
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      A DEMON’S GATE

      THE ARCANA PACK CHRONICLES

    

    




      
        EMILIA HARTLEY

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        All rights reserved.

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. All characters, places, businesses and incidents are from the author’s imagination, or they are used fictitiously and are definitely fictionalized. Any trademarks or pictures herein are not authorized by the trademark owners and do not in any way mean the work is sponsored by or associated with the trademark owners. Any trademarks or pictures used are specifically in a descriptive capacity.

      
        
          
            [image: Logo]
          
        

      

      

      
        
        Emilia Hartley © Copyright 2022

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EMILIA’S HEARTLIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Join my mailing list! Sign up to my newsletter where I send out free books, promotional offers, giveaways, and more!

      

      

      
        
        GET YOUR FREE COPY OF PROTECT BY THE MOUNTAIN WOLF HERE

        JOIN MY EXCLUSIVE READER GROUP BY CLICKING HERE !

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

    

    
      
        What’s New

      

      
        Heartlies Box Sets

      

      
        Thank you!

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          VI

        

      

    

    
      Morgan Callahan had the face of a liar.

      A very hot liar who made my stomach flutter with flame-winged butterflies, but that was besides the fact.

      I slammed my hand down on the counter between us. The urge to vault over it to get even more in his face was damn near overwhelming. We were in Bad Moon Café, after all. I had to show some restraint.

      “You can’t ask me to do that! You said that we would be smart about this, but you lied!”

      Morgan closed his eyes tight. I watched his nostrils flare and his jaw flex. He didn’t scare me. Maybe he was several inches taller than me and almost twice as wide as me, but he didn’t scare me. The big, bad dragon shifter was my equal.

      Sometimes, being a half-demon had its perks.

      Sometimes…

      That was also besides the point. Morgan had promised to help me detain the last of the demons lingering around town. The fact that they were here was kind of his fault, after all. He’d been the one to hit me with a bolt of lightning, forcing me to dig too far into my own power, which made me accidentally tear a hole into Hell that let out a demon general and his troops.

      Okay, that was a lot. Long story short, Morgan and I had fucked up. He was supposed to help me, but his plan wasn’t sound.

      “We can’t waste our energy cavorting all over the city,” Morgan said quietly. His voice rumbled with a growl that drew mortal attention even if they couldn’t hear exactly what he’d said. “If we can lure them to us, then we will save ourselves a lot of time and energy.”

      I tapped my palm against his forehead, startling him. He blinked, stunned.

      “If we do that, then people could get hurt while we lay in wait. I don’t want to risk that. Why can’t you understand that?” My throat tightened.

      Blame sat heavy in my chest. These weren’t big-name demons we were talking about, but they were still bad news. I wouldn’t be able to rest until I knew that they were all back in Hell where they belonged.

      “The same thing will happen if we spend all our time hunting them down,” he snarled.

      I blew a breath out my nose. Frustration bubbled inside my chest because I knew he was right, I just didn’t want to admit it. Either way, we would have to split our attention. While we focused on one demon, a dozen others were free to run around and cause as much harm as possible.

      I liked to think that they were lying low, biding their time. That likely wasn’t the case. They had free reign of the city, and Syracuse was the kind of place where a lot could go wrong. I thought of the pizza place where Legion had caused a shooting. When I closed my eyes, I could see people throwing themselves over the railing at the local mall.

      I wasn’t sure which day was worse. Both were at the top of my will-haunt-me-forever list. Just thinking about what happened and the fact that I was to blame made my mouth dry. I reached for my super-charged energy drink, but it did little to wash away the ash coating the inside of my mouth.

      “Vi,” Morgan said softly.

      I pushed back away from the counter and shook my head. “Something needs to be done. Sooner rather than later. You can’t come in here with all of your masculine energy and your big muscles and think you’re going to get your way. I’m not going to fall for it.”

      Before Morgan could continue this argument, a bell over the door chimed. A familiar face appeared, but she didn’t look too happy. Ness looked between Morgan and me. Her expression stiffened.

      Morgan cleared his throat and stepped back, putting even more space between us. Before I could ask what was going on, Ness pushed her way between us, so she could get behind the counter. She sidled up beside me and gave Morgan a pointed look.

      Ness could be intimidating. Her halo of dark curls reached to her shoulders, which made a stunning frame for her pale face. She would have almost looked doll-like had it not been for the way her eyes narrowed at Morgan. The set of Ness’s shoulders, the way her lips were in a firm line, all revealed the core of steel that she’d grown while living under the thumb of her previous Alpha.

      My shifter friend had been the target of her Alpha’s hatred for years. Now that she was finally free of him, she had plenty of time to put her nose in places that it didn’t belong.

      Morgan ran his hand over his beard, which was growing in perfectly even—a surprise considering how many times I’d burned him lately. “I’m going to step outside. I’ll meet you by your Jeep.”

      He ducked outside before I could even say goodbye.

      I turned to Ness. “I know he has it out for your mate, but he’s also your mate’s little brother. You could stand to be a little nicer to your brother-in-law.”

      Ness leveled an inquisitive stare in my direction. “What were the two of you talking about?”

      She completely ignored my statement, which didn’t surprise me. However, two could play that game. I tore off my barista apron and tossed it at her. My shift was officially over, which meant I could run away from this conversation.

      “Vi!” Ness called out to me.

      I stopped, because I wasn’t a complete asshole. If Ness really needed something, I would be there for her. That’s how we worked. All of us at Bad Moon Café had each other’s backs. We would die for each other.

      “You need to be more careful,” Ness said.

      “I don’t want to hear it from you. You straight up died. You let Ryder run you through, and I don’t mean in the hot and sexy way.”

      “You don’t have nine lives,” Ness shot back.

      I jumped over the counter. Several customers gave me a dirty look, but none beat the way Ness glared at me.

      Though I wanted to bring up my demonic blood and point out that we didn’t know if I could even die yet, there were humans listening in. We had to be careful with what we said around them. While I could mention how Ness had let her lover stab her—yeah, that sounds really bad to anyone—I couldn’t straight up say that I’m part demon in front of all these people.

      In Lakesedge, the part of town filled with other supernaturals, we didn’t have to worry about that so much. However, the café and the problems that I’d caused by opening the portal, weren’t confined to Lakesedge.

      “Vi, I need you to survive. I’m not going to lose one of my best friends. I won’t let it happen.”

      I stiffened, waiting for her arcana to hit me. Ness didn’t stoop that low, though. She’d recently discovered a new facet of her power. She could weave magic into her voice to force anyone to obey her commands.

      It was kind of shitty of me to assume that she would pull that kind of power move on a friend.

      “Don’t worry about me,” I told her as I made my way to the exit. I turned and put my back to the door so I could look Ness in the eye. “Morgan has my back. He won’t let me down.”

      I bumped the door open, nearly ran into a customer trying to enter, and tripped over my own two feet to get out of their way. It was a great start to my afternoon, but at least I knew Morgan was waiting for me out back.

      Except, he wasn’t.

      “Dude,” I said as I searched high and low.

      The little parking lot had my Jeep and Ness’s old sedan, but not much more. There was no big, hunky dragon shifter waiting for me to get off work. There wasn’t even a place for him to hide.

      I rocked back on me heels and sucked my teeth as fury boiled inside my chest. I’d been relying on him. We were supposed to do this together. It seemed like our disagreement went deeper that I’d thought. He didn’t want to deal with my protests, so he must have gone off to handle this his own way.

      “Fine,” I grumbled as I unhooked my keys from my beltloop.

      My eyes burned with unshed tears. I blinked them back and let my anger dry them up. Like hell would I let him make me cry. If a grown man couldn’t stand to have a conversation and come to a compromise, then I didn’t need him.

      I reached for my Jeep door. A flash of light blinded me. My hand closed around empty air. I expected to fall into my Jeep, but the ground tilted and dumped me onto my knees. The light cleared. When I lifted my head, a halo of undulating light danced before me.

      Beyond it was a figure, their visage obscured by the light. I squinted to get a better look, but the figure laughed and shook their head. I couldn’t make out horns or wings or anything. It was simply the shape of a man.

      “You’re riding a fine line, but you will slip sooner or later,” the figure said, its voice booming in my ears.

      The voice didn’t boom the way Legion’s had. It wasn’t a million voices, one over the other. This was the voice of power. It was creation and fury. It was everything that was deep inside me.

      “Your fate has been written. It was set in stone long before you were conceived. Should you accept it…”

      My vision morphed. Colors melded together until I saw myself. My eyes were a fiery red, though. A cruel smile twisted my mouth. My blond hair, once short, had grown out long and fluttered in a dry wind. Upon my head sat a crown, each spire stained a rusty red that made me shudder.

      Here was the version of me that would herald the beginning of the apocalypse. She was the demon waiting inside me, the part of me that begged and pleaded to be unleashed upon the world. I held her back whenever I could, but I didn’t always have the strength to keep her contained.

      The vision darkened.

      “Should you deny your fate…” The booming voice trailed off.

      Fire singed me from the inside. I wrapped my arms around my middle and groaned in pain as flames licked at my bones. It reached up my spine and wrapped around my skull. Every muscle burned, my blood boiled, and my tongue steamed.

      My own fire had turned against me. It grew and grew until I could no longer contain it. I’d always known that the well of arcana inside me was endless, though I’d hesitated to dig too deep into it for fear of losing myself. Now, it consumed me.

      The well flowed over. It devoured me until I thought I might become ash and drift away on the wind. Light poured out of my skin. Alone and on my knees in the darkness, I became a lantern. In the dark, moths flocked to me like lonely spirits eager to singe themselves upon my fire.

      “Deny your fate and the light will cleanse you.”

      Something about that phrase seemed ominous. Maybe it was the sheer amount of pain making my bones vibrate. Or it was the looming figure stepping out of the dark to touch my chin and lift my face up.

      Still, even though light poured out of me, I could not see the figure’s features. They were a mystery to me. The figure offered two options: a fall from grace, or death.

      I didn’t want to choose either, but I was afraid I had no choice.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan

      

      Vi was going to singe my beard for taking off on her, but the scent of a demon had caught my attention. In hindsight, I should have waited for her. Better yet, I should have gone inside, grabbed her, and dragged her along for the chase.

      Instead, I’d chosen to go off on my own. I followed the rotten-egg scent of brimstone through the streets until it became unbearable. It led me outside an unassuming house. It was a simple, two-story house almost identical to every other house on the street. It had white shutters that had gone grey with time and a crooked set of concrete stairs leading up to the porch. Above the front door was a cross that sat slightly askew.

      I looked up and down the street, as if expecting the demon to be waiting for me. I thought about sending Vi a text, but I couldn’t rely on her forever. I’d spent the last year on my own. I could handle a few demons by myself, too.

      Cautious, I went down a few houses. The wind carried the brimstone scent down to me to let me know that the demon was still there. I crept between two houses and leapt over the back fence into the lawn nearest the house with the demon.

      Was this demon impersonating their host? Were they pretending to be someone’s father? Someone’s husband? I didn’t want to burst into the house and frighten an innocent family. However, it seemed plausible. Nothing was beneath a demon. They would do anything to survive. There was no moral code or set of rules for them to follow.

      I peered over the fence, into the back yard of the house in question. There was nothing out of the ordinary. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. A summoning circle? A portal waiting to be opened? A blood-bath?

      It was just a normal backyard with forgotten toys and a busted lawnmower. Nothing was out of the ordinary save for the smell filling the air.

      I needed to get a closer look. There were several windows along this wall that I thought might be able to peer into if I could get a little closer. The coast seemed clear. There was no one on the street. Even the house behind me seemed empty.

      That should have been my first clue that something was wrong. The entire street seemed too silent. While Syracuse wasn’t a large city by any means, it was still teeming with life. No part of it should have been so empty.

      Jumping the fence, I landed softly on my feet and dropped into a low crouch. I waited, listening to see if anyone might have heard me. There was no movement inside. The smell of rotten eggs overpowered any other scent I might have picked up.

      My beast moved inside me. Its impatience was nearly overwhelming. The thing was, my beast didn’t want to go inside. It wanted me to go back to Vi. The beast didn’t like this house. The rumbling growl filling my chest could have given me away, but I was starting to think that no one was home.

      Was there even a demon here?

      I crossed the narrow pathway and rose so I could peek past the curtains hanging just inside the window.

      I heard the footstep behind me before the scent caught up to me. I ducked. A burst of wind rushed over my head. The baseball bat whistled in the air before clanking against the house exterior.

      I dropped and rolled out away from the assailant’s reach. Someone laughed. When I found my footing and stood, I was surrounded. The demon wasn’t pretending to be a part of the family…because the whole family had been possessed.

      Father, mother, two sons, and a young daughter stood in a circle around me. One of the sons hoisted the baseball bat high. The mother laughed as she opened her palm and summoned a ball of fire that made her human vessel’s skin blister.

      I had to end this quickly or else someone would get hurt. I didn’t want to have to take on this entire family. If I had it my way, I would escape and return with potions that might help exorcise the demons. There was no way out between them. To escape quickly, I would have to summon my wings.

      Unfortunately, I was on the wrong side of Syracuse for that. We were in the heart of the mortal city where I couldn’t risk exposing my supernatural side.

      “Pretty little dragon,” the girl said with her high-pitched voice. “Your hide will make a pretty rug for our master.”

      Master?

      More demons poured out of every house. They crossed the street. They hopped fences. The demons had infiltrated every house.

      We’d assumed that Legion’s army would have been scattered to the winds, but it seemed that someone else had stepped up to rally them together. Vi needed to know. She wouldn’t be safe until every threat was gone. Until then, the demons would keep coming back. They would keep trying to use her.

      She was the only one with the ability to open portals to Hell, and they knew that.

      I knew what I had to do. There was no other way out of this. I realized, too little too late, that this had been an ambush. Either that, or I’d found the demon that had been tasked with watching Vi.

      The young man with the baseball bat swung for me. I dragged my dragon to the surface and let its wings burst from my back. When I dropped, the baseball bat whistled over my head again. The demons snarled and leapt onto me.

      Their weight nearly dragged me down. I pushed off the ground and tried to open my wings. The little girl clung to my back, her arms wrapped around my neck and her body keeping my left wing closed.

      If I shrugged her off, she would plummet, and the little girl would get hurt. The demon using her didn’t care, but I did. However, if we fell from my jump, she might still get hurt.

      I reached around, grabbed the back of her shirt, and dragged her over my shoulder. As she tumbled into my arms, I snapped my wing open and caught the air. If I went too high, we would be seen. I had to dip low and coast between the rows of houses to stay out of sight. That meant tipping onto my side, the world flipped as the wind whistled in my ears.

      Though I cradled the little girl as if she were a sweet innocent in need of saving, there was still a demon inside her. The little girl slapped my face with hooked fingers. She growled as she dug her nails into my skin.

      Why were children’s nails so sharp? What the hell?

      She tried again, this time reaching higher. I realized she was trying to gouge out my eyes. With a curse on my lips, my wings trembled. We faltered, hit the ground, and rolled. I still clutched the girl tight to my chest to protect her.

      Only once we safely stopped rolling did I release her. I pulled my wings back into my body. The back of my shirt was in shreds from the partial shift, and leaving a child unattended on an open street would look horrible, but I had to run before her friends caught up.

      Vi needed to know what was going on. We weren’t out of the weeds yet.
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      The vision cleared. My head was left spinning. I groaned and lifted a hand to my forehead while keeping my eyes pressed shut.

      “You all right down there?” a voice asked.

      I flinched, but the voice was normal. It was human.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and cracked open one eye. A redhead, with a braid that faded into pale gold, looked down at me with a mixture of concern and laughter. She extended a hand down towards me. For a moment, I eyed her hand warily.

      Without a shifter sense of smell, I couldn’t tell if she was a demon or not. Though, on second thought, that seemed unfair to assume. Not everyone I came into contact with would be a demon in disguise.

      I slapped my hand into hers and let her haul me to my feet where I rocked uncertainly. She put a hand on my shoulder to keep me from keeling over. Her laugh tinkled like bells—not little bells, but big ones that rang through your whole being. I found myself smiling despite the eerie vision that I’d just received.

      “Thanks,” I said as I nervously rubbed the back of my neck.

      The stranger pulled her hand away and backed up, giving me some room to breathe. Still, she didn’t leave. She wore a soft smile that had a quirk at the corner, like she was ready to cause mischief.

      “No worries,” she said with a partial shrug. “Always glad to help out a fellow half-demon.”

      The words didn’t sink in. Not right away. I stared at the stranger while my brain caught up. Her smile faltered for a brief moment, confusion flickering across her eyes.

      “H-half-demon…” I sputtered.

      It wasn’t a question or a declaration. Shit, I was still processing what she’d said.

      Her smile widened, flashing bright white teeth. With a toss of her head, she said, “Yeah, we’re the same.”

      I exhaled. A rush of tension fled from my body. I thought I might crumple right then and there. I never imagined meeting another like myself. I’d always thought that I was the one and only half-demon walking this world. Honestly, it made sense with how Legion had hunted me and tried to turn me to his side.

      To think that there was someone else out there, struggling with this power just like I was, well…it blew my mind. Instinctively, I threw my arms around this nameless stranger and drew her into a tight hug.

      She let out a nervous laugh. Immediately, I remembered myself and drew back. I had an apology ready on my lips, but her smile never changed. It wasn’t cautious or annoyed.

      The clouds overhead moved. Light rained down upon us, and I noticed the red sheen over her gold eyes. My breath hitched. The only time red ever reached my eyes was when my demonic side took over.

      I stepped back, my own guards rising as alarms screamed inside my head. My excitement over finding another half-demon had diminished. As my mom liked to warn, stranger danger never stopped being a thing, even when you became an adult.

      I’d ignored her because I was more of a danger to strangers than they were to me, but now her words rang true. I couldn’t trust this stranger, even if she was like me. Perhaps, because she was like me.

      The demonic voice was always there, always lurking in the back of my mind so it could whisper intrusive thoughts that might lead to destruction on a worldwide scale. I really didn’t like the idea of giving in to that side. Had this stranger given herself over to it?

      “Well,” I said, awkward as I could be. I ducked and scooped my keys up from the ground, letting them jingle to fill the silence now stretching between us.

      “Well,” she echoed.

      Who was she? Was she really like me? Had she given in? Or was she fighting the voice? I wanted to know, but that could lead to more trouble. Luca’s books would be able to tell me more about what I was, but that wasn’t anything like learning it from someone else. This woman would have all sorts of shared experiences…if only I could trust her.

      First things first, I needed to find Morgan. He’d vanished, without so much as a text. I was going to kick his ass up and down Hiawatha Boulevard for that.

      I sidestepped towards my Jeep. “Thanks…for helping me up, I mean. I, uh, appreciate it.”

      The woman tilted her head. There was a slight predatorial look to the expression, but I might have been imagining things because I was starting to panic. In my head, I jumped between wanting to trust her and wanting to run. The confusing state of my mind left me reeling.

      I needed space to think. Especially after Morgan’s disappearance and that vision.

      Where the hell was he?

      “Don’t let me stop you,” the stranger said happily. “Have a nice day.”

      She didn’t leave. I climbed into the Jeep, started it, and rolled out of the small parking lot while the stranger watched.

      There was another half-demon in town. I desperately wanted to believe that she could be good, but I didn’t know if I could trust her. Torn, my heart ached for what I couldn’t have. A friend. A sister. Someone who understood.

      The closest I’d come to that in month was Morgan, and I couldn’t even trust him to wait for me. Morgan had seen me at my worst. While my other friends had been there when I slipped up, Morgan watched me kill people. He’d brought me back from a brink that should have been past saving.
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        * * *

      

      I’d hoped to find Morgan waiting for me on my doorstep. He wasn’t anywhere to be found. He wouldn’t even answer my messages. Instead of worrying myself over a man who clearly didn’t have the time of day for me, I went inside and drew a bath.

      I sank into the tub of hot water and tried to relax. It wasn’t easy when I remembered the vision that’s slapped me in the parking lot. I’d been so distracted by the other half-demon that I’d forgotten about the vision.

      The entity reminded me of my fate. Everyone one from Hell liked to do that. They told me that I would be the one to start the apocalypse. I would paint the world in blood and make it bow at my feet.

      But I didn’t want that. I liked the world just the way it was. There were too many lives filled with happiness and joy and love. The apocalypse would be the end of it all—obviously.

      If I avoided my fate, then I would succumb to my fire and burn from the inside out. It would kill me, if the pain I’d felt was any indication. I’d never experienced anything like it.

      Letting my eyes drift shut, I recalled the vision. My bones had cried out. My muscles had wept. Even now, my power churned. It was a fire that needed oxygen. It needed to feed and consume. Brighter and brighter, it grew. It wanted escape, freedom to burn bright.

      With a gasp, my eyes snapped open. The air was thick, almost choking. I belatedly realized that I’d turned the bath to steam. The bathroom was obscured by the cloud sitting heavy around me. If I didn’t open a window, it would cause mold, for sure.

      I fumbled out of the slick bathtub and reached for the nearby window to throw it open. The steam didn’t billow out of it like I hoped. If I had one of the storm dragons here, they would have been able to summon a wind that would take care of this.

      Morgan, you fool. Where are you?

      I needed someone to talk to. Though I had a number of friends that I could turn to, Morgan knew more than most. He would understand when I told him about the vision. He would be able to hold me while I grappled with my possible death.

      Because I wasn’t going to accept my fate. I wouldn’t start the beginning of the apocalypse. This power would eat me up from the inside, and I would let it, just to make sure that this world stayed safe.

      But I craved Morgan’s arms around me until then. He’d held me when my fire burned hottest. I needed him to do it again. I needed to be held together because I was afraid of coming apart at the seams.
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      Away from the neighborhood of demons, I retreated to my motel room. It was empty, hollow without Vi’s incessant chatter. The room no longer offered sanctuary while I figured out how to deal with my brother.

      My brother…

      Ryder had betrayed his family when he killed our father. I wished I’d been the one to find the body so that our mother never had to see her dead mate. Now, I had to deal with the guilt of that, too. Her scream lived in my head. I would never break free of it.

      It’d been murder, plain and simple. Ryder didn’t stick around to defend himself. He never offered any explanation. He’d fled the scene and left our dragon clan in shambles.

      The fact that I found him leading a shifter pack of his own in Lakesedge irked me. Ryder had escaped justice and somehow weaseled his way to the top of this pack. I knew that he took advantage of them. They’d had a tyrant of an Alpha before Ryder stepped in. These shifters loved him just because he wasn’t as bad as their previous Alpha.

      They needed to come to terms with the fact that they’d let another monster into their midst. I would handle it for them, if they couldn’t.

      But first, I had to help Vi with this demon infestation. After all, I was partly to blame for this. I’d meant to hit Ryder with a bolt of lightning. Vi had the best intentions when she’d leapt between us.

      The impact had triggered her arcana and accidentally ripped open a portal to Hell. Because of that, the city was slowly being overrun with demons. We’d kicked a demon general off our territory, but it seemed the threat was far from over.

      When I lifted my head, I found myself outside Ryder’s house. I cursed under my breath and asked my beast why it’d brought me here of all places. The beast had no answer for me, of course. It never gave me what I wanted.

      But I knew. Every time I’d come here to confront my brother, Vi managed to appear out of nowhere. It was like she had a second sense for when my brother and I were too close. If I went up to the front door and lifted my hand to knock, Vi would be there to catch my knuckles before they could hit the wood.

      She didn’t appear, though. Vi was nowhere to be found.

      That shouldn’t have surprised me. Her friend was at work. Vi didn’t have much reason to be here while Ness was away. The cheery half-demon wasn’t a guard dog. It wasn’t her job to sit and watch for trouble.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket. I wasn’t sure why it hadn’t occurred to me to check it before now. Of course, I had a dozen missed messages and calls from her. My heart squeezed as my dragon wrapped around it.

      Shoving my phone back into my pocket, I dismissed the feeling. It wouldn’t serve me. Emotions would only stand to get in the way of why I’d really come here.

      Ryder had to pay for what he’d done.

      Vi couldn’t stop that from happening. She wouldn’t change my mind.

      My brother had to die.
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        * * *

      

      Vi

      

      I was tired of waiting for the fool to show up. If Morgan wouldn’t answer my messages or my calls, I would go to him. There was one place that he went to, time and time again. It was as if a part of him sought the comfort that his waking self wouldn’t acknowledge.

      Morgan missed his brother.

      So, I got dressed in a simple leggings and hoodie dress combo and set out to find Morgan. I couldn’t’ really put my finger on why I missed him so much. I kept telling myself that I needed to have a conversation with him. I also wanted to tell him about the vision because it’d been sitting in my head, playing on repeat, all afternoon.

      Was it because Morgan had seen a part of me that no one else saw? Or was there more to it?

      Did it even matter if I couldn’t get him to respond to me?

      The drive out to Ryder and Ness’s house was short. It led me into Lakesedge territory, which meant that I could play with my fire while I drove. I let a little bead of fire roll around my palm like a marble.

      This was a part of me that I never wanted to lose, yet it would also be my downfall. What kind of kick in the nutsack was that?

      I closed my palm and extinguished the ball of fire as I turned into the driveway. Just as I thought, Morgan and Ryder were having a face off in the driveway.

      “What are you dirty bastards up to?” I asked after cutting the engine.

      Ryder’s gaze slid to me. A small smile crooked the corner of his mouth. He’d let go of his dour disposition after stepping into his role as the Lakesedge Alpha. I think Ness helped him with that.

      However, Morgan was still as dismal as ever. He tossed a narrow-eyed glare in my direction. I lifted two middle fingers and a bright grin in response. His sour mask slid for a moment. A bit of a laugh escaped him before he caught himself and emptied his expression once more.

      I let out a giggle before exiting the Jeep. When I wound my arm around Morgan’s shoulder, he relaxed. Still, he let out a deep groan as if I were the last person he wanted to see. I could tell that wasn’t the truth. Morgan was relieved, though I wasn’t sure why.

      Making my eyes as wide and innocent as possible, I blinked up at Morgan and said, “Why haven’t you answered my messages? Did you really think you could just nut and run?”

      His face immediately darkened, turning a shade of red that should have been impossible on a human.

      Meanwhile, Ryder burst out laughing. He doubled over, clutching his stomach. He put a hand on Morgan shoulder. It was somewhere between keep me upright, so I don’t keel over and congrats on getting your dick wet.

      Morgan shrugged him off and pushed me away. “I did no such thing! What the hell is wrong with you?”

      This was what he got for abandoning me earlier. I still couldn’t believe he would take off on me like that. It was almost the rudest thing he’d ever done. The rudest thing was the day he’d trashed my house after Luca saved me.

      It was a long story.

      “I did not nut and run. I didn’t even nut!” Morgan threaded his hand through his hair and tugged as he paced. “I’m not that kind of man. The fact that you think I am is…”

      I cut him off. “Excuse me, you totally ran off on me earlier.”

      He paused, turned to face me, and opened his mouth to speak.

      I gave him no such chance. “You left me alone back there when there’s a city full of demons. I got slapped over the head with a vision while you were off doing Hell-knows-what. It knocked me to the ground and left me vulnerable. A stranger, another ha—”

      Oh, I had to stop myself. If I told Morgan that there was another half-demon, he might not be happy. I doubted he would want to trust someone else like me. I was capable of so much damage all by myself. Two half-demons in the same city could lead to so much trouble, and not in a fun way.

      I wanted to give this half-demon a chance. If I deserved one, then she deserved one, too.

      Morgan took me by the upper arm and gently led me away from the doorway. Once we were away from Ryder, Morgan leaned in close. Given how light his grip was on my arm, I didn’t think this was about my little lie—you know, the one about nutting and running.

      “What’s up?” I asked, pulling my arm back.

      Morgan sucked in a breath through his nose and straightened. “There’s something going on.”

      “Between us? Yeah, I’ve felt this chemistry for a while, but you won’t get the stick out of your ass for me to peg you. It’s a real shame, honestly. I think you’d enjoy it.”

      Morgan’s growl rumbled between us, but I didn’t let it scare me. If anything, my heart raced in happy anticipation. Pressing his buttons would never stop being fun.

      “Vi. Can you be serious for one minute? That’s all I’m asking for. Just one minute of your time where you actually listen to something I have to say.”

      I recoiled, as if slapped. I wasn’t sure why his tone hurt as much as it did. His exasperation stabbed me right through the heart. Our playful banter was dead and forgotten. A new distance widened between us. Even though I wanted to leap across it, the only way I knew how was through humor, and he clearly wasn’t having it right now.

      “Oh, uh…sure.” I didn’t know what else to say while fighting the urge to be a dumb ass. Anything else would just piss him off even more.

      Shouldn’t I have been the angry one in this situation? Morgan had abandoned me, earlier. He was the one who’d taken off without warning. Indignation closed the wound in my heart and made me cross my arms over my chest.

      “While I was waiting for you, I caught the scent of a demon. You were busy, so I decided to follow it on my own—”

      I cut him off. “What the hell? Why didn’t you come inside and grab me?”

      He closed his eyes and let out a tired sigh. The air around us sparked with electricity. Morgan was perilously close to the edge. One more word out of me, and he might start shaking me.

      “There’s a whole neighborhood of demons in the city. Every single resident has been possessed. It’s too calculated of a move for it to be random. Someone else is leading them now.” Morgan lifted his brows, as if in expectation.

      “But we got rid of Legion,” I said. “My portal was only open for a split second. There’s no way more than one demon general managed to get through. Even if someone is at the head of this, they’re weak compared to Legion. We can take care of this.”

      “I don’t think you’re understanding.” Morgan ran his hand through his hair.

      He seemed moments away from pacing a hole into the ground. I grabbed his arm and pulled his attention back to me. With a smile on my face and what I hoped was confidence in my eyes, I said:

      “We’ve got this. Don’t worry.”

      Morgan looked back to where his brother had been standing. Ryder had long since disappeared inside, probably off to continue whatever he’d been doing before Morgan arrived.

      “Come back to my place tonight,” I suggested. “We can order food and watch movies. I’m really craving some orange chicken right now. What do you say?”

      I also didn’t want to be alone. I craved Morgan’s company more than he knew. Sometimes, I wondered if me teasing was just so that I could have his attention for a while longer. It wasn’t that I liked him, but that his presence was comforting.

      That was all.

      “You’re not taking this seriously,” Morgan growled.

      “What is there that we can do right this instant? Nothing. We can’t do anything right now, so we might as well go rest and come up with a plan.”

      I didn’t get why he was being so stubborn. His gaze was distant whenever he looked away from me. It seemed like there was a lot on his mind, and it was more than just his beef with Ryder.

      A lot had happened to me while he’d been off dealing with demons, so I hadn’t given much thought to whatever he’d gone through. I would be able to understand if he would just give in and call it a night. We could talk more inside, with food in our stomachs.

      He ran both hands over his face before letting them fall back to his sides, almost in defeat. “I guess you’re right. Still…”

      “You can’t seriously want me to go take care of an entire neighborhood of demons tonight. I had a full work shift, I got assaulted by a terrifying vision, and I met someone I didn’t think would exist. It’s been one hell of a day, and I’m tired. Just let me go home.”

      Morgan’s eyes narrowed. His lips curled in anger. “If you don’t want to deal with this, then I will. I really thought you cared more.”

      He turned to storm away. Before I could even call out to him, he unleashed his dragon. The massive, gray-scaled beast launched off the ground and took flight. I watched as the night swallowed his dark form.

      “Good night to you, too,” I muttered under my breath.

      I trudged back to my Jeep. I just didn’t have the energy to go inside and greet Ryder tonight. Maybe another night.
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      I couldn’t stop thinking about the redhead who’d helped me off the ground. She was a half-demon, just like me! Of course, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. There were so many questions that I needed answered. She might not have everything I needed, but there was a chance we could find those answers together.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to find her. I wasn’t an investigator. I’d watched a ton of TV shows about investigators, but that didn’t make me one.

      I was trying to figure out the best way to find someone when my doorbell rang. I stormed up to the door with the assumption that Morgan had returned to pester me, so I threw the door open and put a hand on my hip.

      The redheaded half-demon smiled at me in greeting.

      I sputtered, the wind taken out of my sails.

      “I was hoping I would find you here,” she said as she pushed past me to enter.

      Slowly, because my brain couldn’t keep up, I turned to face her. She took in my living room from the knick-knacks filling every inch of shelf space to the piles of comfy pillows on my couch—those pillows were new because Morgan had destroyed the old ones in the demon invasion not that long ago.

      “This is…cozy,” she said after a long while.

      I closed the door behind me even though a part of me screamed not to. Surprisingly, the half-demon voice in my head was quiet. Anxiety screamed louder right now.

      I didn’t know this woman. Though she was like me, she was still a stranger. I knew better than to let a stranger into my home, especially uninvited.

      Yet, as I drew closer to her, my worries eased. She was like me. I needed to give her a chance, because that’s what I wanted others to do for me.

      “How did you find me here?” I asked.

      “It wasn’t too difficult. All I had to do was ask around. According to Lakesedge, there’s only one firestarter in town.” She threw me a wink.

      I swallowed. Yeah, that made sense. Still, I didn’t like how easily someone could find me. If I had hackles, they would have been standing on end right now.

      “Can we…can we go for a walk?” the redhead asked. “I want to get some fresh air while we talk. Is that all right?”

      I nearly breathed a sigh of relief. Outside, on neutral ground, I might be able to focus better. In here, my mind swam. Maybe I needed some fresh air, too.

      With a nod, I reached for my jacket. The redhead waited for me at the door. Her smile was still warm. I thought she might pull me into a hug when I walked past her. She restrained herself though.

      The excitement glowing inside her was contagious. I found myself starting to grin.

      “I’m Charlotte, by the way. My Mom calls me Charlie. You can, too, if you want.”

      She went by a nickname, too. My heart swelled. A big, goofy smile took over my face.

      “Violet, but everyone calls me Vi.”

      Charlie did an excited dance. It left me crackling with unspent energy. My flames danced in response. I could feel embers trying to reach my fingertips, but I closed my fists to keep the sparks contained.

      “I didn’t think there were others like us,” I confessed.

      Charlie lifted both brows. “That’s what I thought, too. I’m…I’m glad I finally found you.”

      I cocked my head, curious. Though, before I could spit out any of the questions crashing into my mouth like a forty-car pileup on the interstate, Charlie leapt excitedly and grabbed my hands.

      “Let’s go up to the mountains! There’s a place where you can go zip-lining! Wouldn’t that be fun?”

      Reeling, I bit my lip as every question left me. A hunger for adrenaline and excitement hit me square in the gut. My breath shuddered out of me.

      Charlie’s face seemed open, her gold eyes so wide and bright that they couldn’t possibly hide anything from me. Her smile was sweet enough to rot my teeth. I couldn’t help but say yes. We did want fresh air, after all. What would be a better way than to glide through it on precarious lines hovering over treacherous valleys?

      Okay, so the Adirondacks weren’t anything like the Rockies. The valleys here weren’t treacherous, but the fall would definitely kill us. Which, honestly, made it all the more fun.

      “Let me grab my keys,” I said in a rush.
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      Morgan

      

      My beast moved just beneath my skin. It rocked back and forth like a predator trapped in a zoo enclosure. The dragon wanted Vi. It demanded to know where she was, but the dragon couldn’t get out and find her on its own. The beast needed me.

      “Why do you want to see her so damn badly?” I asked myself under my breath.

      Vi was an airhead who didn’t want to listen to me. She was determined to blow off her duty now that she couldn’t get her way. We needed to figure out what was going on in that neighborhood sooner rather than later.

      If we didn’t fix this, then countless lives would be changed forever. I couldn’t get the little girl out of my head. She had her whole future ahead of her, but the demon lurking inside her body could end her life too soon.

      Vi’s argument at the café made more sense now. Which is why I didn’t understand her sudden hesitance. Sure, we needed to come up with a plan so that we would be prepared, but it seemed to me like she suddenly wanted a vacation.

      Which was even more obvious when I showed up at her place and no one was home. Her Jeep wasn’t in the driveway. I was surprised the thing could make it too far after we ran Legion down. She’d taken it to the mechanic’s shop after it stalled, so I guess she had a way of evading me, after all.

      My upper lip curled. I couldn’t believe she’d taken off. After yelling at me for leaving her alone at Bad Moon Café, she’d gone and done the same thing.

      I was livid, but my beast was curious. The air smelled of sulfur. It left a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. The scent was so light that it couldn’t have been a demon, at least not a recent one. There was more to it, though. I caught a hint of fresh shampoo and a floral perfume.

      I didn’t know demons used perfumes. A fragrance couldn’t mask the brimstone scent that demons carried everywhere. I wasn’t sure if demons knew that, though.

      Vi wouldn’t have let a demon carry her away without alerting someone. Surely, if a demon had attacked, there would be evidence of it. She wasn’t one to go down without a fight. One on one, Vi had the upper hand against almost any demon.

      Unless the demon had a hostage. Every demon walking around in a human vessel had a hostage at their disposal. If the little girl had shown up and used her own vessel as collateral, she might have been able to get Vi to back down.

      The scent didn’t lead anywhere, though. They must have taken Vi’s Jeep, which would have whisked the smell away almost immediately.

      The beast inside me rebelled. Vi was missing. I needed to find her. If I didn’t, then the beast would take over. It would plow through the city just to get to her. I yanked the beast back down and put it on a tight leash, but my skin felt too tight. My chest constricted.

      If I kept the dragon down for too long, then I would inevitably lose control of it. Instead of waiting to find out what happened to Vi, I figured I could call her. The phone rang and rang, but there was no answer.

      It made my beast even more uneasy. The creature roiled inside me like the dark clouds of a coming storm. If I didn’t do something soon, then the beast would make everyone’s life miserable.

      I had two options: go and find Vi or visit my brother. Ryder would be able to keep me contained should I lose control. I liked to think that I wouldn’t let the beast overwhelm me, but we all knew that wasn’t the case. The day Luca, Vi’s vampire friend, had summoned her through the magic circle, I’d lost it.

      Vi had been safe, of course. Luca had saved her. But I hadn’t known that at the time. I’d thought Hell had swallowed her whole and that I would have to tread into the underworld to save her.

      Why that had been my immediate reaction, I wasn’t sure. Vi was my friend, but we’d only just met. There wasn’t a deep connection that crossed decades. We’d only just met.

      My beast had other feelings on the matter. It snarled and told me to get moving. Talons pierced my insides and made me hiss with pain. The beast dug its claws in deeper and leaned forward on them, directing me as if I were its puppet.

      I snarled at myself. This was madness. There was no reason for me to lose control. Vi could hold her own. She would be fine. I wouldn’t be able to find her if I was strung out on my dragon’s rage. She needed me to think clearly.

      Find her. Protect her. Find her. Now.

      The beast’s monologue turned over and over, repeating the same phrase until those word echoed inside the dull chamber of my skull. No matter how I shook my head, I couldn’t break free of the beast’s impatience and anger. A growl vibrated in my throat. I swallowed it down, but the sound made its way into my head.

      My fingertips burned. I flexed my hand and felt the soft pinch of talons against the inside of my palm. The air around me sparked with electricity and made my hair stand on end. I sucked in a deep breath, held it, and exhaled with the hopes that some of this energy might dissipate.

      It didn’t.

      The beast brushed against the inside of my skin. Scales and spines left searing trails of pain that made me hiss. I stumbled forward.

      The beast’s urgency doubled.

      I pulled my phone out. My taloned fingertips clicked against the screen. I nearly recoiled at the sound, but I had to focus. The light of the device became a blur before snapping back into focus. If I didn’t call someone soon, the beast would break out and cause a problem.

      What was this? I didn’t understand why this was happening. I’d always been in control. My dragon never fought me like this. It would not listen to reason. It had become a creature of instinct and need.

      Go back to the demon neighborhood, the dragon urged.

      “Oh, hell no.” I bit the words out.

      They couldn’t have taken her there. These demons wouldn’t have been able to catch Vi like that. This perky half-demon was more cunning than that. She could take care of herself.

      I, on the other hand, was coming apart at the seams. The dragon tore through me in its desperate attempt to break free. I hated this feeling. It left me on the precipice of uncertainty, a feeling that I’d managed to avoid for the past year.

      The only other time I’d felt this unhinged had been when I learned of my father’s death.
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      I dropped Charlie off outside her house. It was a cute little, cookie-cutter house, like most of Syracuse. Her hair was mussed from ziplining, but the smile on her face was broad and joyous. I couldn’t help but smile, too.

      “Same time tomorrow?” Charlie asked. “I’ll meet you at your place.”

      I was supposed to go demon hunting with Morgan, but I found myself nodding instead. My heart raced. Though I hadn’t learned much about half-demons today, there was always tomorrow. Besides, Charlie and I had bonded.

      That was more important than any information.

      She slapped the side of my Jeep and laughed. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

      I waited for her to go inside before I drove off. Getting to my side of the city didn’t take long. There wasn’t much traffic at this time of night. I enjoyed the wind in my hair and the star-studded sky filled with endless possibilities.

      Maybe, if I was lucky, I might be able to catch sight of a UFO. Okay, that was a pretty far off chance, but I still looked for them every now and then. Considering where I lived, any UFO sighting was probably a fae or something.

      Maybe a dragon shifter, even.

      That brought my thoughts back around to Morgan. My phone had been forgotten in my pocket all day. I couldn’t pull it out while driving, but I did wonder if Morgan sent any messages. I should have told him where I was planning on going. That would have been the smart thing to do.

      Yet, he hadn’t bothered to message me yesterday.

      Don’t be petty, I told myself.

      The little demonic voice in the back of my head wanted to be spiteful, but I had to steer clear of everything it tried to tell me. If I gave in to the voice, I would be no better than an actual demon. Even pettiness was a slippery slope into Hell.

      I turned into my driveway and noticed a figure on my porch as my headlights washed over it. Morgan sat, hunched with his elbows on his knees. He didn’t lift his head when I parked, but I did catch a slight shudder ripple through him.

      Panic filled the back of my throat with bile. As the sour taste reached my mouth, I poured out of the Jeep and raced over to him. With trembling hands, I lifted his face so I could look him in the eye.

      He seemed unharmed, but the wide black of his pupils as he stared me down made me uneasy. His pupils narrowed into slits, the irises flashing with light. His nostrils flared. The beast had scented me.

      I froze, uncertain. Morgan’s expression still hadn’t changed. It was as if the human part of him had shut down. Only the dragon remained, and it was staring me down. I steadied myself and stared back. Maybe that wasn’t the right response, though.

      Wasn’t it an insult to look a shifter in the eye? Was I getting myself into something dangerous?

      The beast piloting Morgan’s body exhaled. He cupped my cheek. His fingers ended in sharp talons that prickled my skin. I held my breath, waiting. I wanted to swallow, but I was afraid that if I made a move, that would be the end.

      However, the beast’s expression softened. Relief filled his face right before the light vanished from his eyes and they returned to normal. Morgan blinked. Once. Twice. The talons at his fingertips shrank. I covered his hand with my own and kept it pressed to my cheek—more for my own comfort than his, honestly.

      “Are you there?” I asked.

      He peered past me, at the night, with clear confusion. When his gaze dropped to meet mine, his shoulders dropped as if all tension had bled out of them.

      “Vi,” he said softly, barely a breath.

      “That’s me.” I couldn’t stop the waver of my voice as relief took hold of me. “Are you all right?”

      He pulled his hand away from mine. I watch him ball it into a fist on his lap after he leaned back. The way he looked down at me, his eyes filled with anger and his lips pulled taut, made my heart ache.

      “Where the hell have you been?” he asked. A growl threaded through his voice to make it rumble.

      I stood, unwilling to kneel before him if he was going to talk to me like that. With a half-shrug, I said, “Out.”

      A look like pain twisted his features. It was there and then gone as a wave of cold anger took its place. My stomach lurched. A desire to comfort him nearly threw me forward, but I managed to hold my ground.

      Only, too late, I realized that I was leaning into my demonic side. The paint of my porch had begun to singe and curl around me. The air danced with heat around me.

      Shaking myself, I tried to shove my bitterness back down. My demonic side wouldn’t fix anything. It would only make things worse, and I knew it.

      Morgan wasn’t in the mood to listen, though. He shot to his feet so that he could tower over me. “Where were you? Why couldn’t you just send me a text? I had no idea if you were safe or not!”

      My heart did a little backflip. It didn’t stick the landing, though. The poor thing landed with a splat as my anger mounted. Because Morgan didn’t stop there.

      “You need to tell me what you’re up to. I didn’t come out here to have a meltdown every time you feel like running off without warning. If you would respect my time and effort, then we wouldn’t have this problem.”

      Oh boy.

      “Listen here,” I snapped. I jammed my finger into his chest and watched his shirt burn around it. “I’m not your child. You can’t put me on a leash. If you think that I’m going to tell you every time I sit down to shit, then…”

      Oh, that would be really funny, though.

      I shook myself. I’d gotten distracted half-way through my threat, which kind of took the hot wind right out of my sails. The thought of tormenting this poor man filled me with so much joy that my anger had slid right away.

      “Please don’t,” he pleaded with a groan.

      I chuckled. It turned into a full-blown laugh. I had to clutch my middle as my lungs burned from the laugh.

