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            Soul of a Demon

          

        

      

    

    




      Griffin

      Demons are not that rare. You’d be surprised how many of us are living right under your nose. A living demon has to make trips to hell from time to time in order to recharge. This time when I push back into the world of man, I unexpectedly land in a public part of the park. Luckily, only one woman is present. Her level of shock is so severe, I can’t leave her. The beast inside me softens with her in my arms.

      

  




Julia

      I was meditating in the same spot I do every day when the weather is good. The gates of hell opened up and a sexy-as-F man gapes at me. The next thing I know, I wake up and he’s holding me. His pale eyes hold none of the black I first saw when he jumped from a fiery pit. He presses his lips to my forehead and tells me everything is going to be okay. For the first time in my totally messed up life, I believe it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Brothers of Scrim Hall

          

        

      

    

    
      Havendoor, New York is a small out-of-the-way town. Surrounded by forest, it’s the perfect place to build a castle and raise six spirited monsters to be extraordinary beasts.

      

      Even though I was born different, generally I believe in law and order. However, by human rules, I shouldn’t have searched for them. I damn sure shouldn’t have taken them.

      

      Don’t be too quick to judge me.

      

      If you had seen how eager those state institutions and foster homes were to be rid of those little boys, you’d have done the same thing.

      

      Monsters, they called them—They were the monsters. I gave children who were born special a family and an education. I made them a home in Scrim Hall.

      

      That was twenty-five years ago.

      

      Maybe I kept them too safe, too separate. It’s time I flew the nest so they can do the same.

      

      You should know there are Vampires, Reapers, Demons, and people who shift from humans to wolves, phoenixes, and dragons. They’re not like other men, because they are only partially human. You can call them monsters, but they are my children, and they are ready for the world to see the brothers of Scrim Hall.

      

      ~ Wentworth Pettigrew
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      Griffin

      I always return to the human world in the park. There’s a spot in a treed area where no one ever goes because it’s been fenced off by park rangers.

      Today I had to bring that jackoff Peevy home after teaching him a lesson I’m pretty sure he’ll never forget. He tried to kidnap my brother’s mate. My human side won’t let me kill but Peevy needed to pay a price. So, I took him to the realm of demons, and to my surprise he actually may have learned something.

      Because I didn’t want to walk home from the Peevy property, I had to go back to the demon realm and make my way to my normal spot to cross over.

      So, while Jason Peevy is home in his bed, sleeping off his worst nightmare, I’m walking through a fiery pit looking for my normal way out. “Idiot.”

      “What’s your hurry, Matisse?” Jurath is a full demon complete with puss and who knows what else oozing from his eye sockets. He has an odd fascination with half bloods like me.

      I skirt around him and the stump of black substance he’s leaning on. I speculate this part of hell may have been a forest at one point. The stumps might have once been trees if this place was ever like the human world. It’s hard to imagine that it could have been, but that’s what the older demons say. Now the rivers run with molten lava and the sky is black. The star this world circles is dark but still hot. Maybe in another million years, it will be sucked into a black hole.

      I should have studied more about demons and this world, but I was more interested in the stock market than the universe. So, I don’t really understand what this plane is or why it’s dying. I only know that every few months I have to return and recharge the demon half of me or it gets harder to keep him on the inside and my human side in control. “I have to get home.”

      “You should spend more time here and learn about how you came to be.” Jurath’s empty sockets blink, and he walks along with me.

      Stopping, I turn toward him. “Do you have something you want to tell me?”

      “That would be against the rules.” His voice is scratchy but I hear the irony just the same.

      I laugh. “Suddenly there are rules here.”

      “You can’t get something for nothing, Matisse. If you want to know what you are, you’ll need to spend more than a few hours here when the demon demands it.” It’s a scolding, but then he smiles and shows jagged brown teeth.

      Heading in the direction of my portal, I shake him off. “I don’t need to know. I am what I am and I prefer the human world. Unless you plan to break a rule in the next three minutes, I’ll be going.”

