crowd. Maybe he’d even heard Vi’s plea earlier.

      Skin prickling nervously, I turned my gaze back to the demon in my grasp. I forced a smile to my lips, sure that it would be a twisted mockery of joy. When I pulled the man close once again, I spoke into his ear so that only he could hear.

      “I’m not the kind of man to rely on violence,” I said. “I have other tools at my disposal. If you touch her again, I will strap you down and exorcise your demonic ass from this body. No. I won’t finish it. I’ll force you through the pain of being ripped from your shell over and over until you’re begging me to send you back to hell.

      “How does that sound? I think it would be a wonderful first date. Don’t you?”

      His nails bit into my skin. The demon thrashed, suddenly frantic to break free. I dropped him and let him crumple to the floor. He untangled his limbs like a newborn fawn before lurching to the exit.

      Behind me, Vi made a sound of approval in the back of her throat. When I turned, my own relief was so palpable, I could almost taste it. Vi was in one piece. There was only a smear of dirt on her side where the demon had touched her.

      “Here, let me help you with that.”

      I twisted and snatched a pile of napkins from a nearby table despite the occupants’ outcry. Turning, I carefully wiped the black smudge from her skin. Vi lifted her arm stiffly for me, which made me realize just how close I’d gotten.

      In Vi’s personal space, I paused. There was no turning back now, though. I finished wiping the smudge from her bare waist then straightened. She stared up at me with a blend of confusion and softness that I didn’t expect. Her puppy-dog eyes were topped by vaulted brows, her lips parted ever so slightly like she wanted to ask something.

      The soft tilt of her head and curve of her lips made my mind stop.

      “Do you think you could teach me how to exorcise demons? I think it’d be a nifty skill to have in my back pocket.”

      I looked down at her skin-tight pants. “Do those even have pockets?”

      Her jaw dropped. Laughter bubbled out of her. Once again, the entire bar turned to stare, but this time they were looking at Vi. She put a hand on my arm as she laughed. The bar patrons quickly looked away. I caught some blushing, like they’d witnessed a private moment between lovers.

      It’s not like that, I wanted to say.

      No one would listen. So, I stepped back from Vi’s touch despite my dragon’s desire. I wasn’t about to bask in this woman’s presence. She was a maniac and an absolute nuisance.

      “Bez was being a super-creep,” Vi said, wrapping her arms around herself.

      Her top left little to the imagination. I could see her breasts, peeking out at the bottom of her top. Well, it wasn’t really the bottom. There was another strap that hugged her torso. I had no idea what I was looking at or why women’s clothing was shaped this way, only that I couldn’t look away.

      It was no surprise that she would be cold.

      I shrugged out of my jacket and slung it over her shoulders. Vi froze. Her eyes slid over to me.

      “What?” I snapped.

      A slow, devious grin spread across her lips. She shrank into my jacket and pulled it tighter around herself. I even caught her sniffing the jacket like she was a shifter scenting a possible mate.

      “Stop being weird,” I told her.

      She laughed again. That sound made my core tight. I ignored the sensation and turned to go get myself a drink from the bar. The lady behind the counter looked me up and down, gave me a wink, and told me the cider would be on the house.

      My lip curled. I wasn’t a vagabond. I could afford my own drink, so I left the money plus a tip on the counter to prove it.

      Vi had left the stage area and claimed a table in the corner. She kept her back to the wall. I watched her eyes flick over the bar. The way she stopped and studied every face made me wonder if she could see demons in them all. Were we only moments away from the entire bar turning against us?

      Probably not.

      When I returned, she gave me a tight smile. She lifted her chin in the direction of the bar. “That bartender is hoping that you’ll stay until closing.”

      I paused, drink halfway to my lips. “You can read minds?”

      She laughed. “No, but I can tell when someone is flirting. She definitely wants to take you for a ride, lizard.”

      Stunned, I glanced back. “That’s not what that was about. She saw that I wasn’t wearing a jacket and probably thought I was homeless.”

      “Sure, buddy. Believe whatever you want.”

      Though there was humor in Vi’s tone, she still sat stiffly. Her attention bounced around the crowd. If she’d been having fun before I arrived, then I couldn’t tell now. She seemed miserable.

      I nodded at the stage where the poles were. “What were you doing over there?”

      “Dancing. What else would I be doing?”

      “How does one dance on a pole?” The moment the words left my mouth, I cringed. I knew better. “I am well educated, but that still doesn’t stop me from being a fool sometimes…You were pole dancing? Is this where you work?”

      “I don’t do it for money. It’s a skill I picked up because I don’t know how to stop moving and it seemed like fun. I come out here because the stage is open to anyone who isn’t going to fall on their face.”

      Still, Vi wouldn’t relax. Her shoulders were pinned to the wall behind her. I didn’t know what to say to make her as languid as she’d been back at the motel this morning, but I desperately wanted to make her comfortable again.

      “Are you sure you want to stick around this place right now?” I set my drink down, ready to abandon it for this woman.

      What was I doing? Vi was a pain in my ass. I didn’t understand why I wanted to make her happy. My dragon wanted me to protect her. That was a directive that I couldn’t override, either.

      She hopped off her seat. “Actually, yes. I want to be anywhere but here right now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Vi

      

      Running into Bez left me off kilter. Now, every face I saw was another demon, possibly one that I’d let loose. I’d never run into another demon before, as strange as that sounded. None ever really crossed my territory.

      As the only half-demon in all of Syracuse and Lakesedge, I imagined myself as a power figurehead. While I didn’t have any of the following, I had power…at least that’s what I always thought. I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      What could I do with a power that I didn’t want to tap into?

      Morgan and I stepped outside. The smell of the nearby river tickled my nose. It was familiar and safe, like home. Morgan’s jacket smelled like home, too. I didn’t know how to tell him that I appreciated his gesture and how much it’d helped.

      I turned to thank him, but when I opened my mouth, a scream split the air.

      We both stared at each other. He didn’t move, so I did. I let his jacket fall from my shoulders as I ran. I didn’t stick around to see if it hit the ground. The sound had come from behind the bar, where the river sat.

      Annoyed with how dark the area was, I begrudgingly dipped into my power. I pulled it up, like a bucket in a well. Fire burst forth from that bucket. It rushed to fill my body, reaching all the way to my fingertips. Though I didn’t let the fire out, the landscape before me brightened because the power gave me a bit of dark vision.

      Already, I could feel the bubbling laughter and its insatiable hunger reaching to claw its way out of me. I had to be careful with how much I pulled or else I would be in trouble.

      “You’ve got this,” I said to myself.

      I couldn’t see the source of the scream. Slowly, I picked my way forward while trying to keep an eye out for movement. Still, I saw nothing. Someone back here had screamed. I could still hear that bloodcurdling sound ricocheting around my skull.

      I hadn’t imagined it. Right?

      A hand on my shoulder made me jump. Startled, I spun to find Morgan behind me. He stared ahead. His jaw was tight, mirroring the caution inside me.

      “Maybe they ran?” I suggested.

      But where would anyone run? There was the murky river and the dock bobbing on it. I doubted anyone went in that direction, so that left the way we’d come and the woods pressed up against the other side of the bar.

      A figure burst out of the water. A hand reached for the sky. I lurched into motion without thinking and ran toward the figure. Morgan shouted for me to stop. Several dark shapes took form. They floated in the air over the murky water. Their spindly hands grabbed at the form trying to escape the water. They shoved, pushing the form back down.

      The dark shapes cackled. Their bat-like wings flapped in the air, keeping them aloft. I made a finger-gun and aimed. Fire raced down my shoulder and sprang from my fingertip. The tiny firebolt pierced one of the creature’s wings. It shrieked unnaturally and released the form in the water.

      I knew what I had to do. I had to leap into the water to save whoever they were trying to drown. Water was my one weakness. I hated swimming. It made my fire feel a thousand miles away. Summoning any kind of flame while dripping wet was like trying to lift the world—you didn’t.

      Still, I leapt in. What else was I going to do? Someone was drowning. They needed my help.

      “Violet!” Morgan shouted behind me.

      He couldn’t shift. Hell, I shouldn’t have even used my fire. We weren’t in Lakesedge, where we could be open about what we were. This was human territory. But there were demons on the loose. Maybe they were lesser demons, but they still needed to be taken care of.

      The water splashed around my knees. I pushed, feeling it fight me. My fire sputtered. Without the power, my vision turned dark. I could barely see anything in front of me.

      Why aren’t there floodlights out here? I thought, rather annoyed.

      Hands outstretched, I followed the sound of splashing. I grasped at empty air until my hands connected with something solid. Another hand closed around mine. I stiffened, digging my heels in as I tugged.

      The spindly demon hands caught me, though. They grabbed ahold of my hair, of the straps of my top. They pulled me down all while laughing. I tried to swat them off, but my hands were nothing against the little demons while I was wet.

      No matter how I tried to summon my fire, it sputtered and died in my wet palm. I couldn’t even wipe my hands on my shirt because it was soaked now, too. All I could do was focus on the woman in the water.

      She whimpered and clung to me. I tried to ignore the demons fighting me. I pulled the woman into my arms and turned us in the direction of the riverbank. At least, I hoped that’s where the riverbank was. In the dark, I could barely tell.

      “Alright, you little bastards. You aren’t wearing meat suits. That means you’re free game.” Morgan’s voice rang out, closer than I expected.

      One of the demons yelped. The shoulder strap of my shirt tore as Morgan plucked the imp from the air. The imp’s dying wail was shrill. I cursed under my breath, the sound drowned out by the dying imp. I didn’t have any free hands to hold my torn shirt up. Instead, I held the woman closer and hoped that would be enough to keep my shirt in place for now.

      The next demon had ahold of my hair. Morgan’s strike against the demon jarred me. The imp clung to my hair as pain rippled from my neck down my spine and to my toes.

      “Let her go,” Morgan growled. “I’ll make it quick if you do as I say.”

      The demon seemed to hesitate. I could hear its teeth chattering. Was that a language? Or was it fear? I had no idea.

      “Fine,” Morgan said.

      He waded deeper into the water. The tug on my neck lessened, but a moment later I heard the shrill screech of something inhuman. Three heavy objects plunked into the water, one after another.

      Morgan…Did he rip the wings off the demon? I couldn’t tell in this darkness.

      He quickly dispatched the third demon and helped us out of the water. On dry land, the woman doubled over and coughed. Her back heaved. The nasty water weighed both of us down. I would have dropped onto the ground beside her if my shirt hadn’t flopped open.

      I scrambled to quickly cover my chest. Fire reached my cheeks despite the water clinging to my clothes and hair. But a heavy weight covered my shoulders. Morgan’s scent reached my nose.

      I looked up at him as I pulled the jacket tighter around myself. “I know I don’t have a whole lot to expose but thank you.”

      “Did you really just call yourself flat-chested? Seriously?”

      I laughed despite the night we were having, but the sound soon became strained. First Bez, now the imps. What had I unleashed? I wasn’t ready to find out.

      I just had to take care of it before it became an even bigger problem.

      Tend to your fate, demon-child. Open the portal and unleash hell upon the world. The end shall come eventually. Why not be the one to herald it? That way, you can take control of what it left.

      This domain could be yours, should you take it.

      “Shush,” I whispered to myself.

      Morgan gave me a strange sidelong look. While I tried to give him a reassuring smile, I knew it was stretched thin and completely unconvincing.

      Leash the dragon. Keep him at your heel. He would make a fine pet.

      You could do it. You could make him bow and beg to your heart’s content. Don’t you want that?

      “No! I don’t want anything like that!” I clutched the sides of my head and wished the voice would leave me alone.

      Morgan grumbled something beside me, but I couldn’t hear him over the laughter bubbling in the back of my mind. Even though I was soaking wet, the laugh wouldn’t subside. My muscles burned. The heat of my fire roared even stronger.

      I sucked down deep breaths in an attempt to push it back, but the laughter slipped out of me. My lips curled. A wicked rush fluttered through my core. The fire swallowed me, dragged me down to the coals, and fed me all sorts of delightful imagery.

      A pair of hands cupped my face. They lifted my attention and dragged me out of the visions. I found myself staring into those storm-cloud eyes. Morgan’s normally unimpressed expression broke into concern for a split-second.

      As soon as I blinked up at him, he yanked his hands away. As if he wanted something to do with them, he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Feeling better?” he asked.

      The fire still crackled inside me. I felt like a glass bottle about to break. If I stayed closed up, the fire would run out of fuel and die. All I had to do was hold myself together long enough.

      “No,” I whispered, unsure if I could keep my shit together.

      When Morgan’s arms fell away from his chest, I didn’t expect him to pull me into a hug. He pressed me close to his chest and planted his chin on top of my head. I sighed, happily, and sank into him.

      “Nuisance,” Morgan said almost too soft to hear.

      I laughed into his chest because I heard his frustration in his voice, but there was also a gentle note that he tried his best to hide. Clutching the front of his shirt, I breathed in his scent. The fire in my body slowly banked while Morgan held me together.

      Eventually, it faded altogether. By then, the paramedics had arrived. They checked on the woman we’d helped out of the water. People began to filter out of the bar so they could watch and try to figure out what’d happened.

      When the woman mentioned winged creatures, one of the paramedics whispered that she might be on drugs. I felt bad for her. Morgan and I both knew the truth. This poor human woman had been a victim of demons, but no one would believe her.

      Before anyone could ask us any questions, we merged with the growing crowd and slipped away. Out front of the bar, I staggered to my Jeep. Morgan lingered behind me. He helped me open my door and waited for me to get into the driver’s seat.

      Once I was buckled in, I put my hands on the steering wheel while Morgan closed the Jeep door. I glanced over at him. With the top off and the windows down, there was nothing separating us. Morgan folded his arms and leaned on the Jeep door.

      “Are you going to be okay?” he asked, one brow raised like he thought I was going to go on an arson-spree.

      “Why? Are you trying to go home with me?”

      Morgan’s expression flattened. The roll of his eyes was the only movement on his face. I laughed and felt more like myself.

      Somehow, his presence grounded me. With this no-nonsense man near, I found myself too busy trying to tease him for me to slip into my demonic side. It was both a blessing and a curse.

      Eventually, he would get sick of my teasing. He would want to move on and find someone kinder, gentler, sweeter.

      What the hell was I thinking? It wasn’t like I wanted Morgan to be my partner or anything. We weren’t even friends. The only reason I was spending so much time with him was to keep him from bothering Ness and Ryder.

      “If it keeps you from opening another portal, I would go home with you tonight.”

      I scowled. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      Before Morgan could say anything else, I turned the key in the ignition. I needed to get out of here. My bed called to me. Because of my little foray into my demonic side again, my clothing and hair had dried. I could strip naked and fall into bed without worrying about anything.

      Okay, I was probably a little grimy, but I didn’t care at this point. Exhaustion made my limbs heavy.

      “Take care of yourself tonight, Violet.” Morgan’s voice was gentle, far gentler than I expected to ever hear from him.

      His words caught me off guard. I let off the brakes and accidentally lurched backwards. In a panic, I slammed back on the brakes, my head snapping forward.

      “Uh, I’ll do my best,” I said. “No promises.”

      “How has Syracuse lasted this long with you around? I’m surprised it’s not a smudge on the map by now.”

      I groaned. “Eat my ass.”

      Nope. I wasn’t going to stick around to hear him out. I gunned it out of the parking lot. The cool night air weaved through my hair. It slapped me awake again, making my blood race just long enough to guide me home.
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      Vi

      

      Ryder fisted his hand in his hair as he paced back and forth. A low and steady growl emanated from him, which would have been intimidating had I not known the man better. I’d watched him absolutely lose his cool over Ness too many times to count.

      “It’s going to be fine!” I lied. “I can take care of this. It won’t be a problem at all.”

      Ryder stopped dead in his tracks and fixed his burning eyes directly on me. I opened my mouth to issue another reassurance, but before I could say anything, Ryder grabbed my upper arm and dragged me out the front door.

      “Bro, you don’t have to be so hands on,” I grumbled.

      Ryder narrowed his eyes at me. Outside, he stopped in the middle of his lawn and gestured at the ground.

      “You’re telling me you can fix this?”

      I followed his outstretched hand to the patch of sulfurous stone embedded in the grass. The stench of rotten eggs rose from it, making me cringe. I covered my mouth and nose with my hand, but that didn’t do much of anything. Instead, I pulled the collar of my shirt over both so that I could breathe.

      The patch of stone pulsated like a flickering fire, light washing through the cracks as it hissed and sizzled. I dropped down to a crouch beside the stone and reached out a hesitant hand. It was cool to the touch, but the way Ryder flinched and reached for me made me think that maybe it wasn’t so cold for everyone else.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised.” He put his hands on his hips and heaved a sigh. “This isn’t the reason I’m upset, though. You do understand that, right?”

      I lifted my gaze. Ryder seemed impossibly tall from this angle. He towered over me and looked very much like the Alpha that he’d recently become. Maybe it was the grim set of his expression. Maybe it was all in the angle.

      “A human woman saw demons last night. She saw my brother rip the wings off one. There’s a chance that she could expose all of Lakesedge.”

      I rose stiffly, my jaw becoming tight. “That’s not my fault. I didn’t send the demons after her.”

      Ryder’s nostrils flared. “No, but you did open that portal.”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose! Your brother hit me with a bolt of lightning! Am I supposed to just stand there and take it? That shit hurt more than you can imagine.”

      Ryder’s brows flattened. He was also a storm dragon. Lightning greeted him like a loving feline companion, biting and scratching whenever it saw fit. Even though he’d experienced lightning a number of times, he didn’t know what it felt like as someone who wasn’t a storm dragon. I highly doubted it packed the same punch.

      “Look,” he said.

      “Look at what? The gray hairs popping up in your beard?”

      “Vi, I will throw you. I want nothing more than to toss your ass into the next county right now. Please shut your mouth and listen to me for a minute.” He clenched and unclenched his fists at his side.

      Ryder would never actually throw me, but I knew I was pushing the limits of this man’s patience, so I looked back to the stretch of brimstone reaching across his lawn. While it was just a patch of rock, I knew what it had been. I recalled the portal and what I’d seen inside it.

      A shudder raced through me.

      I wished I could say this wasn’t my fault, but it was. No matter what I said or how I denied it, I was the one who’d opened the portal. If I wasn’t careful, I would become the demon I saw in the portal. The vision tugged at me. That voice in the back of my head whispered things that I didn’t want to hear.

      Conquer.

      Destroy.

      Make it yours.

      You have the power, Violet. Lean into your destiny. Let it take you. There’s only one ending to your story. Stop fighting it.

      I wouldn’t allow it. I would rewrite my fate if I had to. There was no way in hell that I was going to end up like that. Nothing in this world could make me betray all that I loved like that. Not even my own blood could turn me against my friends and family.

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked Ryder.

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair again. I could tell that he was at a loss. I couldn’t go and erase that woman’s memories. That wasn’t in my wheelhouse.

      I perked up. “There’s got to be someone we can call. Maybe Cerri can make a potion that we can give the woman. Or we could call that witch you have on retainer.”

      Ryder’s lip curled. “Bianca? I could try reaching out to her, but I’d rather not. Even though she’s trying to turn a new leaf, her methods have been questionable. Beryl is also an option that I’d rather not rely on.”

      The way his lip curled, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was out of options, though. I offered to call Cerri and talk to her, but Ryder said he would do it. He told me to scour the city for more of the imps.

      Other demons could possess bodies and blend in. The imps were our bigger problem right now.

      “Fine.” I pouted. “I’ll do it after work. I have a shift to catch, first.”

      

      Morgan

      

      I stood outside a fancy restaurant near the edge of the local lake. A sign embossed with gold paint swayed over the door. My stomach churned just looking at it. The very air here gave me a bad feeling.

      Ryder’s obnoxious muscle car roared down the street. It interrupted my thoughts with its incessant sound. I closed my eyes and waited for him to cut the engine just so I could hear myself think again.

      Ryder unfolded himself from the front seat and rose to his full height. He stood taller than I remembered, but when he stood beside me, I looked him in the eye. It seemed that we’d both grown a little in the time he’d been gone. It could have been the dragon genes, or maybe we were growing to fill the void in our lives.

      I wanted to ask him why he’d done it, but my fist clenched at my side. The world took on a red haze. The taste of metal blossomed on my tongue.

      Then Ryder gripped my shoulder. “Thanks for accompanying me today. My mate had to work.”

      I sneered but said nothing else as Ryder pushed past me and made for the restaurant’s entrance. He said nothing to the host at the front. I issued a quick apology before following in my brother’s footsteps.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      Ryder said nothing. He shouldered his way through an unmarked door. The darkness beyond swallowed us whole. My skin crawled uncertainly. I resisted the urge to run my hands along my bare skin to wipe away spiders. Soon, my vision adjusted to reveal a rough-hewn passage that spiraled down and down.

      I didn’t dare ask my brother where this led. I had a feeling that I would learn soon enough.

      The narrow stairwell opened into a halo of light. I blinked, stunned for a moment. The light rippled on the cavernous walls like water. It took me a long moment to realize that it was in fact water—not in the room, but at the far end of this court. A magical window peered into the bottom of the lake, allowing light to shine through and fill the court with an enchanting ambiance.

      “Ryder,” a husky female voice crooned. “I didn’t expect you to return so quickly.”

      My brother approached a chaise lounge nearest the magical window. Stepping around it revealed a woman in nothing more than a pomegranate-colored robe. It hung half open, showcasing the delicate lines of her breasts and the pale skin between them.

      My thoughts tumbled back to the night before. That damned shirt Vi had worn had gotten ripped. I recalled my panic when the flimsy fabric had flopped forward. While I could have gotten a very nice show, I’d thrown my jacket at her so fast that I was sure no one caught a glimpse of anything.

      “Another dragon?” the husky-voice woman asked as she leaned forward.

      My dragon dragged me out of my memories with a defensive growl. This woman seemed alluring, but she was a predator. I could smell it on her, see it in the way she moved.

      She looked me up and down before the corner of her mouth curled upward. The way she looked up at me through her lashes while her lips parted was more suggestive than it should have been.

      “I’m not interested,” I said dryly.

      Ryder laughed. I looked to him to see what was so funny.

      The woman leaned back in her seat. There was a hint of a pout to her pretty face. “Not another mated dragon. When will I find one willing to be seduced? The female was nice, but I’m not particularly interested in the female form right now.”

      “Mated?” I asked.

      They both ignored me, though.

      “Can you alter a human’s memories?” Ryder asked the woman.

      I took in my surroundings, trying to figure out where we were. This wasn’t a witch’s coven. Places like those usually had more bones. This place seemed otherworldly. It was as if I’d left New York behind and entered an enchanted realm.

      My lip curled. Ryder was dealing with the fae?

      The woman stood. She was nearly as tall as Ryder. I got the sense she could be taller if she wanted, but she was acting the part of the weak woman today. She smiled demurely at my brother and tried to reach for him.

      He barely flinched, but I caught it. I moved without thinking, snatching the woman’s wrist before she could touch Ryder. Though I wanted to rip his head from his shoulders myself, I wasn’t about to let this woman torment him.

      Ryder’s reaction to her reminded me of what she’d said only moments ago. She clearly wanted a plaything. That made me wonder what she’d done to my brother in an attempt to make one out of him.

      Her gaze slid to me. In her eyes, I caught the glimmer of a predator. She quickly buried it and softened her expression. Her brows rose and her eyes widened. She tugged her wrist back and made a show of being hurt even though I’d barely gripped her.

      When she realized her display wasn’t getting her anywhere, she rolled her eyes and dramatically threw herself back down onto the lounge. “You’re both such bores. I hope your mates are filled with more life than this. Unfortunately, we all know that Ryder’s mate has been very dead lately. No thanks to you, Ryder.”

      I stole a glance at my brother. I’d met his mate already. That woman was very much alive, despite what this fae said. Still, Ryder’s jaw clenched. Lightning flashed in his eyes, but it was muted in a strange way.

      I couldn’t put my finger on what I was seeing. It wasn’t much different than his normal expression, which made it difficult to unpack.

      Why did I want to understand his feelings? He’d been my closest friend at one point. We’d been inseparable, but then he’d done the unimaginable.

      Ryder had killed our father in cold blood. I couldn’t forgive him for that. I couldn’t spare even the slightest bit of pity for my brother.

      I hated this place, all of Lakesedge. It conjured too many feelings. I should have challenged Ryder to a battle and taken off. Sticking around felt like trekking through a swamp. It tugged at me, begging me to stay and sink into its grimy mess.

      Nothing would entice me to stay here. Once I finished my business here, I would fight until my dying breath to leave.

      “Leave Ness out of this,” Ryder growled.

      The fae woman smiled demurely as she leaned back. She raised her hand, and someone appeared over her shoulder to place a delicate stemmed glass between her fingers. “Your mate works for me. You’ll do well to remember that.”

      Ryder opened his mouth, seemed to realize something, then clamped it shut again. He exhaled through his flared nostrils like a pissed bull. I’d never seen him so angry in my life. Of course, we’d had fights as kids, but the rage simmering under Ryder’s skin was palpable. It filled the air with the crackle of electricity.

      I bumped his arm with mine. The touch did nothing. He continued to glare down at the woman. Had she been just any fae, I was sure that Ryder would have put her in her place by now. No one got away with threatening a dragon’s mate.

      That made me turn back to the woman on the lounge. She had to be someone of importance and power. I wasn’t sure why it hadn’t dawned on me sooner. We were standing in the middle of a fae court. This had to be its queen.

      They were meeting as equals. That explained why the queen kept trying to push his buttons. She wanted to have more power over him, so she dug for ways to bring him to his knees. It was cheap and manipulative, just like any fae.

      “If you don’t have what we want, we’re leaving,” I said.

      I grabbed Ryder’s upper arm and turned him toward the exit.

      Why was I helping him? I could have stayed and watched him squirm. It should have pleased me to see him suffering so much. Instead, I acted on instinct. The blood between us couldn’t be thinned—not even by murder, it seemed.

      “Fine,” the fae queen drawled.

      She raised her other hand and snapped. A young man with sandy blond hair and grassy green eyes appeared behind her. He held his hands behind his back and bore a placid yet empty smile on his face.

      Ryder flinched again. Apparently, they knew one another.

      “Eamon can help.” The fae queen craned her neck to look up at her fae constituent. “Visit this human woman. Woo her. Soften her memories until the horrors are gone.”

      Eamon looked to Ryder. “What am I erasing from this human’s mind?”

      Ryder rolled his shoulders back. “Demons. There was an attack at a bar outside of the city. I need to keep her from telling too many people.”

      The queen did a double-take. “Did you say demons?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. There was an incident. We are working to take care of it, so you need not worry.” Ryder bowed his head. He’d fallen into a professional stance, his tone so flat that I could have mistaken it for Kansas.

      “Demons are a threat to everything that the fae hold dear. If you let demons into Lakesedge, then you will answer for your crimes. They will burn down our forests, they will corrupt our groves, they will not rest until everything is char and cinder.” The queen’s eyes narrowed. “Your little half-demon did this. I’ll only allow Eamon to help you if you bring her to me, so she can answer for her crimes.”

      A snarl left my lips, unbidden. I found myself towering over the queen on her lounge. When had I moved? I wasn’t sure. All that I knew was that I hated what she’d just said.

      “You will lend us your help so that your territory stays safe from human involvement. Vi is none of your concern.”

      I expected the fae queen to grin considering that I’d just shown her a weak spot. Instead, she scowled up at me. She leaned in, her lips almost close enough to kiss. The thought turned my stomach. My dragon wanted to sharpen my teeth and sink them into the fae queen’s milky skin so that she might learn her lesson.

      “The new dragon speaks with fire on his tongue. I bet he wishes he could have another kind of fire in his mouth. I see you’ve found yourself someone to covet like a dragon-treasure. You should know that she will only betray you in time, though.

      “Born a half-demon, that one will accept her destiny and become a demon queen that none of us will be able to stop. Do you think that protecting her will save anyone? My court is under attack. I will not go easy on her if I find her letting more of her kin into my territory.” The queen’s lip curled.

      Inside, my dragon rioted. It thrashed with fury. It wanted nothing more than to attack. I could almost feel her throat in the palm of my hand. It would be so easy to crush.

      I couldn’t peel myself away from the queen, but I somehow kept myself from laying a hand on her.

      Ryder cleared his throat. “We will keep that from happening, Beryl. You have nothing to worry about. In the meantime, send your fae to the human victim. Help us help you.”

      Beryl muttered something under her breath. It was clear that she was shaken. The thought of demons in her territory scared her. It made me wonder if she’d sent fae after Vi in the past. If Beryl hated Vi this much, she would have wanted Vi dead long ago.

      Why did I care, though? Well, I cared because all life was valuable, something that my brother wouldn’t understand.

      We left the court. Outside, the air tasted fresh and crisp. The smell of earth and water slowly vanished while my beast settled down.

      “They’ll all miss you when I’m done,” I said to my brother.

      Ryder laughed, a ghost of a smile on his lips. He paid me no attention on his way back to his muscle car. When he opened the door, he stopped and cast a grin in my direction.

      “I did what you couldn’t. I did what needed to be done and killed our father.” A shadow passed over my brother’s eyes. “What makes you think you could take me?”

      Rage hit my system. I lurched forward, but Ryder tucked himself into his muscle car before I could grab him. He turned the key in the ignition and drove away while my chest heaved.

      The dragon thrashed inside me again. Its electricity arced through my body. I tried breathing through my nose, but the desire for violence wouldn’t go away. No matter how I flexed my hands, no matter how I tried to distract myself, the anger wouldn’t go away.

      We’d been a happy family before Ryder killed Dad. The way Ryder spoke about it was like Dad had been an animal that needed to be put down. I pinched the bridge of my nose as memories flooded my mind.

      Dad had gotten quiet in the passing years. He’d stopped smiling as widely. His eyes had been on us, watching closely. I’d thought that stress and age had gotten to him. In time, Ryder would take over as Clan Leader. Dad would have a break, and he would go back to his normal self.

      That’s all that Dad needed. Instead, Ryder had taken his life and left.

      He hadn’t bothered explaining a damn thing to anyone. Blood on his hands, Ryder had absconded with his guilt. For a year, I’d tried to find him. Ryder kept moving. He’d made sure that he was never in the same place for more than a few days before moving to the next stop.

      He’d done circles to make his movement unpredictable. I could have chased him down, but I waited. I waited until he stopped here in Lakesedge. What I found here wasn’t anything like what I’d expected.

      Naïve, I thought I’d find my brother waiting for his punishment. I’d foolishly hoped that his guilt had caught up to him and that we could talk this out. Instead, I found him happy with his new mate and his new pack. A whole pack of wolves decided to throw their lot behind a murderer.

      Perhaps I could tell them what he’d done. They deserved to know what kind of man their leader was.

      I had a new goal now.

      But first, I needed coffee. I wanted to escape the supernatural community of Lakesedge, so I ventured into the city to find a good coffeeshop.
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      The bell over the door chimed. I perked up, ready to greet the new customer with a wide—albeit ungenuine—smile. My expression faltered when I laid eyes on Morgan.

      He came to a sudden stop, too. He stared me down, his mouth agape before he muttered, “Are you kidding me?”

      Ness rose from behind the counter where she’d been stocking straws and cups. She laughed when Morgan’s face crumpled. He did an about-face and shoved his way past a customer trying to enter.

      The confused human did a double-take at Morgan. I could tell the human wanted to yell at Morgan, but the dragon shifter’s sheer size made the man think twice about confrontation.

      While Ness helped the customer, I slipped outside and found Morgan standing on the sidewalk with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Didn’t know what you were walking into, huh?” I asked, completely unable to hide my shit-eating grin.

      Morgan pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. I watched him, his beautiful profile twisted in agony over running into me again. He hadn’t gone far, though. So, I doubted he was really as mad as he acted.

      I mean, was it so bad to run into me? I didn’t think so. I was an absolute charm to be around. My energy could light up a room…in many ways.

      “Hey,” I said as I sidled up beside him. “I was thinking. You and I could go out to hunt demons tonight. We could get frozen yogurt after. I know this really cute little place that lets you try every flavor before you decide.”

      His tired gaze slid over to me before flicking to the café window. I could see just how badly he wanted a coffee, and how he would sacrifice the caffeine just to avoid Ness and me.

      Fine. I would procure a peace offering, if that’s what it would take. I darted back inside and threw together a coffee. This time, I didn’t leave it black. I smothered it with caramel and cream because this bastard needed some sweetness in his life.

      I figured if he wasn’t still on the sidewalk by the time I returned, then I would drink the coffee. However, Morgan was still there. I presented the drink to him, which he eyes dubiously.

      Rolling my eyes, I said, “Our resident potion crafter isn’t here, and I don’t touch her stuff without permission. So, you’re safe. I didn’t spike it with anything other than sugar.”

      Morgan opened his mouth but seemed to think better of whatever he wanted to say before accepting the coffee. When he lifted it to his lips, his demeanor instantly changed. The tightness holding his shoulders together bled away, allowing them to relax for the first time.

      “So,” I said as I bumped his shoulder. “What do you say? You and me? A little demon hunting later?”

      Hot coffee sloshed out of his cup when I bumped him. It dripped over his hand as he stared me down with the most tired expression I’d ever seen on a man—and I’d watched Ryder try to deal with Ness before.

      Damn, I didn’t think I was that exhausting.

      “The demons are your problem.” Morgan turned on his heel and began walking away.

      My jaw nearly hit the concrete. “I just gave you a free coffee, and that’s how you’re going to treat me?”

      Morgan lifted the coffee over his shoulder in salute. Annoyed, I chased him down. Thankfully, I had long legs that could keep up with his pace. Anyone else would have struggled to match steps with him.

      “You have such a prickly personality,” I said.

      Morgan paid me no attention. He sipped his coffee and kept his attention straight ahead. I swallowed my groan and tried another tactic.

      “If you help me hunt demons tonight, I’ll…” Unfortunately, I didn’t know what to offer Morgan.

      He didn’t want anything from me, that much was very clear. He could have spent the rest of his life without me. I found the idea rather sad. Now that I’d met him, I didn’t want to let go. I wanted to keep prodding until a smile reached the corner of those immovable lips.

      One-sided friendships were always doomed. I knew better than to push forward, but I wasn’t about to be defeated by fate or Morgan’s icy exterior.

      “Oh, I know!” I clapped my hands together. “If you help me tonight, then I’ll leave you alone from here on out.”

      He slid a suspicious look in my direction. “That’s a lie. Isn’t it?”

      I pouted. “How could you tell?”

      “I barely know you and I can already tell that getting you to stop doing something requires the strength and brutality of a shock collar.”

      A laugh escaped me as a devious response reached my lips. “Those hands of yours would make a mighty fine shock collar.”

      Morgan stopped dead in his tracks. I outpaced him for a few steps before I stopped and faced him. I couldn’t get rid of my big grin. That was a really good joke, and I was damn proud of it.

      “I’m not the man for you,” was all Morgan said before pushing past me.

      “It was a joke!” I called out.

      He paid me no attention. Which was fine. I could go out and hunt on my own tonight. This was my fault, and I would have to face it eventually, anyway.
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      This time, I made sure my outfit wasn’t as provocative. I wore a t-shirt dress with a corset belt and some fishnets. Just to stay on the safe side, I added a pair of combat boots to the ensemble. That was totally chill and not sexy at all.

      Right?

      Whatever, it didn’t matter.

      I went back to the bar outside of the city. This time, I made sure to call a friend, someone who would actually agree to go out with me. Since Ness was preoccupied with her new mate, and Cerri and Addie weren’t the best in combat situations, I called someone else.

      He lounged at a table in the back corner. He had one boot up on the table and his chair pushed back on two legs. If I didn’t know any better, I would have called him an elf. His long, platinum blond hair swept over the back of his chair and nearly reached the floor. Had I not known better, I would have called his marble-white skin elven, as well.

      Luca was anything but fae. He wasn’t a creature of the lost wilds, but a predator of the human streets. He and I were similar that way. I wasn’t anything like my shifter friends. There wasn’t some wild and natural reason for my being. Luca and I were corruptions just trying to do our best with what we were given.

      Okay, all that was to say that my friend was a vampire. A really hot one, at that.

      Upon seeing me, Luca lifted his I-bought-this-to-blend-in beer in salute. Of course, I immediately stole it from him and chugged half. It wasn’t like he was going to drink it. If he wanted to get drunk, he could entice a pretty human into the shadows and savor the alcohol level of their blood.

      “How have you been, my lovely arsonist?” Luca purred.

      His voice gave me chills and had my breath shuddering out of me. It was part of being a vampire. Though I was half-demon, I was also half-human, and that part of me answered to the predatorial magic that made Luca what he was.

      I flashed him a wide grin. “I’m wonderful.”

      He lazily rolled his eyes, barely even making it a full circle before leveling a glare at me. He didn’t buy my perky tone one bit, but what else was I going to say? Should I tell him that I saw a vision of myself in the portal to hell and that it was keeping me from sleeping? Or should I bring up the fact that I could only escape my guilt if I was in Morgan’s company, which made no damn sense at all.

      Instead, I pressed forward. “Have you seen any demons out and about tonight? I’m more concerned about the imps right now, but I’m afraid that if I spend all my time on them then demons like Bez will be handing out contracts left and right.”

      “No imps tonight,” Luca said with a nearly imperceptible shake of his head. “I’ve noticed three demons wearing human suits tonight.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Human suits sounds kind of derogatory. Don’t you think?”

      Luca’s attention snapped away from the crowd and met my gaze. He remained still for a moment too long. If anyone watched, they would have noticed something odd about the pretty man who might not have been breathing. Then he remembered to breathe for the sake of appearing human.

      I didn’t really know how long Luca had been dead for. He didn’t like to bring it up. We talked about the latest fashions and make-up trends—we even watched anime together—but not about his past. He kept all traces of who he might have been buried beneath a modern veneer. I tried not to question it, but I was naturally curious.

      I casually twisted a napkin between my fingers. “How often do you do that? Forget to breathe, I mean.”

      “The number of supernaturals in this bar tonight has made me forget myself,” Luca said as he reached for his beer. He brought it to his lips, but didn’t drink.

      Furrowing my brow, I glanced over my shoulder and tried to count the number of demons milling around the bar tonight. I wished I had some sort of supernatural radar. It would have been nice for dealing with demons. While my shifter friends could scent things out pretty quickly, I was stuck staring at people like a weirdo.

      “Are there really that many demons out and about tonight? You said you only clocked three.” I turned back to Luca.

      He stared directly at me. “You can count yourself among them to make four.”

      “That’s still not a lot.”

      Luca tilted his head. The way he looked me up and down nearly triggered my fight or flight. The demon part of my soul growled in hungry anticipation. It could sense a fight on the horizon. A fight between Luca and me would end horribly…bloodily.

      Probably with me as a smear on the floor, even though my demon side begged to differ.

      “You’ve changed,” Luca said finally.

      The demon side in me cackled gleefully. I could feel sharp claws piercing me from the inside, like there was something trapped in my flesh that was climbing its way out. The pain travelled up my throat and sat on the tip of my tongue. It was as hot as a cinder and made me want to open my mouth to spit it out, even though I knew nothing good would come of it.

      “Opening that portal brought you closer to your fate, it seems.”

      I nearly threw myself out of my chair to get away from Luca’s words. Instead, I scowled in disgust.

      “Don’t say that,” I rasped as the heat on my tongue fought me.

      Luca tilted his head curiously. I thought he might say more, but he froze, his attention flicking over my shoulder. It gave me just enough warning to lurch out of my seat and dodge the incoming blow.

      Only, it wasn’t a blow. Bez stood, wide eyed, with his arm hovering in the air where my shoulders had been like he’d been about to embrace me. He blinked twice. A fly escaped the confines of his styled hair.

      “Damn, girl. You’re quick. I just wanted to say hi and ask how you were doing. I’ve been hearing a lot around the grapevine about you.” Bez folded his arms along the back of my now-vacant chair and grinned up at me.

      Luca lowered his foot from the table and slowly put all four legs of his chair to the floor in a display that was definitely too graceful to be human. He stared Bez down intently. I grinned like a fool because I knew that this was Luca’s way of being over-protective. He revealed his inner predator to show Bez that he wasn’t fucking around.

      “Aw! You do care about me!” I leaned forward, planted my elbows on the table, and rested my chin in my hands as I smiled dreamily up at Luca.

      Without taking his eyes off Bez, Luca said, “As tiresome as you are, you’re under my protection. None shall lay a finger on you while I’m around.”

      Bez threw up both hands in a universal sign of surrender. He was obviously a lower ranking demon if he was willing to give up to a vampire that quickly. A bit of relief snag through me. Maybe I hadn’t let much out of that portal, after all.

      Perhaps, all I had to do was clean up a little bit of a mess and get on with my life. Yeah, that sounded nice.

      Nice and improbable.

      A hand fell on Bez’s shoulder. He startled and scrambled to spin around. Morgan looked down at the demon with contempt, which made Bez shrink away. However, Morgan’s attention quickly shifted to Luca.