      On my knees, I wiped tears of laughter from my eyes. “I’m definitely going to do it now. You can’t stop me.”

      Morgan ran both hands over his face. When they fell away, he peered out at the night. He still seemed confused, as if he didn’t know quite how he’d gotten here.

      That left me worried, though I didn’t want to ask and risk starting another fight. If anything, I wanted nothing more than to drag him inside and curl up beside him. That way, we both knew where the other was.

      But Morgan wasn’t my lover. He was barely even my friend. We were just two souls who’d gotten tangled up in Hell’s bullshit.

      That was it. Right?

      This wasn’t anything more? The feel of Morgan’s hand on my cheek meant nothing. The fact that it settled the rage and spite simmering inside me didn’t mean anything.

      I sucked in a breath and ran a hand through my hair. The position allowed me to look up at Morgan, who was looking down at me. Realizing where my face was, I blushed and turned my head away.

      Morgan adjusted his stance.

      I wonder why.

      Oh, boy. Tonight was a wonderful bucket of interesting emotions. We seemed to be rushing through them, tumbling headlong from one into the next without any sort of warning.

      I got to my feet and moved to unlock the front door. “Want to come inside?”

      Morgan opened his mouth. The corner of his lips quirked before he stopped himself. With a shake of his head, he laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.” Morgan went down a step, as if to leave.

      I turned and put my hands on my hips. The single step difference didn’t make me any taller than him, but it did help me look him in the eye.

      “Spit it out.”

      Morgan laughed again. There was a lightness to him that hadn’t been there a moment ago. Seeing him smile, a hint of joy glinting in his pale eyes, made my breath hitch.

      “You need to work on your phrasing,” he said, voice low and sultry enough to caress my skin without the slightest touch.

      I jerked back. My body came alive. It was like I’d touched an electric fence…and I wanted to do it again. My breath rushed out of me as my skin danced with electrical energy. A warm flush reached my cheeks again.

      “I’m not the one with a dirty mind,” I whispered.

      Morgan leaned in, so close that his warm breath brushed my lips. “Are you sure about that? You’re the one who keeps saying these things.”

      Not to be outmatched, I leaned in, too. Fire licked my skin from the inside. My heart raced with the thrill of the challenge.

      “And you’re the one making everything naughty,” I said. “Is there something on your mind that you want to talk about? Or do you want to keep your nasty fantasies to yourself?”

      Morgan laughed. “Nasty? I should have known you would be the kind of girl to be a freak behind closed doors. I prefer soft and sensual, myself. I like my lovers to know they’re cherished and safe.”

      I scoffed. “Where’s the fun in that? There’s no trust. You know someone really loves you when they tie you up and fuck you with everything they have. It’s a vulnerable position, but the right lover can make it feel safe.”

      Morgan lifted one brow. His gaze roved over me, sliding down my front only to glide back up again. I nearly shuddered as if he’d touched me. Without thinking, I sucked my lower lip between my teeth. The soft bite wasn’t enough to clear my head, though.

      “Too bad you don’t trust me,” Morgan said before turning away.

      Cold immediately washed in to fill the empty space. I gasped at the sharpness of it, at the void that he’d left. Though I wanted to rush down and chase after him, I rocked back on my heels to keep myself rooted.

      Morgan slipped away into the night. I should have offered to drive him back to his motel room, but he vanished before I could gather myself. He’d left me undone, in an odd way. Though the day with Charlie had been fun, staring Morgan down had been far more exhilarating.

      Who knew that flirting with a dragon would be more exciting than riding ziplines?

      Still, I wondered where we stood. Were we just two idiots that had gotten tangled up in each other’s lives? Or was there more to this connection that I felt with him? I wouldn’t know unless I could control myself long enough to ask.

      I had a feeling that the conversation would be rocky and that one of us would go off the deep end. Though, I did like the idea of falling into his arms for make-up sex.

      Was that toxic?

      Probably. I would have to work on my view of romance if I was going to make any relationship work. Dating a dragon who didn’t mind burns that would end up healing overnight seemed like a really good time.

      There weren’t many men who could withstand my heat levels. I meant that both literally and sexually.
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      Morgan

      

      I’d lost time.

      It terrified me. How long had my beast been in control? I was lucky that all it did was sit there. Had my beast gone out to hunt Vi down, things could have ended differently.

      Though I wanted nothing to do with him, I knew that I had to pay my brother a visit. It was late in the evening, and his mate would be home for the night, but I had no other choice. I had questions, and Ryder might have answers.

      Of course, Ness answered the door. Her expression fell. She glared me down. If looks could have killed, I would have been a dead man ten times over. But I ignored her attitude and called out for Ryder.

      He rushed to the door. His eyes were wide as he slid to a halt behind Ness. It was as if Ryder could sense that something was wrong.

      I blinked and shook myself just to make sure my beast wasn’t too close to the surface. It seemed placated now that I knew where Vi was. Her safety, or lack thereof, had left my beast undone.

      “Can we…talk?” I asked.

      Fuck, this was awkward. From the look Ness gave me, I knew where her mind had gone.

      “This isn’t what you think.” I dragged in a shaky breath. Everything seemed uncertain, even the ground beneath my feet. “You have my word that I won’t challenge your mate tonight.”

      Ness narrowed her eyes. “Tonight. You do realize that I could command you to leave us alone. Right?”

      We had learned that was only true if I was in my right mind. Ness had tried to stop me the last time I’d lost control. The arcana in her words hadn’t been able to reach me through my rage. That should have been my first sign that something was wrong.

      Now that I could look back, I could see that I was coming undone. I didn’t want this. Yet, when I looked to my brother and remembered what he’d done, how he’d taken everything from us, I didn’t mind losing it all. So long as he came down with me, then it would be worth it.

      I didn’t have anything to live for beyond this fight anyway.

      Lies, my beast growled.

      I sputtered at the dragon’s sudden declaration. It snarled at me. When it lashed its tail inside me, I felt the impact reverberate up my spine.

      Upon noticing my shudder, Ryder nodded and pushed past his mate. Ness grabbed his sleeve and looked up at him. I imagined they held a silent conversation, one where she pleaded with him to stay, and he assured her that everything would be fine.

      Ryder didn’t deserve that kind of love and connection. He was a clan destroyer, a man capable of patricide. I wanted to see everything taken away from him, watch him fall to his knees as he wallowed in his well-deserved desolation.

      But I couldn’t ruin the pack like that. And I couldn’t bring myself to hurt Ness, no matter how she hated me. The only one who deserved pain was Ryder.

      He knew how I loathed him, and he still stepped outside. He put a hand on my upper back and led me away from the house. Was it to get out of earshot of his mate? Or was it to make sure his house didn’t get caught in a path of destruction?

      “You’ve looked better,” Ryder said, finally.

      I snorted. “I’ve felt better, too.”

      At first, I couldn’t bring myself to explain what had happened. Shame gurgled inside me like a sticky glue that kept my mouth shut. How could I tell him that this strange half-demon of a woman had compromised my beast so much that I lost time?

      “Vi?” Ryder asked.

      “Vi,” I sighed.

      Ryder laughed. He cocked his head. “I didn’t think she would be the one to get to you, but I really shouldn’t be surprised. She likes to get under people’s skin. Not in a bad way, though.”

      I scowled. She’d definitely gotten to me. I didn’t like it, this lack of control. My mind was my greatest weapon, but this woman had invaded and disarmed it without even trying. She had no idea what she’d done or how unhinged I felt.

      Running a hand through my hair, I closed my fist and tugged. It did nothing to ease my mounting weariness. The beast had gone quiet once more, but I knew it would return with a vengeance if Vi was in trouble again.

      “We’re not like other shifters,” Ryder said, breaking a long stretch of silence.

      I looked up and lifted a brow in question.

      He sucked his teeth for a moment. He seemed to be weighing his words carefully. His gaze drifted back to the house where his mate waited for him. He had everything. How could a man so horrible become so blessed?

      Ryder lifted his chin and locked eyes with me. “As dragons, we’re subject to conditions that other shifters don’t have to worry about. Our beasts are greedy little bastards who latch on to things, to ideas, to people. If what we love is threatened, we can find ourselves in a dangerous position.”

      “Are…are you talking about the Treasure Sickness?” I asked.

      Ryder nodded.

      I backed up and shook my head. “That doesn’t happen with people. It’s called Treasure Sickness for a reason. Dragons don’t attach to people like that. They collect a hoard.”

      The laugh that escaped Ryder was bitter and pained. It took me by surprise. Even in the low glow of the distant porch light, I could see the dark lines etched into my brother’s tired face. The way he looked at me, with untold tales heavy in his eyes, warned me that there was much we hadn’t yet discussed.

      “It runs in the family,” Ryder said. “For me, it’s the pack. It’s my territory. If I’m not careful, I can sink into the madness the same way Da—”

      “The same way Dad did?” I took another step back.

      Ryder was trying to fill my head with his propaganda. I wasn’t going to stick around and listen to lies. I’d given my brother a chance. He could have helped me. Instead, he saw my vulnerability and used it to his advantage.

      “Good night, Ryder. I’ll be back, and we’ll have our fight, but you should know this is the end of things for us.”

      “You can’t stand even a bit of the truth?” he asked, exasperated. A growl rumbled inside him. It grew louder and louder until it woke my beast.

      My own dragon rose and snarled back. The air between us crackled with lightning. Above, clouds rolled over the night sky and began to vibrate with thunder.

      Before I could retaliate, the front door flew open. The sound was drowned out by a bolt of lightning hitting the ground between Ryder and myself. I startled at the sudden blinding light. Ness appeared between us.

      “Leave,” she commanded.

      As if drawn by strings, I lifted my foot and spun around.

      That bitch used her arcana on me. I had no choice but to leave. The magic didn’t wear off until I was out of sight of the house and my brother. There, I paused and rolled my shoulders. The arcana lingered in my muscles, making them stiff.

      I looked back, but there was nothing to see but dark woods. In the distance, the sky glowed from the light of the city, though I could just barely see it over the treetops. I stood between nature and civilization, and it was beautiful in its own way. I couldn’t deny that this territory had charm.

      The landscape was beautiful, and the people were exceptional.

      And I would drag my brother out of it by his damned tail if I had to.
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      I cracked open an energy drink and tipped it into a giant tumbler filled with fruity drink mix. The can gurgled as it vomited its contents into the tumbler. My body ached, though I wasn’t sure why. Though I’d slept all night, exhaustion still clung to me. I prayed that the drink would snap me out of it, but at this point I wasn’t sure it would be enough.

      At least, I didn’t have to work today. I pulled out my phone to call Morgan, so we could go demon hunting. His phone rang and rang only to send me to voice mail. I left an annoying message with no actual details.

      In fact, all I did was sing a few lines of a song that’d been stuck in my head before hanging up. I hoped it might make him laugh and shake his head.

      The tension between us last night had kept me up far later than I would have liked. My mind kept turning back to him and the way he’d looked at me. He thought I couldn’t trust him, but I would have put my life in his hands.

      He’d saved me more than once. Why wouldn’t I trust him?

      Once more, I tried calling him. This time, the call went straight to voicemail. I pulled the phone back and stared at it. I could have left another annoying message, but I was starting to wonder if he was avoiding me.

      If that was the case, then I would drive over to his motel and…

      There was a knock at the door. My heart leapt in anticipation. I left the drink on the counter and rushed to answer the door with the hopes that Morgan would be outside.

      Instead of Morgan’s disgruntled mug, Charlie stood outside. Her smile stretched wide before she threw her arms around me in a tight hug. The exhaustion that had been holding me down melted away. Excitement started to crackle like a fire log.

      My flames reached for hers. The power swelled in the air, turning the heat up. I pulled back before it could ruin more of the paint outside.

      “Are you ready for another adventure?” Charlie asked.

      I glanced back to the kitchen where my drink and my phone sat. Morgan and I had a mission. We needed to start hunting down the last of Legion’s minions. If we didn’t, then the city would suffer.

      Enough had happened recently. I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.

      But Charlie’s smile and warmth drew me in. She had answers. I could feel it in my bones. Charlie knew more about what we were. It was almost like…like we were long lost sisters.

      It was a possibility, after all. How many demons came topside and slept around? I doubted there were many who had the power to leave Hell on their own.

      “Let me go grab my stuff,” I said before bounding into the kitchen.

      My phone vibrated on the counter. Morgan’s face looked back at me. It was a picture that I’d taken while he wasn’t paying attention. His expression was soft. I’d caught him when his guard was down, a rare moment of vulnerability that he never showed anyone. Of course, I’d made it his profile picture on my phone.

      With a heavy sigh, I tapped the red button on the screen. I shoved the phone into my pocket and screwed the cap onto my drink tumbler. Keys hooked onto my beltloop, I ran back to Charlie.

      “I don’t have anything planned,” she said as she hooked her arm with mine. “But I was thinking that we could walk through the city and chat.”

      “I would like that.” My heart pattered.

      This was my chance. I would get answers today.

      The walk into the city didn’t take long. Syracuse wasn’t that big. The neighborhoods changed, from the sprawling suburbs to the tightly packed rows of houses to the towering buildings leftover from an era long forgotten.

      People were all over the place. They filled the sidewalks, the café terraces, and the parking lots. I noted the people crouched under the highway overpasses and scowled. There were more, walking car to car, asking for a bit of cash.

      Despite the harsh winters here, homelessness was still a horrible problem. I didn’t like being powerless. As one person, I didn’t have the ability to solve it. From time to time, Mom and I came out to deliver bags of necessities, like pads or toothbrushes.

      “Everything here seems so old,” Charlie said, breaking me out of my daze.

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. Syracuse is technically part of the Rust Belt,” I informed her. “After factories started shutting down, the city took a turn for the worse. Growth halted, so a lot of the buildings are old as hell.”

      Charlie laughed. “I wouldn’t say as old as Hell, but I think I understand.”

      A man with mussed hair and a ripped shirt approached Charlie. He held out his hand, palm cupped. “Can you spare some change for the bus?”

      She smiled, but shook her head no. I dug into my pocket to see if I had anything to give, but Charlie reached over and touched my arm to stop me. She gave a slight shake of her head. The fire inside me sputtered.

      Charlie pulled me along without so much as a second look at the man begging for change. A few feet away, I dug in my heels and brought us both to a halt.

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      Charlie heaved a soft sigh. She lifted bright eyes to mine. “You don’t have to help people who ruined their own lives.”

      “We don’t know anything about that man’s life,” I said warily.

      I glanced back at the man. He’d moved on to someone else, a short older woman who was digging through her wallet. As I watched, his eyes went wide. They swam with what I could only call greed.

      The man snatched the wallet. Charlie’s grip on me tightened. I lurched forward to catch him, but she wouldn’t release me. Aghast, I looked back at her. She lifted her chin to tell me to watch.

      When I turned back, the woman pulled a small cannister from her purse. She brandished it and sprayed the man in the face before he could get away. He cried out, dropped the wallet, and clutched his burning face. While he slumped to the ground, the woman calmly bent, retrieved her wallet, and spat on the man.

      My heart refused to beat. The moment stretched out as I stared, incredulously.

      “See what I mean?” Charlie asked quietly, a note of sadness in her voice.

      Her gaze flicked from face to face around us. Derision lingered in her eyes. When she shook her head with disappointment, I felt a twinge of anger flash inside myself. Not at her, but at the people who couldn’t bother to be kind to one another.

      Charlie and I were the half-demons, but we were the ones with clean hands in this situation. The humans had turned on one another in a display of cruelty.

      As we watched, a beat cop stepped out of the crowd and dragged the homeless man away. The man would have a place to stay for the night, possibly longer if the woman decided to press charges. This wasn’t how any of this should have played out, yet I couldn’t deny the truth of it.

      “They can be quite pitiful,” Charlie whispered.

      She turned away from the scene and went on with her business as if nothing had happened. Her casual stance unsettled me. The scene haunted me. Not like the scene at the mall, where so many had died. This haunted me in a different way.

      Was humanity truly so awful? I liked to think that desperation and apathy could drive people to do things they might later regret. It wasn’t that people were inherently awful.

      The rest of the day was fun, but I forgot to ask Charlie about her demon side because that scene still hung in my head. Once again, I returned home late. I expected to find Morgan on my porch again, but he was nowhere to be found.

      I let myself into the empty house and looked around, wishing that someone could have been around to greet me. The cheery knickknacks weren’t enough today. I trudged past them into my bedroom where I could collapse onto my bed.

      Though the bed was comfortable, I knew I had to get up and change. Day clothes were never good for sleeping in. So, I rolled off the bed and swapped my shirt and jeans for an oversized t-shirt before sinking back into my blankets.

      Curled up in bed, the loneliness caught up with me. I slapped the darkness until I found my phone and dragged it close. The screen lit up the space beneath my quilt. I tapped the message button and opened the messages with Morgan.

      He’d sent a bunch while I’d been out.

      Where are you?

      Why won’t you answer me?

      Vi.

      I will send you a picture of the squirrel outside if you answer me.

      He sent the picture of the squirrel anyway. I smiled and dragged my thumb across the picture. Swiping brought up another picture he’d sent. This time, it was of a fake deer in someone’s lawn. It’d been painted with graffiti.

      You do this?

      My chest warmed. He’d thought about me while out and about.

      I felt kind of bad since I’d barely thought about him until now. My day had been consumed by Charlie, and yet, I still hadn’t gotten the chance to ask about anything. I didn’t think she was trying to hide anything from me.

      Instead, it seemed more like we were busy enjoying each other’s company. At least, that’s how I saw it.

      The phone vibrated in my hand, pulling me out of my thoughts. I startled and blinked. Morgan had sent another message.

      I see you typing.

      I’d tapped the keyboard by accident. It must have shown up on his end, those little bubble bouncing to indicate someone typing.

      You wish you were that special, I sent back.

      He didn’t respond. Not right away. I sat there with bated breath while I waited to see those little bubbles pop up on my end. I really thought I’d pissed him off. Where was the line? Would I know it once I crossed it?

      I teased this man relentlessly. With how tense our interactions had been lately, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the line moved while I was away. Perhaps I’d crossed it a long time ago.

      Then the bubbles appeared. The message shoved the text upward.

      I am that special. Too bad you can’t realize that.

      My flames leapt high. Heart racing, I quickly typed my response.

      Huh, I guess your standards are really low, then. I’m not sure if you can reach mine.

      Once again, Morgan took his time responding. I waited in absolute pain as my mind reeled, questioning every word I’d sent. When his reply appeared, I practically breathed a sigh of relief.

      You haven’t seen anything yet, sparky. Give it time. I’ll show you tomorrow if you can bother to grace me with your presence.

      The flutter of fiery butterflies in my stomach made me hug my phone close to my chest. I exhaled and shrank comfortably into my blankets. The warmth his response had conjured helped lull me into sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morgan

      

      The phone stopped vibrating with messages. My heart sank, but at least I knew Vi was safe. Only she would have sent those messages. They had her written all over them.

      I lowered the phone and lifted my gaze to scan the street. Scouting the demon neighborhood might not have been the best idea, but here I was in the thick of it. The houses were lit up here and there, a bedroom window illuminated, a soft glow in the kitchen window.

      On the outside, it looked like a normal street. Nothing was out of place. There were no screams, no signs of a demonic presence other than the stench still floating in the air.

      The rotten-egg smell of brimstone made my stomach churn. My beast turned its nose up in the air, as if that might help me avoid this awful smell. It didn’t. The beast was a presence in my soul, not a manifestation right now.

      The best plan of action with a demon army was to cut the head off the snake. If I could figure out who had brought these demons together, then Vi and I would be able to send them back to Hell. The demons would scatter once again.

      I prowled up the street in search of the strongest brimstone smell with the hopes that it would lead me to a portal or to a demon general, though I really didn’t want to deal with one again. Demon generals were high ranking for a reason. They had power at their disposal.

      One came close to turning me into a walking portal to Hell not that long ago. Vi had pulled the twisted infection out of me and burned it away. If she hadn’t, the infection would have fed on my anger until it ripped me open and let Legion’s army pour out of Hell. What a way to die.

      The brimstone scent was thickest around the house with the crooked cross over the doorway. It sat at the center of the neighborhood, probably for good reason. Whoever was hiding in there wanted to have their army around them at all times.

      I debated leaving at this point. I knew where the leader was hiding out, but I wanted to learn more. So, I hopped the back fence and dropped into a low crouch. Careful to keep out of sight, I slunk across the lawn towards a narrow basement window glowing in the night.

      With my stomach flat to the ground, I peered into the window. My beast hated being prone. This position was far too vulnerable for the proud creature, but if I crouched, my view would be impeded.

      Inside, the basement seemed normal at first. Stacks of boxes leaned precariously against one another as if someone had grown tired of packing them. Bits of Christmas garland hung out of rubber totes. A canvas bag stood in the corner, perhaps hiding a fake Christmas tree.

      I didn’t catch the smell at first. The scent of brimstone nearly overpowered everything, but I caught the metallic whiff of blood hiding down here. An electric jolt raced through my body. Panic seized me until I saw the rusty red markings on the floor. The sigils were old, the blood long oxidized.

      My panic quelled, a little. Whoever the demons had killed for their blood, well, they were long dead because I couldn’t hear any signs of movement or breathing down here. That allowed me to study the sigils on the floor. They reminded me of the circle Legion had used to trap Vi.

      Luca had used that same circle to summon her. The blood on the floor could very well be a summoning circle. I would have to pay Luca a visit and ask him about the spell work. Just so I would have something to show the old vampire, I pulled my phone out and snapped a quick picture.

      I had to lean hard to the right to get a better shot. As I studied the photo on my screen, I realized there was a foot close to the outer ring of the circle. Not standing. No, this person seemed to be sleeping.

      My dragon snarled.

      The human wasn’t asleep. I didn’t need to see the rest of their body to know that they were dead. While my beast thrashed inside me, I pulled myself together and stood. My beast wanted out, but I knew it would try to get vengeance for the human in the basement. Attacking now would do nothing. It would only force the demons to scatter and reconvene elsewhere.

      The beast fed me alternate versions of the scene in the basement. What if it’d been Vi down there? Her body devoid of life. The growl in my chest was so strong that it threatened to shake my bones loose. I had to swallow the sound, and my anger, back down.

      The half-demon could take care of herself. There was no reason I should worry about her so much.

      Still, I couldn’t push her from my mind. I knew where I had to go, even if it was only to check on her.
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      I needed sustenance.

      Mostly caffeine, but some sugary carbs wouldn’t hurt. My head throbbed with greedy demands as I grabbed my keys and shuffled towards the door. I pulled a pair of heart-shaped sunglasses down over my eyes to ward off the bright light of the late-morning sun. A part of me expected to find Charlie waiting outside.

      Instead, I came face to face with Morgan. Backlit by daylight, I couldn’t see his expression right away, but I did catch a glimpse of it as I lifted my shades. He seemed…relieved.

      My heart did a little victory dance, even though I told it to chill. What was it about this surly dragon of a man that turned me into a puddle of giggles? He set me on fire in ways that I wasn’t used to, which meant something considering how often I was on fire.

      “You’re here early,” I managed to say.

      Morgan grumbled something that I didn’t quite hear.

      I nudged him with my shoulder as I stepped up beside him. “Mind repeating that?”

      He groaned. “I’ve been here all night.”

      His words brought me to a halt so jarring that my brain rattled like rocks in my skull. “What?”

      Morgan shrugged and pushed past me. “I wanted to make sure that you were all right. So, I slept on the porch.”

      “My neighbors must have loved that,” I said, even though the thought warmed my heart.

      The fire inside my chest blazed so bright, I thought I might start leaking light everywhere. Of course, the fire burned hot, but not so hot that I would set everything ablaze. This was a different kind of arcana. It gleamed.

      I coughed and tried to push the flame back, but it refused to budge. Eventually, a smile crept up onto my face.

      “Want to fetch drinks and donuts with me, guard dog?”

      Morgan rolled his eyes. Still, he said, “Yes.”

      He shuffled to the passenger seat of my Jeep and let himself in. An almost queasy look crossed his face while he bucked himself in. When he lifted his gaze and locked eyes with me, he said:

      “Let’s not run any demon generals over today.”

      I cackled. I could never promise that.

      Hopefully, there were no more demon generals lurking in Syracuse. The last thing Lakesedge needed was another demon invasion. The shifter pack was still getting its bearings with all the new additions that had been brought in from Thor’s sanctuary in Tennessee.

      Demons would just make that harder.

      Putting off demon hunting was only making my friends’ lives more difficult. Ness and Ryder deserved some peace after all they’d gone through. My little slip-up with the portal to Hell had let in too much. If I didn’t get it together and start helping Morgan in hunting them down, then shit would hit the fan.

      I opened my mouth to apologize about being distant, but Morgan spoke first.

      “Where have you been lately?” he blurted out.

      I fidgeted in my seat while we idled in the drive-thru line. I had to tell him eventually. Morgan deserved to know. He would trust me. I hoped.

      “I met someone like myself,” I said without looking at Morgan. I couldn’t bring myself to acknowledge whatever might be on his face. “She’s another half-demon. We’ve been spending a lot of time together. I want to ask her what she knows about us, but I haven’t gotten there yet.”

      Morgan made a low sound of warning. Surprised, I stole a sidelong glance at him. He wouldn’t look directly at me. Instead, his gaze roved over the parking lot ahead of us as he flattened his lips into a grim line.

      “You don’t like that,” I said even though my warm light had turned into a crackling ball of frustration.

      “You’re dealing with a demon. Of course, I don’t like that. She’s going to stab you in the back.”

      I slapped the steering wheel. “You don’t even know her! Are you saying that I’m going to stab you in the back because I’m a half-demon, too?”

      Morgan growled, clearly annoyed. He acted like I wasn’t understanding. He was the one who’d taken a big bite of his own foot.

      “You’re different, Vi. You’re fighting the demon urges. We have no idea if this other half-demon is going to the same measures to protect those around her. You said it yourself, you haven’t been able to ask her much. What do you know about her?”

      I bit my lip. The asshat had a point, but I wasn’t about to let him win. Just because Charlie didn’t offer up her life story on a silver platter right away, that didn’t make her a bad person. She didn’t know much about me, either.

      Eventually, we would share more about ourselves. That took time that we didn’t have under our belts yet. Morgan was asking too much. He was being insultingly cautious, and I wasn’t going to stand for it.

      “See?” Morgan pressed. “You don’t know her. She could be trying to use you the same way Legion wanted to use you.”

      I straightened my spine while flames licked up and down it. Already, I could smell my seat singeing beneath me. I should have pulled the heat back, but I wasn’t in the mood for control.

      “No one can use me.”

      The line creeped ahead. Morgan and I bore the tension as I placed our order. I needed the biggest energy drink concoction they offered. Today would be a nightmare without the rainbow-colored drink.

      When I pulled away from the microphone, Morgan spoke up again.

      “That won’t stop people from trying to use you.”

      I sighed. He had a point, once again, but I wasn’t going to budge. Charlie wasn’t using me. She was my friend. Not once had she tried to use me. She didn’t even bring up our demonic side, which was why it was difficult to ask her about it.

      When I was with her, I didn’t want to sully our fun with talk of demons and Hell. That kind of put a damper on things.

      “How’s your brother?” I fired back because I knew the subject was a weak spot.

      That was petty of me, but the demonic voice was growing louder and louder the angrier I got. The demonic side wanted me to kick him out of my car, but I said nothing. In fact, I paid for his food just to prove that I could still be nice.

      “You can’t change the subject.” Morgan crossed his arms over his chest, which would have been moderately intimidating were he not buckled into the rainbow seat of my Jeep. “I want you to be safe, but you’re being reckless just because you think you’ve found someone with answers. This woman might not be who you think she is, and you need to be prepared for that.”

      “Eat shit,” I muttered under my breath.

      I wanted more support. I wanted him to be excited for me. Instead, he pulled a rug out from under my feet. I’d never been more insulted in my life, and that was saying something because I’d been asked out on a dare back in high school. That shit didn’t sting as much as Morgan’s behavior.

      “Why can’t you be happy for me? You didn’t like Luca, either. Do you just not want me to have friends? I don’t understand why that would be the case, since you barely want to be my friend, either. Do you just want to watch everyone suffer alone the way you are?”

      Oh, I’d crossed a line. I sucked in a breath between my teeth. It hissed loudly as I slid a glance in Morgan’s direction.

      He didn’t ask me to stop, or to even slow down. Morgan undid his seatbelt, opened his door, and stepped out without hesitation. He didn’t even falter. I watched him shrink in my rearview mirror.

      Angry, I realized that he’d left his food and drink behind. I grabbed his coffee and chugged half of it out of irritation. He didn’t deserve it anyway.

      I thought about going to Charlie, but Morgan’s words hung in the back of my mind. No matter how I tried to shake free of them, they sat there and accused me of being naïve. I didn’t deserve this.

      All I wanted was someone who would understand. Charlie wasn’t afraid of me losing control. She didn’t have to worry about my fire or my demonic urges. Not the way my friends at Bad Moon Café worried. There was a reason that I wasn’t allowed to do closing shifts by myself. A lot of damage came out of my check.

      I’d thought that Morgan would understand. He was alone, too. His family had fallen apart. Without their father, the Callahan brothers had split ways until Morgan hunted Ryder down. One would think that there would be some common ground between Morgan and myself.

      Yet, it seemed like he just wanted me to hurt.

      I’d been wrong about him.

      No, I shook myself out of my distasteful self-pity. Wallowing wasn’t a good look for anyone. Morgan just wanted to protect me, even if he was an asshole about it. We could have a talk later, but first, I wanted to talk with Charlie.

      It was time to get answers.
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      Charlie accepted the food graciously, though I did notice when she raised a questioning eyebrow. It was someone else’s food, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. I just gave her a soft smile that I hoped hid the truth. It probably didn’t, but Charlie didn’t bring it up.

      She sat down on the crooked step of her front porch and patted the spot beside her. “You seem stressed out. What’s wrong?”

      Sucking my teeth, I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. I debated what I should say before finally sighing and dropping down beside her. Charlie waited patiently for me to gather my thoughts.

      “I expected more understanding from someone.” It hurt to say.

      “Well,” Charlie began. “No one is really going to understand us like we understand each other. There aren’t many others like us. We weren’t raised like a pack, with people to lean on. We had to figure a lot of things out on our own. That alone makes us different.”

      Charlie had a point.

      I stole a sidelong glance in her direction, so I could study her. She finished off the last of her breakfast and wiped at her mouth with a napkin. Glancing up and down the street, she let a smile curl her lips. She locked eyes with me and, in an instant, the napkin went up in flames between her fingertips.

      It happened in a flash, but not so quickly that it was like the napkin had never existed at all. I grabbed another from the bag and bundled it up in my hand. My arcana leapt with excitement. All I had to do was grab just an ember. It floated to the surface and flashed in my cupped palm.

      Light flickered before blinking out. Where there’d been a dull brown napkin, there was only ash that the wind swept away. I wiped my dusty palm on my pants and looked to Charlie.

      Her eyes had gone wide. Excitement seemed to fill them with light. Or maybe that was her arcana burning bright the same way mine did.

      “You seem impressed,” I said.

      Charlie inched closer to me. She was practically vibrating with newfound energy. “Teach me how you did that.”

      I did a doubletake. I’d been expecting Charlie to have answers or lessons for me. Instead, she’d asked me to teach her something.

      Oddly enough, that left an uneasy feeling inside me. Perhaps I’d had my expectations too high, and this was the sensation of disappointment. Or I’d somehow convinced myself that there was a gap between Charlie and myself that hadn’t been there before.

      I shook it off and tried to explain how I’d incinerated the napkin so quickly. Charlie listened, rapt. Over and over, we torched napkins until there was nothing left. When we ran out, she jumped up and ducked inside to grab paper. I offered to follow, since we were practicing in broad view of a human neighborhood, but she assured me that she would be right back.

      The neighborhood seemed quiet. There weren’t any children playing in the yards, but I guessed they were at school. It was around school time, right? I couldn’t remember. I guessed the neighborhood could have been full of older residents, people who had been here for a long time. Their children would be living their own lives, not playing on the lawns.

      Charlie returned with paper, and we went back to starting fires. While it began as a lesson, it devolved into accidents and giggles. Nothing was burnt down, but there were singe marks here and there that gave away our mistakes.

      Each time a car drove by, I closed my fist around the flame in my palm. I watched as the car passed and prayed that no one noticed what we were doing. I could have explained it away. Everyone knew how to start fires using hand sanitizer, but we didn’t exactly have that nearby if anyone stopped to ask questions.

      My heart raced. Practicing my arcana in the open like this nearly gave me the same feeling as speeding or extreme sports. The demonic voice was quiet as my darker side lapped up the adrenaline. This wasn’t the smartest thing I’d ever done, but I didn’t think it was the worst thing either.

      There was nothing wrong with being a little risky from time to time. Especially with someone I could trust.
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      Restless, I knew I had to do something with myself. I couldn’t follow Vi. I had to show her trust or else I might lose her altogether. No matter what I said, that wasn’t something I wanted to risk right now. If I showed her that I could trust her, then maybe we could…

      We could what? Be more than friends?

      She and I both knew there was no room in my future for relationships. I didn’t need to hold onto ideas that wouldn’t serve either of us in the long run. Instead, I had to put myself to use.

      Demon hunting was a good exercise. When night fell, I prowled the city for signs of demonic activity. The scent trail was difficult to pick up. It seemed they were either keeping to themselves or hiding their tracks. Or both.

      I wasn’t about to let them ambush me again. Apparently, that didn’t stop me from running headlong into trouble, though.

      That was how I found myself fleeing a demonic beast. I’d tracked the smell of brimstone to a warehouse near the border of Lakesedge. The smell had become unbearable, which should have been my first warning that there was an open portal.

      With the hopes that I might learn something, I crept close to the warehouse doors. I held my breath and bent to peer through the narrow crack. The smell of demon burned my sinuses, but I stayed where I was.

      The soft sound of movement inside warned me that someone was there. If I waited long enough, I might overhear something. Unfortunately, my phone had other plans. It buzzed in my pocket. In the dead silence, that was enough.

      Panicked, I dug it out of my pocket in a rush to end the incoming call.

      I didn’t expect the warehouse door to fly open or for a pair of curved horns to slam into my chest and knock the air out of me. My ribs bent inward. If they punctured my lungs, I wouldn’t be able to escape. That meant moving carefully as I dodged the creature’s second attack.

      When I got to my feet, I quickly assessed the creature. Its red skin seemed like wet blood in the dark. It had the reversed legs of a goat and a broad, muscled chest. A snarl rippled over its face, its lips wrapped around long tusks.

      Like a bull, the creature lowered its head and charged.

      I barely got out an oh shit before its horns slammed into my chest. Ribs cracked. My torso felt more like a bag of divination bones. If a witch shook me and poured them out, she wouldn’t find a future to read because I was about to die.

      The creature slammed me into the wall of a warehouse. I groaned in pain. The creature kept pushing. It would shove me clear through the wall any moment. I took the horns in my hands and planted my feet on the ground. My dragon tossed its head defiantly and poured power into my body.

      My bones began knitting themselves together as my arms and shoulders swelled with energy. The state of my ribs made my entire torso burn. Was this what Vi felt like? Did she live with this kind of intensity inside her at all times?

      I would ask her later. There was no way that I would let a lowly demon take me out tonight. Leaning forward, I shoved. A growl rumbled between my lips. The creature snarled back, but it was losing ground. Its cloven feet slid across the paved ground with a sick grinding sound.

      This wasn’t a fight I would win tonight. The energy the beast had given me began to slip away. This demon would pin me again if I didn’t run.

      The demon seemed to have other ideas. It tilted its head, leaned into me, and bucked. For a split second, I was too stunned to realize what had happened. Then heat burst along my stomach. Warm wetness dripped along my skin.

      I did my best to ignore it. I had to run.

      But where would I go?

      My beast begged me to go to Vi. She would be busy with her half-demon friend, and I did not want to go near another half-demon while in this state. Maybe Vi trusted the woman, but I was too vulnerable right now. I considered paying my brother a visit, but his mate had made it clear that she didn’t like me.

      I couldn’t trust my brother either. He knew I wanted him dead. Weak as I was, this would be a good opportunity to end me. Ryder liked to act like he was a good man here, with this pack. I knew better.

      That left one option.

      Using the last of my strength and what was left of my grip on this demon’s horns, I tossed him to the side and made a break for it. Wings burst from my back right as I leapt off the ground. The motion sent fiery pain radiating from my torso to my toes and back again. I gritted my teeth and dealt with the pain.

      I didn’t have time to call ahead. I hoped it was okay if I dropped in unannounced.

      

      Vi

      

      I stopped at a gas station after dark, so I could grab a couple of energy drinks for the morning. I had an addiction, and I knew it, but I wasn’t about to stop cold turkey just yet. There weren’t many others inside the gas station at this time of night.

      I grabbed three cans of plain energy drink and two fruity options before heading to the snack aisle. They had my favorite spicy onion ring chips, which I excitedly added to my pile of cans.

      “Damn,” the guy behind the counter exclaimed as he rang up my purchases. “Does your boyfriend’s cum burn? I can’t believe you’d buy all this for him.”

      The young man’s statement threw me for a moment. I blinked, my dusty old computer brain slowly loading what he’d just said.

      “This isn’t for my boyfriend…and what? Burning cum? What?”

      The young man cocked his head and peered out the window towards my Jeep outside. “Then who is that?”

      For a blissful heartbeat, I thought Morgan had returned to apologize for his attitude. That wasn’t Morgan’s silhouette leaning against my Jeep, though. The unfamiliar form fidgeted in a way that reminded me of someone that I couldn’t place.

      I remained firmly rooted where I was and stared the form down with the hopes that I would remember the person. Behind the counter, the young man finished ringing up my order and pushed a paper bag full of energy drinks and chips towards me.

      That was my cue to leave. I hesitated at the door. Not only was I on the human side of the city, this was a gas station. Even if I wanted to use my arcana to protect myself, I knew that was a really bad idea here of all places. This whole establishment could go up in a great ball of fire if I took even one step out of place.

      Pumping my own gas has always frightened me, I won’t lie.

      I sucked in a steadying breath and stepped outside. The form leaning against my car pushed away but didn’t leave. If anything, it seemed like they’d been waiting for me.

      “Vi,” the person said in a completely unfamiliar voice.

      I stopped so quickly that I rocked in place. The paper bag in my arms crinkled loudly as I gripped it.

      The man ran a hand through his greasy hair. He had one eye that was milky white even though he seemed almost as young as myself. A bit of premature grey streaked his temples and a bit of the scruff growing along his jaw. His lower lip had been busted open and crusted over with blood.

      “I’m risking a lot just talking to you,” the man said.

      When a fly leapt out of his hair, realization hit me.

      “Bez?” I whispered incredulously.

      He lit up, a wide smile splitting his lip all over again. He wiped at the trickle of blood dripping down his chin with the back of his hand. “You recognize me?”

      I snorted and pushed past him towards the driver’s side of my Jeep. “Barely.”

      He shrugged. “Fair enough. Mind if I get in?”

      Bez looked like shit. In fact, he looked like he’d dragged this vessel out of a gutter somewhere. I didn’t particularly want him mucking up my rainbow seat covers.

      With a sigh, I asked him to give me a minute. I put my bag in the back and went about removing the seat cover so Bez wouldn’t get any bodily fluids on it. On top of that, I made a mental note to wipe the seat down after he got out.

      But I paused. Was I really going to roll around town with a demon in my passenger seat? I recalled Bez’s previous vessel left by the side of the road. A man’s life had been ended early, dreams and hopes all crushed, by a demon who hadn’t given two shits about his vessel.

      He also had me ambushed a while back. I had no reason to trust this demon.

      There it was again. This idea of trust ping-ponged around the inside of my skull. It gave me pause. I was surrounded by people who asked me to trust in them, though they gave me little reason to do so.

      “Bez, what do you want?” I asked with my hand on the lock mechanism.

      He could have easily climbed over the door to get in since I hadn’t yet put the top back on, but it was the idea of the locked door that counted.

      “Let me in, and I’ll tell you.” Antsy, he fidgeted, scratched the back of his neck, and glanced around nervously.

      Irritation flickered with heat in my chest. Sparks seemed to brush up against my ribcage. “Bez. I’m not in the mood to deal with demons trying to stab me in the back.”

      “I’ve helped you before,” he said. “We both know I’m a weasel of a demon, but I know who the biggest threat in town is, and I want to be on their side.”

      I furrowed my brows because that statement didn’t make sense. Not at first, at least. The longer I stared at Bez, the more pieces clicked into place.

      My jaw dropped. “Do you think I’m the biggest threat in town? Aw, that’s so sweet of you.”

      With two storm dragons, a Black Hound, and a fae queen in Lakesedge, it seemed unlikely that I was the strongest supernatural here. However, Bez’s statement made me question the depths of my own power.

      If I wanted to, I could easily take on the storm dragons. I didn’t want to go up against Ness because of her vocal arcana, though earplugs might take care of that. The fight would be easy.

      I shook myself. Was I really thinking about who would win in a fight against friends? I needed to chill. This wasn’t the time or the place, nor was it even right. I shouldn’t have even considered my power level against my friends.

      “Get in the Jeep,” I said as I unlocked the doors.

      Bez quickly jumped into the passenger seat. I asked him to reach into the back and hand me my bag of chips because I was going to need something to crunch on before my nerves got to me.

      Once we pulled away from the gas station, Bez opened up. “There’s a big power struggle going on in hell right now. All the demon generals want to be the one to usher in the apocalypse.”

      I shook my head. “There isn’t going to be an apocalypse.”

      Bez stared at me for a long moment. I hit several potholes just to shake him and tear his attention away from me. That look said it all. I knew what he was thinking.

      So long as I breathed, there was going to be an apocalypse. The entity in my vision said as much. That was one of two choices that I had. Fate determined a dark path for me. If I denied it, then I would burn from the inside out.

      Not a fun idea.

      But at least the world would be safe.

      I hadn’t thought about it in a while. I’d been rushing back to Charlie every day just so I wouldn’t have to face the truth. I didn’t have long left in this world. Every day, my fire grew brighter and brighter. Someday, it would eat away at me and leave nothing left.

      “Fuck,” I breathed as the realization hit me in the chest.

      It stole my breath. My fire guttered without oxygen. A chill seeped in, long tendrils of ice reaching for my core. As my lower jaw trembled, I tried to breathe again. It was shaky and shallow, but enough to keep my fire burning.

      “You have to watch out,” Bez said, seemingly unaware of my impending panic attack. “Not everyone has your best intentions in mind. There are some who will gladly use you. Legion was prepared to be your partner, but the other demon generals and their minions see you as a tool and nothing else.”

      I cast a narrow-eyed glance at Bez. “You’re acting like I might want to work with them, like I should weigh the pros and cons of all my choices. You do realize that I’m not going to let the apocalypse happen, right? Not a chance in Hell.”

      Bez smiled oddly, his head tilted as he watched me. I thought I caught a hint of pride in that weird grin.

      “What is wrong with you?” I asked, trying not to fidget uncomfortably.

      Instead, I shoved a couple spicy onion ring chips into my mouth. The crunch soothed the frantic energy building inside me.

      “You’re not like us,” Bez said as he turned his attention to the dark landscape outside the Jeep.

      I’d been counting myself among the demons, but Bez’s words cut through that idea. Legion had called me something else, too. He’d had a nickname for me.

      Little Fallen One.

      At the time, I’d assumed that he considered me a demon who’d walked away from tradition. You know, like a teenager leaving church to do some soul searching. I never considered the face that Legion had called me by that name because I’m actually something else.

      I shook myself. If I wasn’t a half-demon, then what else could I be? Charlie’s control over fire seemed a lot like my own. She was a half-demon, therefore that’s what I was, too.

      Right?

      I recalled the figure in my vision. It hadn’t looked like any demon I’d come across. The figure was powerful. I could tell that much just by being around it. If it had that kind of power, then it had to be stronger than the demon generals, and they weren’t completely humanoid. Legion had looked a lot like a big goat man.

      Nothing made any damn sense, and I knew that was because I’d failed to do my research. I would have to pay Luca’s library another visit. Though, I didn’t know if I had the attention span for it. Luca wasn’t going to let me bring an energy drink down into the library for fear that I might spill it on an ancient tome—okay, he was probably right, but the caffeine helped me focus.

      I pulled into my driveway and stared at the empty house in front of us. A part of me had hoped that Morgan would be here waiting for me. It was unfair of me to ask him to always be there when I returned, yet I still yearned for his presence. He might be a prick, but he was a secure prick while I was lost in a sea of confusion.

      “So, no apocalypse?” Bez asked with a quirk at the corner of his mouth. He said it in the same tone as so, no head?

      “Did…did you just make a Vine reference? Do you realize how outdated that is?”

      He laughed. Before he could say more, my phone buzzed. I snatched it up, excited and hopeful. It wasn’t Morgan, though. Instead, I saw Luca’s face flash on the screen. It was a close-up selfie of him looking at me disapprovingly, which was how he always looked at me.

      “Come get your boyfriend,” Luca said imperiously. “He’s bleeding all over my foyer, and I’m too hungry to take care of his scaly ass.”

      The world fell away, my stomach plummeting from the sudden drop. “What?”