      He lets out a long sigh. “It’s not so easy. Despite what you think of this place, there are rules. Come and find me next time you lower yourself to this realm and I’ll give you a hint.”

      There’s no way I’m spending more time than I have to in a place that’s every human’s worst depiction of a biblical hell. “See you around, Jurath.”

      “Your father is also stubborn.” It’s not the first time the demon has mentioned that he knows my biological father. He’s always implied that whoever old dad was, he’s no longer living in any plane. Interesting that it’s the first time he’s spoken about him in the present tense.

      It’s irrelevant. There’s no point in knowing anything. My parents abandoned me long ago. I don’t owe them anything. Wentworth Pettigrew is the only father whom I acknowledge. He found me and raised me.

      The scent of humanity breaches the area near where I like to cross into the park.

      Closing my eyes, I call for a portal. Normally, it’s an easy thing, but today the gateway hesitates before it swirls and opens. The smell of my chosen world calls to me, and I step through.

      I enter into a different part of the park. This is not the fenced-off area by the rangers’ garage. I’m in the grove of trees near the west end of the large park. Time moves slower in the demons’ world. Here it’s sunrise and the grass is wet with dew.

      Someone gasps to my left.

      Shit. I turn. Sitting crossed-legged on a pink blanket is the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen. Her dark hair shines in the first light of day. Black-framed glasses surround bright blue eyes. Ruby lips are parted in surprise at my appearance.

      Her mouth closes, opens, and no words come out.

      My demon half is not how I would normally want this beauty to see me. I try to push him back, but the fire in my veins shows through my skin. “I won’t hurt you.”

      “I…” Whatever she was about to say is lost as her eyes roll back and she collapses on the blanket.

      I run to her, but she’s out cold. “Shit.” Relief floods me as I press my fingers to her throat and find her pulse strong and steady. “I’ve got you. You’re going to be fine. Don’t worry. I’m not as much of a monster as I seem.” I wish that was true, but it’s the best I can offer.

      Cradling her in my arms, I’m struck by the sense that I never want to stop. I push her hair out of her face and straighten her glasses.

      She moans.

      “It’s okay.” My voice hardly sounds like me, so soft and caring. I just want her not to fear me—is that so much to ask?

      Blinking, she draws in a long breath and opens her eyes. After a few seconds, she focuses on me. “What are you?” She touches my cheek. “I saw black eyes and burning skin.”

      Glad to look human again, I nevertheless want to tell her exactly what I am. But she’ll either run from me or not believe me. “I know. I looked strange. It’s all fine now.”

      She pushes on my chest and sits up. Wide-eyed now, she might be thinking about bolting. I search for the near future and see only the two of us sitting in this grove of trees.

      “There.” She points to my eyes. “Black. I saw, I saw.” She slows her breathing with her hand pressed to her chest. “I’m not crazy. You appeared out of a black hole right over there. I saw fire and smelled sulfur. Then you stepped out of the hole and you looked like a monster.”

      Strangely, all I can think about is how much I like the sound of her voice. “What’s your name?”

      She stands and wraps her arms around her slim waist. “I don’t think I should tell you anything.”

      Getting up, I put my hands in my jeans’ pockets, hoping to seem less threatening. “My name is Griffin Matisse. I live near here at Scrim Hall. Have you heard of it?”

      Her lips purse and it’s obvious she’s thinking because every thought in her head is clear on her beautiful face. “They say monsters live there. I thought that was some kind of cruel rumor because your family is wealthy.” She takes a step back, eyeing her pink blanket and the denim satchel lying on the grass.

      “You can leave if that’s what you want. I won’t stop you or harm you. I’m very sorry that I frightened you. It was an accident. Usually, I come through in a private area.” I want her to forgive me and to stay a while longer. I want to know her name, but if she runs, I’ll let her.

      “I meditate here every day when the weather is good. Why haven’t I seen you here before?” Crouching, she snatches up her blanket.

      I pick up her bag and hold it out by the strap. “As I said, I try not to scare people and today was an accident.” Honestly, I have no idea why my portal dropped me here instead of the normal spot.