      At first, I thought Morgan zeroed in on Luca because he was the obvious threat in the room. Then, Morgan’s gaze slid into the space between Luca and myself—which to be fair was only about a hair’s breadth.

      “I thought you weren’t going to go demon hunting with me,” I said with a fake pout.

      Bez perked up. “Demon hunting?”

      He began inching away from the table, but Morgan caught him by his collar and dragged him back in.

      Morgan leaned into Bez, nearly cheek to cheek as he whispered in Bez’s ear. “If you run into more of your kind, let me know. I’ll make your exorcism easy if you do that for me.”

      The sight of Morgan so intimately close to Bez gave me chills. Morgan didn’t have the power of voice that Luca had, but I reacted much the same. A desire to trade places with Bez fluttered through my mind before I swatted it away like an annoying fly.

      Morgan released Bez. The demon nodded and backpedaled away from our table as fast as he could. I watched him go and knew that I should have had Morgan help me exorcise him now, but I had a growing weak spot for the guy.

      Oh, maybe that wasn’t such a good thing. I shouldn’t side with any demon, or else I might lose the fight to the demon inside myself.

      Still, Bez was so adorably pathetic that I couldn’t help but like him.

      When I pulled my gaze away from the crowd of bar patrons, I found Morgan and Luca staring each other down. Luca slowly eased his chair back onto two legs but didn’t put his foot on the table. It was a display of balance meant to show Morgan exactly what he was.

      I slapped the back of Luca’s chair and sent it back down onto all four legs. “Stop being a showoff.”

      Luca cast a sidelong glance at me. “Who is the new friend?”

      “I’m not her friend,” Morgan grumbled.

      I straightened. “Then why are you here?”

      “I need more time…” Morgan seemed to catch himself looking between Luca and me, shook his head, then made a beeline towards the bar.

      Watching Morgan run away, I wondered what his problem was. If he didn’t want to be my friend, then why was he so bothered by Luca? There was a chance that Morgan could tell what Luca was. Maybe Morgan had a problem with vampires.

      “Be right back.” As soon as the words left my lips, I threw myself into the crowd after Morgan.

      At the bar, I caught up to him. He refused to look at me. I could almost see him tremble with the effort it took to keep his gaze focused ahead.

      “What’s the plan?” Morgan asked. “Are you just going to stare at me until a demon attack distracts you, or are you going to actually hunt them down?”

      Groaning, I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “I don’t have a big sniffer like you. It’s not that easy for me to find people.”

      The bartender interrupted us. Morgan ordered a whiskey neat. Before the bartender could even turn around to grab the bottle, Morgan asked to make it a double. Oh, there was definitely something going on. I wondered if he wanted to hunt demons as a distraction from his own thoughts.

      “Luca says there’s three demons here tonight. If we take Bez off the list, that leaves two others.” I turned and put my back to the bar so I could take in the other bar patrons. “If you can help sniff them out, I can hold them down while you exorcise them.”

      The bartender finished pouring the whiskey. Morgan threw it back in one gulp, much to my surprise. I stared up at him in awe.

      “Well, all right then. Is someone having a bad night?” I asked.

      “Are you going to have me do all the work, then?” Morgan slammed his glass back down on the counter and plucked a twenty from his wallet.

      We waited in silence for his change. I hated to say that I didn’t know what else I had to offer in this hunt. I should have spent some time learning exorcism methods on my own. Maybe Cerri could help me find a potion that could do it for me. That would have been nifty, for sure.

      Until then, I needed someone who could do that part for me. Maybe I couldn’t sniff out a demon, but Bez had been drawn to me. It was only a matter of time before my animal magnetism pulled another demon into my orbit.

      Think of the devil, and he shall appear.

      A woman propped herself up against the bar beside me. She flashed a sharp toothed grin. The side of her head looked as though it’d been recently shaved. I could even see the tan lines around the fresh buzz-cut.

      She sidled close to me, so close that the tip of her nose grazed my cheek. She inhaled deep and let out the huskiest sigh I’d ever heard. The way she looked at me, with half-lidded bedroom eyes, made my stomach churn nervously.

      “We’re awaiting your command,” she whispered.

      I flung myself away from her. My back hit Morgan. He reacted immediately, slinging an arm around my waist and spinning to trade places with me. I blinked, stunned at his agility and how seamless that stunt had been.

      Though he faced the demon woman, he kept his back pressed against me as if he needed the touch to center himself. Damn, I could have fallen for this emotionally unavailable curmudgeon if he weren’t such a prick.

      

      Morgan

      

      The demon woman looked me up and down with obvious confusion. I wasn’t a demon, so she probably didn’t think much of me. However, I’d smelled Vi’s fear spike. That scent had hit the air and sent me into action without even a single thought.

      I didn’t like how I behaved around Vi, but I wasn’t going to back out of this now. I’d shown the demon that I was on Vi’s side, so I had to stay there until the business was through.

      “What did you say?” I asked politely.

      The demon woman’s lips twisted to the side. She glanced from me to Vi, who was still hidden behind me. I got the sense that this demon woman’s ideas had just been shattered. It was like watching one’s idol fall from grace.

      I knew that look because I’d worn it for nearly a year after my brother betrayed me.

      The demon woman had expected different from Vi. Now, that begged to question if she expected the same from all demons or if she thought Vi was someone special.

      “Does the heiress need a bodyguard?” the demon woman hissed, her voice becoming almost inhuman.

      Heiress?

      I tucked that information away for later. There wasn’t time to dig further right now. I didn’t want to have a fight break out in the middle of the bar. It was bad enough that there’d been an incident behind this same bar the night before.

      What was it that attracted them here? Was there a crossroads nearby? Or was it the fact that Vi liked to frequent this place? Everything seemed to revolve around her in ways that I didn’t understand yet.

      This would require research later.

      “I don’t need a bodyguard,” Vi said, stepping out from behind me. “I need you to stop being weird. All of you keep acting like you expect something from me.”

      “Be careful,” I whispered. “We’re in public. People can hear you.”

      Vi groaned in frustration but never took her eyes off the demon woman. She stared the demon woman down in open challenge. Heat began radiating off Vi’s body. The air around her rippled.

      Last night, when Vi stumbled into the river, she’d struggled. She hadn’t used her fire to light the way or to even fight back. That sparked an idea.

      While the air around us continues to grow hotter and hotter, driving humans further away from us until we were out in the open, I quickly glanced around. A glass of clear liquid sat on the bar top. Without hesitation, I grabbed it.

      I really hoped this glass was full of water and not something else…

      It hit Vi square in the face. Both she and the demon woman gasped. The demon woman fell into a fit of laughter that drowned out the protests of the glass’s owner.

      Vi didn’t pout. She didn’t scream. She looked up at me with pathetic puppy dog eyes so wide that I could have fallen into them. Her short hair drooped, now plastered to her forehead. I bit back a laugh of my own, which I expected to send Vi into a rage.

      Instead, her gaze dropped to the floor. Looking dejected, she backed away before spinning on her heel. She vanished into the crowd, but above all their heads, I saw the bar door open and close. I knew I’d driven her away.

      Out of the corner of my eye, the pale blond head of her guy friend glided across the room before vanishing through the door. My beast threw me forward.

      Follow, it commanded.

      I dug in my heels and stayed where I was. Vi wasn’t my concern right now—even if she occupied a part of my mind that felt terrible for what I’d done. The demons were our primary concern.

      Before the demon woman could get far, I grabbed ahold of her collar and dragged her close. Unfortunately, I could feel the entire bar staring at me. Their gazes prickled my skin and got under my dragon’s scales. The beast within me shifted uncomfortably. It was already angry with me for not looking after Vi.

      I released the demon woman and let her vanish into the crowd before they turned on me for bothering two women. With a sigh, I resigned myself to heading outside.

      Vi didn’t need me. She had her vampire friend to care for her.

      The thoughts of him pinning her to a wall, his teeth deep in her throat, sent my heart racing. It pushed me out the door. I frantically searched the dark for any sign of them.

      “I swear to God, if he’s using her vulnerability to his advantage…” I trailed off.

      The taste of blood coated my tongue. I craved it. I needed to sink my hands into his flesh and tear his head from his shoulders just for laying a hand on her.

      As I rounded the corner, I glimpsed two figures huddled close. The vampire had one arm braced against the building. His head hung low. I lunged for him. Before I could make contact, he vanished. He reappeared barely a foot away, so close that I doubted he’d vanished at all. The vampire was unnaturally fast.

      My chances of catching the beast were slim, so I slid between him and Vi—or, who I thought was Vi. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a slim figure readjusting her fishnets and tugging at the hem of her obnoxiously short dress. Vi stopped just short of us and stared us down with clear confusion.

      “All right. I’ll bite. What did I just interrupt?” she asked.

      My guard dropped, I glanced over my shoulder. A man leaned against the outer wall of the bar. His head was back, exposing his throat. For a brief moment, I thought the man to be asleep. Then he swayed on his feet and shook himself.

      “Wha—what’s going on?” the man asked.

      I spun back towards the vampire. He’d charmed someone out of the bar with the intention of feeding on them. I must have caught them just in time.

      “Bro,” the guy behind me said. “Stop being a cockblocker. I’m not drunk. I can consent. You can go be a white-knight for someone else. Leave us alone.”

      Vi laughed. “You’re telling me your amazing eyesight couldn’t tell the difference between me and a man?”

      She looked down at herself, thought for a moment, then shrugged as if to say that was fair. Vi did have a very narrow build, but she was delicate that way. She wasn’t built like a man, and there was little reason to mistake her for one while she wore such a skimpy outfit.

      “Go back inside, Alan,” the vampire said with tired resignation.

      Alan made a small noise in the back of his throat, a whine almost. Suddenly, standing between them felt like an invasion of privacy. I sidled away so that the two could look one another in the eye again.

      What the hell was I doing here? I shouldn’t have involved myself. The idea of the vampire taking advantage of Vi had been enough to force me into action. There was no reason that I should care, though. Vi was an adult. She could defend herself. Even if this vampire was old and powerful…

      My beast growled at the idea of leaving Vi to her own devices. It wasn’t that she was weak. It was that the beast wanted to ensure her safety at all moments of any given day. The dragon’s sudden obsession shouldn’t have surprised me.

      It’d been a while since I’d last dated, even before Dad’s death. Bri and I had dated briefly after she broke things off with my brother. I’d given myself over to the idea of love, but feeling it had been difficult. Over and over, I’d tried to make things work. I’d done all the right things, but still hadn’t been able to conjure any kind of feelings.

      I’d assumed that I was broken. Since Bri had come to me, it made sense that she had the full capacity to love and experience that. I was the broken one.

      I had to be.

      Especially now that my loneliness had made my beast latch on to the first available woman I laid eyes on in this wretched city. Maybe my beast liked the way the corset around her waist supported her small breasts. Or my beast might have liked the subtle smell of smoked wood that emanated from her.

      I was lonely. That was it.

      Alan groaned and tried to beseech the vampire. I wondered if he even knew what he was dealing with. The way Alan spoke was as if to a lover and not a predator. I had the inclination to warn the human, but I couldn’t give away the presence of supernaturals. Instead, I pressed my lips together and waited for this conversation to pass.

      It seemed that no demons would strike tonight. Instead, I’d come out here only to get tangled in a possible three-way? I stole a glance at Vi.

      Her hair was slicked back now, but it was no longer wet. Her anger must have caught up with her and helped dry her off. I wasn’t sorry for what I did, so I didn’t apologize. She’d been about to lose her control in the middle of a bar. That would have ended in a disaster for everyone involved.

      Vi liked this bar, obviously. I doubt she wanted to burn it down, even by accident.

      “You’re insufferable,” she said to me, her voice low as the two men walked away. “Luca was about to feed.”

      “No shit. Were you just going to let him kill a human? Is that fine by you?” I stood my ground.

      Vi gaped at me. “You really think that I would be friends with a killer?”

      “He’s a vampire!”

      Vi hushed me. I snarled at her but knew that my voice might have peaked a little.

      “You don’t know anything about Luca,” Vi said, soft and steadfast as she stared me down.

      I shook my head incredulously. “He’s a vampire. He has to kill to survive. Their whole species kills. It’s what they were made to do. You’re kidding yourself if you think he’s ever going to stop.”

      “And demons are made to corrupt and kill, too, but here I am. I’ve never killed in my life. Yeah, I’ve broken some bones and left some scars, but only for those who tried to hurt my friends. I might be part demon, but that doesn’t mean I have to act like one. The same goes for Luca.”

      Vi was frustrating. She wasn’t getting the point. Whatever she was, demon or not, had nothing to do with the way that vampires existed. They had to feed. Animal blood wasn’t enough for them. It would never be the replacement that TV shows and movies pretended it was. Vampires had to feed on humans, and that was a fact.

      Vi didn’t have to feed on people to survive. Her power was innate. She could get up and chug a coffee and eat donuts to get by every day. It wasn’t the same.

      This woman needed to realize what she was messing around with before she got someone hurt. I couldn’t trust her. She was too naïve.

      Her fingertips slid into the palm of my hand. I nearly startled, surprised by her gentle touch. She looked up at me with a crooked and cocky smile.

      “You’re jealous,” she said. “Aren’t you? You’re jealous of Luca. You thought that was me against the wall, and you leapt in to put yourself between us. That’s adorable, Morgan.”

      I ripped my hand away from hers. That wasn’t the problem here, though my dragon growled at me for pulling away. The beast wanted me to get closer and allow her to run her hands along my skin once again.

      “You know what? I need to go home. Coming out tonight was a bad idea.”

      Vi shrugged. “Suit yourself. Enjoy your little empty room all by yourself. I have a demon to catch up with now that I’m cleaned up.”

      “You shouldn’t be hunting demons on your own.” I almost told her to take Luca with her, but I stopped myself.

      Vi didn’t stick around to argue, though. She did an about-face and strolled right back into the bar. I told myself I wouldn’t chase after her, that I would go home and mind my own damn business until I could bring myself to challenge my brother. Instead, I found myself moving before I could even stop.

      “You shouldn’t do it on your own,” I said once I caught up.

      She flashed me that cocky grin again. My beast stirred. The damn creature would have given its life for her. I needed to be careful, because she kept pulling me into situations where that might end up happening.

      Thankfully, the demon woman had vacated the premises. Bez, the demon that had been bothering Vi the night before, wasn’t around either. I had a sinking feeling that the two might have gone off together. That didn’t spell anything good for us.

      If the demons were working together, that meant they were up to no good. That no good could be a big problem.

      I told myself that I cared because I was a part of this world. I didn’t want the world to fall into an apocalypse. The rapture wasn’t going to happen in my lifetime if I could help it. This had nothing to do with Vi or how I felt partially responsible after hitting her with that lightning bolt.

      I was impressed that she could take a lightning bolt, though. She would have made a good mate for a storm dragon had she not been an annoying half-demon who could let other demons into our plane of existence.

      Not for me, but for another storm dragon.

      My beast snarled at the idea of another man laying a hand on Vi. I brushed the sound away and paid the creature no attention. There was no time for this right now.

      We had other things to do.
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      A night in. With the girls.

      I couldn’t remember the last time we’d all gotten together under a situation that wasn’t under duress. We’d been helping Ness and her pack escape their tyrant Alpha for so long that it honestly felt like we’d never know peace again.

      They’d finally defeated him, though it had come at a price. We’d all seen Ness come back, lifeless. Ryder had to go through her to kill Alvin. Our hearts had shattered that day. We’d mourned our friend and the life she’d given up to keep her pack safe.

      Oddly enough, she came back to life. Got right up and waltzed out of bed like it was any other afternoon. The shriek that left my mouth that day would go down in history as the shrillest sound known to mankind. It didn’t help that she’d been naked, too.

      Now, Ness sat across from me. She had her knees pulled up to her chest and a bowl of spicy popcorn tucked into the crook of her arm. She scowled at the movie on the screen and said that shifters didn’t work like that when a man declared a baby his future mate.

      The movie ended shortly after. We all decided that we would stick to rom-coms from now on. The supernatural movies never quite worked because we could see all the things that the directors and script writers had gotten wrong.

      Watching any kind of horror movie that involved ghosts would get Addie riled up. She would moan that ghosts couldn’t do any of the things that they showed in the movies. I wished I could say the same about demons, but I knew nothing about myself or what I’d come from.

      Honestly, I’d been avoiding that part. I knew that avoidance would always lead to trouble, but that didn’t make self-discovery any easier—especially when it involved one’s demonic parentage.

      “How do you think their conversation is going?” Ness asked before shoving a handful of red popcorn into her mouth. She wiped the spicy dust on her sweatpants then scowled and reached for a napkin to wipe the dust away.

      The others laughed at Ness’s mess, but my thoughts traveled. Ryder and Morgan were out, trying to talk about what happened. Knowing Morgan, he wasn’t listening to a damn thing Ryder had to say. He was as stubborn as a bull, which was rather funny considering that Ryder also mated a stubborn woman.

      “I doubt it’s going well,” I said.

      Ness’s lips formed a flat line. Addie and Cerri shared a look that I couldn’t read. Something passed between the two of them. The small smiles that formed on their faces confused the hell out of me.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked them.

      Cerri burst out into laughter. Addie tried to hide her smug grin as she sank deeper into the couch. I could see it, though. They both knew something that I didn’t.

      There wasn’t time to pester them, though. The front door swung open, and a flurry of sound flooded the room. Ryder stormed inside with Morgan hot on his heels. Morgan slammed the door behind himself.

      “You can’t just tell me to accept whatever truth you feel like flinging out there!” Morgan flung his hand in the air. “That won’t bring our father back!”

      I vaulted over the back of the couch and made it about halfway to Morgan before Ryder spoke.

      “Have you ever known me to be a liar?” Ryder roared. “I am your brother. We’ve known each other our whole lives. Nothing has changed. Not a damn thing. I wouldn’t lie to you, and I certainly wouldn’t lie about this.”

      “The brother I knew wouldn’t kill our father.” Defeated, Morgan’s hands fell down to his sides. “Though, it seems that you liked the feeling, because I know you’ve killed again since then.”

      Ness, who’d been at Ryder’s side suddenly threw herself into the middle. She pressed her finger to Morgan’s chest and glared up at him. When her lips parted, I panicked. I slapped my hand over her mouth so that she couldn’t call upon her new arcana.

      She grabbed my wrist and tried to pry my hand away, but I was stronger than her when I summoned a bit of my demonic strength.

      While fighting off her tyrant Alpha, Ness had discovered a lot of untapped powers, powers that we call arcana. One of those powers involved the use of her voice to issue undeniable commands to anyone.

      I wasn’t about to let her tell Morgan to have faith in his brother. While that seemed like the thing to do, it would circumvent all of the healing that still needed to be done. Underneath that command, a wound would fester.

      “You’re all a bunch of nutjobs.” Morgan yanked the door open and threw himself outside.

      I let Ness shove my hand away before I followed Morgan. Ness called out to me, but I didn’t stop. For whatever reason, I had to check on Morgan. I just had to.

      Outside, he paced. He threaded his hand through his dark hair and pulled it taut. Stress lined every inch of his face. The air around him smelled of ozone when I got near. Above, the sky turned gray. A storm would strike if he didn’t calm down.

      “You can’t stick around here, dude,” I said as I took his arm.

      I dragged him back to my Jeep. I opened the door and shoved him into the passenger seat before I ran around to the driver’s side. He barely had time to protest before I backed out of the driveway and hit the open road.

      With the wind in our hair and the road ahead of us, the tension slowly bled away.

      “Ryder keeps killing,” Morgan said slowly. “He killed our father, and he came here to kill someone else. Why can’t anyone see how that makes him a bad person? He needs to be stopped, but everyone keeps defending him.”

      I didn’t take us anywhere in particular. Instead, I kept roaming the borders of Lakesedge where the trees were thick, and the roads were empty. While Morgan vented in the passenger seat, I listened. I tried to give him the space he needed to express everything, but he was so wrong about so much.

      “The man that Ryder killed here deserved to die. Alvin Combs killed four of his own packmates, including Ness. Obviously, she’s a special case. The other three people will never come back. Before that, he hunted humans for sport.

      “Alvin was out of control and needed to be stopped. Your brother did all of Lakesedge a favor. And he did it with our permission. Don’t you dare demean him for carrying the weight of a deed we couldn’t do ourselves. He has to live with the burden of a death on his conscience for the rest of his life.”

      Morgan sat there, quiet for a long while. I could tell that he was still simmering. He didn’t like what I had to say, but he couldn’t punch any holes in my argument, either.

      “I hope you know that no one here is going to sit back and allow you to challenge him.” I flicked my blinker to turn right. “We’re all going to protect hi—”

      The Jeep slammed into something. A figure flew across the road and became a crumpled heap in the headlights. Morgan and I both looked at one another. From here, I couldn’t quite make out what I was looking at. I took that turn a little fast, and it was pretty dark out tonight…I still didn’t expect to find something right around that corner, let alone hit it as hard as I had.

      “Stay here,” Morgan said as he unbuckled his seatbelt.

      “Oh, hell no. I’m not letting you go out there alone!” I leapt out after him.

      Maybe I should have pulled onto the side of the road first. Instead, I hoisted myself over the Jeep door and slapped the four-way lights button. The flashing red lights flooded the dark road and gave it an even more eerie cast.

      I shuddered and wrapped my arms around my middle. It wouldn’t hurt to summon a bit of my fire just to warm myself. So long as I didn’t reach too deep, I wouldn’t encounter the other part of myself.

      The fire suffused my body, leaving me feeling as though I were standing in the sun and not on the side of the road in the middle of the night.

      Morgan approached the crumpled figure. He nudged it with his toe. When it didn’t move, he crouched near it. The look he gave me when he lifted his head made the heat of my fire bleed away. Once again, I was left cold.

      “Tell me I hit a baby deer,” I begged.

      That sounded awful, but it was better than hitting someone’s dog or a shifter in wolf form. The figure on the road was too big to be a run of the mill dog. It had dark fur, darker than any deer I’d seen before.

      Oh shit, did I really just run over one of Ness’s packmates? She would kill me. I couldn’t come back from the dead like her. I would be dead for real.

      Okay, Ness wouldn’t literally kill me, but she would definitely not be happy with me. That much, I knew for sure.

      I inched closer, even after Morgan threw out his hand. When I came nearer, he stood and stepped around the creature to put himself between it and me.

      “You don’t want to see,” Morgan said as he put both hands on my shoulders.

      “Is it that bad?” My voice nearly cracked in fear.

      “It’s not—” Morgan began.

      The sound of cracking bones cut him off. The figure on the ground began to rise. There was something painful about it. It didn’t push itself back up, but instead rose as if held taut on a string. It rose and rose to a height taller than I’d initially imagined. The furred thing was thin, but had broad shoulders and the crooked legs of a goat.

      It looked down at me with red eyes and massive horns that blocked out the sky behind it.

      I ran a whole demon over, and now the thing was not happy with me.

      “I thought they couldn’t enter the mortal plane without a host,” I shouted at Morgan.

      He spun me around and shoved me back towards the Jeep. I could see how the front end had bent inwards from the impact now. Though I wanted to mourn the hood of my Jeep, adrenaline hit my core and ran up my spine. The moment it reached the back of my skull, I shoved Morgan to the side.

      I dove after him as a massive, clawed hand swiped the air where we’d been.

      Oh, cool. I have demon sense.

      The pavement and the gravel on the side of the road gnawed at the skin of my forearms. Rage bubbled inside me. The mocking voice slammed into me with a great howl. The demon had no right to try to attack me.

      I got up and brushed myself off before calmly facing the demon. Though it stood four feet taller than myself, the fire coursing through my body didn’t give a fuck about height differences. There was so much more fire than there was demon assailant.

      “You don’t belong here, buddy!” I left fire unfurl in the palms of my hands.

      The demon tilted its head. A smile split its face in half. “The end will come. Be the herald that you were meant to be.”

      My lip curled. “No thank you. I’ve never lived up to anyone’s expectation of me, and I don’t plan to start now.”

      “Violet,” Morgan hissed.

      He lifted me from the ground. My fire flared hot, turning my skin red. Morgan grunted in pain, but didn’t put me down.

      “Then you shall become but a tool,” the demon growled, a sound like rocks tumbling over one another.

      Like hell would I be a tool for anyone.

      My fire grew and grew. It charred my bones and made my blood boil. I shoved it into my hands where it welled into a churning ball of flames that I hurled at the demon. It barely singed the creature’s fur.

      Before I could try again, Morgan tossed me into the back of my own Jeep. He jumped over the door and into the passenger seat where he put the Jeep in reverse and punched the gas. I jerked, the momentum yanking me off balance.

      The demon stared us down like we were insignificant ants. No, that wasn’t quite right. Perhaps Morgan and the Jeep were insignificant ants, but I was something else. The demon watched me. Those red eyes saw through everything I wanted to be and found the evil lurking within.

      The laughter hit me. I grabbed the side of the Jeep and pulled myself upright. Though the world outside blurred from the breakneck speed we were going, I considered throwing myself out of the vehicle.

      I could help.

      We could rule this world together.

      Or, better yet, I could leash the demon and make him kneel as my pet. I had the power. No one suspected how much power I suppressed. They didn’t know what I was truly capable of.

      I would show them all, and they would bow in fear.

      My vision turned hazy. The crackling static before me coalesced into a shape, a form. It reached for me. My cheek tingled with the bristling sensation of a muscle gone to sleep. The static turned dark. A humanoid figure floated before me. It had great, dark wings that stretched in both directions and blotted out the scenery beyond it.

      I shuddered when my power, the arcana my demonic father had given me, roiled and churned as if in answer to a power even greater than myself.

      What will you choose? it asked. Will you reach for the light, or will you plummet into that blazing darkness you’ve fostered?

      Morgan hit the brakes at an intersection. I snapped forward. My head hit the back of a seat. The impact rearranged my brain. I gasped, returning to myself. With shaking hands, I gripped the back of the Jeep’s seat and tried to keep my thoughts in check.

      The hazy figure was gone. It’s voice, crackled like static, still resonated inside my head. I had no idea what or who had just visited me, but they’d called me out. I could let this arcana have me, or I could hold on tight to the person I wanted to be.

      The laughter still gurgled in my gut like a swamp monster. I wished I could drown it, but my internal demons didn’t have to breathe.

      Morgan glanced back. “Vi. Violet? Are you okay?”

      “No thanks to your shitty get-away driving,” I said over the wind roaring in our ears. “Remind me to never call you if I want to rob a bank.”

      I didn’t expect Morgan to laugh. It was a rich sound that quieted the gurgling inside me. I sighed and pressed my cheek against the back of the seat.

      “I hate to tell you, but I don’t know where I’m going,” Morgan shouted over the wind.

      I lazily hauled myself into the passenger seat. My muscles burned from the arcana that I’d summoned earlier. It’d left my skin taut and sensitive. In the passenger seat, the buffeting wind made every inch of my body ache.

      After curling in on myself, I pointed the way home. I didn’t think about the fact that I should have directed Morgan back to his motel. My only concern was for my own bed.

      Think about who you will become. Two paths lie ahead. Dream and discover which will become yours.

      The voice echoed inside my skull. Before I could sit upright and search for the dark figure again, I sank into a deep sleep. I clawed and scraped to break free of it, but it dragged me deeper and deeper until the world outside vanished and there was nothing but darkness.

      

      Morgan

      

      My blood still sang from the fight. After pulling into the driveway, I looked over my shoulder like I might see that demon waiting at the end of the street. Much to my relief, there was nothing standing in the orange glow of the cheap streetlights.

      Thankfully, Vi had given me her address before she’d fallen asleep. I turned back to her and savored the silence that her sleeping form offered. It was strange to see her so still and unmoving. I’d become accustomed to her constant bouncing and prancing about, to her chatter that filled every stretch of silence.

      I noticed a carabiner clip on her beltloop. Carefully, without waking her, I slid it free of her beltloop and went to unlock the front door, so I could carry her inside. Vi weighed almost nothing. Asleep in my arms, she almost seemed fragile.

      She no longer seemed like the same spitfire who’d been so physically hot that she’d burned to touch. The burns had healed over, but I could remember the pain. It’d been like reaching into a furnace. A moment later and I might have lost her to the demon she kept locked inside herself.

      As I carried her through her cluttered home, I wondered if her demonic side was something separate like my beast. I could feel the dragon moving inside me. It paid no attention to my thoughts. The creature only had eyes for Vi.

      Was Vi’s demonic side different? Was it like an intrusive thought that became harder and harder to ignore the more she used her power? I couldn’t imagine the energy it must take to push that part of herself back. How did she still have so much energy to be annoying?

      Her house was packed to the brim. There were pillows and blankets on every available seat. Shelves lined the walls. There were no books, though. I doubted she had the patience to read. Instead, the shelves were covered in knickknacks.

      I paid them little attention on my way to the bedroom. It was easy to find because Vi’s scent became more and more concentrated as I pushed deeper into the house. Even her bedroom was cluttered. There were photos of her friends plastered on every available inch of the walls. A string of dainty lights had been stapled to the wall and gently illuminated the room.

      I peeled back the patchwork quilt made of sunset-colored fabric and gently laid Vi into bed. She barely stirred. The only indication that she was even alive still was the fact that she reached for her pillow before becoming still once more.

      The sight of her, so small and fragile among her blankets, brought up emotions that I had no time to investigate. I shoved them aside and covered Vi with her bright quilt, so I could retreat.

      This time, in the living room, I paused and scanned the collection of things filling her shelves. There were athletic trophies from her time in high school. They were covered in a thick layer of dust, as if she cared little for her own achievements. Beside them, however, was a set of anime figurines that were devoid of dust.

      I laughed at her priorities. This collection painted a vision of the woman that I was coming to know. She was nothing like the rage-fueled heathen that tried to face down against the nine-foot demon we’d hit earlier.

      That thing had not been nine feet tall when we’d hit it. It’d grown as it pulled itself back together. I worried that Vi’s presence gave it power. If the demons were feeding off her, that might explain why she’d passed out on the way here.

      I shook myself. It wasn’t my concern. While here, I would help stop the demons from starting anything world-ending, but I wouldn’t get caught up in Vi’s problems. My own plate was already full.

      Outside, the night was cool and quiet as if we hadn’t run into a demon straight out of hell. There was a kind of peace in this neighborhood—at least that was until a siren wailed in the far-off distance. It howled closer to the city itself, not near the woods where we’d run across the demon, so I doubted the demon was already causing chaos.

      Either way, it wouldn’t hurt to wander into the city and check myself. My beast excitedly leapt to the surface for the chance to shift. I held it back until I could find a tucked away place to change forms.

      My black scales easily blended in with the night. I had no problem launching myself into the air so that I could fly high. Up here, no one would notice me as I circled over the city below. Thankfully, the sirens were chasing down human problems. There were no demons stomping through the streets, no fires reaching for the night sky.

      Somehow, that left me even more unsettled. Where had the demon gone? What was it up to?

      There was no way to know until I hunted it down. Before then, I wanted to do more research. Who in Lakesedge would have the greatest wealth of information?

      Unfortunately, my first thought was of the Vi’s vampire friend. Luca was old and powerful. He’d been around for much longer than any of us, save for Queen Beryl of the local Unseelie Court. I didn’t dare visit the queen who made my brother flinch. Instead, I would have to deal with the vampire.
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        * * *

      

      Tracking down the vampire was an easy task. The door to the nightclub opened and red light slipped out like blood on the street. My stomach churned uncomfortably, but I shoved the sensation aside and dove into the throng of people.

      The music made my ears hurt. It pulsed deep within my body, all the way down to my shaking bones. I gritted my teeth and tried to ignore it, but there was no escape. Never before had I experienced anything quite like it. The sound picked me apart. It threatened to tear me to pieces and fling them to the far corners of the room.

      When someone tapped on my shoulder, I nearly came out of my skin.

      I hated this establishment almost as much as I hated my brother.

      A thin and pale visage looked up at me. A slim smile curled upon their lips. I couldn’t discern gender, but I doubted that mattered when they looked like that. Their long red hair spilled down their back. A splattering of pale freckles graced their proud nose. Broad shoulders led into a lean waist.

      They crooked their finger and beckoned me to follow. I rolled my eyes. At least it was an excuse to get away from this dancefloor. They led me into a private hall where the sound dulled, and I could breathe again. We climbed a set of stairs up to a dark room that looked out over the dancefloor.

      The red-haired vampire didn’t linger long. One moment, they were there, the next, they were gone. I rocked on my heels as I took in the room before me. It reminded me of Beryl’s court. While hers was underground with a window that looked into the bottom of the lake, this one hovered over the partiers below. This window let in the shifting red light that thrummed with the music.

      A set of couches circled the window, facing the light. Someone lifted a hand from the center couch. I shoved my hands into my pockets and strolled forward.

      Luca sat with his feet on the table before him, his ankles casually crossed. In his hands was a blood-bag from a donation center, like it was a juicebox. I blinked, taken aback by the sight. Luca looked like he belonged on the cover of a goth romance novel, but the blood-bag made him almost childlike.

      I sneered at the image set before me. Luca scowled and lowered the blood-bag.

      “To what do I owe the visit?” Luca asked.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. Asking favors of a vampire wasn’t as bad as asking a fae, but I still didn’t like it. I didn’t want to be in debt to anyone here. That meant I had to be smart about how I phrased this. If I made it seem like I was doing him a favor in the long run, then maybe I could sneak my way out of any deals.

      “Your hunting grounds are at risk. If you have access to any information that might help me learn more about the current threat, then I will assist you in defeating it.”

      Luca stared me down for a long while. Several heartbeats passed—for me, I doubted his heart bothered beating.

      “Do you really think that I use all of Lakesedge and the surrounding city to hunt? Tell me, Lord of the Skies, what do you think of my club?” He gestured to the red dancefloor below.

      I rocked on my heels. Uncertainty made me pause. There was more to Luca’s words, but I struggled to parse the full meaning from them. If he would be more forthright and tell me what he meant, then this would go a lot faster.

      “I don’t particularly care about your enterprises. You’re allowed to have your pastimes, same as everyone else.” I sucked in a breath through my nose.

      Why was I dealing with a vampire? I could go out and get what I needed elsewhere. I didn’t have to find it in Lakesedge. My dragon hunkered down and threatened to dig its claws into this territory, but I brushed the beast off. I would rather give it the moon than allow myself to get trapped here, of all places.

      Luca sighed, soft yet dramatic for a vampire. “I have a library in my home outside of the city. You are welcome to visit and read to your heart’s content. What you’re looking for should be there, but I make no promises as I have been saving some books for the future. Don’t want to rush through all my reading material and have nothing to read in case of a lockdown.”

      I raised a brow, curious as to why a vampire might need to shut himself inside, but I didn’t ask questions. It was not my concern.

      Luca gave me the address for his country home. After a quick search on the map app, I had a good idea of how to fly there before the sun rose.

      Before I left, Luca called out one last time.

      “Be good to my girl. If you hurt Vi at all, I will be forced to drain you. I’ve heard that dragon blood is as intoxicating as a rare wine. You would be a treat.”

      I paused and turned back toward the vampire. He stared me down with a look that echoed what he’d said. There was hunger in his eyes, yet I saw his restraint, too. He held himself back from snacking on me. Should I step out of line, he wouldn’t bother with that restraint any longer.

      A shiver raced down my spine. My dragon reared its head and growled in challenge. I had to pull the beast back. Now was not the time. There would be no need to fight the vampire because I wasn’t going to hurt anyone here.

      “I have no interest in her. Don’t worry yourself.”

      I slipped out and left the vibrating nightclub so I could take to the night sky. Lakesedge had a funny way of pulling people in, it seemed. Here I was, on my way to a vampire’s compound so I could read up on demons that someone had accidentally let into the world after I’d hit her with lightning.

      It sounded crazy, but it was the truth.
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      Vi

      

      My head throbbed like I’d been bashed in the skull with a beer bottle. Don’t ask how I knew what that felt like. It was a long story, and it did not paint a pretty picture of me.

      I made it through work in a haze. My movements were muscle memory and nothing more. When the clock finally struck six o’clock, I cast off my apron and ran a sticky hand through my short hair—which I immediately regretted.

      “What the hell happened to your Jeep?” Addie asked as she tied her own apron around her waist.

      She gave me a concerned look, her thin dark brows vaulted in the center.

      I waved her off. “It’s a long story, and probably better that you don’t know. You’ll be able to sleep at night that way.”

      Addie gave a dry laugh. “I already have trouble sleeping most nights. Nothing you say is going to make that any worse.”

      “Way to be a downer, Addie.” Though I teased, I watched my friend and wondered what kept her up.

      Addie didn’t talk about her arcana very often. When Harvey Combs tried to curse Ness, we’d used opposing arcanas to rip the curse in half. Cerri’s arcana had been very light. Addie, on the other hand, had revealed a darker arcana that’d sucked the life out of the room.

      Ness and Addie had worked together to find the bodies of Alvin’s victims. If Addie’s arcana led her towards death, then it was no wonder she couldn’t sleep.

      “Well…I’m still not going to tell you.” I shrugged.

      “Why? Because you’re embarrassed?” Addie gave a wry grin.

      I pretended to gape at her. “Me? Embarrassed? You have the wrong person. I’ve never known shame in my life.”

      Addie burst out laughing. Not because I was lying, but because that was probably the most honest thing I’ve ever said.

      Out of my friends, I was probably the only extrovert. Ness had defensive walls thicker than the earth’s crust. Cerri would rather bury her nose in a potion-crafting book. Addie kept her distance from almost everyone. That left me to do everything they couldn’t.

      Not that I minded. I knew how to smile politely at customer service and charm them into giving me refunds. I knew how to make new friends everywhere I went. These things weren’t difficult for me, and I loved helping my friends.

      See? I said to the demon side of myself. I’m a good person. I’ll always choose the good route. I’ve never yelled at customer service workers once in my life. I’ve never cut anyone off in traffic. This isn’t hard.

      Though I laughed at myself, the sound became manic. I could feel the demonic side rising. My skin warmed. I quickly poured myself a lemonade, snatched an energy drink from the cooler, and dumped it into the cup. I squeezed almost half the bottle of strawberry sauce into it and stirred with my straw.

      Addie watched me with disgust. “You’re almost as bad as Ness. Both of you are going to die young if you keep eating like this.”

      “Eating? I think you’re confused. This is a drink.”

      Addie laughed as I slipped out. The day was almost over. The sun dipped low, the last rays of light grazing the horizon. I paid it no mind, though. The night had its own kind of lights, electrical ones, neon ones.

      Behind the café, I stopped to cringe at my Jeep. The hood had buckled inwards. One light was busted. I doubted there was any internal damage, though. I’d gotten here just fine this morning.

      I drove out to Morgan’s motel room and banged on his door. There was no answer, though. And I didn’t hear any movement inside. Even when I pressed my ear to the door, I couldn’t hear anything, not even a snore. I imagined Morgan was a loud sleeper, so I would definitely hear him if he was asleep.

      Pouting, I trudged back to my Jeep. It sputtered back to life and made me question how far it would get me. Once I got back onto the road, though, everything seemed to be fine. I shrugged it off and continued out to the bar on the border of Lakesedge.

      If Morgan and all his book-smarts couldn’t help me right now, then I would go straight to the source. I sucked down the last of my energy drink concoction and hopped out of the Jeep in search of Bez. The skeevy little demon had to be around here somewhere.

      I planned on cornering him and interrogating him. Though I didn’t see him among the crowd when I first entered, I figured he would show up if I lingered long enough. I took a seat in the corner and kicked up my feet.

      I had three potion bottles rattling in my coat pocket. I reached in to touch them and make sure none of them were leaking. My fingers came out dry, thankfully. A part of me wondered what would happen if I drank one. The shudder that passed through me warned me not to try.

      Bez appeared, his arm slung around another man’s shoulder. The young man in question had a hunch in his shoulders, like life had been beating him down for a long while. The demon would take advantage of the young man’s pain if I didn’t intercede soon.

      The two of them slipped out the front door. That was my cue. I leapt into action, pushing my way through the crowd, so I could keep up. Outside, the orange glow of the cheap floodlights turned the lot into a two-toned landscape. The orange cast made the shadows darker, somehow.

      I wondered if this was what night looked like in hell. Was there even a nighttime?

      I didn’t really want to know.

      Hushed whispers tugged me away from the bar’s front door. I followed the sound until Bez and the human man appeared again. Bez had led the man down the street, towards an intersection where trees hugged the four corners.

      “Listen, my guy, all you have to do is say yes. It’s really that easy. You might be giving up your soul, but what were you going to do with that after you die anyway? Enjoy it? You’ve already sullied it with hentai.” Bez had the animal magnetism of a used car salesman.

      Hentai? Really?

      Before Bez could get far, I threw myself between them. I hooked an arm around their necks like I was an old friend surprised to see them again. The human was startled at first, but his expression soon turned to awe. He looked me up and down in a way that almost made me regret saving him from Bez’s contract.