      Luca growled. The vampire had no patience. Like he’d said, he was hungry. Shifter blood probably smelled divine, especially considering how strong Morgan was. Luca was probably barely holding on by a thread.

      “I’m on my way.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Luca said.
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      Red light flashed around me. Bez let out a startled shout. Hot air rushed over me and the seat beneath me disappeared. I dropped into a bright wasteland. Blistering winds filled with coarse sand assaulted my skin, but only for the barest of moments before I landed smack dab in the middle of Luca’s living room.

      My ass hit the marble floor and sent a shock up my spine that rattled my teeth. Luca rocked back from me. His skin was pale, nearly as pale as his long hair. He turned away, almost tripping in his rush to leave.

      “Go handle your dragon,” he said, breathy.

      My concern for Luca faded as I remembered Morgan. I shot to my feet. The rush of the summoning made my head spin. I nearly fell over in my hurry. Thankfully, I managed to catch myself on the arm of the couch. There was no time to wait for my head to settle, though.

      Morgan. You better be all right. If I get there and you’re dying, there will be hell to pay. If you die, I will go into Hell and drag your stupid ass back.

      My legs turned gelatinous as I ran. I nearly fell into the door but managed to catch myself again. In the foyer, I found Morgan slumped on the floor with his hand over his stomach.

      On my knees, I lifted his chin. His skin was cool to the touch and covered in a thin layer of sweat. My heart dropped for a breath, then Morgan grumbled something unintelligible. I breathed a sigh of relief. If he had enough wherewithal to grumble at me, that meant he would be all right.

      A first aid kit hit the ground near me. Luca must have come in, dropped it, and vanished. Damn, that vampire could move fast, even when hungry. Any other time, I would have been impressed with Luca’s restraint. Right now, Morgan was the center of my attention.

      “Why didn’t you come to me?” I asked as I cracked open the kit.

      Morgan scowled and groaned. He tried to get to his feet, but a hiss escaped him when he slid in his own puddle of blood and landed back on his ass. Served him right.

      “This is what happened last time. You had a run in with a demon and ignored it. Legion nearly turned you into a portal to Hell.”

      I needed to get Morgan’s shirt off him. It was dark and wet with blood. There was no confusing that wetness with anything else, especially when the air smelled of metal and flesh. That meant…that meant nothing had been punctured. Right?

      I looked up at his pale face, covered in sweat and twisted in pain. His jaw was tight. He let his head fall back and a haggard sigh slipped out from between his tired lips. Panicked, I rose on my knees and cupped the back of his head to force him to look at me.

      “Don’t you dare give up on me now,” I said, my voice shaking with obvious fear.

      He didn’t speak for several heartbeats. My lips trembled. Tears started to burn my eyes. I prepared myself for the trip I would have to make. If Hell wanted me, they would know my fury as I retrieved him.

      Then his upper lip curled. “I’m not going to die from a scratch.”

      “This isn’t a scratch!”

      Though, I hadn’t gotten a chance to really find that out for myself. Morgan had kept his hand tight over the wound. There was so much blood that it had to be more than a scratch. This wasn’t a British comedy movie. Morgan was gravely wounded, and he was being a stubborn asshole.

      Blood soaked into the knees of my pants. Sticky and cold, it gave me chills that not even my fire could banish.

      Morgan’s head fell back again. Limp, his chest barely rose. My breath shuddered out of me. I cupped his face in both hands and whispered his name. It left me in a whimper, over and over until I finally lowered my head onto his chest.

      There, I could hear the soft thump of his heart stubbornly clinging to life. I hoped that would be enough. His dragon would do the rest. For a moment, I considered cauterizing his wound, but that would only impede his natural healing.

      I pulled back and pressed a gentle kiss to his lips. I wasn’t sure what came over me. Need gripped my core. Not in a sexual way. No, this was a matter of the heart. I couldn’t let this moment pass. I had to let out this feeling crackling inside me.

      Before I could pull away, Morgan cupped the back of my head. His grip was stronger than I expected. Fingers threaded through my hair, he held me as his lips parted. He tasted of metal, of pain. I pushed my tongue into his mouth and savored him.

      Morgan growled and lapped at the fire growing in the back of my mouth. I wanted to press into him, but I was all too aware of the gash in his stomach. I had to be careful, no matter how badly I wanted to climb into his lap. Hands fisted at my sides, I let Morgan kiss me deeply.

      “Stop making out in my foyer!” Luca shouted from another room deep in the house.

      I broke away, gasping.

      Morgan’s eyes flashed bright with the light of his dragon. I imagined the beast winked at me before pulling back entirely.

      Morgan gulped down a breath, his back arching as he sat forward. I put a hand at his back to help him, but he didn’t seem to need it.

      “Stubborn asshole,” I muttered.

      Morgan laughed.

      “You’re all over Luca’s house. You need to stop moving and let me take care of you. I can’t just kiss it and make it all better.”

      “I wouldn’t mind if you tried that first,” Morgan said softly. “Oh, shit. I said that out loud, didn’t I?”

      I let out a nervous laugh. My heart fluttered, flames licking it hungrily. This wasn’t a taste for chaos, but a lust for something else. It was a need I hadn’t sated in a very long time.

      Outside, I could hear a familiar engine rattle. I perked up, confused. Though I didn’t want to leave Morgan’s side, I crept away for a split-second to peek out the nearby window. My Jeep sat out front, a demon waving behind the steering wheel.

      I nearly laughed. It was such an odd sight. I couldn’t believe Bez had driven my Jeep out here for me. The demon was oddly helpful. It made me worry that he was playing a game.

      “Let’s get you out of here, so Luca can lick the floor clean,” I said as I extended a hand down to Morgan.

      I realized he would need more than a hand up, but the stubborn bastard gripped the wall and got to his feet on his own. The way he swayed made me worry. He tried to keep me at bay with an outstretched hand. I knocked it aside and put an arm around his lower back. He sighed, but it wasn’t a sound of annoyance. If anything, it seemed more like relief.

      “I’m not going to lick the floor!” Luca shouted from another room.

      “You can lie to yourself all you want.” I didn’t say it loud, but I was sure Luca could hear.

      Why had Morgan come here? Couldn’t he trust me? I hated that there was this wedge between us. We didn’t know each other very well, but we’d been through a lot together. I would put him back together no matter what, even if he decided to face off against Ryder.

      But I hadn’t been there for him lately. I’d been absorbed in my own world with Charlie. Though I wanted him to understand why I needed her, I hadn’t been that nice about it.

      Bez helped me get Morgan into the passenger seat. Thankfully, the seat cover had been removed earlier, so I didn’t have to worry about that—however, I did worry about anything Bez might have left in the seat. I didn’t want Morgan getting another demonic infection.

      I thanked the demon for his help. Before getting into the Jeep, I paused.

      “Why?” I asked Bez.

      He knew what I meant. He gave shrug. “You’re going to shake things up. I’m a weasel of a demon, and I acknowledge that. You’re going to come out on top, no matter what Hell throws at you, so I want to be on your side.”

      That wasn’t immensely reassuring, but I would take it.

      I glanced at Morgan in the passenger seat. He was looking better and better with each passing moment. He even had enough energy to look uncomfortable and impatient with me. That was a good sign!

      I turned back to Bez. “Do you, ah, need a ride anywhere?”

      He shook his head and backed away. “Don’t worry about it.”

      His display would have been mysterious, allowing him to disappear into the dark, were it not for the myriad of lights illuminating Luca’s grounds. Bez paused, looked around himself, glanced up at the lights, and scowled.

      “You sure?”

      He sighed. “No. Can you take me back into town? Just drop me off at your place. I promise I won’t stick around.”

      The three of us sped back to my apartment. My foot was a little heavy on the gas, but I needed to get Morgan cleaned up. Tending to him in Luca’s foyer with a little first aid kit wasn’t going to cut it. I wanted to disrobe and disinfect the dragon shifter to make sure we got everything.

      As promised, Bez made himself scarce the moment we returned. I hovered near Morgan, who defiantly let himself into the house and stumbled towards the bathroom. There, he slumped into the bathtub, looking very much like he had when Legion had infected him.

      Nervous, I bit my lip.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m healing.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Take your shirt off. I need to see the damage.”

      “Are you a nurse now? Going to tend to my wounds?” Despite his snarky tone, Morgan peeled his shirt over his head.

      The blood had dried and now made a crackling sound as he pulled. I tried not to gag. It wasn’t that blood made me queasy, but…I guess blood did make me queasy. Funny how that worked.

      I reached over his head and turned on the shower, so we could get the last of the blood off him. While he slowly scrubbed, I crouched and reached under the sink for my rubbing alcohol. This was going to suck.

      Yet, Morgan turned the shower off, and when I turned to peek at him, the wound was gone. So much for the rubbing alcohol.

      He still looked haggard, like he hadn’t slept in a week. I snatched a towel from the nearby rack and slipped it around his shoulders. The gesture brought us closer together. I heard Morgan let out a soft sigh of contentment. It begged me to linger in the warmth radiating off his clean skin.

      I considered asking him what he’d been doing tonight, but that could wait. Right now, I needed to put the dragon man to bed. I led him out by the towel wrapped around him. He growled, but it wasn’t an angry sound—more like a happy grumble.

      In the bedroom, I finished wiping him down with the towel then gently pushed him onto the bed. He looked up at me with one quizzical brow raised despite the exhaustion dragging his eyelids down.

      In the dim light of the room, I realized what this looked like. I stood between his open knees. With one hand gently pressed against his chest, I stopped myself before I pushed him back onto the bed.

      Suddenly nervous, I cleared my throat. “This isn’t…it’s not what it looks like.”

      Morgan grabbed my wrist. He pulled and twisted so that my back hit the mattress. While the world gently bounced around me, he covered my body with his own. I thought he would make a move, but he buried his head in my shoulder instead. I heard him take a deep breath. He shuddered against me as he exhaled.

      Neither of us said anything. Morgan wrapped his arms around me. I let my fingers rest in his hair as the world came to a standstill. This room was all that mattered, all that existed to us in this moment. We didn’t ask anything of each other, didn’t pry into the space that had been growing between us.

      Instead, we pretended that it was no longer there. This made me yearn for a future in which we could be more than this. Right now, we were tenuous allies who might fall apart. I fought the urge to hold him close and never let him go, just so that I could see his grim expression lift into a smile every day.

      I yearned to be the reason behind that smile.

      Was he thinking the same things? Did Morgan care, or did he need a body nearby while his beast healed? He was in a vulnerable position. It made sense that he would want someone powerful to watch over him while he slept.

      I tied to be grateful that he’d chosen me to watch over him, but it wasn’t enough.

      Morgan had taken up a special place in my heart, though I hadn’t wanted to admit it until now.
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      Vi tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and ducked her head so that she could avoid my stare. I wondered what had her in such a shy mood. This wasn’t a side of her that I’d ever seen before. The normally boisterous half-demon had become meek and quiet.

      Making sure to put a good amount of space between us, she made her way to the fridge and pulled out a tall can. It made a hissing pop in her hands before she lifted it to her lips and chugged. When she pulled it away, her lips twisted with a disgruntled scowl.

      “You need to give the caffeine time to work,” I reminded her.

      Because Vi had become awkward and avoidant, I figured she didn’t want me around. I lingered in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, the exit behind me. I wanted to stay and spend more time with her, but this was almost too painful to bear.

      The soft silence of the night had given way to the bright morning, and things were…weird.

      I ran a hand through my hair and glanced back at the door. Though I wanted to leave Vi alone, my beast wouldn’t let me move. When she put a frying pan on the stovetop and dropped a chunk of butter into it, the beast pushed me deeper into the kitchen. I took a seat at the table and watched Vi silently pull eggs, cheese, and sriracha from the fridge.

      I preferred ketchup with my eggs, but I wasn’t about to disturb her. I let Vi go about her business. She dropped several slices of bread into the toaster then returned to grab frozen hashbrowns from the freezer.

      She tossed a mischievous look in my direction that made my chest light. “Have you ever had hashbrowns cooked in a waffle iron?”

      Her question didn’t make sense. Not at first. That combination of words didn’t work together. At least, not in my head.

      “It’s good. I promise.” Vi went back to what she was doing without even waiting for a response from me.

      “What the hell possessed you to put hashbrowns in a waffle iron?”

      The room smelled savory, like butter and potatoes. My stomach grumbled greedily, but not for the food. The beast lurked deep within me and watched Vi, with her pajama shorts and her sleep-tousled hair. The food mattered little when she was there.

      I shook myself. That wasn’t where my mind should have gone. Running my hands along my face, I tried to snap myself out of the beast’s urges. It didn’t work. Desire ran hot through my blood. It made my heart pound in my ears. Yet, over it all, I could hear Vi’s movements, as if I were tuned into her and nothing else right now.

      I swallowed hard and considered leaving.

      As I began to rise from my seat, Vi’s phone vibrated on the counter. Two things happened. I watched her go still as she read the message, and I remembered the call that had compromised my stealth mission last night. With one wary eye on Vi, I pulled my phone from my pocket.

      There was a missed call from my brother. Seeing his name made my stomach turn. Had he known just where I was? Ryder had witches on his payroll. If one of them informed him that I was in a precious position, he could have sabotaged my mission with the hopes that I wouldn’t make it out alive.

      That would have taken care of the problem without getting his hands dirty.

      The thought made my stomach turn. At first, I mourned the brotherly love that might have been lingering between us. Then I remembered my own plans. Ryder knew that I was coming for him. There was no more love between us.

      It’d died the day he’d killed our father.
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        * * *

      

      Vi

      

      The text message from Charlie left me conflicted. I glanced over my shoulder at Morgan, who was staring at his own phone with a snarl curling his lip. He and I still had a lot to talk about. I needed to know what had happened last night. A bit of guilt gnawed at my mind, because I should have been there with him.

      I’d been putting off my responsibilities. Of course, I had the best intentions. I wanted to grow closer to my fellow half-demon and possibly learn more from her. At the same time, I knew I was letting Morgan down time and time again. He’d gotten grievously hurt while I’d been setting fires in another neighborhood.

      Seemed kind of like a dick move on my part.

      I should have told Charlie that I wasn’t available today. She would have understood. Instead, I asked her for an extra hour, so I could finish making breakfast for the grumpy dragon in the corner of my kitchen.

      He put his phone away and lifted his head. I knew the expression on his face was carefully controlled. He kept it blank on purpose, but to hide what? Was it whatever had been on his phone? Or did he know something that I didn’t?

      I lifted my chin towards a nearby cabinet. “Get yourself a plate. Food is almost done.”

      Morgan didn’t move right away. He seemed to consider his options. Then, he asked:

      “Who messaged you?”

      I paused, spatula in hand. If my brain didn’t kick into gear soon, the eggs would be overcooked. I forced myself back into action even though my mind hadn’t yet recovered. Why was I so reluctant to tell Morgan about Charlie’s message? Why did he need to know so badly?

      “It’s the other half-demon, Charlie.”

      “It’s a guy?” Morgan’s question was barbed and heavy with a low growl.

      Spinning, I put my hands on my hips. “What? No. Why does that even matter? Are you jealous? Even if Charlie was a guy, there’s a chance we’re related. Don’t make this weird. Why did you make this weird?”

      Was he jealous?

      I grinned with the devious desire to pester him about his jealousy, but it soon died.

      “I just want you to be safe,” Morgan said. “I would know that you’re safe if you would reach out to me more.”

      I scowled. “You just want me to spend all of my time with you. If you had it your way, we would be hunting demons all day, every day. You would run me ragged before even thinking about giving me a break. I don’t want that. I don’t want to be a hunting dog.”

      Morgan rolled his eyes and stood. He angled himself as if he might leave, but he didn’t go. He turned a narrow-eyed glare back at me. “You’re so caught up in yourself that you can’t see past your own nose. That’s why I didn’t go to you last night. I would rather put my safety in the hands of a vampire than go to you.”

      Without thinking, I threw the spatula at Morgan’s head. He ducked it easily and let it hit the wall behind him. It left a greasy stain that I would definitely have to cover up later. Frustrated, I turned back to him.

      Fire licked at my insides. It bellowed, out of control. The blaze filled me with anger. How dare he act like he was better than me?

      “You came here to kill your brother. I don’t want to hear anything about being too caught up in myself from someone like you.”

      Morgan’s lip curled. “And yet, here I am. I spend my days cleaning up your messes.”

      He had a point. But I wasn’t going to admit defeat.

      “Then clean up the splatter on the wall for me. And sit down so you can eat before you leave.”

      I expected him to laugh in my face. Morgan did no such thing. He turned on the faucet over the kitchen sink and waited for the water to get hot before lathering a sponge with soap and soaking it. Of course, the greasy spot on the wall didn’t budge, but Morgan tried his best before dropping back down into his seat.

      We ate in silence. I kept stealing glances at him. Would he break the silence first?

      The answer was simple: no.

      Morgan finished his breakfast and gathered his plate to set it in the sink. At the door between the kitchen and the living room, he paused. He looked back at me. My heart rose excitedly. A new kind of fire danced in my chest. It was bright, casting light that I was sure would leak out from beneath my pale skin.

      Morgan didn’t get a chance to speak. The front door creaked open. He stiffened, his attention going forward. His nostrils flared and light from his beast filled his eyes.

      I leapt out of my seat to throw myself between Morgan and whoever had entered. Charlie rocked on her heels in the entryway. A small, smug smile graced her lips as she looked Morgan up and down. It wasn’t a hungry or interested gaze. No, she was sizing him up for a fight.

      “Charlie,” I said, cautiously. I let a hint of a warning reach into my voice.

      Like hell would I let her hurt Morgan. Maybe he was a pretentious bastard, but he was my pretentious bastard.

      Oh, boy. I needed to change the wording in that thought. Morgan didn’t belong to me. He never would. It was clear that there would always be a lot of friction between us. Still, he was my friend, and I wasn’t going to let Charlie treat him like a threat.

      She smiled wide. “Apologies.”

      Behind me, Morgan growled. I spun on him and gave him a look that said the same thing. I wasn’t going to let him start a fight in my living room. We’d been through that once. The clean-up was tedious, and I didn’t have the patience.

      Besides, I would be sweeping Morgan ash off the floor. No, I had to give him more credit. Morgan could hold his own against me, which meant that he would be fine against Charlie. I was stronger than her, from what I’d seen so far.

      I shook myself. I didn’t like where my thoughts had gone. There wasn’t going to be a fight between my new friends. They were going to be civil with one another, whether they liked it or now.

      “Can you knock next time, Charlie?” I gave her a pleading look.

      Charlie’s expression fell, her eyes widening as her brow arched. “I didn’t realize that I wasn’t welcome.”

      “No…that’s not.” The fight rushed out of me, my fire sputtering.

      “You might be welcome, but privacy is still appreciated.” Morgan shifted his attention from Charlie to me. “Would the two of you like company today?”

      I almost breathed a soft yes because I wasn’t ready for Morgan to leave. Before I could respond, Charlie appeared at my side. She hooked her arm with mine.

      “Actually, it’s a sister day.” Her voice remained chipper and bright despite the sharp edge to it.

      Sister?

      I shot her a sidelong glance but didn’t dare question her in front of Morgan. That would lead to a full-blown argument, for sure.

      Did Charlie and I share the same demonic father? How did she know? I had so many questions that I needed to ask, but now didn’t seem like the right time. The tension in the air was too thick. I needed to get her away from Morgan, so we could talk.

      Morgan’s eyes were wide. His lips formed an O of surprise. He blinked a few times, as if that helped him process what Charlie just said. When he turned his questioning gaze on me, I shrugged. I was just as confused.

      “Look,” I began. “We’re going to head out. You’re welcome to make yourself at home while I’m gone. Just lock up if you’re going to leave.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Morgan said. “You’re going to just believe her? You don’t have any proof. She could be manipulating you. The city is full of demonic threats left and right. The number of demons happened to rise right when Charlie appeared. Do you really think that’s a coincidence?”

      I gaped at him. Did he really just insinuate that Charlie was responsible for the demons in town? He and I both knew that the demons were my fault. Wait, no. They were our fault. Morgan was trying to shift blame.

      Stiffening, I pulled Charlie towards the door. I waved goodbye over my shoulder and slipped outside. Not even the fresh air could wash away my disappointment.

      No one would understand. Not the way that Charlie understood. She and I were cut from the same cloth. We’d lived similar lives. She knew what it was like to fight the demon, what it was like to lose herself to the horrible urges.

      No one else would be able to know our troubles. I wanted to think that Morgan would have been empathetic, at the very least. He seemed determined to hold me back, though.

      I didn’t understand why. Morgan had saved me time and time again. He didn’t need to put in all that effort only to turn against me. His motives made no sense to me. I’d put so much trust in him, but he’d shaken my faith today.

      Outside, Charlie bumped shoulders with me. She said nothing, but her presence was comforting, nonetheless. It wasn’t until we were down the street, away from shifter earshot, that she said anything.

      “Do you want to know how I figured out we’re sisters?”
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MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      Because Vi and Charlie weren’t shifters, I was able to follow them. They couldn’t hear me slowly keeping step with them. They couldn’t catch my scent on the wind. However, I kept a good distance between us which meant that I couldn’t hear what Charlie said when she leaned close to Vi.

      My beast snarled jealously.

      Oh, so now we’re going to acknowledge that this is jealousy?

      I rolled my eyes before cracking my neck. Tension had built up between my shoulders. Charlie seemed kind and innocent on the outside, but everything about her screamed predator to my instincts.

      I didn’t like how close she stood to Vi. Charlie’s body language invited Vi to believe her, to feel pity for her. It was manipulative…or so I thought. The fact that I still savored the night spent wrapped up in Vi’s arms made me think that I would be mad at anyone who touched her.

      Even if it was her half-demon sister.

      Could I give Charlie a chance? It did seem odd that Charlie arrived around the same time that the demons in Syracuse started banding together. They’d been under Legion’s control up until we banished him. The power void had been filled by someone, someone capable of summoning more demons.

      I’d thought that Vi was the only one who could open portals, which was why Legion needed her. Someone else out here could summon demons like that big bastard that tried eviscerating me the night before.

      The girls stepped into an ice-cream shop. I didn’t follow. It would have been too obvious. So long as Charlie wasn’t leading Vi into a trap, I was happy. I would keep an eye on them from a distance, so long as it meant Vi was safe.
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        * * *

      

      Vi

      

      My heart thumped faster and faster. Excitedly, I nodded. I needed to know everything. What had Charlie discovered? Did she know who our father was?

      She tugged me into an ice-cream shop that made waffle bowls by hand. I was always a sucker for a rainbow-sprinkle-coated waffle bowl. We placed our orders and waited. I couldn’t help but bounce on the balls of my feet.

      Finally, after we paid for our ice-cream, Charlie led me to a table towards the back, just out of sight, where we could have a private conversation. Fire flickered in my gut. My anticipation was too much to hold back. I fiddled with my spoon while Charlie took the first bite of her ice-cream.

      “So,” I began because I couldn’t bear it anymore. “How…how do you know we’re sisters?”

      I expected hopeful flutters to caress my heart, the same way they did when I was around Morgan. The desire to be seen was immense, but there was a nervousness still lingering in the back of my mind. I didn’t know how to explain it.

      Charlie smiled wide and let out a small laugh. It seemed like we were sharing an inside joke, yet I couldn’t bring myself to laugh in earnest. My smile was weak, at best. My laugh was fragile.

      She noticed and reached to cover my hand with her own. As she leaned in, she tilted her head to give me a conspiratorial look.

      “I know we’re sisters because we both have fire.” She snapped her fingers and a small spark leapt between them.

      I hissed and quickly slapped my hand over the flame. “Don’t do that where people can see.”

      Charlie rolled her eyes teasingly. “It’s fine. No one is going to believe their eyes. Humans will always find a way to explain magic away. Someday, they’ll come to realize it’s not just a party trick.”

      She licked chocolate sauce from her spoon and continued. “Not every demon has the same powers. That means half-demons can manifest different abilities based on their sire. We both have fire, Vi. That has to mean we’re not just half-demons, but also half-sisters.”

      Not even the frigid dairy concoction could quell my fire. Even my demonic side seemed unconvinced. I desperately wanted family—and answers. Yet, when I looked to Charlie, I couldn’t see myself in her.

      Everyone always said that I looked a lot like my mom. That made me think the same thing had happened to Charlie, too. Our father didn’t give much other than a penchant for arson.

      Still, I wanted more answers. How did Charlie know any of this? Had she met others? Would she help me protect the mortal realm from the apocalypse?

      That last one was important. Even if humans were oblivious and greedy, I wanted to make sure they fell to their own faults. I wouldn’t be judge and jury for anyone.

      Instead, I asked, “Why didn’t you want Morgan to come with us if we’re just getting ice-cream?”

      “He seemed like a stick in the mud. How are we supposed to have fun if that shifter is there to bring us down? I don’t know how you get along with him. He seems boring as hell.”

      “He is a bit of a workaholic,” I said as I mindlessly stirred my ice-cream. He’s got a lot on his mind, though. We’ve been working hard ever since I accidentally let some demons in.”

      Charlie tilted her head. “Working? Maybe you summoned a few too many, but that’s no reason to panic. Just let the demons do their thing.”

      “Oh, no. I didn’t summon them. I, uh, might have opened a portal to Hell when I pulled on too much power. To be fair, it was Morgan’s fault. He hit me with a lightning bolt…that I jumped in front of. Wow, our relationship is interesting when I say that out loud.”

      I expected Charlie to giggle at me, pointing out the strange way Morgan and I had been pulled together. Instead, she studied me with a peculiar look on her face.

      “You can open portals?”

      I froze. Quickly, I glanced around to make sure no one was watching. This wasn’t the kind of conversation that we should have been having in public. Instead of indulging her, I picked up my waffle bowl and tilted my head in the direction of the door, so we could walk and talk.

      Something in my gut wasn’t right. My instincts were screaming, but I couldn’t figure out why. I wanted to think that it was because we were in public. We should have taken this back to my place, but Morgan was there. At least, I assumed he was there.

      Morgan could be anywhere.

      My fire brightened at the thought of him. A distinct type of yearning overcame me. A small smile reached the corners of my lips. I tried to squash it, but it proved too strong of a feeling for me to hide.

      Outside, Charlie bumped shoulders with me. She must have thought my smile was for her. It should have been. This conversation was important, yet my thoughts drifted back to Morgan again.

      As much as I wanted to be mad at him, I couldn’t do it. He just wanted me to be safe. I would prove to him that I knew what was best for me, though. He would see that I could take care of myself. That way, he would never have to worry about me.

      “This portal,” Charlie said, interrupting my thoughts. “How, exactly, did you open it?”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t sure, myself. It seemed to happen without thinking. One minute, I was drawing upon my arcana, the next thing I knew, a portal had opened. I explained this to Charlie. Her eyes lit up with excitement that made my stomach churn.

      She shook herself. “Sorry. It’s a passion of mine to learn about our abilities. I can see from that look on your face that you don’t like the fact that you can open portals.”

      This meant that Charlie would have more than just a few answers. If she collected information on half-demons, then she would have a wealth of knowledge that I might be able to use to save myself.

      The entity in my vision had warned that my power would consume me from the inside out if I didn’t open the portal and start the apocalypse. Seemed kind of manipulative to tell someone that, but I wasn’t going to give in. Charlie might be able to help me avoid that final inevitability.

      I stopped in my tracks. Charlie got a few paces ahead of me before pausing to glance back. She tilted her head and raised a questioning brow.

      While Morgan had been dealing with demons left and right, I was having a completely different experience. These past few days had been nearly demon free aside from the time Bez dropped in. I wasn’t even sure I could count that as a demon encounter since Bez had declared himself on my side.

      If there weren’t any demon generals pulling the demons together, then I guessed they wanted nothing to do with me. Still, I would have thought they’d try to kidnap me or something. That seemed like a good way to get a demonic promotion, at least I thought so.

      “What is it?” Charlie asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. How about you tell me everything you’ve learned about half-demons so far?”

      A weird look passed over her face. It didn’t last long. Just as quickly as it appeared, it disappeared. She quickly launched into a presentation on the different types of demons and how those lineages could manifest as arcana.

      I wasn’t listening, though. Movement caught my eye. It was as if a magnet had pulled my attention in his direction; otherwise, I wouldn’t have noticed him. Beyond a crowd waiting outside a sandwich shop stood Morgan. His eyes were on me. Though I couldn’t see his face too well, I could feel his gaze on my skin.

      I wanted to be angry, but his presence left me feeling safer. He could follow all he wanted. I just hoped he kept to himself unless I needed him.

      Was that strange? Did friends follow one another? Our circumstances were a little different than normal friends. He’d been there when I was at my worst. Out of everyone, Morgan knew how to bring me back, and I was grateful to have him around.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had fallen long ago by the time I trudged back into my humble abode. It was dark inside, but I paid little attention to the shadows when I threw myself onto the couch. Exhaustion clung to my very bones. It seemed like an unshakable parasite constantly feeding on my energy reserves.

      My demonic side hissed that I was being a baby. I could have energy if I took it from the fire. All I had to do was claim what was rightfully mine.

      I told the demonic side to shut its mouth. When it refused to be quiet, I grabbed a throw pillow and screamed into it. The scream didn’t help as much as I thought it would. And it didn’t summon Morgan from the shadows, either.

      I’d lost track of him at some point. He must have gone off to do more important things. I should have gone with him, but Charlie and I had been having fun. Eventually, I had to tell him about the vision. I had to help him with the demons.

      Eventually…
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VI

        

      

    

    
      That dirty parasite called exhaustion still had a tight grip on me in the morning. I tried to shake it off with an energy drink, but not even that worked. It got worse when I turned on the television and had to listen to the news.

      There’d been another shooting. It seemed like they happened all the time now. I desperately wished they would stop. Upon thinking that, the news switched over to another story. A school had burned down in the night. I blinked, startled. They flashed the face of a disgruntled teen who was supposedly responsible.

      I cringed. This information sat heavy in my stomach. It was sour and hot, and not even my fire could burn it away. Still, I kept listening. A guy in a clown mask had robbed four convenience stores in the past three days. A young woman who’d been reported missing had been found murdered.

      I wanted to blame this on the demons I’d let into our world. It all seemed too much, though. Morgan had been out there, dealing with them. They shouldn’t have this much power. That meant all of this had been caused by humans.

      Humans were responsible for this horror. Hadn’t they been the first to disobey God and eat the fruit, too? It made sense that we were all capable of sinning. I wanted to think that we were also capable of kindness and respect, but that wasn’t looking good.

      With my head heavy, I called out of work. There was no way that I would be able to force a smile on my face for customers today. With my luck, I’d accidentally set something on fire and get my pay docked again.

      Audra Miura was a great boss, but she could be absolutely ruthless. I wasn’t about to cross someone who could potentially be the strongest entity in all of Syracuse and Lakesedge. Sure, I had the power of Hell at my disposal, but Audra seemed older than Hell itself.

      After I called out of work, a wave of boredom hit. Even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to deal with work, I still needed something to occupy my mind or else the horrible news would eat me from the inside out.

      Cerri was covering my shift. Ness had work later. Addie was out hiking somewhere, probably in the Adirondacks. That left Ryder, Morgan, or Luca.

      I wasn’t about to call Ryder. Ness’s mate was cool, but we didn’t have a whole lot in common. Not enough to hang out one on one, at least. I considered calling Luca, but I was honestly kind of worried that he would call in a favor for the whole ordeal with Morgan the other night.

      That left Morgan.

      I dialed his number and set the phone on the couch, so I could lay my head on it—yeah, that was lazy, but times like this called for laziness. It rang and rang beneath my ear, but no one answered. I gripped the edge of the couch cushion as despair tried to take ahold of me.

      If only my fire could have burned the desolate feeling away. Instead of dwelling on it, I sat up, ended the call, and went to go get dressed. My friends didn’t have time for me, but I knew Charlie would set aside whatever she was doing to spend time with me.

      Charlie always had my back.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan

      

      Everything in me screamed to go back to Vi. My beast needed to know that she was all right. After following her the day before, the beast was unusually restless. Charlie hadn’t given off any more red flags, at least not from what I could see.

      Still, trust wasn’t something I wanted to place in the red-haired half-demon. Just the sight of her made my beast lower its head and growl threateningly. Her presence didn’t sit well with me, but I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt for Vi’s sake.

      Vi seemed happy with her new friend.

      Sister?

      Fuck if I knew. There was a chance that Vi and Charlie were related, but it didn’t seem likely. Was this demon trying to spread his seed all across the mortal plane?

      Once more, the urge to warn Vi about Charlie nearly overwhelmed me. I stared at my phone screen and wished that she would be the one to call me. The screen remained dark. No one had called me in a long while.

      My dragon advised me to visit Ryder. He would have the answers I needed, though I wasn’t sure why the dragon thought so. Ryder didn’t know anything about half-demons. He wasn’t an expert on Hell or the generals who might want to lead the end of times.

      However, there was someone in town who had access to that kind of information. Luca the vampire had a library beneath his estate. I hoped I would find a hint in there.

      Instead of calling the vampire, I showed up on his doorstep—or, rather, his gate. The vampire had a big iron gate outside his estate. Beyond it sat the low concrete architecture of his expensive mansion, the same one that I’d bled all over two nights ago.

      I wondered if Luca was still mad at me for that.

      It wasn’t like I’d had anywhere else to go. Vi didn’t have time for me anymore. It’d taken Luca summoning her with a ritual circle to get her there. I recalled how she’d dropped to her knees in front of me. Her face had been etched with terror as she’d reached for me.

      The feeling of her lips on mine had chased away all pain. She’d kissed me like it was our last opportunity. I’d felt something in her touch that I couldn’t quite describe. Perhaps it was simply chemistry. Pheromones in the air. A loneliness that gripped us both.

      That’s all it was.

      I pressed the gate buzzer, and Luca’s tired voice droned over the staticky speaker.

      “Get off my property. I don’t have time for you today.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m here for your library. Just let me in, and it’ll be like I’m not even there.”

      Luca made a noise in his throat that was barely audible over the speaker. A shifter’s one weakness: awful communication systems.

      “I’m trying to help your friend. Do you want me to save Vi or not?”

      Luca was quiet.

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled, but when I looked behind me, no one was there. I couldn’t even catch a scent on the air. It was as if someone were watching me through a magic lens. Was the local witch spying on me for my brother?

      If so, then she wasn’t going to learn anything juicy today.

      I leaned into the microphone at the gate and explained what’d been happening, how Vi spent all her time with a half-demon we knew nothing about, how there was a section of Syracuse filled with demons who were up to nothing from what I could tell.

      Luca’s sigh came through the speaker loud and clear. The gate mechanism beeped and let out an awful groan as it opened before me. I let myself inside only to find Luca waiting in a dark corner of his foyer for me.

      Luca raised a brow. “Are you sure you aren’t just jealous that Vi has someone else to occupy her time?”

      I stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re looking for a reason to avoid dealing with your brother, and you found that in Vi for a time. The demon invasion keeps you busy, but it won’t help you defeat your brother when the time comes.”

      A growl vibrated my throat. I swallowed it down and lifted my head. Luca didn’t know what he was talking about. Ryder had nothing to do with this. It wasn’t about my brother, but about Vi. I needed her to be safe.

      The beast agreed, for once. I still had animosity towards Ryder, but that could wait. Ryder would be dealt with in time. For now, I doubted he was much of a threat to anyone. He was busy, running his pack and dealing with his Black Hound mate.

      Luca never took his bright gaze away from me, though. Not until he turned and led me towards the door to the basement. A wealth of information was hidden beneath my feet. Before I dove into my research, I needed to define what it was that I was actually looking for.

      First, I needed to identify the demon that’d nearly eviscerated me the other night. If I could trace that kind of demon back to its maker, then I might be able to identify which demon general wanted to come through this time.

      As for the matter of the other half-demon, I didn’t know where to begin. We had no idea who Vi’s demonic sire could be. We had even less information to go on when it came to Charlie. If we could figure out who her sire was, then maybe we could determine who she was working for.

      That was only if she couldn’t be trusted.

      What if Vi was right? What if I was looking for any excuse to ruin Vi’s life because I was a miserable mess on my own? I wouldn’t have put it past myself. The Callahan dragons weren’t good people. I’d learned that the hard way.

      “You know,” Luca said as he followed me into the dark library. “Lakesedge has benefitted from having your brother as a local leader. Not just the pack, but all of Lakesedge. He’s made this place better.”

      My jaw clenched without thinking. I forced it to unclench, though it was stiff and fought me the entire way.

      “Is it so impossible to consider that your brother did what he had to do out of necessity? We’re all capable of turning a blind eye to that which pains us the most.” Luca spoke casually, like a therapist pointing out the obvious.

      I slowly turned to deliver a glare. The vampire remained unflinching. He met my gaze and forced me to look away because I wasn’t sure what kind of power a vampire’s eyes held.

      “I don’t know the situation, but I assure you that your brother is a necessary part of Lakesedge’s food chain. Without him, others would have too much power. I govern my own with a fair hand, in my opinion. There are leaders here who would leap at the chance to manipulate an imbalance of power.”

      “Be quiet, night-walker. I didn’t come here so you could lecture me. I need information on demons.” I pressed deeper into the library with the hopes that the vampire would lose interest in hounding me.

      Luca was undaunted. This was his library, after all. He knew it inside and out. This labyrinth wouldn’t do a damn thing. Besides, a vampire as old as him had patience—far more than my dragon had.

      “You have another option,” Luca said. “You could choose to settle down with Vi and become your brother’s second-in-command. He’s brought in shifters from sanctuaries in the South, but they’ll never know your brother as well as you do.”

      I slammed the book in my hands closed. The clap resounded through the library and echoed in my ears as my gaze slid over to the unflappable vampire.

      “I don’t need to settle down with Vi.”

      Luca’s calm expression shattered. Unexpected laughter spilled out of him.

      “What?” I snarled.

      Still laughing, Luca shook his head and turned away. He left me alone in the library, at least it seemed that way. I stared at where he’d been and wondered what was so funny.

      Information. I’d come here for research.

      The smell of smoke reached my nose. I thought it was me, my emotions out of control. But there was no electricity snapping beneath my skin. That acrid smell wasn’t me. There were no singed papers in my hands.

      Lifting my head, I peered around. Luca was nowhere in sight. I thought perhaps he’d lit incense in a far corner of the library until great clouds of smoke billowed down the library aisle. I shoved the book in my hands back onto the shelf and ran for the end of the aisle.

      Muffled laughter slipped into the basement. Luca appeared beside me. His upper lip curled to reveal his extended fangs. He twisted to put his back to mine.

      “Is your estate under attack?” I asked quickly.

      “It would seem so. However, I doubt I’m the target.”

      The library was too cramped for me to shift. My beast thrashed, ready to get out. I had to keep it contained, though. If I unleashed it here, it would destroy the library. The smoke was already causing enough damage.

      The smoke I could deal with. Reaching deep within myself, I drew upon the dragon’s power. It lent me what I needed in this moment, and great wings unfurled from my back. My skin burned as my muscles contracted and stretched to account for the new appendages.

      One flap of my wings sent the smoke billowing out of the basement. When the smoke cleared and revealed that the basement was empty aside from us, Luca issued a quick thanks and rushed to the exit. I tucked my wings in and followed.

      The laughter grew louder. The red skinned demon waited for us at the top of the stairs. Luca dropped and slid beneath the demon’s incoming blow, leaving me in its path.
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      Charlie poured me another shot of tequila. We’d run out of limes, and the bartender was too busy to realize we were out. Reluctantly, I lifted the shot glass to my lips. The other three shots of tequila sang inside me. They became a little fire burning in the pit of my stomach that flared hot when I threw back another.

      The taste didn’t make me cringe this time. I reached for the chaser and downed a gulp before the cringe could catch up.

      We’d spent the day thrift shopping. Once that had gotten boring, we’d turned to another kind of shopping. The backseat of my Jeep was full of things that neither of us had paid for. A bit of guilt hummed in the back of my mind, but the tequila quieted it.

      Beside me, Charlie lifted her own shot glass to her lips. The way she slowly drank the shot was terrifying. Normal people knocked them back before they could bite. She seemed to savor the pain.

      “Demons aren’t all bad,” Charlie said after setting her shot glass down.

      I opened my mouth to argue, then remembered Bez. While I doubted he was a philanthropist, he also wasn’t the worst demon I’d come across. Still, I slid a quick glance in Charlie’s direction.

      She ran her fingertip around the rim of her shot glass. There was a rusty stain beneath her fingernails that I wanted to point out. Before I could say anything, she lifted the tequila bottle and poured another round.

      “Slow down,” I said with a laugh.

      Charlie grinned, a sharp-toothed expression. Fire danced in her eyes. It was never quite as bright as my own fire. If hers was a bonfire, then mine was the sun.

      “Is that paint?” I asked.

      Charlie spread her fingers and examined her nails. “Shit. I guess so. I was fixing some trim in the house, and I guess I missed a bit when I washed my hands.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Old Barn Red? Gross.”

      Confusion flickered across Charlie’s face for an instant. Then she looked back down at her hand and laughed.

      “What can I say? I like red.”

      The shots slowed down after that, but my blood was still more tequila than anything else. When I stood to go to the bathroom, the world tilted. I caught myself before the floor could come up and smack me in the face.

      “Whoa there,” a familiar voice said.

      I’d heard that voice once before. It was male, but higher pitched. I blinked up at Bez in his new human suit. There were more flies in his hair. I reached up to ruffle it and send the flies buzzing away.

      He scowled down at me, then over at Charlie. She’d gotten out of her seat and stood over us. Bez trembled. Like, he actually shook at the sight of her.

      I straightened myself while my head swam. There was a connection to be made here, but I was too drunk to do anything about it.

      There was a tickle near my pocket, but I thought nothing of it as I lurched towards the bathroom. Behind me, I heard the soft sounds of arguing. Maybe I should have told Charlie that Bez was one of the good guys. Then again, I didn’t know that for sure.

      Time inside the bathroom passed differently. What seemed like thirty seconds on the toilet turned out to be fifteen minutes. When I stepped out, the crowd had changed. There were new faces at the tables around me. I blinked and tried to get my bearings again.

      Across the room, I saw him.

      Morgan scowled and shook his head before crossing the room towards me. Happiness filled me with the brightest light. My knees gave out, and I tumbled into his arms.

      “Oh no,” he let out as he caught me. “What happened to—”

      I cut him off without thinking. “Why do you smell like smoke?”

      He sighed, a ragged sound. “That’s a long story. Let’s get you out of here, first.”

      “Where are you taking her?!” Charlie’s voice drowned out the bar chatter.

      The room went silent.

      “A strange man is trying to steal my sister,” she exclaimed as she raced up to us.

      I staggered back onto my own feet. The tequila had me in its grip. The room blurred, one image superimposed over the other. For a heartbeat, I thought I saw the barren landscape of Hell. I caught a hint of brimstone as a hot wind buffeted my cheek.

      Briefly, the vision overlaid over the bar changed. It turned bright. The hot wind turned to sunshine. The world glowed and power surrounded me. As quickly as it appeared, the strange vision vanished. I was left in the real world once again.

      I held out my hands to stop Charlie. “It’s okay! It’s just Morgan.”

      Charlie grabbed my outstretched wrist and yanked me away from Morgan. My feet twisted under me. If it weren’t for Morgan, who caught me by my waist, I would have fallen face first on the floor.

      My stomach rolled.

      Now was not a good time.

      “She’s not a doll that we can fight over,” Charlie said.

      Morgan waited for me to get my bearings before he released me. “Vi, do you want to go home?”

      The back of my throat burned, but not with my fire. Bile rose and threatened to spill over. I slapped my hand over my mouth and nodded. Even that small gesture nearly opened the floodgates.

      I needed out of here.

      Pulling my wrist out of Charlie’s grasp, I gave her an apologetic look. I didn’t mean for the night to end so abruptly, but I couldn’t stay any longer. The tequila had caught up to me, and I knew I was in for a horrid hangover if I didn’t leave now.

      Hell, I’d already paved the way for a hangover. There was no escaping it now.

      Charlie’s brows arched softly. She looked at me pleadingly. Her attention flicked to Morgan, which made fire flicker in her eyes. She didn’t fight me, though. Without another word, she let me leave.

      I would make it up to her tomorrow.

      Outside, Bez caught up to us. He stopped Morgan and put two things in Morgan’s hand. My eyes didn’t adjust to the dark that quickly, so I summoned a bit of light to illuminate the situation.

      Morgan hissed and slapped my hand. “Put that away.”

      For a long moment, I stared at him. Realization dripped like percolating coffee, little by little until it woke me up to what I’d done.

      I’d used arcana in full view of the public.

      Morgan shook his head and let his hand fall down to his side. The soft jingle told me that he had my keys. Had…had Bez swiped them off me earlier? I hadn’t even noticed!

      Morgan tucked me into the passenger seat of my Jeep before heading around to the driver’s side where he paused, his eyes on the back seat. His gaze slowly moved to meet mine. He lifted both brows in challenge.

      But he didn’t question me. Instead, he shook his head and got behind the wheel.

      Just like happened in the bathroom, twenty minutes felt more like thirty seconds. Before I knew it, Morgan gently removed me from the passenger seat and carried me into the house. I buried my face in his chest and caught the smell of smoke and brimstone again.