      “What are you?” With a quick step forward, she grabs the bag from me.

      My heart sinks. “I don’t want to lie to you, but I’m not sure you really want to know the answer to that question.”

      Her dark eyebrows pull together, making the cutest crease above her sweet little nose. “Maybe not, but tell me anyway.”

      I’ve never regretted my nature. There’s no escaping it, so regret is useless. At this moment, I want to be just a normal man who might use clever lines to gain a date with a pretty woman. Instead, I say, “I’m half demon, though my exact origins are not known to me. I was orphaned. Wentworth Pettigrew of Scrim Hall adopted me when I was five.”

      Taking in the information, she stands still. Fear, worry, and disbelief all pass over her expression. “What was the thing you came through?”

      Maybe her curiosity is a good sign. “What’s your name?”

      The corner of her lips tick up and her cheeks turn pink for an instant. “Julia Carpenter.”

      “Julia.” My heart contracts. “I came through a portal from another plain where demons live.”

      I’ve admired her lips since I first saw her, but they tremble now. “Hell?”

      I shrug but I long to comfort her. People usually get upset by the idea of hell being a real place. “Not in the sense that you mean, but it’s not a nice place.”

      Clutching her blanket and bag to her chest like a shield, she takes a step back. “I have to go.”

      How do I get her to stay? “I’m sorry I scared you. You passed out; are you sure you’re okay to drive?”

      The way her eyes shift and she worries her bottom lip between her teeth, she’s clearly thinking about that. “I’ll call a friend to come get me.”

      “Boyfriend?” My demon isn’t happy about that idea. I push him down. The last thing I want is for my blood to burn again in front of her.

      She shakes her head. “Roommate.”

      “I don’t have my car, but I'm happy to drive you home in your car and catch a taxi from there." I just need more time with this woman. I don’t know what it is about her, but I don’t want to lose her before I’ve made a better impression.

      She swallows several times. “I can see you’re trying to be nice, but it would be foolish of me to let a stranger drive me home under normal circumstances. Today was not normal.”

      Hearth sinking, there’s no arguing with that. “No. I see what you mean. I want to make this up to you. Can I take you to dinner?”

      “I usually work the dinner shift.” She digs in her bag and pulls out a phone.

      “Where do you work?” I hope that doesn’t sound too stalkerish.

      “Wicketts On the Lake.” She frowns at her phone. “No service.”

      I follow a few feet behind as she walks toward the parking lot. “Will you meet me for breakfast tomorrow at Mable’s? If that’s too much, we could meet here and just talk.”

      Relief brightens her eyes and she presses a button on her phone. “It’s me. I got a little dizzy and don’t want to drive. Can you come to the park and pick me up?” She nods. “Thanks.” Hanging up and dropping the phone back into her bag, she looks at me. “Why are you so intent on seeing me again?”

      “Is that so unusual? You’re a beautiful woman. I accidentally terrified you. I’d like to have the opportunity to show you I’m not…” I can’t say I’m not a monster, but that would be the first lie I’ve told her. “I’m not only what you saw come out of the portal.”

      “What do you do when you’re not terrifying women meditating in the park?” She rolls up the blanket and stuffs it in her bag.

      “I’m a financial consultant.” I wish that sounded more impressive. Suddenly I want to be a doctor saving lives or a mission worker.

      “That’s very normal. I was expecting something with more drama.” She giggles. “I’ll meet you at Mable’s tomorrow at eight.” She points at me. “Don’t get any funny ideas about dragging me off to some demon place.”

      The idea of her in that horrible place gives me the willies. “No. Never. Just a meal in a public place.”

      An old Honda rolls into the parking lot and stops next to us. A petite woman with freckles and reddish-blond curls and a bright smile steps out and looks at me over the car. “I’m Laurie.”

      “Griffin.” I smile.

      Julia opens the passenger door. “We should go.”

      Laurie shrugs. “Nice meeting you, Griffin.”

      I give Laurie a nod, but my attention is on Julia. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She bites her bottom lip and closes her eyes as Laurie pulls away.