      “Bez, darling,” I crooned at the demon to my left.

      His lip curled for a second. Then he stretched his lips into a facsimile of a smile. It was strained and unconvincing.

      I pulled my arm away from the human’s shoulders. so I could tuck a knuckle under Bez’s chin. “You didn’t tell me that you’d be here tonight, love. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      “If you don’t mind, Princess, I’m on the clock. Can this wait until later?”

      But the human was already gone. When Bez realized this, his jaw dropped. There was a flicker of fire in his eyes that my own fire responded to. It flared hot in my core and reached high into my throat. A grin unfurled across my face.

      I touched the bottles in my pocket and reminded myself why I was here. This wasn’t about causing trouble or chaos. I had a job to do. Bez would have the information that I needed.

      Tightening my arm around Bez’s neck, I leaned in with a smile. “There’s a lot going on around town. I think I have a right to know what’s happening on my territory.”

      Bez started to speak, but his voice cracked. He quickly closed his mouth, a look of annoyance flattening his expression while he gathered himself. I would have laughed if it weren’t for the butterflies dancing like cinders around the bonfire in my gut.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bez said. “I’m just here to do a job, pull a few souls. Once I reach my quota, I get to go back home. You won’t have to worry about me at all.”

      Somehow, I doubted that. Bez looked like he enjoyed being in the human realm a little too much. He wore a fancy pair of sneakers. There wasn’t even a smudge on them. Though I could smell the brimstone on him, he’d done his best to cover it up with a nicer cologne. Too bad he’d used too much of it.

      “Come on, Bez. You can’t lie to me. You have no poker-face!”

      He wrinkled his nose at me. It was nearly a pout, which I found hilarious until his expression changed. He straightened, trying to pull himself from the grasp that I held him in. I tightened my grip on him to keep him bent and in my grasp.

      He laughed. The damned demon laughed at me. He pushed my arm off his shoulders and cocked a half-grin.

      “You’re not going to hurt me,” Bez said. “You don’t want to hurt my meatsuit, do you? It would be a real shame if you killed this poor man and had to deal with the consequences of that.”

      I had three chances to get this right. I’d never interrogated anyone before, aside from my teddy bear when I was seven because Mom had been watching too many crime dramas. I never did get the teddy to talk.

      Plucking one of the bottles from my pocket, I gave it a shake where Bez could see. “These are supposed to exorcise demons. I say supposed to because I haven’t gotten a chance to try it out yet. Would you like to be the first? You said it yourself, you want to go back home.”

      Bez backpedaled. His feet tangled beneath him, and he fell on his ass. I closed the distance between us and planted my boot on his chest so I could shove him to the ground. With all of my weight on that foot, I leaned over him so I could look him in the eye while I spoke.

      “What did I let through?”

      Bez gripped the bottom of my boot and tried to shove. I pulled the fire from my core and let it suffuse my body. Heat radiated off my skin. If I wasn’t careful, I would melt my own shoes. I really needed to buy actual leather and not cheap vegan leather options. Still, the fire gave me more strength to hold Bez in place.

      “You need to talk to me before I send you back to a place with no designer sneakers. Is that really what you want, Bez? Brimstone and hellfire over swag? I highly doubt it, dude.” I gripped the bottle in my palm and used my thumb to flick the cork out of the mouth.

      Bez flinched. A laugh escaped me. It was wild and cruel, a sound that I did not like hearing from my own mouth in any other situation. This was a demon, though. He’d been about to trick a young man into a contract that would have doomed the poor guy’s soul to eternal damnation.

      “Why would I know anything about what slipped through your portal?” Bez asked, his words rushing together in a panic.

      “Well, you should know because you were there when it was opened. You just admitted to knowing about the portal. I’d bet good money that you know about it because you came through it. If you entered this realm through my portal, then you saw what else came through.”

      He shoved against my foot again. I lifted the potion bottle over his forehead and started tipping it. Nothing came out…yet.

      “Bez. All you have to do is tell me. Tell me what came through and what it wants. I saw a demon the other day. I need to know how to stop him.”

      “Fine. Fine!” Bez shouted. “I’ll tell you anything you want! Just let me go. I can’t go back there yet. Hell is the most boring place I’ve ever been. I can’t stand another minute there.”

      I leaned back, lessening the pressure on Bez’s chest. “See? That wasn’t so hard.”

      Bez shoved. I fumbled back. The potion arched through the air. I cried out, dismayed, before my ass hit the ground. Bez shot to his feet and scrambled to flee before the airborne potion could touch his skin.

      I lunged to catch the back of his pantleg. My nails scraped the denim, but I couldn’t get a grip on him to pull him back.

      Behind me, I heard the rush of wings. Not just one set, but many. I twisted just in time to see four imps descend upon me. I let out a yelp and jumped up. The potions in my pocket were for exorcism. What was I supposed to do against enemies that weren’t occupying a human vessel?

      Since I wasn’t at the bar, I opened my hands and let fire fill my palms. I tossed the first fireball at an imp, expecting it to do something, at the very least. However, the fire washed over the imp like it was nothing.

      My stomach flipped. Anger gnawed at the edge of my mind. It brought with it indignation and determination. There was no way that I would let this go. No imp would make me look like a weak fool. I would not stand for it.

      My fire brightened. It roared in the silence of the night like a beast with a mind of its own. The imps, undeterred by my fire, dove for me. One slammed into my legs. Another hit my shoulder. The third grabbed for my hair.

      Their coordinated effort drove me off balance. The imp in my hair yanked me off the ground. I hissed in pain and tried to find my footing. My toes could barely reach the ground, though. Instead of struggling, I tossed another fireball upwards.

      This time, it slammed into the imp with more force than the creature expected. It sent the imp reeling backwards, but that meant the creature ripped out a chunk of my hair. My scalp throbbed. I resisted the urge to reach up and touch the bald spot. There was still another fireball in my other hand.

      The pain was fuel to my fire. These lowly demons were nothing but gnats that I could swat away. They had no right to hurt me. I would take them, one by one, and rip them to pieces. I would make it slow, too, so that they knew true suffering before the end.

      I would not stand for this.

      Oh no. This wasn’t me. I didn’t have thoughts like that. Though I watched myself go off the rails, I didn’t know how to pull myself back on track. Fire and fury filled every square inch of my body. There was no greater slight than some smaller demon thinking they could get away with harassing me, of all people.

      Of all people? I didn’t know what I was thinking. That meant nothing to me, and at the same time, it meant everything. It was like the demon side of myself knew something that I didn’t.

      Now wasn’t the time to dwell on what I didn’t know, though. I had enemies to take care of. These lowly demons were nothing to me. There was so much more fire inside of me, waiting to be unleashed. I wanted to illuminate the night with it.

      The world around me was bright, almost daylight bright. I marveled at the sheer brilliance of the light that I radiated. It made me grin. A laugh trickled out of me as I spun and shoved a fireball into the face of one imp.

      Though the flame did nothing, the force of it drove the creature’s face inwards. The sight should have disgusted me, but pride swelled instead. I craved more. Destruction satisfied a craving that I’d been fighting against for too long.

      I wanted to hear the song of crunching bones and terrified screeching as I showed these imps exactly who was in power.

      

      Morgan

      

      The lightshow below should have been my first hint that something was wrong. On my way back from Luca’s estate, I passed over flickering lights. The roar of fire caught my attention and made my stomach churn.

      I tilted my wings and banked, turning around as I descended. Closer, I could hear Vi’s laughter. It chilled me. That wasn’t her usual joyful glee, but a different kind of sound.

      Imps circled around her. They dove in and out, grabbing at her hair, at her clothes. They tried to rip into her, but she swung and slammed her fire into their bodies. They recoiled, tumbling through the air.

      More imps appeared and joined the fray until Vi was practically swarmed with them. Her fire grew brighter. Her laughter took on a razor-sharp edge. I didn’t want to know what would happen if I didn’t interfere soon. While Vi was holding her own, she wasn’t herself anymore.

      I unleashed a bolt of lightning. It slammed into one imp and leapt to the next. The chain lightning took down several imps, leaving them charred and twitching on the pavement before their bodies melted into nothing.

      Without thinking, I snapped my jaws at the nearest imp. It crunched between my teeth and became gelatinous on my tongue. I quickly spit it out, but the bitter taste lingered.

      “Don’t treat me like I can’t handle this on my own,” Demon Vi growled at me.

      I looked down at her. The fire filled her eyes, turning them red. She sneered at me with her fists at her sides. Glowing lines flashed beneath her skin. I should have paid more attention to the shapes they made, but my beast used a wave of fear to drive me into action.

      My scales vanished as my wings folded back into my body. No longer in my dragon form, I approached Vi and took her face in my hands. My heart pounded frantically, though I didn’t need her to know that.

      “You can do anything,” I assured her as I tried to keep the strain of fear from my voice. “But you don’t have to do it alone.”

      Her brows crumpled. She blinked. I thought that she might come to, but she shoved me away. Spinning, she went back to stomp on an imp’s still twitching form. It melted into nothing under her boot.

      She lifted her head and peered around, but there were no more enemies. The imps had vanished, fleeing the fight. Without anything to attack, Vi slowly turned back towards me. Once again, I thought that the fury would bleed out of her, but the light flared hot in her eyes as she took me in.

      She looked me up and down before a wicked smile parted her lips. I swallowed my exasperated sigh and approached her. I did the only thing I could think of.

      Grasping either side of Vi’s face, I kissed her. I pressed hard, forcing her back. Stunned, she remained still in my arms. My beast growled happily. It was the most pleased the dragon had been in months…years, even. The beast urged me to deepen the kiss and taste the demon girl.

      I released her before my urges got the better of me. Vi reeled away. Still slightly off balance, she paused and blinked with wide eyes. At least those had returned to their natural pale state.

      She shook herself and looked around. In fact, she looked anywhere but directly at me. The way she spun, taking in the situation seemed more like she was buying time than anything else.

      Then, with her hands on her hips and her back to me, she said, “You’re butt naked, sir.”

      “Yeah, that’s what happens with shifters change forms. I thought you were familiar with how that worked.”

      She waved one hand in the air, but it slowed as if she couldn’t come up with a response. She quickly put the hand back on her hip and shook her head.

      I laughed. Her sudden nervous behavior was charming, but I wasn’t interested. My beast’s desire could be sated elsewhere. I didn’t need to indulge in the demon girl.

      “If you’re good now, then I’ll be on my way,” I said.

      Vi spun. “You’re leaving? Already? But you just got here.”

      I gestured to myself. “Am I supposed to walk back to the bar with you like this?”

      Even in the dark, I could see her blush. I noticed the slight smirk at the corner of her mouth, too. Once again, I wanted to crush her lips with mine. Instead, I summoned my beast.

      Only, the creature refused to budge. It dug in its heels like a stubborn dog. I growled and pulled, but it refused to help me change forms. In the end, I threw my hands in the air and gave up.

      What did it want from me? Like this, I could do nothing. If someone happened to drive by a naked man, they would call the authorities to report me for indecent exposure. That was the last thing I needed tonight.

      “Having trouble getting it up?” Vi asked.

      “No!” I didn’t mean to shout at her, but it came out before I could collect myself.

      Heat simmered in my chest. It warmed my face until I sucked in a deep breath and centered myself. I wasn’t going to allow either my beast or Vi to get under my skin tonight.

      The beast laughed at my turn of phrase, considering that it was already inside me. I rolled my eyes and debated going back to the bar where I could steal some clothes from unlocked cars.

      Vi pulled out her keys. “If you can’t get it up right now, the least you can do is let me help.”

      “Will you stop saying it like that?”

      She giggled. At least her laugh sounded more like her now. The demonic cackle that’d drawn my attention was gone. Because of that, I could forgive her ruthless teasing. I knew, at least, that I didn’t actually have problems getting it up. She could make it sound however she wanted, but that would never be a problem.

      I shook myself. Why did I care? It wasn’t like I was looking to mate any time soon. I had no use for an erection right now.

      Somehow, Vi managed to get into my head and twist my thoughts around her finger. I stole a glance in her direction. She’d swept past me only to pause and turn around.

      “Well? Are you coming?” She pressed her lips into a tight smile as she fought off a laugh. “Oh, that’s right. You can’t, because you can’t get it up.”

      “Violet!” I growled.

      She yelped excitedly and spun to run back to the bar’s parking lot, all the while giggling. Her energy filled the night with an unexpected light, as if the moon had come out to shine upon us.

      It was surprisingly addictive.
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      Morgan

      

      “I just have to stop by my Mom’s for a little bit,” Vi said, jingling her keys as she pranced down the stairs from the motel’s upper deck.

      My sleep the night before had been fitful. I could still taste the imp on my tongue, like a taint that I could not get rid of. At least I didn’t have nightmares. No dreams visited me in the night.

      So, in my hollowed-out state, I agreed to whatever Vi said. I didn’t stop to think about how long a little bit might be. We’d agreed to go back to Luca’s estate, so we could leaf through more of his books together. The pitstop on the way shouldn’t have taken forever.

      The Jeep chugged into the driveway of a double-wide trailer. I gave Vi a questioning look—not about the trailer, but about the Jeep. It needed to be looked at. The hit-and-run with the demon had messed up something.

      But Vi shrugged and said it would be fine. I could have asked Ryder to take a look at it for her, but I wasn’t going to ask my murderous brother for any favors right now. He might have been the family car guy, but that had been back when we were a family.

      Vi leapt up the porch steps, skipping the middle ones altogether. She didn’t bother knocking on the door, but yanked it open. A pack of dogs poured out and swarmed around her ankles.

      I waited for them to look my way and snarl, like many dogs did around shifters, but they paid me little attention. They wagged their tails and licked Vi’s hands as she tried to push her way inside.

      “Mom!” she called out.

      I followed her and found myself stepping inside a small jungle. There were houseplants on every available surface. The house teemed with life. Between the houseplants were aquariums with snakes and lizards happily living out their days under heat-lamps.

      For how many animals roamed the house, it was surprisingly clean. I got the sense that Vi’s mom lived alone. Perhaps that was why she chose to invite so much life into her abode. She didn’t have to beg or barter for attention when there was so much to go around.

      Vi leaned into me and whispered, “Mom rescues dogs. She’s the kind of white woman who would break into a burning crack-house to save a rabid dog. In fact, she’s gotten rabies shots before.”

      “Like mother, like daughter,” I mumbled.

      I expected Vi to protest, but she wore the proudest grin before turning in search of her mother. My heart flipped at the sight of Vi. I shoved the damn thing back down and told it to give me a break. Vi was pretty, and she had a kind of charm that threatened to set the world on fire. I didn’t need that in my life, though.

      We made our way into the kitchen where a woman stirred a pitcher of iced tea on the counter. The woman looked up, and a smile spread across her face that made her look like a slightly older version of Vi. For a moment, I wondered if Vi had a sister that she hadn’t mentioned.

      Then, Vi threw her arms wide. “Mom!”

      The woman embraced Vi and gave her a big kiss on the cheek.

      I looked away as my heart stretched thin. Yearning yawned inside my chest, pulling attention to the void that I’d been ignoring for the past year. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen my mother. She’d pulled away after Dad’s death. We barely heard a word from her.

      With Dad dead and gone, Ryder on the run for his crimes, and Mom hiding from the truth of the matter, I’d been alone with my thoughts and my anger. Being here, where love radiated from every direction, I remembered what I’d lost.

      I couldn’t stand it.

      But as I backed away, their eyes turned to me. I froze under their bright gazes.

      “Mom, this is Morgan. He’s Ryder’s younger brother.” Vi turned to me. “Morgan, this is my mom, Shelley.”

      Shelley looked me up and down with the narrow-eyed gaze of a hawk. My beast reared its head in response. I had to remember that this was the woman who’d slept with a demon and raised his feral child. She wasn’t someone to toy with, even if she was human.

      “Nice to meet you, Morgan. My daughter doesn’t bring men home very often. You must be quite the catch, then. Do me a favor and keep her out of trouble. She has a habit of finding herself in the worst place at the worst possible time.”

      I snorted, recalling how Vi and I had met. She’d literally thrown herself in the way of my attack. It wasn’t that Vi found herself in bad situations. I’d watched her literally fling herself into them.

      “Mom,” Vi said with an exasperated tone. “He’s not my boyfriend. He’s helping me with something. Actually, that’s kind of why I’m here.”

      Shelley nodded with understanding. She grabbed three glasses from the nearby cupboard and poured three iced teas. “Let’s take this outside then. Shall we?”

      We each took a glass and followed Shelley out the back door. The pack of dogs followed on our heels. They surged outside like a wave of fur and excitement. I watched them play without a care in the world while Vi and her mom took a seat near the firepit.

      Vi stared into the firepit full of gray ash. She blinked a few times, shook herself out of her thoughts, and smiled up at her mother. Shelley leaned over and tucked a strand of hair behind Vi’s ear.

      “You need a haircut, darling.”

      Vi laughed and ran a hand through her overgrown pixie. The sight of mother and daughter made me homesick. I missed my own mother telling me to cut my hair. I missed the arguments we used to have over it. There was no going back. I couldn’t go home and coax the same reaction out of my mother anymore. The person she’d been, the version that I missed, was gone.

      I hated it here. This was a special kind of torture, yet I couldn’t bring myself to leave. I stayed near Vi and sipped my iced tea like there was nowhere else I’d rather be.

      “Mom, I need to know more about my father. You’ve told me stories about him, but something is happening. I need to know who he was. If you can give me a name or something else recognizable about him, then we can figure out what’s happening.”

      Shelley stared her daughter down for several heartbeats. The way the woman’s lips twisted to the side made me think she was weighing her options. What was there to hold back after all this time? Maybe Shelley thought she was protecting Vi from the truth, but it would only hinder us in the long run.

      “This is for everyone’s safety,” I added.

      Shelley nodded. “Oh, I get that. No doubt, I completely understand. Here’s the kicker, though. I don’t have anything else to give you.” Shelley looked her daughter in the eye and spread her hands wide. “I’ve told you everything there is to know. Not once have I held anything back from you.”

      That was a lie. Her earlier hesitation filled me with doubt.

      But Vi, without question, hung her head in defeat.

      “He was from out of town,” Shelley began. “Your father told me that he was just passing through, that he couldn’t stay. I couldn’t get enough of his devilish grin that night, so I tricked him into staying just for a little while.

      “I think he had fun, too. We went all sorts of places. We went from clubs to shops to restaurants. And we made love. We had so much energy. I couldn’t keep my hands off him. Everywhere we stopped, we found a way to make love without getting caught.” Shelly had a dreamy smile on her face, like she’d drifted off into her memories.

      Vi, on the other hand, looked disgusted. “Ew. I didn’t need to know that.”

      I laughed. Shelley tossed me a wink.

      I wanted to sit down and stay a while so that I could hear everything about this woman’s brief affair with a demon. She had a natural talent for storytelling, but I also wanted to learn more about where Vi had come from. She shouldn’t exist, for one thing. For another…she intrigued me.

      But I wasn’t going to linger. There were things that we needed to do, and the longer I stayed here, the more my heart hurt.

      Ryder wasn’t far away. I could have turned around and headed back to him so that we could finish this once and for all. The demon hunt felt like a wild goose chase, a mission that I had no part of. This was only to keep me distracted while Ryder concocted a new plan to evade the consequences for his crimes.

      Shelley went on to describe the man and what he looked like. That didn’t quite give us any clues. Though he’d been attractive—at least in Shelley’s mind—her description of him could have been of anyone. The man would have blended into a crowd were it not for his demonic charisma.

      We had a wealth of information at our disposal, but we didn’t know the first place to look. Of course, we planned to search for information on the demon we’d run into the other night, but it would have been nice to know more about Vi’s father and why any of this was happening.

      I guessed, for now, we would have to keep our focus on the other demon.

      

      Vi

      

      I hugged my mom like I might never see her again. With the way things had been playing out lately, that was a fear that sat in the back of my mind. I didn’t think that I would die. Not exactly, at least.

      My fear was that I would lose myself to the demonic side. It was the last thing I wanted, but the fights kept pushing me too far into the deep end. I didn’t know how to climb back out on my own.

      Had Morgan not been there the night before, I would have lost control for sure. I’d been in so deep that I couldn’t see what was right in front of me. Morgan had looked like a piece of meat, a steak with claws that I could fight and then devour. I’d forgotten who he was, that he was important to me.

      I shuddered. The fear of hurting my friends always sat on the back of my mind, a weight inside my skull that I would never let go. I had to remember it at all times, because the moment I forgot would be the moment that I slipped up.

      “Are you alright?” Morgan asked when we got back into the Jeep.

      I hesitated, the truth on the tip of my tongue. I swallowed it back and told him that I was fine. He didn’t look convinced, but I knew he wasn’t going to press the matter, either. Morgan likely believed he could still escape Lakesedge without any emotional ties.

      The man was so determined that he kept cutting bonds left and right. That’s why it took me by surprise the night before when he’d kissed me.

      Feeling his lips on mine had been like meeting God. I’d been so taken aback by something I’d never thought would ever happen in a million years. Yet, it had. And now I wanted more.

      I couldn’t force him to kiss me again, but I planned on being so charming that he couldn’t help himself. That meant getting my head in the game. If my Dad could do it, then so could I.

      “Let’s go trash Luca’s house,” I said as I shoved the gearshift into reverse.

      The Jeep lurched. I slammed on the brakes. Heart pounding, I waited a moment before trying again. The engine glugged, but it did as I wanted.

      “Your car isn’t going to last much longer,” Morgan said. “You need to get it looked at.”

      How did I tell him that I couldn’t afford to take it to a mechanic? I wasn’t trying to be stubborn. It was just we weren’t able to work for a while. With Ness’s war keeping us all busy until recently, Audra Miura had shut down her café so that we could focus on helping Ness.

      The four of us—Addie, Ness, Cerri, and myself—worked for the same coffee shop, Bad Moon Café. Ness had a theory that we were like Audra’s pack. Since the mysterious supernatural couldn’t form her own pack here, she’d opened the shop and taken in the local misfits as her flock.

      It was a sweet idea, but Audra Miura wasn’t a shifter. We didn’t exactly know what she was, but I figured she would have done away with Alvin Combs a long time ago if she were a shifter. All we really knew was that Audra was powerful in her own right and had placed some kind of limitation on herself. She bore it like shackles that kept her from doing anything within the Lakesedge community.

      I didn’t care what she was, as long as she was good to us and kept me on the schedule. I needed the hours because rent was draining my bank account.

      We arrived at Luca’s estate, which made me incredibly jealous. His modern white home sat behind a concrete wall with an iron gate that opened after I shouted at an intercom. It didn’t even creak or groan. That gate must have cost a fortune.

      I wished I had a fraction of the money that Luca must have had, but he’d been alive for at least a century if not more. I didn’t have that kind of time for investments and windfalls. All I had was this one life—I think.

      Honestly, I had no idea what my life expectancy looked like. It wasn’t like I could call up another half-demon to find out. I’d never met anyone else like myself before. There was a chance that I would age super-fast. That tomorrow, I would start my sudden decline, and it would be all downhill from there.

      Or, I could outlive everyone I’ve ever loved, much the way Luca has.

      Both sounded like a horrible way to go out. I didn’t need to think about it when I already had so much else on my plate. There were better things to think about, like strawberry lemonades and chocolate-covered waffle bowls.

      “Can we go get ice-cream after this?” I asked Morgan as I passed through the gate. “I’m craving a waffle bowl right now.”

      He scowled. “I thought you wanted ice-cream. What does a waffle bowl have to do with that?”

      I gaped at him. “You’ve never had ice-cream in a waffle bowl? It’s the best part! If you agree to let me take you out after this, I’ll even feed you some of my ice-cream.”

      “If all you want is the waffle bowl, why don’t you buy it separately? You don’t need to get ice-cream if you don’t want it.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want the ice-cream. It’s that I want the waffle bowl more.” I flashed Morgan a bright smile.

      He shook his head and groaned.

      “Damn, I didn’t know that I was that bad of company. Do you want me to call Ness and have her drive you around? She would love to spend some time with you.” I put the Jeep in park.

      Morgan lurched out of his seat and was several paces away from me before I could catch up.

      “I would rather scoop my own eyes out with a rusty spoon than spend even a moment with my brother’s delusional mate. She dug her own grave. She can lie in it, too.”

      I laughed. “There’s no keeping that woman in a grave. Her old Alpha killed her twice over, and she’s still kicking.”

      Morgan stopped in his tracks. I paused ahead of him and turned back to find him blinking in stunned confusion.

      Morgan cocked his head, ever so slightly. “Vanessa…died? No. You mean she was gravely wounded and close to death. Right?”

      “No. I mean that bitch full on died and came back. Twice. Maybe three times? We think Cerri saved her from the poison, but no one is actually sure of that one. It seems that death really doesn’t want to hang out with her, either.”

      “That’s not possible. For that to happen, she would have to be more than just a shifter.” His upper lip curled as the gears in his mind started to turn.

      “Ding ding! Right on the money! Ness isn’t just a shifter. She’s a Black Hound. Or…what’s the other term for it?” I snapped my fingers while trying to think. “A Barghest!”

      Morgan didn’t look convinced, but it wasn’t my job to convince him of something that was factually true. He would have to come to terms with it on his own.

      Inside, I marveled at the sleek minimalist interior punctuated by replications of classic art. There was a Greek bust to my right and a classic painting to my left. The dichotomy was pretty. It was a much better contrast than the dichotomy I had going on inside me.

      Perky girl trying to live a human life versus the inner demon that wanted to burn the world down.

      “To the basement,” Morgan said, pushing me along.

      I wanted to linger and see what else Luca had tucked away in his home. He’d never let me visit before. More often than not, we hung out at his club or the bar outside of town. There were parts of Luca’s life that belonged to him and him alone.

      Which I’d always respected. My friends were allowed their privacy. Same as I was allowed to snoop around when I got the chance. Apparently, Morgan didn’t get that memo, because he grabbed my upper arm and directed me towards the basement.

      “Did Luca warn you that I needed to be babysat?”

      Morgan snorted. “I don’t need anyone to tell me that at this point. I almost don’t want to take you into the basement for fear that you’ll set the books on fire. Can you behave yourself long enough to leaf through a few tomes? Or should I leave you upstairs?”

      “The house seems like mostly concrete.” I shrugged nonchalantly. “I think I should be safe up here if it means I’ll get out of having to read.”

      “Oh, hell no. I’m not doing all the work for you.” Morgan kept ahold of me.

      I pouted but was all too happy to follow him downstairs because it meant watching his ass flex. I reminded myself to stand behind him when we left, too.

      It was a shame that Morgan had to keep a stick up there. He was smart and strong and hot as hell. I didn’t think I could live with such a downer for the rest of my life, though. Maybe, Morgan might be fun for a long weekend, one where I did my best to crack him open and reveal the softie that he was hiding from us all.

      That would be a challenge, but one that I was more than willing to rise up for after that kiss.

      Then, Morgan slammed a thick ass book in front of me and told me to start reading. I took in the four-inch-thick spine and gaped at Morgan.

      “You can’t be serious, my guy.”

      There was no way that I would be able to get through all of that. Hell, I didn’t even want to read a little of it. Morgan rolled his eyes and left me to my own devices, though. He didn’t offer any advice or tell me to get to work.

      Alone with the massive tome, I sighed and cracked it open. Literally. The binding creaked dramatically, like an elderly person rising from a chair after sitting for too long. Given how long this ancient book had been on the shelf, perhaps that was accurate.

      I didn’t bother reading anything. Instead, I scanned the pages for pictures. Surprisingly, there were a lot of them. This book depicted demons of all sorts. I studied the imps that we’d been running into. It described crossroads demons, like Bez. I couldn’t find anything on the big guy that we’d run into, though.

      This book seemed to cover a broad range of generic demons. There weren’t any named demons, though. I didn’t come across the boss-level demons. The big guy had to be a boss-level demon, right? He had to be.

      The towering monstrosity had been intimidating. I wouldn’t say terrifying. I wasn’t capable of being terrified because the demon blood in me rose to just about any challenge. However, this guy came close to setting off alarms in my head.

      He’d looked at us like we were nothing. My demon blood hated this. I wasn’t a no one. No demon would look upon me and fail to see who I was…

      I paused and tilted my head as the thought tumbled free. “Okay, what was that all about?”

      Morgan reappeared from the stacks with more books. He lifted a brow in question. I realized that I’d been talking to myself. Asking a question without context was kind of weird, huh?

      I shook my head and told him not to worry about it. Morgan narrowed his eyes for a split-second, then shrugged and went about his business. My stomach sank. I’d kind of hoped he would pry, so I could have someone to talk this out with. It also felt nice to have someone concerned for me, but Morgan didn’t seem to care.

      With a sigh, I turned back to the book before me. It was clear that these demons were beneath me. At least, that’s what my demon side thought. I needed to find a book with bigger demons. If I did, then maybe I would also come across my father.

      The book Morgan had given me offered no answers. Frustrated, I meandered away from it and ran my fingertips along the spines of the other books lining the shelves. There had to be an organization system, but I had no reference. Every spine looked nearly the same. The gilded tooling on this book looked like the golden embroidery on that book.

      A magnetic pull stopped me. My body had gotten a pace or so ahead of my hand. When I looked back, my fingers were on a pale leather book. Sparks flickered between my fingers. I quickly cursed and yanked my hand back, shaking it to get rid of the excess arcana.

      I backtracked and peered at the book in question. It stood out next to the rest of the black and dark brown books. I didn’t know how I’d missed it. Once again, arcana surged through me. It shot up my spine and made me shudder. I shoved it back down. My stomach churned as the power settled once again.

      I plucked the book from the shelf and lowered myself to the floor, so I could open it in my lap. The images depicted across the pages weren’t of demons but of angels. I couldn’t make sense of why my fingers had gotten stuck to it. We weren’t hunting angels. We needed to hunt down demons and send them back to hell.

      Unless this book had information on how to do that, I didn’t need it. When I moved to close the book, though, I froze. I didn’t know why or how. I just…froze.

      “You all right down there?” Morgan asked from the end of the aisle.

      I tilted my head. “Absolutely. Totally. Perfectly fine.”

      “No one who is fine says stuff like that.” Morgan came over to crouch beside me. He studied the book in my lap. “Did you find something?”

      “No, but…” I trailed off.

      I still couldn’t let go of this book. It held onto me, somehow. I would be stuck here all day if I couldn’t figure out what this book wanted from me. The tome seemed to have something to say, but I was too daft to understand.

      Morgan reached for it, but I jerked back instinctively. Once I realized what I’d done, I apologized awkwardly. Morgan peered at me. His gaze seemed to cut through me to the problem underneath. I almost sighed with relief and asked him if he could tell what was wrong because I really needed to know, too.

      Morgan didn’t have answers for me, though.

      “Angels, huh? Sounds interesting, but we’re here to research demons. I have another stack of books for you to look through. Get up and help me with this, so we can get on with our day.”

      I closed the book on my lap but didn’t move to put it away. Instead, I carried it back over to the table where the big tome still sat and placed it next to the larger volume. While I continued looking through the other books Morgan had brought over, I kept glancing at the pale book.

      That book didn’t have the answers I needed right now, though. I had to keep my mind on what was important. Maybe later, when all was said and done, I could come back and spend a little more time with the book, if Luca would let me come back.

      Though, I totally understood if he was hesitant to let me back in.

      I wouldn’t let me near books, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Morgan

      

      I flew over Lakesedge once again because I could not sleep. I’d tried, several times over, to lay myself down and let the nothingness take me. However, my mind could not stop churning. The day had been long and full of thoughts I didn’t need.

      Memories of my family kept creeping back in. The pain of loss hit me over and over. No matter how many times I swept the memories away, they’d find their way back into my thoughts.

      Instead of lingering, restless in bed, I’d decided to go for another flight. Syracuse wasn’t particularly beautiful, but there was something about the landscape below that brought a content sigh to my muzzle. I didn’t want to stay here, but my time here helped relax a knot that’d been living inside me for a while.

      Vi would bring it back. I just knew it. I couldn’t be around her without trouble finding us.

      Up here, I could find a bit of peace for a little while. Maybe that was because Vi couldn’t reach me up here. I was as far away from her and her demon problem as I could get for now. Once I challenged my brother and defeated him, then I could put more distance between myself and Vi. His pack would need a new leader, a position that would be mine by shifter law, but I had no plans to stick around and take up his role here.

      I could go home, once and for all.

      While Ryder scurried across the country in a desperate attempt to evade me, I’d stayed in Thunder Pass. Though I’d been home that whole time, I’d been on the outside looking in. Bri had picked up the mess of our dragon clan and put the pieces back together again. She’d been so damn good at it that I couldn’t find a reason to take the title of Clan leader back from her. It should have been Ryder’s title, but he’d cast it aside after killing our father.

      I could have inherited the title, but I’d never had any interest. I’d always expected Ryder to lead, so I never learned how to do it myself. I spent my time learning how to support him. When Bri stepped into power, she didn’t need me. Everything I’d learned to help my brother became useless with Bri.

      I wasn’t mad at her for being good at what she did. It wasn’t her fault that there was no space for me to fill there anymore. At least, once I finished my job here, I could go back, and the others would be proud of me.

      That’s what I hoped, at least.

      I needed something. The void inside me howled with hunger. It begged me to fill it, but I had the very real fear that my vengeance would not be enough. Hatred unfurled in my gut. My brother deserved what he had coming. However, that wasn’t going to complete me.

      It would only be a momentary marker. Once I defeated Ryder, I had the rest of my life ahead of me. Would I let it remain empty? I’d lost my father, and I would lose my brother again. How did I fill that hollow chasm?

      That wasn’t a concern that I needed to focus on right now. There was a mission at hand—two missions, actually. I had my hands full for the time being. Once my job was done, then I would consider my next move. Until then, I had to keep myself on track.

      I dipped low to drag my wings over the tops of the trees. The foliage was thin, the trees sparse here, but they scratched an itch I couldn’t reach. I growled low, satisfied, and let my talons drag through the branches, too.

      A shape shot up out of the trees. I banked to the right to evade it. The dark shadow split into five digits. A clawed hand grasped for me. I thought I’d gotten away until I was yanked back. Pain lanced up my spine as the hand tugged at my tail.

      I crashed through leaves and branches on my way to the ground. A booming voice laughed at my pain. The trees might have seemed sparse from up above, but down here they crowded me. I rolled onto my feet and wound my way between the thin trees.

      The figure had disappeared. Where could it have gone? I glanced around, trying to take in the dark woods. The figure blended in. Every shape could have been a tree, or it could have been a demon. Though I strained my eyes to see clearly, I couldn’t discern one shape from another.

      If my eyes refused to help, then I would rely on my nose. I closed my eyes and waited as I scented my surroundings. My ears picked up only the rustle of the wind in the trees and the soft movement of nocturnal creatures scurrying away. Eventually, it grew silent.

      One by one, I picked the scents apart. The gentle smell of earth was the most pervasive. It was filled with life and death, a myriad of aromas that I had no use for right now. What I needed to find was the smell of demon.

      That could be the only thing that pulled me out of the night sky.

      I prowled forward, slowly, as I searched for the smell of brimstone. Had the demon caught me because it recognized me? Or was it simply looking for its next meal?

      A shiver raced down my spine. I lurched forward and spun. The thunderous sound of something hitting the ground made my bones reverberate. It washed over my scales until they shuddered, too.

      I cracked my eyes open, but the demon was gone again. I wasted time looking around when I already knew I would find nothing. When I closed them again, the smell greeted my nose like a pissed off ex-lover. I almost sneezed. Somehow, I held it back and followed the scent trail.

      I brushed tree after tree as I tracked the brimstone scent. It was musky, reminding me of the demon’s thick fur. It had to be the same one we’d hit. It was playing games with me tonight, and I didn’t appreciate it.

      The demon wouldn’t care about supernatural and human boundaries. Though I wanted to run for an open area, I doubted that would help. Instead, I kept my focus trained on the rotten scent of brimstone.

      When it became unbearable, I opened my jaws and lunged. My teeth snapped at nothing but air. A rush of wind warned me of another strike. I darted to the left just as a massive hand slammed into the earth again.

      This time, I opened my eyes and saw the demon towering over me. I bit at its shin. Fur and skin tore beneath my jaws. Its bitter blood crept along my tongue. Without thinking, I reared back, releasing the demon. I spit the blood out and shook myself.

      The creature laughed. I’d lost my hold on it, and it slipped away once again.

      It didn’t run, though. Before I knew it, another hand appeared from behind a tree and came down over my head. I ducked it, but the creature changed the course of its blow and swept at me. I wasn’t fast enough to dodge this one.

      The blow struck the side of my head and sent me flying into the nearest tree. The impact cracked the trunk and sent an echo through the woods. I dropped to the ground and braced myself for the next attack. The demon became unrelenting.

      It swiped at me. I curled into a ball to protect myself, but its searing hot claws tore through my scales. A growl of pain escaped me. If I didn’t move, the demon would rip me to shreds.

      My thoughts turned to Vi. I couldn’t take this fight without her. That meant I had to escape. Though I hated running from a fight, I didn’t have much of a choice. I’d rather survive than stick around for the sake of my ego.

      My ego meant nothing if I was dead.

      The demon’s claws pierced my side. I howled in pain, biting off the last of the sound before it reached humanity outside the woods. The demon laughed at me. It stood over me, its head cocked to the side. A grin spread over its wicked mouth.

      When the demon crouched beside me, it dug in its claws. I swallowed my pain. Now wasn’t the time to wallow in it. I had to let the demon become distracted, let it sink into its bloodlust. Once its focus had narrowed in, I swung my tail.

      The spined tip of my tail connected with the side of the demon’s head. It reeled from the impact. I spared no time in running. The entire length of my side burned. I could feel every gash in my side, how they stretched and bled as I ran. If I allowed myself to give in to weakness, then I wouldn’t escape.

      The demon roared. It gave chase, its thunderous footsteps chasing after me.

      “I will feast upon your innards,” the demon wailed. “I will use your blood to open a new doorway to hell and bring my army into this plane. There is nowhere that you can go, for your blood belongs to me.”

      Breaking through the trees would hurt like hell, but I had to do it. I leapt into the air, past branches that dragged along my wounds. My vision went dark for a heartbeat. Fireworks flashed before my eyes. I pushed past both and opened my wings.

      At first, I didn’t think I would catch the wind current. I expected to fall from the air and land in the demon’s arms because I didn’t have enough power left to flap my wings. Then, the wind hit the underside of my wings and lifted me up.

      Claws grazed my underbelly. My heart leapt. The demon didn’t get ahold of me, though. I went higher and higher, out of the demon’s reach. Below, I could hear it yelling in frustration.

      “You cannot protect the key from her fate. She was made for one purpose. If she refuses, then I will force her into the lock myself. I will break her and take her place in this war.”

      Key? Lock?

      I’d gotten free, but I could already feel myself failing. Thoughts became fuzzy. Though I tried to hold onto what the demon had said, the inside of my head felt like tar. My beast took over. The world swam for me, but the beast directed us towards someplace safe. I just had to trust it.
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      Vi

      

      I woke from a deep sleep. Bolting upright, fire cascaded over my skin. I yelped and jumped to my feet before my bed could catch fire. When I was certain I hadn’t burned any holes in my favorite quilt, I straightened and peered around.

      What woke me?

      The house was silent. Nothing moved. I couldn’t hear anything. Still, an unsettling feeling took ahold of me. It was as if someone had turned the world on its side, and I had to walk sideways.

      I stumbled out of my bedroom and into the living room where I snapped my fingers. A small ball of fire appeared at the tip of my finger, illuminating the room. This little trick saved me tons on my electric bill.

      The room was empty. I hesitated between the couch and the hallway back to the bedroom. My bed called to me, but my arcana still surged in waves. The light at the tip of my finger pulsed with each wave. My heart thumped in response.

      Something had happened.

      I almost missed the sound. My racing heart nearly drowned out the soft thud at my door. Not one to run away from a threat, I jumped over the couch and yanked the door open. I expected to find someone picking my lock. Instead, Morgan nearly fell into my lap.

      He fell backwards, into my legs. The man had been sitting on my front step with his back to the door. I extinguished my fire and crouched to catch him and push him upright. Even though I’d found the source of the sound, my heart still raced uncertainly.

      “What the hell, dude?” My voice shook.

      He didn’t respond. I looked him up and down for any sign of a wound. That would have been easy because he was butt naked, but the blood smeared all over him made it difficult to find the source of the wound in this light.

      I hooked my arms under his and tried to pull him to his feet. When I wasn’t strong enough to lift the dragon man, I swallowed my pride and tugged on my arcana. My demon strength suffused my body and allowed me to lift him.

      With the power coursing through me, I thought I would succumb to the cruel side of myself. Nothing happened. There was no laughter. The sight of blood didn’t excite me. I remained myself, with panic rising to an almost unbearable level.