      Hundreds of questions tumbled one over the other in a sloppy mess in my mind. Instead of asking about the smells, I asked:

      “How did you know I needed you?”

      He laughed. The sound was small and satisfied because it ended in something akin to a purr that made me press my whole cheek to his chest.

      “I wish I could say that I just knew, but it was a game of telephone that brought me to you.” Morgan set me down onto my own bed. “That demon called Ness who called me. Your friend loved you so much. She gave me quite the warning.”

      I wrinkled my nose. My stomach still churned restlessly. If I didn’t get up and stagger to the bathroom, my bed would become the kind of mess that I didn’t have the presence of mind to clean in this state.

      Morgan anticipated my deteriorating state and helped me up off the bed. He held my hand all the way to the bathroom. If I’d had long hair, he would have held that back, too. Instead, Morgan disappeared only to return with a towel and a glass of water. He gently wiped at the corners of my mouth before handing me the glass.

      I had a handful of minutes between emptying my stomach and the next wave of drunkenness where my head was strangely clear. Morgan’s patience wasn’t lost on me. He’d been soft and kind all night when I was obviously a burden. Anyone else would have been annoyed to pick me up from the bar like this.

      There was a reason Ness had passed the job on to him, and it wasn’t because she trusted Morgan.

      Morgan reached and ran a hand through my hair. I let my eyes drift shut and lost myself in the sensation. Already, the second wave of drunkenness was coming. It rolled over me and dragged me into a sad frame of mind.

      “Why didn’t you answer when I called you this morning?” I asked without thinking.

      So much for a verbal filter. I barely had one when I was sober. Of course, it would non-existent when I was drunk.

      Morgan froze. “You didn’t call me today.”

      I pulled back from his touch and gave him an accusing glare. He recoiled, as if burned. Wait, no. Not as if. The temperature in the room turned blistering. Light churned beneath my skin.

      Swallowing, I tried to pull it back down. I hadn’t meant to let that out. The fire was too bright, though. It filled every inch of me, and I had no idea how to contain it once more. It was no longer a bonfire, but a ball of immense heat and power that rose inside me.

      “Violet,” Morgan said softly.

      When I looked up, I found him on his knees before me. He reached out, hesitant. Touch would leave burns, but Morgan did it anyway. He ran his hand along my cheek and let it slide down my neck. His thumb traced the line of my jaw.

      I laughed. “Don’t kiss me. I probably taste like tequila and vomit.”

      “Tequila? What on earth possessed you to drink tequila?”

      Just thinking about the shots made my stomach rise uncomfortably. I lurched for the toilet again. The water I’d sipped came back up, but that was about it. My stomach didn’t have anything else to give. The rest of the alcohol had already been absorbed.

      Damn it.

      Morgan ran his hand along my back even though I knew I was burning hot enough to blister his skin. Over and over, he touched fire with no regard to his own safety. I wished I could tell him to stop, but I didn’t want him to leave. If anything, I wanted him closer.

      The stubborn and prickly man was reliable and steady. He was everything that I couldn’t be, and I needed that in my life. Even if he was a little angry at his brother, even if he didn’t quite like Charlie, I still needed him.

      That made things even harder.

      “It was Charlie’s idea,” I said after wiping my mouth. “The tequila, I mean. She wanted to celebrate.”

      Morgan stiffened. “Celebrate what?”

      “We’re sisters, according to her. Half-demons have arcana according to their fathers. Since we both have fire in us, that makes us sisters.” I lowered the toilet lid and folded my arms on top of it so I could rest my head on them. From here, I could look over at Morgan. “I’ve never had family before. Mom was an only child and her parents died young. I’ve never had cousins or anything like that. The closest thing I have to family are the girls at Bad Moon.”

      I expected pity from Morgan. His upper lip curled at the mention of Charlie.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Why don’t you like her? She’s my family.”

      “Funny how your so-called family shows up when it seems like all hell is about to break loose. I know you like her, but the timing seems wrong to me. You can’t see clearly from your position. I get that.”

      Opening my mouth to argue, I was surprised when Morgan shook his head at me. The simple gesture silenced me.

      “You weren’t there today. I went to Luca’s. We were attacked by demons there. They infiltrated Luca’s estate and tried to burn his library down. I think that means Luca has information that they don’t want us to know. It was sheer luck that I happened to be there.” A growl rumbled from him.

      That explained the smell of smoke still clinging to Morgan. He hadn’t called me for help, and that kind of stung. Not kind of; it stung more than I wanted to admit. I knew that I couldn’t really help with fire. I often made situations like that worse, but still…

      I tensed, suddenly worried that demons would surround the house. In the state I’d put myself in, I wouldn’t be any help. Yet nothing happened.

      Though I wanted to argue that Morgan was worried over nothing, I could still smell the smoke on his shirt. It was evidence that his claims were true. Someone had attacked Luca’s estate today.

      If all this was going on, then why wasn’t I seeing any evidence of demons? There weren’t any around other than Bez. Nothing made any sense to me right now. Perhaps that was the tequila talking.

      “Can you help me to bed?” I asked, extending a hand to Morgan.

      He helped me off the floor and lifted me into his arms. I let out a small sound but didn’t fight him. He set me back down onto the bed and left. For a breath, I thought that was it. Morgan had done his duty and had no other reason to stay.

      Disappointment left me heavy until Morgan returned. He’d refilled the glass of water and brought a bottle of aspirin with him. For the morning, he claimed before pushing my hair away from my forehead.

      I waited for my goodnight kiss, but it never came. No, I didn’t expect a kiss on the lips. Not after the mess I’d made of my own mouth. Though, I kind of thought Morgan might give me a kiss on the forehead with the way he’d touched me. Instead, he paused for a long while, then his hand fell away and he slipped out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan

      

      In the kitchen, I peered at Vi’s phone. Bez claimed that he’d tried calling Ness with it, but the call refused to go through. He’d used the stored numbers in Vi’s phone to call Ness using his own phone. Vi accused me of ignoring her call, too.

      I wanted to accuse Bez of sabotaging Vi’s phone, but the demon had called Vi’s friend for her. Bez might be demon, but he had a strange loyalty to Vi that I could trust. He wasn’t the fittest, so perhaps he sought to align himself with someone who was so that he might survive.

      There were others that I didn’t trust as much. Vi could make excuses for Charlie all day, and I still wouldn’t be able to trust that woman. She’d appeared out of nowhere and dragged Vi into her web all too quickly. Vi gave Charlie everything. All Charlie had to do was mention her half-demon side. Vi needed someone to bond with so badly that she would trust anyone who shared a bit of commonality with her.

      Vi’s phone was startlingly easy to unlock. Her password was 0000. I was a little ashamed that I even thought of trying it until the device unlocked for me. With a disappointed sigh, I flipped through her contacts until I found my own number.

      When I dialed it, her phone buzzed with the ringtone while my screen stayed dark. No call went through at all. I tried to call her with my phone, and the same thing happened. No matter how many messages I sent, she received none of them.

      If Vi’s service had gotten turned off, then an automated voice would have informed me when I tried calling with my own phone. So, that wasn’t the case.

      I turned Vi’s phone over in my hand and wondered what could have gone wrong. That’s when I noticed a rust-colored smudge in the crease between her phone and the case. My beast drifted to the surface. I brought the phone to my nose and inhaled. With the beast present, I caught the faint smell of blood.

      There were many ways to explain this. Not long ago, I’d bled all over Luca’s foyer. She could have touched me, then touched her phone. However, the scent on the phone wasn’t mine. It belonged to a human. I doubted I’d be able to trace the blood back to the human; there wasn’t enough to catch a trail. However, my gut told me there was more than meets the eye.

      My hands were bulky and used to breaking things, but I managed to carefully remove the case from Vi’s phone. On the inside of the case, where the plastic would meet the back of her phone, was a carefully drawn sigil that reeked of blood. The lines hadn’t smudged. They remained perfectly intact even though several people had used this phone today.

      I ran my thumb along the sigil and felt the grainy texture of the dried blood. It still didn’t budge, though.

      Thankfully, I knew how to break magic. It seemed all those hours spent reading had paid off. I found a cannister of salt in Vi’s spice cabinet and dumped half of it into some lukewarm water. The only purification herb I could remember was rosemary. I dug through Vi’s cabinet with the hopes that I wouldn’t have to call one of her witch friends tonight.

      Did Vi know how to cook? Everyone had salt, but as I searched, I began to doubt that she spent much time in the kitchen. That, or she hated rosemary so much that she wouldn’t even allow it in the house.

      Finally, I found it behind the numerous spice mixes. I dumped a bit of the dried herb into the saltwater before plunging the phone case into it. A bit of salt remained undissolved. I used it to scrub at the sigil. It dissolved beneath my fingers and left the saltwater brackish. It hadn’t just absorbed blood. The dark water had taken on a curse of some sort.

      When I was convinced the spell had been broken, I removed the phone case and ran it under the faucet to remove any last bits of blood and salt. After drying the case off, I carefully put Vi’s phone back into it and called myself.

      This time, my screen lit up.

      Satisfied, I ended the call and brought the phone into the bedroom, so I could place it beside the water and aspirin I’d left for Vi.

      While I had no plans to leave Vi alone tonight, I stepped outside to make a final phone call for the night. The only reason I had her number in my phone was because she’d called me first. Later, I would delete it. Maybe I’d even block her.

      Ness answered groggily, a note of annoyance in her voice.

      I bit back my sigh of frustration. “Vi is home safe and sound. She’s going to be in for one hell of a day tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” Ness said, obviously reluctant to offer me any sort of praise.

      My brother’s mate was prickly as hell, but I guessed that was fair considering that I wanted to kill her lover. She was the one who’d chosen to fall for a murderer. That wasn’t my fault.

      “Maybe you’re not a complete asshole,” Ness added.

      “Don’t be fooled. I am a complete asshole. I just have a soft spot for your friend.”

      “Yeah, well…” Ness trailed off.

      Neither of us had much left to give. We’d been drained by the day. I could have felt sympathy for her, could have wondered what took the wind from her sails, but I had too much on my own plate to bother. Ness’s struggles weren’t my problem.

      “Thanks for being there for her,” Ness said. “Vi needs someone who isn’t afraid of her.”

      Oh, Vi scared the shit out of me. She scared me when she trusted other half-demons, when she gave in to the demon inside her, when she opened portals to hell, so I could push a demon general back in, and when she gave me that look. Vi was plenty terrifying, but she was also so much more.

      I shook myself from my thoughts. While I’d been distracted, Ness had hung up on me. I laughed at the audacity and turned to face the house. If there was a sigil on Vi’s phone, I was sure I would find more.

      Inch by inch, I scoured the inside of Vi’s house. I didn’t find anything in there, though I left Vi’s bedroom alone for the most part. Her sleep was more important right now. When I finished inside, I stepped out to examine the exterior.

      Behind the house, near Vi’s bedroom window, I found another sigil. It’d been written in blood, just like the last one. Though, this smelled like a different human, which left me uneasy. This time, before going back inside for salt and rosemary, I snapped a picture of the sigil so I could look it up in Luca’s library.
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VI

        

      

    

    
      Tequila was never worth it. I should have learned that a long time ago, but it seemed that I wasn’t very smart. That, or my memory sucked. Each time someone brought out the bottle, I forgot how badly it hurt the next morning.

      What hurt most was the empty house.

      Why couldn’t Morgan stick around? Would it hurt to check in on me when I got up?

      I turned over my phone with the hopes that I might have a message from him. Instead, Charlie’s good morning text lit up the screen and brought a small smile to my lips.

      Even if Morgan couldn’t be bothered, Charlie would always be there. I breathed a sigh of relief and sank deep into my couch cushions before asking her how she felt. Surprisingly, Charlie seemed chipper. She reported feeling fine, which wasn’t anything like how I felt.

      She brought a breakfast sandwich from a fast-food drive-thru and set it on the coffee table. Distantly, I heard the sound of crumpling paper in her hand and noticed that she shoved something in her pocket, but I didn’t pay it much mind until I noticed the tightness at the corners of her eyes. Her gaze swept over the table again as if searching for something.

      “All good?” I asked.

      Charlie lifted her head and flashed me a broad smile before unpacking the fast-food bag. “Everything will be better once you eat.”

      I thought she would take up the nearby armchair, but she dropped onto the couch beside me and wrapped her arms around my bent knees. Her warmth seeped into me and helped me relax.

      “I hated seeing you leave with that guy last night,” Charlie said.

      I scowled. “He’s not that guy. He has a name. It’s Morgan.”

      Charlie didn’t seem to care. She rolled her eyes before going off about how he could have put more faith in her, since she was my sister after all. Charlie wanted Morgan to like her, but Morgan was determined to dislike everyone, and I told her as much.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I think he has something against demons. It’s not our fault we are the way we are. No one asks for their arcana. It’s given to us against our will. Can he really blame us for that?”

      I opened my mouth to tell her that wasn’t the case, but a wave of pain stopped me in my tracks. This was more than any hangover I’d ever felt before. Every muscle in my body stiffened. I hissed as the wave tied me into a knot.

      “Oof,” Charlie said before passing me more ibuprofen.

      I really hoped this stayed down. The aspirin had come back up earlier, and I’d heard that ibuprofen was horrible for empty stomachs.

      What was going on? This was worse than just a tequila hangover. Sure, my head throbbed, and my stomach was queasy, but the pain coursing through my body made no sense.

      Charlie titled her head as she studied me. Her attention slid over to my phone on the table. Another wave of pain slammed into me and made me clutch the sides of my head. After it’d passed, I opened my eyes and found my phone in Charlie’s hands. She snapped the case back on, a twist to her lips that hadn’t been there before.

      The pain had stolen my words from me, or I would have asked what she was up to.

      “Huh,” she said softly.

      “Huh what?”

      Her head snapped up. “Oh, nothing! You should get something to eat. At least, I was kind enough to bring you breakfast. Greasy food is always the best hangover cure.”

      Charlie would have been right were it not for the waves of pain overtaking me. I was lost in a sea of misery with no way out. When I closed my eyes to ride it out, I swallowed my plea for Morgan’s touch.

      I would have sent him a message, but he never answered me anymore. No one did. My friends didn’t have time for me. Bez had called Ness who’d called Morgan who later disappeared on me.

      I wasn’t that much of a burden, I didn’t think. My arcana was unpredictable and dangerous, but I liked to think that I had a handle on it for the most part. If I crossed a line, they knew how to bring me back. Morgan knew the secret. He’d done it time and time again.

      That was probably what’d pushed him away. He grew tired of having to save me. If I couldn’t save myself, then the responsibility sat on his shoulders. No one deserved to have the weight of that on them at all times. My friends shouldn’t have had to look after me.

      “Maybe you should spend less time with Morgan,” Charlie said.

      My head snapped up, sending another wave of pain rolling through me.

      She raised both hands in a placating gesture. “Hear me out. He clearly doesn’t care for you as much as you care for him. If you keep putting your faith in this guy, he’s going to let you down. You might as well save yourself the trouble and walk away now.”

      I bit my lip. It wasn’t that Morgan didn’t care. That wasn’t the problem. I didn’t think.

      He hadn’t gone to me when he’d been hurt. He refused to answer my calls and even pretended that I’d never called him.

      I hung my head because Charlie might have been right. The demonic part of me refused to give in, though. She clung to Morgan with every last bit of her resolve. She would never let go. Never.

      That’s how I knew this wasn’t going to work. If my demon side wanted something, it wasn’t good. The thought brought tears to my eyes. He was my friend. Right? We were friends, at the very least?

      Charlie touched my knee. Her fingers radiated warmth as she gave me a soft smile. “I’ll always be there for you, sis. It’s you and me against the world. When everyone else leaves you, I’ll be there.”

      No one was going to leave me. Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to even say that. I wasn’t convinced it was true. Everyone had drifted away from me. When was the last time I’d heard from Addie? I only ever saw Ness when she needed help extracting Morgan from her life. Cerri had vanished almost altogether, only appearing when called upon.

      My friends were drifting apart, and I wasn’t ready to face the truth of that yet.

      “Come on,” Charlie said. “I have something I want to show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Morgan

      

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept.

      Luca’s foyer hadn’t been scrubbed completely. The body of the big red demon had been disposed of, but there were blood stains marring the pristine room. The smell of smoke nearly overpowered the lingering scent of brimstone.

      In the basement, the walls bore charred marks from the attempted fire. Luca and I had put it out and dealt with the invasion, but it’d taken a while. We’d worked together to dispatch the red demon as quickly as possible and with minimal damage. I could have killed it on my own, but Luca’s estate would have been in much worse condition.

      Luca hadn’t been too happy to see my face again, but when I’d explained what I’d found and how it pertained to Vi, he’d let me back in. Might as well have another set of hands around in case the demons took another shot at burning the house down. Right?

      We’d been in the basement library for hours. Stacks of books covered the tables. Some of the books had been left open to specific reference pages. Others had been deemed lacking and were left closed.

      So far, everything we’d found pointed back to demons. The sigils were black magic. It wasn’t the usual soul work that fed on the caster’s soul, but a kind of blood magic that used souls trapped in Hell to fuel the magic. How did someone get the blood of a soul trapped in Hell? Usually by sending them to Hell themselves, which meant that Charlie was murdering people.

      This method of black magic left the user’s soul intact, if they even had one to begin with. The denizens of Hell preferred this kind of magic because most of them didn’t have souls anymore…or even to begin with.

      My dragon lashed its tail upon finding out this information. This meant that someone had to get close enough to Vi in order to take her phone without raising suspicion.

      “You’re crushing my tenth century table,” Luca said, voice low with a hint of warning.

      I snapped back to the present just in time to hear the wood beneath my hands groan softly. Jerking back from the ancient, worn table, I threw a glare in Luca’s direction.

      “Tenth century? You’re kidding.”

      Luca stared me dead in the eyes until I looked away. My dragon moved restlessly, stretching my skin until it burned from the strain of keeping the beast locked way. I rolled my shoulders and tried to get the creature to settle back down, but it wasn’t in the mood.

      Vi’s safety was at risk, and I wasn’t at her side.

      The half-demon woman could immolate people. She would be fine on her own. The beast needed to remember that she was a nuclear plant waiting to explode. Vi could take care of herself.

      The beast snarled at me, though. It warned me that I couldn’t avoid her forever. I wasn’t quite sure what it meant by that. The thought could slide into the empty void because I didn’t need to unpack anything today.

      “If you kill your brother, you’ll lose Vi,” Luca said without looking up from the thick tome open in his hand.

      My lip curled. The beast’s growl filled the room. Still, Luca didn’t look up.

      “We both know it to be true. Are you willing to risk losing Vi just for your perceived sense of vengeance?”

      The beast lashed out. Pain raced across my chest as if I’d been struck by actual dragon claws. There was no perceived sense of vengeance. Ryder committed murder and destroyed lives. It seemed that no one here wanted to believe that, though. They saw Ryder as a savior and chose to ignore his stained past.

      Luca sighed. I thought he’d grown tired of me, but when he closed his book with a loud snap and tossed it onto the table, I realized the sigh was about something different. I paused and studied the vampire for a long while.

      “We know what kind of magic this is, but not what the sigil does,” Luca said. His attention flicked to the copy of the sigil I’d found outside Vi’s bedroom window. “I cannot find the specific sigil anywhere.”

      I waved my hand in the air. “Whoever did this could have taken elements from several documented sigils in order to create their own for their purposes. It would take a crafty and confident practitioner, but it’s possible.”

      To be honest, I’d given up on learning more about the magic at work. I knew that it came from Hell. That was good enough for me. If I could keep an eye out for it, then I could purify it the same way I’d purified Vi’s phone case.

      The stack of books in front of me could answer another question, though. We all knew that Vi was immensely powerful. Her arcana seemed to have no limits. The only drawback was how she fell into a power-hungry fugue state. Otherwise, she was capable of acts that many of us could only dream of.

      What intrigued me the most was how her arcana manifested into light. It seemed odd for a demon to pass down the power of light. No demon we’d read about in these books had such power. While it was possible that Vi had learned to make the demonic arcana all her own, I doubted it.

      Not because Vi wasn’t capable of such things, but because I doubted demonic arcana would ever manifest as pure light. I’d seen it in her, the way it shone through her skin with a golden cast that reminded me of light breaking through the clouds.

      Vi wasn’t a half-demon.

      I was almost sure of it, but I needed proof before I brought this to her. I needed to find out what she really was.

      If I could prove that, then she would realize that Charlie couldn’t be her half-sister.
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VI

        

      

    

    
      Freshly showered and dressed, I still felt like shit. My stomach had settled after devouring the breakfast sandwich. The waves of pain had lessened, but they didn’t quite go away. It was like having period cramps, but for my whole body. They came and went, leaving me at their mercy.

      I never wanted to experience it ever again.

      Thankfully, Charlie drove. We went back to her place, a small cookie-cutter house with crooked steps. Once again, the neighborhood was quiet. I didn’t pay much attention this time. The pain kept me from being able to think.

      Charlie let me inside. I expected her to head straight into the kitchen to offer me a drink or something to eat—you know, casual hospitality. Instead, she marched past it into the dining room. It wasn’t set up for eating. Instead, the walls were covered in shelves, some closed off by glass doors.

      In the center of the room was a chalkboard that’d been placed on the floor. Charlie stepped onto it and sat down before gesturing for me to do the same.

      “Why are we sitting on a giant chalkboard?” I asked, cautious.

      This was weird. Right? It was really weird.

      I think what gave me the creeps wasn’t the chalkboard on the floor, but some of the things behind the glass doors. There were jars filled with various liquids, all of them some form of red. Most of the jars had things floating in them. I swear a few of the floating things were moving, though I couldn’t tell if that meant the things were alive.

      “Charlie? What is going on?”

      She bit her lower lip. Her brows flattened uncertainly as she studied me.

      I nearly took a step back towards the door. Alarms were going off in my head like crazy.

      “I thought you were ready,” Charlie said. Her gaze swept over the room. “This looks weird, but that’s all it is. Weird. It’s only dangerous in the wrong hands. You trust me. Right?”

      Trust no one. You have no allies or allegiances as the herald of the apocalypse. Many would try to use you, but you are stronger than them all. Trust no one.

      The demonic voice hissed in the back of my mind. Though I hadn’t used my arcana, the voice was louder than ever. It didn’t beg for chaos or roar for dominance. For once, it seemed to be helping me.

      That only made this so much stranger.

      “Sit down, Vi. You have a lot to learn. Let me show you everything you missed out on.”

      My breath hitched. Was this all a part of what I was? I wasn’t sure how much I liked that idea, but I wanted to know more all the same. I couldn’t protect myself from threats I didn’t understand. If I stayed and paid attention to what Charlie wanted to show me, then I would have a better idea of what was going on.

      I’d told myself so many lies all because of the greed churning in my gut. The lust for power always won out. I could tell there was power to be had here, even if it was power over the unknown.

      No. I wouldn’t give in to this. Something wasn’t right, and even though I hated to walk out on my sister, I needed fresh air. I told her I needed to throw up and ran for the door. I should have had a better lie ready, but Charlie didn’t chase me down.

      The quiet neighborhood didn’t sit right with me. Every house seemed oddly empty. Was it my nerves? Or was there something wrong? I moved faster and faster, ready to say goodbye to my mounting panic.

      Heat radiated beneath my skin. I needed someone to talk to, but the person I’d been relying on was behind me, and I wasn’t going back. Not right now. Not when my arcana swelled like this. It climbed, the heat rising faster and faster.

      Charlie was wrong. I didn’t need whatever secrets she’d wanted to share. Whatever unholy power she’d been using, I was beyond that. I had more than enough strength all on my own. So much so that it threatened to tear me apart.

      The heat slid between every atom. It would drive a wedge between them and make it so that there was nothing left of me but heat and light. This is what the entity meant. I’d waited too long. I’d ignored my calling.

      The only way to keep going was to give in and open the portal. The power inside me had to go somewhere. A portal would take that power and lessen the strain on my body. I wanted to do it, wanted this pain to end. It no longer came in waves but drowned me until there wasn’t anything left of me.

      Only heat.

      Will you fall? Just to save humanity? Do they even deserve it?

      I whimpered, my own thoughts terrifying me. The temptation was too great. My demonic side swelled, the voice growing louder and louder as my desperation to live grew stronger.

      My friends had always helped me through times like these. They would have been able to pull me back, if they hadn’t left me behind. The sudden realization that I was alone only made the heat more unbearable. It would be the end of me soon, and no one would be there to save me.

      Even though I was on foot, I went to the only place I could think of. I wrapped my arms around my middle and prayed that there was no light emanating from my skin. How could there not be? My very soul was on fire.

      Hopefully, Morgan could put it out.

      But he wasn’t at his motel room. Stubbornly, I picked the lock to his room with shaking hands and let myself in. The room was dark and cool, though it didn’t stay that way for long. Light poured out of me. It rippled across the ceiling.

      Maybe, if I stayed long enough, Morgan would return and find me waiting. I curled up on his bed and clutched the sides of my head. The demonic voice screamed inside my skull. The sound made my ears ache.

      Is this how you’re going to die?

      Are you going to whimper pathetically until the very end?

      Sad excuse.

      Power could have been yours.

      You failed.

      You deserve the end.

      Fall.

      Fall like your father did.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan

      

      I didn’t expect to find Vi waiting for me in my motel room. Curled into a ball and shaking, she didn’t acknowledge me when I entered. My dragon immediately launched into panic mode and shoved me towards her.

      Feet tangling beneath me, and in my rush to reach Vi, I nearly fell atop her. I managed to catch myself and kneel on the edge of the mattress. Still, Vi didn’t move. She let out a soft sob. I wasted no time pulling her into my chest where I held her tight despite the searing heat eating away at my skin.

      She was burning up from the inside. I remembered how the infection had destroyed me in the same way. Cool water had helped soothe my pain, but I feared we would only create a cloud of steam if we tried the same for Vi. We would just have to wait it out.

      This was nothing like the first time she’d visited me here. Vi had brought me donuts that day. She barely even knew me, but she showed up on the doorstep with food and a bright smile. I’d shut her out, like I did with everyone, but she stayed and sang an annoying song on the balcony.

      Ever determined, Vi was a bright spot in a very dismal world. I didn’t want to see her light snuffed out.

      “You’re all right,” I whispered into her hair, her heat filling my mouth as I spoke.

      Much longer, and she would overheat me. I wasn’t a fire dragon. My element was storm. Lightning and thunder lived inside me, not fire.

      For a moment, I considered introducing Vi to a fire dragon, but my own beast snarled at the thought. No one could touch her. No one but me.

      I knew I was in trouble then, not that I would acknowledge it. That was better saved for later. Way later. On a day when I didn’t have demons waiting for the end of the world and a brother who still needed punishment.

      Instead of thinking, I clung even tighter to Vi. Her heat grew more and more intense. I didn’t know how much longer I could bear it. My thoughts scrambled. I became a creature of instinct. The only thing I could do was keep ahold of Vi.
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        * * *

      

      Vi

      

      I couldn’t bear the silence. Morgan wasn’t saying anything. He didn’t really want to be here. His presence was only because he felt he had to help, not because he wanted to. I was nothing more than a burden to him.

      That was the same reason he helped with the demons. The man was made of moral obligation, but I’d mistaken it as friendship. So dedicated he was to that obligation, he was allowing me to cook him. The smell of burnt hair and flesh in the room disgusted me.

      He was in pain for no reason, and it was my fault.

      Swallowing my sigh, I extracted myself from Morgan’s arms and stumbled to the door. He didn’t want me here. If I left, then he would be able to heal his wounds and get on with his life.

      At the door, I paused and looked back. Morgan hadn’t moved. His back was still to me.

      “Don’t worry about the demons,” I said. “They’re my fault. I’ll deal with them.”

      I didn’t know what to do. I had no idea where to start. Morgan had been the one handling this situation lately. Caught up in my own world, I’d left him to do everything on his own.

      It was no wonder he wasn’t my friend.

      Outside, I stopped in the motel parking lot. I had no direction, no means of getting away as fast as I could. My Jeep was still at home. That meant I had another long walk ahead of me. I would have called someone if I thought my calls would reach anyone.

      As if summoned by my desperation, a car pulled up alongside me. Bez unfolded himself from the driver’s seat and folded his arms on the roof of the car. We held each other’s gazes for a long while. The lift of his brows and soft squint of his eyes seemed to tell me he was trying to read me.

      He seemed to be struggling at it, though.

      “What?” I snapped a little more harshly than I’d meant to.

      His lips twisted to the side. A fly sat on his cheekbone. “You’re not going to like what I have to tell you.”

      I steeled myself. “Has Legion returned? Or is there another demon general wandering around?”

      “No, that’s not it. It’s about Charlotte.”

      “Not you, too!” I threw my hands in the air. “She’s my sister. Why does everyone feel the need to keep me away from her? Can I not have family? What’s so wrong with me being happy? It’s killing me that no one can bear to see me get what I want for a change.”

      Fire flickered in my chest, but it died as doubt began to set in. The flash of heat that came with my rage didn’t stay long. I’d walked away from Charlie today. She was into some sketchy shit that I couldn’t trust.

      “Bez,” I said softly. It was a plea and a warning wrapped into one.

      “He has a point,” a voice said from above.

      I lifted my head and found Morgan on the balcony. The sigh that tried to leave me got stuck in my throat where it choked me. I coughed and swallowed. Still, a lump remained.

      “You can’t trust her,” Morgan said. “I found a sigil painted in blood on the inside of your phone case. She’s manipulating you into believing what she wants you to believe. If you don’t start to question her, then she’s going to end up hurting you.”

      Immediately, I pulled my phone from my pocket and pried the case off it to show Morgan that there was nothing there. He shook his head.

      “You think I didn’t take care of it? Why would I leave a blood sigil on your phone? You tried to call me the other day and it didn’t reach me. Last night, Bez tried to call Ness using your phone and the call wouldn’t go through. He had to use his own phone to reach her. Someone is trying to keep you away from those who love you. Who would do that?”

      Morgan slowly descended the stairs and approached me. I gazed up at him. Though I wished my fire would blaze, it remained a flickering spark that would die in the barest of winds. I covered my chest with my hands as if that might protect the small spark.

      “I feel like I’m imposing on an intimate situation.” Bez stepped back so he could get into his car.

      Morgan pointed at Bez. “No. Stay. You’re going to do something for me.”

      I let Morgan drag me back up to his motel room where I sat on the edge of his bed with my arms crossed over my chest. Bez stayed by the door. He moved from foot to foot as if getting ready to run on the drop of a dime. Considering the fact that Morgan could exorcise demons and I could burn them out, Bez was in dangerous company. It made sense that he would be uncomfortable.

      When Bez looked to me for reassurance, I couldn’t even muster a fake smile. I was exhausted. The hangover had ended, thankfully. There were no more waves of odd pain.

      I paused. “Morgan. When did you destroy the blood sigil?”

      “While you were passed out last night.” He lifted a brow. “Why?”

      “I’ve had weird symptoms all day. This wasn’t a normal hangover. I thought that maybe I’d just had too much, but now I’m wondering…if the sigil was bound to me, would I get a magical recoil from breaking it?”

      Just thinking about the pain I’d been in made my muscles tense in anticipation of another wave. The wave didn’t come, but my body still ached all the same. It reminded me of the pain after a car accident, when you brace for impact and your body has to slowly unclench.

      “Who would have put the sigil on my phone, though?” I asked, absentmindedly.

      Both Morgan and Bez gave me very pointed looks.

      I shot to my feet, fire unfurling inside me. “Charlie wouldn’t do that!”

      Morgan looked down at the rug beneath me and sighed. I spared a glance down to find that the rug and the edges of the bedsheets were now singed. Honestly, I was surprised the bed hadn’t gone up in flames earlier.

      Man, if I ever had really good sex, I would burn down more than just the bed. I needed to learn more control before that happened. Sadly, it wasn’t a high priority. I didn’t think I was getting any. Not any time soon, at least.

      Shaking myself from my thoughts, I felt my cheeks flush. A different kind of heat radiated from me. I needed to get back on track. Charlie needed defending, yet I’d allowed my mind to wander someplace completely inappropriate.

      What was wrong with me? Didn’t Charlie deserve my full attention?

      I dropped back onto the bed and buried my face in my hands. My mind churned, a confusing mess that threatened to drown me. Memories of the beggar and the woman, of everything on the news, of Morgan’s attitude all came rushing to the surface with a wave of bitterness.

      Once again, my thoughts had swung in a wild direction. I felt unhinged. Someone had cut my anchor loose. While I was used to losing control, I usually fell into another version of myself. This wasn’t like the fugue state. I was very aware of myself and how I was coming apart at the seams. If anyone tugged at a loose thread, I would fall apart completely.

      “I don’t feel right,” I managed to mutter.

      A gentle touch on my knee pulled me back to the present. My vision focused, and I found Morgan kneeling before me. He looked up at me and gave a small nod. Strange how I could read that gesture so clearly.

      Everything is okay. You’re not alone.

      I dragged in a shuddering breath and my fire flared. The sputtering spark leapt into a blaze that filled me. I hadn’t realized how unsteady my arcana had been until it stabilized.

      “What’s wrong with me?” I asked. A shaky laugh escaped me. “I’d rather fall into my demonic self than go through this again.”

      “The sigil inside your phone wasn’t the only one I found. There was another outside your bedroom window.” Morgan paused. “I’d like it if you would stay here tonight. I’m not sure your place is safe right now.”

      I bit my lip and nodded, even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to stay with Morgan. I could call Ness or Addie and see if they had extra room. Luca’s house was mostly concrete. If I lost control of my fire, Luca’s house would be safe.

      Here, so close to Morgan, I wasn’t sure if we would be able to get through the night without one of us trying to bite the other’s head off. That should have been enough to convince me that we would never work out.

      Still, I watched him and felt a yearning settle inside my core. Morgan was steady and dependable and smart. He was everything I wasn’t.

      “Stay,” he said, softly his time.

      Bez cleared his throat. Morgan and I looked up at the same time.

      “I’m just going to…” Bez pointed over his shoulder with his thumb and took half a step back. “I’m going to see myself out before this gets pornographic.”

      I grabbed the nearest pillow and chucked it at the demon. Bez tried to catch it, but me missed, and it slapped him in the face.

      Was…was I friends with a demon?

      “No. You have a job tonight,” Morgan stood. “You’re going to check out the neighborhood near St Joseph’s Hospital. There’s something going on over there that I want you to keep an eye on.”

      The gears in my head spun, grinding on each other with horrendous screeching sounds that nearly drowned out the conversation around me. That hospital…I’d passed it recently. I knew I did. I couldn’t remember—

      No.

      It couldn’t be.

      I looked up at the men in the room. “That’s…That’s where Charlie lives.”

      Morgan’s expression didn’t change. I got the sense he was carefully monitoring anything he might give away. Perhaps it was for my benefit, but I didn’t like it.

      “Talk to me,” I demanded.

      He shook his head. “Not right now. You need to recover before we have this conversation.”

      “Recover?” I was taken aback.

      Bez slipped out of the room, leaving Morgan and me alone. The soft click of the door behind the demon seemed to seal us in a private dimension. The world outside no longer existed. Morgan and I were the only two people in the world.

      The idea comforted me more than I’d expected. In Morgan’s presence, I could breathe easy.

      “What do you mean by recover?” I asked softly.

      He looped an arm around my waist and dragged me back onto the bed. Once again, I found myself tucked into the embrace of his body. This time, my fire didn’t burn through my thoughts. Instead, light flared under my skin as butterflies flittered in my stomach.

      “You’ve had a long day,” Morgan whispered in my ear. His beard tickled the back of my neck. “You had a hangover and magic backfire against you. Get some sleep. I’ll have a surprise for you when you wake up.”

      I didn’t know how I was going to sleep with my heart hammering like this. More light poured out of me. It danced along the ceiling like candlelight through water. My breath happily slithered out of me in a content sigh.

      This was what I craved. I didn’t want to let myself believe that things would be like this all the time, though. Morgan was only being kind because I was falling apart. He would take care of me in times of extreme need, but not because he loved me.

      I wish he did. I wished he loved me, because then I could allow myself to love the stubborn dragon man in return. The potential for it was there. I kept it shoved down deep, so I wouldn’t have to deal with the pain when he finally left.

      Morgan pressed a kiss to my temple. The world went dark as I slipped into sleep.
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MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      So, Charlie lived in the odd neighborhood.

      I didn’t like it, mostly because it would have been nice if Charlie was on our side. Vi needed someone in her life that could relate to her. I never wanted to be right. I just wanted Vi to be safe.

      When I slid my limbs free of Vi’s sleeping body and stepped outside, I found Bez still waiting. He sat on one of the lower steps that led up to the upper level. An unlit cigarette sat between his fingers.

      “Want a light?” I asked.

      Bez looked me up and down. “You’re not a fire dragon. It would have been nice if you were. Vi needs someone fireproof.”

      I fought the tightening of my jaw. If I didn’t, my teeth would have shattered from the pressure. Instead, I lifted my fist and let electricity gather between my thumb and forefinger as I pried them apart. The smell of ozone shot through the air.

      “Huh, a walking plasma lighter. Nifty.” Bez put the cigarette between his lips and brought the tip of it to the crackling electricity between my fingers.

      He inhaled and the tip of the cigarette turned red hot. Leaning back with a smug smile on his face, Bez held the smoke in his lungs for a long while. When he finally exhaled, it curled in the cool air before vanishing into the sky.

      “Why are you still here?” I asked.

      He lifted his chin towards my motel room. “She’s the most powerful piece on the gameboard. The others are going to piss themselves when she realizes that. Right now, they’re all hoping they can be the one to lead her into that power so that she trusts them. It’s a busted plan because they’re all acting like Vi will be predictable.”

      I snorted. “She’s anything but predictable.”

      I wanted to believe that my favorite energy-drink-fueled half-demon would never trust a demon, but another half-demon had proved me wrong. Vi’s faith in Charlie was wavering, but it wasn’t completely broken. I could tell that Vi wanted to give the woman another chance. Vi desperately wanted to be understood, and no one could offer that other than Charlie.

      Taking out my wallet, I extracted a few bills and put them in Bez’s hands. “Get us some food. At least three energy drinks.”

      Bez laughed and took my money. There was a chance he would disappear with the cash, but it wasn’t much. Unlike my brother, I still had access to the family funds. If Bez never came back, I would accept the loss and go out to get food myself.

      Not much later, Bez returned. He had several more bags of food than I expected, one being a brown paper bag from a fast-food joint. I looked the demon up and down only to have him return the gesture with a shit-eating grin.

      I groaned. “You shoplifted.”

      Bez wiggled his brows. A few flies lifted from his hair before settling back in. My stomach churned at the sight. Bez seemed to notice.

      “Ah, sorry. I don’t grab live bodies, so one of the side-effects is a little bit of rot.” His brow furrowed as he seemed to realize something. He glanced down at the bags in his hands. “Maybe I should hand this over before you start to get grossed out. Yeah, that’s probably for the best.”

      I took the offered bags quickly so that Bez’s arms wouldn’t snap off from the weight. They weren’t heavy, but I had no idea how long Bez had been piloting this dead body. He didn’t smell bad. If anything, he only smelled of brimstone, which had to be a good sign. Right?

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to fall apart,” Bez assured me.

      For a demon, he wasn’t that bad of a guy. I had to remember that he was likely responsible for thousands of tormented souls in Hell. Bez was a crossroads demon who’d been caught coaxing people into signing their souls over to him. He was an ally, not a friend.

      Still, his allegiance was a good thing. That was one demon that we didn’t have to worry about.

      “Are there others like yourself?” I asked. “More demons willing to help Vi?”

      Bez clicked his tongue as he thought. “Perhaps. Not many are willing to follow someone who isn’t actually a demon, though.”

      If there was ever a time for a record-scratch sound, now was it.

      “Excuse me. What?”

      Bez stilled. His brows dropped low as confusion flickered across his eyes. “You…you didn’t know?”

      I wasn’t going to ask a second time. I stared Bez down and waited for him to go on.

      “Violet isn’t…” Bez stopped speaking.

      His eyes went wide. Mouth stretching in a silent scream, Bez scrabbled at his throat. Even in the dark, I could see wet lines appearing on the front of his shirt as something slowly soaked through.

      I dropped my bags and rushed over to him. Grabbing the fabric, I tore the shirt in half. His flesh had been carved open by an invisible hand. A blood sigil dripped down the front of his body. He looked down at it, his lip curling.

      Bez let his hands fall away from his throat. He rolled his eyes and threw his hands in the air.

      “What? What is it?” I asked.

      Scowling, Bez gestured to his throat. His lips moved, but no sound came out. He couldn’t speak. Someone had hexed him from afar.

      I raised a finger to let Bez know I’d be right back before bounding up the stairs back to my room. There, I grabbed a pen and paper and rushed back down to Bez. I slapped the paper onto the hood of a nearby car and pushed the pen into Bez’s hand.

      He looked at the pen curiously. He held it without problem. At least, that was until he brought the pen to the paper. Then his hand shook uncontrollably. Each time he pressed the nip to paper, his words turned into illegible scribbles.

      Someone had removed Bez’s ability to communicate altogether.

      “Just mouth the words,” I said.

      I wasn’t good at reading lips, but I was willing to try. We should have known that wouldn’t work, either. Whoever had hexed Bez, well, they’d thought of everything. Bez’s lip movements didn’t make any sense to me. I doubted I was that bad at reading lips. It had to be the curse.

      At least, I could read Bez’s body language. There was no keeping me from understanding the frustration making him vibrate or his resolution as he spun away from me and stomped off into the dark.

      For a breath, I thought about calling him back. There had to be a way I could help. The demon wasn’t my problem, though. He’d given me enough to work with. The demons wanted to destroy Luca’s collection for a reason. If I went back to Luca’s library, I would find an answer there.

      If Vi wasn’t a half-demon, then what was she?
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VI

        

      

    

    
      Morgan wasn’t happy about what I wanted. He stared me down. His jaw twitched. I could almost see the vein in his forehead pulsing with his rage. That made me wonder how his beast felt, though.

      The creature cared for me, that much I knew. Did it care about my heart, too? Did his beast understand that the news had devastated me? I needed answers, and I wasn’t going to get it from anyone else.

      “Let me go with you,” Morgan argued.

      I shook my head. “No. I can face her on my own. She won’t talk if you’re there, staring at her from over my shoulder.”

      Morgan’s lips twisted.

      “Don’t you dare follow me, either. I know you followed us the other day. I didn’t stop you then, but I’m stopping you now. If I catch you behind me, I will light your ass on fire.”

      That made him smirk, though I didn’t know why.

      “Of all the things I could have said to make you laugh, this is what you find funny?” I growled with frustration.

      This man would be the death of me. Weren’t things supposed to be easy with your mate?

      Whoa.

      Wait.

      Hold the phone.

      I did not just call him my mate. Nope. Wasn’t me. I definitely would never call Morgan my mate. That would be crazy.

      Shit.

      I wanted him. I really did, but with everything crackling between us lately, I didn’t know if things would ever work out. My longing had sharpened into a kind of hope that made me want to pull him close and never let go. It was the kind of feeling that would snap and slap me in the face like a busted resistance band.

      Those things hurt when they broke.

      Morgan wasn’t my mate. As a half-demon, I doubted I had a mate out there. That was a shifter thing. Somewhere, a nice girl waited for Morgan to scoop her off her feet and give her a safe life.

      That girl wasn’t me.

      I would never be safe. The demons would always be after me. They wanted me to open the portal so that Hell could reign here. And, if I didn’t do that, then my own arcana would turn against me and burn me from the inside out.

      Time was ticking. I wasn’t sure how much was left on the clock, but my decision had been made. I’d known all along what I would choose. It would never be Hell, no matter how bad it got here.

      Maybe humans struggled to be good to one another, but that didn’t mean they needed to be squashed like bugs. I couldn’t hand every single human soul over to Hell because there were some good ones out there still.

      My mother was a great example. I missed her. I should have paid her a visit, but I gave Morgan a soft kiss on the forehead before heading out to see Charlie.

      I climbed the crooked concrete steps to her front door and stared at the tilted cross above the entry way. My heart hammered inside my chest. Oddly enough, the demonic voice inside me was quiet for once.

      I didn’t know what to do in this situation. Usually, I did the opposite of whatever the voice wanted me to do. Without it, I didn’t have my compass.

      The door opened before I could knock. Charlie looked up at me with wide eyes, so filled with sorrow that I wanted to throw my arms around her and apologize for my episode yesterday. I managed to hold my ground.

      Looking around, I remembered what Morgan had said. This was the neighborhood filled with demons. I couldn’t smell them the same way Morgan could, but I had no doubt that they were there.

      Right?

      It really could have been a sleepy neighborhood filled with elderly residents. I didn’t see why Morgan thought it was filled with demons. There weren’t any signs at all.

      I shook myself. That, all by itself, was a sign. The demons were playing it safe. They were lying low to protect themselves from being caught. Which meant that I was really naïve to think I could confront Charlie here, of all places.

      Was she surrounded by a small army? I wasn’t about to find out.

      “I’m ready to see what you wanted to show me yesterday,” I said without gulping like I really wanted to.