      Alone in the park, all I can think is how badly I want to bite that lip of hers.
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      Julia

      I’m dressed and ready to go to Mable’s diner and meet Griffin for breakfast. It’s hot out and I’m wearing cutoff shorts and a peasant blouse. Maybe I should cover more skin. I’m overthinking. I should have gone to meditate, but I admit, I was worried he’d be there opening gates to hell, and it would be just my luck to get sucked into one.

      Across the table, Laurie’s eyes are as big as saucers. “You’re saying that gorgeous guy I saw you with at the park is a demon?”

      “Half demon, he said.” After work, I couldn’t settle my mind, and I was up most of the night. I told Laurie everything this morning when she sat at the kitchen table.

      “He looked more like a god than a demon.” She sighs.

      I can’t argue with that. “When I first saw him, he was definitely less godlike. His eyes were completely black, none of the soulful brown, and no whites at all. His skin was covered in a map of red veins that looked ready to crack open like a lava pit.”

      “Huh.” She twists her mouth.

      “You don’t believe me?” Great. She is the only person I trust on the planet and doesn’t believe me.

      Laurie clasps my hand. “I believe you, Jules. You never lie. If you say Griffin Matisse is a demon, then he is.”

      I let out the breath I was holding. “Thank you.”

      “You know there are stories about Scrim Hall. The locals say that monsters live there. Half the people are terrified of the place and the rest are fascinated.” She gets up and searches for something on the bookshelf. “I read something last year in the paper and clipped it out. I know I put it in my journal.” She pulls a notebook from the shelf and pages through it.

      Laurie keeps a meticulous journal of everything that happens in her day and anything that interests her. I’m a little jealous of her ability to stay so faithful to journaling. I’ve tried and never make it past week one.

      She stops and holds the book out for me to read an article from a local newsletter about how the monsters of Scrim Hall paid to have Mable’s remodeled. “That’s nice.”

      Laurie is already looking through another journal. “Then early this summer there was something in the national news about how the guy who owns the house adopted six orphans twenty-five years ago.” She finds the page where she pasted the clipping and turns that book toward me.

      “This is hardly monstrous. Griffin did say he was an orphan.” I close the journals and hand them back to her. “What do you think I should do?”

      She sits clutching her books. “I think my opinion doesn’t matter. You’re interested enough to have gotten up and dressed early and you skipped your park time. Mable’s is public, so you’ll be safe. If you don’t like him, never see him again. If he’s as charming as he looks and he asks for another date…”

      “You would date a demon?” I can’t keep the shock from my voice.

      Cocking her head, her eyes are unfocused while she thinks it through. She meets my gaze. “If he was sexy-as-fuck and treated me well, I’d give him a go.”

      We both giggle. “I’ve made a lot of bad decisions in my life, Laurie. I don’t want this to be another disaster that I’ll regret.”

      “It’s just breakfast. Stay away from dairy and you won’t have anything to feel bad about.” She winks.

      She’s right. It’s only breakfast in a public place. I’m so curious about Griffin Matisse that I know if I don’t go, I’ll obsess about him. Picking up my bag, I wrap the strap over my shoulder and head toward the door. Turning back, I smile. “Thanks for going back to get my car last night.”

      “No problem. Max went with me, so it was a win for me too. I think he likes me.” She blushes.

      “Of course, he does.” The nerdy video game tester would be insane not to adore my best friend. She’s sweet and smart. “Tell Max I’ll make him cookies over the weekend as a thank you.”

      “I’ll happily deliver them myself.” She’s grinning. We rent a duplex and Max lives on the other side.

      With a wave, I head to my car and drive the ten minutes to Mable’s. Once I park, I sit there for a few minutes and rethink the wisdom of this date. Is it a date? I mean, a man asked me for a meal, so it must be a date. Maybe he really just wants to apologize for scaring me. It might mean nothing. Though, he was very pushy about me saying yes, so I’m guessing it means something.