      Morgan managed to get his feet under himself. He twisted and put his weight on me, so he could push himself upright. I waited, trying to give him the support he needed when all I wanted was to drag him to an emergency room.

      That wouldn’t have helped anyone, though. By the time the doctors got to him, his wounds would have healed. Shifters needed to be able to change shape quickly. That meant their bodies were on a much faster clock than anyone else’s.

      “Morgan, this doesn’t look good. What happened? Talk to me, so we can fix this.”

      He rocked away from me, staggered for a moment, then caught himself. I reached for him but didn’t want to accidentally push him off balance. When he started to sit on my couch, I cried out. He dropped down on the edge of the seat and let his hands hang between his thighs.

      I tried my hardest to not look down between his legs. I diverted my gaze as my arcana roiled beneath my skin. Since Morgan was seated and safe, I went back to the open front door and peered out into the night.

      There was no movement on the street. Still, my skin crawled as if being watched. I tensed, waiting for something to strike, but the blow never came. When I closed the door, the feeling faded, but I still couldn’t bear to let out the breath I’d been holding.

      Only when I turned back to Morgan did I finally exhale. He shook himself and seemed to come awake. He rose to his feet, swaying only slightly.

      “Do you have something I could wear? I can’t walk home looking like this.” He gestured to his naked body covered in blood.

      Morgan and I were not the same build, but I did have a small stash of oversized clothing. I directed Morgan into the bathroom, so he could shower while I found a mismatched set of clothes for him to wear. What I came up with was a pair of pastel tie-dye sweatpants and a novelty t-shirt that said Titty Suckers, Inc on the front.

      My chuckle died when I went back to the bathroom and heard Morgan hiss in pain. I watched his silhouette shrink away from the hot water on the other side of the shower curtain. If he was still hurt, he needed to tell me, so we could do something about it.

      But Morgan said nothing. He groaned when he stepped under the water again. I folded my arms over my chest and watched his silhouette move. I figured since I’d already seen him naked and covered in his own blood, then lingering in the bathroom while he showered wasn’t the weirdest thing to do.

      I sat on the closed toilet lid. “I never got the chance to thank you for the other night.”

      Morgan stayed quiet. For a moment, I thought he’d fallen asleep in the shower. When I checked my phone, the time read 3:00 AM. It made sense that Morgan might have crashed. But he lifted his arms to run his hands through his hair.

      “I’m not going to,” I said. “You should have asked permission to kiss me first. What kind of man goes in for a kiss with a big patch missing out of his beard? You should have shaved it by now. What’s keeping you from fixing it? Are you afraid of what you look like without the beard?”

      He groaned again, but this time it was a sound of annoyance and not pain. I figured if I kept it up, he would be so distracted by me that he might forget all about what hurt. It was a cruel thing to do, but it was all I had at my disposal at three in the morning.

      “I bet you’re really ugly without it. Your mom probably thought you would be an ugly duckling that might grow up into a big, beautiful dragon. Instead, she got your ugly ass for a son.”

      “Better than a murderer for a son,” Morgan said quietly.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. “The two of you really need to talk things out. Do you know how to listen? Or are you stuck in that head of yours all the damn time?”

      He growled in response and ripped back the shower curtain. I blinked, stunned at the sight of him clean and dripping wet. Though I’d called him ugly a moment ago, Morgan was anything but ugly. In fact, he was an Adonis with dark hair and a beard.

      I swallowed the lump—that was probably my heart—in my throat and looked away.

      Don’t catch feelings for the grumpy dragon man. Don’t do it. You’ll regret it.

      Maybe it was too late for that, but I didn’t have to act on those feelings. We could be friends for now. Morgan and Ryder wouldn’t be able to exist in the same city so long as Morgan refused to understand his older brother. Eventually, Morgan would leave Lakesedge, and I didn’t want to go with him. My home was here, as it always would be.

      “Here’s some clothes. I’ll leave you to it.” Yet, at the door, I paused and looked back.

      The way Morgan kept his arm around his middle bothered me. There were no wounds on the surface, but I could tell he was favoring that side still. Did he have a broken rib that needed to be reset? If it’d healed too quickly, it could be crooked or nearly puncturing a lung.

      Morgan wasn’t going to ask for help, though. I was amazed he’d come here at all.

      Actually, my brow furrowed. “Why did you come to me?”

      Morgan shook out the t-shirt I’d brought and glared at it. When he lifted his gaze, I watched his lips part ever so slightly like he didn’t have an answer.

      I didn’t know how to feel about that, so I left Morgan to get dressed on his own. A part of me had wanted to hear that he felt safe with me. We hadn’t known each other long enough to really have that kind of comfort with one another. The more likely answer that that this was the only place that he could think of.

      Oh hell, I’d been so distracted by Morgan’s state that I’d forgotten to ask what’d happened. If Morgan was this beat up, did that mean he’d finally challenged Ryder? I would have gotten a call from Ness if that had happened.

      Right?

      I ran my hand through my hair and realized that my pixie cut was sticking up at odd angles. It probably made me look like a fool, but I was convinced Morgan already thought of me as a fool anyway.

      When he stepped out of the bathroom in his pastel sweatpants and Titty Suckers, Inc shirt, I stifled my giggle. He stomped towards me. I thought he would yell at me for laughing, but he quickly tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear and kept moving.

      I stood there, stunned. My heart thundered in response to the soft touch. In the blink of an eye, Morgan had scrambled my brains. That wasn’t fair in the least.

      “What the hell happened to you, anyway? Did you pick a fight with a porcupine shifter?”

      Morgan stopped only to narrow his eyes at me. “Am I filled with spines? No. Do porcupine shifters even exist?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, but I think it would be way cooler than being a dragon.”

      “I think being a dragon is about as close as anyone will get to being a porcupine shifter. We’re pretty spiky.”

      This time, I couldn’t hold back my laughter. It spilled out of me and filled the room. Morgan’s annoyed expression softened, but I noticed how his hand went to his side again when he laughed.

      He ducked his head in the direction of the door. “I’m going to head out. Thank you for letting me show up on your doorstep unannounced.”

      “I can drive you home! You don’t have to walk. Let me get my keys.” I jumped and snatched my keys off the counter.

      Morgan seemed to hesitate, like he wanted to argue but thought better of it. He was quiet the whole way back to the motel. His eyes darted along the woods that sped past us. I thought I caught the familiar smell of brimstone on the air, but it rushed past us so quickly that I couldn’t be sure.

      When I dropped him off, he took one last glance back at the dark road and asked me to be careful. I would have said something snarky had we not hit a demon the other night.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said instead.
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        * * *

      

      While I shuffled around the house and guzzled an energy drink the next morning, I got a call from Ness. Her voice wavered uncertainly.

      “Have you heard from Morgan at all today?”

      Technically, yes. But I didn’t say that. I glanced at the clock and startled at the time. It wasn’t morning anymore, to say the least.

      “Shit. No, I haven’t heard from him.” I paused, phone in one hand and drink in the other, and stared at my front door.

      I nearly asked Ness why she thought Morgan would call me, but the man had shown up on my doorstep in his time of need. Ness didn’t know that, but perhaps she could see that Morgan could depend on me.

      “We’ve been trying to call him all day. Bianca called us and told us that there was trouble brewing with him. She read it in her tea leaves, apparently. Sometimes, I think she’s still trying to screw with us, but this has me worried, now.” Ness bit down on her nail, making a horrid sound over the phone.

      Bianca was a local witch who’d worked for Alvin Combs, the Lakesedge Pack’s horrible Alpha before Ryder took his place. Bianca promised Ness and Ryder that she wanted to turn over a new leaf, but I understood my friend’s hesitance to work with someone who’d hurt them before.

      “I’ll go check on him. I know the way out to the motel like the back of my hand by now.”

      “Oh?” Ness asked, her voice changing.

      My cheeks warmed, but at least Ness couldn’t see my blush. “It’s not like that. We’re trying to take care of the demon problem.”

      As soon as I hung up, I threw on a pair of leggings and raked my hair back. The Jeep didn’t want to start, at first, but she eventually chugged to life. The way she rattled under me made me nervous. I warned my car that I didn’t have the money to take care of any repairs right now. She just had to keep going until my next paycheck.

      “Can you do that for me, girl?” I asked as I pulled onto the road.

      The Jeep didn’t respond. I think I would have checked myself into a mental hospital if it had. A lot of things were possible. There were so many different kinds of arcana and magical relics all across the world. I didn’t think a talking Jeep was one of them.

      Fire roiled under my skin. My anxiety had brought it to the surface. It took everything in me to keep it from spilling over while I drove. I had to convince my body that I wasn’t in danger. This wasn’t fight or flight.

      The trip to the motel was super short…because I sped the whole way there. No one caught me, at least. When I slammed it into park and spilled out, I checked the window of Morgan’s room for signs of movement.

      I leapt up the stairs to the second level and banged on the door because I couldn’t be bothered to knock. My arcana roared beneath my skin. I could see the heat spilling off me. If I wasn’t careful, I might set the door on fire. At this point, my fear made control too slippery to grasp.

      “Come on, Morgan. Open the damn door!”

      The door to my right cracked open, and a woman with smeared makeup peered out at me. Her eyes were wide with fear. I tried to give her a reassuring smile, but as I sucked in a breath between clenched teeth, I realized it probably looked like I’d lost my damn mind.

      “You don’t have to call the cops on me,” I said without thinking it through. Cringing, I added, “This is a checkup. I’m very worried about my friend’s safety. Do you know if he’s in there?”

      The woman’s face fell with pity. “Oh, there’s someone in there. I heard grunting all night. I hate to tell you, but I think he’s in there with another woman. Don’t waste your time on him, honey.”

      “Oh. I, uh, I mean…” I fumbled my words as my face heated. “It’s not like that. We’re just friends.”

      The woman gave me a knowing look before disappearing back into her motel room. I flipped her door off for good measure.

      It’s not like that.

      With demon strength coursing through my body, I gripped the knob to Morgan’s door. It crumpled under my red-hot hand. The knob fell away so I could shoulder the door open. I expected an outcry, but the inside of the room was silent.

      Morgan wasn’t anywhere to be seen. The woman next door claimed he was here. The bed was a mess, but there was no one in it. I took a cautious step into the room and made sure to check behind the door before I closed it. When I was sure no imps were waiting to ambush me, I closed the door and lurched towards the bathroom.

      Pale as a ghost, Morgan slumped in the bathtub. When I entered, his eyes fluttered. I would have breathed a sigh of relief to see that he was still alive, but there were dark tendrils coursing beneath his skin. They climbed up his neck and over his freshly shaven jaw.

      “When did you find the time to shave?” I asked as I knelt beside the bathtub.

      Morgan said nothing. I reached out and put a hand on his cheek. He wasn’t clammy and cold, like I thought he would be. His skin was slick with sweat that hissed and steamed at my touch.

      The poison inside Morgan reached out for me. It gathered beneath my hand and tried to pull on my arcana. I snatched my hand back, as if burned. The poison darkened. Morgan hissed and arched his back.

      Panic hit me with a fat dose of adrenaline. I shot to my feet and asked what was wrong. Morgan didn’t answer, though. He gripped the sides of the tub and groaned. When the fiberglass began to protest under his grip, I grabbed his wrists. It took everything I had to peel his hands off the tub’s edges before he put his hands through them.

      I remembered what I’d done to the front door to get in here and felt a little bit of guilt settle in the pit of my stomach. It’d been completely necessary, so I hoped Morgan had the money to pay to have it fixed. I certainly didn’t have the funds.

      “We need to get you to help,” I said.

      When I tugged his wrists too pull him up and out of the tub, I marveled at how well my arcana was behaving. I kept using more and more, but the manic phase still hadn’t caught up to me. I didn’t have the urge to laugh or savor Morgan’s discomfort. There wasn’t a mean bone in my body right now.

      I tucked myself under Morgan’s arm and helped him out to the Jeep. It must have looked like he’d overdosed on drugs, but this was a motel. I doubted that was an unfamiliar sight here.

      After putting Morgan into the passenger seat where he slouched, his chest rising and falling too quickly, I hopped into the driver’s seat. While backing out of the parking lot, I called Cerri.

      “Why is it that everyone turns to me when shit hits the fan?” Cerri groaned.

      “You’re the most responsible and capable of us all,” I said, hoping to butter her up.

      “That’s not much coming from you, the least responsible of us all.”

      She agreed to meet me back at my place. I helped Morgan inside. Once there, he dragged me back to the bathroom. He tumbled unceremoniously into the tub again. I started to ask him why he wanted to be there, of all places, when he fumbled for the shower knob.

      “You want me to turn on the water?”

      His brow furrowed. He hissed through clenched teeth. My stomach tightened. With nothing else I could do to help, I cranked the knob. Cold water splashed across Morgan’s face. I expected it to turn to steam when it hit me, but not when it hit Morgan. Great curling tendrils of steam began to fill the room from the cold water washing over Morgan.

      I swallowed, nervous. He’d clutched his middle last night as if there had been a wound under his healed skin. I took in the way the dark veins writhed under his skin and realized they were radiating from a singular source.

      “I’m going to invade your privacy,” I warned. “I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I need to understand what’s going on.”

      Morgan growled low. I rolled my eyes and reached for the hem of his borrowed t-shirt. He didn’t move to stop me, so I lifted it to peer at his stomach. I inhaled sharply at the sight.

      I’d expected a dark mass, but instead his skin glowed. The light churned like rolling magma with dark patches here and there. The light puled along the dark lines under his skin but didn’t quite reach all the way to his neck or arms.

      “What in the hell is happening here?” I muttered under my breath.

      I reached out to touch the bright mass, but Morgan caught my wrist. His eyes were open now. He stared me down with his bloodshot gaze.

      “It wants you. Don’t make its job easier.”

      I didn’t know what that meant, but Morgan’s eyelids shuddered and closed once again. His grip on my wrist loosened. For a brief moment, my panic skyrocketed. I thought I had a dead man in my bathtub. Not just any dead man, but my friend’s brother-in-law.

      I ran my hand through my hair, tugging at it while my heart violently attacked the inside of my sternum. Then, I saw the subtle rise and fall of Morgan’s chest. I let out a sigh of relief, but that didn’t last long.

      My front door opened with a loud bang. I shot to my feet. Fire crackled in my hands until Cerri and Bianca appeared in the bathroom doorway. Cerri snapped at me to put out my fire while Bianca eyed me.

      The dark-skinned witch wore an oversized shirt and a pair of pajama shorts as if we’d dragged her out of bed. It wasn’t morning anymore, but I’d slept in, too. I couldn’t blame her.

      “Why is the witch here?” I asked, jerking a thumb over my shoulder.

      Bianca responded. “You have a magical problem on your hands. It’s smarter to get every opinion on the matter at once rather than wait.”

      I swallowed and nodded. Morgan, on the other hand, wasn’t too thrilled.

      “I’m fine,” he ground out.

      “Like hell are you fine,” I snapped. “Suck up your goddamn dragon pride and let us help!”

      I didn’t understand why he was fighting us. What the hell was going on in his mind that kept him from allowing us to help? I wanted to smack him upside the head, but I knew the pain would be nothing in comparison to the infection.

      This was my fault. The infection answered to me. It burned a hole in him to get to me. If I hadn’t opened that portal and let god-knows-what into this world, then this wouldn’t have happened.

      I ran a hand through my hair and tugged, but it didn’t do anything to center me. Stepping back, I let Cerri and Bianca approach the tub. Bianca lifted Morgan’s shirt and wiggled her brows suggestively.

      I nearly punched her in the back of the head for looking at him like that while he was hurt. Instead, I cleared my throat and gave her a dark look. To my surprise, she swallowed and nodded.

      Bianca had never reacted that way to Ness before. The way Ness put it, Bianca had always tried to pull power-plays over Ness. The witch used her wards whenever possible to twist people into doing what she wanted.

      So, why was it that Bianca paled when I threatened her? I never thought of myself as stronger than Ness. My shifter friend had determination and spite, a dangerous combo that drove her to defeat a tyrant. In comparison, I was just a dummy with an arson addiction.

      “What happened?” Cerri asked.

      I shrugged. My hands were empty. I didn’t know anything because Morgan had refused to fill me in last night. If I knew, I would have told them.

      We all waited for Morgan to say something, but he shook his head.

      “Oh, don’t you dare.” I shoved my way between the two women and poked Morgan right between his eyes. “Tell us exactly what happened, so we can save your sorry pathetic worm ass. If you think that keeping everything to yourself will do anything but hinder us, then you’re dumber than I thought.”

      He snarled, but weakly. When he cracked his eyes open, he glared at me. I could see the gears turning as he realized I was right. There was no good reason for keeping quiet. He would have to tell us so we could save him from whatever this was.

      “Demon,” he said, finally.

      Of-fucking-course, Bianca looked directly at me.

      “I didn’t do it!” I threw my hands in the air.

      Cold shower water sprayed everywhere. I snatched the nearest towel from the hanger and wiped my hands before tossing it at Cerri. She wiped her hands and stood.

      The mass on Morgan’s chest throbbed. I stared into it and watched the lights pulse. A magnetic force pulled at me. It begged me to get on my knees and lay my hands on the light.

      I shuddered, falling back into myself. Cerri gave me a look, as if to ask if I was all right. I nodded weakly. We could all tell that it was a lie.

      What kind of demon could have done this?

      

      Morgan

      

      It was growing. The infection didn’t spread. It widened. At first, it felt like a lump. Then I realized what was happening. It wasn’t a mass, but a void. Something had opened inside of me. What they were seeing was a doorway under my skin.

      If I let Vi touch it, then all would be over. Don’t ask how I knew this. A primal part of my brain understood that giving this infection what it wanted would be the death of me. It would rip me apart, and I had to keep that from happening.

      Vi stood in the corner of the bathroom, her eyes on me. For a moment, her gaze clung to the void growing in my side. Then she snapped out of it, and guilt-filled eyes met mine. I never should have let her carry me out of the motel room.

      The longer we were together, the more this void would call to her. If she was the key, then this must have been the lock. I could think of no other explanation.

      She couldn’t touch me.

      “Get out,” I growled.

      Everyone stopped what they were doing. They shared a look. I lifted my chin in Vi’s direction and repeated what I’d said.

      The blonde and the witch both turned to look at Vi. I hated the look that crossed Vi’s face. Her jaw tightened. Anger flashed in her pale eyes. There was no time to explain or apologize. This had to be done.

      It was for everyone’s safety.

      Vi stormed out of the room. Her boots made heavy thuds down the hall before we all heard the front door slam.

      I exhaled, relieved, and slouched in the tub once more. The cool spray of the water did little to extinguish the fire burning inside me, but I was growing numb to it. The longer it churned within me, the less I felt it.

      “Fess up,” the witch said. She crossed her arms over her chest. “What happened to you? We understand that a demon did this, but how? What kind of ritual did the demon use?”

      I shook my head. “No ritual. It cut me open. Shoved it’s claws inside me.”

      “Kinky,” the witch said.

      The blonde glared at her. “Now is not the time for weird jokes, Bianca.”

      The witch shrugged, nonplussed. “Sorry I don’t have stick up my ass, Cerridwen.”

      The way the witch spewed the name made it sound vile. The blonde turned to me and asked me to call her Cerri. I wasn’t in any mood to talk, so I didn’t give a shit what they wanted to be called right now.

      All I wanted was for one of them to end my existence before this void claimed me. I doubted either had the power.

      “Let’s see what you can do, Potionmaker.” The witch crossed her arms over her chest and sat back.

      “You’re insufferable. I’m going to make a potion that will keep you out of Ness and Ryder’s house.”

      “Try to ward against me. I’d like to see you fail.”

      This conversation was dripping with tension that I was beginning to worry might be sexual. Honestly, it kept me distracted. I closed my eyes and listened to them take verbal swipe after verbal swipe at each other.

      I began to drift. Their conversation fell away as I dropped into the void. I plummeted through flames, past great chunks of brimstone and broken churches. Hell reached for me. It wanted to take me and drag me down.

      My brother would be the one going to hell for what he’d done. I had a righteous goal. I would make sure my brother never betrayed anyone the same way ever again.

      But Hell grabbed ahold of that feeling. It laughed at my hubris as it savored the taste of it. I knew what I had to do was right, that I was protecting future generations, but the guilt of it still gnawed at me. Hell laughed at my indecision. It filled me with malice and hatred.

      Soon, that’s all there would be of me. I would be nothing more than my simmering rage. Already, I clenched my teeth and wished for flesh between them. Ryder had done the unspeakable. I would return the favor.
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      Vi

      

      I kicked rocks outside until the fire under my skin banked. It didn’t go away completely. There would always be a pilot light burning deep inside me. For now, it dimmed to a bearable level.

      When I stepped back inside, the air seemed thick. At first, I passed it off as the steam from the bathroom. But it wasn’t just wet. The air was hot. The smell of brimstone rolled over me.

      For a heartbeat, I thought I’d opened another portal. I froze and looked side to side while wondering how I could have accidentally opened a portal. It wasn’t me, though. The hot breeze rolling through my house came from the bathroom.

      I followed it back to where Cerri and Bianca gathered around Morgan. They had books and tools spread out over every inch of the floor. I stepped over all of it to reach Morgan. His lips were pulled back in a furious snarl as he gripped the sides of the bathtub.

      The breeze came from him, from the mass in his side, actually. There was no room to kneel beside him, so I bent over him and placed my hand on the mass. I didn’t touch flesh. My hand went straight through him. The air on the other side seared my skin. Wind pelted me with sand and dust.

      Morgan had a portal growing inside him.

      His eyes snapped open. He snatched my wrist and tried to shove me back. His growl filled the air between us. I shook my head. Though I wanted to summon more of my arcana, so I could fight him off, I had another idea.

      “Don’t fight me,” I said.

      Morgan didn’t look convinced. I had no idea how to tell him what I needed to do. I would just have to show him.

      Clenching my hand into a fist, I pulled. Not away from Morgan. My fist was still inside him—what an odd thing to say, especially about someone I barely knew. I pulled the portal and the power fueling it from Morgan and funneled it into myself.

      I wasn’t exactly sure how I did it. Instinct and desperation propelled me forward. The power crashed into me like thick smoke. I struggled to breathe as my chest tightened. My lung burned, but I kept going. There was no way I would leave even a cinder left behind.

      “Violet!” Cerri cried out.

      A tugging sensation behind me told me that Cerri had grabbed ahold of me. I dug in my heels and leaned forward into the portal. They had to trust me, or this wasn’t going to work. There was more poison inside Morgan. It had to all come out or else it would attack again.

      “Let the girl do her thing,” Bianca said softly.

      Thank you! I would have said if I could have used my tongue for anything right now.

      Pulling the infection from Morgan took all of my concentration. He tensed before me. I put a hand against his bare chest to brace myself. He covered it with one of his own. The touch was softer, like maybe he’d finally learned to trust me.

      Yeah right. That wasn’t going to happen any time soon. Morgan was desperate for help at this point. He would accept anything.

      I was fooling myself, though. His other hand was still around my wrist. He was waiting for any reason to push me away, not to protect himself but to protect me.

      The smoke coiled inside me. It didn’t seem at home, at first. I’d expected it to settle right into me and become a part of my arcana. Instead, it churned like oil in water. I coughed, choking on the smoke filling my lungs. It slithered out of my mouth and curled in the air.

      No. I wouldn’t let it get out. I had no idea what it would do outside of a vessel. My arcana would keep the portal from opening again. I could wrap this smoke in my own fire and burn it out of existence. All I had to do was keep it trapped until I could stoke my fire.

      “Vi. Let it out.” Morgan sat upright now.

      Both of my hands were pressed against smooth skin. The portal that’d I’d reached through had closed. I would have breathed a sigh of relief had I not been afraid that smoke would bellow out of me.

      I shook my head. Now was the time for fire.

      “How did she do that?” Cerri asked from somewhere in the room.

      I didn’t have the slightest clue. My only concern for now was the smoke searing my lungs. Afraid that I’d drawn too much of my power earlier, I cautiously summoned my arcana. It was an endless well, though. I shouldn’t have been surprised to feel it swell and leap into a roaring blaze.

      If I stayed touching Morgan, I would burn him. The last thing I wanted was to cause him more pain. This was already my fault to begin with. I tried to pull back, but he held me tight. He yanked me closer. Though I wanted to tell him that he was in danger, I didn’t have a voice. I barely even had control of my body. All of my attention was focused inward.

      The fire blazed hotter and hotter. I surrounded the smoke with it and watched as my own flames burned it away little by little.

      “You’re a certified incinerator,” Morgan whispered into my hair as cold water pelted us.

      There would be a Vi shaped burn on his chest from how hot my skin burned.

      “What the hell did I just witness?” Cerri asked.

      I pried my eyes open, blinking against the cold water raining on my face. Cerri wore a look of amazement while she sat on her haunches. Behind her, Bianca leaned against the bathroom doorframe with her arm dangling over her bent knee. All of us were in different levels of disarray, either in a tub or on the bathroom floor. The spellcasters were tired, their hair mussed from how they’d been tugging at it in frustration. Vi and I were soaked from the shower spray. It plastered her hair to her head the same way she was plastered to my chest.

      Beneath me, Morgan breathed a sigh of relief. When I sucked in a breath, my chest protested. My lungs constricted. I winced and bemoaned my human level of healing. It felt like I’d run a marathon while smoking a carton of cigarettes, and I knew that it would feel that way for a week, if not more.

      Morgan hissed in pain as I pushed myself away from him. Just like I thought, he bore a brand in the shape of my body. There were two red hand marks on his chest, one high on the left where his heart would be, and the other low on the right, near his ribs.

      “I need to fucking eat,” he growled.

      He scooped his hands beneath me and lifted me from the tub. Cerri leapt to her feet and turned off the shower while Morgan stepped out. I wanted to protest about the water on the floor, but it seemed petty in the grand scheme of things right now.

      Bianca grabbed us some towels while Cerri went to get new clothes. I called down the hall to tell her where to find more men’s clothing. Morgan eyed me suspiciously.

      “Do you have a boyfriend? Or a harem? I don’t get why you have so much clothing in my size if you live by yourself.”

      Smug, I grinned up at Morgan. “Why? Are you jealous? Want to join my harem, dragon man? There’s room for one more.”

      He peeled his wet shirt over his head. It’d gotten singed while I burned away the smoke. I’d gotten so hot that I’d burned a wet shirt. His movements drew my attention down to the red welts across his chest. Though they were healing, it must have been torturous. I couldn’t imagine holding tight to someone causing so much pain.

      “Room for one more? How many men do you already have in that harem of yours?”

      I snapped out of my guilt to blink stupidly up at Morgan. It took my brain several heartbeats to catch up to the conversation.

      “Oh, that’s easy. Zero. I have zero men in my harem right now. That’s why there’s room for one more. I don’t think I could deal with more than one man. I’ve heard they’re awfully rude and stubborn.”

      He snorted. “They only act up when they don’t love you. When you get a man who loves you, he’ll so anything to please you.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      I was acutely aware of Morgan’s attention on my back when Cerri opened the bathroom door. She handed over two sets of clothing before flashing a wink. She quickly disappeared, like she thought this might turn into a porno.

      I hated to break it to her, but Morgan wasn’t interested in me that way. He likely saw me as a duty that needed to be fulfilled since his actions were partially to blame for opening the portal.

      If men in love would do anything for their partners, I could already tell that Morgan hated me. Which was fine. I didn’t need him to love me.

      After tossing a new pair of sweatpants at Morgan, I started stripping out of my own wet clothing. Cerri had brought me a pair of leggings that stubbornly refused to be pulled up over my damp legs. Once I’d finished wrestling myself into my pants, I unfolded the shirt Cerri had delivered.

      “I swear…” My face fell.

      Irritation prickled my skin. I was tempted to go out into the living room and throw this shirt at Cerri. She must have thought she was being so clever.

      “What’s the problem?” Morgan asked after pulling a plain shirt over his head.

      Why did he get a shirt with nothing on it? Why did Cerri have to bring me the one t-shirt that I’d kept hidden in the back of my dresser?

      That was a dumb question. I knew why. She was the one who’d bought it for me. This damn shirt was part of a matching set. Hers said I’m with Stupid.

      I turned the shirt around, so Morgan could read I’m Stupid. Of course, he burst out laughing. The rich sound filled the messy bathroom and made my heart pitter patter unexpectedly.

      Before Morgan could see the blush climbing my cheeks, I turned to remove my wet shirt and pull the dry one on. I prayed that he didn’t notice my lack of a bra…since I didn’t really need one.

      “I have to go apologize to my friends for calling them out here.” I paused in the bathroom doorway because I wasn’t quite ready to leave yet.

      Morgan grunted. “If that’s the case, then I’ll see myself out.”

      “Wait. Where do you think you’re going?” I twisted to gape at him.

      He furrowed his brow as if to say that was a stupid question. I flipped him off. The corner of his mouth lifted in a ghost of a smile.

      “I’m not hanging around anyone until I’m in my best condition again. That demon infection took almost everything out of me. I’ll be damned if I put myself in a vulnerable position with people I cannot trust.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “You can trust us! We’re not going to stab you in the back after saving your life.”

      He grunted, which wasn’t an answer. Though I hounded him through the house, he still left. Outside, I threw my hands in the air.

      “Where do you think you’re going to go? Do you have the energy to fly your ass home? In broad daylight? I doubt it. Get back in here, so I can feed you.”

      While I yelled at Morgan, Cerri and Bianca slipped out past me. Bianca waved over her shoulder before getting in her car. I had a feeling that I would receive an invoice in the next few days. If I didn’t, I would be surprised.

      Cerri paused beside me. We shared a look before turning back to Morgan, who still stood by the side of the road with his hands on his hips. He seemed like he was trying to make a decision. It wasn’t like he had a lot of options.

      “Dragons,” Cerri said with a shake of her head. “I don’t know how you or Ness deal with them.”

      I scowled. “Don’t lump me in with Ness. She has patience for Ryder because they’re mates. I, on the other hand, am not a shifter. Therefore, I’m not a mate. Which means I have no patience for fools!”

      I screamed the last sentence at Morgan. He barely even flinched. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      Cerri laughed at us before leaving. When Morgan and I were alone again, I stepped up alongside him and rocked on my heels.

      We needed to eat. The way he hunched to keep his shirt away from his chest told me that he hadn’t completely healed from the burn yet.

      “You didn’t have to hold me,” I said, my voice low.

      He could have saved himself so much pain and trouble if he’d just pushed me away. I could have taken care of the problem on my own, even if his presence had been comforting. There were others who could take care of me. I’d never been alone in my life. There would always be others willing to help me.

      Morgan didn’t have to act like he was the only one who could save me.

      “I’m craving pizza,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes and told him to get into the Jeep. If he didn’t want to talk about this, then I wasn’t going to press the matter. It was more important that we get something to eat. Plus, the sun was starting to set, which meant that I could call Luca soon.

      He might have more information. If not, then I at least wanted to tell him to be on the lookout.
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        * * *

      

      The air smelled of tomato sauce and charred pepperoni. There were screaming children in the background. My boots stuck to the soda-covered floor. No place on earth was as welcoming as my favorite pizza place.

      Morgan, however, turned up his nose.

      I ignored him and found Luca in the far corner—always the corner, where he could put his back to a wall. I rolled my eyes.

      “Did you at least order food while waiting for us?” I asked as I dropped into my chair.

      Luca looked Morgan up and down. I couldn’t figure out if Luca had clocked Morgan’s vulnerable state or if he was simply offput by Morgan’s cleanshaven face. Perhaps it was both, since the lack of beard made Morgan’s pale visage even more obvious.

      “Food,” I repeated.

      Luca’s attention snapped to me. He narrowed his eyes at me threateningly. While Morgan growled in warning, I simply beamed at my friend. What was he going to do? Attack me in a pizza place with a bunch of kids watching?

      Unlikely.

      The tired waitress returned and took our order. I added an extra order of cannoli dip because I needed sugar to keep me going today. Might as well, since Luca was paying.

      Once the waitress left, I turned to my friend. “Keep an eye out. There’s a demon roaming outside the city. It hasn’t entered the city yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it found its way to your estate eventually.”

      Luca didn’t seem the least bit bothered. “You really think that I need worry about a demon? They’re easy to exorcise.”

      “No. This one is different. It’s not wearing a human vessel. It’s walking around all on its own.”

      Luca sat forward in his chair. This time, he looked me up and down. I got it. I was the only other demon he knew that could walk around without a vessel. I mean, I kind of did have a vessel: the human part of me. At least, that’s what I figured.

      This demon, on the other hand, was prowling around the suburbs of Syracuse with his horns out if you caught my drift.

      “It seems that the gate you opened allowed quite a bit to enter into our world.” Luca tongued one of his incisors as he thought. “This is not a low-ranking demon. Many of the demons we encounter in this world are like worker bees. They’re drones sent out to do a job and return home with a good. Those with enough power and souls at their disposal are the ones who command the worker bees. I’ve never had to worry about them before because they can’t fit through the usual gates as easily. The souls inside them make them too large for the gates.

      “However, if you open up a large enough gate, then the generals can slip through.”

      I blinked, stunned. “Did you just say generals? There are generals in hell?”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. Why didn’t I notice any of this the day we opened the portal? I’d been distracted by my vision. Still, someone else should have noticed a demon general clawing his way out of hell if what Luca said about size and strength was true.

      Perhaps the gates of Hell didn’t quite work the way we assumed. Those that passed from one side to another didn’t move through in a way we expected. Did they have to take time to materialize? Was there an adjustment period where demons needed to settle into a form here?

      I didn’t know as much as I should have. Running my hands over my face didn’t help ease the prickling anxiety starting to buzz in my core. I knew what I had to do, but this task seemed too large for me alone.

      Our pizza arrived, and I let my hands fall away from my face. I wasn’t alone at this table. Morgan and Luca sat on either side of me. Though I didn’t expect Morgan to stay too much longer, I figured he would stick around to see this to the end, at the very least.

      “New rule,” I said before picking up a cannoli chip. I pointed the chip at Morgan. “If you see a demon, run and get a friend. No one faces down a demon by themselves.”

      Morgan gave me a flat glare. “Why is that entirely directed at me? Do you think Luca is stronger than me?”

      “Unlike you, my friend, I know my limits.” Luca leaned back in his chair. A smug grin spread across his face.

      I gave Luca a pleading look. “Don’t make this difficult. I’m being serious. If either of you run into any demon, do your best to escape for the time being. Don’t try to fight a demon alone.”

      Morgan’s fist curled on top of the table. I rolled my eyes. Dragon pride was so easily wounded. I got the feeling that Morgan might try to kill the demon singlehandedly just to prove that he wasn’t weak. Obviously, that went against everything I’d just asked for.

      “Can you not make this difficult? I just want you to be safe. Even if I cleansed you of that infection once, that doesn’t mean I can do it again.”

      Luca sat forward now. He took in both of us. Clearly, he wanted the story.

      I filled him in on the details while trying to edit it for any human ears that might be eavesdropping. There was a lot that I didn’t know, and Morgan didn’t bother filling in the blanks. Whatever happened between him and the demon, he kept to himself. I wanted him to give us the details, so we would be better prepared, but his distant stare kept everything hidden.

      I shoveled a mouthful of cannoli dip into my face and chewed. The sugary sweetness hit my system fast. I sat up straight in my chair and reached for another chip.

      Luca watched me eat with a greedy intensity. I paused, suddenly aware of my every move.

      “Hey, buddy. How long has it been since you’ve eaten?” I eyed my friend.

      His pupils dilated suddenly. He inhaled sharply, and they went back to normal. He gave a shake of his head, as if clearing his thoughts. What kind of thoughts did he have to evict? I was pretty sure I had a good guess.

      Luca lowered his voice. He quickly glanced side to side to make sure no one was paying attention to our table before his focus narrowed on me. “If the two of you want access to my library again, I’m going to need payment.”

      Immediately, my thoughts went to the pale book I’d found. My hands curled, and a hollow sadness yawned inside me when I realized my hands were empty. I needed the book, though I wasn’t entirely sure why. It called to me, and if I didn’t look, there was something I might miss.

      “I have money,” Morgan offered. “I can wire you the funds.”

      Luca sucked his teeth. The corners of his mouth stretched in a wan smile.

      Morgan sat back in his chair and gave a grim nod before running his hand along his bare chin. “So, it’s like that? You want to feed?”

      Once more, Luca looked to me. The fire under my skin leapt like a blaze trying to reach its next meal. It wanted to consume Luca from the inside out. Eyes wide as panic rattled my brain. I sat back in my chair.

      Oh boy, what a wonderful realization. I couldn’t possibly feed Luca. My arcana would attack him. I didn’t know how I knew, but the truth of the matter sat inside my noggin. That made me glance in Morgan’s direction.

      I wanted access to that book again. It had secrets that I needed to unravel, and the only way to do that would be to visit Luca’s library again.

      Thankfully, Morgan leaned forward in his seat. He put his arm on the table, making sure his shoulder was between Luca and me. A low growl emanated from Morgan’s chest as he stared Luca down. My heart did a backflip and landed flat on its metaphorical face. The thud made me hiccup, but neither man noticed while they held a silent pissing contest.

      Why was it so hot when Morgan protected me? I was more than capable of protecting myself, but when he angled himself between me and Luca, my heart went wild.

      Perhaps I’d been handling things on my own for too long. Seeing someone willing to go to bat for me was a breath of fresh air, if I was going to be honest.

      “Give us access to your library and buy me another pizza. Then you can feed on me.”

      “Morgan,” I hissed. “You don’t have to…”

      But if I let Luca feed on me, I could risk my friend’s safety. Luca would be responsible with Morgan. He wouldn’t drain the dragon shifter. Luca had control, whereas I didn’t know shit about my own arcana. That left us in a very complicated three-way…is that what you would call it?

      “You won’t recover as quickly as I will,” Morgan said as he looked me in the eye.

      I saw something else there. The light of his beast radiated in his irises. It was pale, but noticeable if you knew what to look for. This man had been poisoned by a demon, turned into a portal to hell, and burned by me—all in one day.

      “And you’ve been through the wringer.” I shook my head before turning my attention to Luca. “Not today. Maybe another day, but for now you’ll have to head back to your club.”

      Luca pouted, which meant he crossed his arms over his chest and kept his countenance unreadable. I didn’t know what else to tell him. Even if Morgan wanted to protect me, and I wanted to protect Luca, that didn’t mean I could let Morgan risk himself. He was already in a vulnerable state.

      Why did I have to protect two men from themselves?

      Luca lifted his chin, ever so slightly, in my direction. “You could still offer yourself. I know you trust me. So, why do you hesitate?”

      I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t quite find the words to express my fears.

      I’m afraid of setting you on fire from the inside out. Why do I think that’s going to happen? Oh, I don’t know. Instinct, mostly? It could be totally fine. Nothing could happen. Or, I could immolate one of my friends and have to live with that on my hands for the rest of my life.

      It was the uncertainty that kept me from speaking. I didn’t want to give false information or half-truths based on what I thought might happen. Luca had never fed from me before, though he’d asked on several occasions. The allure of exotic blood made him ask. I’d always said no because I was squeamish.

      Now that I’d dipped deeper and deeper into my arcana, I feared that it would betray me if I let Luca feed from me. My arcana took every opportunity to betray me. I didn’t know why this situation would be any different.

      “Is there something else we can give you?” I touched the small bottles still sitting in my pocket.

      I had a couple of Cerri’s exorcism potions left. Maybe Luca would like to have one for his collection.

      Man, that was a stupid assumption. The vampire wanted blood. He always made sure that he and the other local vampires only fed from willing sources. The only place where they could feed from people was in Luca’s nightclub. They relied on blood donations, outside of there.

      To make sure that he led by example, Luca rarely ever drank from a human. He almost always used blood donations. I imagined they tasted like microwave meals. The blood had been inside a human, at one point, but the time spent outside of the body had to have an effect on the taste.

      Here, Luca had a chance to feed from a dragon shifter or a half-demon. Both options must have looked like filet mignon to him right about now. And that damn book called to me. It held information that I needed.

      I cursed under my breath. Was I really going to do this?

      Nope. I wasn’t.

      “We’ll try again another time,” I said as I pushed my chair back.

      I grabbed the bowl of cannoli dip and the basket of sugared chips before turning to Morgan. He stared up at me with the most incredulous jaw drop I’d ever seen on his face. He clearly thought we were passing up an opportunity that we needed.

      No one else was going to get hurt tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Morgan

      

      With my hands in my pockets, I followed Vi outside. She furiously shoved chip after chip into her face. I watched the young woman who could barely hide her frustration and wondered what was simmering under her skin. She wouldn’t look at me. Instead, she kept her gaze forward.

      “The audacity,” she muttered with a shake of her head.

      I agreed, but not for the same reasons. The way the vampire had looked at Vi had brought my dragon to the surface. It’d slammed into me and almost spilled out in the middle of the pizza place. I’d barely held it back as it begged me to bite the vampire’s head off for even thinking about touching Vi.