      There was hesitation in Charlie’s eyes, but her expression lifted. She looked away a moment before nodding. She stepped out of the entry, so I could step inside. Hesitation nearly stopped me, but I forced myself to move forward.

      Immediately, I saw the room filled with odd ingredients and books. There were new markings on the chalkboard. In the center was a stack of cigarette butts. I tilted my head and gave Charlie a questioning look.

      She sighed. “Someone keeps leaving them outside the house. I’m trying to work a spell that will keep them from smoking near here.”

      Nervous, I licked my lips. Charlie took my hand and led me over to a stack of books. They were dusty old tomes, a lot like the ones in Luca’s basement. Yet there was a grimy feel to them. Maybe it was all in my head, but I really didn’t want to touch them.

      Charlie flipped one open and began to explain the use of sigils in magic. She told me that we have more than just our active arcana at our disposal. We can use ritual-based systems to do more than just burn things. The idea made my breath hitch.

      Without thinking, I reached out and ran my fingers along the open page of the book. I traced the sigil lines inscribed in feathery ink. My stomach heaved without warning, and I snatched my hand back.

      Despite my hesitations, I stayed with Charlie. I let her explain everything to me. It seemed that though this power came from Hell, there were ways to get around the cosmic cost. Charlie collected all sorts of ingredients to supplement the workings, like tubs of pig’s blood from the local butchers.

      Not going to lie, that definitely made me gag.

      This whole process was a little dubious. I waited for the voice in the back of my head to speak up, but it kept quiet. Why, of all times, was it quiet? I needed to know which way to go in this moment. Everything Charlie showed me seemed all right, but I couldn’t shake the unnerving feeling that this was wrong.

      I swallowed my growl of frustration and kept my heat tampered. I could feel it moving inside me. It wasn’t that hot. Instead, it seemed to glow inside me. I pressed my knuckles to my sternum. If Charlie noticed my discomfort, she didn’t mention it. She kept going, explaining everything that we could do.

      “Witches don’t have anything on us,” Charlie said with the widest grin.

      Her enthusiasm was contagious. It crept along my skin, making it prickle with delight.

      “Show me everything.” The words escaped me before I could think better of it.

      Before I knew it, hours had passed by. The sun had set long ago and left the room dark. Charlie lit candles, fat red cylinders that glowed in each corner of the room. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought this a good place to sacrifice someone.

      Which honestly showed me just how dumb I could be when I opened my mouth and asked, “Did you put a sigil on my phone?”

      “Absolutely,” Charlie said without looking up.

      I froze. Wide-eyed, I stared at her. Not a damn thought went through my head. I was as stunned as a deer in the headlights of a tractor-trailer. Death was imminent, but I was too flabbergasted to realize it.

      Charlie looked up from the sigil she’d been drawing on the slate beneath us. Her expression held more warmth than I expected. “It was to keep scam calls away. I should have told you, but I figured the blood might scare you. It’s necessary for our work, but I promise I only use the best sources.”

      I didn’t really know what best sources meant. Did that mean she used blood from the butcher’s shop, like the bucket in the corner? I hoped that was actually pig’s blood and not something else.

      “Charlie…” I trailed off.

      She shrank. “I promise, everything I’ve done so far has been in your best interests. Don’t you trust me?”

      I cringed. People who asked that weren’t trustworthy.

      “You need to communicate,” I told her as I took her hands in mine. “No more secrets. Okay? I don’t want there to be any secrets between us.”

      She bit her lip, her brows arching in the center. It made her seem concerned. That’s how I knew she was still hiding something.

      “Charlie,” I repeated with a note of warning in my voice.

      My arcana rippled beneath my skin. It wavered like light beneath water. There was no heat, only a soft glow. Though we were half-demons, we could still be good people. We were also part human, and the potential of humanity gave us so much to work with. Most importantly, it gave us a choice.

      We could choose to be good people.

      “You’re not going to like this,” Charlie said.

      My stomach dropped.

      She pulled one hand out of my grip. With the other, she quickly caught my wrists, so I couldn’t pull away. I barely caught what she was doing, the stealthy swipe of her thumb through the nearby puddle of blood. I tried to fall back to avoid her outstretched hand, but her grip on me kept me from going far.

      Her touch was sticky as she swiped blood across my forehead.

      Charlie’s brows flattened with determination. “This is for your own good.”
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VI

        

      

    

    
      My stomach growled fiercely. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.

      I rolled off the couch and padded into the kitchen. The room seemed…off. I didn’t know how to explain it, though. Everything was right. It was all how I remembered, the fridge to my left covered in magnets and take-out menus. Ahead of me, my French Bulldog utensil holder sat proudly.

      At the counter, I tapped my fingertip against the ceramic bulldog’s nose.

      What was I doing in here again?

      I peered around. I was in the kitchen. Something seemed off, though I couldn’t place it. I couldn’t remember why I’d come in here, either. Was I really getting that old? I stepped through a doorway and forgot what I was doing?

      Shaking myself, I went back to the couch and dug through the cushions to find my phone. More often than not, I lost it in between the cushions. This time, however, I couldn’t find it anywhere. There was no sign of my phone.

      Maybe I’d left it in the kitchen.

      All it took was a handful of steps before my mind emptied again. I could almost hear the sound of it flushing. What had I been about to do? The bright kitchen with my fridge covered in the best take-out menus…

      I’d…had that same thought not too long ago. It clung to me like a cat desperate for attention. I couldn’t touch it and pull it back to me no matter how hard I tried.

      “What the fuck?” I ran a hand through my hair.

      At least, I could curse. That was oddly comforting. I’d half-expected a comedic bleep and a laugh track to mercilessly play in the background. This wasn’t a comedy, though.

      Inhaling, I closed my eyes and turned inward. The little flame inside me burned, a constant that would never fail me. I turned the heat up and let the fire fill my body. It met with resistance.

      I scowled as the fire licked around another arcana inside me. This arcana didn’t belong to me. It was an alien presence. And so, like I’d done with the infection inside Morgan, I turned the heat up and up and up until the floor around me darkened and singed. The fire licked at my insides.

      It was hard to imagine that this would kill me someday. This fire, my fire, would destroy me from the inside out if I didn’t give into Fate’s plans for me.

      Seemed kind of unfair, but all right. Fate could be a stuck-up butthead if it wanted to be. I didn’t have to listen to it, though. I could chart my own course, even if that course meant my own demise. At least, it would be on my terms.

      I doubted anyone expected any different from me.

      I would miss my friends, though. Mountain hikes with Addie. Late night B-horror movies with Ness and Cerri. Sabotaging Ryder’s attempts to grill.

      Most of all, I would miss Morgan.

      Maybe I should tell him how I felt.

      The fire burned brighter at the thought of Morgan Callahan. The blaze pulled inward, compressing into my core where it glowed like a florescent lightbulb. My breath shuddered out of me as a ripple of pleasure ran through my limbs.

      I could almost feel his lips on mine. How many times had we kissed now? Was it just twice? That number could be a lot higher, and I wouldn’t complain.

      If I didn’t unleash my fire, though, it wouldn’t burn through the arcana lurking inside me. I shoved all thoughts of Morgan aside and tried to coax the flames back out of my core.

      Before I could do so, there was a knock at the door.

      The sound shook me. The fire died down as I looked over my shoulder. I wasn’t expecting visitors…was I?

      I didn’t even get a chance to open the door. It burst open and two men barged into the room. I didn’t recognize either of them, though the tall one with dark hair and stormy eyes gave me pause. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on him.

      I wouldn’t have minded putting my fingers on him…or my hands or my lips or my whole body.

      A flush reached my cheeks. I cleared my throat and asked, “Excuse me. Do I know you?”

      The other man, with an older and more rotund body, sighed. “It’s me. I had to get a new meat-suit from the morgue because someone hexed the other one.”

      Tall, dark, and stormy rolled his eyes. “Say your name, fool. She won’t recognize your voice.”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s me, Bez. Your friendly neighborhood crossroads demon.”

      I glanced nervously between the two men standing in my living room. They were acting like I should recognize them or their names, when neither struck me as particularly remarkable. Okay, the broody looking guy was very remarkable. I should have remembered him. The memory was in there, somewhere.

      They stared me down expectantly. If the round guy was a demon, then they were probably supernatural beings. That meant I could risk pulling out a bit of fire.

      I lifted my palm and let my flame coalesce above my skin. It churned and condensed, becoming a ball of light. “Tell me why you’re in my living room before I start to throw a fit.”

      “Violet Murdock!” The tall guy snapped my name so violently that I got whiplash from the sound.

      I recoiled and glared at him. “Okay. So you know my name? So what?”

      His sigh turned into a growl as he stormed up to me. He took ahold of my chin and tilted my head backwards. Stunned, I did nothing but stare up at him as my heart stuttered wildly. A memory sat trapped and screaming in the back of my mind.

      The man surveyed my face, his eyes catching on my forehead. That so was not where I wanted him to look. He could have gotten lost in my eyes or stared hungrily at my lips. My forehead? Not so hot.

      With his other hand, he wiped his thumb across my forehead. I tried to wriggle out of his grasp until he pulled his hand away and revealed blood on his thumb. It wasn’t fresh blood, but dried and flaking.

      I moved my eyebrows to see if it caused any pain. When I felt nothing but the crinkle of dried blood—which seemed obvious now that I was aware of it—I knew that I wasn’t hurt.

      “Another hex,” the man said to the demon.

      The man turned his attention back to me. Why couldn’t I remember him? His eyes churned like clouds before a storm. Light danced in their depths. The light belonged to a beast, a dragon. That much I could remember.

      Déjà vu hit me. I’d been thinking of this man not too long ago. He’d been on my mind, yet the sight of him had wiped him from my thoughts.

      I clung to his arm, his hand still on my chin.

      Remember, damn it.

      Remember.

      Fire unfurled from my core like petals hat grazed every inch of my being. The soft feeling shed light in every direction. Beyond us, the round man covered his eyes and backed out the door. I tightened my grip on the man with stormy eyes, so he couldn’t do the same.

      I wasn’t just anyone. I had power unlike anyone in this world had ever witnessed before. The well of arcana inside me ran deep. It was endless, born from a source that came before this world’s creation.

      I inhaled and let that power fill me. The heat in the room was more like summer sunlight than a raging bonfire. I exhaled as the power rushed against the arcana squatting inside me. It slammed into the foreign presence and shattered it.

      Nothing could withstand me. The hex was a laughable attempt at manipulating one such as me. Whoever thought they could control me would be in for a world of hurt once I hunted them down.

      “Violet,” the man said, his voice nothing more than a whisper along my cheek as he leaned in close.

      I shuddered. The demon inside me snarled at his attempt to pull me out of my anger.

      My arcana still roiled inside me. It destroyed the last of the hex clinging to me. I sucked in a fresh breath and looked up into Morgan’s gray eyes. His beast watched me. I could see the concern ever so slightly creasing the corners of his eyes.

      He slid his thumb along my cheek. The touch was a question.

      Are you all right?

      The demon in me didn’t speak up, but it wasn’t completely gone, either. The way it rested made me nervous. It didn’t feel like a separate entity anymore. It felt…like me. The wall I’d drawn up between us had come down in my attempt at breaking the hex.

      “I did not like that,” I said, finally.

      No one was allowed to take Morgan from me. I let my hand fall away from his wrist so I could grab him by the front of his shirt and pull him closer. He obliged and let me rest against his chest.

      “I’m glad you’re back to normal, weirdo.” Though Morgan teased, I could hear his relief clearly.

      If anyone tried to take Morgan from me again, I would show them why they shouldn’t mess with a half-demon. The only problem was that I couldn’t remember who’d done it. Trying to roll back through my memories still brought up nothing but fog.

      In time, it might clear. For now, I growled as I buried my face in Morgan’s chest.

      “Should I leave?” Bez called out from the doorway.

      “No,” I said.

      “Get your ass in here,” Morgan said at the same time.

      Bez made a reluctant sound. “It looks like the two of you might need a moment alone. Or an afternoon. I could go get you some snacks to replenish your energy once you’re done.”

      I leapt back. “Done with what?”

      Bez, in this new body, gave Morgan and me a pointed look. I immediately stepped away from Morgan’s embrace. He didn’t reach out for me, either. He stiffly held his arms at his sides, as if that wasn’t a clear sign that he was embarrassed.

      I wrinkled my nose as an awkward silence set it. I couldn’t look Morgan in the eye, and Bez kept trying to make eye-contact so he could wriggle his brows suggestively. Heaving a tired sigh, I went back to the kitchen.

      At least, this time, I didn’t forget why I’d entered. The loop that I seemed stuck in was gone. I’d burned it away with the sheer force of my own arcana. While others had subtle methods of affecting the world, I worked more like a battering ram.

      It wasn’t quiet, but it was effective.

      I grabbed an energy drink from the fridge, popped the top, and reached for a bottle of blue raspberry syrup on the counter. Instead of pouring the drink over ice and stirring the syrup in, I poured the syrup directly into the can and gave it a swirl.

      Morgan grunted at my breakfast.

      Was it still breakfast time? I had no idea. A glance at the clock told me that I’d lost more than a handful of hours. Morgan’s worried expression told me just about the same thing.

      “You need more than caffeine,” Morgan said.

      I shrugged. I didn’t have the patience to make breakfast right about now, and I wasn’t about to let him or Bez do it for me. Bez wasn’t allowed to touch food because he’d clearly stated that his vessel had come from a morgue. No dead body was going to touch my food.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Who would do this to me?”

      There was a bit of shuffling. When I opened my eyes, Morgan and Bez were sharing a look. I imagined if Luca had been present, he would have given me the most disappointed glare ever.

      “What?” I snapped.

      Morgan’s lips twisted to the side. He narrowed his eyes as he looked me up and down. “Do you not remember?”

      I clenched my jaw. There were things still missing from my memory, that much I could tell. What pissed me off was that there was nothing else I could burn away. My brute-force method could do nothing. No matter how I closed my eyes and dug, nothing came up.

      What else had been taken from me? I didn’t like it. Pride swelled and turned into indignation. Someone dared to mess with my head, and they were going to pay a steep price for it.

      I bit down on the thought and tried to wrangle it into submission, but my anger just kept mounting. All the work I’d done to separate my pride from myself, gone in an instant. It would get the best of me again. While I had Morgan around to pull me back from my demonic side, I didn’t want to keep relying on him.

      When I glanced at Morgan again, he was still staring at me. It was like he kept expecting to see something else. His attention left me unnerved. I didn’t know what he thought I would do, but I was on my best behavior. I wasn’t even setting anything on fire!

      My fire had changed. It wasn’t just a blaze. It was so much more than that. I could almost feel a roaring sun trapped inside my chest. If I wanted to watch the world burn, all I had to do was let it out little by little.

      I never thought that my arcana would get stronger. Something in me had been unblocked. Avenues that had been shut off now flowed freely, granting me access to even more fuel for the fire.

      “Do you want to tell her?” Bez asked, rocking on his heels as he looked to Morgan.

      Morgan sucked his teeth for a long while. He was silently debating something. I could almost see the smoke pouring from his ears as he considered his options.

      I lifted my brows in challenge. Now that they’d brought this up, I wasn’t going to rest until one of them told me what was going on.

      “Is this about whoever hexed me? Are you afraid I’m going to burn their house down or something?” I waved my drink can around in the air. “Because I would need an address first, and I don’t think either of you are going to supply that.”

      Morgan clapped his hands together. “I think it’s time for a road trip. You should be surrounded by allies for the time being, anyway.”

      Taken aback, I studied Morgan as if that might give me any clue as to what he meant.
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      An hour later, I found myself in Luca’s basement. They knew I didn’t have the patience for books, so I didn’t understand why I was here. I got the sense that they wanted eyes on me at all times, like I needed a babysitter.

      While I was a little frustrated by their overbearing attempts to protect me, Morgan stayed near me at all times. The heat rolling off his body called to the fire inside me. I danced around him like a moth around a lantern.

      This would burn me later, when he inevitably moved on, but for now I allowed myself to bask in his presence. The knot in my chest from what happened earlier didn’t seem so tight when I was near Morgan. Maybe that was trust. Maybe it was love.

      Either way, I had a feeling I was setting myself up for disaster.

      I couldn’t love a shifter and expect him to love me back. He had a mate somewhere. Knowing him, she would probably be a soft and quiet woman. She would be the kind to let him lay his head in her lap at the end of a long day. She would even ask him what he wanted for dinner and make sure it was on the table for him.

      That wasn’t the kind of woman I was. I could never be her. Hell, I’d threatened to tell Morgan whenever I sat on the toilet. I was clearly not soft and delicate.

      “Vi. Here.” Morgan’s curt words snapped me out of my thoughts.

      I didn’t need to move far because he’d been right by my side. All I had to do was turn my body ever so slightly to see the book in his hands. This put me closer to him, his arm brushing my chest.

      Morgan noticed and moved his arm out of the way. I nearly pouted until he placed his hand on my lower back. An electric spark fluttered through me. I stole a glance up at him, his attention still on the book.

      His expression was always so serious. I still wanted to see the corner of his lips rise in a small smile. Breaking that cool and calm exterior always brought me the most satisfaction. I doubted Morgan smiled much, if at all. He deserved to be happier. And I yearned to be the one who could do that for him.

      There it was, an almost imperceptible quirk of his lips. “Vi. Stop staring at me and pay attention to the book. This is important.”

      But I didn’t look away. “Make me.”

      He closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened them again, he stared me down with his beast filling his eyes. I was reminded of the morning I’d found him, only his beast present. The creature had been surprisingly gentle with me.

      “Vi,” he breathed. “The book. Pay attention.”

      “No.”

      I wanted him. I wanted to rise onto my tiptoes and press my lips to his, and maybe he would open up to me and let me in.

      His hand warmed against my back as he tugged me closer. “Vi,” he said again, his voice low and husky.

      My fire roared. It wanted him, wanted to devour him. He would survive. He would thrive in my flames because he belonged to me. My dragon. Mine.

      I leapt back. His arm fell away.

      The air that washed into the space between us was cold as ice. It made me shiver. Or maybe that was my fear of my own feelings. I would never know.

      “Are the two of you finished?” Luca asked, bored.

      “Go get a vampire juice box and leave me alone.” I wrapped my arms around myself.

      Luca sighed. Why was everyone sighing at me today? I was the one who’d been hexed into a loop of forgetfulness. Still, no one had told me who’d done it, either. They kept that a secret because they wanted me to focus on whatever else they had in store.

      “There are more creatures in Hell than just demons,” Luca began as he stepped between Morgan and me. “There are two very notable figures trapped in Hell. The first is Lucifer, God’s fallen son. Then, there’s Lilith, Adam’s first wife.”

      “Adam had a divorce?” I blinked, stunned.

      Morgan grunted. “More like they tossed her into Hell and handed Adam a newer model.”

      I cringed. That was horrid. Poor Lilith.

      “Why did they throw her away?”

      “Because she’s a bitch,” Bez replied from somewhere else in the library labyrinth. “I’ve met her twice. Both times she tried to cut off my dick.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Morgan trying not to laugh. His laughter made me want to laugh. In moments, we were wheezing, tears running down our cheeks. Luca looked down at us like we were children.

      To be fair, we were a lot younger than him.

      Luca cleared his throat. “Lilith isn’t the one we’re here to discuss today, though.”

      I wiped the tears from my eyes and straightened. Once the last of my laughter faded, I was left with a question. If my father wasn’t a demon, then what was he? Lilith wasn’t my father, unless there was some genderbending happening. I highly doubted it.

      I looked to Luca and Morgan. There had to be a longer list of non-demons in hell other than Lilith and Freaking-Satan-Himself.

      There was no way that my mother had slept with Lucifer Morningstar.

      No fucking way.

      Luca and Morgan shared a glance.

      “No,” I said. “No way. You’re wrong. I’m just a half-demon.”

      But Legion’s nickname for me echoed in my head. He’d called me little fallen one. You know who else had fallen? Lucifer.

      I ducked my head and held it in my hands as my heartrate shot through the roof. “Mom!”

      My mother had slept with Lucifer? She’d called him a very nice man. Okay, she shouldn’t have said that of a demon, either. Still…this was too much.

      Why couldn’t I have had a nice little prophecy like Ness? She’d known what she was since her first shift. When her little black paws touched the ground, everyone had looked at her and they’d known. She was the Black Hound, the Barghest.

      Here I was, strutting around with the idea that I was just a half-demon. That’s not what I was, though. This fire didn’t come from Hell. It came from a fallen angel, the oldest one of them all.

      “For an angel who despised humanity, he gave one particular human a very good night,” I muttered.

      Was it worth it, Mom? Was it?

      “She’s having a panic attack,” Luca said.

      “I am not! I just had a rug ripped out from under my feet. It’s not every day that I find out I’m Satan’s daughter. Oh, that sounds so edgy. I feel like I’m fourteen and going through my emo phase again. This is weird. Please make it stop.”

      Okay, maybe I was having a panic attack. My heart slapped my ribs in a wild pattern. My breath became shallow as my chest cinched tight. Inside me, fire crackled. It sparked at my fingertips.

      “Get her out of here,” Luca shouted.

      Heat wavered in the air around me. Flames licked my fingers.

      There was no way in Hell that I was Lucifer’s daughter. They’d messed up. They’d come to the wrong conclusion. That’s not who I was.

      Morgan scooped me up into his arms and rushed to the exit. He moved so fast the wind whistled in my ears. His speed stole the oxygen from my fire. Spark smothered, I dragged in a shuddering breath outside.

      With me still cradled in his arms, Morgan dropped to his knees. He rested my weight on his thighs as he clutched me tight.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered into my hair.

      “This is dumb,” I grumbled.

      It sounded like some sort of cliché trope from a horrible movie. I think I watched this movie before, actually. A dumb kid, struggling to find out why they were the way they were. A prophecy that everyone was trying to avoid.

      I deserved a better story, right? I certainly didn’t deserve these cliches.

      As badly as I wanted to shove this information into the far recesses of my mind, it answered many of my questions. It explained why everyone in Hell wanted me so badly. It explained my vast well of power.

      I wasn’t a demon.

      I was an angel.

      A fallen one.

      And, no matter what I did, fate still had me in a chokehold. There was no getting around the vision. The entity warned me that I would have to either give in to fate or suffer the consequences.

      Today was a day for revelations, but I still didn’t think it was time to tell Morgan about the vision. Instead, I clung to Morgan. I buried my face in his shoulder and breathed him in. He smelled of smoke and ozone.

      “When was the last time you showered?” I mumbled into his neck.

      He cradled the back of my head as he laughed.

      When my own arcana destroyed me, they wouldn’t have to worry about portals to Hell or demon generals. Everyone in Lakesedge could go back to normal.

      “You know this means that Charlie can’t be your sister, right?” Morgan asked.

      The world stopped turning. My heart paused its relentless hammering. The fire inside me sputtered, going completely dark before it swelled into a roaring inferno.

      Charlie.

      I’d forgotten about my sister. Everything that happened came rushing back. I remembered how she’d trapped my wrist, so I couldn’t run away. She’d touched my forehead with blood on her hands.

      Charlie was the one who’d stuck me in that memory loop. Because of her, I’d nearly forgotten Morgan. Just thinking about losing him made me dig my nails into him.

      “That son of a…” My jaw dropped.

      I threw myself out of Morgan’s arms. I hit the ground and rolled to my feet. Morgan let out a shout, calling me back. Ignoring him, I kept going. My feet would take me where I needed to go.

      Charlie was going to get a piece of my mind after I handed her ass to her. If she thought she could get away with putting a hex on my mind, then she had another think coming. No one could take Morgan from me.

      No one.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Morgan caught up to me and spun me around. Hands firmly planted on my shoulders, he looked down at me with tired reproach. “You’re not going to run off on your own.”

      She nearly took him from me. Earlier, he’d stood right in front of me, and I hadn’t recognized him. I reached up and touched his cheek. His beard—no longer missing any patches that I might have burnt off before—was soft beneath my palm.

      It wasn’t anger that arose. The inferno fed on something else. There was pride, of course. Charlie had underestimated my power. Yet, there was more to this. It intensified as I stared into Morgan’s stormy eyes. I couldn’t quite put a finger on it. Maybe that’s because I was too busy avoiding the truth. That didn’t erase the feeling, though. Nothing could ease this sensation.

      Unless I showed Charlie that she was messing with the wrong person.

      “You can’t stop me from doing anything,” I told him.

      His eyes flashed wide. Without another word, he bent and threw me over his shoulder. I beat my fists against his back and shouted at him. Morgan paid me no mind as he turned on his heel and carried me back inside.

      “Keep her out of my house!” Luca shouted from somewhere deep within the estate.

      My pride and rage diminished. I still fought against Morgan by thrashing, but he had a solid hold on me. While I could have used my fire to get my way, I didn’t want to hurt Morgan. And he knew that.

      Son of a bitch.

      “I’m going to burn her house down with her inside it,” I told him. “I’m going to put that stupid cross above her door on her charred corpse. Oh, before that, I’m going to smash every single jar in that stupid room.”

      Why did she claim to be my sister?

      Why did she wipe my memories?

      Nothing added up. Actually, it all added up to a conclusion that I did not like. These clues pointed me towards a single explanation.

      Charlie wanted to use me. She’d been guiding my hand, showing me the world from her own point of view so that I might trust her, even if half of what she told me had been a bold-faced lie.

      She’d separated me from Morgan. My blood ran hot at the thought of a life without him.

      That’s what hurt the most.

      “Have you calmed down? Are you going to behave?” Morgan asked as if I were a five-year-old in timeout.

      “I’m going to kick you in the shin and run for the door the moment you set me down.” I meant it, too.

      If he wanted to treat me like I was five, then I would act it. He tossed me down onto the couch, where I crossed my arms over my chest. I considered getting up and running past him, but Morgan was a shifter. There’s no way I, half-human, could escape that man.

      The only thing I could do was make his life as miserable as possible until he left.

      That didn’t sit well with me. I couldn’t bear to push him away. What if he never came back? It was a whiny thought, but one that stayed with me, nonetheless. A petulant sigh slipped out of me.

      “Are you done?” Morgan asked.

      I kicked him in the shin for good measure, but he didn’t even flinch. To be fair, I didn’t exactly put a lot of force into it. The gesture was more for show than anything else.

      “I know you want to have an epic showdown against Charlie, but we need you to pretend to get along with her still. That’s the only way we’re going to figure out what she’s up to.”

      My lip curled. The thought of playing nice made me want to vomit. Besides, there’s no way that she would believe me. Charlie had wiped herself from my memory. If I showed up on her doorstep and acted like nothing had happened, she would see through my lie immediately.

      Morgan crouched, so he could look me directly in the eye. “You still have what she wants. We doubt she’s going to let you go that easily. I believe she’s going to try to make contact again.”

      “H-how many times do you think she’s done this?” My stomach churned.

      Had Charlie shown up and rocked my brains numerous times? Was that why I’d struggled to function earlier?

      No, that couldn’t be it. I’d found her hex almost immediately. My fire had sought it out and squashed it. No one could put a hex on me. I was just too strong for petty magic like that.

      I buried my face in my hands. This pride was getting out of control. I hated it and the way it made me think. If I didn’t push it back, then I was going to do something stupid. I could feel it.

      Hands falling away from my face, I said, “So, I have to play nice. That’s what you’re telling me?”

      With my pride so strong, I worried that I would give in to fate. It wasn’t Charlie that I was worried about, but the side of me that craved destruction. I wanted to show the world that I was the strongest, that no one could turn me into a tool for their purposes. This desire would lead me astray.

      Yet, when I looked to Morgan, the world seemed to settle back into place. My narrowed vision relaxed. I dragged in a deep breath and nodded.

      Yeah, I could do this.
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      Oh. No.

      I couldn’t do this.

      Nervously pacing in my living room, I made sure to stay away from the windows. If Charlie saw me waiting for her, it was all over.

      Bez reported that Charlie was on the move. We’d had him doing a stake-out in Charlie’s neighborhood for the past thirty-six hours. While I kind of felt bad that he’d been awake that long, I remembered that he was piloting a dead body that probably didn’t require sleep anymore.

      Bez ran on Hell-juice, which seemed infinite so long as no one hexed him again.

      I glanced down at the text message Bez had sent twenty minutes ago.

      She’s in your neighborhood.

      Somewhere outside, Morgan lay in wait. He had the house in sight. Or, at least, that’s how this was supposed to work. I stifled the urge to go to the window and check to see if Morgan was still there.

      What the hell was Charlie doing? It’d been twenty minutes. As far as she knew, I was still under the effects of her hex. Was she waiting for us to casually run into one another again like we had the first time?

      I smacked my hand to my forehead. That hadn’t been a chance encounter. She’d found me in the parking lot behind Bad Moon Café, a place that only stray cats and tired café employees knew about. Charlie had been waiting for me that day.

      I’d been so mad at Morgan for running off, but now that I thought about it, Charlie must have set a lure for him. That way, she would be able to run into me without him hovering nearby.

      Everyone wanted to use me. The thought was more exhausting than anything else at this point. I wasn’t anyone’s key. I wouldn’t be their queen, either.

      I just wanted to be myself. Why was everyone so against that?

      A hesitant knock on the door caught me off guard. I startled and nearly yelped. Yeah, I was big and scary and could send a demon general back to Hell, but visitors scared me. So what?

      I sucked in a deep breath, collected myself, and tried to control my facial expressions. That was easier said than done. I’d never been controlled in my whole life. Starting now was a recipe for disaster.

      How did they expect me to keep up with this act? I half expected Charlie to be at the door with a burlap sack, ready to throw it over my head and steal me away, so I could do her bidding.

      Just as I expected, Charlie stood on my doorstep. She wore a wide, innocent expression as she gazed up at me. It made her seem small and fragile. My heart almost cracked before I remembered that she was not actually my sister. and she did, in fact, put a hex on me.

      “Hi. Uh, I…You don’t know me, but…” She tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear as she nervously bit her lip.

      It was an act. Just an act.

      Charlie wrung her hands together. “I think we’re sisters…I know that sounds insane, but if you could just hear me out, I’d appreciate it. I’ve never had family before.”

      I stared at those ever-moving hands and tried to find the blood on them. The last time I’d seen them, they’d been stained with it. Now, her hands seemed clean and innocent.

      I nearly snorted.

      Instead, I managed to paint my face with shock. “You know my mother? She was an only child, though. I don’t have any cousins.”

      Charlie’s lips took on a shy half-smile. I dared a glance past her. There had to be some demons out there. She wouldn’t have come here on her own. It was too much of a risk. Maybe she didn’t know that I was capable of breaking magic from Hell, but she wouldn’t be so stupid to assume that I couldn’t do it, either.

      Legion had known all that I was capable of. Though, he’d come straight from Hell. Charlie was still only a half-demon, for all I knew. She might not know exactly what I was.

      Did she actually believe we were siblings? I’d doubted it, but there was still a chance that she thought we were demonic siblings.

      “It’s a long story. Can I come in?” She took a trepidatious step towards me.

      I hesitated. She wasn’t a vampire. I couldn’t stop her from entering just by revoking permission. That would have been convenient.

      But, in the end, I relented and stepped aside. I didn’t close the door, though. The open doorway let in a chill breeze, but the sun was bright enough that I didn’t see why I couldn’t leave it open. That would be my excuse. Not because I wanted an easy get-away should things go south.

      I pointedly looked Charlie up and down. “I still don’t get what you’re saying. Like I told you, I don’t have any relatives on my mom’s side.”

      “That’s because we’re related on your dad’s side.” She turned to face me. “You never got to meet him, but I did.”

      What? I narrowed my eyes. I was not bright enough for this conversation. Was she trying to hint that she’d met Lucifer? Or was she still trying to convince me that I was a half-demon?

      I mean…what were the chances that I was actually Lucifer’s child? It really seemed too wild for even me to believe. And I believed in Bigfoot and aliens.

      Charlie lifted her hand and opened it, palm facing the ceiling. A small ball of fire gathered there. It hovered over her skin, the same way it did when I summoned flames.

      To be a showoff—I mean, to show that we were the same, I opened my hand and unleashed a larger ball of fire. I pulled it down, condensed it into a bead of light before I closed my fingers around it and squashed it out of existence.

      Charlie’s expression lit up. She wore innocence and excitement so easily. It wasn’t real, though. This was the same woman who’d hexed me for showing the barest bit of doubt. I wasn’t going to fall for her lies again.

      Her gaze lingered on my hand, where I’d extinguished my flame. Those eyes revealed the barest hint of hesitation. She might have realized that she was playing with someone far more powerful than herself.

      There I went, letting my pride get ahead of me again. If I allowed thoughts like that to run rampant, I would become a menace. I had to keep myself in check, or else I might willingly start the apocalypse, and no one wanted that.

      I opened my mouth to tell Charlie that she was wrong, but I thought better of it. Morgan wanted me to play along with Charlie’s lies. That way, we could figure out what it was that she’d been up to.

      It wasn’t like she was going to lead me into her demonic plot right away, though. This was going to take time, and I was already running out of patience.

      “What makes you think we’re siblings?” I asked instead.

      “Half-demons, like us, generally take power from our fathers. The fact that our arcana is fire shows that we share blood. Our father, Abaddon, doesn’t have many children.”

      Oh, that was the first time Charlie had mentioned her father’s name. That might have tricked me before, but now that I knew I wasn’t a half-demon, her words were meaningless to me.

      “What if…” I hesitated because this wasn’t a part of the script. “What if I’m not a half-demon? I’m not entirely sure what I am.”

      This, apparently, threw Charlie off her own script, too. She cocked her head, her lips pursed into a small O of confusion.

      Shit, I warned them that I was a bad actor. I shouldn’t have brought this up. The new revelation spun in my mind. The constant whirring inside my skull threw me off what little game I had.

      “Would you like to come with me and see something?” Charlie asked. A small smile reached across her face and set off alarms in my head.

      I flexed the hand that had held flame only a few moments ago, then looked up at Charlie. Her attention was on my hand, too. I wondered if she understood the trouble she would be in if her hex had been broken. With confidence that she didn’t deserve, she locked eyes with me and put on a mask of bright hopefulness that I really wanted to slap off her face.

      She’d tried to convince me that humanity was inherently evil. Sure, humans could be horrible, but they were trying to survive in this awful world. Not everyone had access to what they needed, from housing to therapy, even.

      Selfishly, I was more upset that she’d tried to pull me away from Morgan. She’d made me doubt him. That man’s middle name was Reliable, but Charlie had somehow instilled doubt in my mind. Guilt sat heavy in my gut. I never should have doubted him; he deserved better.

      “Sure,” I said warily.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan

      

      Why the hell was Vi leaving with Charlie?

      I watched from the house across the street. No, I wasn’t inside a stranger’s house. Instead, I’d camped out in the space between the houses. There was a rather convenient bush that I could crouch behind. Since we weren’t dealing with shifters, I didn’t have to worry about my scent or the direction of the wind.

      Honestly, dealing with non-shifters made things too simple…most of the time.

      That wasn’t the case when Vi was involved.

      I’d asked her not to leave with Charlie. They were supposed to stay within eyesight. Thankfully, they didn’t take Vi’s Jeep. Instead, they walked to their destination.

      I was able to prowl from lawn to lawn, though I had to break line of sight a few times. Frustration mounted within me and made my beast pace restlessly. It wanted out. If I could take to the sky, then I would be able to keep an eye on Vi. It was much more difficult on two feet.

      Had it been nighttime, I might have given in to the beast. However, it was broad daylight. A storm dragon would only attract attention, and we didn’t need that. I wasn’t going to be a fool and risk Vi’s safety even further.

      I feared that if we spooked Charlie, she might try to take VI hostage. Though Vi could protect herself, I still didn’t want to put Vi in that kind of danger. If she lost control while in Charlie’s hands, then we might have a serious problem to deal with.

      I would be there for her, though. Vi would never be alone again. My beast wouldn’t allow me to leave her now, no matter how stubborn or annoying she tried to be. A piece of me had become bound to her. I couldn’t leave, even if I wanted to.

      Luca’s words rang through my thoughts.

      If I challenged Ryder and won, I would lose Vi forever. She would never forgive me for what I still needed to do. A part of me worried that I was on the wrong path. Legion’s infection had fed upon my anger. It’d used that hatred to open a portal to Hell, which probably meant that I was in the wrong.

      How could I be, though? Ryder was the one who had blood on his hands. I only wanted to stain my own so that the world would be safer. Wasn’t that the right thing to do?

      I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      For now, I had to focus on Vi and the potential apocalypse.

      Charlie had led Vi out of the neighborhood and turned her towards the warehouses. I knew where they were going now, but I didn’t dare jump ahead for fear of what might happen while they were out of sight.

      A demon had nearly eviscerated me at these warehouses. I’d known that Charlie had to be involved, but here was my proof.

      Be careful, Vi. Don’t give yourself away.
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      I stared up at yet another big twisting metal archway and felt my stomach drop like I’d been thrown from an airplane. The sigh that almost left me would have given away my whole performance…if I hadn’t already done that.

      Really, Charlie? You tell me we’re siblings, then immediately jump to summoning a demonic army? You’re not wasting any time.

      Charlie had led me to the warehouses near the lake, the ones just inside the boundaries of Lakesedge. I’d been wary when they appeared. Now I was downright concerned.

      If Charlie wanted me to open another portal to Hell, then she likely knew that I’d had a bit of a fight with Legion already. The demon general tried to trick me into being his tool. He’d set up an archway just like this one.

      Only, he didn’t have big red demons with cloven feet and curled horns standing guard at every entrance. With their bulging arms crossed over their chests, they watched me with sharp eyes. If I wanted to, I could immolate them with a single touch. I knew I had it in me to take them on one at a time, but there were six all watching me at once.

      Their gazes left a grimy feeling on the back of my neck that I nervously tried to rub away.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked with no tremble in my voice.

      I was kind of proud of that. Okay?

      Charlie reached over and took my free hand. Her brows rose excitedly. It gave her an oddly manic look that made my stomach churn. This wasn’t going to end well. I needed to get out of here.

      The damn archway called to me. It seemed to whisper sweet nothings even though it didn’t have a mouth. No, wait. It was all mouth. I just had to open it, so Hell could spew out its army.

      Abaddon’s army, if I remembered correctly.

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. Who was next? Would Satan himself call upon me? Would he come down and say Daughter of mine, it is time to collect your inheritance? If he did, I would light myself on fire right then and there. I wouldn’t wait for my fire to burn me out.

      “Charlie…” I said, my voice trailing off as I glanced around.

      I tried to take note of everything, but there was too much. This was more organized than Legion’s hasty attempt to start the apocalypse. There were scrolls in one corner. Demons came in and tossed more into the pile. They had to be contracts, souls that they’d coerced into deals. Another demon came up to the pile, plucked a contract, and brought it over to an altar.

      There was a flash of red, and the portal flickered. A hot wind and the smell of brimstone came rushing out to slap me in the face. The demon at the altar smiled, even though the portal shut down almost immediately after.

      Somewhere, a human’s debt had been called in. My heart ached.

      I had to stand here and pretend that I didn’t understand what was going on even though this stoked an angry flame inside me. The urge to burn the whole warehouse to the ground nearly overwhelmed me. I had to wrap my arms around myself to keep the embers from my fingertips.

      “I know this is a lot to take in.” Charlie bumped her shoulder against mine. It was a friendly gesture, like we’d known each other forever. “Don’t worry. I’ll be right beside you the whole time.”

      I did a double take. “The whole time?”

      My stomach sank in apprehension. I knew what was coming, but I didn’t like it.

      “We’ve been called to open the gate and meet our father. We can finally be a family. You won’t have to spend the rest of your life wondering who created you or what your purpose is. We’re going to find out, together.”

      Light rippled inside my ribcage. Don’t ask me how I knew there was light. It was a particular sensation, the fire pulling in so tight that it might explode if disturbed.

      Hopefully, Morgan wasn’t outside. I didn’t want him anywhere near this. His dragon had fueled the last portal. He’d given up a lot of blood to open it just long enough to push Legion through. If Charlie decided to expedite this process and use a blood sacrifice over souls, then they would want a dragon shifter.

      I hoped they were using souls because they knew that kidnapping Morgan would be difficult. It was a selfish thought because I knew humans were losing their lives. They were being claimed from this world before their time, only to be dragged to Hell. Yet, I still hoped that Charlie and her cult stayed away from Morgan.

      “Are you ready?” Charlie took my hand in hers and gave a gentle tug towards the archway.

      I dug in my heels. Eyes on the archway, I balked.

      No, I was not ready. What kind of question was that?

      Charlie seemed to notice. “That’s all right. Think about it, Violet. I know you’ll become just as excited as I am in time. Don’t wait too long, though. Time is ticking.”

      I blinked and shifted my attention from the arch to Charlie. “What do you mean?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the red demons move. They were coming closer. Charlie did something because they stopped. I didn’t even see her move. Whatever signal she’d sent, I’d missed it.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I’ll come to you before time is up. Do you trust me?”

      I bit my lip. I didn’t trust her in the least.

      “This is a lot to process…and your mind is probably still a little foggy. I know I panicked a bit yesterday.”

      The demons didn’t go back to their posts. They kept their pitch-black eyes trained on me. My fire roiled in response. It dared them to come closer. I would burn this whole place to the ground with me inside it.

      I didn’t want anything coming through that portal.

      “However,” Charlie said, her demeanor changing. She straightened her spine and lifted her chin, an imperious look filling her eyes. She’d known that this was a ploy all along. “You’re not going anywhere until you make the right decision. Time is ticking, after all.”

      Before I could even spit out a stuttering excuse me, several hands grasped onto me and lifted my feet off the floor. The red demons had me by my arms, making my shoulders burn from my dangling weight.

      Fine. If that was the game Charlie wanted to play, then I would join in.

      Charlie reached into her pocket. She drew out a small packet of blood and dipped her fingers into it. Before she could reach for me, I kicked my feet up. My boot caught her in the chest and sent her flying back.

      She landed on her ass, the blood packet squirting everywhere like a juice box that’d been squeezed. It was gross and kind of distracted me for a moment. Pain in my shoulders reminded me that I was dangling from the hands of several demons.

      A grin took over my face as I released my hold on my fire. It unfurled, blossoming like a dangerous flower. A laugh spilled out of me and echoed in the giant warehouse. Everything came to a standstill.

      Charlie wasn’t a demon general. These red demons weren’t, either. In here, I was the strongest demon.

      The demons holding me began to howl. Their fingers turned to ash. A burning red line raced up their arms. Everything it passed became ash that crumbled into a cloud on the ground. The demons dropped me and reeled back as my fire ate away at them.

      It wasn’t fire anymore. I got the sense, from the shock on Charlie’s face, that these demons should have been fire-proof. But my light destroyed them.

      I couldn’t hold it back now. The light poured out of my skin and illuminated the warehouse. On my own two feet, I approached Charlie. I crouched beside her and reached out, my hand hovering over her cheek. One touch, and she would dissolve into ashes, too.

      I didn’t want to do it. Remembering the humans that Legion had mutated made me want to pull my hand back and hold it tight to my chest. I’d immolated several people that day. Their lives had been cut short because I’d been unable to save them.

      “You and I are not the same,” I whispered to her.

      There was a part of me that still wanted to save her. If Abaddon had been feeding her ideas of grandeur, then maybe there was a chance to save her. She didn’t have to be Abaddon’s tool, just like I’d refused to be Legion’s tool.

      And when Lucifer came to me, I would refuse him, too. Perhaps that’s how I would end. The entity that had come to me and warned me of destruction by my own fire had, in fact, offered a warning of my own father’s coming.

      The way my light still moved inside me, I wasn’t so sure. I’d opened the floodgates. There was no stopping it now. More and more arcana rushed to the surface. Charlie blinked against the light when she tried to look at me. The smell of burning hair coiled in the air. I realized that it was Charlie’s hair.

      Everything around me was burning. The light ate away at everything it touched. I tried to pull it back into myself, but it refused. No amount of scrabbling could rein in the light.

      Breath shaky, I told Charlie, “Run.”
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        * * *

      

      Morgan

      

      Doors flew open. A single form rushed out, followed by many more. The eye-searing light inside backlit the running bodies. I couldn’t tell them apart from one another. Which face belonged to Vi?

      My beast slithered to the surface. It scented the air, but the smell of brimstone and burning covered everything else. Unable to sit still, the beast shoved me forward.

      Demons rammed into me. Not intentionally. They were running for their lives, heedless of anyone they might have to trample on the way out. I threw my arms up, shielding myself from the flood of bodies and the burning light.

      Vi.

      The light was Vi.

      What the hell had happened in there?

      I threw myself forward. A blast of light yanked me off my feet. The force of the blast sent me crashing into the wall of another warehouse. The resounding thud rang in my ears. The beast cared little for pain or discomfort. It pulled me back up.

      The light was gone now. My ears rang. I could hear nothing around me as I stepped into the warehouse. Anyone who had been waiting inside would be nothing more than cinders now. The outsides of my forearms throbbed with pain trying to eat its way through the shock that should have set in by now.

      I blinked, several times. My eyes refused to adjust to the lack of light. With a growl, my beast shoved power into my human form. It made me gasp as it flooded my system. I’d never felt anything like this rush.