      Pulling my shoulders back, I get out of my car, walk across the street, and go inside. The wonderful food scents hit me in the face as I scan the small diner. It’s Saturday morning, and the place is packed. A few people are sitting on the bench waiting for a table.

      My glance stops at the tall muscular form of Griffin Matisse as he gets out of the booth near the end of the front window. His stare seems to be asking something, but I’m not sure what my answer is supposed to be.

      I try to keep my nerves from showing by forcing a light smile as I walk toward him. “Good morning.”

      His beautiful lips barely move but his eyes smile. “I didn’t know if you’d come.”

      I sit. “Me either.”

      Sitting across from me, he holds up the coffee carafe. “Do you drink coffee?”

      “Please.” It comes out more desperate than I want.

      He pours my cup and then his own, which he drinks black while I doctor mine with three sugars and half-and-half. He watches me and looks very pleased.

      “What?” My cheeks heat.

      “I figured you for herbal tea.” He leans back, never taking his gaze from my face.

      “I like tea, but not in the morning. The tea would be healthier, but it doesn’t have the kick.” I stir and sip. Mable makes the best coffee and I revel in that first taste.

      “I drink coffee all day long. I’m not a tea lover.”

      If he was going to say more, it’s delayed when Mable comes over. I think this is the first time she’s been my waitress on a weekend. I guess no matter how busy it is, she serves the men of Scrim Hall. “Hey there. It’s nice to see you both.”

      “Thank you. How are you, Mable?” Griffin leans in with a flirty gaze for Mable.

      Mable may be blushing. “I’m not even going to bother asking about your father. I assume if he’d come home one of you would have let me know.”

      The joy rushes out of him. “I will call you as soon as we hear something.”

      She nods. “What can I get you?”

      He looks at me.

      “Um… Can I have orange juice and waffles with a side of bacon?” I probably sound like a glutton, but I’m hungry and the waffles here are amazing.

      Writing, Mable says, “I have fresh strawberries.”

      “That would be great.” I hate that I’m blushing, but I can’t turn down berries.

      Mable gives me a smile before looking at Griffin. “Your usual?”

      “Please.”

      She takes the menus from the table.

      It’s funny that neither of us had to decide what to have. It means we both come here regularly. “I wonder why I’ve never seen you before.”

      He cocks his head. “My brother would say, it wasn’t time for us to meet.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you saying our meeting was some kind of destiny?” I believe in fate. I’m just not willing to admit that yesterday falls under that category. It’s still in the weird event category.

      He shrugs, and I can’t help admiring how that small move causes his muscles to bulge. He glances toward the door and frowns.

      I turn to see a good-looking man even taller than Griffin walk in. “Who is it?”

      “My brother.” There’s a growl in his voice.

      After stopping at the counter, he walks toward us. “Griffin, you didn’t tell me you were coming here this morning.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      Laughing, the brother offers me his hand. “I’m Noah Russo, Griffin’s brother.”

      I take his slightly cold hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Julia Carpenter.”

      Dark circles shade the underside of Noah’s eyes. “The pleasure is mine. How long have you known my brother?”

      “We met yesterday.”

      Griffin reaches out and grips Noah’s wrist. “Let go of her.”

      With a wide smile, Noah complies. “You should come up to the house, Julia. The family would love to meet you.”

      “Um, thank you.” I don’t know why they would, but it’s a nice thought.

      Mable calls from the counter. “Noah, your coffee is ready to go.”

      Noah opens his mouth to say something, but when Griffin’s eyes narrow, he smiles and nods toward me.

      Once he’s gone, I lean forward. “Is he ill?”

      “Sort of. It’s almost time for him to burn.” His shoulders relax.

      “What does that mean?” It doesn’t sound good.

      “Do you think you’re ready to hear about my brothers? You seemed pretty freaked out when you saw what I am.” He looks at me as if I’m the most beautiful woman on the face of the earth. No one has ever seen me this way. I’m sure of it.

      “Laurie told me that there are stories about Scrim Hall. She also showed me some articles. One was about how your father adopted the six of you and an older one was about the funds you provided to update businesses like Mable’s.” I stop talking when our food arrives.