      The thought of Luca’s hands on Vi made my stomach churn with white-hot fire. I kept my hands in my pockets so that no one could see that they were clenched tight into fists.

      “You could have let me feed him,” I reminded her.

      She whirled on me. Shoving the pointed end of a cannoli chip into my chest, she said, “Oh, hell no. You’ve had the worst day in recorded history. If you think I’m going to let Luca make you even weaker right now, then you’re wrong.”

      A smile nearly reached my lips. I shoved it back and gave her a stony expression. “What’s it to you if I weaken myself right now? You’re not my mother, my sister, or my mate. You have no say in what I can or cannot do.”

      I thought she would acquiesce, but Vi’s brows rose in challenge. I should have known better. There was no challenge that she would let pass by. Rocking back on my heels, I rolled my eyes and sighed.

      This position made my shirt brush against the welt still marring my chest. I smothered my wince even though pain flared over my skin and rushed down to my core. It still hadn’t healed. Vi was right. I was in no shape to feed a vampire right now, but I wasn’t going to admit that to her.

      “Listen here, mother fucker,” she began.

      “I don’t have to listen to anything.”

      When I turned away from her, she called out to me. The patter of her footsteps as she jogged to keep up almost made me smile. Anything to keep her on her toes. It was only fair since she’d turned my world upside down.

      I didn’t know what to do with this vivacious half-demon and the trouble that followed her. Even now, heat radiated off her.

      Fuck this. We needed access to that library.

      I turned on my heel only to get caught by the back of my shirt. Vi’s grip yanked the shirt tight to my chest. This time, I couldn’t bite back my hiss of pain.

      “See what I mean!” Vi stomped her foot. “You’re still hurt. Do we want to spend all night out here arguing? Or do you want to go rest and actually heal?”

      I spun on her. Though she was tall for a woman, I still towered over her. When I closed the space between us, she didn’t flinch or back down. She lifted her chin and stared me in the eye. A sheen of red passed over her irises. The way my dragon writhed inside me, I was sure my own eyes flared with the light of my beast.

      Eyes were the windows to our souls. More often than not, they revealed the monster in all of us. Though we had monstrosities lurking in our souls, we were trying to protect one another. I just needed her to realize that I was better at this.

      “We don’t have much time left,” I warned her.

      The demon general wanted to use Vi as a key. The demon said that if Vi didn’t step up and fulfil her fate, then the demon would force her to do it. I didn’t want to see that happen. The thought of her suffering made my beast riot inside me.

      I lowered my voice to a threatening whisper. “Just let me do what needs to be done.”

      Her nose wrinkled as her lip curled. She jammed a finger in my chest and made me flinch. I growled at her tactics and swatted her hand away.

      “You won’t have long left in this world if you keep acting the way you do.” Her jaw dropped. “Do you have a death wish? Is that what this is all about? You know, that actually makes a lot of sense. You keep fighting me every time I try to save you from something. You really just want to die, huh?”

      Taken aback, I recoiled from her accusation. “Don’t be ridiculous, woman. I have so much to liv—"

      But I didn’t have a lot to live for. The only thing that had been driving me was retribution, which I would get when I finally faced my brother. I wanted to go home after, but I didn’t know if I could face those I loved after thinning the numbers of my own family even more. I wouldn’t be able to stay here, either. The pack would drive me out for killing their new Alpha.

      At the end of the day, I had one goal and nothing else. The infection that had opened a portal in me had fed off my anger and resolve. It’d grown strong while stoking my hatred for Ryder.

      “I’m worried about you,” Vi said, her voice low and soft.

      I took a step back from her. “Don’t waste your time.”

      

      Vi

      

      This man had some gall. I wanted to smack it out of him, but my hands were full of cannoli chips and dip. Hitting friends didn’t sit well with me, either. Still, his attitude made me want to do something stupid.

      Before I could stop myself, I shoved the dip in his face. The entire bowl clung to him before making a wet sucking noise. It fell to the ground with a clatter to reveal Morgan’s tired countenance. He was done with my shit, and it showed.

      “I have every right to worry about you, damn it.” He couldn’t tell me otherwise.

      He lifted the hem of his shirt to wipe the dip from his face. When he was done, he let his shirt fall back into place, so he could stare me down. “Go home. I don’t have time for you right now.”

      I mocked him, mimicking his words. Rage turned his cheeks red. There was no light in his eyes, though. His beast wasn’t angry at me, which meant that this was actually going pretty well. When I insulted him and his beast showed up, then I would know that I crossed a line.

      Until then, I kept pushing Morgan’s buttons. Honestly, I was doing everything in my power to keep him away from Luca. I didn’t want this to turn into an all-out fight, so I had to think of cheeky ways to keep him distracted.

      Okay. Throwing the dip in his face had been an act of frustration, but he deserved it.

      My arcana rippled down my spine. The scent of brimstone hit my nose. I stiffened.

      Morgan noticed it, too. His attention flicked past me. I grabbed his forearm to keep him from running off on me.

      “You’re in no shape to fight,” I whispered.

      His lips pursed, as if to ask what else are we going to do? I didn’t have an answer for him. While I knew the right thing to do was to fight and protect the humans here, I didn’t want to see Morgan get hurt again.

      I dragged him towards an alley, so we could buy some time. With Morgan behind me, I peered out and surveyed our surroundings. The smell of brimstone still filled the air even though we were near a dumpster. If this demon could overpower the smell of dumpster, it had to be strong.

      For a moment, I was afraid the demon general had found us again. However, I didn’t see it anywhere. The massive, goat-headed monstrosity hadn’t entered the city yet. At least, not as far as I could tell.

      “We can’t just sit here and let some demon hurt people,” Morgan whispered in my ear.

      I shuddered at how close he was. His chest was nearly pressed against my back as he looked out of the alley, too. I wondered if he would have closed the distance had his chest not been sore, still.

      I shook the thought from my head. Now was not the time to get horny!

      “We need to lure it away from people,” Morgan continued. “Stay here. I’ll get its attention and lead it back towards Lakesedge.”

      “We don’t even know where it is.” The crowd seemed to be nothing but normal humans, not a demon in sight.

      We both knew that mattered little. If we let a demon conduct business here, there would be grave consequences. While Bez was feeding off the poor and desperate for contracts at the bar, I shuddered to think of what a demon would want here.

      Contracts weren’t the only way to harvest souls.

      As Morgan stepped around me, I quickly grabbed him by his shirt. He gave me a questioning look filled with urgency. I shook my head.

      “I’m not letting you do this alone,” I said, rushed.

      Hell, I didn’t want him involved at all right now. I yanked him back behind me and threw myself out of the alley. Morgan called out my name, but I paid him no attention. Now wasn’t the time. If we sat around and argued about this, then the worst might happen.

      I imagined bloodshed and screams. A demon might be able to coerce a human into mass murder. There’d been way too many children inside for me to be able to walk away from this. While I hated how loud they were, I wasn’t going to let a demon hurt them tonight.

      My fingers trembled. I curled my hands into fists to keep any embers from sparking in my palms. I couldn’t summon my fire here. It would cause alarm. I’d lied and called my arcana nothing more than simple magic tricks before. More often than not, humans accepted the lie with confused indifference. However, if I started throwing fireballs to protect myself, I would have to come up with a way bigger lie to cover it up.

      Come on, demon. Where are you?

      I didn’t have a shifter’s sense of smell, so as I pushed through the crowd of humans going in and out of the restaurant, I kept lifting my nose into the air and sniffing everyone I passed. When a wave of rotten eggs hit me, I gagged.

      A laugh rumbled beneath the chatter of the crowd. I lifted my gaze and locked eyes with a man. He had a chin-strap beard and a long, narrow nose. His eyes were hard to concentrate on. I realized that was because his pupils kept changing shape.

      His pupils morphed back and forth, a circle one moment and a square the next—like a goat.

      My stomach dropped. This wasn’t just any demon. This was the demon general. He’d found a vessel to hide all of his monstrosity.

      He stepped towards me. I wasn’t about to stick around and see what he wanted. I darted to the right and ran. It didn’t matter where my feet took me so long as they carried me away from that man.
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      Morgan

      

      Vi broke free from the crowd like a bat out of hell and promptly vanished. I cursed under my breath right before I watched a man step away from the crowd and follow her. The man walked with purpose. He didn’t run after her, but instead walked with a predatorial slowness. He would stalk her until she cornered herself.

      My beast growled. No one was allowed to touch Vi.

      But when I stepped forward, my head spun. I sucked in a breath and tried to ground myself, but the world tipped sideways. My hand scraped against the building’s brick façade as I caught myself.

      The day had taken more out of me than I’d expected. I shouldn’t be this weak still. Something was wrong.

      But I didn’t have time to take care of that when Vi was being hunted.

      I followed the demon’s trail. The scent of brimstone made my stomach churn. Though it hung in the air, there was no demon to be seen. It was as if he’d stepped out of reality completely.

      That couldn’t be possible. Nowhere in the books I’d read did it say that demons could phase step between realities. That left only one other possibility: invisibility.

      Which would have been a simpler issue had I not remembered my fight with the demon general the night before. The demon had vanished, several times in fact. I doubted invisibility was a low-level ability, which meant the demon we were chasing tonight was a general.

      Was it the same demon general? I really hoped Vi hadn’t let in more than one.

      I wiped at the bit of cannoli dip drying on my cheek and stepped into an alley. The smell of demon was thick here. I heard the soft thud of rubber on metal and looked up just in time to see Vi disappear onto the rooftop above.

      What the hell was she doing up there?

      I leapt and caught the nearest fire escape ladder, so I could hoist myself up. How had she managed this? The half-demon was cunning and sly, because I doubted she could jump like I could. I also doubted she had the upper body strength that I had.

      Halfway up the fire escape, I realized this could have been a distraction. I paused. Did the demon have the ability to implant visions in my mind? I tried to remember everything I’d read, but exhaustion turned my memory muddy. I couldn’t summon any information at this moment.

      I growled. My beast was more than ready to take over, but it was sluggish. The way it moved inside me seemed impossibly slow, as if through tar. I tried to shake off the feeling, but it clung to me and weighed me down.

      Now was not the time. I couldn’t succumb to whatever this was. Vi needed me. I couldn’t let her handle this all on her own.

      The fact that I didn’t hear anything up top bothered me more than I cared to admit. I should have heard Vi’s voice, or at least her fumbling around by now. The silence didn’t bode well.

      I didn’t bother climbing the ladders. Instead, I leapt from level to level until I reached the roof. Up top, I scanned the dim expanse for signs of Vi or the demon. Using my eyes would get me nowhere, but I also couldn’t risk falling off the rooftop.

      Instead of closing my eyes, I lowered my gaze and let my focus turn hazy. The sounds and smells of the rooftop sharpened. That’s when I heard the faint click of a door. My attention shot up and my gaze focused on an exit door with a soft glowing light beyond it.

      I took a step forward before pausing. Had Vi slipped through the door on her own? If she’d managed to escape the demon, that meant the demon was still up here with me. I couldn’t smell the creature, but that meant little when a strong breeze ripped through and carried away all the surrounding scents.

      Once more, I wanted to curse under my breath. I started to hold it back but then gave up. It wasn’t like I could hide in plain sight. If the demon was still here, he would have noticed me. Remembering the fight from the night before, I didn’t stick around.

      I lurched for the door only to find that it had locked behind Vi. With another curse on my lips, I did the only other thing I could do. I jumped over the side of the building. It wasn’t a tall building, only three stories high.

      In the dark of the alley, no one noticed me hit the ground. I fell into a crouch to soften the blow and almost tumbled forward. My heart thumped as if I’d just run ten miles. When I stood, the world swayed.

      A familiar stretching began in my side again. It pulled and pulled. I felt like I was falling. I scrabbled to hold onto the wall beside me.

      Vi hadn’t cleared the infection. It was still there, lurking inside me. That explained why I couldn’t heal. The infection had been stealing my energy away, sapping it, so that the portal could be opened once again.

      My nostrils flared. If Vi was the key, and I had the lock inside me, then I couldn’t go after her.

      “Fuck,” I growled.

      My beast stirred. It moved slow and sluggish. I had to find a way to pull a wall down between the infection and my beast before it drained my dragon and left me hollow. I had no idea if it would kill my beast, but I wasn’t going to find out.

      I swallowed and leaned my head back against the brick wall behind me while I stepped inside myself for a moment. The infection seemed to laugh at me. I snarled and yanked an imaginary curtain between it and my psyche. The infection seemed far away now, but that bothered me even more.

      There was no way of knowing what it would be doing on the other side of that curtain unless I lifted it. I couldn’t risk checking any time soon. My only priority was to put as much space between Vi and myself as I could right now.

      But when I heard her scream, I ran for her.

      

      Vi

      

      The demon general had my back to a wall. He leaned in, bracing his arm over my head. He reeked of rotten eggs. I opened my mouth to tell him to take a bath, and he clamped his hand around my throat.

      I hated the shriek that escaped me. I quickly closed my mouth. Though I wanted to summon my arcana, I knew that it would do nothing against this demon. I’d already attacked him with my fire once, and it hadn’t even left a scratch on him.

      The demon general had caught up to me inside the building. I’d hoped to lead him up the fire escape then lose him inside—people always left the rooftop door ajar. The demon was quick, though. He caught up without a problem and managed to shove me against the wall.

      “You’re not what I expected,” the demon general said, his voice low as it resonated with two tones. It was as if I could hear the body’s voice and the demon’s voice at the same time.

      That body wouldn’t be able to contain him for long. The demon general was too much for a human vessel. He would need something stronger. The way the demon looked me up and down, I wondered if he planned on climbing inside me.

      Before he could try, I spit in his face. He didn’t even flinch. A slow grin spread over his face as my spittle dripped down his cheek. He tightened his grip on my throat. It would have been hot had he known to put pressure on the arteries and not crush my esophagus.

      “Go back to Hell,” I rasped.

      He laughed. “I’m bringing Hell here, instead. Help me. You have the power to make entire realms shudder at your feet. Tap into that power and lead with me. I would make a great addition to your harem.”

      I would have sputtered if I had any air left. Did this demon just ask me to be his girlfriend? What was happening? How did my life become this?

      I shook my head. I had no interest in lying with demons. That was my mom’s kink.

      “You have the power to escape me right now,” the demon said. “Stop denying yourself. Use the power. Let it turn you into who you were meant to be.”

      My arcana rose and heated my blood until it boiled inside me. It begged to be unleashed. Already, I could hear the manic laughter in the back of my head. Maybe that was the lack of oxygen to my brain. If I unleashed my arcana, I wouldn’t like who I would become.

      Already, the monstrous thoughts were creeping in. I thought about pulling the demon man closer. I’d sucked down the infection he’d left in Morgan. Could I drink him up, too? I wanted to find out if I could devour the demon and burn him from inside me.

      Then I could take his power and lead this fight by myself. I didn’t need a demon to tell me what to do. He asked to be a consort, but I knew he wanted more power. He wanted to command me, which would not work.

      My lips parted. I pressed against his hand. Though I could feel my throat screaming in pain, I kept pushing to get closer to the demon. Confusion flickered in his eyes for the briefest moment. Then his gaze dropped to my ready and waiting lips.

      All men were the same. They yearned for one thing: power.

      This demon thought he would have power over me, but I was about to turn the tables on him. I wanted to laugh at his weakness, at how easily I manipulated him into doing what I wanted.

      Before I could kiss him, a loud thud reverberated through the room. The demon’s head slumped forward. His hand fell away from my throat. My feet hit the ground. I hadn’t even realized that he’d lifted me. When the demon dropped, I saw Morgan standing on the other side.

      My arcana roiled. It demanded a sacrifice. I’d been so close to devouring a demon. My arcana hungered for a meal. Morgan looked like a fine enough snack.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, breathless.

      His skin was pale, the shadows under his eyes darker. The horrendous hunger pinching my soul tight suddenly vanished. I sucked down a deep breath as panic overflowed. I reached for Morgan’s face to find his skin clammy.

      He jerked away from me.

      “Vi.” There was a note of warning in his voice as he stared me down.

      “W-what?”

      When I looked down, I realized that I was standing on the demon’s face. No—on the man’s face. That wasn’t just a demon but a person who had been hijacked for the demon’s mission.

      I quickly jumped back. My arcana cackled. The urge to step on the man’s face again bubbled to the surface. I made sure to keep my heels firmly planted on the floor while I fought back the manic voice in the back of my head.

      “What just happened?” Morgan asked.

      When I opened my eyes, I found him staring me down like I’d betrayed him. He’d seen more than I’d wanted. Unfortunately, I didn’t have an answer for him. The scene he’d stepped into must have looked like a bad porno.

      I ran a hand through my short hair before giving up on finding an excuse. Instead, I shrugged. “That was what I call a near-disaster. Happens a lot, actually.”

      That might have been the worst disaster of them all, though. I didn’t want to think about what might happen if I ate a demon, especially a demon general. I didn’t even know that was a thing I could do until now.

      The body on the floor twitched. Once again, as if pulled by puppet strings, the man rose from the floor. I quickly muttered a curse and jumped closer to Morgan. I didn’t cower in his arms, but instead instinctually placed myself between him and the demon.

      Morgan groaned, slid an arm around my waist, and lifted me from the floor. Though I kicked and wriggled, he ran. He shoved the door open and jumped out into the night. I was grateful for my short hair, or else the wind would have caused so many knots.

      Though the wind roared in my ears, and we’d put distance between ourselves and the building, I could still hear the demon as if he were right beside me.

      “Treacherous harlot,” the demon said with a rumbling laugh. “Rest well while I gather the sacrifices we’ll need to begin this war.”

      My stomach dropped. Morgan’s grip on me never faltered, but I felt like I’d crashed into the earth. I kicked to be set free. Morgan paid no attention to my flailing.

      “I have to go back!”

      The wind stole the words from my lips. No matter how I shouted, Morgan couldn’t hear me. If we didn’t go back, the demon would kill innocents. I knew that I could kill him if I absorbed him.

      Right? That was something I could do… Possibly?
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      Vi

      

      Morgan didn’t stop until we were back at my place. There, he faltered and tripped over his feet. I dropped to the ground with a thud while he stumbled forward. Immediately, I leapt to my feet and spun to face Morgan.

      While I had an argument ready, it died when I saw his face. He’d turned paler. A sheen of sweat coated his brow, and I had a feeling that wasn’t from running.

      I rushed up to him and caught him before he could fall forward. “What’s wrong? Tell me what’s happening.”

      He jerked away from me, straightened, and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I gaped at him. Annoyance gurgled inside me, but I couldn’t let it override what was important. Right now, I had to tend to Morgan because I couldn’t have my friend’s brother-in-law keeling over at my place. That would look awful.

      It wasn’t because I liked him or anything.

      Kicking the front door open, I ushered Morgan inside. I shoved him onto the couch and leapt over it, so I could get to the kitchen. There, I turned on the lights and began pilfering through my cupboards for food.

      Food helped shifters heal. They needed all of that extra energy.

      While I looked for food, my mind wandered back to the demon’s warning. I grabbed a bag of chips and went to the living room where I could turn on the television. It took me a moment to find the local news channel because I didn’t watch it often.

      With the channel in the background, I shoved the chips into Morgan’s hands.

      “I can make you some ramen, if you want. I’m sorry I don’t have much else to offer.”

      He cradled the bag of chips in his lap while resting his head on the back of the couch. The man seemed impossibly huge. I’d always considered this a big couch, but he made it seem small, even in this state.

      There was a gray tinge to his skin that made me uncomfortable. I thought we’d gotten all of the infection earlier, but I was starting to doubt my efficacy. This was still very new to me. There was a strong possibility that I’d screwed up, and now we were going to pay the price for it.

      I reached out and wiped a bit of sweat from his brow. The way his lips softened at my touch tugged at my heart. I told myself that I couldn’t go contracting feelings for a dragon man. Somewhere, there was a mate waiting for him.

      Yeah, that was a good reason to keep my hands off him. That, and the fact that he was a bit of a conceited asshole. One that tried to protect me at every turn, that could pull me out of my manic state with just a kiss.

      Oh, god damn it.

      I jumped to my feet and began pacing. The crackle of the television in the background caught my attention. Cocking my head, I watched the news station cut to a new feed. A harried looking newscaster gave the camera a strained smile.

      “Local authorities are gathering outside of Johnny’s Pizza. Reports of an active shooter situation has just reached us…”

      My knees nearly gave out beneath me. I fell back onto the couch and stared blankly at the screen. It showed an aerial view of the pizza restaurant and the churning lights collected outside. Cops roped the area off while glancing back at the restaurant’s front doors.

      The demon had done exactly as he’d said.

      I buried my face in my hands. If I’d taken the chance to absorb the demon general, then this wouldn’t have happened. There would be no news alert. People wouldn’t be dead or hurt.

      What was I doing sitting around here? I could go back and take care of this. I had to. Someone had to, and I was the only person left to do anything. Besides, wasn’t this my fault?

      I’d stood without noticing. Morgan grabbed my hand and yanked me back down. I tried to pry my hand free, but he held tight.

      “You’re not going back there,” he said under his breath.

      My lip curled. “Why not?”

      “You can’t heal a bullet wound like a shifter could. If you go in there and make a scene, you’re going to get shot.”

      Desperation made me whine. There had to be something I could do, though. If I just sat here on my laurels, then there would be so much more death and pain on my hands.

      I stared Morgan down. “Stop trying to protect me.”

      He cracked open an eye. “No.”

      The simple delivery of a single word punched me in the chest. There was no tone to it that betrayed any complicated feelings. It was just a declaration of determination and nothing more.

      I…I wasn’t used to it. All my life, people struggled to hide their disappointment in me behind their words. They got frustrated when I accidentally set things on fire. They gave me pleading looks when they wanted me to come down from the demonic mania.

      It got to be a lot after a while. I always wondered why I couldn’t control myself better, why I kept disappointing those around me.

      Morgan, however, kept things plain and simple.

      “What am I supposed to do?” I asked, weakly.

      He stared the television down. His exhaustion was palpable. It weighed him down, shoving him deeper into the couch. “Nothing, for now. Let the police handle this. The demon already got what he wanted tonight. We can find him tomorrow before he strikes again.”

      The thought didn’t sit well with me. I dropped down beside Morgan and drew my knees up to my chest. There was a chance that I could handle this on my own. All I had to do was find the demon.

      But I remembered how hot I’d burned while trying to get rid of the infection in Morgan. That was only a fraction of the power that the demon general had at his disposal. I didn’t even know if I could burn hot enough to destroy a demon general.

      The manic voice inside me wanted to swallow the general. If we drank him down, he could become a part of us.

      “No!” I blurted out.

      Morgan cast me a confused and weary look with his sweaty brows peaked.

      I gave him a cringey smile. “Sorry. I…got carried away with myself.”

      The way he tilted his head as he took me in made me feel like he was looking right through me. The façade of perky and fun that I kept up all the time crumbled under the force of his stare. I wanted to yank it back up, but I was tired.

      “What if we had a sleepover?” I asked, trying to put a smile on my face.

      Morgan groaned as if that was the worst idea he’d ever heard.

      I pretended to be offended. “How dare you turn me down like that! A sleepover is a wonderful idea, and you know it.”

      Silence fell between us. Morgan laid his head back again, and soon I heard a gentle snore rumble his chest. Instead of curling up beside him like I wanted, I retreated to my bedroom where I could wrap myself in my mother’s quilt.

      Sleep wouldn’t come to me, though. I tossed and turned. The blank ceiling stared down at me accusingly. I could be out there, doing something. Instead, I was here, doing nothing.
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        * * *

      

      I trudged into work the next morning after getting a grand total of zero hours of sleep. There were a few moments where I drifted off, and I think that’s when Morgan must have slipped out, but the rest of the night dragged on endlessly.

      When the sun finally rose, I breathed the biggest sigh of relief because that meant I could give up trying. I’d hoped that a shower and an energy drink would help me feel revitalized, but now I felt more like a clean turd than anything else.

      I checked my phone for calls from Morgan or Luca, but there was no news. Ness and Ryder didn’t call, either, so I assumed that Morgan was fine. Still, my thoughts drifted back to him. He’d looked like crap the night before. I didn’t want to find him in his motel bathtub again.

      I placed my elbows on the coffee counter and rested my chin in my hands for a moment. My head was heavy and my heart reluctantly trudged onward. Guilt churned inside my mind. I shoved it aside and tried to focus on my breathing.

      Snapping shook me out of my mediation. I jumped back, startled. Morgan barely hid his laughter on the other side of the coffee counter.

      “Did you just snap in my face?” I asked, incredulous as my poor heart threatened to burst.

      I’d had way too much caffeine.

      “You were sleeping on the job. What else was I supposed to do?”

      “I was not sleeping!” Okay, a glance at the clock told me that I’d dozed for a handful of minutes.

      Morgan grinned devilishly. I flipped him the bird. I wasn’t going to admit that I’d fallen asleep in the cooler and at one of the tables already. The smug way he watched me made me want to wipe that smile off his face.

      He ordered a black coffee. Annoyed with him, I pulled a little bit of my arcana so I could superheat the drink in my hand. It gurgled quietly before I passed it over to him. The little voice in the back of my head laughed.

      It served him right for snapping his fingers at me. Only assholes did that to service workers. He quietly swiped his card and left without saying anything more. I watched him go and marveled at how little he wanted to talk. I wanted him to come back, so I could call him all sorts of names.

      But the manic laughter quickly faded once I was alone. Guilt returned to gnaw at the edges of my mind. I couldn’t let Morgan drink that coffee. He was going to get hurt.

      What the hell had I been thinking?

      I vaulted over the counter and rushed outside to catch him. If I jumped on him, I could risk spilling the coffee. That meant I had to be careful. Instead of throwing myself headlong at him, I slowly crept up behind him.

      Breathing steadied, I put one foot forward and prepared myself. The plan was to knock the cup downward and pull Morgan away from the splash zone. I wouldn’t get hurt if it splashed me, but he would. So, I had one hand up to hit the cup and the other raised behind him so I could grab the back of his shirt.

      Before I could do anything, Morgan side stepped me. I blinked at where he’d been. Annoyed, I didn’t give up. I twisted and leaned in his direction. This time, I was sure I had it. I would hit the cup and shove him backwards.

      Maybe I could even pull the cup towards me! Yeah, that would work. I hooked my fingers, so I could catch it and pull. But Morgan lowered it out of my grasp and took another step back.

      I could have told him that I’d tampered with his coffee, but that would mean having to own up to what I’d done. For whatever reason, I didn’t want Morgan knowing that I could be an asshole sometimes.

      “What is your problem?” he asked. “Are you always like this? Or did something happen last night while I was gone?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Nothing happened. Not even sleep.”

      He lifted the cup out of my reach. “Oh, so this is what you’re like when you’re sleep deprived? You forget about being cute and turn into a gremlin?”

      “Gremlins aren’t fuzzy hamster monsters. They’re fae that like metal. And you can’t really compare me to either.” I lunged for the cup.

      This time, I got it. I curled my fingers around the lid and yanked.

      “You’re going to get hurt,” Morgan growled.

      Before the contents of the cup could even spill, Morgan moved us away from the splash radius. I watched the cup fall and splatter on the ground from a safe distance, ten feet away. He leaned back from me just enough to glare down at me.

      “Why were you so determined to ruin my coffee? You were about to get burned.”

      “So were you!” I quickly closed my mouth before I gave anything else away.

      His lips twisted to the side. He gave me a knowing look. Of course, he’d known. The man had hands. He had been able to feel just how hot the coffee in that cup had been.

      I pushed myself away from him and threw my hands in the air.

      “You’re a mess today,” he said. “Why don’t you go home and sleep? If you don’t, you’re going to fall apart.”

      There was too much to do. The demon general was still wandering around the city. I didn’t know if he’d jumped into another vessel or not. More than once, I’d considered calling Cerri for a tracking potion, but I was worried that would be a waste of time. Could her magic even track demons?

      We could test it with me, but the general would be causing mayhem in the meantime.

      “Sleep is for the weak,” I said.

      Morgan gave me a flat look.

      I lifted my chin. “That’s what coffee and energy drinks are for.”

      “You might be a demon, but even you can’t survive off caffeine.”

      Laughing, I said, “What are you going to do about it? Are you going to knock me out? I didn’t think so. There’s too much to do still. We need to find him and stop him. I know you know exactly who I’m talking about.”

      Morgan’s sigh was heavy, laden with all the things he didn’t say. Even though he didn’t express his thoughts, I could still read him like a book. He thought I was being reckless and going to get myself hurt. I didn’t know why he cared so much, honestly.

      “You’re not demon hunting tonight,” Morgan said very carefully. “Go home. I have no need for you in this state.”

      Taken aback, I recoiled. His words stung more than they should have. All I wanted was to do the right thing. What happened the night before still haunted me. I couldn’t allow it to happen again.

      Didn’t he understand that?

      Whatever. I didn’t need him. I would go out on my own and prove to him that I was more useful than he thought. All I needed was another energy drink to give me the boost I needed…and maybe a sandwich.

      I left Morgan standing on the side of the street by himself. He could do whatever he wanted without me.
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      Morgan

      

      My beast writhed with fury. It was weak, though. I’d been holding back that little bit of infection still left inside me, and it’s left me drained. Even my beast felt the repercussions. I couldn’t ask Vi to help me, though.

      She wasn’t doing any better than me right now.

      I should have stayed at the café and watched over her to keep her from going out on her own, but I found myself at the end of Ryder’s driveway instead. I couldn’t remember the steps I’d taken to get from the café to here, as if my body had acted on its own.

      My lip curled. I didn’t want to see my brother while I was in this weakened state. He could easily defeat me if I issued a challenge today. If I was going to defeat my brother, I would have to be at full strength.

      The house’s front door opened. Ryder appeared in the doorway. He didn’t step out but watched me from a distance. I noticed the way his shoulders fell, as if in a sigh. He hung his head and stepped outside.

      I took a step back. I didn’t need to be here right now. There was no point in talking to the traitor who’d killed our father and destroyed our family. He didn’t deserve my attention, let alone my company.

      “Don’t get your scales ruffled,” Ryder grumbled as he approached.

      “I’ll ruffle your scales. Just give me time.”

      He laughed, barely a huff of breath, but it lifted the corners of his mouth all the same. He wiped at his growing beard with his hand. The ghost of a smile vanished by the time his hand fell away.

      “I know you’re not here to ask how my day is going,” Ryder said gruffly.

      I snorted. He wasn’t wrong.

      Ryder planted himself between me and his home before putting his hands on his hips. “What do you want?”

      “For you to answer for what you did.”

      Ryder looked me in the eye. “What does that mean? Do you want me to go home and stand before the clan’s new leader? You do realize that Bri will forgive me, right? She understands what happened.”

      My lip curled. Hundreds of words rushed to the surface, but none of them would come out. They piled onto my tongue and filled my mouth until I choked.

      I let out a huff and broke eye contact with my brother. Guilt churned inside my chest. The infection latched onto it and hurriedly swallowed it down. The ravenous infection doubled in size. I pressed my knuckles to my chest where the guilt still poured out like a fountain.

      My brother had a lot to answer for, and if no one in our past wanted to hold him accountable, then I would have to do it myself.

      Why did I feel so guilty over that? Ryder was the one who had betrayed us. He deserved what he had coming.

      Movement in the house drew my attention away from my brother. His curly-haired mate stood in the window. She watched me with an intensity that might have shaken a lesser man.

      I nodded in her direction. “She’s going to miss you when you’re gone.”

      Ryder stiffened. His hands fell away from his hips and formed fists at his sides. “You can threaten me all you like, brother. Just don’t bring Ness into this.”

      I gave Ryder a weak smile. “I didn’t. This is still all about you and me. It’s a damn shame you had to go and find a mate right before justice catches up to you.”

      Ryder’s sigh turned into a snarl. He stormed up to me, closing the distance until our noses were nearly touching. “You turned a blind eye to everything that happened back then. You’re doing it again. For someone who is so goddamn smart, you’re a real fucking fool. You’re choosing to believe your own narrative over the truth, and it sickens me.”

      Before I could retort, Ryder backed away. He spun around and stomped back towards the house. Ness threw open the door and met him halfway. She made sure to stand behind her mate and keep an eye on me. The little hound shifter was full of spunk and spite, that much was for sure.

      She still stood no chance against a dragon. She couldn’t protect him from his own mistakes. He committed murder. Nothing would stop me from making this right.

      If no council would judge my brother, then I had to do it. He had to die.

      Just…not yet. Not until I could rid myself of this infection. If Vi was in no shape to deal with it right now, then I would have to find another way. Vi had invited two witches into her home to help me. I could call them and see what they could do about this.

      

      Vi

      

      I went home after work and put on my big leather combat boots and a comfy tactical sweater with a lot of pockets. Cerri had dropped off another batch of exorcism potions during the shift change. I owed her, big time, but I didn’t have the money to repay her right now.

      Maybe I could return the favor someday. That meant I had to survive this.

      Instead of taking the Jeep into the city, I paid for a ride-share. It wasn’t the smartest move, but the Jeep had been acting up on the way home. The ride-share was a lot cheaper than calling to get a tow.

      Though, I might have been able to call Ryder to have him pick it up in his dragon form That would have been kind of cool.

      In the back seat of a stranger’s car, I dozed. The driver tried to talk to me. I could hear his voice, gargled as if I were deep underwater. When the car stopped, I came to, gasping. There was sweat on my forehead. Thin tendrils of smoke rose from my fingertips where I gripped the seat beneath me. Panic made my heart thunder violently.

      Was everyone okay? What had I missed? I took in my surroundings and remembered where I was. The driver gave me a wary look through the rearview mirror. I felt awful for freaking the poor guy out. I would have to tip him well for what I’d done to his seat.

      There were fingerprints burned into the seat cushion from where I’d gripped it. I swallowed and tried not to look down at them so he wouldn’t notice. It wasn’t my finest moment, that was for sure.

      After the driver left, I lifted my head and took in the city around me. How was I supposed to find a demon in all this? There were faces everywhere. People muttered to themselves or the Bluetooth devices in their ears. Others had faraway looks on their faces. They could have been demons, or they could have been normal people having a rough day.

      I slid my hand into my pocket and wrapped my fingers around one of the small potion bottles. If I hit the demon general with one of these, would it expel the demon from his vessel? I’d seen the demon walking around without a vessel, so I doubted the exorcism would send him back to hell.

      Chewing on the thumbnail of my free hand, I kept looking from face to face. The demon general would find me. He needed me for something. Why else would he offer me so much? It was like when a used car salesman threw in a bunch of so-called free warranties that were already built into the price of the car.

      If I wandered around long enough, the demon general would find me. Only, my feet tangled as I tried to move. The heavy boots were safer, but they made me clumsy. I eyed a nearby convenience store and considered ducking inside for another energy drink, but my stomach was already on fire—and not from my arcana.

      No more energy drinks. I had to wake myself up manually. I slapped my cheeks until they stung. The slight pain sent a jolt to my brain and snapped me back into reality.

      “Interesting tactic,” a familiar voice said at my shoulder.

      I leapt away from Bez, who was trying to hold back a grin.

      “Oh, it’s just you. You’re a weasel of a demon, you know that?” I grumbled.

      He bowed dramatically, flourishing his hand through the air as he did so. I sneered at him. The last time we’d met, he’d led me into a trap. I wasn’t going to let that happen again.

      I should have thrown an exorcism potion in his face. I even had my hand wrapped around one. Instead, I rolled my eyes and asked him what he wanted.

      “What? I can’t pay you a friendly visit? I saw you meandering through this dangerous city on your own and thought I would offer you my protection. I am a big strong man, you see.”

      “I hate you more every time you open your mouth. I didn’t know that was possible. I’m a really friendly person. Hate isn’t usually in my vocabulary, but I’ll bring it out just for you, Bez.” I shook my head and continued forward.

      Bez fell in step alongside me. He chattered on incessantly about all the deals he’d made recently, how everyone he’d met was living their best life.

      “Do you really think that’s their best life?” I asked in disbelief. “These people are going to hell after. Their souls are going to be express shipped right up Satan’s asshole. Sounds like a rotten deal to me.”

      He laughed. “No one could peg Lucifer. Especially not a few pathetic souls. There’s only ever been one woman to get his attention, and I’m pretty sure he was the one who gave her the raw deal.”

      Disgusted, I asked, “What does that even mean?”

      Bez stared at me for a long while. His expression was unreadable until he shrugged and returned to his usual cocky grin.

      What the fuck did that even mean?

      “Tell me about the demon general,” I said in an attempt to change this weird subject.

      Bez snorted. “Hell no. I’m not getting involved in this. I’m just a foot soldier. If I say anything about my superiors, I could get demoted. Or he could eat me. I’m not particularly into vore.”

      I’d spent too much time on the internet and hated that I knew exactly what he was talking about.

      “You’re disgusting.” I shook my head while keeping one hand tight around an exorcism potion.

      Man, I hope these aren’t flammable. I should have asked Cerri what was in them.

      “What do you want from me?” I asked the demon that’d fallen into step alongside me.

      Bez shrugged. “I’m just along for the ride. Wherever you go, there’s bound to be a good show.”

      Though he laughed and nudged me with his elbow, I didn’t laugh. I stared him down. Heavy bags tugged at my eyes. The world pressed down on my shoulders. There’d never been this much responsibility on my plate before.

      I’d always lived life like YOLO was tattooed on the inside of my eyelids. Every time I closed my eyes in fear, I was reminded that I only had one life to live, and I might as well make it the wildest time ever.

      But others only had one life, too. I looked away from Bez and studied the faces around me. The demon general could come by at any moment and incite chaos. Lives could be lost in the blink of an eye.

      If the demon general got what he wanted, then even more would be lost. I had to stop that from happening, but I didn’t know how. What was I supposed to do? I had fire, and that was about it. Sure, my arcana gave me dark vision and strength from time to time, but that wasn’t going to do much against a demon general.

      I had one option, and I didn’t even know if that would work. Last time I’d run into the demon general, I’d wanted to drink him down. I could absorb him the way I absorbed Morgan’s infection. The potential consequences scared me, though. I didn’t know if I could destroy him from the inside.

      And what would happen when my own demonic side got the best of me? I shuddered to think of what might happen then. There was no one around to pull me back from the brink. And I wasn’t about to ask anyone to walk alongside me right now, either.

      I cast sidelong glance at Bez. He certainly wasn’t going to be the one to help me.

      “You want a show? Take me to the demon general,” I said.

      Bez lifted a brow. “Aw, girl. You’re not ready for that yet. You need, like, a whole training montage.”

      “Do you want to be my trainer then? Teach me all the ways of a demon?”

      Eyes incredulously wide, he blew out a breath and shook his head. “Hell no. I’m not going to help you. Like I said, getting tangled up with this side of you is going to be the death of me. I’m not helping.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “Well, if you’re not going to help, then it’s time to send you home.”

      Bez threw up his hands. “Whoa, whoa! Slow your roll. Why would you want to go and do a thing like that?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. He knew exactly why. His shoulders dropped. He sighed and rolled his eyes.

      “What do you want from me?”

      I was about to say that he knew what I wanted, but I hesitated. I needed more than just where the demon general was. The demon general was up to something. I needed to know what he wanted and why it involved me.

      More importantly, I needed to know how to get rid of the demon general. Though, I doubted Bez knew how to do that. He wasn’t someone who might have insider knowledge. Was he?

      No. I couldn’t consider partnering with a demon, not even for information. Befriending a vampire was one thing, partnering with a demon would lead me down a path of temptation that I didn’t need to follow.

      Closing my fist around one of the exorcism potions, I pressed my thumb to the cork stopper. Just as I was about to pour it over Bez, a scream stopped me in my tracks. My body locked in place. The smell of brimstone washed over me.

      I didn’t have time for Bez anymore. I lurched away from him and broke into a sprint towards the source of the sound. My feet were heavy. If only I hadn’t worn these damn boots. I should have been more practical and went for sneakers.

      Though I wanted to kick them off, these boots were strapped to my feet. I wasn’t going to get free of them any time soon. There wasn’t any time to waste. Just ahead, I heard the soft sounds of terrified whimpering.

      I dashed down an alley. Of course, a demon wouldn’t act right in the middle of the street.

      But the demon general hadn’t done anything outright. He’d influenced someone in the pizza restaurant to act. That meant the demon general had to be around here somewhere. A woman’s whine called to my attention again, though.

      A woman was in trouble. I wanted to find the demon general, but she needed help. While I dealt with this, the demon general would get away. He’d wanted me last night. Why did he want to escape me today?

      A woman leaned against the wall with her hands over her face. Her knees buckled and dropped her to the ground. I rushed to her, but I didn’t immediately see any signs of harm. As I knelt beside her, I glanced up and down the alley.

      Was he here? Was this a trap?

      My head spun. This didn’t feel right. I couldn’t help but wonder if I was reeling from my lack of sleep. I tumbled down every possible avenue, wondering what this could be.