      Immediately, my eyesight focused. New skin rushed over my arms, and the ringing in my ears settled into a gentle silence.

      There, kneeling in the center of the warehouse, was Vi. She curled into herself, pressing her forehead against the floor before covering her head with her arms.

      My beast thrashed. It wanted to settle the score with whoever had hurt her. But a wind blew in behind me and scattered the ashes of several forms. A cloud of dust, remnants of demons, scurried away from us.

      I knelt and picked Vi up from the floor. She protested, warning me that it wasn’t safe. Light still flickered under her skin. It was golden and moved like light through water. It made her even more stunning.

      She could turn me to ash right here and now. I wasn’t going to leave her.

      “I’m going to hurt you,” she whispered into my shirt.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time and likely won’t be the last.” And I was okay with that. “Let’s get you home.”

      Outside, Bez caught up. His eyes widened at the sight of Vi. The light still coursed under her skin, marking us in the dark. Bez shed his coat to throw over Vi’s shoulders until she grumbled for him to keep it to himself.

      “We should hide,” I said to her.

      “I don’t want a dead man’s jacket. Besides, I doubt anyone is going to come at us tonight. That…I…” Vi sighed heavily. “They know to leave me alone for now.”

      Bez drove us back to Vi’s apartment. I didn’t let go of her, not even when I carried her to the bedroom. She clung to me when I tried to set her down, so I climbed onto the mattress alongside her and kept her cradled in my arms.
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      I never wanted it to be me versus Charlie. I’d hoped that she might come around and be a sister to me, even if we didn’t actually share blood. It seemed that my hope might have been foolish. I didn’t want to believe that she behaved this way because of her demon blood, but there was no way to know for sure.

      Now that we’d discovered my father was, in fact, a fallen angel, we couldn’t compare me to other half-demons. We were back to square one with no information. Everything I thought I knew turned out to be false. I couldn’t rely on my own experience anymore.

      Which was frustrating when the clock was ticking down in the background. Not only did I have my own expiration date—according to my vision—but Charlie had mentioned a time limit. I wished she’d said more. She’d been aware that I’d broken her sigil, so nothing important had slipped out while she’d shown me her hellgate.

      Charlie had simply played along to get me to where she wanted me to be. And I, being a useless fool, had followed along without question. I should have known that she wouldn’t be that naïve. There was no way that she would have acted so quickly unless her own deadline was quickly approaching.

      I didn’t know what she was waiting for. Hell, I didn’t even know when my power would recoil and destroy me.

      I still hadn’t told anyone about the vision. My fire, the brilliant flames that nearly destroyed a warehouse full of demons, would be my own downfall. After what happened, I had a feeling that was going to be sooner rather than later.

      So, I asked my friends for one last day together. I just…I wanted to make sure we could have that, at the very least.

      Ness and Ryder decided to make it an event. They invited us to their house outside the city. Though the temperatures had dropped, the smell of smoke on the air told me that Ryder had fired up the grill out back. My stomach growled greedily.

      Beside me, Morgan growled, too. His growl wasn’t as excited. His jaw was tight. He stared at his brother’s house as if his gaze alone could set it on fire.

      Before we approached the door, I took Morgan’s hand and pulled him aside. “If you can’t do this, you don’t have to stay. You’re welcome to do whatever you want.”

      Morgan glared at the house for several heartbeats before giving me his full attention. He sighed, deflating.

      I almost expected him to say, anything for you. Instead, his upper lip curled.

      I rolled my eyes. “Please don’t fight today.”

      Morgan narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re treating today like it’s a special occasion. Is it your birthday, and you haven’t told me? Should I be worried?”

      Shit, I didn’t know how to explain to him that I was preparing to die. I wouldn’t have to die if I started the apocalypse, but that seemed like a lot of work with not a lot of payoff. What was the point of living if everything I loved was gone?

      I opened my mouth, but I didn’t have an explanation for Morgan, so I closed it again.

      He eyed me warily. I wasn’t being all that subtle, so I couldn’t blame him. He kept an eye on me as I pressed forward. When he caught up to me, he took my hand in his and threaded our fingers together. I glanced down with a question ready on my lips.

      Ness’s disgruntled groan brought my attention back up. Her eyes were on my hand in Morgan’s. I gave her a questioning look, but she ignored me and stepped aside, so we could enter.

      Cerri and Addie were already in the living room. Several glass bottles filled with sparkling liquids sat on the coffee table. Between them was a card deck. It seemed that drinking games were in my future.

      My friends beckoned me over. Morgan gave up my hand, though I could feel his reluctance. I tried to tug him further into the room, but he shook his head. Apparently, he didn’t want to hang with the girls. Yet, he still lingered by the doorway.

      The way Morgan kept glancing down the hall towards the back door, I knew he was thinking about his brother. Morgan wasn’t going to be the first one to make contact, but I could tell that he wanted to see Ryder. Despite everything that was still between them, they loved each other.

      Thinking about what Morgan wanted made me sad. I hoped that I could change his mind before my firelight destroyed me. Given the fact that I had no idea how much time I had left, I wasn’t sure if I could fix the brothers.

      “Cerri’s homemade ciders are way too potent,” Addie said with a slight slur.

      I pulled my attention away from Morgan, so I could gape at the softest and quietest of our friends. “Adeline. Are you drunk already? It’s barely two in the afternoon!”

      Cerri laughed and set a bottle in front of me. It glistened. The sharp green liquid filled me with caution. Cider shouldn’t be that color, but most ciders weren’t brewed by a potion-crafter.

      How many other chances would I have to drink? Was this my last opportunity? My thoughts were turning morbid. I couldn’t live like I was counting down the moments. That would suck the life out of me, and if my mood turned sour, then everyone would know there was something wrong.

      I wanted to keep this from them. They didn’t need to worry about the inevitable.

      

      Morgan

      

      Vi was acting strange. She was strange to begin with, of course. Today, something was off. There was a downcast cloud hanging over her head. It was as if she had to force a smile to her face to hide whatever was going on inside her mind.

      Finding out that Charlie wanted to use her might have been devastating, but I expected the fiery woman to bounce back with a vengeance. Vi seemed like the kind of person to exist on nothing more than spite and caffeine. Without either, she appeared devoid of joy, and it wrecked me more than I wanted to admit.

      I left her with her friends because I knew she would be in good hands. Unfortunately, Ness followed me out to the backyard. I’d wanted to find my brother, not pick a fight with the Black Hound shifter.

      Sighing, I turned. “What do you want?”

      Ness stiffened and lifted her chin. Her uptight demeanor quickly fell away when she glanced back to where we’d left Vi. Ness must have noticed Vi’s mood, too.

      “I want to hate you, but I can see the way she looks at you,” Ness said.

      “Don’t worry. That will change when I’m done here.”

      Everyone made sure to warn me that I would lose Vi when I got what I came for. My brother needed to be put down, though. He was a cold-blooded murderer, and I would make sure that he never killed again.

      “Morgan,” Ness sighed as she rolled her eyes. “You can’t stick to your guns like this. If you do that, you’re going to lose everything. You’re not going to get what you want. Ryder won’t go down. I won’t let that happen, so you can just stop trying right now. If you give up on your crusade, you might actually have a nice future with Vi.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Ness cut me off.

      “Before Ryder arrived, my Alpha had already killed me once. After that, he made sure to beat me within an inch of my life, so I wouldn’t realize my own power. He kept me under his thumb by hurting me and the people around me. I was hopeless. I kept my head down because I didn’t have any other options until Ryder agreed to help me.”

      My beast moved inside me. It didn’t rise to growl or snarl at Ness’s defense of Ryder. Instead, the beast seemed curious. From the outside, Ness seemed to have an idyllic life. I’d gravely underestimated her predicament.

      “Alvin Combs deserved what came to him. And your father did, too. He might have been a good man, once upon a time, but that time ended. Ryder only did what he did to help you and your clan.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t need to stay and listen to more propaganda from a woman who hadn’t been there.

      Inside, I made my way back to the front door. I didn’t know where I was going, only that I couldn’t stay.

      “Get back here.”

      Her soft voice drew me to a halt. I rocked on my heels.

      When I turned, I found Vi perched on the porch railing, her knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them. Light coursed under her skin again. She closed her eyes, inhaled, and wrinkled her brows. The light faded, but only for a moment before flaring bright again.

      “You’re losing control of it.” The breath rushed out of me.

      Vi gave me a soft smile that said everything. Don’t worry about it. This isn’t your problem. I won’t let it become your problem.

      “Violet,” I breathed.

      She gave me another wan smile. I couldn’t bear to see the emptiness of the gesture or how her gaze dropped and sadness crept in.

      I stepped closer, but Vi shook her head. This time, my beast snarled. It wouldn’t be stopped. The beast knew what had to be done, and no one was going to stop me.

      She tried to scramble backwards off the railing. The light insider her flashed bright, but I ignored it and reached for her. I caught her arm and pulled her back towards me. She crashed into my chest where I held her tight as we dropped down together.

      “Just like a wyrmling,” I began. “As you grow stronger, your methods of containing your power will have to change. That’s nothing to be ashamed of. Take a deep breath and stop fighting it.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not like that. I’m not a baby dragon shifter. I’m something else, and my time is almost up.”

      I froze. Ice hit my veins. The beast thrashed, shattering me. The thought of a world without Vi made the creature roar with pain.

      Vi extracted herself from my arms and stood. Even though she hunched in on herself, the light inside her still radiated in every direction. She stared at the flickering shadows created by her arcana and scowled. She seemed close to tears.

      “I wanted to have one last day, but Cerri’s cider wasn’t sitting well. I stepped outside to get a breath of fresh air and…and I noticed this.” She opened her palm to reveal brilliant rays of light. A small smile reached the corners of her mouth. A glimmer reached her eyes.

      I shot to my feet and closed my hand around hers. “Vi. Whatever you’re thinking, don’t do it.”

      The light burned my skin, but I wasn’t about to move away. She lifted her gaze to meet mine. A haze of red passed over her pale eyes. An angry scowl twisted her lips for a moment before she shook herself.

      “Damn it,” she muttered under her breath.

      Her control was slipping. It seemed that recent events were taking more of a toll on her than I’d realized. I knew what that felt like. Whenever she was in danger, my own control slipped. The beast stepped up to the plate, and the creature had its own way of dealing with things.

      Vi had that, too. There was a part of her that craved power over others. She fought to control it and be the person that she wanted to be.

      “When you find your mate, I hope she’s really good to you,” Vi said.

      I recoiled, confused. Where had that come from?

      An oddly bitter laugh left me. “I’m never going to find a mate. My path will probably end soon.”

      Vi’s lips pursed with sudden anger. She pulled her fist back and punched me in the shoulder hard enough to rock me back.

      My jaw dropped. I rubbed the spot on my shoulder. “What was that for?”

      Vi took ahold of the front of my shirt and yanked me close. Her eyes burned bright, not red but nearly golden. Her breath shuddered desperately, like my words had broken a piece of her.

      “You don’t get to exit this world, too.”

      Too?
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      Oh, shit. I’d let too much slip. Morgan got a peek into my brain that I hadn’t meant to let out.

      I released him and stepped back. Heart pounding, I searched for an escape. We were outside. I could run in any direction.

      And that’s exactly what I did. Spinning on my heel, I booked it.

      Why couldn’t anything go my way? I’d wanted a friend, a sister, a single god-forsaken day. Nope. Not allowed. I couldn’t have anything good.

      I couldn’t even be a good person. The pride welling inside me at all times overruled any good intentions I might have had. I’d wanted Morgan to move on and find love, but just thinking about him with someone else had stoked a hot blaze of hatred in my throat.

      When he’d laughed and said that he didn’t plan on living for much longer, I’d nearly lost all control. My pride wanted to make him kneel and promise me that he would go on. I couldn’t force people to do what I wanted, though.

      Of course, I failed to remember that Morgan was a shifter. My human-powered legs would never let me outrun the dragon shifter. He caught up to me, scooped me into his arms, and lifted us into the air.

      The ground fell away. The rush of flapping wings beat at my ear drums. The panic in my chest settled into something more familiar, the pumping thrill of adrenaline. Below us, the world became small. It stretched out for miles. Morgan swooped, making sure to stay within the boundaries of Lakesedge.

      Still, even from here, I could see all that I wanted to keep safe.

      The two worlds, human and supernatural, butted up against one another almost seamlessly. Tiny cars moved along thread-like roads. People went about their lives, doing the best they could with what they had.

      They could be cruel and cold, but they could also be selfless…like myself.

      I wanted to keep everyone safe, especially Morgan.

      We said nothing—mostly because the wind tore our words away from us the moment they left our lips—for a long while. Comfortable in each other’s presence, we soared until we reached the edge of the empty fairgrounds. It wasn’t until I saw the hint of a burnished orange light below that I said anything. The moment I realized Morgan wouldn’t hear me, I yanked on his shirt then pointed down to the ground.

      His flight faltered. We dipped. My stomach flipped as I clung tighter to him. This would have been fun were it not for the ominous light below.

      I knew where I’d seen that light before. They shouldn’t have had time to put this together. I’d cleared out the warehouse only yesterday. Did Charlie have another arch hidden out here?

      Morgan circled, dropping low until his feet could touch the ground. He didn’t pull his wings back into his form, though. The fairgrounds weren’t a part of Lakesedge, though. We had to be careful to stay out of sight. His monstrous form could be explained away as a cosplay, but my light still wouldn’t stop. I needed a head-to-toe covering to hide my new glow-stick form.

      “Stay here,” Morgan said.

      I grabbed him before he could leave me behind. “Don’t you dare go without me. I’m going to be right beside you the whole way.”

      He looked me up and down before raising both brows in challenge. Even if I was a beacon, I wasn’t going to be left behind. That was how we’d gotten into this mess. The day that Charlie lured him away was the day I’d walked right into her hands.

      Never again.

      I would be there to help him. I would make sure of it.

      Morgan sighed. “Fine. Stay close behind me. We’re going to stick to the buildings for now.”

      I nodded. The walls would help hide my glow.

      We crept, slowly making our way deeper into the empty fairgrounds. It was surprising that no one thought to check out the metal arch in the spot that the Ferris wheel sat every year. Then again, I noticed the rusty stains here and there.

      Charlie’s sigil work must have been keeping anyone from treading too far into the fairgrounds. When we came close to one, I held my hand over it and let the light gather in my palm. The dried blood turned to ashes and crumbled, drifting away in the wind.

      Light was my weapon. Not fire. The fire had been a watered-down version of my arcana because I’d kept that part of myself locked away for so long. Pride welled, reminding me that I was stronger than anyone I’d ever met. Though I wanted to push it away, the pride was a part of my arcana. To push it back was to limit my arcana, and I might need access to as much as I could handle tonight.

      We found ourselves outside the gate to the amusement park area. I hid behind Morgan’s broad body and peered over his shoulder.

      Charlie stood at the base of the twisted metal archway. Why was it always scrap metal? It was as if they were grabbing anything they could get their hands on to make these damn arches. Charlie waved to another demon, a red-skinned monstrosity with cloven feet and singed scars running down the side of their face.

      The demon handed several scrolls to Charlie. She stared down at them in her hands. I could have sworn that her shoulders slumped in sorrow. When she lifted her head again, she took in the arch.

      “I would have liked to have done this with my sister,” she said.

      The red-skinned demon grunted and touched the singed side of their face.

      Charlie spared the demon a glance. “I know. I know. She isn’t actually my sister, but we could have had that kind of relationship. Can you blame her for lighting up the warehouse? I was trying to twist her arm. I could have handled that better.”

      The demon’s lips curled.

      “Hush. This is why Abaddon put me in charge, not you. If you want to complain about my methodology, go right ahead. I’m sure our patron would absolutely love to listen to your whining rant before he turns you into a pile of ash.”

      Another demon ran up to Charlie. It wasn’t one of the load-bearing demons, but one lurking inside the body of a little girl. The girl came to a stop at Charlie’s feet. Hands behind her back like a trained soldier, the little girl looked up at Charlie.

      “Have you come to a decision?” the little girl asked in a high voice that was all too serious.

      “The soul contracts aren’t enough.” Charlie shook her head. “They’re not going to work. We need fresh sacrifices. I was hoping to avoid bringing too many bodies to one location. The scrolls are so much more innocuous. Still, I will do what must be done to bring father here.”

      The little girl nodded. “In that case, we have a plan. You may have our vessels. It is the easiest way to amass enough sacrifices without drawing attention.”

      Charlie tilted her head, as if entertaining the offer.

      I shot out from behind Morgan. He caught the back of my shirt before I got far. With a flick of his wrist, he deposited me behind him once more. I made a sound of indignation, but he slapped his hand over my mouth and put a finger to his own lips. I knew what he meant. I just didn’t want to listen.

      There were lives at stake. I didn’t know how many Charlie planned on sacrificing, but that little girl had a future. If I let Charlie cut it short, then I was no better than her.

      “We’ll reconvene tomorrow night,” Charlie said. “Will that give you enough time to summon every demon in the city?”

      The little girl nodded.

      “Good. We don’t have much time left.” Charlie glanced over her shoulder.

      Her gaze swept over the empty fairgrounds. The hopeful young woman that I’d believed to be my sister was gone. In her place stood someone reaching for more power than they could handle.

      I shrank behind Morgan as Charlie’s gaze slid in our direction even though I wanted nothing more than to approach Charlie right here and now. We could be done with this if Morgan would let me deal with her. She was a threat to everyone here in the city.

      Why didn’t he want me to take care of this?

      Glancing up at Morgan, I found his face twisted in thought. His eyes were unfocused, telling me that he was somewhere within his own mind. I kept a hand on his chest as I peered past him again.

      Charlie had turned back to the arch. She touched it and quickly jerked back. Peering down at her hand, she shuddered and stuck her finger into her mouth.

      “We’re doing this together, sister. Whether you like it or not.” Charlie turned away from the arch and disappeared further into the fairgrounds, leaving the rest of the demons unsupervised.

      And unprotected.

      I could have gone in there with a light show. We both knew that I had enough power. The little girl’s face kept me from charging in. If I unleashed my arcana, then I would destroy more than just the demon inside her. I would destroy that little girl’s future, and the future of every other vessel here.

      That was why Morgan kept me back. I understood now. My arcana didn’t differentiate between evil and innocent. I couldn’t pick and choose my targets—at least, not yet. Had I gone in there, light blazing, then I could have done more damage than I wanted.

      I hated that he was right.

      Morgan’s eyes focused. A slight smirk quirked his lips as his attention landed on me. “Have you ever wanted to ride a dragon?”

      I blushed as the wrong kind of answer filled my mind. Shaking myself, I asked him what he had in mind.

      “You’ll see, Firefly. Let me shift, then you can climb onto my back.”

      “I’d rather climb onto your front,” I muttered under my breath as Morgan passed.

      He paused for the briefest moment but didn’t turn around. Not long after, I heard the grunts and groans of shifting. I was used to the local wolf pack. Morgan’s groans turned into reverberating growls. His scaled tail made soft, scraping whispers against the asphalt.

      His talon made little clicking sounds as he approached me and bumped his head into me. I nearly toppled over from what should have been a gentle gesture.

      “Don’t know your own strength?” I asked.

      He huffed. The air around us smelled of ozone. Lightning briefly illuminated the clouds above.

      “Calm down. This isn’t Lakesedge territory. It’s still daylight. We could get caught if you draw too much attention.”

      He grumbled and lowered his head so I could climb his shoulders. Sitting with a scaled monster between my legs wasn’t the worst thing ever. That was until he flapped his wings and I realized what a bad spot this was.

      My hair whipped around my face. I’d never been so grateful to have short hair before.

      I gripped the spines on Morgan’s back as we rose into the air. The spines were no replacement for saddle horns, but the idea was the same. Tightening my thighs around his muscled neck hurt a bit, his scales digging into my legs.

      Together, we dove towards the tall metal arch. Morgan grabbed at the precipice with his long talons. He beat his wings furiously. The wind around me churned as he tore the metal apart. The wind couldn’t drown out the screeching metal as it scraped against itself.

      Below, the demons gathered. Familiar light flared to life.

      “They’re going to start throwing fire if we don’t hurry up,” I shouted into the wind.

      If Morgan heard me, he showed no sign. He continued to tug at the metal structure. His muscles strained beneath my thighs. I bit my lip and nervously looked down. Several demons chucked fireballs up at us.

      I had only a moment to gather my light and send it down at the fireballs. Fire sprang to life in my hands. It shrank in on itself to become light. My heart thumped as the power coursed under my skin. It slithered towards my upturned palm and made the glowing orb brighter and brighter.

      I threw the first orb. It crashed into a fireball and decimated it. Two more fireballs careened towards us. Twice more, in quick succession, I sent out orbs of light. The flew from my hands and shot right through the center of the fireballs. I was becoming a sharpshooter, which was impressive with how much Morgan was struggling.

      This was not how I thought my day would go when I woke up this morning. I should have been drinking cider with my friends. Instead, I was mounted on the back of the sexiest dragon shifter I’d ever met, all while taking shots at the demons below.

      I deserved a pay raise.

      And by that, I meant I deserved to be paid in the first place.

      The metal finally gave. Morgan ripped a great chunk of it off and let go, sending the massive metal piece crashing to the ground below. It hit with a deep ringing sound that made the demons flinch. Each side of the metal arch began to sway.

      It was clear that they would soon fall.

      I wouldn’t have to worry about sacrifices if there was no archway to sacrifice to. Morgan’s plan had paid off, though I knew he’d only bought us a bit of time. They would make another. We couldn’t spend the rest of our lives breaking arch after arch.

      Charlie needed to be stopped.

      Morgan banked to the right and dove. I screamed, but the sound was lost on the wind. He lifted himself so he could skim over the ground before finally touching down and coming to a grinding halt.

      The whiplash hit so hard, I felt it all the way down my spine. My body would never be the same again, which was dramatic but felt very right in the moment.

      Morgan shifted without letting me dismount. To be fair, I couldn’t move. It wasn’t the hard landing. No, my arcana decided this was a perfect moment to act up again. When I no longer needed it, it turned against me and struck me from the inside.

      I cried out as the heat slammed into my core. It bounced back and burst out of me in a bright flash that blinded even me. There was no pain, but every muscle in my body seized. The power recoil gripped me tight. I couldn’t even scream anymore.

      Morgan must have twisted while shifting because strong arms encircled me. I wanted to shove him away so that my light wouldn’t burn him up, too. I couldn’t move, though. I could do nothing as the light churned and burned. It licked at everything, at my muscles, at my thoughts, at my heart.

      This was it, I realized.

      The end had come.

      And I couldn’t even say goodbye. There was no way that I would go out without at least saying goodbye. No matter how I tried to unclench my teeth, my jaw wouldn’t budge. I tried and tried. The arcana still coursed through my body.

      No. I wouldn’t go out like this. I would go out on my own terms. Not even my own power could hold me back from what I wanted. No one could make any decision for me. When my time came, I would greet it in whatever fashion I wanted. Not the other way around.

      Morgan pressed a soft kiss to my forehead, pulling me out of my own thoughts.

      “It’ll be okay,” he whispered.

      I realized he was gently rocking me back and forth near the edge of the lake. Behind us sat several warehouses. On the other side of the lake sat the fairgrounds. Near the far end was the mall.

      The more Morgan spoke, the more I came out of my head. The pain and frustration had trapped me in there and rendered me immobile. Little by little, my arcana settled until I could finally move again.

      Morgan didn’t release me yet, though. He held on even as I relaxed into his embrace.

      “It’s still not over,” I said, not sure if I was talking about the demons or my plight with my own arcana.

      It could have been both, two birds with one stone kind of thing.

      

      Morgan

      

      She scared the shit out of me.

      Not because of her strength, even though that was terrifying on its own. What scared me was how fragile she seemed when it turned against her. Vi was not a fragile woman, but the sheer magnitude of her power threatened to break even her.

      And there was nothing I could do when it happened.

      Vi extracted herself from my embrace. While I could have tried to hold onto her, I let go and watched her distance herself.

      My beast warned me of what was about to happen before Vi even spoke. My stomach dropped. I steeled myself to the best of my ability, but it wasn’t enough.

      Vi lifted her head and wiped at her chin with the back of her hand. Her gaze lingered on the restless waters of the lake. “Stop babying me. If you touch me like that again, I’ll hurt you.”

      A wall slammed into place between us. I wanted to barrel through it and take her into my arms to show her just how essential she was to me, but I restrained myself. Even my beast rioted at the thought of this distance now stretching between Vi and myself. The creature snarled, ready to destroy whatever had gotten in the way.

      But it was only me. I was the problem. At least, that’s the only thing I could think of.

      I gave a curt nod because I was afraid to open my mouth lest something horrid came pouring out. I wasn’t going to beg. That wasn’t the kind of person I wanted to be. If Vi changed her mind, she could come to me. Until then, she would have to deal with the decision she’d made.

      The light inside her flashed. It danced erratically, jerking this way and that as if it were mirroring her thoughts.

      “We did well,” she said, finally.

      Yeah, we worked well together. I thought she knew that. Together, we could have done anything. And still, she wanted to place this wall between us.

      “You’re not…” My voice trailed off.

      I didn’t want to accuse Vi of the wrong thing, yet I couldn’t help but worry. I searched her eyes for signs of the red gleam that might give away her demonic side. She wasn’t really a demon, though. Vi was the daughter of a fallen angel—the most infamous fallen angel.

      How the hell did I end up here, with Lucifer’s illegitimate daughter?

      This was Ryder’s fault somehow. I would blame him until I could sort through the tangle of emotions knotting around my heart.

      Vi pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced down at the messages. “We should get going. Ness is asking where we are.”

      “You go back. I’m going to…” Give you the space you clearly want.

      Maybe I would fly around the city after sundown. Maybe I would drink myself to sleep tonight. I wasn’t quite sure what I needed to do, but this restless energy refused to cease. I had to get rid of it somehow.
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      I couldn’t let Morgan intervene every time I lost control. The only person going under when I finally implode is myself. No one else was going to get hurt.

      Which left me by myself, sitting on a stump near the bonfire I’d made at Ness and Ryder’s. Arms wrapped around my middle, I stared into the flames. The light didn’t bother me. I let it burn my retinas so I wouldn’t have to see the mess I’d made of my own life.

      “What happened?” Ness asked, her voice low and wary like she suspected me of clogging the toilet and covering it up.

      I groaned and rubbed my face with my hands. “Nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Ness made a sound that expressed just how unconvinced she was.

      “Leave her be,” Addie said.

      Ness grunted in pain. Cerri must have stepped on Ness’s foot. The potion-maker can be oddly aggressive when she drinks.

      “Did my brother hurt you?” Ryder asked from the other side of the fire.

      Above, thunder churned in the sky.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. “He didn’t do anything. It was me. I’m the mess. Now leave me alone.”

      Ryder didn’t stick around. He spun on his heel and marched off towards the house like a man with a purpose. The last time I saw him that driven had been when the last Alpha, Alvin Combs, kidnapped Ness.

      “Don’t hurt him!” I shouted at Ryder.

      “No promises,” he called back.

      I could have stopped Ryder. I had the strength to stop anyone here, save for Ness. Her vocal command arcana was dangerous. Stepping into Ryder’s path would have started a fight, and I didn’t want to force Ness to use that Arcana on me.

      So, I let him go even though I had no idea what he had planned for Morgan.

      Morgan hadn’t done anything wrong. I was tired of getting him in harm’s way. If it wasn’t a demonic threat, then it was me. I’d hurt him more times than the demons had. Over and over, I burned him. I was surprised the scars weren’t permanent.

      He deserved better. When my firelight destroyed me, he would finally be able to move on and find a good mate who would treat him the way he deserved.

      God, I wished that were me.

      My face warmed. With a tired groan, I buried my face in my folded arms.

      “You know you can ask for help, right?” Cerri said.

      I snorted.

      Addie nudged me with her toe. “We have your back. You’re not in this alone.”

      No. I couldn’t do this. Every time anyone got too close to me, I burned them. I set Bad Moon Café on fire too many times to count. Our boss wouldn’t even let me close up by myself. Someone always had to be with me because they needed to be on the fire extinguisher.

      I got up and stalked away from the fire. I didn’t know where I was going, only that I had to step away from my friends. They wanted to be helpful. It was a valid urge, but not one that I could indulge. Not when it was almost guaranteed that I would hurt them in the end.

      Fuck.

      I never asked for any of this. I would have traded anything to be free of this power.

      No. I wouldn’t have. That was a bold-faced lie. I loved being strong. My pride wouldn’t allow for weakness. Were I like Cerri or Addie, I think it would have broken my spirit. And that wasn’t good, either.

      “I’m a good person,” I said to convince myself. “I’m a good person. Right?”

      “Absolutely not,” Charlie’s voice rang out.

      I paused. The dark pressed in all around, but my arcana swelled inside me. My eyes changed, my vision now piercing the thick darkness. Still, there was no one around.

      I sighed dramatically. “Are you in my head now? Whose blood did you spill to do that?”

      Charlie laughed. “My own. But the price was worth it to make the long-distance call.”

      Great, now I couldn’t escape her, either. Everyone hounded me. They pestered me with words that should have been support. Their affirmation only felt like anchors that I couldn’t cast off on my own. Charlie’s was the worst.

      She could have been important to me, but she chose a dark path.

      “It’s not too late. You don’t have to be alone,” Charlie whispered as if she’d heard my thoughts while prancing around in my mind. “We can make the world understand. You can have that power you crave. It’s not good or bad. It’s who you are. Accept it. Embrace it.”

      “Knock it off,” I snapped.

      My heart thumped excitedly, and I hated it. Power was a temptation I couldn’t afford. I wanted to be a good person. There was no way that I would give in.

      No way.

      “Let’s talk. You and me. Face to face.” Charlie’s voice slithered through my mind.

      I shook my head to expel her, but it was pointless. Her magic kept her right where she was, and I hated every second of it. She said all the things I kept myself from thinking. Her promises, her visions, they mirrored the part of me that I’d been pushing down.

      Just thinking about the future she wanted sent a bolt of adrenaline rushing through me. Though, I had another, more exciting idea. This one made my breath hitch. A small smile reached my lips.

      Yes, this idea was so much better. It beat the thrill of the apocalypse any day.

      “Fine,” I said. “Where should I meet you?”

      

      Morgan

      

      I would have liked to say the pounding at the door woke me, but I couldn’t sleep. I’d been sitting on the edge of the motel bed, my elbows on my knees as I stared at the floor in the dark. My head had been spinning, and it only stopped when the pounding shook my entire motel room.

      “Get up, lizard!” Bez shouted from the other side of the door.

      His voice shook with fear. I shot up and threw the door open. I half-expected a demon to be bearing down on the man as we spoke. Yet, there was no one but Bez outside.

      Bez’s shoulders fell as he looked up at me helplessly. “She went to Charlie.”

      I blinked. Rage unfurled piece by piece until there was room for nothing else in me.

      “What did you just say?”

      The demon took a step back, perhaps reflexively. He sucked in a shuddering breath and explained what’d happened. Apparently, he’d been on watch, keeping an eye on Vi until she left the cookout at my brother’s place.

      “I saw her standing in the middle of the road, talking to herself. While that’s not too strange for Vi, she seemed pissed off, so I knew she was talking to either you or Charlie.”

      Though I opened my mouth to ask why Bez would think it was me, I had to shut it after I recalled my earlier conversation with Vi. Had she pushed me away just so she could go to Charlie after all? That didn’t seem right. We’d broken the archway together.

      Vi had been distraught upon hearing Charlie’s plans…unless Vi wanted to keep Charlie from having to sacrifice people at all. Whether we liked it or not, Charlie would remake that archway. She wouldn’t stop until it was opened. Perhaps Vi knew this and figured the only way to save people was to open the gate herself.

      No, that was insane. She would never do something so stup—I didn’t want to eat those words. Vi had a habit of acting brashly. I wouldn’t put anything past her, even if I knew she had the best intentions.

      “Take me to them,” I told Bez.

      He cringed and rubbed the back of his neck. This body was fatter than the last. The roundness of his features made the expression almost comical. Or, perhaps that was his laughable cowardice showing.

      “Do I have to?”

      I growled.

      Bez startled, his eyes suddenly wide. “Yup. Right. Leading the way.”
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      The little house in the quiet neighborhood didn’t seem so innocent anymore. Now that I knew what to look for, I could see the blood sigils here and there. I saw them on the front porch, on the mailbox, and on several of the other houses in the neighborhood.

      I shouldn’t have come here, but there was no turning back now. It wasn’t like anyone here could hurt me. That blazing confidence had been earned. Even now, light still glowed under my skin. I couldn’t hide it, even if I wanted to.

      I should have gone home and grabbed a hoodie, but there hadn’t been time. I needed to talk to Charlie. While I wished I could talk some sense into her, I had a feeling that wouldn’t work. Instead, I planned on trying this from another approach.

      A chill rippled down my spine. I glanced to my right to find eyes flashing in the dark like feral cats. More and more blinked into existence. To my left, the same happened. Movement like a wave filled the street. As my arcana swelled and my vision sharpened again, I realized that I’d been surrounded.

      The only way out was up or forward, and I didn’t have wings.

      I glanced up into the night sky and peered at the gathering clouds. Why was it here that I started to regret my decision to meet with Charlie? Now that I was surrounded by demons, with no way out, I realized that I’d made a mistake.

      She’d used her blood sigils against me last time. While I had raw power and indignation at my disposal, Charlie had years of research and practice. I knew which one usually prevailed, and it wasn’t my bullheaded behavior.

      I should have practiced more. I should have allowed myself to be who I was meant to be—not the herald of the apocalypse, but something else. Lifting my palm, I let the light gather in it. The little orb rippled and shimmered before I closed my fist to snuff it out.

      Lightbearer. I kind of liked the name. It was better than Firestarter.

      The door before me opened. Charlie must have noticed my little light display. I didn’t step off the sidewalk to approach Charlie. Instead, I stayed where I was and let her come to me.

      But just as she stepped off the porch, a rush of wind slammed into me from above. Staggering, I looked up to find a massive dragon bearing down on me. Morgan’s wings beat at the air as his talons closed around my middle.

      I shouted obscenities at him, but the words were lost in the roar of the wind. While I could have used my light to make him put me down, I didn’t want to hurt Morgan.

      Below, Charlie put her hands on her hips and scowled up at us. I wanted to throw myself down there and wrap my hands around her throat…maybe it was a good thing Morgan had shown up when he did. A murderous rage simmered in my chest. Left unchecked, I might have done something I would have regretted.

      Killing Charlie would prevent her from opening another archway, but that would be another life on my hands, and I didn’t want that. I wanted to show her that there were better ways to live. We didn’t have to answer to the demands of our fathers. We weren’t their servants.

      I sighed and gave in to my second flight of the day.

      This had been a long week. I didn’t even know what day of the week it was anymore. Did I have work in the morning? I sure hoped not.

      We landed in Lakesedge where Morgan wouldn’t have to worry about being seen in his dragon form. While there weren’t many dragons here, only Ryder and himself, the community wasn’t going to lose their minds at the sight of the giant winged lizards.

      Out of the shadows stepped Bez. He would have looked cool and mysterious had he not tripped over a rock in the process. His arms windmilled before he corrected himself.

      I hauled myself out of Morgan’s claws and landed on the ground. He didn’t shift back right away. Instead, he paced in his dragon form. His tail lashed back and forth, narrowly missing me a few times. I raised a feisty brow, to which the beast responded with a huff.

      The dragon settled after several rounds. He came over to me and pressed his face to my chest. The purr rumbling in him threatened to vibrate my bones right out of my skin. Without thinking, I ran my hand up the scales between his eyes.

      Once I realized what I was doing, I snatched my hand back. I couldn’t show affection. We had to stay apart. If I didn’t…

      Swallowing, I pulled myself away from the dragon. It took every ounce of willpower in me to do so. My hands were empty without him, but it had to stay that way. I wasn’t going to get the ones I loved hurt.

      I wouldn’t do it.

      Bez approached me. Morgan slithered up behind me.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and turned away from them both. Everything in me wanted to be loud and ask them what they thought they were doing. I had all this bustling energy waiting to be unleashed, but I kept it down and walked away from them.

      Every step hurt.

      Why did I have to do this? Why did I have to be the cursed one? It was like I wasn’t allowed to have anything. Everything I touched burst into flames, and I didn’t want to be the disaster that fate wanted me to be.

      My loved ones deserved better.

      “Get your ass back here!” Morgan howled.

      His thunderous footsteps caught up with me. He ran ahead of me and blocked my way with his arms out. Looking down his nose at me, he huffed. Had he been a fire dragon, smoke would have billowed from his nostrils. Instead, the air took on an electric charge that made my hair stand on end.

      “What is your problem?” he asked.

      I kept my jaw clenched and my arms crossed. No. I wasn’t going to talk.

      “Vi,” he growled in warning.

      The sound sent a shudder through my body. The light still glowing in me rippled like water that had been disturbed. I struggled to keep my breath in check.

      “Talk to me, damn it. Tell me why you have a sudden bug up your ass.”

      I nearly laughed at his phrase. It was too funny not to, but I somehow managed to keep it together. This man always knew just what to say to get a rise out of me—be it for better or worse.

      I loved him with every inch of my corruptible heart. He deserved someone who wouldn’t hurt him, though. I was going to go up in flames eventually. This light would destroy me from the inside, and I didn’t want him around when I went up like a nuke.

      “You can’t walk into Hell all by yourself!” Morgan threw his hands in the air. “How many times do I have to tell you that you don’t have to do anything alone?”

      Morgan was wrong. He had no clue, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell him because I knew he would try to save me. He would go knock down Luca’s door and bury himself in books until he found an answer. There were better things Morgan could be doing with his time. Instead of fighting the inevitable, he could repair his relationship with his brother.

      I lifted my gaze to meet his. “Could you do me a favor?”

      His rage quelled as confusion and concern took over. His arms lowered as he reached for me. He didn’t cross the divide, thankfully. Had he touched me, I would have melted.

      “Try to forgive your brother.”

      Before Morgan could say anything, I turned to Bez and asked for a ride out of here. Surely, they man had a car stashed somewhere nearby.

      Bez cast scared glances in Morgan’s direction before nodding. The demon backpedaled and darted into the night. A moment later, two headlights washed over us. Bez pulled up alongside me, so I could get in.

      Leaving Morgan alone in the dark felt awful. I wanted to throw myself out of the car and run back to him, but I managed to keep myself from being too pathetic. If only I could have told him how I felt. A confession only would have made him fight harder, though.

      If Morgan believed I was a cold-hearted woman, then he wouldn’t come back. He would move on and be happier.

      A sob left me. I buried my face in my hands. My heart broke. Inside was darkness that I could feel slowly corrupting my light. Was this what it’d been like to fall from grace? Or was this just heartbreak? I couldn’t tell the difference. I’d never been in love like this before.

      “Vi, what are you doing?” Bez asked from behind the steering wheel.

      I didn’t have an answer for him. My best, maybe? Though, it didn’t feel like my best. I felt like I was digging a hole that I would later lay down and die in.

      

      Morgan

      

      What the hell was wrong with that woman? It was like she’d undergone a complete personality change. This wasn’t the half-demon I’d met. Had the truth about her lineage changed her that much?

      I doubted it.

      The sound of wings alerted me to my brother’s presence before I could smell him. He dropped out of the sky and touched the ground with two feet.

      “Show off,” I muttered.

      Ryder half-shifted to fly here. I’d only ever been able to half-shift once before and it’d been to save Vi when Legion took her. Before that, the beast had an all-or-nothing policy. Still, I struggled to get the creature to do it again.

      Ryder was stronger than I remembered. Then again, he had killed Dad.

      I was tempted to turn and walk away before Ryder could even open his mouth. I shouldn’t be here, talking to a traitor to the clan. Ryder wasn’t my brother anymore. He was a murderer, one that I should have punished by now.

      Why hadn’t I?

      I’d put all of my focus on Vi and the local demon infestation, but I was beginning to suspect that it was only a way for me to prolong the inevitable. My beast begged to differ. Vi was more than just a distraction.

      “What do you want?” I asked my brother.

      He slapped me upside the head. “I want you to get your shit together.”

      I whirled on him. A growl rumbled in my throat.

      Unflinching, Ryder stared me down. He raised one brow in challenge. Tension coiled in my muscles. My beast crouched, ready to spring.

      “You can do better.”

      Without thinking, I swung. Ryder dodged the blow easily, but I figured he would, so I stepped into his space. Leaning out of the range of my fist, Ryder was off balance and had nowhere to go when I closed in on him.

      The man let himself fall, however, he never hit the ground. A tail sprang from his back and kept him from dropping. He used his tail to throw himself to the side. I snarled, fist pulled back for another strike, and leapt at my brother.

      Ryder caught the blow this time and swung at me with his tail. His spikes caught my leg and tore through flesh. The wound was nothing. It would knit itself back together in no time. Still, the stinging pain only added to my fury.

      “You need to get laid,” Ryder said with a laugh as he jumped back.

      I was in no mood to play around. I dropped to all fours and let my dragon out once more.

      What was that? Three shifts in one day? My body seemed heavy, talons dragging, tail too much to lift. I tried to toss my head, but it turned into barely a flick.

      Now was not the time to challenge my brother. It seemed that no matter what I did, there was never a right time. While I could have blamed Vi, that wasn’t right. It wasn’t her fault that I’d used up so much energy today. Every shift had been necessary. It’d been the right thing to do.

      Ryder, about twenty feet away, sighed. He shook his head. “Why can’t you just listen to me? Just for tonight? I’m still your brother.”

      I growled. He wasn’t. He’d given up that title.

      “No. Damn it. Listen.” Ryder’s voice lowered, a warning snarl threading through it. “That woman needs you, and if you keep acting like a damn fool, we’re going to lose her. Don’t keep toying with her like this!”

      My beast pulled back suddenly. I hit the ground in human form.

      “What makes you think I’m the one to blame?” I shouted. “I’ve been doing everything to help her! She shoved me away, but I haven’t gone anywhere. I’m keeping watch over her. She can turn her back on me, but I’ll still be there for her.”

      Ryder’s shoulders dropped. His head cocked to the side. “Huh.”

      The gesture took the wind from my sails. Exhausted and empty, I nearly dropped to my knees. Sheer will kept me upright. I wasn’t going to show weakness in front of Ryder.

      He came up to me, slapped me on the back, and kept going.

      Stunned, I slowly lifted my head to watch him go. What the hell had just happened? That was the shortest fight we’d ever had.

      “Where are you going?” I shouted after him.

      He waved over his shoulder. “Keep up the good work.”

      I gaped at Ryder’s back as he vanished into the dark.

      Alone, I let myself fall.

      I hated my brother. He could be such an amazingly good person at times that it almost made me forget what he’d done. That scene lived in my mind. My mother’s scream of horror would never stop ringing in my ears. Yet, Ryder managed to reassure me so simply.

      He’d come here to protect Vi, that much I could tell. Once Ryder realized that I wasn’t trying to hurt her or leave her, he’d left me to my business.

      Good people did horrible things all the time. I wasn’t sure if they could be forgiven, though. Just because someone was good at heart, that didn’t erase their sins. The repercussions of their actions would live on, no matter what. Our clan had barely begun to heal under Bri’s leadership.

      We could do all the wrong things for the right reasons, and I hated it because I wasn’t sure that I wanted to kill my brother anymore. Perhaps he deserved punishment, but I didn’t know what that looked like anymore. Was it even my responsibility to punish him?

      If I fought Ryder, did that mean I would have to fight Vi, too? She’d killed humans. Though she was in the throes of her own fugue state, that meant little to the lives that’d been lost that day. They were never coming back.

      Damn, I hated this. Why were these decisions in my hands? I was too tired to contemplate such things, and my motel room was a long walk away.

    

  







            25

          

          

      

    

    






VI

        

      

    

    
      It was amazing how little I could sleep while my own body acted as a midnight light show. Grumpy, I set my head onto the kitchen table and fought the urge to cry. My arcana still moved tirelessly, and I hated it.

      “Why won’t you stop?” I pleaded with my own power. “Just let me sleep.”

      If it wasn’t the leagues of demons tormenting my city, then it was my own damn power keeping me awake. There were times when I wished I’d never met Morgan. This all started because of him and his temper tantrum.

      Those were the moments when my heart hurt most. I had to take my feelings for him and box them up like Christmas decorations, except I had no plans to pull them out ever again. This was the last time I’d ever see them.

      God, that was an awful analogy. I really needed more sleep.

      Shoving my chair back, I stood and went to the fridge for an energy drink. When I opened the fridge door, my vision turned red. Startled, I jerked back. Red spilled out in every direction. Liquid, it lapped at my feet as I ran away.

      I jumped onto a kitchen chair and watched in stunned horror as more red bled from my open fridge. It covered the kitchen floor in waves. The smell of metal and brimstone filled my nose until I gagged.

      Then, when I blinked, it vanished.

      Another vision? No, this was different. The other one hadn’t come with a smell.

      I took a tentative step off my chair and breathed a sigh of relief when my toes touched dry floor. My stomach heaved anxiously as I crept back to the fridge. I ignored the tremble in my hand and reached out to slap the fridge door open.