      We eat quietly for a few minutes, and I’m beginning to wonder if this date will be conducted in silence. Then, Griffin says, “We do what we can for the community. Our father was very keen on taking care of the area since for the most part, they protect us.”

      “Do you need protection?” My gut tightens. I just met him, but I don’t like the idea of him being in danger.

      “Sometimes.”

      I lower my voice and ask, “You’re a demon, what can hurt you?”

      He shovels pancakes and eggs into his mouth at an alarming rate. Then looks up. “There are people who would like to destroy us and experiment on us. The more connected the world gets, the more dangerous it is for creatures like me and my brothers.”

      I can see how that might be true. “You look like a normal man now. I mean…” My cheeks are on fire. “Bigger and better looking, but still mostly normal.”

      Reaching across the table, he runs a finger along my jaw. “I can’t tell you how glad I am that you think so. I think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you that so soon, but it’s true.”

      His touch sets me on fire. I want to feel his fingers on every inch of my body. Good lord, what’s happening to me? “I…you…” My brain is muddled. I lower my chin, pulling my face away from his touch. “Maybe you should tell me something about yourself, Griffin.”

      “I like the way you blush.” He shakes his head and scoops pancakes onto his fork. After a few bites, he says, “I told you yesterday, I’m a financial advisor. I do pretty well and have made some good investments. You already know what I am. It comes with disadvantages and advantages.”

      My appetite has been replaced by longing. I sip my coffee. “Like what?”

      He keeps his voice soft. “I have to go to a place that most people would describe as hell from time to time.”

      “That’s a disadvantage, I guess?” I look around to see if anyone is listening, then return my attention to him as he eats the last of his huge plate of food. “Why do you have to go?”

      He looks at my half-eaten plate. “Are you done eating?”

      I nod.

      “Do you have somewhere you have to be this morning?” His eyes are full of desire and maybe worry.

      My senses go on alert. On the one hand, I want to know more about him, but on the other hand, he’s about to ask me to go out of this very public place and the safety it provides. “Why do you ask?”

      “I was going to ask you to come home with me so we can spend more time together, but I can see you don’t trust me.” He shows no sign of anger and before I can say anything, he waves at Mable.

      She rushes over to our table. “Is everything okay?”

      The way he smiles at her is sweet. “Of course. I wonder if you would vouch for me, Mable?”

      Glancing from him to me she gives me the warmest look. It’s as if she’s about to talk about her own flesh and blood. “The men from Scrim Hall can be trusted. If they care about you, they will risk everything to keep you safe. I can tell that Griffin cares about you, and he cares what you think.” She draws a breath. “I can guarantee that he would die before he would let any harm come to you.”

      “How do you know?” My heart is pounding so fast, it’s hard to get the question out.

      Mable actually blushes. “That, dear, Jules, is a personal question. You’ll just have to trust me.”

      I nod and thank her.

      Staring at me, Griffin drops cash on the table before standing and offering me his hand.
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      Griffin

      I have gambled millions of dollars on hunches, yet waiting to see if Julia will take my hand is the most nervous I’ve ever been.

      Blinking up at me, I can see her pulse throbbing at the side of her throat. The last thing I want is to make her afraid, but I don’t want her to walk away from me. The idea she might shoots fear through me, and I’m not afraid of anything.

      She wraps her left hand around the strap of the giant cloth bag she carries before placing her right into mine. “I’ll go with you if you promise to keep me safe.”

      “It’s my purpose.” I want to say for the rest of my life, but that would send her running for the hills.

      With a wave for Mable, we head outside. I see her little car across the street. “Would you like to ride with me or you can follow me?” I point to my Mercedes.

      “Wow, nice car.” She scrunches up the space between her eyes, making her glasses rise. “I’ve made a lot of bad decisions in my life. I really don’t want you to be another one. This was only supposed to be a very safe breakfast.”

      “I’d like to think that spending a few hours with me will not prove harmful.” I take both her hands and stare into those gorgeous eyes. “Mable called you Jules. Is that what your friends call you?”