      I shook myself and turned back to the woman. I reached for her hands so I could comfort her and get them away from her face. That’s when she lunged at me. Her mouth stretched inhumanly wide as she grasped the sides of my face.

      My head bounced off the brick wall behind me. I ignored the pain and braced my arms between us. This wasn’t a human woman. Her mouth was too wide, her teeth too sharp. Her fingers lengthened into bone-like claws that dug into my shoulders, so she could pin me to the wall.

      A dull roar started in my ears, either from my heart or from the ache now pounding in the back of my head. I could barely hear the snap of her teeth when she tried to bite me, but I did feel the heat of her breath wash over my face. When she tried again, her teeth grazed the tip of my nose.

      Heart lurching, I tried to shove her away. She doubled down. She shoved her wrists between my arms and pried them apart. My arms flew wide. The demon woman took advantage of the opening and leapt at me.

      With no other option, I summoned my arcana. I didn’t draw it little by little but yanked it up all at once. The power hit me like a wave and threatened to overwhelm me. I somehow just barely kept my head above the wave. When I threw my hands out, a wave of heat blasted into the demon woman. It sent her flying back into the opposite wall.

      The sound of her head cracking against the wall echoed up and down the alley. My stomach turned. A trail of blood painted the wall when she slid down to slump on the ground. I waited for guilt and regret to surface, but manic laughter rose instead.

      Foolish demon thought she could take me. It served her right for thinking that she could win this fight. I stepped forward and took a handful of her hair so that I could pull her head back. Her eyes were glazed over, unseeing. When I pressed my thumb between her lips to pull them back, I noticed that her teeth were still sharp. The shape of her jaw was still inhuman, too.

      Her body didn’t go back to normal. She wasn’t a demon, but some sort of mutation.

      My heart should have broken for her, but I stood and looked up and down the alley for the demon general. He had to be here somewhere. I was going to find him and drink him down for more power. He would taste delicious.

      Delicious? Really?

      What was I thinking? I had to snap out of it.

      But the moment of clarity passed. Laughter bubbled out of me. Fire wound between my fingers and cast flickering shadows on the walls. I didn’t care who saw me. I wanted everyone to be afraid of me. They should cower in my presence because I was more than anyone else.

      I would stand at the top of it all once I brought this world crashing down.

      No general would stand in my way. They would bow to me or find themselves ripped apart and devoured.

      A door burst open and a man in a white apron stumbled out. He ran at me, hands curled into hooked claws. A hiss ripped from his lips. I effortlessly stepped out of his path and let him hit the wall. His claws scraped against the brick. It made a horrendous sound.

      Heat rolled off me in waves. All around us, garbage sizzled and burned. It filled the air with an acrid scent that covered the brimstone aroma floating around the man. As another mutated human appeared in the doorway, I reached out and tapped the first man on the shoulder.

      My arcana surged. It flared bright. In a flash, the man disappeared. Where once there stood a person, only ash remained. A wind swept down the alley and carried his body away. I turned to the third mutated human.

      Was the demon general inside? Or had he passed through and left his toys behind for me to play with?

      My arcana burned. It begged to be unleashed. I wanted to let it out in the biggest light show that anyone had ever witnessed. Yet, a small part of me knew that would only lead to trouble. I couldn’t let the humans see.

      So, instead, I tapped the third mutant and watched him crumble into ashes and cinder. The tiny pieces of him danced along the alley floor. They all disappeared, never to be seen again.

      “Come out and play,” I said as I prowled the alley. “Your little toy isn’t going to be enough to stop me. You should know that I’m stronger than that.”

      Why didn’t the general want to talk to me? Was he really such a chicken?

      My arcana roiled inside me. It filled my veins. It coursed beneath my skin. I didn’t know where I ended, and it began. We were one in the same. I was power. I was conquest.

      A smile reached my lips. I lifted my head and shoved my hands into my pockets. If the demon general wanted to talk, he would find me. Until then, I would keep myself busy.

      What have I done? What am I doing?

      A little voice tried to fill me with guilt. I squashed it and let a wide smile roll across my face. There was so much to do, so much mayhem to start.
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      Morgan

      

      I flew over the dark city and wondered if anyone bothered to look up and see the beast coasting across the sky. These days, so few ever bothered to look up. When you lived in a city, the lights blocked out the wonder of the sky. That meant I could soar overhead with little fear of getting caught.

      That also meant I was there to see a great flash near the eastern side of the city. With a bad feeling settling in the pit of my stomach, I banked towards the east. Another bright flash of light left me uneasy.

      I dropped low and shifted before touching down in an alley. The smell of burning garbage set me on edge. There were no fires. It was as if something had left a searing trail as it moved through the space.

      There was only one person capable of doing such a thing, at least as far as I knew. This didn’t bode well. I’d asked Vi to go home. I should have stuck around to make sure that’s what she did. When I last saw her, she’d been strung out and exhausted.

      Barefoot and naked, I ran down the alley. I didn’t care who saw me. My beast propelled me forward with more urgency than I expected. The beast would never forgive me if Vi got hurt. Why? I didn’t know. There was no room for thought in my head while the beast pressed.

      “Come out and play,” Vi said. “Your little toy isn’t going to be enough to stop me. You should know that I’m stronger than that.”

      Her voice drew me to a halt. I rocked where I stood because that wasn’t Vi—at least, not exactly. It was Vi in body, but not in mind.

      She heard me approach and slowly turned. That wide smile split her lips as she looked me up and down. Last time I’d found her like this, I’d kissed her to bring her back. It was an option on the table until she reached out and let her fingers trail over a nearby bin.

      The trash bin melted. Its contents turned to ash and floated away while the molten plastic hit the ground with a sickening splat.

      “What happened here?” I asked warily.

      Clearly, Vi had been pushed into using her power again. It was a double-edged blade that bit back every time she swung it. This time, it’d gotten the best of her. Her eyes blazed with light. They weren’t just red but glowing like embers. She tilted her head and smiled demurely at me.

      My heart clenched. That face belonged to someone else, and I wanted her back. This wasn’t the Vi I knew. I wanted to see the gremlin that threw herself onto my bed and kicked her feet in the air while chatting incessantly. I wanted to see the Vi that drove recklessly through the backroads in the middle of the night.

      “The general thought it would be funny to throw his playthings at me. I made quick work of them. Not a trace left.”

      My stomach dropped. I had no idea what she was talking about, but I did not like the sound of it. She took another step closer. Without thinking, I stepped back.

      “His…playthings?” I asked, cautiously.

      She nodded. “Humans that he changed. He twisted them into little monsters and filled them with a desire for carnage. I made quick work of them. They barely even scratched me.” She clicked her tongue. “He underestimated me.”

      That, or the demon general wanted to push her into using her powers. The demon general might have noticed that she changed when she uses too much power. The demon tipped her into her dark side, but for what reason?

      I rushed towards her before remembering the flashes of light. Rocking back, I watched her. She laughed at my hesitation. To this version of Vi, hesitation was weakness. I sucked my teeth and tried to figure out my next move.

      “What would your mother think if she knew you’d just blasted two humans?”

      The corners of her mouth lifted. “Oh, it was more than two. There were three total.”

      The light in her eyes flickered. Her brows dropped ever so slightly. Concern briefly flitted across her face. It was there and then gone. The Vi I knew appeared for barely a moment before vanishing.

      This would take time. I couldn’t bring her back from this on my own.

      “Three souls, dead and gone? Are you hiding behind your worst self so that you don’t have to face the guilt for what you’ve done?” I shook my head. “I thought you were better than that. I guess you aren’t the person I expected.”

      She laughed. I don’t know why I expected that to work. Yet, her laugh cracked. It broke and faded, the sound turning sorrowful. Vi was still in there.

      This side of her should have scared me. I knew she could incinerate me with only a touch, but I still crept closer to her. My beast told me to wrap her in my arms. The beast was overly confident. I didn’t understand what made the beast think that she wouldn’t incinerate me the first chance she got.

      I couldn’t risk listening to my instincts. It would get me killed here. I had to be smart about how I did this. If I could lead her back to someone who might be able to talk some sense into her, then together we could bring Vi back from this.

      The only person I could think of was her mother. Though Shelley was only a human, I doubted Vi would hurt her mother. Shelley had tamed a demon for a night. She could tame her half-demon daughter again.

      She had to because I certainly didn’t have that power tonight. I took a step back.

      “Where are you going, dragon? Why don’t you stay there while I go get you a nice leash? You would make a pretty pet.”

      I laughed. “No one is putting a leash on me. I’m not into that kind of kink.”

      She pouted.

      I took several more steps back. Where did her mother live? This city wasn’t too big, but I didn’t really know my way around. If I took to the sky again, I might be able to find it, but I had to make sure that Vi would give chase. I had to be all she wanted so that she would follow me.

      “Maybe,” I said, even though I knew this was about to be a very bad idea. “Maybe I’ll let you put a collar on me if you can catch me.”

      I leapt from the ground. In the air, my wings burst free from my back. Scales rippled over my skin. My form grew in size until my full beast appeared. I quickly shot higher into the sky so that no one on the ground would notice me. Shifting back and forth in the middle of the city was risky, but I couldn’t let Vi wander around like this.

      I told myself that it was because she was a danger to herself and others. It had nothing to do with the charming young woman that I wanted to see again.

      Though I wanted to circle overhead to make sure she was following, I knew that I had to keep moving. The circle would only confuse and frustrate Vi. If I did that, she might give up and head elsewhere. I had to keep her attention.

      The air currents carried me to the house in the suburbs. When I touched down in the backyard, the cacophony of dog barks announced my arrival. Shelley opened the back door. She stood there, a silhouette haloed by the light behind her.

      I wasted no time in shifting back so I could tell her what I needed from her. I didn’t tell her that Vi had killed three people. That was information for Vi to divulge whenever she was ready. Or not. It was entirely up to her once we got her back.

      Shelley seemed grim but nodded. She glanced back at the dark road lit only by a dim streetlamp. I expected Vi to be there, but the chase might take her a while. Vi was on foot. We had time before she caught up.

      I waited by the road for Vi. She appeared in the dark. A wreath of light illuminated her, as well, but it came from her. She burned like a flame. Shadows danced on the ground at her feet. They looked less like shadows and more like trapped souls.

      This wasn’t the Vi I knew. I wanted the gremlin back.

      “Oh? You’re waiting for me?” she said once she got close enough.

      I fought the urge to swallow. Instead, I lifted my chin and gave her a smirk. “That’s the only way I’m going to win.”

      Her expression faltered. Confusion flickered across her face, twisting her lips for a brief moment. Vi shook herself, as if casting off her thoughts. I wondered if those thoughts belonged to her good side.

      “Well?” I spread my arms out in invitation.

      She rolled her shoulders back and lifted her hands, palms up. Light writhed in her hands. Was it flame? Was it just light? I couldn’t tell from this distance. She’d accessed a deep well of arcana unlike any other, though.

      I didn’t want to see what would happen if she touched me with it. Yet, I let her get closer and closer. I could see her face better, the way the light illuminated the pale softness of her skin and how it reflected in her bright eyes. By the end of the night, those eyes would go back to their usual blue gray.

      I made the promise to myself that tonight would end without any casualties. I wouldn’t fail like my brother had. He was weak. I was smart.

      Somehow, this felt dumb. I shouldn’t have led her back to her mother’s while she was like this. Vi had casually killed two people—no, three. I wanted to believe that she wouldn’t hurt her mother, but I had no way of knowing. This was a side of her that I didn’t know well.

      “You know me, Vi. I’m not a pet. I’m your…” I struggled to say friend.

      Were we friends? I’d kept her at arm’s length this whole time. She seemed determined to call me a friend, but I had no way of knowing if my actions had put a wrench in that. Did she hate me? Would my words trigger the wrong reaction?

      I was overthinking this. If I didn’t placate her, she would do something that she might regret. Still, saying things I wasn’t certain were true did not feel right.

      “Oh, Violet. Darling.” Shelley appeared beside me.

      I moved to put myself between her and Vi, but Shelley shoved me out of the way. She put her hands on my shoulders and threw me to the side so she could approach Vi. I blinked at the human woman’s audacity before remembering myself. I grabbed the back of her shirt and quickly yanked her back.

      Vi tilted her head curiously. She looked Shelley up and down. It scared me that I didn’t see recognition in Vi’s face.

      “Let me go, damn it. This is my daughter. I am not afraid of her.” Shelley twisted and swatted my hand away. She turned to stare Vi down.

      “Ma’am,” I said, softly, pleadingly.

      The light in Vi’s palms flared hot. Reflexively, I reached out, but I didn’t grab Shelley this time. Instead, I let my hand hover in the air just in case.

      “Listen here, you brat. You are going to go inside and think about all the harm you’ve caused tonight. I’m not going to let you go on a rampage over Lakesedge and Syracuse tonight. I would never forgive myself if I allowed you to do such a thing.”

      I expected Shelley to appeal to her daughter with love. This nearly made my jaw drop.

      Vi grinned. When she opened her mouth to speak, light filled the back of her throat. “You think you can stop me? You? A lowly human?”

      Shelley stomped right up to her daughter and slapped her across the face. I lunged and snatched Shelley back before Vi could retaliate. But Vi didn’t move for several heartbeats. Her head remained to the side.

      Slowly, she flexed her jaw. I watched her expression change from one of rage to one of shock. She touched her cheek and wiggled her jaw back and forth before blinking up at us. The fire in the back of her mouth had gone out.

      Slack jawed, she stared at us. My heart thumped against the inside of my sternum. Deep inside, my beast laughed victoriously.

      “What the hell happened?” Vi asked. Her attention flicked between me and her mother. Realization seemed to set in. “Oh man, don’t tell me I lost it again.”

      Vi slumped. I jumped forward to catch her before she could drop to her knees. She tried to cling to my clothes but quickly realized I wasn’t wearing any. When her bare hands met my skin she reared back, startled.

      I laughed, just relieved that Vi was back to her old self. It didn’t take long for me to remember what she’d done while lost to her demon side, though. Three lives had been lost. Even though she might not have killed them had they not attacked her, I doubted she would take this information lightly.

      Shelley directed everyone inside. She motioned for me to wait in the living room while she led Vi into another room.

      The dogs gathered around me while I waited. They leaned against my legs and looked up at me with wide, almost grateful eyes. Animals didn’t usually take too well to shifters, but they seemed fine around me. I bent and patted a black Australian Shepherd on the head. She closed her eyes and pushed all of her weight into me.

      My beast moved, curious.

      A moment later, Shelley returned. She had her hands pressed to her cheeks. When they fell away, she let out a haggard sigh and glanced back to where Vi likely slept.

      “She passed right out the moment I tucked her in,” Shelley whispered, as though she were afraid she might wake Vi.

      “A lot has happened. I don’t think she slept last night.” I didn’t take my hand off the dog’s head.

      Shelley didn’t ask what I meant, and I didn’t explain.

      “Vi will be safe here tonight,” Shelley said. “Don’t worry about her. Go take care of yourself. In fact, I can pull out some extra blankets and pillows if you need a place to crash tonight. My couch is open, and the dogs make good cuddle partners.”

      I shook my head. “I have a motel room. I should get going.”

      The pack of dogs followed me to the door. Before I could leave, Shelley touched my shoulder. I paused and turned.

      She gave me a tight yet happy smile. Her motherly aura made my heart clench in sorrow. A yearning to see my own mother pinched my mind. My chest tightened until I could barely breathe.

      But my own mother wasn’t anything like Shelley. Mom had been warm, but never this strong. When Dad died, Mom had shattered. She wasn’t the same person she once was. I would never be able to go back and see the mother I once had. She died with our father.

      All that was left was a husk of a woman, and I could not fix that.

      “You’re a good man, Morgan. Someday, I’d like to see my daughter love a man like yourself. It was your smart thinking that saved her tonight. Without you, I wouldn’t have my daughter anymore.”

      “That’s not true. We both know it was you that brought her back.”

      “No one else would have thought to bring her to me. Morgan, you’re the hero tonight.”

      Shelley was mistaken. If I’d taken Vi home or stuck around to keep an eye on her, then none of this would have happened. Three people would still be alive. Vi wouldn’t have to live with their lives on her conscience.

      I ducked out without saying any more. Shelley wasn’t going to listen to reason tonight. She was basking in the glow of knowing her daughter was safe. I wouldn’t ruin that for her.
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      Vi

      

      My stomach was on fire. I couldn’t tell if that was from all the energy drinks I’d chugged to stay awake yesterday, or if it was from my own arcana. I’d fallen deep into the hellfire yesterday, and I was paying the price for it.

      Morgan wouldn’t answer my calls. Luca was nowhere to be found. I didn’t dare go back into the city where I’d met the mutated human. I was afraid of what I might find there. I had memories, all vague and shadowed by my demonic side, but none of them were good.

      As if they had a sixth sense for when I was struggling, the girls called me and declared it ice-cream day. The four of us, Ness, Cerri, Addie, and I shared a half-gallon of ice-cream on Ness’s front porch. Though the conversation was nearly non-existent today, we sat comfortably in each other’s presence.

      When I shoved a spoonful of ice-cream into my mouth, I couldn’t taste it—which was a pity because black raspberry was my favorite. I could feel Ness watching me, her discerning gaze trying to peer past my shaky walls. I ignored her and focused on the driveway ahead.

      We sat on her front porch and watched Ryder try to rip a stump out of the ground. He crouched low and wrapped his arms around the stump. His fingertips dug into the crumbling bark as he tugged.

      Ness’s attention zeroed in on her mate. Her spoon hung in the air, halfway to her parted lips. It would have made me laugh had there not been a stone in the pit of my stomach.

      As if summoned by my misery, Morgan appeared. He approached from the side of the road and started down the driveway. Immediately, Ness stiffened beside me. Her spoon clattered back into her bowl.

      Morgan marched up to Ryder. At that moment, the stump came flying out of the ground. Dirt sprayed in every direction. Ryder tossed it in his brother’s direction. It rolled to a stop at Morgan’s feet.

      I stood, prepared to throw myself between the brothers again. This time, I wasn’t sure if I had what it took to keep them from killing each other.

      Morgan didn’t look all that great, either. There were bags under his eyes. He moved slowly. It might have come off as confident had I not known him better.

      Oh boy. I shouldn’t act like Morgan and I know each other inside and out. That couldn’t be further from the truth.

      We’d seen each other at our weakest, though. I’d straddled him in a bathtub while an infection tore him open. He’d tricked my demon-self into visiting my mother, so she could bitch-slap me back to reality. If that wasn’t pretty revealing for the both of us, then I didn’t know what else would bring us closer.

      “Are you done procrastinating?” Ryder asked his brother.

      Morgan said nothing. I watched his jaw flex. Even though I was thirty feet away, I could practically hear his teeth grinding against one another.

      “Let’s have it out, then.” Ryder opened his arms wide as he approached his brother.

      The four of us surged off the porch and rushed forward. While Cerri and Addie didn’t have offensive arcanas, Ness and I weren’t afraid to throw down. Already, I could feel my arcana sparking along my skin like embers.

      Immediately, I yanked it back. My breath left me in a rush. I doubled over, recalling what’d happened the night before. I hadn’t been a human anymore. That woman that I killed had been turned into a demon…she hadn’t been human.

      Could I justify what I’d done, though? Could I?

      A shadow eclipsed me. Broad hands awkwardly patted my back. I choked out a laugh.

      “Hi, Morgan.”

      He grumbled and continued patting my back.

      “Could you not start shit today?” I didn’t expect him to give in to my request, but it didn’t hurt to try.

      Just like I thought, Morgan faced his brother again. I lifted my head and watched the two of them lock eyes. My stomach churned. I grabbed Morgan’s wrist and tried to pull his attention back to me, but he couldn’t be swayed.

      “It’s time,” Morgan said. “You have to pay for your crimes. I don’t do this because I want to, but because you forced my hand.”

      Ryder’s eyes flashed bright with lightning. The sky rumbled. Clouds had rolled in when I wasn’t paying attention, which made me look to Ness. Her wild curls fluttered in the growing wind. Her lip curled when she looked at Morgan.

      I didn’t want to get between Morgan and my friend, but I would if I had to.

      “Dad had Treasure Sickness,” Ryder said, a note of sorrow dragging down his matter of fact tone. “He was a paranoid old man who wanted to hurt anyone and everyone in order to keep his control over the clan. You didn’t know because I did my best to hide it from everyone. I suffered under his hand so that you could all live happy lives.

      “I did what I had to do in order to keep our clan safe. Dad became a threat to everyone. There was no saving him. Do you really think I enjoyed what I had to do? That I relive that night just to bask in the bloodshed?”

      Ryder yanked his shirt collar aside to reveal a scar that ran from the crook of his neck down the front of his chest. “Dad nearly ripped me in half.”

      Morgan snarled. “Don’t lie about our father. You deserve that scar. He was defending himself from you!”

      I tightened my grip on Morgan’s wrist. Unfortunately, Ness stepped into the conversation.

      “Do you listen to anyone in your life? No. You run around and throw accusations at everyone just to make yourself feel better for being an oblivious dipshit. Your brother is a good man, but that doesn’t fit your narrative.” The clouds above rumbled with Ness’s derision.

      I sighed. I didn’t want to have to get into the middle of this. Once I picked a side, then I would have to stay there. If I let them keep going like this, they were likely to kill one another. The last thing I needed was more death on my mind.

      “Can’t we just discuss this over some ice-cream?” I asked weakly.

      My arcana gurgled in the pit of my stomach. It wanted out. If I tapped into my arcana, then this would all be over in a second. No one would dare defy the power waiting inside me.

      I froze. Oh, those were not good thoughts. That was my demon side talking, and I couldn’t afford to listen to it today.

      “Dad was going to kill everyone one by one,” Ryder said. His voice wavered, like it might break, but he pulled it back together. “Treasure Sickness runs in our family. Even I can feel it trying to creep in on the bad days. The bigger we are, the harder we fall. I tried to protect everyone from Dad. I promise you I tried.”

      Morgan ripped his arm out of my grasp and stormed forward. Ness stiffened. Lightning struck the ground between them. Morgan hesitated, for barely a breath, then he laughed. We were dealing with storm dragons. The lightning wouldn’t hurt Morgan.

      But my fire would. I could stop this if I had to. I just had to be careful how much arcana I pulled.

      “You killed our father.” Morgan took a step forward. “You ran away.” Another step. “You found yourself a pretty mate.” Another step. “And you got yourself a little pack of wolves. You don’t deserve any of this. You and I both know you earned this through lies.”

      Ness shoved Morgan. He barely stumbled back.

      When Ness opened her mouth, I noticed the flash of light in her eyes. I quickly leapt up and slapped my hand over her lips. I mouthed an apology because I wasn’t about to let her use her vocal arcana.

      Ness shoved me away. I stumbled back into Morgan who caught me and kept me upright.

      “Stay out of this,” Ness commanded.

      The words hit me like a ton of bricks. My body constricted. When I tried to speak to her, my jaw remained locked tight.

      “What the hell?” Morgan muttered.

      Thankfully, I could turn to him and say, “Ness had a nifty trick that makes it so that people have to listen to her. Normally, she doesn’t use it against fri—"

      Ness’s arcana cut off my words. I clenched my jaw. Deep inside me, my arcana tried to claw its way out. I sucked in a breath and tried to shove my demonic side back down, but I wasn’t happy that my friend had used her arcana against me.

      Apparently, I could speak to Morgan, but not to Ness. Her arcana had a funny way of determining what stay out of this meant.

      Ryder pulled his mate aside. I couldn’t hear what he said to her, but I watched Ness’s face fall and fill with guilt. I gave her an expression that told her I was not pleased, but Morgan stepped around me.

      “Command your mate to tell the truth,” Morgan said. “You can do it. Have him tell the truth. That way, we’ll all know that he’s lying.”

      Ness crossed her arms over her chest. “I promised him I would never use my command against him again. I can’t do it…No. I won’t do it.”

      Morgan threw his hands in the air. “This could be easy, but no one wants to listen. You all want to defend a murderer. Fine, have it your way.”

      A furious snarl ripped out of Morgan. Adrenaline hit my system. I reached for him without thinking. My hands met spines and scales. Where there had been a man, now stood a dragon.

      Addie and Cerri stepped between him and our friends. They formed a wall made of pure determination between Morgan and his brother. Though they didn’t have offensive arcanas, they knew that Morgan wasn’t going to go through them. Hell, even I knew that.

      I pressed my palm to Morgan’s scaled hide. He looked back at me. His eyes flashed bright with lightning. Above, thunder rippled across the sky. His forward pointed horns would have been terrifying, but I knew better. He wasn’t going to gore me with them.

      Not in this shape. Because I’d pressed my hand to a wound. He hadn’t noticed it yet—or, he’d been hiding it from us. Morgan’s dragon form had revealed a small, pulsing mass in his side. It was right where the infection had been the other day.

      That meant I hadn’t been able to get all of it. Morgan had been walking around with the infection this whole time. It’d been ripping him apart, even when he was trying to save me from myself.

      There was no time like the present to pull it out of him. The mass hummed beneath my hand. It wanted me to rip it open and create a portal to hell, but I didn’t give in to the temptation lurking inside me. Instead, I pulled the infection into myself.

      Morgan howled in pain. His legs buckled. He dropped, but not before trying to snap at me. I turned a warning glare in his direction. His teeth stopped just short of my face.

      The mass still pulsed under my hand. It was smaller, though. So, I kept pulling. I drew it into myself where it searched for purpose. My demonic side rose in answer. The manic laughter invited the infection into my soul where it could become fuel for my power.

      Instead, I yanked back my hand and clutched it close to my chest.

      “Can someone get ready to call my mom?” I asked before turning up the heat. “Just…just in case?”

      I didn’t want to become the person I’d been yesterday. I never wanted to see that version of myself again.

      

      Morgan

      

      My wrath had gotten the best of me again. The infection had fed it and doubled it in size until I lost my control in front of my brother and his pack of misfits. Two of Vi’s female friends tried to approach her, but I blocked their path with my body.

      The one with straight, dark hair clenched her jaw. She reached out for me until the witchy one grabbed her wrist. The blonde shook her head at the dark-haired one.

      “Don’t bother. We can’t help Vi right now. I know what you’re thinking, but you can’t cool her down. Your power doesn’t actually work like that.” Cerri, I think her name was, stared her friend down.

      The dark-haired woman’s brows rose with concern before falling into grief. Her attention went to Vi, who stood on the other side of me. Though I knew I should go to Vi, I spared one last look at the dark-haired woman. A ring of brown grass surrounded her as if it had been drained of all life.

      Who were these women?

      Ryder’s mate could command lightning and people, even though she was just a little hound shifter. There was the witch who wasn’t a witch, and the life-eater. Then, there was Vi.

      I turned back to her. I couldn’t speak in this form, so I shifted back. The transition was seamless. No rage or frustration got in my way. The beast simply did as it was told, so I could check on Vi.

      The ground had turned black around her. She stood with her head back, her face towards the sky. The air around her wavered with heat. It ruffled her short hair, which in turn revealed the strain on her face.

      How much more could her body withstand? She wrapped her arms around her middle like she was trying to contain the fire within her. If I held her, she would burn right through me, yet I knew she needed someone.

      No one else could hold her and survive.

      The others called out for me to stop, but I closed the distance between Vi and myself, so I could wrap my arms around her. She pulled away, at first. I refused to let go. Teeth clenched tight against the pain, I held her tight to my chest until she finally relented and sank into me.

      “You can do this,” I whispered into her sweat-soaked hair.

      “I can do this,” she replied, weakly.

      Her knees gave out. I slowly lowered the both of us to the ground. Vi leaned her head on my shoulder, and the heat began to subside. She let out a haggard breath and trembled when she breathed in again.

      “I think…I think it’s over.”

      I pulled back so that I could look her in the face. Her eyes were bloodshot and weary. The wild and confident vixen that I’d first met had been replaced with a tired soul. When would I see the wildling again?

      With a nod, I ran a hand over her hair to push it out of her face. It seemed like a shit time to get up, but there was something I wanted to do. I asked someone to help Vi then went to my brother to make another request.

      Though he sucked his teeth as he considered my request, there was an upward twist at the corner of his mouth. He stepped away, leaving me naked and burnt. Moments later, he returned with clothes and a bottle of aloe.

      I didn’t ask for the aloe, but it was a welcome addition. The Vi-shaped burn on my chest stung as I applied the aloe. It made the fresh t-shirt cling to my skin, but I hardly cared.

      “I’ll be right back. I want to go get something,” I said.

      Ryder tossed me his keys. “Take the car.”

      I blinked down at the keys in my hand. I came here to kill him, and yet he was lending me his car? I closed my fist around the keys and shook my head. Still, I accepted his offer.
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      Vi

      

      “What was that?” Ness asked, her voice sharp.

      Every muscle in my body protested. I felt like I’d run a marathon without any training. When I lifted my head, the edges of my vision darkened. I was running on empty. I wished I could wrap my hands around an ice-cold energy drink mix from my favorite bagel shop, but that was out of reach right now.

      I closed my eyes, scrunching them tight while I collected myself. The events leading up to my little display of power came rushing back to me.

      “How about you tell me why you used your arcana on me?” I fired back at my friend.

      I cracked an eye open in time to see her lips part. She said nothing, but instead cringed. There was an apology behind that expression, but it was buried beneath guilt and frustration that I didn’t have the energy to sort through.

      I nodded, angry. “Thanks.”

      “Vi,” she pleaded.

      The voice in the back of my mind told me that I could ignore Ness’s commands. All I had to do was lean on my darker side. The infernal arcana did not have to answer to fate’s servant. The Black Hound could dole out justice, but only to those who worked within fate’s web. Those like myself were meant to break fate.

      That wasn’t who I wanted to be, though. I didn’t want to be a fate-breaker. If anything, I wanted to weave my own fate, one that had nothing to do with Hell.

      “I can’t let Morgan take him from me,” Ness said, her voice low.

      “And Vi was trying to help you,” Addie chimed in.

      Ness turned to our friend. Addie gave her a plaintive, expectant look. Cerri didn’t look all that pleased.

      “Please don’t fight about this,” I said. “It’s done and over. I won’t get in Ness’s way again. No one has to worry.”

      Cerri sighed. Addie shook her head.

      Ness dropped down to sit beside me. She covered her face with her hands. Now that she had a mate and a good pack, Ness had a lot to lose. I didn’t quite understand because I was always on the outside, looking in.

      But I wanted to help her protect that. I really did.

      Before I could say more, the front door opened. Morgan strode in with his hands full. He had a rainbow-colored drink about the size of a small bucket in one hand. In his other hand, he had a brown paper bag.

      He knelt in front of me and pushed both into my hands. I grinned down at the drink and snack like a fool before lifting my gaze to meet his. Uncertainty wound its way to the forefront of my mind. I bit my lip and studied Morgan for signs of the infection.

      “Is it gone? Did I get it all this time?”

      He nodded before standing and placing a hand on top of my head. I shook him off and scowled up at him. A small smile curved the corners of his lips but didn’t quite extend to the rest of his face.

      I wanted to see that man smile so badly. Someday, I would put a great big grin on his face. I would make him laugh so hard that he could barely breathe.

      Someday.

      But not today. Today, we were both too tired. I brought the fruity energy drink to my lips and drank deep. The overly sweet liquid hit my system like a bolt of lightning.

      I stole a sidelong glance at Ness. She’d been struck by lightning before. I was sure that my simile didn’t really hold water.

      Morgan stepped back outside before I could ask anything else. I knew that Ryder was still out there, but I didn’t think they would get into a fight today.

      “Ryder says that Morgan hasn’t dated since Bri left him.” Ness sat back, her eyes on the door that Morgan had left through.

      I raised a confused eyebrow. “Okay? What does that have to do with anything?”

      Ness shook her head. “Nothing, I guess.” She stood and looked to the door. “Take him home before he starts a fight. Okay?”

      Ness could have ended the fight with nothing but her voice. Still, I stood and trudged towards the exit. I wished today could have been different. I missed laughing and having fun with my friends. Life had been tumultuous as of late. We hadn’t known peace in a long time.

      There was no way of knowing when we would go back to normal. If it wasn’t Alvin trying to control his pack through violence, then I was opening gates to Hell.

      At the door, I paused, an apology on my lips. Instead, I shook it off and ducked outside where Ryder and Morgan faced one another from either side of the walkway.

      “Do I need to get chalk so you two can lay your dicks out for measuring. Man with the biggest chalk line on the sidewalk take all?” I tried to force energy into my words, but I just didn’t have it.

      The voice in the back of my head begged me to turn up the heat as I walked between them, just so they would back away from each other. Though my skin warmed with temptation, I didn’t let it out. Morgan already had burns from tonight. He didn’t need more.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Morgan. “I’m supposed to send you home.”

      Morgan didn’t answer right away. Even though I’d passed between them, they still stared each other down. So, I spun around, grabbed Morgan by the front of his shirt, and dragged him towards the Jeep.

      He grunted but didn’t argue. Once he was in the passenger seat, I started the Jeep and listened to it chug with more than a little wariness on my mind.

      “Put your seatbelt on,” I warned Morgan. “Or do you want to go flying through my windshield when I run into another demon general?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “If there’s more than one demon general prowling around Syracuse, I’m going to need you to fling me through your windshield and put me out of my misery.”

      “Pouty baby of a man,” I grumbled.

      “I heard you. I’m not pouting. I’m being completely serious.”

      I sighed. Silence stretched between us. Okay, so it wasn’t complete silence. The Jeep protested every chance it got. It’s growls and grumbles made it sound like some sort of hellbeast on the hunt.

      “Are you going to kill your brother?” I asked, out of the blue.

      Morgan remained silent for a long while. Several breaths passed between my question and his answer.

      “Yes.”

      I didn’t even have time to hit the brakes so I could yell at him. The Jeep’s engine cut out. I coasted to a stop in the middle of the road.

      “Huh,” I said.

      Morgan groaned and ran his hands over his face. I could hear the stifled sigh behind his palms.

      “I wonder what happened.” I opened my door and jumped out even though I wouldn’t be able to discern the problem if I looked under the hood.

      I just needed to do…something. A restlessness bubbled in my core. It sparked with cinders that I had to keep in check. No one needed me going off the rails tonight. The fire had to be a controlled burn, if I was going to allow it to burn at all.

      “Maybe it has to do with the demon that you ran over. Did you think about that?” Morgan asked snidely before getting out of his seat.

      “Keep up the attitude, and I’ll run you over when I get the Jeep up and running again.”

      “Please do,” he muttered. “Put me out of my misery.”

      I rolled my eyes. Morgan was being dramatic. He didn’t actually want to die.

      Right?

      With my fingers under the hood, I paused and turned to Morgan. “Are you all right? Is there something you want to talk about?”

      Morgan served me an unamused glare. I shrugged and lifted the Jeep’s hood before propping it up. Just like I thought, the mess of metal and plastic made no sense to me. Nothing looked out of place or broken, but I didn’t even know what it should look like when running properly.

      Stealing a sidelong glance at Morgan, I wondered if he could tell what was wrong. He pushed me aside and began touching things. I shrugged and let him do whatever.

      “Your hound friend must be brainwashed,” Morgan said.

      I paused what I was doing and slowly turned to stare at him. The easy way with which he said that, the way he said it with so much conviction, told me that he knew nothing about my friends.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” I slid a glance in his direction.

      He wore that same unamused look still. His jaw remained locked. When our eyes met, there was a challenge in them.

      I gladly met it. “You have no idea who Ness is if you think she could ever be brainwashed. Guilt-tripped? Yes. Brainwashed? Never. Do you realize that she survived the abuse of her small-dick-energy Alpha for eight years before Ryder showed up to help her? Alvin Combs straight up killed her once. Still, that woman kept fighting. Nothing and no one can change Ness’s mind once she decides something.”

      Morgan sneered. “A mate can cloud someone’s mind. If the mate is manipulative, they can make their submissive believe all sorts of things.”

      I laughed, and I couldn’t stop. “Submissive?”

      He was out of his mind if he thought one mate was the dominant and the other had to be the submissive. Of course, he knew little about Ness and how bullheaded she could be. Still, I expected him to know more about how mates worked.

      “You need to rethink your view of the world. Things don’t work like that.”

      He grunted. It looked like he wasn’t going to listen to me tonight. Someday, he might meet his mate and learn that lesson the hard way. Partners weren’t always dominant and submissive matches. They were pulled together to care for one another and hold each other up.

      He had a lot to learn.

      Though the road was dark, I knew where we were. This was close to the crossroads where Bez led his victims. Trees pressed in against either side of the road. If I wandered ahead, I would find myself at an intersection.

      A shiver raced down my spine and left me unsettled. My fire blazed in defiance. It filled me with warmth once again. Still, I wrapped my arms around me and kept my eye out for any sign of an ambush.

      I didn’t think Bez would jump out and ambush us, but I’d already had my fair share of not-so-fun dealings with Bez. That day he’d led me out here only for the imps to attack me had been really mean of him.

      Against my better judgement, I summoned a small ball of fire in my hand. With curiosity, I tried to compress the fireball even further. I squished it until it was only a small bead of intense light. Something stirred in the back of my mind. It was like I could remember a sound, a rush of wings, as I stared at the light.

      I shook myself and lifted my head so I could wander ahead. The glow from the light in my hand made shadows dance between the trees. I told myself that it was only a figment of my imagination, but I still couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling gripping my spine.

      Now would be a good time to jump me, I thought to myself. Too bad it won’t be the fun kind of jumping.

      I looked back to where Morgan stood in the headlights of the Jeep. If we left those lights on much longer, the battery might die. I knew that much, at least. Still, I didn’t like the idea of leaving him completely alone in the dark, and I wanted to press forward just a little more before I went back.

      When I turned forward again, I noticed a shape slumped by the side of the road. It looked like someone sat down to wait for their ride. I could see the outline of a male form, knees drawn up as they faced the road.

      I hesitated, my heart thumping oddly. The cinders in my gut flared hot. They seared me from the inside out—too bad I’d already burnt all my nerve endings trying to fry that infection I’d pulled out of Morgan.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      Behind me, movement ceased. I glanced back to see that Morgan had stilled. His silhouette turned, as if looking in my direction.

      I should have called back to him and told him that I wasn’t going to get myself into any trouble, but that would have been a promise that I couldn’t keep. He wouldn’t have believed me anyway.

      Inching closer to the form sitting beside the road, I wriggled my fingers and prepared myself to turn the light ball back into a fireball. The light slid over the dark form, revealing Bez. The crossroads demon didn’t look up. He didn’t even flinch when the light touched him.

      It took me far too long to realize that he wasn’t breathing. His milky eyes stared forward while flies crawled across his face. I gagged and spun away from the empty body.

      The dead body.

      “Shit. Oh, shit.” I whispered the words over and over, but they couldn’t make my nausea go away.

      Backtracking, I ran to Morgan and caught him by his sleeve. He immediately threw an arm around me and pushed me behind him.

      “What? What is it?” A low growl emanated from him like an early warning system.

      “B-B-Bez. He’s…”

      He’s what? Been exorcised? Wasn’t that what I’d wanted all along? My goal always should have been to send Bez back to where he belonged. Yet, I mourned him the way I should have mourned the soul that had occupied that body before the demon came along.

      I let the light in my hand die out and pressed my face to Morgan’s back while I gathered myself. He stepped back, pressing me into the Jeep. I knew that he was trying to keep me safe, but he couldn’t protect me from anything that might vault over the Jeep or anything that could fly, for that matter.

      “We should go,” I whispered.

      He gave a stiff nod without taking his eyes off the surrounding landscape. Leaving was easier said than done, though. The problem with the Jeep hadn’t even been found, let alone solved. We couldn’t get back into it and speed away.

      However, Morgan had other ideas.

      “Trust me?” he asked, quickly.

      “What? No. Not in the least.” That was a boldfaced lie. I trusted him, almost implicitly.

      Morgan seemed to hear the untruth woven into my voice. He turned, flashed a crooked smile, and unleashed his beast. The massive creature slammed down onto the ground before me.

      I twisted, looking up and down the road to make sure that no one was coming. Just as Morgan’s talons closed around my middle, I thought about leaving a note on my Jeep so that the authorities knew I wasn’t leaving it for good. There wasn’t time, though.

      Morgan lifted off the ground and shot into the sky. In the dark of early fall, his scales blended into the sky. No one would see him carrying me over Lakesedge. My anxiety slipped away, and the thump of my heart became a rush from the wind tearing through my hair.

      I raised my chin and savored the way my feet dangled off the ground like this was a roller coaster ride and not a massive dragon shifter carrying me hundreds of feet off the ground. The air up here was thin, and it made my head spin, but that only added to the experience.

      A part of me understood the danger, but I didn’t care. I trusted Morgan to catch me if I fell. He wouldn’t let me die. Even if I annoyed the shit out of him, his conscience wouldn’t allow me to get hurt on his watch.

      I expected him to take me back to his motel room, but instead, we touched down at my house. On shaky legs, I fumbled towards the front door before realizing I’d left my keys back in the Jeep. Morgan shifted back to his human form and asked me why I hadn’t unlocked the door yet.