      There, on the inside of the fridge was a dried blood sigil. It’d dripped a bit but was still unmistakable. I slammed the fridge and lifted my head to glare at my surroundings.

      “When did you get in here?” I asked out loud.

      The light under my skin rippled. It burned and sizzled in my blood. If Charlie set foot inside this house, I was going to teach her a painful lesson. Enraged, I began throwing open the cabinets. Blood poured out of them, and a few of my closets, but I didn’t yelp this time. Her silly tricks weren’t going to scare me.

      Oh, but they could distract me.

      I didn’t even notice Charlie sneaking up behind me until she pulled the cloth over my head.

      Really? A cloth bag? I laughed inside the flimsy bag even as demons took ahold of my arms and forced me onto my knees. They seemed to have forgotten that I had more power than all of Hell.

      For who forged Hell other than my father? The crash from his fall carved out hollows that later became the underworld. I would turn my own home into a crater if I had to.

      But my light faded. It shrank inside me before disappearing completely.

      What?

      I reached, deeper and deeper, but I couldn’t find the light that had been so overbearing only moments ago. Where once the light had been, there was nothing other than a labyrinth of hollow voids churning like snakes in my gut. The endless depths of my power became an abyss that threatened to trap me if I lingered too long.

      I came up from my own inward search with a gasp.

      Charlie laughed. Her voice was close, as if she were crouching near my face. “How does that feel? Not used to being helpless, are you? You’re going to get closely acquainted with the sensation from here on out.”

      Like hell would I let her have the final word. I bucked with every intention of running, but the hands on me were too strong. They forced me back down onto my knees.

      And, of course, I’d pushed my friends away. In trying to protect them, I’d left myself vulnerable. That gave Charlie the opportunity to distract and detain me. Now, she had some sort of enchanted potato sack over my head.

      I was half-tempted to pee on the demons like they tell you to do in self-defense classes, but I doubted a demon would care about something like that. They’d been living in Hell. What was a little mortal pee?

      God, what was I thinking? Was my father somewhere in Hell laughing at me? Was God himself face-palming at my thoughts?

      I liked to think that if he was, then Lucifer would have been proud. What a strange thought, though.

      The demons carried me by my feet and shoulders, which made me wonder if any of my neighbors saw this happening. Charlie likely had some sort of invisibility sigil over us to keep prying eyes away. She’d acted so quickly. I was honestly a little impressed with her organization skills.

      I never would have been able to plan anything so quickly. I would have hit hard and fast. Instead, Charlie had taken her time to make this as annoying as humanly possible.

      “Do you want to hear a song that’s been stuck in my head lately?” I asked.

      Even if the sack muffled my voice, I planned on driving everyone to the brink of insanity with badly sung tunes—that I could only half-remember. If they wanted to kidnap me, they would have to deal with the consequences.

      They threw me into the back of a van, which only interrupted my singing for a moment. As soon as I finished groaning in pain, I jumped right back into singing. In the front seat, Charlie grumbled something. I could almost imagine her rubbing her temples.

      We could have been friends. We could have had the sisterly bond that she’d tried to trick me into. Instead, she’d chosen war.

      

      Morgan

      

      I didn’t expect Ryder to call me after the fight we’d had. For a moment, I glared at the phone and debated hanging up. I really didn’t want to deal with him, but a gut feeling told me that Ryder wasn’t just calling to torment me more.

      “Get your ass over to my place,” Ryder snapped the moment I answered the phone.

      The growl in his voice would have given away his situation even if there weren’t sounds of fighting in the background. Ness shouted something, her voice booming with the power of her arcana. There was a meaty slap as someone hit the ground. For an instant, I thought that maybe they didn’t need me after all.

      But my beast rose and pushed me forward. I was on my feet without thinking. Halfway to the door, I realized what I was doing. Was I really going to run to my brother’s aid?

      The answer was yes. Resoundingly, yes.

      My beast knew exactly which direction to go. I wasted no time using my shifter speed to cut through the suburbs and woods to get to Ryder’s home outside the city. My increasing familiarity with the area should have bothered me, but the sensation of coming home was oddly intoxicating. I didn’t have time to interrogate it when there was danger ahead.

      The smell of brimstone and smoke reached my nose. Shouts and screams filled the air with chaos. I glanced up at the sky. The sun was too high for me to call Luca for assistance, but another idea did occur to me.

      Just out of sight of Ryder’s home, I pause and sent a message to Luca. If the demons were here, then I needed to make sure that Vi was safe. She didn’t want to see me; she’d made that much clear. However, I doubted she would mind a visit from Luca—or to visit him.

      The vampire knew how to summon Vi. He could draw a summoning circle and pull her to him. If she was with Luca, then I would be able to focus on the task at hand. That was only if the vampire was awake to receive my message, though. It was nearly ten in the morning. There was a chance the old undead guy had crawled into his coffin for the day.

      However, Luca answered promptly. He agreed to the plan. I didn’t bother responding because I knew he wouldn’t care. Luca had likely put his phone down already.

      Knowing that Vi would be in safe hands, I charged ahead and broke out of the woods. I slammed into the body of a red-skinned demon. The creature crumpled under the impact. Before checking to see if the demon was down for the count, I reached for a nearby demon in a human vessel and pulled him close.

      I whispered a quick exorcism in the man’s ears and felt him go limp in my arms. Sometimes, it paid off to be the nerd. I’d lived my early years with my nose in book after book. Seeing Luca’s library filled me with a kind of excitement that I knew no one else shared. If I’d had time, I would have gone back to devour the collection one tome at a time.

      However, there were too many fights that required my attention. If it wasn’t this demon infestation, then it was my brother. I would never get the chance to read another old tome again. There was still so much knowledge that I would never know.

      The red demon unfolded itself and rose from the ground. Undeterred, I pulled a static charge through my body and launched it at the demon. The creature flew off its cloven feet and hit the side of Ryder’s house. At least, it didn’t go through the wall.

      The front door flew open, and Ryder appeared. We locked gazes. A furious blaze sparked in my brother’s eyes. The skies rumbled above as he punched his fist into his open palm. An electric jolt rushed up my spine. My lips parted and my breath left me, readying me to drag in another.

      Together, we moved. I shouted the exorcism lines to him so that we could work in tandem. Not once did we get in each other’s way. We moved around one another with ease. Bodies dropped safely to the ground until the red demon peeled itself out of the hedges.

      Ryder and I stood alongside one another and faced the demon. That was, until Ryder’s mate stepped in. She pushed her way between us without ever taking her eyes off the demon ahead.

      Her arcana made her voice resonate as she spoke the exorcism lines. They hadn’t worked on the red demon…up until now. It seemed as though her arcana gave the words an extra punch. The creature hunched and hissed. When it struck out at Ness, Ryder was there to intercept the demon, its outstretched claws inches away from her face. Ness stared death in the face.

      A yearning hit me out of nowhere. I could plainly see Vi and myself in this scenario. The half-angel was a powerhouse who wouldn’t flinch either. Yet, I would still be there for her, no matter how well she could handle herself.

      While I was caught in my thoughts, Ness’s command had the red demon clutching at his ears. It bent over and screamed, a hollow sound that seemed to have more screams inside it. I recoiled from the sound and shook myself.

      Vi.

      I needed to check on her. While it made sense for the demons to attack Luca’s library because of the information stored there, the only reason I could think of for the assault on my brother’s house was to create a distraction.

      Heart high and filled with hope ready to be fulfilled, I pulled out my phone again. Luca sent only one message.

      There’s a problem.
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      My voice had gone hoarse from singing, but I kept on. I would pay for this later…if there was a later. The cursed potato sack was still tied around my head. The cord pinched my throat and made my pulse thump nervously.

      They’d tied my wrists and ankles on the ride here—wherever here was—and threw me in a room by myself. While I would have liked to say that was their first mistake, I was still oddly helpless. The fire that I’d learned to rely on my entire life was gone.

      I couldn’t access even a spark. There were no embers burning deep inside me. That hollow labyrinth that had been filled with power now threatened to consume me. It was dark in there, so dark that I feared digging too deep lest I lose myself in there forever.

      What was in there? My personal demons? My pride? I shuddered and hoped that I would never find out. I couldn’t traverse that labyrinth…

      But if my firelight would eventually burn me from the inside out, what was the harm in losing myself to the abyss? The labyrinth terrified me, but I knew that there was no good ending awaiting me. I could wait here and hope that Charlie came back to take this damn sack off my head, or I could venture inside myself and perhaps find a cinder waiting to be stoked into a flame.

      What the hell, why not?

      If Morgan were here, he would have held my hand and gone into the labyrinth with me. Just thinking about it, I could feel his hand in mine. I sucked in a new breath and steeled myself for what I needed to do.

      The sounds outside the room fell away. They didn’t matter. I didn’t care what they were doing or what they could do to me. My time was ticking anyway. There were things I would have liked to do before death came for me, but I couldn’t cheat death the way my friends could.

      I stepped into the darkness within myself and felt it envelop me like a sweet embrace. The darkness wound on and on. Though I yearned for a light to guide my way, I kept pushing forward through the twisting paths inside myself.

      Somewhere, there had to be a light. I knew my fire would never go out. Like a phoenix, I would find a way to rise again.

      Are you watching, Dad? Are you proud of your little fallen angel? When you made me, did you think that I would defy everything you stood up for, the way you defied your own creator?

      

      Morgan

      

      “What do you mean you can’t summon her?” I shouted into the phone.

      Luca made a low growling sound on the other end. I could imagine him pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration, a gesture usually reserved for Vi.

      Behind me, Ness issued a soft warning for me to control myself. I flipped her off and turned back to my conversation.

      “You’ve always been able to summon her before. What’s the problem this time?”

      “It could be any number of things,” Luca said. “There could be some sort of magical interference. Or, there’s a chance she isn’t on this plane of existence anymore. They didn’t take her to Hell, or I would have been able to summon her.”

      The blood sigils could do any number of things. That told me that Charlie had somehow gotten to Vi. I just hoped that the little Firestarter hadn’t gone willingly. If so, then I was going to give her a piece of my mind.

      “I’ll find her,” I told Luca.

      “At sundown, I can put some of my people on it. The last thing we need is an apocalypse.”

      I wished I could say that Luca’s offer eased the growing knot in my chest, but it did little to assuage my concern. Vi was still trapped somewhere. If she’d gone of her own free will, then I was going to have a conversation with her.

      Ryder put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. The touch brought me out of my thoughts and crashing back into reality. I spared him a sidelong glance. Though the corners of Ryder’s eyes were pinched with worry, he kept a bright smile on his face.

      “I’ll send the pack out looking for her. She was there for us when Ness was in trouble. We can do the same for her.”

      Ness punched her mate in the shoulder. “It’s more than debt. She’s your friend, too, dummy.”

      Ryder nodded. “And she’s our friend.” His gaze met mine once again. “Don’t worry. We’ll find her.”

      My dragon itched to escape. It needed to go out and hunt Vi down. I would find no peace until she was safe, in my arms. My brother motioned for me to go, as if he understood the urge. How would he know? What about this was relatable?

      I shoved aside all questions. This could be dealt with later. For now, I needed to find Vi. I needed to hold her and know that she was safe.

      

      Vi

      

      On and on the labyrinth went, like the damn songs I’d sung earlier. I could no longer feel my body. The sack over my head, with its choking tie around my neck and rough texture against my cheek, had fallen away completely. I was inside myself, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      I’d expected the walls to have some sort of garish wallpaper, or at least some anime posters. Instead, it was just dark.

      Who knows? There could have been awful wallpaper and tons of anime husbandos. I just couldn’t see anything right now. Deeper and deeper, I delved until I heard the soft echo of laughter.

      In my own voice.

      I hated it here.

      My pride had found me. She laughed in my face as fear shuddered through me. I lifted my chin defiantly. She was nothing more than another part of myself. Though I cared little for her, she was still on my side.

      “Shut your trap,” I snapped at her.

      She laughed, louder this time. “Are you really so far gone that you’re willing to talk to yourself?”

      I paused, because she had a point. Shaking myself, I said, “Why not? If I’m insane, it’s because you’ve driven me mad once and for all.”

      “I would never,” she purred in response. “Why do that when I need you? I need you to destroy, to take what rightfully belongs to me. No sniveling ball of tears could do that for me.”

      I mouthed her words mockingly if only because I didn’t have a response. A part of me wanted that power. It called to me and begged me to use it. I could set fire to the world and watch it burn to nothing but ash, if I wanted.

      And I wanted to.

      I wanted to feel the power slide from my hands and into reality. I wanted to savor the quake as everything fell to ruin around me.

      There, ahead, a light flickered. It illuminated a figure holding a little ember in their hands. The light faded down to a pale glow in the distance. This far, I couldn’t see who held it, but I had a gut feeling that I already knew.

      Though I was afraid, I did the only thing I could think of: I ran towards it. The figure didn’t flinch. They didn’t even look up until I was on top of them.

      I met my own eyes, though there was a haze of red over them. A cruel smile curled at the corners of her lips as she held up the little ember in her hands.

      “Take it and set the mortal world ablaze,” she whispered.

      I caught myself reaching for the ember without thinking. I jerked back and clenched my jaw. Need rippled through me, leaving nothing but tension in its wake.

      As badly as I wanted my arcana, I didn’t want to succumb to my pride in order to get it. If I left this little burning ember here, would I be able to escape my fate? Would I be able to live out a life alongside Morgan?

      I could go on, as a mortal in a supernatural world. I could outlive this expiration date some divine asshole had slapped onto me. There would be no fire to snuff my life out.

      But that meant letting Charlie continue her work. She was faithful to Abaddon. The half-demon would stop at nothing to let her father into our world. Even if that wasn’t the start of the apocalypse, it would still be pretty bad.

      And the only person who could start the apocalypse was me. I knew that burden was on my shoulders. If I made the decision to not start it, then no one would have to worry. The world would be safe.

      I reached out and put my hand over the ember. We stood in the dark tunnel of my inner-being.

      “You know I can’t give you what you want,” I said.

      She groaned. I could almost feel her rolling her eyes at me like a petulant child.

      “This is my life. I will do whatever it takes to make it my own, no matter what fate has planned for me.” I closed my hand around the ember.

      It warmed my palm. I was surprised when my pride let it go. Upon opening my hand, the light now mine, I found my pride smiling upon me.

      “Do whatever you want so long as you let everyone know just how strong you are.”

      I grinned. “Nothing can stop me.”

      She laughed. “Nothing can stop me.”

      The ember exploded in my hand. Light poured out in every direction. The impact sent me flying back into my body.

      I came to, gasping. The first time Charlie had grabbed me, she’d mentioned a time limit. If I could stall for as long as possible, one of two things would happen: either Charlie would run out of time, or I would run out of time. It was a win-win situation, as far as I was concerned.

      With my arcana roiling inside me once again, I let a bit of it out and burned away the restraints at my wrists and ankles. The molten plastic of the zipties stung as it slid off my skin, but that was better than being hog tied in an unfamiliar room.

      Charlie made an attempt to smother my arcana, but I would never allow anyone to limit me. Perhaps that was how I would go out in the end. With no reservations, I would burn so hot that even my own body would go up in flames.

      I would think about that later. It was kind of morbid for my thoughts to slide back to my own demise time and time again, especially when there were bigger fish to fry. I burned away the twine tie around my neck that kept the sack in place. It crumpled to ashes which let me yank the dang thing off my head.

      Without the sack, I found myself in a stock room. I couldn’t quite get my bearings, but stock rooms all looked the same. It wasn’t until I cracked open the door and peered out that I realized I was in one of the buildings at the Fairgrounds. The giant exhibition room was all too familiar from the year I accidentally destroyed the massive commemorative sandcastle on display.

      We don’t talk about that year or the fact that I’m banned from the State Fair.

      I caught a glimpse of red to my immediate left and flinched. A red demon stood right outside my door, but the oaf hadn’t yet realized that I’d opened the door. Charlie employed just any demon, no background checks necessary, huh?

      Without an ounce of regret, I pulled as much light to my hand as I could and reached out to touch the demon’s leg. The light poured out of me and into the demon. By the time the demon noticed, it was too late. The black char swept over him and turned his mouth to char before he could even get a yelp out.

      My stomach churned as I recalled the night I’d done that to two mutated humans. I’d ended their lives with almost no effort, or thought even. There could have been a way to save them, but I’d taken that away from them.

      I didn’t have time to linger on it because another red demon grunted in surprise. I cursed and crab-walked away from the door before it flew open. The red demon gaped down at me, clearly thinking that there was no way that I should be free of my restraints.

      Cheeky, I shrugged before lunging out to touch the demon. He lurched away from me. My hand passed through empty air. As I struggled to catch my balance, the red demon lifted a horn to his lips.

      Oh shit. Oh no.

      There went my upper hand.

      The horn made a sound like hundreds of screams. I’d only ever heard anything that atrocious once before, when I dared to look up a death whistle on the internet. The sound from that video haunted my dreams for weeks.

      “Come at me, big boy,” I said cockily from my position on my ass.

      Yeah, I’m really smart.

      The demon obliged and reached for me without thinking. He seemed to remember himself at the last second and reared back, but not before I could wrap my hand around his forearm.

      My arcana surged in a great wave that devoured the red demon. Inside, my pride cackled with glee. It seemed that it didn’t matter what I destroyed, so long as I was breaking something. That worked for me. I had a nigh-infinite amount of arcana still waiting inside that labyrinth, just waiting to be used.

      I let it swell and pour out of my skin. Was I getting a handle on this? Or was I just in a mood to let loose? I couldn’t tell, and it didn’t really matter in the moment.

      The horn had summoned backup. Another demon arrived, took in the situation and turned a narrow-eyed glare on me. With my arcana swelling, pride turned me into a bullheaded fool. I raised my hands in challenge and beckoned him to come at me.

      The demon was smart enough to keep his distance from me. He backpedaled out the door and slammed it, as if that were enough to keep me trapped. I laughed and slapped my hand to the door only for it to disintegrate beneath my touch, leaving the surprised red demon exposed.

      He hesitated. For a moment, I thought the demon would run. He was clearly outmatched. There was no way the creature could win against me, and we both knew it. Yet, the demon shifted his stance, so he could block the doorway.

      I stood and started to dust myself off before I remembered that my hands were tools of mass destruction. Instead, I shook my hands out and let a bit of light ripple across the room. The demon’s determination seemed to waver.

      “Just let me out of here,” I said. “That way, I won’t have to destroy you.”

      That was a total lie. No demons were allowed to stay in my city. The moment I passed by the red demon, I would unleash my light to destroy him. The original portal that started all of this was my fault, so I had to do everything in my power to make sure that there was no more threat by the time fate exterminated me.

      However, the demon must have seen right through my lie because he didn’t move. Instead, he lowered his head and issued a growl.

      I rolled my eyes. “Really? You’re going to face death head on? How brave of you.”

      I reached out, but a voice beyond the demon gave me pause.

      “Move aside,” Charlie commanded.

      The red demon stepped out of view to reveal Charlie. She couldn’t completely keep her surprise from her face. Her eyes dropped to the sack on the floor and the little bit of ash leftover from the twine I’d burned.

      “Do you want to do this the hard way?” Charlie asked when she met my gaze with determination.

      A goofy smile on my face, I shrugged. “We can give it a try. I’ve always loved obstacle courses.”

      Charlie burst into flames. The fire wreathed her entire form and made her image waver. I cocked a grin and let my light out in response. She was a candle, and I was the sun. There was no comparison…

      Until I threw out a ball of light and she knocked it away with a wave of her fire. Her eyes flashed an unholy scarlet. The laugh that came out of her was more monster than woman. That’s when I saw it, a sigil bleeding through her shirt. As the seconds ticked past, the sigil spread and spread.

      Charlie had carved sigils across nearly her entire torso. They flickered with garish light that reminded me of Hell. Somehow, she’d tapped into arcana straight from Hell…wait, no.

      This arcana came from her father, Abaddon.

      I wasn’t afraid of any demon general. Spreading my feet apart, I opened my hands and let light fill them. The other demons behind Charlie shied away from the glare, but she stared me down.

      In the back of my mind, I considered going supernova again, like I did in the warehouse. It would surely kill Charlie, though, and I didn’t want to actually hurt her. There was still a part of me that wanted to love her. Even if we weren’t sisters, we could have been friends.

      It should have been apparent that Charlie would never be on my side when she took the first strike. She didn’t move to incapacitate me. She moved to kill. Her hand swiped through the air where my head had been only a moment ago.

      My quick dodge left me off balance. I fell face-first onto the floor. The growl that left Charlie wasn’t human in the least. It reverberated with the moans of sinners trapped in Hell. Beyond it, I could hear a bellowing laugh, as if Charlie were an open radio to Hell. I didn’t like that I had to listen to Abaddon laugh at me.

      This was embarrassing enough.

      I scrambled to my feet. Behind me, I felt a rush of hot air breeze across the back of my neck. Charlie growled with frustration.

      “That’s why I have a pixie cut,” I said, off hand, because I knew she’d been reaching for my hair.

      With how many times Ness had been pulled around by her hair, I knew better than to grow it out…I didn’t have a pixie cut because I kept burning my own hair and the smell made me sick to my stomach—no, not at all. That totally wasn’t the reason for my hairstyle.

      While distracted, my feet tangled beneath me again. I flopped forward and made a gross slapping sound against the concrete floor. The impact jarred me, my teeth clattering. Charlie laughed at me.

      I might be powerful, but I was way too clumsy.

      She grabbed me and turned me over. Her hands burned my forearms as she pinned me down. Crouched over me, she snarled. Her eyes were still scarlet. When she spoke, red dripped from her mouth and fell onto my cheek.

      “You’re going to do as you’re told. No more fighting fate,” she said.

      I could tell that it was technically a command, but no one could force my compliance. While Charlie had ahold of me, I let loose more of my light. I had no need to hold it back. With the dam out of the way, I blazed like the winter sun across a snow-covered landscape—that was to say, bright enough to blind someone.

      Charlie hissed and reared back.

      Stupid as I was, I didn’t run. I watched her claw at her face like an animal. The blood sigils on her shirt had blurred into a mess. The first hint of garish orange light fluctuated under her skin. It wasn’t the same as mine. No, this was Hell trying to break through her half-mortal body.

      Her gateway to Hell had been open for too long. If she didn’t close it, the power coming through would eat her from the inside and likely make an actual portal out of her.

      Smothering my light, I leapt to my feet and reached for Charlie. I ignored the fire still wreathing her form and reached to pull her hands away from her face.

      “Charlotte! Charlie!” I shouted, but she kept screaming.

      The orange light inside her intensified. Her skin began to smoke, wisps curling in the air. I frantically muttered curses under my breath because I didn’t know what to do. I’d burned the infection out of Morgan, but there was always the chance that it wouldn’t work. What if I hurt Charlie in the process?

      She’d done this to herself. It would solve all my problems to leave her here to her own fate. I wouldn’t have to worry about her opening a gate to let Abaddon in. I wouldn’t have to deal with more demons. This problem could resolve itself right here and now.

      But I wasn’t going to leave Charlie alone like that. I pulled her into me and wrapped my arms around her. The red demons moved, as if to stop me, but I held my hand out to keep them at bay. They shared a look, some sort of silent agreement passing between them before they backed off.

      Alright. Here we go.

      This time, I held nothing back. While I’d been funneling my light so I could control it, I did no such thing this time. I unleashed it in its full glory. The flare filled the room and practically deleted the red demons where they stood.

      The light moved through Charlie. It found the sigils digging their way inside her. The magic was trying to reach her bones so they could inscribe themselves along her very essence. I shoved the light between her soul and the sigils. The dark magic recoiled automatically.

      My power had changed at some point. It wasn’t what it used to be. The cruel nature of it had turned into something else, something I didn’t understand.

      Over and over again, I changed. Everything I thought I knew kept falling away to leave nothing but confusion in its place. Now wasn’t the time to ponder what I’d become. Right now, I had to save Charlie from her own mistakes.

      “Hell can’t have you,” I whispered into her hair as I held her close and cradled the back of her head.

      She fought against me, pounding her fists on my chest. Screaming, she thrashed in my arms. This wasn’t the young woman I’d met. Charlie wasn’t here with me right now, but I would drag her back here kicking and screaming.

      “You can’t have her, Abaddon.” I pushed more light into Charlie. “She’s mine, and you will not be taking her from me.”

      A demonic snarl rippled through the air. Bodiless, the sound surrounded me and tried to tear at me as if it were a physical presence. It raked along my skin. I cried out, fully believing that Abaddon had ripped me open from a distance.

      Still, even if Abaddon could reach through Charlie and tear me to pieces, I held on. I wasn’t going to give up on her. Maybe that was foolish of me, but no one had ever called me smart. I wasn’t going to smarten up now.
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MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      My beast thrashed and roared. So long as I didn’t know where Vi was, the beast would continue on its rampage. It battered me from the inside, where I could do nothing to leash it. If the creature made it out of me and into the world, then we would have a problem.

      “Do I have to hold you down?” Ryder asked cautiously.

      I dragged in a ragged breath and shook my head, if only because I was too afraid to use my own voice. Nothing human would leave these lips any time soon. The beast would make sure of that.

      I wanted control of myself again. If I could think straight, then I would be able to formulate a plan. Instead, my head was filled with the endless roar of a monster consumed by rage.

      Calm down. Get a handle on yourself.

      Think.

      Think.

      Where could she be?

      I knew that Charlie was at the heart of this. Since Vi’s explosion at the warehouse, Charlie had moved her operations to the fairgrounds. My best bet was to start there.

      Ryder stood alongside me. When I did a doubletake, he shrugged nonchalantly, a half-grin on his face.

      “Anything to help family.”

      The words stung, but I didn’t have the presence of mind to care. The beast’s only concern was for Vi. We had to find her soon. If we didn’t…

      The beast would take over. I knew it in my heart. If anything happened to Vi, I would become more beast than man, and Ryder would have to put me down, too.

      “Lead the way,” Ryder said, tossing me his keys.

      Stunned, I blinked up at him. Ryder never let me drive his precious car.

      When I got into the driver’s seat, he told me to not get used to it. This would be a one time deal, of course. I started the ignition and gripped the gearshift. Like there was a gravitational pull tugging at me, I knew which way to go.

      Ryder said nothing when I put the pedal to the floor. We sped along the highway towards the nearby fairgrounds. While I couldn’t see the giant metal arch anymore, I did notice a thin trail of smoke rising from within the grounds.

      You better be all right, Vi.

      

      Vi

      

      Together, Charlie and I sank to our knees. She ended up gripping the sides of my shirt like a child who’d been sobbing into my chest. The air around us smelled of brimstone. My skin ached from Abaddon’s relentless assault.

      Still, even though Charlie cried into my shirt, Abaddon refused to let up. The gateway was still open, somehow. Claws raked along my back and made me hiss in pain.

      Charlie flinched, even though I knew the impact hadn’t touched her. No, Abaddon wouldn’t hurt his precious daughter now. He might have tried to tear her into a portal, but that had failed. Since she was still breathing, he must have thought her of some use yet.

      No, what Abaddon wanted was for me to submit.

      Screw you, I thought.

      No one would make me submit. I simply wouldn’t allow it.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” I said to Charlie.

      Upon hearing my voice, she tore away from me. She staggered back, her eyes wide and her chest heaving like a startled animal. I froze, afraid to move. Still, Charlie remained feral. She took in the room, looked me up and down, and seemed to pull herself together a little.

      I got the sense that if I moved too quickly, she would lash out at me. She couldn’t hurt me, though—not in any way that mattered. I was still determined to save her. There had to be a chance that things could change. She would see that I was right, that the world was worth saving.

      Abaddon had betrayed her. He’d tried to rip her open.

      And still, she stayed loyal to her demonic sire.

      “Fine,” I snapped. “Have it your way. Keep trying to destroy the world. Just know that I will be there to stop you every time. I will make sure that you fail over and over again.”

      Charlie wiped at a trickle of blood dripping from the corner of her mouth, all without breaking eye contact. The red still shimmered in her eyes, though not as bright as before. “I made a few judgement errors today. That’s fine. I’m learning to be better prepared for you. It seems like demonic magic won’t stop you, but I’d like to see what divine magic will do.”

      I blinked, startled. “What?” was all that could leave my lips.

      Someone punched me in between my shoulder blades. The impact seemed to move through me. In my chest, it opened and dug its claws into what felt like my freaking soul. Clutching my chest, I hunched over.

      Oh, this burned. The claws sank deeper and deeper. What had just happened?

      Undeterred, I let my arcana loose again. I gave it no particular directive, but instead let it consume everything in its path. The power washed over the trap in my chest. It did nothing.

      Not a damn thing.

      My head snapped up. I locked eyes with Charlie.

      “I should have let Abaddon turn you into a hole,” I said.

      Charlie smiled. Her lips were still stained with blood. Her shirt dripped with it. She looked like she’d stepped out of a horror movie.

      “Why won’t you stop this?” I said, nearly pleading.

      Frustration mounted and turned my light sharp like a blade’s edge. I wanted to lash out at her, but I wouldn’t. That would be cruel of me, and I wasn’t going to stoop to her level. If anything, I planned on bringing her up to mine.

      One way or another, I would make Charlie see the light of reason—and yes, I totally meant that pun. I could crack jokes with myself, even in times like these.

      “I have no other choice,” Charlie said. “If I don’t do this and time runs out, then it’s over for me.”

      I jerked back as if slapped. “Over for you? Do you mean…? I don’t understand.”

      Did Charlie have an expiration date, too? Had she been given the same vision that I had?

      While I would have liked to ask, the wall behind her exploded. Concrete rubble flew in every direction. I threw my arms up to shield my face. Charlie let out a cry of dismay. I nearly let down my guard, so I could run to her.

      Before I could do anything, talons wrapped around me and plucked me off my feet. My stomach flipped at the sudden movement, but I wasn’t afraid.

      Morgan had come for me.

      What a time to arrive, though. If only he could have waited a few minutes. That would have been nice. If he’d signaled his arrival, then maybe I could have acted faster and gotten more information from Charlie. I needed to know if she had an expiration date, too.

      I needed to know.

      Though I was worried about Charlie, she lifted a hand into the air and closed her fist dramatically. My chest clenched so painfully that I cried out. The sensation radiated in every direction. I was reminded of a bird’s wings being clipped, even if I didn’t have wings.

      My light flickered. She couldn’t have it. I wouldn’t let her take it from me again. I frantically reached for it to pull it back to the surface. That backfired in two ways. Morgan hissed in pain as I burned him. And I screamed when my light recoiled and struck me.

      But Morgan carried me out of the building and into the sky. From here, he could have been seen by anyone on the nearby highway. Thankfully, he banked and quickly landed in a nearby lot where a familiar muscle car was waiting.

      Morgan shifted mid-flight. He moved me so that he princess carried me as he landed on human feet. I would have been excited by the naked man now clutching me, but too much had happened today.

      Every day lately had been packed with more adventure than I’d bargained for, and I was a thrill seeker.

      As Morgan helped me into the backseat of Ryder’s muscle car, I spared one last look back in the direction we’d just left. Charlie was back there, somewhere. She was panicking over how much time she had left. With the clock ticking, she kept making brash decisions.

      Brash, but smart. My chest still ached. Whatever they’d done, it refused to let up. I kept my lips sealed shut as we drove away from the fairgrounds. Morgan and Ryder didn’t need to know about the spell crouched in my chest or how it had clipped my fire.

      I wanted to burn it away, immediately, but I couldn’t try so long as I was in Ryder’s car. He would lose his mind if I burned a hole through his seat. I had to wait until I was home, until I could lock myself somewhere while I fought this spell.

      Morgan wouldn’t stop touching me. At first, he tried to hold my hand, then he must have decided that wasn’t enough. He put his hand on my thigh, then his arm around my shoulder, then he kissed the top of my head. I wanted to ask him what was going on, but the pain in my chest kept me from speaking for fear that I might give away my current condition.

      It wasn’t Morgan’s problem. I wouldn’t make it his problem, either.
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VI

        

      

    

    
      Time was running out. For both parties.

      I needed to figure out what Charlie’s deadline was, but I had to take care of this curse she’d left in my chest. In my bathroom, I twisted in front of the mirror to see if there was a blood sigil on the back of my shirt or something.

      My eyes burned from lack of sleep. The pain wasn’t anything compared to the burn of my light, though. Every time I tried to incinerate the curse inside me, the light recoiled and struck me. Charlie had managed to trap my arcana inside a mirrored ball. Anytime I tried to use my arcana, it bounced back.

      When I saw nothing on the back of my shirt, I pulled it over my head and looked again. There, inscribed into my skin was a set of sigils. They were softer than Charlie’s crude blood sigils. The neat line of them sat between two charred smears.

      I gaped at the charred marks on each shoulder blade.

      Wings.

      Or…not wings. It looked as though someone had burned my wings off.

      “What the fu—”

      Before I could finish my expletive, there was a knock at the bathroom door. Morgan gently eased it open and popped his head through the gap. I quickly yanked my shirt back down.

      This wasn’t his problem. None of this was. I’d made this mess all by myself, and I wouldn’t get him wrapped up in it time and time again. He deserved better.

      My heart melted upon seeing him. His stormy eyes were tight with concern. I could see that same tension in his jaw, even under his dark beard.

      “I’m fine,” I said before he could even get a word out. “Don’t worry about me.”

      He grumbled and opened the door the rest of the way. I leapt into action and shoved him back. With the door in one hand and the other hand on Morgan’s chest, I held him at bay. He gave me a look that could only be described as a mix of anger and confusion—was that what indignation was?

      “I don’t need anything right now,” I said. “How about you go do something that you want to do? Go read at Luca’s or have a heart-to-heart with Ryder finally. You’re…you’re not needed here.”

      Morgan snarled and shoved the door open. Of course, I was no match for a dragon shifter, so he pushed past me with ease.

      Frustrated, I threw my hands in the air. My arcana swelled out of my control. Panic hit my bloodstream…then pain. I clutched my chest and bent over as the light seared my insides.

      Morgan was at my side, immediately. “What’s happening? What is it?”

      The pain subsided. I stared at Morgan’s shoes as I caught my breath. His hand warmed my back, but when he passed it over the charred marks, I hissed. The sensation stung and sent waves of pain down my spine. I flinched away from him.

      So much for hiding it.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      You’re really going to lay down and accept this? my pride asked.

      I gritted my teeth. My limbs were heavy with fatigue. The tightness in my chest made it difficult to breathe. Accepting my fate would be far easier than fighting this, but I refused to let fate tell me what to do.

      “Get out of the bathroom. It’s going to get hot in here.”

      I was scared. Fear made me tremble. Pain was nothing new; I’d done so many stupid things throughout my life and reaped the consequences. I had the scars to prove it. Yet, this terrified me. Breaking this curse inside me would cause pain unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

      Distantly, I heard Ryder shout. I hadn’t realized he was still here. He came running, his footsteps like thunder through my house. The walls shook upon his arrival. Eyes wide, he filled the doorway.

      “They’re here.”

      I’d been so distracted by my internal battle that I hadn’t caught the smell. Now that I lifted my head, the scent of brimstone was unbearable.

      I lurched to the nearby window and peered outside. What I saw made my stomach drop.

      “Well, shit.”

      Morgan rushed up behind me to look, as well. I could feel him stiffen. The air took on an electrical charge, giving away his fear.

      The house had been surrounded. A solid wall of people stood around my house. Not in a single-file line, no. They stood like sardines, packed so tightly that no one would ever be able to break through their ranks. There were so many demons that I wondered just how much of the city’s population wasn’t possessed right now.

      Syracuse had to be nigh empty.

      “How do we fight our way out of this?” Ryder asked, looking to us.

      I swallowed. “We don’t. I can’t risk that many lives.”

      Morgan growled in response.

      “What? Are you going to ask me to sit in here while you two beat up a bunch of humans who didn’t ask to be involved in this?”

      No. I wasn’t going to allow it. They couldn’t punish innocent people when I was the one to blame for all of this. If I didn’t exist, then none of this would have ever happened. The burden sat on my chest, and I would have to deal with it one way or another.

      I put a hand on Morgan’s forearm. His expression shattered for a split second. On his face, I saw pain and grief. Then, resolution set in. My jaw tightened in response.

      “Don’t you dare,” I warned.

      I didn’t know what Morgan was thinking, but I wasn’t going to allow it. We had nowhere to go and nowhere to hide. Charlie would keep hunting me down, no matter how far we ran. She needed me to open the gate to let Abaddon in.

      She didn’t deserve to be a demon’s pawn. Maybe she wasn’t my sister, after all, but I still thought of her as one. No matter how many times she betrayed me, I would keep fighting for her. I wanted her to have a better life and better opportunities. I’m pretty sure Abaddon didn’t offer dental insurance, and that was pretty vital in this day and age.

      “You’re a fool,” Morgan said before gripping my chin and tilting my head back.

      His lips crashed into mine. The outside world fell away as I let out a moan. I forgot about Charlie’s army and Ryder standing in the bathroom doorway.

      Oh, shit. We were kissing in a bathroom. That was seriously un-romantic. I wanted to kiss Morgan under the light of the stars or near a blazing bonfire in the dead of night. This was bullshit, even if my head spun and little butterflies danced in my stomach.

      I shoved him away. We were both breathless. At some point, Ryder had vanished—probably to gag in another room. I didn’t blame him. My feelings for Morgan were sickly sweet with a dash of bitterness that kept things interesting.

      We could have made a good couple. I wouldn’t have been the soft and soothing mate that grumpy Morgan needed, but I would have kept things lively, that’s for sure.

      “Go tell them that I need time,” I said. “See what you can buy for us. I’m not running anywhere, though. I have to go with them, and you can’t stop me.”

      His eyes flashed bright when he snarled and pulled me tight to his chest. For a moment, I was safe in the circle of his arms. Nothing could hurt me here. No demon, no angel could touch me.

      But that wasn’t the truth of the matter. There was an army of demons outside, waiting for me to give myself up. I had a curse to break first, though. I was going to shatter it then greet Charlie.

      

      Morgan

      

      Time. She needed time.

      For what, I didn’t know. I’d stopped asking questions. That left concern sparking in my chest like an oncoming storm, but we didn’t have time to sit here and argue. I would give Vi all the time she needed, but if she thought she was going to give herself over to Charlie one more time…

      Well, then I was going to teach them both a lesson.

      I backed away from Vi without taking my eyes off her. She’d turned and gripped the sink. She didn’t look at me in the mirror, but instead stared herself down with a tired resolve.

      They would never stop coming for her. Legion, the last demon general we’d faced, had called her the key. With her power, she could rip open massive portals to Hell that would let in all sorts of chaos and destruction. Hell wanted her to help them start the apocalypse.

      Thankfully, they were all clamoring over one another to be the first to reach her. If the demon generals presented a unified front, then we were done for.

      Vi trembled, a shudder rushing along her body. The sight gave me pause. Even though there was a fight waiting for me outside, I wanted to stay. My beast gnashed its teeth in preparation of the fight, but it also dug in its claws and told me that Vi needed me.

      What did she need me to do? She’d given me a command. All my life, I’d done as others told me. My father asked me to be smart for my impetuous brother, so I studied. My mother asked me to get revenge for my father, so I tracked Ryder down.

      What did I want?

      I wanted Vi to be safe and sound. I wanted this hatred and anger to go away. I wanted another chance at a life that I was pretty sure I would never get back.

      All things that kept slipping between my fingers.

      So, clench your fist tighter. Hold on as if your life depends on it. The beast’s growl echoed inside my skull.

      Ryder found me. I told him what the plan was. He spared a glance through the open bathroom door, at Vi who was still staring herself down. He tightened his grip and nodded.

      “Stay with her. Help her through whatever is going on. I’ll go talk to the demons.”

      I opened my mouth to say that was my job, but Ryder had already taken off. Shoulders squared and head high, he looked like our father. I could see the weight of the world pressing down on him, but he didn’t fold under it.

      It made sense to me, now, why the Lakesedge Pack loved him so much.

      Released from my duty, I rushed back to Vi. I shut the door behind me and gently pulled her away from the sink. Her eyes were red, and her lips set in a grim line. She tried to ask me why I’d returned, but I quickly told her that Ryder was taking care of it.

      Vi started to argue, but I pulled her into another kiss. I didn’t know how many more I’d be able to steal before our time ran out. It would have been nice to imagine a long life with her, but my own path would separate us soon enough.

      She bit my lower lip, almost hard enough to draw blood. It sent a thrill through me that made me cling tighter to her. My beast wasn’t going to let her go far. When we parted, I breathed in her scent and tried to memorize it. There was an odd hint of coconut that reminded me of sunscreen, which made me laugh.

      “Now isn’t the time to be laughing,” Vi warned with a pout on her lips.

      I shook myself. “Apologies. I know. We have a demon army outside right now. And you…you’re working on something. Aren’t you?”

      She audibly swallowed. Her gaze dropped, which told me all I needed to know. She was hiding something.

      “What happened at the fairgrounds?” I asked warily.

      Vi shook her head, her lips sealed shut. She drew her hands to her chest and kept her gaze low.

      I straightened. If she wasn’t going to talk, then I could only assume the worst. Which meant that she was in no condition to face this fight.

      Phone in hand, I sent a message to Luca. The vampire wasn’t a friend, but he’d become a necessary colleague. He answered with two words.

      On it.

      Vi’s head snapped up. “What are you doing?”

      I grinned, knowing that I’d won this fight for now. We’d tried this earlier, and it hadn’t worked. I could only hope that whatever had been keeping Vi from being summoned was over. If I sent her to Luca, then she would be safe for a little while longer. In the meantime, I could entertain Charlie on my own.

      I cupped Vi’s cheek. “I promise I won’t eat Charlie. I know you still have hope for her, even if I don’t.”

      Vi’s brows crashed together in anger. Her lips pursed.

      Hope seemed far away. I was running out of a resource that I’d had little of to begin with. I’d come to Lakesedge with anger in my heart. The idea of hope had been a distant memory until I’d met Vi. I needed the vibrant lightbringer to be safe.

      “What are you on about?” she shouted.

      Light emanated from the floor beneath her feet. She gaped down at it before looking back up at me in anger. The light opened up and she plummeted through. Luca had successfully summoned her—at least, I hoped that it was Luca who’d done it.

      If anyone else figured out how to summon her, then she would be in trouble.

      

      Vi

      

      “Son of a—”

      “Language,” Luca snapped the moment my ass hit the floor.

      I glared up at the blond vampire and flashed him a middle finger. He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes at me.

      “What’s wrong with you? You smell different.”

      I opened my mouth and quickly shut it again before I gave anything away. There was no knowing what Luca could sniff out, and I didn’t want to tell him about the curse if he was talking about Morgan’s scent on me.

      Just thinking about the dragon shifter’s touch made me blush. I missed his hands already. The memory of his lips lingered on mine and made my fire pulse in my chest. The power flare backfired and made me cringe in pain.

      Luca crouched in front of me. He gripped my chin, his touch cold and not at all delicate. When he tilted my head back, my lip curled.

      “It’s not your problem,” I said between clenched teeth.

      Luca gave me a tired stare. Or, maybe that’s just how he looked because he was dead. Vampires didn’t act like humans, especially when they were old as dirt. This vampire had an odd, soft spot for me. Sometimes, I wondered if it was because I was unique, and he was collecting me.

      I wasn’t a half-demon, like we thought. I was half-fallen angel. Glancing down at the summoning circle beneath me, I wondered how Luca had pulled it off.

      He seemed to understand my questioning look, because he answered, “The summoning ritual is less about your specific lineage and more about the broader scope of it.”

      I blinked. Time was running out. I needed Luca to be specific.

      He sighed as if I were stupid, which might have been the case, but he didn’t need to treat me like it.

      “Your blood is extraplanar, be it from heaven or hell. That bond to another plane of existence is what makes you summonable. It’s the same thing that allows you to open gates. Your true name acts like a phone number that allows me to call you directly.”

      He paused and sucked his teeth. “You weren’t summonable earlier. What happened.”

      I explained the bag over my head and how it’d cut me off from my arcana for a while. That made me stop and wonder how Luca had summoned me this time. If I was cut off from my arcana again, then it shouldn’t have worked.

      This spell was different. The marks on my back didn’t look like Charlie’s blood sigils. The marks were thinner, more delicate. They lived in my skin, instead of carving me open the way they’d nearly killed Charlie.

      “There’s something else on your mind,” Luca said.

      I shook myself. This curse needed to be burned out of me. Here, in Luca’s concrete estate, I could turn up the heat without worry.

      “While I fix a minor problem,” I said, grinning mischievously as I met Luca’s gaze, “can you make another summoning circle? I need to bring Charlie to me.”

      I wanted to separate her from the army she’s summoned. If I could get her alone, then there was a chance we could have a civil conversation. Then, if she still wouldn’t listen to reason…

      No, I didn’t want to consider that option. Charlie deserved to be saved. She deserved to be loved and cared for, the same way everyone did.

      While we worked on a summoning circle to bring Charlie to us, my mind wandered back to Morgan. The demon army didn’t yet know that I wasn’t home anymore. If Morgan was smart, he would fight tooth and nail, like I was still there. I wished he didn’t have to keep fighting for me.