      She nods. Pulling one hand from me, she pushes her glasses up her nose.

      “Jules.” It suits her to have a name that indicates how valuable she is. “It’s hard for me to explain how I feel without seeming a little obsessive. The thing is, I’m not. Yet, when it comes to you, I didn’t sleep all night, wondering if you would stand me up today. This is a first for me.”

      Taking my other hand, she swallows. “I didn’t sleep much either.”

      “Would you feel more comfortable if we just walk around town?” I’m holding my breath and expecting her to run away at any moment.

      “Mable has known me for three years. She’s always been kind and given me good advice from time to time. If you’ll let me text Laurie and tell her where I’m going, I’ll ride with you to your house.” The way she looks at me shoots directly into my soul.

      As a demon, I never really thought about my heart or soul or if I could be loved. Right now, I would give everything I own to have this woman care about me. “I’m not kidnapping you, Jules. Of course you can call your friend.”

      With a nervous giggle, she pulls away and digs in her bag for her phone. She sends a text. A moment later she smiles at the screen. “Let’s go see this house that everyone talks about.”

      My heart bubbles with excitement. I take her hand and lead her to the passenger side of my car. Once she’s safely inside, I have to catch my breath before I get in and pull onto the road. I have a lot of questions about her bad decisions, but she deserves some answers first. “I have to go back to the demon realm or my abilities weaken and it feels as if I’ve lost a sense or a limb.”

      Rubbing her palm on her thigh, she shifts in her seat. “What abilities are you talking about?”

      I wrap my hand around her fidgeting hand. “I can see more than humans. Like I can see your pulse pounding and the energy you produce from being afraid of me. I can also see glimpses of the future.”

      She touches the side of her neck. “You can see that?”

      “Yes. I don’t blame you. I’m a monster. It’s normal to fear me. Wishing that wasn’t so won’t change it. Spending more time with me might.” There’s hope in my voice. That might be a first. I turn onto the road that leads to Scrim Hall.

      “And if you lose those abilities, you feel ill?”

      “It’s like losing your hearing or eyesight. It’s uncomfortable. I guess I could learn to live without them, though I don’t know if there would be other consequences if I never went back. I’ve never tested that. I trade a few hours of misery every month or two for feeling myself. Also…” It’s hard to explain how miserable it is to lose my demon senses, and I’m hesitant to tell her the rest.

      “Also, what?” She looks and is so innocent.

      I kind of hate myself for educating her on the dark side of the universe. Not willing to give her up, I say, “When I don’t recharge, it gets harder to keep the demon on the inside.”

      “I think I get it. If I can’t meditate and do yoga, I feel as if part of my mind is lost. I need my routines to feel normal.” Turning her face away, she looks out the window.

      In the glass, I see the reflection of her biting her bottom lip. “What did you mean when you said you’ve made bad decisions?”

      She shakes her head. “Can you forget I said that?”

      “No, but we can talk about other things if you’d prefer.” I squeeze her hand.

      When she smiles at me, I wish I didn’t have to watch the road and could just drink her in.

      “You know, for a demon, you’re nicer than most men.”

      I love that she thinks so, even if it’s not true. “You’re a waitress? Do you like that work?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t mind it, but I want to teach yoga and wellness. I have a degree in physical therapy, and I minored in nutrition. I’ve had my yoga certification for a year. I run a yoga practice on Sundays in the park, and I have a YouTube channel, but one day I’d like to open a studio. Maybe in a few years, I can do that and build it into a retreat for wellness. I have an idea, but it will be a while.”

      The excitement in her voice brings me joy. What is it about this woman? I’m losing my head, and I barely know her. “May I come to your yoga practice tomorrow?”

      “You do yoga?” The doubt in her voice makes me laugh.

      “Not as often as I’d like, but I’ve taken some classes over the years. My father thought it would help me stay calm and focused.” I’ve already told her more than I’ve ever discussed outside my family.

      As we pull into the circular drive to the house, she asks, “Did it help?”