      Letting out a nervous laugh, I informed him that we would have to break in tonight. He served me an unimpressed glare, an expression that I was starting to think was reserved just for me. In response, I grinned back at him and went around to a window near the back.

      I didn’t have a knife on me, and one of Morgan’s claws wouldn’t slide into the narrow space between the windowpane and the windowsill. Instead, I found a putty knife from when I had to fix a hole in my living room wall—Ness and I had been rough-housing that day and, frankly, it’d gotten out of hand.

      The putty knife slid right in and caught the old lock mechanism. While I should have called my landlord and told her how dangerous this window lock was, I couldn’t give up my easy entry, either. The number of times that I lost my keys and had to break into my own home had added up to an embarrassing number over the years.

      I pressed my hands to the glass and eased it up enough so that I could crawl in. Morgan waited in the backyard for me to unlock the nearby door. Thankfully, no one waited for me in the dark. This would have been a good ambush opportunity. Once again, it seemed strange that no one was coming out of the woodwork to attack.

      I kept bracing for a blow that never came.

      “Do you…do you want to stay the night?” I asked Morgan.

      At this point, I didn’t want to be alone. The feeling that the other shoe hadn’t yet dropped kept nagging at the edge of my mind.

      I started towards the kitchen, so I could make us some snacks. Food always kept men around.

      My foot touched the linoleum, and a flash of light went off. I threw my arms up to protect my face. The light crackled and lifted the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck. When I felt it wrap around my limbs, panic slapped me in the face. My eyes snapped open, and I threw myself forward.

      Only, I couldn’t move.

      “Vi?” Morgan asked. The sharp tone of his voice grew louder as he ran for me. “What’s happening? Vi?”

      I could move my eyes and…and my mouth. Good. That was good. I glanced down to find a symbol painted in blood on my floor. I stood right in the middle. The lines glowed, not like magma, but with a kind of light that reminded me of my fire-bead earlier. It must have activated when I stepped on it, which made me wonder if it was meant for me.

      “Trap,” I said while my mind spun out of control.

      Morgan reached for me, but the light flashed. He cussed and yanked his hand back as if hurt.

      “Don’t be a fool,” I said. “You’ve already been burnt once tonight. Don’t keep hurting yourself for me.”

      Morgan began to speak, but he stopped when a creak interrupted him. The rush of wings and thunder of footfalls caught up to us. I fought against the bindings holding me. Behind me, Morgan tore into demons. I could hear their screeches while I struggled.

      My arcana rose like a well overflowing. It filled my body without warning. I gasped at the overwhelming surge. There was no telling how long it would last, so I threw my weight against the restraints holding me. The bonds snapped, tendrils of arcana dissipating in the air.

      But it wasn’t gone. I could slump to the floor, but I still couldn’t leave the boundaries of the circle. It was like a demonic summoning circle. My heart stuttered at the thought that someone could pull me through it. I was a demon, or at least half-demon, after all.

      Outside the circle, Morgan slammed into an imp and tore it apart. Had that been all there was, he could have won. The demon woman from the bar approached him from behind. I called out, but just as he turned to catch her blow, another demon flanked him. The other blow caught him in the back of his head.

      I flinched. There had to be a way out of this circle. I couldn’t leave Morgan to fight on his own. My house was swarming with demons. Their eyes flickered red in the dark as they surrounded Morgan. They struck at him, grabbed at him, threw everything they had at him.

      I dragged in a shaky breath. My arcana wasn’t overflowing, but I knew it to be a boundless well. I tugged and tugged, letting it suffuse every part of my body. The air around me wavered with heat. Flames crawled along my skin and leapt towards the ceiling above me.

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      Though my voice boomed with power similar to the demon general’s, no one did anything more than hesitate. Their red gazes slid to me before going back to Morgan. I growled, frustrated, and slammed my fist against the magical barrier between me and Morgan.

      Let. Me. OUT.

      My demonic voice wailed inside my head. It roared with more defiance and vehemence than I’d ever felt before. Yet, somehow, I kept ahold of my humanity. Watching the demons beat Morgan to the ground infuriated me. I would rip my way out of this cage and end them all, one by one.

      They would become ashes for touching him.

      I sucked in a sharp breath and remembered how I’d immolated several mutated humans. These were people, like it or not. The demons were only inhabiting their bodies. I had to keep the trapped souls in mind, or else they would end up like Bez’s host, dead on the side of a road.

      My arcana wavered. It sputtered and died, leaving me empty. Though my anger still simmered inside me, I couldn’t reach it while concern still held me in its grasp.

      “Morgan,” I said, knowing he could hear me even through all the madness. “Morgan, please run. Go get help. You don’t have to do this alone. I’ll…I’ll be fine.”

      Right? I would be fine? I could take care of myself. No one had to worry about me.

      Through the crowd, he stared me down. I watched the light in his eyes flicker, like he was fighting his beast. I wonder which part wanted to stay and which part knew it was time to go. He couldn’t linger too much longer.

      His face was a bloody mess. One eye swelled shut as we stared each other down. It would go down in a little while—as such was the way of shifter healing—but that didn’t make me any more confident about his chances of survival. A demon brought something down on his head and flattened him to the ground.

      Morgan quickly rolled away, but his reactions were sluggish. He’d held me while I burned away the infection. It would have left another burn scar that he was likely still healing. That had to have taken a lot out of him. He couldn’t get that energy back right now, not in the middle of a fight.

      Retreat, I wanted to beg. Leave me to my fate. I’ll rewrite it so that I survive.

      

      Morgan

      

      Blood tainted my vision with a haze of red. I tried to blink it away, but another blow coated me with more. Though I lashed out and hit two, there were three more demons waiting. I had no idea there were so many.

      Beyond them all, Vi sat on her hands and knees inside some sort of binding circle. The light from the glowing sigil illuminated her face, twisted with horror as she watched me try to reach her.

      For every step forward I took, I was shoved back three. The demons filled every empty space and blocked my view of Vi until she disappeared completely. Behind me, the door swung open. They shoved me outside, onto the walkway.

      I fumbled back and corrected my stance because I expected them to pour out of the house. The door slammed in my face. The fight was over.

      Immediately, I threw myself at the door. A wall of arcana bristled between me and the house. It sent crackling energy up and down my arm when I slammed my shoulder into it. Staggering away, I lifted my gaze to look the house up and down.

      It was a simple, one-story building. I couldn’t sneak in from an upper window. Every window I found had several demon faces staring back at me. They were people, trapped inside themselves while something infernal piloted them around.

      As much as I wanted to go full force, I knew that I had to hold back. I wasn’t a murderer like my brother. I would have to find another way into the house. The idea of leaving Vi alone didn’t sit well with me, but I needed to do this the right way.

      If I rushed the house, killed several people, and enabled the demon general to open a portal through Vi, then I’d have failed. Vi was a key in the demon general’s hands. Through her, he could let in ten times as many demons. They would turn Earth into Hell.

      If she could hold out and abstain from her demonic side while I figured out my next move, then there was a chance we would all survive. I had little faith that Vi could stay away from temptation, though. I’d already come across her too deep in her own arcana to remember who I was, far too many times.

      A thought occurred to me. I pulled out my phone and dialed a number before holding it up to my ears. When I heard it ringing, I let out a surprised laugh.
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      My cellphone vibrated in my pocket. Honestly, I’d doubted that it would work inside this infernal holding cell. I guess, since I wasn’t underground or in the middle of nowhere, the phone still worked. The arcana wasn’t interfering with the reception.

      Morgan’s number flashed on the screen. My heart leapt excitedly before falling. What if the demon general had him? What if he was hurt and dying and needed my help? I curled one hand into a fist while bringing the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, troublemaker. Can you hold tight while I figure this out? Or are you going to be a brat and pull out your demonic side?”

      A hundred demons turned to stare at me when they heard Morgan’s voice come from my phone. They cocked their heads and watched curiously, like they couldn’t decide whether or not I was allowed to have my phone.

      A smile lifted the corner of my mouth. “I’m tempted to see if I can break my way out of this cage.”

      On the other end, Morgan clicked his tongue. “You’re telling me that you’re incapable of sitting still for a little while? That’s kind of sad, really. I expected more willpower from you.”

      “You’re goading me,” I said with a dumb grin on my face.

      “Of course, I am. Is it working?”

      I crossed my legs beneath me and got comfortable. There were still a couple hundred eyes on me. Their gazes prickled my skin for a bit, then faded into the background. I let out a breath and prepared myself for the long wait.

      Morgan hung up, probably to go get help. I sure hoped he planned on getting help, because he wasn’t going to be able to do this all on his own.

      I put the phone back into my pocket so that no one could take it from me without my knowing. Then I looked up at the demons surrounding me. Some whispered between themselves, but their conversation was in another room. I could hear their low voices, not what was said.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to focus on the sound. Maybe one of them knew something about my father. If they knew who I was and why I was important, then I wanted to hear. I couldn’t discern anything, though, which was kind of frustrating.

      After a while, all conversations died. I thought about pulling out my phone to watch some videos or play some music, but I didn’t want to kill the battery. That left me to my own devices.

      “So,” I said to no one in particular. “Is this like a deployment? Are you part of an army? I bet you all get special benefits while you’re on duty, huh?”

      No one responded. A few looked between themselves, as if asking whether or not they should answer me. I caught a few, nearly imperceptible, shakes of their heads. It made me laugh.

      Silence returned, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I sighed and leaned back against the cylindrical wall of arcana around me. If this was going to take forever, I was going to lose my sanity. Already, the silence left me unsettled.

      The room was full, and yet it was empty. There were so many bodies, but not one soul. I threw out jokes and quips to see if I could get any of them to break a smile. Nothing happened. They were well trained.

      And a little bit afraid of me.

      I noticed that they kept their distance from my circle. The demons made sure that no one touched the edge of my circle or looked me directly in the eye. That second fact left me a little more than curious. I wondered what they thought would happen if they looked me in the eye. Was it a sign of fear? Or did they think I had powers in my arsenal that could hurt them should they look at me.

      I wasn’t a Gorgon, for Heaven’s sake.

      Though, that could have been useful here. If I could have turned everyone to stone, then at least there would have been a reason for their silence.

      To break it, I started a song. I started a children’s show theme song then moved onto some of the songs from the show. When the demons didn’t break into song and dance, I moved on to poorly recalled renditions of pop songs. I couldn’t remember the lyrics in some parts, so I hummed the tune to the best of my ability. It was a sloppy show, but one that came from the heart.

      If I had to put up with this deadpan audience for too much longer, I would lose my mind. Already, the demonic voice in my head whispered to me. It begged me to show them what true power meant. All the voice ever cared about was power. It wanted to world to beg for mercy at my feet.

      I shuddered, my song faltering. A few heads tilted. Some demons shared a glance. I paid them no mind and moved on to Fiona Apple’s Criminal.

      

      Morgan

      

      Restless, I paced up and down the street. I stared at the little glowing screen in my hand and realized my options were limited. There were few I could call for help here. My brother would be of no use to me. I wouldn’t put Vi’s life in that bastard’s hands. Bri was in another state. She had a clan to run.

      If she were here, she would have had a plan already. She would have assembled everyone she thought useful and given them a job. My mind churned, processing every option available to me, but I couldn’t bring myself to act when nothing seemed like the correct choice. Bri wouldn’t have let that stop her.

      I was grateful that she’d stepped up to lead our clan. Ryder had left the position to me, but I wouldn’t have been able to fill Dad’s shoes quite the way that Bri did.

      I asked myself what Bri would do first. The answer stung, but I had to do it. I had to swallow my pride. While I couldn’t ask anything of my brother, his mate was different. The stubborn Black Hound was Vi’s closest friend. She would want to see Vi safe. All of her friends would.

      My dragon stamped the ground and shook out its wings when I shifted once more. That made three shifts in one day, and a general ass-beating in between. When I landed at Ryder and Ness’s place, I was going to raid their kitchen.

      The flight there took longer than I expected. Time seemed to drag while panic alarms screamed in the back of my head. The longer this took, the more danger Vi would be in. I had to act fast.

      I shifted before even touching the ground. Human feet hit the concrete walkway. I charged through the front door without so much as a greeting and breezed right through into the kitchen where I grabbed a box of cheese crackers. Honestly, I was grateful that I hadn’t walked in on the two of them trying to make an heir.

      I think I would have plucked my eyes out right then and there.

      They made a commotion before following me into the kitchen. I couldn’t tell if my beast’s growl was louder than my stomach’s. Both filled the kitchen with a tension that made Ryder and Ness share a look.

      “Where’s Vi?” Ness asked immediately.

      The cheese crackers turned to dust in my throat. They formed a lump that I couldn’t quite swallow. Choking, I spun, grabbed a glass, filled it with water, and chugged it down. In that time, Ness stormed up to me so that she could deliver the full intensity of her glare up close.

      I spared her a glance before I closed my eyes. Vi was in the hands of the demon general. If they hurt her…if they pushed her into her demon side…Ness would never forgive me, and neither would I.

      “She needs help,” I said.

      I quickly explained the situation. Ness’s expression turned grim. With her jaw clenched, her upper lip twitched in the barest snarl, like she was making an effort to hold it back. I wouldn’t have blamed her for outright growling at me.

      Leaving Vi had been a bad idea. I should have stuck around. With Vi in danger, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’d pushed myself into action without weighing every option. That would have taken too long, though. Here, Ness could push me in the right direction.

      Damn, I would have been an awful clan leader. Just the thought of Vi in danger sent me reeling, and I barely knew the woman. The way she turned me inside out wasn’t natural. When this was over, when the demon general was banished, and all the portals to hell had been closed, then I was going to put as much space between myself and the half-demon as possible.

      Ness grabbed ahold of my arm and dragged me along. Already, she led me to the door. It seemed there was no time to waste. Ryder caught up and tossed me another set of clothes. I’d lost count of how many times I’d borrowed and ruined clothing today alone.

      Before Ness could shove me into her car, I paused and unlocked my phone. It’d miraculously survived today’s numerous shifts. As a dragon shifter, I’d learned how to be careful with it.

      A quick browser search pulled up a local phone number. I don’t know why I expected him to answer the phone at his own establishment, but I was quickly redirected up to the man in charge. Calling upon a vampire might bite me in the ass later, but he was Vi’s friend.

      “Vi needs help,” I said to Luca.
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      Good gravy, this was the most monotonous hour I’d ever experienced. There’d been no standing ovation for my rendition of Criminal, and I couldn’t remember any showtunes from my choir days in high school. Soon, silence set back in.

      I sighed and slumped to the floor. The circle was narrow, but solid somehow. I lifted my legs and let them rest against the cylindrical wall of arcana around me. It was a childish position, but how else was I going to get comfortable in this magical test tube I’d gotten trapped in?

      “So, what does your boss want with me?” I asked the room of dead-silent demons.

      A few of them looked to one another, but most of them kept their empty gazes fixed on me.

      “Can one of you get me a snack? I think there’s some teriyaki beef jerky left in the cupboard. I’m so hungry I could eat a whole dried cow.”

      No one moved. No one even giggled at my dried cow joke. That was fine; it was a horrible joke anyway.

      On and on, I went. I filled the air with nonsensical thoughts. The demons got a first-class seat on my train of thought, and I was pretty sure they absolutely hated it. That was only fair considering how they’d trapped me.

      When would their boss make his appearance? I was getting horribly tired of waiting. By the time the demon general arrived, I would be ready to give him whatever he wanted just to get out of this cage.

      “This is his daughter?” someone whispered in the crowd.

      I nearly froze. My rambling train of thought went off the rails, but I caught it and kept on talking as if nothing had happened. While a part of my mind stayed with the train, I focused another part on the conversation in the corner of the room.

      “I expected her to be…more intimidating.”

      Someone snorted. “She’s more like a chihuahua. I want to punt her.”

      I blinked, stunned. All right, that was a fair assessment. If I had to listen to me prattle on about shitty cartoons on the internet, I’d want to punt me, too.

      “She has the power to turn you into primordial goo,” a deeper voice growled. “I’d watch your tongue.”

      Huh, well I’ll have to keep that in mind.

      These demons thought I was someone special. They knew about my father, apparently. He’d passed down power that they wanted access to. I didn’t want to give it. They were about to find out that I’d also inherited my mother’s stubbornness.

      

      Morgan

      

      The damned vampire still hadn’t shown up. Several cars lined the side of the dark street, including the potion-crafter’s. She got out and hoisted a backpack over her shoulder. Even from here, I could hear the soft clink of bottles in her bag.

      So, she wasn’t a witch. Cerri was something else.

      Vi’s group of friends were all strange. None of them quite fit the mold. There was a Barghest, a shifter who couldn’t shift but had potion-focused arcana, the eerie life-eater who hardly said a word, and a half-demon.

      They hadn’t brought the life-eater with them, which made me question her arcana and how useful it could have been tonight. Another ally would have been nice, especially considering the fact that the vampire was a no show. Still, if the fourth woman couldn’t handle her own, then she would have been a hindrance.

      Ness sidled up to me. Her lips parted, like she wanted to say something. I took that opportunity to walk away from her. I didn’t want to hear any of her Ryder propaganda. Just because she believed something to be true, that did not make it true.

      Ryder had brainwashed his mate. Despite Vi’s arguments, there was no other explanation for why Ness always came to Ryder’s defense. They simply didn’t understand what took place back in Colorado. They hadn’t been there, so I didn’t expect them to understand.

      “Ready?” Ryder asked as he took lead.

      Ness and Cerri nodded. I spared one last glance into the darkness to see if the vampire had made an appearance. No one lurked in the shadows.

      I guess he wasn’t as close a friend as Vi had assumed. Of course, the vampire wouldn’t stick his neck out for anyone other than himself. He wasn’t going to get a bite from me, then. We would have to move forward without his library.

      Annoyed, I faced forward, avoided my brother’s gaze, and nodded.

      Ness rolled her shoulders. We had no idea if this would work. Her vocal command could coerce mortals into doing her bidding, but she’d never tried it on full infernals. Only on Vi.

      Ryder kicked in the door. Ness pushed past him.

      “Everyone, stand down!” she shouted, her voice ringing with her arcana.

      The house full of demons turned to look at her. For a brief moment, barely half a heartbeat, I thought it’d worked. Then their faces split into hungry anticipation. They moved in a wave, all flowing towards Ness and the doorway.

      Ryder snatched his mate out of the way. I dove in. My movements were sluggish. I still hadn’t regained all of my energy. Still, I knocked out several demons and dropped their unconscious bodies to the floor.

      Ness hauled them out of the way, so their mortal vessels wouldn’t get trampled. Ryder quickly put his back to mine. His presence pushed me deeper into the house. It was like days of old, where we’d worked together as a seamless team.

      There was a pang in my heart until the demon wave parted, and I saw Vi across the room. She was on her back, her legs propped up against the wall of arcana trapping her. She watched, upside down and with wide eyes.

      I’ll get you out, I mouthed.

      She rolled over onto her hands and knees. Already, I could see the air around her wavering with heat. I shook my head. If she tried to fight from her side, she might lose control. We couldn’t risk that.

      Her expression faltered. Clearly conflicted, she bit her lip and watched.

      The sound of splashing liquid was followed by a soft sizzle. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched a demon hiss and clutch at their face. They dropped to the ground not long after. Ness leapt on the people and whispered in their ears. She must have used her command because they fell unconscious before she rose to move on to the next.

      We were almost there. The binding circle was nearly within reach. If we could clear out a few more of the demons, then we could reclaim the house. We could push the rest of them out.

      My beast roared with triumph. Vi would be safe. We’d won.

      Then, a flash of light burst at Vi’s feet. She looked down with wide, startled eyes. The ground beneath her opened up, revealing a portal into Hell. For a moment, she hung there like a cartoon character trapped in place for comedic effect.

      I took advantage of that brief instant and lunged. Vi called out, her lips parted wide. Gravity sucked her down, but I could reach her outstretched hand—or so I thought until my own fingers crashed into an invisible barrier.

      I’d forgotten about the walls of the binding circle.

      Vi plunged into Hell. I watched her fall, her hands still stretched towards me, her lips forming a panicked O. My heart split.

      My dragon howled with rage. The edges of my vision turned dark. Red washed over my field of view while my heart thundered wildly. I curled my fingers into the floor. They screeched when claws burst from my fingertips.

      I’d failed.

      The demon general had stolen her before I could fulfil my end of the promise.

      My beast’s howl escaped my lips. Everyone in the house stilled. I could hear nothing over my own torment. The thunder of my heart and the roar of my beast filled my ears. When Ness’s lips moved, her words couldn’t reach me.

      I spun and hit the first demon I could reach. I carved a path through them because it was the only way forward I could see.
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      Down and down, I fell. The rotten air of hell shoved its way into my nostrils. Its reek tainted my skin and hair as the humid dust found its way under my clothes. I tumbled like Alice in a horrid Wonderland…

      Until my ass hit a soft cushion.

      The world around me snapped into focus. I blinked away the dust and desolate landscape that was Hell and found myself in a familiar lounge.

      A vampire, on his knees with blood coating his fingertips, looked up at me. The corner of his mouth curled victoriously.

      “The fact that this worked means two things,” Luca said as he wiped his fingers clean on a nearby towel. He lifted his head and locked gazes with me. “First, it means that no matter where you are, I can summon you. Second, it means no matter where you are, I can summon you.”

      I shook my head to clear out the fog. “That’s the same thing twice.”

      Luca sat back on his haunches. “Of course, it is. The first means that I can rescue you no matter where you get trapped. The second means that others can figure out how to do this as well, and they might not be as friendly as myself.”

      I cringed, wondering what that meant for me. Did that mean I was more demon than I’d originally thought? If I could be summoned through a demonic summoning ritual, then that had to mean something.

      There were symbols written in blood all over the floor around Luca. I eyed them, but they didn’t mean anything to me. They could have been stick figures, for all I knew. Beside him, on the coffee table, was a sheet of paper with similar scratches and quickly scribbled notes. I wanted to ask what he’d done to summon me, but I had a call to make.

      I left Luca to clean up the summoning ritual and surreptitiously swiped the paper on the coffee table. If Luca noticed, he didn’t say anything. Maybe my defiant teenage years as a shoplifter had paid off. I didn’t need Luca having a summoning recipe just laying around.

      Outside of his lounge, the thrumming music from the dancefloor below made the lights shake and flicker. I tried to pay no attention to the eerie lighting as I lifted the phone to my ear.

      Morgan didn’t answer. I tried calling several times but got nothing. Between calls, Ness’s face flashed on the screen. I answered her call only to hear wild roaring in the background.

      “Vi? Vi!” Ness’s relief boiled over, obvious even with the howling behind her. When she spoke again, she had to raise her voice. “Is that you? Where are you?”

      “It’s me,” I breathed.

      It hit me, almost all at once, how stifled I’d been inside that binding circle. I could stretch and move about now. Yet, it meant little while chills raced down my spine at the howls over the phone.

      I knew what that was. “Put him on.”

      “Like hell. I’m not going anywhere near him!”

      There was a soft argument in the background. I couldn’t hear what Ness said, only that someone took the phone from her. Distantly, I heard Ryder call out to his brother.

      “She’s okay! You don’t have to keep fighting. Vi is okay.”

      The cacophonous sound of destruction slowed before falling silent once and for all. I spared a thought for my home and what it must look like now, but that wasn’t a big concern.

      “Morgan,” I said. My chest tightened. “Can you hear me? I’m fine. I’m at Luca’s nightclub. Is everything safe there? I’ll meet you all back at my place in…twenty minutes?”

      Luca stepped in front of me and raised both hands. It took me way too long to realize he was trying to say ten minutes.

      “Ten minutes. I’ll see you all in ten minutes.”

      Then, from deep in the room, I heard him roar, “What the hell happened to you?”

      I laughed and hung up.

      Luca led me outside to his private car. Just as he promised, he delivered me back to my own home in ten minutes. I gripped my seat for dear life the entire way, but I was glad to be home at the end.

      My lawn was a mess of bodies. For a moment, panic made my heart thump out of control. Then I saw the gentle rise and fall of their chests that told me they were all still alive. The myriad of faces that had been cold and unfeeling earlier were now in various stages of slumber.

      Ness went, one by one, and whispered in their ears. By the time she finished, she looked drained. I didn’t ask what she was doing, but I did make a mental note to pay for her coffees for the next year. I owed her a lot.

      Before I could reach the front door, Morgan rushed out of the house. I thought he would pick me up and twirl me in the air. The joy on his face seemed brighter than any flame I’d ever conjured. At the last second, he wrangled his expression back into one of disinterest. He stopped just short of me. His gaze flicked to Luca, who was still in his car by the sidewalk.

      Morgan began to push past me, but I caught his shirt and tugged him back.

      “Luca got me out of that circle,” I said. “Without him, we might have done something awful.”

      Had I pulled on my arcana to break the circle—which I was pretty sure I could have done—then we might have tipped me into my demonic side. I shuddered, remembering the people that I’d killed.

      No one here knew about that other than Morgan. He’d kept my secret. I could tell because no one flinched away from me. If Ness or Cerri had known, they might have looked at me differently. Even Ness had done her best to keep from killing anyone in her pack’s war.

      I think even Ryder might have been disappointed in me. Hell, I was disappointed in myself. I needed to be stronger and resist the demonic side lurking inside me. If I couldn’t do that, then I would be a danger to absolutely everyone.

      Morgan’s shoulders dropped. He hung his head. “That bastard could have told me what he planned on doing.”

      “You have a point. Luca is bad at being a team player. He’s the worst wingman ever, too.”

      I was trying to lighten the tension, but Morgan cast a look back at me. His eyes were shadowed by heavy bags. I nearly fell into the forlorn depths of his irises. I swallowed hard, trying to hold back an apology that I wasn’t sure was merited.

      Instead, I said, “Everything is fine now.”

      Morgan still watched me. The way he studied my face left me confused. There were thoughts moving behind his eyes, but I couldn’t read a single one of them.

      Just as I opened my mouth to ask him what he was thinking, Ness appeared at my side. Lips tight, she pointedly looked to the hall that led towards my bedroom—a universal signal for can we speak in private?

      Cautious, I nodded and followed her out of the living room. The number of things that I had to step over or around left me feeling heavy. I would have to pick all this up later. It would be a pain in the ass. So much of it was broken, perhaps beyond repair even.

      In my bedroom, Ness quickly closed the door behind us. She grabbed my arm as she stepped around me. It was a sisterly gesture, but I could feel the tension in her touch.

      “What is it?” I asked quietly.

      Ness looked to the closed door behind me while chewing on her lower lip. When she shook herself, she rolled her shoulders back and lifted her chin. “I don’t think Morgan is good for you.”

      I jerked back, ripping my arm out of her grasp. “Excuse me? Why would you even say that? He got everyone together to save me from that trap. He cared enough to not leave me there.”

      “You didn’t see him after you fell through the portal, though,” Ness continued. “He went ballistic. Your house is a mess because of Morgan. He wrecked the place. There was no calming him down. When you called, I didn’t want to go anywhere near him. It was Ryder who stepped up to the plate.”

      Ness chewed on her lip again. It was a sign that the wheels were turning, but she wasn’t sure if she should say what was on her mind. In the end, she gave a half shrug and spat it out.

      “The way you both react to anger makes me think that you might be in trouble if you hang out with him too much. We both know that anger makes you fall into your…darker side. If Morgan triggers that for you, then you shouldn’t be around him.”

      I stiffened. My first instinct was to pull away from my friend. I didn’t want to give up Morgan. He was my friend, too. Yet, he’d made it clear that he wanted to keep his distance. He didn’t want to make friends, and I was getting way too attached.

      I ran my hand through my hair and sighed. Today had been long and exhausting. All I wanted was to fall into my bed and deal with this another day. Big decisions shouldn’t be made on days like this, days when nothing fell into place.

      “My Jeep is still on the road out near Morgan’s motel. Can you have Ryder move it to the curb?”

      Ness’s brows folded together. She started to say something, then seemed to swallow it and nodded. When she pushed past me to leave, I got the sense that she felt defeated.

      What was I supposed to say? I didn’t want to give up on anyone, not even to protect myself. In the end, it wasn’t me who mattered. It’d never been that way to me.

      I threw myself, facedown, onto my bed. It didn’t take long for my inner conflict to get swallowed by my exhaustion. Sleep took me, dragging me down into a restless darkness where I dreamed about the lives I’d taken.

      This wasn’t about me. There were others that I had to think about. There was a whole city that I had to protect.

      

      Morgan

      

      I took in the state of Vi’s house. It was a mess, and I knew exactly who was to blame. Guilt sat heavy in my chest, but it’d been there for a long while. I was used to the weight of it by now.

      Ryder’s mate side-eyed me on her way out of Vi’s bedroom. I ignored the look and started picking up the mess I’d caused. Though I didn’t know where everything belonged, I did my best to make the house presentable again. Anything that’d been broken, I tried to fix.

      When I opened a closet in my search for a toolbox, the contents tumbled out and clattered to the floor. I stared down at the new mess and sighed. Piece by piece, I picked it all up and carefully placed it back into the closet in an orderly manner.

      All the while, I ignored Ness and Ryder. They stayed only long enough to watch the empty vessels pick themselves up. The humans regained consciousness here and there. Each one woke with a glazed look and wandered off, which made me think that Ness had placed a thought in their minds to make them remember something other than what had actually happened.

      While Ness’s arcana was convenient today, it seemed like a nightmarish ability in the wrong hands. She could tell anyone to believe whatever she wanted. She could force them to act however she needed. The idea that she trusted my brother concerned me.

      I wanted to turn her against him, but she was his mate. She would never betray him. I would have to be careful around her. Maybe I could invest in a pair of earplugs. That might help. When I’d lost control, Ness had tried to stop me with her arcana. I’d been unable to hear over my own rage, and that had kept me from succumbing to her command.

      Once the humans had all wandered off and returned to their own lives, Ness and Ryder did the same. Ness glared at me on her way out, but Ryder ushered her along. They whispered to one another outside. I didn’t need to hear what they thought of me.

      There was still a lot of work to be done in here.

      I scrubbed the binding circle off the floor and polished the scratches that the demons had left. By the time the house was clean and clear, I collapsed onto the couch and fell into a light sleep.
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      I didn’t hurt as much as I thought I would. Don’t get me wrong. The inside of my head was a constantly churning slideshow of everything that I’d done wrong in the past week, but my body seemed to be in peak condition.

      “I don’t get it,” Morgan grumbled. “Why do they call it Destiny USA? What makes it Destiny?”

      I took a long slurp from my lemonade that I’d spiked with an energy drink. “Pretentious marketing. Oh, how about we head over to the Canyon and try walking the rope bridges?”

      Morgan’s lip curled as if that combination of words was the nastiest thing he’d ever heard in his life.

      We should have been back at Luca’s library, trying to learn more about the demon general. We could have started prowling the streets for signs of demons. There was a lot on our plate. We had too much to do, and so we found ourselves procrastinating at the local mall.

      To be fair, Destiny USA was a hub of activity. If the demons wanted to start anything, they could easily do it here. I could recall an accidental shooting—reports claim that the weapon hadn’t been intentionally fired, but that’s hard to believe—here last winter. It made me wonder if a demon had been responsible back then, too.

      “Fine,” Morgan grumbled.

      I did an excited hop before running off towards the intersection that led to the new part of the mall. A new section had been added in the last decade. It was called the Canyon because of how they’d circled the shops around a four story drop to the main floor. Of course, they thought putting a bunch of rope bridges over that drop would be a good idea.

      Morgan hung back while the employee fitted me into a harness connected to the rope bridges. When it came his turn, he snarled at the poor guy. The employee’s hands trembled as he tried to fit Morgan into the harness.

      Not that Morgan needed it. Dragon shifters could plummet from insane heights and hit the ground running. They were made of steel. Not that the local humans needed to know that, though. So, Morgan had to wear the harness like everyone else.

      Of course, the moment they unleashed me onto the obstacle course, I took off. The dizzying height made my heart thump excitedly. My head swam. Adrenaline hit my veins. It’d been too long since I’d been able to give myself over to an experience.

      Every day, in almost every situation, I had to hold back. I kept myself bright and cheery, so that I wouldn’t be tempted by the dark voice in my head. Up here, while excitement held me in its grasp, I couldn’t hear the voice. I didn’t have to think about the ways that I could hurt people.

      I could just breathe.

      But as I took a step and my foot missed the rope, the voice laughed at me. I felt forward, almost in slow motion. The world tilted awkwardly. I had enough time to realize that I’d screwed up.

      An arm wrapped around my middle. Secure as steel, it lifted me up and held me tight against a warm chest. My breath rushed out of me. Relief filled me veins with a chill rush. I turned my head and found Morgan’s face close to mine.

      His fingers pressed into my ribcage. I could hear the shaky rattle of his breath like he’d been afraid for me. His gaze dropped to my mouth.

      “No making out on the bridge!” the employee called out.

      Morgan tore his gaze away from mine and straightened. When he cleared his throat, he slowly lowered me back onto my own two feet.

      Hunger pinched at my stomach. It wasn’t for food, but a different kind of satisfaction. I remembered his nearly chaste kiss the night I’d lost control. I wanted to feel that again, to press deeper and know what he tasted like. The demonic side of me howled and begged. It urged me to turn around and ignore the employee’s warning.

      But there was the nagging thought that maybe Ness had been right. Maybe Morgan wasn’t good for me, no matter how badly I wanted to get to know him. He would always trigger the other side of me. Even if he could bring me back from it, I couldn’t live teetering between the two.

      On the other end of the obstacle course, I staggered back onto solid ground. Still, I felt upside down. The demonic side of me hadn’t yet given up on the idea of kissing Morgan. The voice continued to pester me with an onslaught of blush-inducing ideas. The voice whispered them to me so salaciously that my core warmed.

      “Shit,” the other employee hissed when he jerked back.

      I snapped back to the present and noticed the red blisters on the employee’s fingertips. He stared at them incredulously before turning his confused gaze on the buckles of my harness. I realized that the demonic side had turned up the heat. The poor guy kneeling beside me was even starting to sweat.

      “Did you burn yourself on breakfast this morning?” I asked, trying to distract him as I quickly unbuckled myself from the harness.

      “What? No…” He continued to stare at his fingers.

      I held onto the harness just long enough for it to cool a little. By then, Morgan had caught up. He took in the burnt boy and the harness that I held away from my body. This time, I actually blushed.

      Shoving the harness into the boy’s hands, I spun away from them both and booked it back towards the intersection so I could disappear in the food court. If I couldn’t satisfy one craving, then I might as well try to satisfy another.

      Of course, Morgan caught up in no time. His beard was growing in again. It gave him an even more solemn look, if that was even possible. My gut clenched with the desire to run my hand over his beard to see if it was as silken as it looked.

      Nope. It was time for food.

      I turned on my heel and forced myself towards the Taco Bell. I needed a quesadilla and some spicy sauce.

      Morgan followed and paid for my meal. I crossed my arms over my chest and glowered up at him. He didn’t have to do that. I told him as much, too, but he refused to respond.

      Just as I reached for our bag on the pick-up counter, a scream silenced the entire food court. Morgan jerked me into his body again. Half a heartbeat passed before I dared move, but I couldn’t hide in the protection of his arms forever.

      After stepping out from behind Morgan, I saw a man standing on a railing. He held his arms wide. If he lost balance, he would plummet onto the tile of the floor below us.

      Why did this damn mall have so many peekaboo cut-outs in their floor? It seemed like asking for people to jump at this point.

      The man locked eyes with me across the room. My heart lurched. It made my breath shudder out of me. I watched his lips curl with a devious grin. As the sun peered out from behind the clouds beyond the giant windows, I noticed the glint of red in the man’s eyes.

      Another demon. This time, he was holding a human hostage. He used his own vessel as a way to capture my attention. I thought he would make a demand, but he tumbled forward. His smile blurred when he plummeted.

      I screamed and ran. Morgan made it to the railing before I could. Yet, when he reached out, his hand closed around empty air. The sound of flesh and bone hitting tile made me flinch. My stomach lurched.

      What was the point? My knees shook beneath me. I didn’t understand what the demon had been trying to do. There’d been no message, no request. He’d climbed up and killed his mortal vessel without so much as a reason.

      A wave of whispers passed over the food court before someone let out a wail. People began to rush into action. They put down their phones. Some dialed emergency services.

      “What the hell?” I asked under my breath.

      Morgan looked over the railing. I glanced up to see if I could read his usually impassive face, but someone stepped up behind him. This time it was a woman. That same grin curled over her face as she climbed onto the railing.

      I cried out. Morgan grabbed ahold of her before she could get over the railing. Immediately, her face fell. She slumped in Morgan’s arms. I leapt to my feet again, because I knew what that meant.

      The demon had moved on. I heard a laugh in the crowd. A young man ran for the railing while letting out a maniacal laugh. Though I jumped to tackle him, someone knocked me out of the way. The young man vaulted over the railing. He fell, headfirst.

      This time, my own scream drowned out the impact. Everyone in the food court erupted into panic. People shoved one another in a desperate attempt to flee the scene because they couldn’t figure out what was going on.

      I waited for the demon to take another body and throw them over the railing, but the crowd shoved me this way and that. Before I knew it, I was nowhere near the railing. I called out for Morgan, and I heard him shout my name, but I couldn’t see him anywhere.

      Jostled back and forth, I lost my footing. The crowd pushed and pushed. I’d been surrounded, herded. Panicked, I tried to search the faces of those around me to see if they were demons. I couldn’t tell. Their faces were shrouded in panic. Were they acting? Or was it genuine?

      Either way, I couldn’t escape the rush. They pushed me towards the intersection where they split. Alone, I stumbled on my own feet again. Just when I thought I would fall, someone caught my arm.

      I looked up, expecting Morgan again. Instead, a pair of black eyes looked down at me. The demon general smiled. His grip on my arm tightened. He wasn’t wearing the man with the chinstrap beard anymore. This guy looked like a car salesman who’d gotten way too comfortable in his job.

      “Don’t you just love the sound of torment?” he asked as he pulled me close. “They all wanted to jump. I didn’t send anyone over who wasn’t internally begging for the chance.”

      My jaw dropped. Revulsion hit me, but I had nothing to throw up. “How dare you!”

      He shrugged and dragged me along like a petulant child being taken out of a store. I dug in my heels to fight him, but nothing worked. I couldn’t make myself heavy. I couldn’t fight back for fear of exposing myself or hurting the mortal that he was wearing.

      I hated how I kept thinking that. Wearing, like people were suits that demons could put on. Those people deserved better. The poor man that Bez had left for dead deserved better. The souls that I’d killed deserved better.

      “Let go of me before I kill you,” I growled.

      The demon general looked back with laughter playing across his lips. “You’re welcome to try, but I know you’re completely untrained. Your attempt will be feeble and fumbling, at the very best. You haven’t given your father’s inheritance enough practice to be able to follow through on such a threat.”

      “I saved Morgan from the infection you put inside him. If I can do that, then I can take you on.”

      The demon general dragged me through a retail store, past purses and scarves that seemed so mundane compared to the panic rattling my teeth.

      “You took care of a single spark that fed on the man’s own anger. That’s not as impressive as you think it is, little fallen one.”

      Man, I didn’t want to be intimidated, but it was hard not to be as those black eyes stared down at me. Gazing up into them made the room turn cold. My skin prickled with goosebumps. If I didn’t ignite my own fire inside myself, my teeth might have started rattling in my head.

      You have the power to handle him. Don’t let him convince you otherwise. Lean into your power.

      Heat roiled in my core. It flared bright and reached my skin to wipe away the goosebumps. Anger rose with it. I clenched my jaw and dug in my heels, drawing the demon general to a halt.

      He looked back at me with wary curiosity. The way he looked me up and down, contempt filling his face, brought more anger to the surface. This demon had no right to treat me as such. He doubted my ability. I had more raw power than he would ever know what to do with. He was lucky to still be alive.

      Behind me, the sounds of panicked shoppers rose into violent screams. I could hear the thud of impacts as people began to turn on one another. There were demons in the crowd, no doubt, egging people into lashing out.

      Above it all, I heard my name. Morgan’s roar reached me.

      It snapped me out of my anger. My fire banked when I looked over my shoulder, back toward the food court. For an instant, I saw him. He waved his hands over the heads of the crashing wave of people.

      A gunshot rang out.

      The world turned black.

      Pathetic, my demonic voice said before I lost consciousness.

      

      Morgan

      

      The booming sound made the crowd surge. One moment, I saw Vi, in the hands of another demon, then the crowd blocked my view. When the people dispersed, Vi was gone, and so was the demon.

      I cursed under my breath.

      Before I could get far, the local authorities appeared. They blocked me from heading further into the mall. As the police began funneling people downstairs to the exit, I tried to duck past them. They were on high alert, though. I didn’t make it far.