      Morgan deserved a break. His life was nothing but strife lately, and I wasn’t making it any easier for him. I was a constant thorn in his side. If I wasn’t bringing demons into the picture, then I was throwing a magical tantrum.

      It was time for all of this to come to an end. One way or another. It was a decision I had to make, no matter how it broke my heart.

      “Are you sure this will work?” I asked Luca.

      He didn’t look up from the red chalk circle he was drawing on the concrete floor. “I have never made a mistake in my life.”

      “Bold words for a vampire,” I muttered.

      He gave me a glare that could kill in the right circumstances. I was smart enough to avert my gaze. We were almost finished.

      Please, hold out, Morgan. Stay safe. For me.
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MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      I hated to admit that standing by my brother felt good.

      We clasped hands and pulled each other into a hug. I felt his heart thumping against my chest. Could he feel mine, pounding like the traitorous beast that it was? My heart swelled with affection that I wanted to bury.

      There was so much that I didn’t yet understand about my brother’s circumstances. Everyone had something to say, yet it all felt so unreal. I’d been there. Our father had been a part of our everyday lives. With how often I’d seen him, I would have known if there was something wrong.

      Right?

      I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      The only thing I did know for sure was that the rage in my gut refused to relent. I was still pissed that Ryder up and left us. He didn’t even stick around for an explanation. The clan would have crucified him, that much I understood. Still, he owed Mom and me an explanation at the very least.

      He owed us so much.

      “I’ll take the back,” Ryder said upon releasing me.

      “I’ll take the front, then.”

      Now wasn’t the time for pretty words. We weren’t going to hash out this fight between us. Maybe it would have been nice to face the demon army with our tensions resolved and neatly packed away, but that wasn’t in the cards for us.

      Easing the front door open, I came face to face with the demon army. They looked like anyone. There were no red demons, their bodies like Satan from modern depictions. Instead, Charlie had chosen to surround us with hostages.

      “You can’t have her!” I shouted into the crowd.

      My gaze jumped from house to house. Were there normal people inside? Or had they been possessed, too? I hoped, for everyone’s sake, that the people had been possessed. It was far easier than explaining what was happening to humans. There was no way to write this off.

      Do I tell everyone that this is some sort of flash mob? Hadn’t those gone out of style? I didn’t really know. It wasn’t in me to keep up with trends. They changed too quickly, while facts stayed the same.

      Among the crowd, I noticed a familiar face. Bez stood at the forefront, his eyes flicking back and forth. I would have called him a wolf in sheep’s clothing, but it was more like a sheep in wolf’s clothing. He looked out of place among the stone-faced demons.

      Before I could tell him to give up the act and come stand with me, a demon in a human vessel stepped forward. Why was it always the little girl? I was sorely tempted to palm her face and exorcise the demon crouched inside her, but that might have started the fight sooner than I would have liked.

      She looked up at me, a smile on her face. “She’s been neutered. The angel spawn is useless unless you give her back to Charlotte, so she can unlock the spell on her.”

      My stomach dropped. I recalled Vi standing at the bathroom sink with a grim set to her jaw. I’d known that something was up, but Vi wouldn’t tell me. She’d kept it to herself. While I wanted to be mad, I couldn’t keep it up. Vi was in Luca’s hands right now.

      If anyone could help her, it was Luca and his extensive library.

      “We’re not worried about that,” I said to the little girl demon.

      The demon’s eyes flashed black, a snarl curling her lips before she regained control of herself. Her small giggle was more unsettling than I wanted to admit. It made my skin crawl. I nearly shuddered but managed to keep it down.

      The little girl’s gaze drifted to the left. Her attention went distant for a brief moment right before her eyes snapped back to mine.

      “Do you want us to start killing our vessels?” she asked, a lilt of laughter in her voice.

      This time, my heart dropped. It splattered at my feet. The blood rushed from my face, leaving me cold and empty.

      I’d assumed this would be a physical fight. When Legion tried trapping Vi in her own house, the demons had put up a fight. Nearly every time we encountered them, the demons tried to use physical force…

      No, that wasn’t right. I should have seen this coming. Legion had used the same tactic, but on a smaller scale. We’d watched people take their own lives in the local mall. Charlie must have been there that day. It had given her an idea that she’d blown out of proportion. I scanned the crowd around me and worried that I wouldn’t be able to save everyone.

      I was one person. I couldn’t do this alone.

      For the past year, I’d been doing everything alone. I’d thought that it would be better that way. No one would have to get tangled in the rage still boiling in my veins. But this past few weeks had pulled into the orbit of another and that orbit collided with so many others. Vi pulled me into her world, one with people who would be there to help me when I needed them.

      I wasn’t alone. My brother was nearby. When he called, his pack would show up. They would bring Vi’s friends, who were all amazingly capable women.

      We weren’t alone.

      But this crowd might be too much, even for us.

      “So?” the little girl asked. “What will it be? Will you hand over the angel spawn?”

      My lip curled. “I hate when you say it like that.”

      She chuckled. “Do you want me to say Lucifer’s Daughter? It’s much more dramatic, don’t you think?”

      “Well, when you put it that way…” I didn’t want this demon to open its mouth ever again.

      Its voice was growing increasingly more upsetting by the moment. Did Ryder have enough time to call in the cavalry? Was help on the way? Because I was two seconds away from exorcising this damn demon.

      I tucked away a reminder to ask Vi’s friends about a method of mass exorcism. There had to be a way to do it on a much larger scale. We needed to be prepared for this to happen again. So long as Vi was alive, the demons would keep coming for her.

      It would be an eventful kind of life, but I was willing to see it through so long as I had Vi by my side.

      My beast growled in agreement. I would have to unpack that idea later, because I did not have the bandwidth to handle it while surrounded by hundreds of demons.

      They seemed to be looking away from me, I realized. Their focus was elsewhere. When I found Bez, he gave a curt nod. It took me a heartbeat to realize that he was nodding in a direction. While I tried to be surreptitious, I was sure I’d failed when I looked over my shoulder.

      I saw nothing, though—well, nothing more than demons as far as the eye could see. What were they looking at?

      I crouched in front of the demon girl so that we were on the same level. What would I do with the human once the demon was out of her body? This would be an all-out war soon. I didn’t want her to see what would happen next. Enough had happened to her. She didn’t need to see others trapped in the same situation she’d been trapped in, let alone what they were about to do in the name of their cause.

      Was the apocalypse worth this? To them? Probably. This had to be a fun jaunt to them.

      “Listen here,” I said to the little girl. “I don’t have anything to give you. I’m not Vi’s master. I can’t make her do anything against her will. To be honest, I think that’s a lesson that Charlie and her demon daddy need to learn, too.”

      She pouted and put her hands on her hips. “Don’t you want us to take her shackles off? She’s been chained, the same way the big man upstairs chained his son before casting him into Hell.”

      “Well, damn. You’re just full of information, aren’t you? Thank you for letting us know what’s going on. That should give us a good place to start when we’re looking into how to un—” I didn’t want to say unshackle. It felt too callous. “Thanks, kid. You were a lot of help.”

      Her face flushed when her brows furiously crashed into one another. She would have been adorable were it not for the demon puppeteering her body right now.

      Unsure if this would escalate into a physical fight, I pulled my phone out. He little girl gave me an odd look, her head tilted curiously.

      “Seriously? You’re going to text someone at a time like this?” she asked, her girlish demeanor dropping away. She rolled her eyes dramatically.

      Texting right now was a gamble, but one that I needed to take. I had no idea if the demons would let me finish as I quickly typed a message to Luca. Out of everyone I knew, Luca would be able to help Vi remove the magical binding that Charlie had put on her.

      The demons let me hit send and put the phone away before moving. How considerate of them.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glint of light. I dashed over without thinking and caught the demon’s wrist. When I pinched the nerve at the wrist, a knife slipped from the demon’s hand and clattered to the ground.

      The demon looked from their empty hand to the knife on the ground and heaved a great sigh. I expected them to take a swipe at me. Instead, I caught movement deep within the crowd. The smell of gasoline filled the air right as I heard the bone-jarring shatter of glass.

      Fire roared, the sound slapping my eardrums. I expected screams, but there were none. The blaze consumed several demons who all stood completely still as their vessels were destroyed by the heat.

      I needed Vi. She would have been able to put out the fire…no, not if the magical binding still had ahold of her. They’d known that she would be useless right now. They’d known and decided to throw that in our faces.

      Vi, I don’t know what to do.

      I shook off my grief and dove into the crowd. I had to start somewhere. Might as well put out the first fire. Over and over, I caught the Molotovs. Somewhere, deep in the crowd, Charlie laughed. I twisted to catch her, but the crowd pushed back against me. While I could have plowed through them, I wanted as few casualties as possible.

      

      Vi

      

      I sure hoped this worked.

      Luca and I were on our hands and knees on either side of the summoning circle that we’d devised. It was a rushed endeavor, which made me doubt that it would function at all. Pushing my fears aside, I rubbed my hands together.

      There was still a knot in my chest. I didn’t know what Charlie had done to me, but there wasn’t time to figure it out. This wasn’t like last time, where she’d dimmed my light to a small ember that I could breathe life back into. My arcana was there and as bright as ever, but it bounced back at me every time I tried to use it. I couldn’t even bear strong emotions without it recoiling.

      Which, knowing me, was difficult. All of my emotions were intense. That’s what made me who I was. Like when I wondered if Morgan was all right without me, my arcana flared. It kept me from being able to think about the situation back home. If anything happened to him…

      Luca snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Attention to the task at hand.”

      I scowled at him because no one like being snapped at.

      “Once we finish with Charlotte, then we can deal with the curse on you. One thing at a time.”

      I opened my mouth to argue and say there wasn’t any curse, but there was no lying to Luca. He wasn’t like a shifter who could hear the nuance in your voice when you lied, but he’d lived long enough to know all the signs. I’d never been particularly good at lying, either.

      Shaking myself, I muttered, “Fine.”

      We placed our hands, palms flat to the floor, near the edge of the circle. Luca had written the incantation down on a scrap of paper, much like the one I’d stolen from him when he’d first summoned me. Fat lot of good that’d done. Luca could still summon me right off the toilet if he wanted.

      The summoning circle flared with red light that slowly turned rust-orange. It opened into a yawning portal that looked down into Hell. I shivered at the sight of it, at the plane that my father’s fall had carved into existence.

      Thanks for the legacy, Dad.

      The wind in hell roared ferociously. It seemed to reach for me. I resisted the urge to reach back. Nothing good would come from claiming my demonic heritage. Yeah, I wasn’t a demon, but if my dad was the father of all demons, then didn’t that make my heritage demonic?

      Now wasn’t the time for semantics. I could hear Charlie’s distant scream as she fell through Hell. The portal spit her out and snapped closed, letting her fall with a slight thump. She winced and rubbed at her bottom before realizing just where she was.

      Charlie let out an outraged shout and leapt to her feet. Before she could charge me, Luca sighed and tapped a sigil inside the circle. It lit up a transparent wall around Charlie. Her lips curled into a sneer as she rolled her sleeve past her forearm.

      From her pocket, she pulled a small penknife and held it to her unmarred skin.

      “Don’t you dare,” I snapped.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. I was tired of this bullshit. She needed to stop acting to damn impetuous. Just because things didn’t go her way, that didn’t mean she needed to resort to blood magic. I knew that she planned on carving a sigil into her own skin so she could pull more of Abaddon’s power.

      How did I know that? It was like Abaddon was watching us through a CCTV. I could feel his attention on the back of my neck, raising every little hair there. The urge to rub the prickling skin nearly won out, but I managed to keep my hands at my sides.

      “Quit acting like a child. We’re going to have a discussion like adults,” I told her.

      She gave me a hateful look filled with skepticism and crossed her arms over her chest. I was all too aware of the knife still clutched in her hand.

      Upon lifting my gaze from the knife, I said, “Abaddon won’t shower you with praise and rewards once you fulfill your end of the bargain. He’s going to throw you away.”

      “What other choice do I have?” The way she looked at me called me stupid without even speaking.

      “Choose the righteous side,” I said, trying to keep the pleading tone out of my voice. “Charlie, just listen to me for once. This world is worth protecting. It has so much good in it. We’re all trying to help one another, the same way I want to help you. Isn’t that enough?”

      Her hands fell to fists at her sides. Vibrating with anger, she said, “I’m running out of time! What do I care if humanity falls when I’m going to be dead and rotting in the ground?”

      Though I opened my mouth to argue that I had the same time limit, Charlie cut me off.

      “I’m dying. The doctors said that I don’t have much longer left. A year ago, they told me I had six months left to live. Every moment past that has been more than I expected. Abaddon will give me a demon’s body. He’ll help me go on. Don’t you understand?”

      Her words hit me in the chest. I hadn’t known anything about her terminal condition. The words could have been to manipulate me into feeling sorry for her, because she didn’t explain what was killing her. Guilt over my skepticism gurgled deep in my gut, but I wasn’t ready to let it go. Charlie couldn’t be trusted…yet.

      I cast a sidelong glance at Luca with the hopes that my eyes said what I’m about to say never leaves this room. If he understood what I was trying to say, he made no sign to show it. I wrinkled my nose and weighed my options.

      With a sigh, I turned back to Charlie. She held the penknife with a white-knuckled grasp. I didn’t know if she wanted to work her blood magic or if she wanted to put the blade through my eye. Was there any saving her? Was I fighting a lost cause?

      I wanted to believe that anyone could turn a new leaf and become a better person. It’s what I’d worked towards my entire life. Knowing that my father had come from Hell, I’d done everything in my power to make up for my lineage.

      In her time of desperation, Charlie had leaned into her demonic heritage. She decided to sacrifice the entire world just to save her own skin.

      “You know I can’t let you win. Right?” I asked, sadly.

      The corner of Charlie’s mouth quirked with a grin. “So long as I’m on the mortal plane, my army will remain here with me. I have hundreds of demons bound to me, keeping me alive for a time. You can’t exorcise them. Are you going to use your light to kill each and every one? No, because you’re too much of a weakling to sacrifice lives.”

      “Oh wait!” Charlie’s face lit up with mock surprise. “You can’t do anything so long as I have Lucifer’s shackles on you. You’re just a divine mutt with your wings clipped.”

      Lucifer’s shackles?

      Shaking myself, I tucked that bit of information away for later. Luca did, too, if I read the look on his face correctly. Together, we would find a way out of this nasty cage in my chest. For now, though, I needed to handle Charlie.

      Everyone deserved a second chance, but Charlie had gotten too many. Over and over, I begged her to be my true sister and stand with me. There were other ways to survive. We could have found another magical cure for her ailment. The world didn’t have to suffer.

      But she wasn’t listening to me. She hadn’t heard a word I’d said this whole time. Her voice was the only one she cared about.

      I swallowed hard. I had a decision to make. The longer I waited, the greater the chance that Morgan would get hurt. His life meant more to me. It was difficult to admit because I didn’t want to put any one person above another. But Morgan was everything to me, everything that Charlie could have been and more.

      Luca and I had put a failsafe into the summoning circle. We had no way of knowing if it would work, but I’d hoped we wouldn’t even have to use it. As it turned out, we didn’t really have any other choice.

      When I snapped back to reality, I found Charlie dragging the tip of her small blade over her skin. I heaved a sigh that turned into a growl.

      “Would you cut that out?” I shouted. “Put the knife down. Just this once.”

      The air inside her magical cage rippled. Her eyes flashed red. Laughter echoed all around us. Abaddon reached into the room with invisible hands, turning the air thick with the scent of brimstone.

      The glowing wall between Charlie and me cracked as if someone had taken ahold of it. A great force crushed the magical enclosure as easily as glass.

      “Vi!” Luca warned over the sound of shattering magic. “Hit the sigil! Do it now before we lose the upper hand!”

      I froze.

      Time didn’t still, though. The clock seemed to tick ever onward, faster and faster. I watched the cracks spiderweb across the magical barrier. Beyond it, Charlie cackled with delighted glee. That look on her face, eyes wide and grin split ear to ear, said it all.

      She’d won.

      

      Morgan

      

      The crowd was too large for me to take on by myself. Ryder was on the other side of the house. I could hear his curses from here as he fought the same battles. There was a rush of fire in the distance. It nearly called me away from my own task.

      Two dragon shifters weren’t enough for this overwhelming crowd. Help was on the way, but when would they arrive? This was their territory. I couldn’t keep fighting for them if they weren’t going to lift a finger to help.

      I leapt and caught another bottle full of gasoline. While I snuffed the flame on the one, another crashed against the ground. A body in the distance collapsed with a meaty thud. I was losing.

      For every one life I saved, three more lives were taken.

      Then the demons stopped moving. They seemed to look to one another. Whoever they’d been taking cues from, well…it seemed like they’d disappeared.

      I paused. There was only the soft crackle of a leftover fire in the background. Slowly, a whisper spread over the crowd. I paused, my guard down for a moment. Inside, the dragon writhed. It begged to be unleashed, but it could do little against the vessels that I didn’t want to harm.

      Is Vi all right? Where is she? Where is my mate? The beast howled inside me.

      Vi was in good hands, though. I’d already made sure of that. I couldn’t do my part if I was distracted. I had to trust Luca. He was Vi’s friend, though. As her friend, he would help her in any harebrained scheme she might try to pull.

      I cursed under my breath. The person pulling the strings here had vanished. She had left no one else in charge in her absence. With no second-in-command, her army was without direction.

      It amazed me that they weren’t smart enough to continue their basic command without her around. It seemed that her demon benefactor had scraped the bottom of the barrel when he chose who to send to her.

      That wasn’t it, though. The crowd had only hesitated.

      They had one last command.

      In unison, they raised their hands. Hundreds of blades flashed in broad daylight. My heart flipped. I couldn’t stop them all. They would all fall at once if I didn’t do something.

      An idea occurred to me, but I wasn’t sure how well it would work. Faster than I’d ever moved, I dialed a number. Ness answered quickly.

      “I’m on the way! I can’t move any faster than this!”

      “Command them to stop,” I said without any pretext.

      The rumble of a car approached.

      Ness understood what I needed. “I’ll do you one better.”

      A shout rang out over the crowd. Though Ness was far away, her arcana reached the crowd. They froze in place, the blades just barely touching their chests.

      I let out a sigh of relief. We had no way of knowing how long it would hold, but we were safe for now.

      “I hope you’re faring better than we are, Vi,” I said under my breath.
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      “I’m sorry, sister,” I said with sorrow. “I wanted to be your family. It didn’t matter if we didn’t share blood. We could have been everything to one another.”

      Abaddon laughed at my kindness. My heart swelled. He could suck a fat—

      I slapped my hand over the last sigil around the summoning circle. We were lucky that it ran on its own arcana source since I couldn’t access my own. Touch activated the sigil and opened a portal beneath Charlie’s feet.

      For a moment, I saw Abaddon below. He had great red horns curling back from his brick red face. White fangs sat behind his blood-thirsty smile. Orange eyes glowed back at us from his massive visage.

      His power made the walls shake. Dust rained down over our heads. If the concrete building collapsed, we would turn to meat pudding. My arcana swelled in anticipation, only to snap back at me.

      Abaddon laughed at us. His breath reeked of flesh and blood. I suppressed my gag before lifting my gaze to meet Charlie’s. The look of betrayal on her face was enough to break me.

      Tears reached my eyes. I bit my lip to keep myself from apologizing. She didn’t deserve it. Her own actions had led her here. She’d had so many chances.

      “Good bye, Charlotte.”

      Abaddon reached for us, but Charlie plummeted through the portal and into his hand.

      Once she left this world, the portal snapped closed.

      I fell back, exhausted. But the building didn’t stop shaking. I lifted my attention to the ceiling. A crack ran across it. Abaddon laughed. He wasn’t gone, not yet.

      Luca sighed. A pair of arms scooped me up from the floor right before a chunk of concrete hit the ground where I’d been. Luca rushed towards the exit before rearing back. He hissed at the light.

      It was still daylight. He couldn’t leave the house without risking death, but the house itself threatened to collapse on us. I lurched out of Luca’s arms and tugged him towards the library. The basement would be stable.

      Right?

      Is that how houses worked? I didn’t know. I really hoped I wasn’t dooming us. At least, if I was, we would be pre-buried.

      Oh man, that was a morbid joke.

      When Luca followed along, I assumed that I was right. Abaddon’s laughter still followed us. The demon’s presence filled the room without needing to cross over. If this was what he could do from the other side, then I was terrified of what could have happened had we not stopped Charlie.

      If I’d given in to my pride, if I’d believed Charlie, if I’d opened the portal and let Abaddon through…the world would have been doomed. Unlike Charlie, I would accept my own demise over the apocalypse any day.

      In the basement, Luca directed me to a door in the back. He hesitated, but only briefly.

      “If we survive this, forget everything you see in here. Understood?”

      I gave him a grim smile and two thumbs up in response.

      Upper lip curling in distaste, Luca threw the door open and shoved me inside. At first, it was nothing but darkness. Slowly, several panicked heartbeats passed by, and my eyes adjusted.

      I hated having to wait. Without my arcana, I couldn’t just force my vision to accept the darkness.

      The room was surprisingly barren. Not even Abaddon’s oppressive presence could penetrate this cold and bleak room. In the center sat a coffin.

      I shot a look in Luca’s direction.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. Not while my house is collapsing above our heads.”

      “Fair,” I said.

      This was my fault. I did not have the funds to pay for this. Did homeowner’s insurance cover demonic-related disasters?

      We waited for Abaddon’s influence to fade. The demon general couldn’t keep this up forever. I flinched each time something crashed above. It shook the room, making the metal pieces on the coffin rattle each time.

      I desperately wanted to ask if Luca slept in that, but I didn’t. I kept my mouth shut for as long as I could bear. When I thought I couldn’t handle it any longer, the shaking stopped.

      Luca approached the door cautiously, as if Abaddon might resume his tantrum the moment we stepped back outside. When Luca nudged the door, it didn’t budge.

      “Are we trapped in here?” I asked, the edge of panic reaching my voice.

      The vampire wasn’t to be deterred, but when he put his shoulder against the door and shoved, a sliver of light shot through the new gap. He leapt back and hissed, his face contorting inhumanly.

      I jumped forward and slapped the door closed. Turning to Luca, I tried to assess the damage, but he was already huddled in the corner. He dropped low, clutching his wounded arm like a feral animal that knew its time was up.

      “Luca…when was the last time you ate?” I asked nervously.

      He didn’t answer. A shiver ran down my spine.

      Great, I was trapped in a room with a hungry and wounded vampire. This was exactly how I wanted to die. Not in a burst of angelic light, but at the hands of one of my closest friends who would definitely regret it later. Glad I could get exactly what I wanted.

      Sarcasm wasn’t going to save me, unfortunately.

      “Luca, I’m afraid my blood might kill you. We don’t know what demi-angel blood will do to a vampire, and I’m not in the mood to find out. Can you keep your hands inside the ride at all times?”

      I was losing my grip on sanity. The past few days had stretched me too thin. I pressed my knuckles to my chest, where the disco ball from hell kept my arcana trapped away. The light wouldn’t have been of any use, anyway.

      Still, I was naked without it. Today, I’d proved that I could do anything so long as I put my mind to it. But now that I knew that, I wanted my arcana back.

      The door refused to budge for me no matter how hard I shoved. I didn’t know what I expected, but it was worth a try. Tired and out of options, I put my back to the door and slid down it. I kept my eyes trained on Luca, who was doing a great job of staying in his own corner.

      He still hadn’t returned to normal. I expected him to straighten and apologize any moment, but he remained a hunched animal. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I sighed. I didn’t want to resign myself to death, but what other options did I have?

      Hey, Morgan. I know you’re busy with the demonic masses, but I could really use a hand right now. A big strong dragon man like you could totally move the debris outside the door.

      He couldn’t hear me, though. No matter how hard I thought of him, Morgan wouldn’t be able to hear the inside of my head. He was miles away, probably dealing with Charlie’s leftover mess. He shouldn’t have had to do that on his own, but I was a little caught up in something else at the moment.

      “I’m not going to sit here and wait for you to eat me,” I told Luca. “Instead, I’m going to remind you of who you are. I can’t say I know much about your time before we met, but the time we’ve spent together was unforgettable.”

      I paused. “Wait, that makes it sound like we’re lovers. We’re not. You’re gay as hell…Is Hell gay? I think that’s a little offensive. I’m babbling at this point.”

      My voice filled the small room. I told Luca about the time we’d gone swimming in the lake to find Beryl’s fae court. I told him about the time he’d saved me from certain death at a rooftop party. Yet, the whole time I spoke, my mind kept drifting back to someone else.

      Morgan, where are you?

      

      Morgan

      

      As if gripped by an invisible hand, I was tugged away from the confused mass of people. Both Ryder and Ness asked me where I thought I was going, but I didn’t have an answer for them. The only thing I knew was the deep need to run towards something…

      Someone.

      Vi.

      I’m coming.

      The sun was slowly dipping closer and closer to the horizon, but it wouldn’t set for another hour. It bathed the world in that golden glow that would have made the landscape cheery were it not for the panicked thump of my heart.

      There hadn’t been any invisible hand pulling me. It was my dragon. The beast could tell that Vi needed me. I wasn’t quite sure how the beast knew, but I wasn’t going to question it right now. The beast’s urgency was so intense, I knew if I wasted even a moment, I might be too late.

      I diverted from the roads so I could summon wings without being seen by humans. The wings burst from my back as if they’d always been there, waiting. I didn’t have time to bemoan how difficult the partial shift was at any other time. My only thought was of Vi, who needed me.

      The sight of Luca’s estate nearly drew me to a complete halt. At first, I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing. Where there should have been a concrete house, there was only a pile of rubble.

      My heart sank to my feet, and my breath shuddered out of me when the beast thrashed against my lungs.

      Vi wouldn’t have been able to survive this. She wasn’t a shifter who could heal. She wasn’t like Ness who could come back from the dead. My mate was small and fragile despite her power. My glass cannon would have been shattered by this disaster.

      But, as I came closer, I could hear the soft thread of a voice beneath the concrete. At first, I wasn’t sure whose voice I could hear. The feminine tone had to be Vi’s. My hope soared. She was the only woman at Luca’s estate, as far as I knew.

      Someone touched down beside me. I didn’t have to look to know that Ryder had followed me. I wanted to be mad. His help wasn’t required. He could go back to his pack. I didn’t need him, but…

      I needed him. Together, we grabbed the first chunk of concrete and lifted.
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VI

        

      

    

    
      Why was my first instinct in times of stress to talk incessantly? My voice had gone hoarse again. Luca hadn’t moved, though I’d noticed a slight change in his shoulders. They weren’t as tense as they’d been before. I hoped that was a good sign and not a sign that Luca was losing the fight.

      I didn’t have any way to defend myself if Luca gave in and became an animal.

      “This su—” My voice trailed off mid-sucks when I heard movement outside.

      Concrete scraped against metal. The sound of crumbling stone whispered against the floor. I twisted up onto my knees and pressed my palms to the door as hope swelled in my chest.

      Unfortunately, that was the moment Luca had been waiting for. I slammed, cheek-first, into the door when a force hit me in the back. My face throbbed from the impact. I tried to push myself away from the door, but Luca palmed the back of my head and shoved me back down.

      “Dude! I’m your friend!” I shouted.

      The movement outside stilled.

      Luca snarled. Two pinpricks pierced my neck. A gentle burn radiated from where Luca’s lips met my skin. I bucked but only managed to hurt myself in the process. Luca pressed one knee to my spine in a position that was likely impossible for anyone other than a vampire.

      “Get off me, you brat!”

      Over the slurping noises in my right ear, I heard concrete scrape the floor on the other side of the door. Someone twisted the handle. Panicked, I grabbed the knob from my side and shouted:

      “Has the sun set yet? You could hurt Luca more if there’s still light!”

      My head spun. Luca drank and drank. Pretty soon, there would be nothing left of me. Man, I really hoped this inverted-discoball of a curse in my chest kept him safe. I didn’t want Luca getting hurt…

      I didn’t want to harm my friend…

      The world before me turned into a blur. My vision darkened at the edges.

      “Hope you’re satisfied, dick,” I mumbled before I passed out.

      The last thing I saw was Morgan’s face, wrath etched into every line of his visage. Tired and empty, I held out a shaking hand—not to greet him, but to stop him. But that didn’t last long because I fell into the darkness.

      Morgan

      

      Rage propelled me forward. Luca leapt off Vi’s back and put distance between the two of us. His gaze momentarily dropped to Vi’s inert form right before he uttered a curse under his breath.

      I stepped around Vi so I could put my body between her and Luca. My fists trembled at my sides.

      “Ryder, get her to help.” I knew that my brother was in a position where no one could give him commands, but I didn’t give a shit about hierarchy.

      My brother scooped Vi up from the floor and carried her out of the room. My beast had no idea if she would be okay or not. The creature rioted inside me. It begged to be unleashed in this small room so it could tear Luca into shreds.

      “I’m good now,” Luca said.

      I curled my upper lip in a sneer. Luca’s condition meant little to me right about now. If anything, I wanted him to be not good.

      The air crackled with electricity. It made the vampire’s blond hair rise. That was when I noticed a bit of Vi’s blood at the corner of his mouth. He wiped it away with a flick of his thumb without even breaking eye contact with me.

      Above, thunder rolled.

      “It was not my intention to feed upon Violet tonight,” Luca said. “However, I helped her vanquish the half-demon and had my home ruined in return. I believe we’re even.”

      The beast crashed into me so hard that I thought I would tear in two. Only Vi’s whisper of a voice behind me kept the beast contained.

      “Leave him alone,” she said, her voice almost imperceptible.

      I didn’t want to take my eyes off Luca, but I spared a glance back. Vi hung limply yet dramatically from Ryder’s arms. She let her head fall back so she could look me in the eye, albeit upside down. Her blink was slow. She reminded me of a sloth, and it nearly brought a laugh to my lips.

      Which had been her intention. I caught the quirk of a smile at the corner of her mouth.

      The electricity that’d been gathering disappeared in the blink of an eye. My shoulder fell. Anger still simmered inside me, but it wasn’t all consuming while I looked at Vi. Her attention softened my rage, much to my annoyance.

      I pointed a finger at the vampire in the corner of the room. “He deserves punishment.”

      “Bruh,” was all Vi could manage.

      “What does that even mean?” I howled.

      Ryder clicked his tongue and moved his weight from one foot to the other. “Have you seen the man’s house?”

      Of course, I had. I’d helped Ryder move most of it so we could reach Vi. I didn’t understand why everyone kept bringing the house up…

      Oh.

      “That doesn’t mean you get to nearly kill someone!”

      But if Vi was alive and she said it was all right, then I would have to listen. I ran both hands over my face. Exhaustion quickly settled in once I let go of my anger. I wasn’t done here, though.

      I turned on Luca. “If you ever lay another hand on her under any circumstances, I won’t hesitate to remove them. Do you hear me? If she owes you anything, you take it out of me.”

      The vampire said something, but I paid him no mind. I turned and claimed my mate from my brother’s arms. Clutching Vi close to my chest, I took her back to my motel room where Bez was already waiting with food and a damage report.

      After setting Vi down in bed, I shoved a drink into her hand and sat near her. She moved so that she was curled around my back as she sipped from her juice box. With one hand on her shoulder so that I knew she was there, I turned to Bez.

      “Out,” I growled.

      The demon shot to his feet, tipped the brim of his hat, and waddled out the door in under thirty seconds.

      Once Vi and I were alone, I let out the breath that had been holding me together. Despite nearly being sucked dry by a vampire, Vi braced herself as I leaned my weight into her. She remained solid while I crumpled.

      I fought the urge to wrap myself around her and never let go. Though Vi was amazingly strong, I was reminded that she wasn’t much more than human. Just about anything could kill her if I wasn’t around. The thought terrified me.

      The last thing I expected to find here was a mate, especially when I knew my life would lead nowhere. I had nothing left to live for when I’d arrived. I’d planned on going down with my brother, in a storm of fury and vengeance. Now, I that Vi was in my life, things had changed.

      I needed to redirect my plans, but I wasn’t sure what that meant. Looking down at her, placidly zoning out with the juice box straw between her lips, I knew that I could never do anything that would jeopardize her happiness.

      That meant I couldn’t kill my brother.

      He’d murdered our father in cold blood before running. What else was I supposed to do? Was I supposed to let Ryder live after that?

      Though, Mom’s screams didn’t seem as loud in my memory. The images that had been burned into my mind were starting to fade. Scars didn’t bother me so much when Vi was around.

      I hated the idea of forgiving my brother, but he wasn’t the villain I’d made him out to be. Here, Ryder was a hero. He’d saved the pack and rescued a damsel in distress—though I’d never call Ness that to her face—all at the same time.

      The person my brother had become was at war with the image of him that I’d hated for so long. He wasn’t who he should have been, and it bothered me. Damage had been done, and someone needed to be punished for it, but I no longer knew what that punishment looked like.

      “Can I have a cookie? Or an energy drink? Or a bucket of flavored sugar to snort?”

      Despite my tumultuous thoughts, Vi’s words brought a rich laugh out of me. She dragged me back to the present, almost forcefully.

      “You can have a cookie, and that’s it.”

      She pouted and kneed me in the kidney. I flinched, amazed at her accuracy.

      “Little shit. You’re lucky you almost died today, or I would have paid you back for that.” I dug a cookie out of the bag Bez had left. “Behave or no cookie.”

      Surprisingly quick, Vi darted up and chomped the cookie I held out. Mouth full, she fell back onto the bed. I stared down at her in wonder.

      Twisting, I braced my hands on either side of Vi, so I could tower over her. “Are you sure you’re not faking your condition?”

      From here, I noticed a smear of blood on Vi’s neck that smashed my playful mood to bits. I wiped the blood away with the pad of my thumb. Vi flinched, which made my heart lurch. My beast snarled at me for hurting my mate.

      “Vi, I want you to know—”

      I couldn’t finish what I wanted to say. The motel door burst open and the room filled with Vi’s friends. They crowded the bed, each of them trying to crawl onto the mattress with us. I had to extract myself from the situation, much to my disappointment.

      “I’m fine!” Vi reassured her friends.

      Ness cupped Vi’s face in her hands and told her that she better be okay. Cerri slapped Ness’s hands away. The dark-haired friend, Addie, sighed and rolled her eyes even though there was a slight smile on her lips.

      I retreated to stand by my brother and Bez at the doorway. Watching Vi’s friends care for her made me happier than I cared to admit. My heart lifted and filled me with a kind of weightlessness that I didn’t expect.

      Ryder clapped me on the shoulder. I gave him a low snarl. He laughed and turned his attention back to the women on the bed.

      Was this my life now? I wanted Vi, but I needed to put distance between my brother and myself. He was a killer, a clan-destroyer…and a good man?

    

  







            32

          

          

      

    

    






VI

        

      

    

    
      The bass of my music made the Jeep quake. I turned it down, so I could place my order at the drive-thru. Life seemed normal. I had bounced back from Luca’s slip-up, which was nice. My blood hadn’t killed him, after all.

      But…I had a feeling that was because there hadn’t been any arcana in my blood at the time. I didn’t want to test that theory again any time soon.

      Not that I could.

      I accepted the rainbow-colored energy drink from the woman at the drive-thru window and tucked it into the cupholder between myself and Morgan. Next, the lady handed me Morgan’s giant hot coffee. It smelled sweet as I passed it over to him.

      “You know,” I said snidely. “If you wanted good coffee, we could have gone to Bad Moon.”

      He grumbled under his breath. He clearly needed the coffee sooner rather than later. The way he slouched and curled around the hot coffee made me laugh as I pulled away from the drive-thru window. The great big dragon man turned into a baby when he had a hot drink, and I adored it.

      After several sips, he tilted the cup and drained the whole thing in one go. I would have stared in awe were we not in city traffic. Then, as if the caffeine hit his system all at once, Morgan straightened and came to life.

      We were going to need all the energy we could get today.

      “I don’t get why they’re tying the knot today,” Morgan said.

      “With the way things have been going lately, the apocalypse could happen any day.” Just saying that left a stone in the pit of my stomach. “I don’t blame Ryder and Ness for staging a last-minute wedding.”

      Morgan’s lip curled derisively. Of course, he didn’t like this one bit. He didn’t want to see his brother happy. The two of them still had bad blood between them. Morgan refused to resolve it, though I hoped after today they would find common ground, so they could fix that.

      Because I wanted Morgan in my life…what’s left of it, at least.

      I hadn’t mentioned the inverted-discoball trapped inside my chest. I kept calling it that because it reflected my light arcana back at me in the most painful way possible. Charlie had called it Lucifer’s Shackles, which made sense. It also proved that I wasn’t a half-demon.

      I was a demi-angel, which still blew my mind. Looking back, I knew now why Legion called me little fallen one. He’d known who had sired me, even if I hadn’t.

      The curse remained because I refused to bring it up. When Charlie first had the curse put on me, I’d thought of it as an emergency. I’d wanted to burn it away as quickly as possible. But now…I wondered if it might give me a little more time.

      My arcana couldn’t destroy me from the inside if it was trapped in a cage. So long as the curse remained, I was safe from my own power. I would be able to live out a normal life alongside Morgan.

      Until the next demon came prowling for the key to the apocalypse.

      I feared it would never end. Today was supposed to be a cheerful day. I wanted to celebrate my friends’ union, but my mind kept slipping back to my own worries. There was nothing that could keep me in the present—not with this much going on all at once.

      They all knew that I was kind of a ticking time-bomb. I hadn’t told them about the vision. No one knew that there was a suspended expiration date slapped on my soul. They only knew that I was high-tier demon-bait.

      Syracuse and Lakesedge wouldn’t be safe until I was gone.

      Morgan grabbed my hand and twined his fingers with mine. His touch settled me. It reminded me of why I desperately wanted to live. I loved that silly nerd with all of my heart, though I would never tell him that.

      I’d tried to push him away, but we kept gravitating back towards one another. There was nothing that could keep us apart at this rate.

      They really meant it when they said opposites attract.

      The firehall in Lakesedge was tucked away on a side street. I pulled into the packed parking lot and searched for a spot. A chill wind slid through my tights once I got out. Despite the dropping temperatures, I reached for my iced drink once more.

      “Do you think Ness will be mad if I bring my drink inside?”

      “She comes off as a control freak to me,” Morgan said as he jammed his hands into his coat pockets. A peacoat had never looked better on anyone else. “I think she might shove it down your throat if you bring it inside.”

      Boy, there’s something else I’d like shoved down my throat.

      I kept that to myself, though. There was no knowing how much time I had left. My feeling for Morgan meant little in the grand scheme of things, especially when he’d be the one left behind. I didn’t want to fall madly in love, let him anticipate a long future together, then leave him alone with disappointment once Hell finally claimed me.

      I really hoped I wasn’t going to Hell, but at this point there was little evidence to suggest I belonged anywhere else. Maybe I shouldn’t have set the third-grade teacher’s pet turtle free. Yeah, that was probably what doomed me to life in Hell.

      “Ready?” Morgan asked.

      Though he hid it well, I could tell he was nervous. It was in the way his gaze darted around, never really settling on anything. I didn’t tell him that I could tell he was clenching and unclenching his fists inside his pockets, either.

      I took one last drag from my drink, sucking the last of it down to leave nothing but ice behind, before falling into step alongside Morgan. Hooking my arm in with his, I leaned into him and savored his dragon warmth.

      Without my arcana, I was colder than ever. I hadn’t realized just how much I relied on my light until it was gone.

      Inside, we found our seats, little tented pieces of paper with our names on them showing us where to sit. I giggled when Morgan glared at his seat, five spaces away from mine. He plucked the piece of paper from the seat next to mine and tossed it onto the one that Ness had given him.

      When he plopped down beside me, I leaned in and whispered, “You’re going to piss off the bride on her wedding day.”

      “I have been making that woman mad since the day I arrived, and I will continue to do so as long as I’m here.”

      The bride in question appeared at the head of the aisle. The arch way around her had been wreathed in soft fairy lights and lilac flowers. Purple wasn’t my color, but it made Ness stand out. She wore a gauzy white dress with sheer, billowing sleeves that were tight at the wrists.

      That neckline plunged as far as it dared. I wondered where Ness had found such a perfect dress at the last minute. Then I realized that she must have had this secreted away in the back of her closet for a while now. Ness had been prepared for this day, ever since she gave Ryder her heart.

      My chest tightened. It wasn’t the curse, though I could feel my arcana swell in response to my emotions. I tried to drag them down and lock them away, but my own yearning exploded fiercely. The backlash from my light didn’t make me flinch anymore, but it hurt more than ever.

      Morgan touched my lower back, as if he could tell that I was in pain. I tried my best to hide the radiating burn tearing through my nervous system while I watched Ness walk down the aisle towards her mate.

      They deserved to be happy. So long as I was still around, I would make sure that Morgan didn’t do anything to jeopardize their love. The big dummy would come around and see that Ryder was a good man.

      Cerridwen, at the altar, grinned wide when Ness stepped up alongside Ryder. As part of the pack and one of Ness’s closest friends, it made sense that she wed them. We’d stayed up late to help Cerri get ordained.

      Shit. Fuck.

      This was all too much. My emotions rioted deep within me. I didn’t know how much longer I could contain all of this. Was I close to my period? Or was I just really happy for the friends that I would someday lose?

      Cerri’s voice carried over the crowd. We all sat with bated breaths. Ness stared into Ryder’s eyes, a look of adoration on each of their faces.

      This wasn’t happiness. It was jealousy, slick and gnawing like a snake.

      Unable to bear the pain of my light any longer, I lurched out of my chair and stumbled up the aisle, towards the exit. Though I’d tried to do it as quietly as possible, Morgan made no such effort when he followed after me. His chair smashed into another, making a racket that drew everyone’s attention.

      I didn’t stay to apologize, even if I should have. Outside, I fell to my knees. The concrete walkway around the building tore at my tights. I cared little for my outfit. Every inch of my body was on fire.

      Was this it? Was this what the vision meant when the entity said my light would tear me apart? I’d assumed I would lose control, not that this curse would be my undoing.

      But I couldn’t seem to die. The pain refused to relent, and I had to sit through every second of it while my emotions roiled like a churning sea. That sea threatened to swallow me, and I could see no way out.

      Not until Morgan pulled me into his arms. His jacket was soft and plush. I sank into it and breathed in his scent. He’d used some sort of spiced fruit bodywash. I could have lingered there, in his arms, forever.

      It wasn’t fair that I would lose him. I wanted what Ness and Ryder had. I wanted to be loved in the way that my mother never was. Was that so bad?

      “We need to get that curse taken care of,” Morgan muttered as he rocked me.

      I’d ruined my friend’s wedding by making a spectacle. Ness wasn’t going to forgive me. And it wasn’t like I could creep back in, either. Everyone would notice. Ness and Ryder deserved to be the center of attention.

      “Can you sit out here with me?” I asked into Morgan’s jacket.

      He dropped back so that he was sitting on the concrete, and I was in his lap. I leaned into him. Though my arcana still burned bright, it wasn’t as painful as it had been.

      “When are you going to let us help you?”

      I grumbled. I’d been avoiding the topic for days. Luca had made several attempts to contact me. Morgan brought up the curse here and there. Each time, I turned away from both. I’d been hoping that this would solve my problem.

      If I didn’t have any arcana, no demon would want me for their nefarious plans. If I didn’t have any arcana, I would burn to ashes from my own power.

      That wasn’t how this was going to work. I could see that now. I wished I’d realized it sooner, but I’d been foolish and grasped onto false hope. And now my friends had to pay the price.

      “You’re not alone, Vi. I’m never going to let you do any of this alone. If you don’t already know that, then I’m going to prove it to you one way or another.”

      The dam broke. My eyes burned and tears began to fall down my cheeks. I sobbed into the front of Morgan’s peacoat. All the while, my arcana fluctuated. It swelled and shrank, over and over.

      I hoped it would shatter the curse inside me, but I’d had false hope again. Nothing would break these shackles. I doubted that even I was strong enough to burn through it. If I tried, I might hurt myself.

      The temptation was there, though. I had too much bottled up inside me: rage, indignation, grief, yearning, jealousy. All those emotions wrestled for power inside me when I should have had them under control. If I unleashed them and let them tear their way through the curse, there was a chance I could break free.

      Or I would rip another hole into Hell and let loose something more terrifying than Abaddon, who’d been able to collapse a concrete house while still trapped in Hell.

      Maybe I should just let Morgan and Luca figure this one out.

      “Do you trust me?” Morgan asked into my hair.

      I nodded.

      Of course, I trusted him. He’d proven himself time and time again already. There wasn’t anything more that Morgan needed to do to earn that.

      Me, on the other hand, couldn’t be trusted. We had no way of knowing if there would be a way to break this curse, especially when Luca’s library was buried. They still had to uncover and dig through Luca’s library to see if anyone knew how to break Lucifer’s shackles.

      My pride refused to give in. When Charlie used her magic to tamper my arcana, I’d welcomed my pride into myself. Now it reared its head and reminded me that I was not just anyone.

      I was a demi-angel, daughter of the notorious fallen angel himself. These shackles would not hold me. I was going to break this curse on my own.

      Morgan sighed, like he could already tell this wasn’t going to end well, but he didn’t go anywhere. He would stand by me, through dumb and dumber. And I loved him for it.
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