      My heart raced. Inside me, my dragon writhed nervously. It wanted out. It would be able to sniff out Vi and the demon, but there was no way that the mall would completely clear out any time soon.

      There were two dead bodies and a man with a recently-fired pistol that likely wasn’t even permitted on the mall premises. This place would be swarming with cops ready to slap cuffs on just about anyone.

      So, I let them herd me outside.

      There was little to no scent of demon to track out here, but I did catch a hint of brimstone. While keeping one eye on the cops, I began to back away.

      Find her. Find her. Find her.

      The beast pushed me. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold it back. It clawed at me with more urgency than I’d ever seen from it before. I’d experienced despair and rage, but nothing came close to this frantic helplessness that I despised.

      I would find Vi, and I would keep the demon general from using her.

      Find her and protect her.

      Yes, yes, I wanted to tell the beast. It was in no mood to listen, though. My words would do nothing. The beast called them empty promises. Every step forward eased the beast’s frantic urgency, though.

      They were inside, still. I could figure out that much. The entrances were quickly being blocked off by the police, though. I needed to get back inside, but I would have to be sneaky about it.

      As tall and broad as I was, I doubted that I would be able to slip past the cops that easily. The ground floor entrances weren’t going to work. I would have to get creative.
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      Vi

      

      I came to on a pile of cushions. It was a nice experience until I blinked and came face to face with those black goat eyes again. I stiffened, expecting him to strike. He could hit me and give me the same infection that he’d given Morgan.

      Instead, the demon general leaned back and offered a hand down to me. Incredulous, I stared at it for more than a minute. He cleared his throat to tell me that I’d hesitated too long.

      With a roll of my eyes, I took the demon’s hand and let him help me to my feet. Thankfully, he didn’t pull me into him. I think I would have barfed on him if he tried anything like that. Still, I got the sense that he was trying another tactic, one that was more friendly.

      I took in my surroundings, the high ceiling and the bare walls pockmarked with pinholes for racks and shelves. There were pale spots, as if signs had hung up for so long that the paint had aged around those spots. We were in a closed store, which meant we were likely still in the mall.

      Oh, and there was a giant archway made of twisting metal at the far end of the store. They’d taken several shelves and braided them into a misshapen arch, sloppily soldered at points. I say they because we weren’t alone.

      Dozens of demons milled around, doing this or that. Several imps perched atop the gate. Their wings twitched as their low-hanging tails snapped back and forth. The demons in human vessels stole glances at me, but no one stared for too long. The way their attention flicked to the demon general before they looked away made me think he’d ordered them to ignore me.

      I looked back at the boarded-up store exit. Inside, my fire flickered. It hungered, eager to lick at the cheap material blocking my getaway. I didn’t have to stay here. They could try to stop me, but they would find out that I was in no mood to bow to their wishes today.

      If they thought they were getting a bashful young mortal, then they were wrong.

      “Listen, little fallen one,” the demon general said.

      I sneered. I wasn’t really in the mood to listen right about now. They wanted to use me, that much I could tell. The arch in the background seemed defunct. It clearly wasn’t a marriage altar. It was large enough for an elephant to fit through, so that made me think they wanted to open another portal.

      The infection in Morgan had latched onto me when I touched him. It’d opened into a portal that fed off his energy. The demon general didn’t have the power to open the doorways that he could make. He needed me to open them.

      He could suck it, because I wasn’t going to be a key for anyone.

      “Have a good day,” I said with zero honesty before turning towards the door.

      The demon general didn’t grab me and yank me back. Instead, several demons stepped in my way. They blocked off the door that was set into the boarded off wall. I put my hands on my hips and stared them down.

      Without Cerri’s exorcism potion, I couldn’t get rid of them. I didn’t have Ness’s voice-activated arcana either. My own arcana was far more dangerous. The people that the demons had kidnapped would get hurt. I’d already hurt too many people. Attacking them would only add to that count. I might get free, but it would be at a price I couldn’t bear to pay.

      So, I turned and opened my arms wide. “What do you want from me?”

      The demon general grinned. “I’m glad you asked.”

      Oh man, he sounded like a grifter. This wasn’t going to be a fun conversation. Knowing that I had to buckle in for what was about to be a very long evening, I sighed and shoved my hands into my pockets. When my knuckles bumped my phone, my heart did a backflip.

      I tried to keep my excitement off my face. I’d never been great at poker, but the demon general sidled up to me and slung an arm around my shoulder. He wasn’t even looking at my face as he gestured to the archway at the other end of the store.

      “You’re going to help us bring in the first wave of demons. Obviously, that will only be enough for us to conquer this little mortal city, but with your help, we can open gates everywhere. You and I will travel to the far ends of the earth to let in our army.

      “The world will cower at our feet. Wouldn’t you like that? Wouldn’t you like to see them cower before you? I know that you crave it. The power gives you a rush unlike anything you’ve ever tasted. It’s better than all the mortal things you’ve been doing to taste that power.

      “This is real power, and it could be yours.”

      I sneered. “I’m not really interested. I really like things like energy drinks and black raspberry ice-cream. They won’t be around if I let a bunch of demons invade the mortal realm.”

      “You could keep manufacturing going. When you are in power, you can have whatever you want.” He paused. “I think you misunderstand my intentions. I am not here to use you. Quite the opposite. Instead, I offer myself as your tool. Your fate is written before you. I know you can feel it waiting inside you. All you have to do is accept your role in the coming war, and the world will be yours.”

      Bile seared the back of my throat while my fire raged. The demonic voice inside me fed the flames until it licked my tongue. I swore I could have spit fire like a dragon shifter. My demon liked what the general had to say, and now my demon wanted out.

      But that meant the end of the world, and I wasn’t about to put that kind of responsibility on my shoulders.

      “So, you’re saying that you came here to…direct me on the right path? I needed help picking out colleges years ago. We’re way past that point. Besides, you’re not my father. From what I’m getting, you’re all afraid of my father.”

      Yeah, that was an attempt at getting information out of them. No one could blame me. Not really. I had a lot of blanks that needed filling in.

      “Your father was the first of us, he who created that which you call Hell.” The demon general tightened his grip on my shoulder, almost tenderly, like a step-dad trying to make friends with his wife’s children.

      I had the urge to shrug off his touch, but I dealt with it for now. “You use a lot of words to say something really simple. You know that?”

      My father created Hell? I was not caught up on my biblical mythology. To be fair, I’d been way more interested in the stories that involved Zeus and his mistakes when I was younger. That was exciting compared to Hell—at least, in my opinion.

      If I’d done a little more reading at Luca’s library, then maybe I would know who the demon general was talking about. I felt like he’d handed me a huge clue, but I was too stupid to know what to do with it.

      “You are the heir, the one meant to inherit the mortal plane so that God’s tyranny might end.”

      I blinked, stunned. “Are you calling me the Antichrist? There’s no way my mother would have raised the Antichrist. Have you met her? She’s far too good for that.”

      The demon general tilted his head. I’d lost him. Perhaps the terminology wasn’t the same. Still, I doubted that I was Satan’s daughter. That seemed like a stretch, even for the wild life I’d lived.

      Plus, I really doubted Mom would have had a passionate affair with Satan…though, she obviously slept with a demon. Man, I was really confused at this point.

      If I pulled my phone from my pocket now, the demon general would take it from me. I knew he wasn’t going to allow me to contact anyone outside of this store. He had plans for me, and that involved a bit of brainwashing.

      While my other friends weren’t too susceptible to brainwashing, I worried for myself. The demonic voice inside me cackled with glee. The idea of people bowing to me filled me with a kind of joy that left me disgusted with myself. I all at once hated the thought and craved it more than anything.

      I cursed under my breath and ran my hands over my face. This wasn’t a good place for me, and the demon general knew that.

      “What should I call you?” I asked him as I stared down the gate.

      That archway called to me. It pulled at me and begged me to open it. The demonic voice inside me knew just how to open the portal, too. It was as easy as parting a curtain. The veil between the two worlds was so thin for me. It was barely a hindrance.

      I shoved my hands into my pockets again. This time, I passed my finger over the fingerprint reader to unlock my phone. I wasn’t sure if this would work. With my luck, I would accidentally call a local pizza place instead of Morgan.

      This had to work. I didn’t know what else to do. When I heard the soft ringtone, I turned the volume down so that the demon general wouldn’t be able to hear it.

      “Call me Legion,” the demon general said.

      Hey, that was a story that I knew. That kind of explained how many demons came through my little portal. Legion brought them all within himself, for he was one and many all at once. Somehow, he was also a pig, but I didn’t know if it was a good idea to bring that up. He could still be a little salty over that trick, for all I knew.

      “Gross,” I said in response.

      Legion did a double-take. I bit my lower lip to keep from laughing. If I could make fun of this demon, then maybe I could withstand his temptations. It was all I had left.

      “Alright, Piggy. Tell me what’s next. You clearly have big plans.” Man, I really hoped Morgan picked up the call.

      With the volume down, I had no way of knowing if Morgan was listening. I trusted him to answer me. He’d tried to reach me earlier. He would try to find me now.

      Right?

      

      Morgan

      

      When Vi called, I immediately picked up and put the phone to my ear. My beast growled happily until I heard the distant voices. The demon general spoke in the background, though his voice was muffled. Hearing it again set my ribcage on fire. I remembered how he’d hunted me, how he’d sunk his claws into my side in an attempt to tear me open to use me as a portal.

      “Alright, Piggy. Tell me what’s next. You clearly have big plans.” Vi’s voice was unmistakable.

      She didn’t sound hurt. If anything, she had the same tone that she’d used the first day she’d stumbled into my motel room. That feisty attitude would keep her busy.

      “Little fallen one, I’ve told you everything. You need to do your part now.”

      Vi cleared her throat. “It’s going to take a lot more than a simple command to get me to do what you want. You clearly don’t know me that well. No one, not even my own mother, has ever been able to make me listen on the first try.”

      The demon general growled. I bristled, tense and ready to strike on Vi’s behalf even though I wasn’t there.

      “Listen, Legion. You have to convince me. You’re asking me to end an entire world full of things that I very much enjoy. So far, you’ve offered me power. What else is there that could make me want to start an apocalypse? There’s more to life than just power, my dude.”

      Vi’s sarcasm delighted me. She’d given me so much in nearly one breath. I turned back towards her car and hoped that she kept a key hidden somewhere inside. That seemed like something risky that she might do.

      Legion’s voice grew louder when he spoke again. It resonated, one voice on top of another on top of another. When he growled at Vi again, my skin crawled.

      “Power begets everything. That is a lesson you learn in Hell, little fallen one. You never got to learn that lesson because your father left you on this soft and vulnerable plane. Don’t ask me why he left you behind when he could have trained you for your destiny. Either way, you have one path before you, and nothing in this world can stop fate.”

      Vi groaned. “Seriously. You are not selling this very well. I used to think you were like a car salesman, but you’re really bad at this. Do you just get your way every time you throw a fit in Hell? It’s really starting to feel like no one has ever told you no.”

      Legion snarled. I heard the scrape of claws on tile. When he spoke again, his voice boomed.

      “I have earned my place. Demons bow before me because they fear what I can do if they disobey.”

      Don’t do it, I thought to myself, even though I knew Vi couldn’t help herself.

      She laughed. I swore softly.

      Don’t laugh at the demon general, Vi!

      “You dare laugh in my face?” Legion howled, his many voices screeching beneath his words.

      “What are you going to do about it?” Vi challenged.

      I heard the slip in her voice. It wasn’t the tone that she used when teasing me. That vanished. Instead, I heard the demonic side starting to claw its way out of her.

      Legion’s growl grew louder. I gripped my phone so hard I thought it might shatter in my hands. Leaving those two together would spell disaster. I had a limited amount of time. If I hesitated any longer, then we would all be in trouble.
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      Vi

      

      This was boring as hell.

      On one hand, I could stay here all day and torment Legion until he snapped. I was pretty sure that he was close to losing his mind. But I kept looking back towards that archway. A shiver ran down my spine every time. My breath shuddered and excitement trilled through me.

      I let out a soft curse—not a gentle one, but a silly one to help snap myself out of my violent urges.

      One of the demons inhabiting a mortal paused and peered at me. “Did you just say twat waffle?”

      I looked them dead in the eyes and said, “Yeah. What are you going to do about it?”

      The demon’s eyes widened. They quickly moved on.

      It’s no use fighting it. Fate is fate. You were made for one purpose. Do not let others use you like a weapon when you are a god.

      I froze. Ho, boy. The last thing I needed today was to add a god complex onto my list of problems. There was nothing godly about me. My mortal side made sure of that. I tripped over my own two feet at least once a day. I had an awful caffeine addiction that I should have dealt with years ago. I certainly didn’t think before opening my mouth.

      Fate is fate, though.

      I wanted to ask myself if I could rewrite fate as a god, but that contradicted everything. If I wasn’t a god, then I couldn’t rewrite fate—I certainly didn’t want to be a god. That came with far too much responsibility.

      “What are you thinking, little fallen one?” Legion asked with his echoing voice.

      I scowled. “Why do you call me that? Where did that nickname come from?”

      Legion grinned wide. It was a frightening sight to behold. There was so much knowledge behind that smile that I couldn’t access. Perhaps I could beat it out of him, but there were so many demons present. I couldn’t possibly take them all on.

      Though, that voice in the back of my head told me anything was possible. My demonic side seemed to be hung up on the god complex still. I wished it would stop because I didn’t need temptation all around.

      This shouldn’t have been tempting. We were talking about the end of the world. I couldn’t let that happen. It was my responsibility to keep that archway closed.

      Yet, the fire inside me churned with excited anticipation. It waited, ready to be unleashed. There was so much power in me. I had to let it out somewhere. If I didn’t, I might combust.

      Legion raised a hand and crooked a finger. A demon broke away from the crowd and stepped up to us. Legion lowered his hand in a broad gesture towards me.

      “You learned a new skill the other night,” he said. “Show me.”

      I blinked, confused. “Excuse me. What?”

      Legion rolled his goat-slitted eyes. “You destroyed a few of my corruptions. Show me how you did it.”

      Almost immediately, I recalled the mutated human in the alley. When the memory released me, my vision focused on the demon standing before us. I realized what Legion wanted. My stomach lurched. I spun and ran to a far wall where I vomited the meager contents of my stomach.

      Legion was probably rolling his eyes again. As long as I kept annoying him, I could buy Morgan more time. I really hoped that he was listening. And I hoped that he hadn’t given the phone to anyone else, either.

      If someone learned about what I’d done, then they would never forgive me. Ness would pull away from me. She would never stand for such senseless murder. Addie…Addie might find out. She could see ghosts. If the people I’d killed were sticking around, then Addie would see them. They might tell her what happened.

      In the end, I was screwed. There was no way that I was going to keep this a secret forever. My friends would leave me, no matter what.

      They couldn’t love me, not completely. Those murders had stained my hands, and my friends would find out eventually.

      I straightened. The world tilted before jerking back into place. It rocked me until I threw myself forward. Fire coursed under my skin. There was so much of it, waves of flame begging to be unleashed. I grabbed ahold of it and concentrated it.

      The blazing fire turned into bright light.

      Legion flinched.

      Light pulsing in my palms, I paused and stared at the demon general. Beyond him, the summoned demon warily glanced between Legion and myself. The summoned demon knew that true death was imminent.

      Both vessel and demon would become nothing more than ash the moment I touched it. The demon would be eradicated. It would never come back to the mortal plane to inhabit anyone else ever again.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      What was I doing? That would kill the human trapped inside their own body.

      I never asked to be a hero, though. All I’d ever wanted was to enjoy my life. It seemed that someone had different plans for me at every turn. Everyone wanted to control me, though they hid it behind the guise of guidance. They were still telling me what to do and who to be.

      I would never be free. There was no escaping.

      Fate was fate.

      I had to stop. The demonic voice grew louder. It rattled the inside of my skull.

      Yet, the moment I thought about shutting it down, it gave me the most delightful little whisper.

      Legion flinched. Legion fears your power.

      Destroy him. Turn that light against him and watch him fall.

      For no demon can tell you what to do.

      Sometimes, I had a frightening feeling that the demonic voice was another entity that knew way more than I did. While I wanted to kill Legion and be done with him, I was terrified that I might only piss him off in the process. There were too many demons around to take that risk.

      They wouldn’t kill me. They needed me. However, if I was forced to fight, I might slip into my demonic side and become Legion’s ally. It kind of sucked that I couldn’t even trust myself.

      Maybe I should go to a monastery. Could I even walk on hallowed ground? That wasn’t something I’d ever tested before. I made amental note to ask Morgan to visit a church with me later.

      If there was a later.

      “Well?” Legion prompted. “I’m waiting. Show me what you’ve learned, and I will teach you so much more.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and snorted. “You still haven’t answered my question, fuzzbucket.”

      His imperious grin fell as he narrowed his eyes at me. I flashed a broad, toothy grin while fighting back the urge to summon my light again. It was there, just underneath my skin. Was this what shifters felt like? Did their beast move like this, flickering and begging to be let out? Probably not. Beasts and light weren’t really the same.

      I was getting off track again. The more I let my mind wander, the further it was from that archway and the possibilities behind it.

      Aw, shit. I glanced at the archway again. Only I could open it, which meant that the armies let through had to bow to my power. I was no tool, no key. I was the herald of destruction that would bring this world to its knees.

      Vi! Stop. You’re an absolute menace, but you’re not evil.

      I dropped to my knees. That would keep me in one place long enough to fight back the onslaught of horrid ideas racing through my mind. But Legion wasn’t about to let me have a reprieve. He knew how I worked.

      Legion grabbed the demon by the shoulder and dragged him over. I thought he would leave the demon in a heap in front of me, but Legion flung the demon at me. A whole man crashed into me and slammed me back onto the floor.

      The air rushed from my lungs. My fire surged. It sharpened into light that reached for my palms. I caught myself before I tried to shove the demon off me. I raised my hands up high and kept them far away from the demon for fear that I might immolate him.

      The demon didn’t stick around. He didn’t fight back. Instead, he scrambled to his feet and rushed back into the crowd still working near the archway.

      I struggled to breathe as I watched the light from my palms dance across the high ceiling. Legion filled my vision. He reached for me, his hand blocking all light as he grasped my face and lifted me back onto my feet.

      For a moment, I stood there, just blinking. The world still reeled around me from that whole interaction. I mean, a demon general had just thrown another motherfucker at me then palmed my face to pick me up.

      Where are you, Morgan? I need help escaping this madhouse.

      When my vision focused, I saw the archway again. It grew larger and larger until it was the only thing I could see. I swore I could hear whispers coming from it. The inert archway whispered sweet nothings, it begged to be caressed, begged to be opened.

      I shook myself.

      Fate is fate, though. Could I escape this? I stared down at my palms.

      Man, I was so wholly unprepared for this. If I survived today, I would dedicate myself to training and meditation. I would be way more ready for this nonsense. The way my mind reeled, like a ship on a tumultuous ocean that threatened to drag me into the dark depths, was really uncomfortable.

      The apocalypse shouldn’t have been tempting at all.

      “If you’re listening,” I said. “I need you to stop me.”

      It didn’t matter how.

      

      Morgan

      

      Static filled the phone before it cut dead. Perturbed, I raced to a fire escape ladder and jumped. Though the ladder hadn’t been pulled down, I easily reached it in one leap. I just hoped that no one had noticed.

      Quickly, I scaled the ladder and threw myself onto the rooftop. The city stretched out on all sides from up here. To one side, I could see Downtown with all the old buildings from a time when the city once bustled with life. Across the lake, I could see Lakesedge and the warehouses that hid the supernatural community.

      Though this wasn’t my city, there were so many lives here. Thousands of people were going about their day. They were getting their kids off the bus or heading into work. These people had no idea that there were demons among them trying to end the world.

      They didn’t know how close we might be to the apocalypse.

      I wouldn’t let Vi stumble, though.

      The nearest door was locked, and I was sure that it had an alarm, but I snapped the lock and yanked it open anyway. If I moved quickly enough, no one would be able to catch me. The cops couldn’t track me by scent. They wouldn’t see me moving.

      I darted down the stairs and paused only to sniff the air. The smell of brimstone was faint, but it led me to a closed department store. Here, the air reeked of Hell. It was so strong that I nearly sneezed.

      Glancing down at my phone, I realized I should have called others. They would have come to help Vi again. They all cared about her. Even if I couldn’t rely on my brother, she could. He would have set everything aside to help her.

      But I didn’t have time to wait for them. She needed me now.

      My beast snarled in agreement. The creature flexed its claws inside me. They sliced through my insides, setting them on fire. I sucked in a breath and tried to settle myself. Yet, my restless beast threw itself forward.

      Control seemed to be slipping through my fingers again. The thought of Vi in trouble drove my beast wild. The creature would not rest until she was safe again. These demons didn’t care for her, not the way I did. They would not protect her and give her everything she deserved.

      I should have stopped and studied these thoughts. Instead, I charged forward, heading straight for the makeshift door cut into the drywall barrier ahead. The hinges screwed into the wall didn’t creak as I pulled it open a crack.

      No one noticed, thankfully. I peered into the room and found the massive demon general, the same goat-faced monster that pinned me in the woods, towering over Vi. She was completely still. Her gaze seemed to be on something past Legion.

      I followed her gaze to a twisted metal archway at the end of the empty department store. Something about it didn’t sit right with me. The longer I looked, I realized it wasn’t dragged from Hell itself. Instead, this had been made from shelves around the store.

      Still, it left me unsettled. The way Vi stared it down wasn’t right. I wanted to jump between her and the archway to break her concentration, but I wasn’t sure if I should expose myself just yet.

      If I spent too long thinking about what I should do, then I might lose Vi to her demonic side. I didn’t have much more time.

      While absentmindedly rubbing her ass like she’d fallen on it, she walked towards the archway. Legion followed on her heels. The demon general reminded me of an excited cat about to receive wet food from the can.

      Something bad was about to happen. My beast howled at me to move. Whatever happened next would be the end of the world. It would be the end of the Vi that I knew and lo—

      A lower demon noticed me. “Oh, what the fuck?"

      Well, there was no time like the present. I shoved the door open, grabbed the demon by the front of his shirt, and yanked him through the door with me. Cupping the back of his head, I held him close and whispered the exorcism rite in his ear.

      He fought me, scrabbling at my chest with his claws. They sliced through fabric and flesh, but I couldn’t let go now. Only when he slumped, the demon exorcised, did I let go of the man. He slouched, eyes wide and terrified as he stared blankly.

      “Don’t think about what’s happening,” I told him. “Just go back to your life and be grateful for your autonomy.”

      The man didn’t move. I didn’t have time for him, so I cracked open the door and peered inside again.

      This time, Vi was closer to the archway.

      “I still need you to answer my question,” Vi said without taking her eyes off the arch.

      Legion circled her. “What do you mean, little fallen one?”

      Her head snapped to the side so she could look Legion in the eye. “That. Why do you call me that?”

      Little fallen one? I tucked the information away for later, if there was a later.

      Vi reached out, her hand hovering over the twisted metal of the arch. Still, she hadn’t yet looked away from Legion. From the smile on Legion’s face, I doubted Vi knew what she was doing.

      For the first time, I acted without thinking. I leapt into the room, making a straight line towards Vi. Legion saw me at the last second. He struck out at me, but I dodged the blow and snatched Vi off her feet.

      She let out a shout and tried to throw herself out of my arms. I didn’t expect her to fight me. Her wriggling threw me off balance. My feet tangled beneath me. We crashed to the floor. Vi spilled out of my arms and rolled away from me.

      Don’t do it, I wanted to growl at her. Don’t give in to the power.

      She rolled onto her stomach and began to push herself up. When her head lifted, I searched her eyes for signs of the woman I knew. The mischievous gleam had vanished. Her lips curled ferally.

      No. No, I wasn’t going to give her up.

      Come back.

      “Get your ass back here, Violet Murdock.”

      The beast possessed me. The snarl that ripped from my lips was both mine and something else. The edges of my vision darkened and narrowed. I thought of the night at Vi’s when Luca summoned her away from me. This was the same but also somehow different.

      The beast stirred within me. It gnashed its teeth and prepared to snap at Vi.

      She could turn me to ash, but I cared little. I needed her to realize who she really was. This demon couldn’t turn her against her true self.

      Briefly, I considered calling her mother again. That would put too much attention on a mortal woman. I would have to bring Vi back all by myself. I didn’t know how far gone she was. I prayed she wasn’t as lost to the hunger for power as she had been that night I took her home.

      Show her. Remind her that she is ours.

      “Kill him,” Legion said. “Kill him and be done with him.”

      Vi grinned. “No. I don’t think I will. I want the lizard to bow.”

      Vi spread her arms wide. Light gathered in the palms of her hands. It flickered and danced as the smile on her lips spread wider and wider. That red haze still clouded her eyes and warned me that she wasn’t in her right mind.

      I’d snapped her out of this once, on my own. How far gone was she? Could I reach her in there?

      Maybe not right now, but I could try as soon as I got her away from Legion. That meant finding a way to keep her hands off me. The archway in the back of the store gave me an idea. There was a pile of metal near the archway. I darted past Vi and Legion and scooped up a long piece of metal.

      That was all the signal the demons needed. They rushed me in a swarm. One on one, they were feeble. In a wave? They would have crushed me. My beast was in no mood to play. Wings burst from my back, sending waves of pain up and down my shoulders. There was no time to cringe, though. I shot up into the air.

      Pain made my back throb with every beat of my wings. I’d never partially shifted before. It seemed that the dire situation had brought it out of me. My beast didn’t want to explain the logistics of it right now. The creature had its sights set on Vi on the floor below.

      I swooped down, heading straight for Vi. Legions wiped at me. I jerked my wings in and tried to roll out of the way, but I wasn’t fast enough. Legion’s massive hand swatted me to the ground like a fly.

      The impact reverberated through me. My vision shuddered before I pulled myself together. Legion closed the distance and scooped me up.

      “I know you want this one as a pet,” Legion began, “but he will not serve you well that way. The best use for this one is as a sacrifice. His blood shall paint the portal and give it sustenance.”

      Legion turned towards the twisted metal structure. I shoved at the fingers wrapped around me, but to no avail. Legion’s grasp was like concrete. That gave me an idea, though. Concrete would shatter with enough force.

      I laced my hands together and brought them down on Legion’s knuckle. The impact sent tremors up my arms, but I felt the bone shatter. Legion cursed and dropped me.

      Snapping my wings out softened my landing, but it also gave Legion time to recover. The demon snarled and reached for me again. This time, a burst of light slammed into his damaged hand. It blinded me, for a moment.

      Stunned, I staggered back. When my vision cleared, I saw Vi past Legion. She marched up to him with a wicked glare etched into her visage.

      “I said that I want him. Do you dare deny me?” Vi shook her head. “You’re a pitiful servant.”

      She walked around him until she stood off to my left. The light still writhed in her palms. If she touched me with that, it would tear me apart. Yet, it’d done little to Legion. There was a burn mark along his shoulder where the fur had been singed away—and yes, it smelled worse than Hell itself—but little else had happened.

      Still, full of more daring than I would ever know, Vi glared up at the massive demon and challenged him. “You need me. Maybe you should consider the fact that you’ll get nothing from me if you can’t first give. Seems kind of intuitive, but I guess I overestimated your intelligence.”

      Legion pulled his lips away from his teeth in a loud snarl that echoed with a million other voices. His hot breath made Vi’s hair flutter, but she didn’t flinch. Instead, she lifted a finger and bopped him on the snout.

      A single tendril of steam curled into the air from where she touched him. He reared back with a hiss. While Legion dealt with the pain, Vi tossed me a wink.

      I froze, conflicted. There was still red in her eyes. She wasn’t the woman I knew, but she wasn’t completely lost, either.

      Could I trust this half-demon when she leaned into her full power? She sounded very convincing when she said she wanted me as a pet. Yet, my dragon trusted her. The beast put my life in her hands. It should have felt foolish, but the beast hadn’t failed me yet.

      “Does the portal require blood?” Vi asked, her gaze sliding away from Legion. She studied the great arch with curious intent.

      Legion lifted a hooved foot. I flinched, ready to roll out of the way. Vi raised a hand filled with light and pointed it at me. I froze and let Legion pin me in place with his foot.

      If we got out of this, I would have to tell her that I was not a submissive man. I didn’t want to be stepped on. I didn’t want to get down on my knees for anyone. This was…well, it was embarrassing, to say the least.

      Yet, I trusted Vi. She had a plan. I was more of a thinker than a doer, but I would do my best to help her carry it out.
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      Vi

      

      It seemed like we’d switched roles. Not only was Morgan pinned to the ground like a good little submissive, but he looked to me for direction. I was more of a doer than a thinker, but the power here was in my hands.

      I had an idea.

      And I really hoped it would work, because I might herald the beginning of the end if it didn’t.

      Legion leaned in close, his stinky goat-demon breath washing over my skin. I stifled the urge to call him a pig again when he spoke.

      “The portal needs to be fed. You can give it blood or power. It is your choice, though I do recommend blood so that you might save your power.”

      I nearly laughed in his face. The well of arcana inside me ran deep. I’d never been able to exhaust it before, and I was oddly excited to try. The thought of being empty and at peace for once filled me with hungry anticipation.

      Trying to keep my expression steady so that Legion couldn’t read my deception, I glanced over at the crowd of demons waiting for Legion’s next order. “And them? Are they waiting for your orders?”

      “For my orders…or yours, should you prove yourself and open the portal.”

      I lifted both brows. “Oh? Is that all I have to do?”

      Morgan squirmed under Legion’s cloven foot. When Morgan gave me an irritated glare, I understood the message: hurry up.

      The thing was, I had no idea if this would work. I’d never tried anything like this before. The voice in the back of my head begged me to open the portal. It practically screamed, rattling my damn skull in the process.

      If I opened the portal and lost control to my darker side, then what? We would have ushered in the beginning of the apocalypse. And, even if I could get rid of Legion once and for all, that still left his army. I wanted to know what would happen to them if Legion was sent back to hell.

      Morgan exhaled, a great annoyed breath shoved out through his nostrils. He shifted beneath Legion’s foot and twisted. My jaw dropped when Morgan slammed his taloned hand onto the metal archway.

      A piece of protruding metal pierced his dragon hand. Blood gushed from the wound. I watched the arch soak it in like a sponge. It left my skin crawling. No, it wasn’t the sight that bothered me. It was how the archway pulsed with a newfound energy.

      Legion stared, dumbfounded, at the dragon beneath his foot. This was our only chance.

      I reached deep and summoned as much arcana as I could muster. It rose in a rush that threatened to stretch me too thin. A whimper made my lips tremble. Pain hit my entire body like a wave. Then I felt nothing but heat.

      It consumed me. Heat poured out of every pore of my skin. It warped the air and singed the floor. If I didn’t contain it soon, then I wouldn’t be able to use it. I had to pull the power into a single force, much like my light.

      I caught movement out of the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t pay it much attention. There was a rustling sound that turned into growls and grunts, likely Morgan fighting Legion. When the thunder of footsteps rushed closer, I lifted a hand to halt the wave of demons.

      They froze, confused. No one could tell what was going on anymore. This chaos worked in our favor. It gave me time to turn my fire into light and reach out.

      My hand hit the archway. I expected it to bite me, but it was just metal beneath my fingertips. As soon as I pressed my full palm to the arch, my power flowed out of me.

      The arch drank down my power until my knees trembled. I leaned against it to keep myself upright. Still, it tugged at me. It hollowed me out until my skin prickled with goosebumps. An icy chill crept in when the archway began to glow red-hot.

      I tore my hands away and stumbled back. The space inside the archway flashed, once, twice, then snapped open to reveal a bright yet barren expanse. Beyond it, armies awaited. Rows and rows of demons dressed in armor stood at the ready.

      We had to act fast. My limbs tangled when I tried to get up. I’d thought that giving up a bunch of my arcana would feel good, but it only left me off balance. I wasn’t free of my arcana. I was nothing without it.

      I swallowed my pathetic whimper and got to my feet to see Morgan wrestling with Legion. The swarm of demons on this side of the portal looked between us and the doorway into Hell. They seemed confused, and I didn’t blame them. This was a mess.

      If this plan paid off, then the demons would attack. Morgan would have to be quick about getting us out of here. I put my faith in him. He wouldn’t leave me here on my own. He’d done everything in his power to save me time and time again.

      How could I trust a man that I’d only just met a week ago? Not only had we been through a lot together in that week, but there was a part of me that felt as if I’d always known him. Trusting Morgan was easy. It took almost no effort at all.

      “Shove him in!” I shouted to Morgan.

      The dragon reared up on his hindlegs and threw himself forward. His taloned hands hit Legion’s chest and toppled the goat-faced asshole into the portal. Already, the crowd behind us turned into a roaring mess.

      With a curse on my lips, I slapped my hand against the portal arch. It burned, a sensation that I had never known before. The heat of it threatened to cook my flesh, but this power belonged to me. I wouldn’t let it turn against me like that.

      Gritting my teeth, I inhaled. I yanked the power back into myself the same way I’d pulled the infection out of Morgan. This wasn’t an infection. It was me, no matter how much I hated it sometimes.

      The soft demonic voice settled back in. It whispered sweet greetings. The way it rushed inside of me almost felt like…feathers? Or was that just the lick of flames? I couldn’t tell.

      Little fallen one.

      I desperately wanted to know what that meant. But the portal snapped shut as the last of my power snapped back into me. Legion vanished along with his waiting army. I waited for the voice inside me to hiss in anger, but it was proud. That feeling swelled until I grinned from ear to ear.

      My pride was interrupted by a demon that tackled me to the floor. Morgan plucked the demon from my back and tossed him into the crowd. He scooped me up from the floor and took to the air.

      The talons wrapped around me shrank until a pair of human arms enveloped me. Panicked, I clung to his torso. His soft hiss told me that I was burning hot again, but Morgan seemed more than willing to bear it as he pulled me closer.

      With the room tilted sideways, we dove for the glass doors that led outside. Morgan covered my head and tucked it beneath his chin. I had barely a moment to think that this wasn’t going to end well before the sound of shattering glass filled my ears.

      Curious, I cracked open one eye to see the twinkling shards floating around us. They didn’t shine from the interior lights or any lamps outside. They shone because of the light emanating from my skin.

      I cursed and tried to yank the light back inside myself. Together, with Morgan’s semi-shifted form and the light leaking out of my skin, we were a sight to behold. If humans caught us, we were done for.

      I expected Morgan to land so that we could run for it. Instead, he beat his wings against the air and took us higher and higher. I peered up at him and studied the horns curving atop his head. That explained how he’d burst through the glass door without so much as a flinch. Still, there were shards of glass nestled in his hair.

      When we landed, far away from the mall, He didn’t let me go right away. I reached up and tousled his hair to shake the glass from it. He gripped my chin between his thumb and forefinger so he could stare deep into my eyes.

      The way he studied me made me think he doubted my sanity—which was fair, all things considered.

      “I’m fine,” I told him. “One hundred percent myself right now.”

      His gaze dropped to my lips for a heartbeat. I sucked in a soft breath.

      “Shame,” he said quietly.

      My eyes widened. Hungry, I dug my fingertips into his shoulders. But he looked away first, his attention over my shoulder. I twisted to see who was behind us until I realized he was looking in the direction of the mall.

      “There’s a lot of demons to deal with still,” he said.

      I pressed my lips together and nodded. I was more than a little disappointed that work superseded that tense moment. Maybe Ness wouldn’t approve, but I really wanted to make out with this dragon man right now.

      “You can handle that. Right?” He asked as he broke away from me. “Have that potion-crafter make you some exorcism potions.”

      “Or,” I countered, “you could stay and teach me to exorcise them myself. I saw you drag that demon out of the store. I bet you took care of that guy all on your own.”

      Morgan shrugged. His hand trailed along mine, his fingertips dragging roughly across my palm. I shuddered and thought about grabbing him to pull him back.

      He was being an absolute prick, though. If he wanted to do something really cool with me and then immediately leave, then I knew his bedroom manners were probably similar.
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      Morgan

      

      Sleep proved impossible that night. I tossed and turned, restless while my dragon’s thoughts were consumed by Vi. The creature begged me to find her, to check in on her, and to stay close to her. Instead, I kept to my motel room.

      When morning light came, I hit up a nearby chain café for my morning coffee. I didn’t want to chance running into Vi again before my next stop.

      Since I was done with this city, that meant I had to finish what I’d come here to do.

      The walk to Ryder’s ranch-style home was long, and it gave me too much time to myself to think. Once I arrived, I shoved all thoughts to the side and rolled my shoulders back. He’d given up his right to any of this. The fact that he had a quaint home, a loving mate, and a pack was a crime that I needed to rectify.

      “Oh hey, you bag of scales,” Vi said, appearing beside me out of nowhere.

      I startled and glared at her. “Where the hell did you come from?”

      She lifted a finger and grinned. “Not hell. Just my momma.”

      I rolled my eyes and started forward, towards the front door.

      “Bricks for brains! Hold up!” Vi jogged after me and stepped into my path.

      “This isn’t about you. This is between Ryder and myself. Get out of my way, so I can finish this once and for all.”

      She laughed. “Do you really think I’m going to listen to you? I thought you knew me better than that. Then again, you really thought I’d fallen for Legion’s brainwashing yesterday.”

      I tilted my head in thought. Before I could conjure a response, my dragon rushed to the surface. It’s obsession with her overwhelmed me. I sucked in a gasp as the beast tried to take control.

      “Whoa! Are you all right?” she asked, immediately reaching to help me.

      I staggered back from her, but the beast didn’t like that. It sliced at me from the inside. The beast wanted me to listen. It told me that I should know better by now. I wasn’t listening. I wasn’t seeing.

      The beast didn’t make any damn sense.

      “You’re in no shape to challenge your brother,” Vi said softly. She leaned in close, her expression serious. “Good. Because I don’t want to have to stop you. I hope you know that I would never let you take Ryder away from Ness.”

      I bared my teeth at her.

      Vi smiled in response. It wasn’t a warm gesture. There was a threat in it that I didn’t like. My friend would become my enemy if I gave in to this. Could I risk losing Vi?

      Ryder’s offenses were dire. He couldn’t be trusted.

      “I’m going to do what has to be done.” A growl vibrated my chest. “You’re all fools for trusting him.”

      Vi gripped my chin in her hand. “And you’re more of a fool for not listening to us.”

      

      Vi

      

      I liked Morgan. I really did.

      He made my heart patter and filled my stomach with butterflies. We worked well together. Seeing him smile turned me inside out in the best way.

      Yet, he had to go and be a damned fool. I wasn’t sure how much more time I could buy. He needed to talk to his brother, but it seemed like Morgan’s lust for vengeance was twisting him from the inside.

      Legion had mentioned how the infection had fed on Morgan’s anger. If Morgan stayed a little while longer, then maybe we could change his mind and purge that anger from him.

      Last I’d checked, there’d been a lot of demons still lurking in this city. Legion might have been vanquished, but his followers hadn’t gone with him. They were free to cause as much chaos as they could unless someone stepped up to deal with them. I knew that responsibility was my own, but I hoped that I could convince Morgan to help me.

      That might keep him around long enough to hear his brother out. The two needed to have a talk, but Morgan was still caught up in his own version of what happened. When he realized the truth of the matter, he would turn that anger onto himself. I hoped that I would be there to help him when that happened, the same way he’d been here to help me time and time again.

      I took his hand in mine and examined his palm as if I could read the lines. There was a faint scar from the twisted metal he’d slammed his hand onto. I gently dragged my thumb along it and felt him shudder at the touch.

      “You seemed to be healing fine now,” I said.

      Morgan yanked his hand back and half-turned away from me. I thought he would wipe his palm on his jeans, but instead he clenched his fist. It was almost like he was savoring the touch.

      “Legion’s infection is gone. I ate well and rested as much as I could last night.”

      As much as I could.

      That made me think he’d spent most of the night tossing and turning, same as I had. There was still so much left to do, even if the big bad demon general was gone. I needed Morgan’s help. And I think he knew that, maybe he even wanted to help.

      “All right, big boy. How about we go get my Jeep from the mechanic. That should give you enough time to think this through. Maybe even calm down a little.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “This is a distraction tactic. Isn’t it? How did you even know I would be here?”

      I grinned. “Because whenever you’re not with me, you run back to your brother. I figured you’d show up here at some point.”

      I hooked my arm with his and led him away from Ryder and Ness’s house. Morgan was tense, at first. Little by little, he resigned himself to my interference. When he glanced back at the house, I could see a bit of hesitation still on his face.

      When I opened my door, I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d prolonged the inevitable another day. If I could convince him to track down the rest of the demons in town, that would buy me even more time. Hopefully, Morgan would come to see reason before he challenged Ryder.

      Because I didn’t want to lose Morgan just yet.
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      If you enjoyed my writing, I’d like to invite you to sign up for my email list and receive book 1 of my Best-Selling Mountain Wolf Protectors Series FREE! Also, by signing up for my email list, you’ll be first to know when I release a brand-new book!
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