      I stop in front of the walkway. “It did and meditation has helped over the years.”

      She looks at the house. “This is beautiful.”

      “I just told you that I have anger issues, and you’re just going to let that slide and move on to the house?” I’m in awe of her.

      Looking as if she belongs in my car, in my life, she unclips her seatbelt and turns toward me. “We all have issues. What you told me is that you recognize your weaknesses and take steps to strengthen the tools you need to cope with them. I admire that.”

      Removing my own seatbelt, I lean toward her. I want to tell her how I feel, but I don’t know how to describe the way I’m drawn to her. How do I tell her that her words mean everything to me? I kiss her cheek. “Thank you.”

      She blushes and breaks eye contact. “Show me the house?”
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        * * *

      

      I hate to admit it but I avoided having her meet my family by rounding the house and showing her the gardens first. Now we’re walking through the woods hand in hand. Her worry over her safety seems to have abated. I could spend all my days like this.

      “Are you avoiding the house because you don’t want me to meet your family? Do you think they won’t like me?” The concern in her voice breaks my heart.

      I pull her to a stop and face her. “I think they will love you. It’s just that I’m not sure I want to share you yet.”

      Her chest rises and falls quickly and her pupils dilate as she bites her lip. “Are you going to kiss me now?”

      Caught staring at her mouth, I meet her gaze. “I want to. May I?”

      Rising on her toes, she presses her mouth to mine. A low hum vibrates from her. “You taste nice.”

      Frozen in place, I’m not sure what to do. I want all of this woman who I just met yesterday, and for the first time in my life, I’m terrified. Cupping her cheek, I cover her mouth with mine and nip the lip she seems to find so tasty. Fuck, she’s everything. My cock is rock hard and it’s only a kiss.

      She wraps her hand around my neck and opens for me. Sliding her tongue inside, she tastes mine and moans.

      On a growl, I pull back. Holding her shoulders, I catch my breath and stare at the dirt path between us. “Maybe I shouldn’t have done that.”

      She pulls out of my grasp and quickly walks back the way we came. “You should drive me back to town now.” Arms at her side, shoulders tight, and hands fisted, it’s clear I’ve upset her.

      As uncomfortable as my shaft is pressing to get out, I rush after her. “Don’t run away, Jules. Please.”

      Maybe it’s the desperation in my voice that stops her. “I never know what to do in these situations. I’m awkward even at the best of times, but you saying you regret kissing me is… humiliating. I’m sorry…”

      I press my index finger over her lips, silencing her. “You are perfect. I’m sorry if you thought I was in any way disappointed with the kiss. Kissing you is pure pleasure. It’s only that I’m very aroused, and I don’t want to frighten you away.”

      She studies my face then shifts her gaze to my hyper-aware cock. “You are. I thought—” Reaching until her delicate hand is an inch from my fly, she stops. “I thought it was only me.”

      Closing the distance brings her palm to cup my needy shaft. “I want you so badly it hurts, Jules.”

      Removing her hand, she steps so her body is flush with mine and wraps her arms around me. “Do you want to kiss me again?”

      I slide one hand down her back and graze the top of her perfectly round ass before pulling her tight so she can feel how much I want her. I thread my fingers through her soft dark hair and dip her head so I can devour her full mouth.

      My demon has never cared about the women I’ve dated, but today he’s so close to the surface, I have to push him down as I sip and taste my way from her lips to her throat. “Maybe we should slow this down, sweetheart.”

      She wraps her leg around mine and makes the neediest noise.

      If I don’t rein in my demon, we’re going to take her on the ground in the middle of the footpath. I kiss her forehead. “Jules, please. I want to be a gentleman.”
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      Julia

      Pulling myself together, I disentangle my leg from his. I immediately miss the contact of my pussy against his thick shaft. I don’t know what’s gotten into me. “I…You’re right. I never act like this. There’s something…” My head is foggy with lust. I step farther away from him and take three slow long breaths. “Maybe you should take me back to my car.”

      He doesn’t say anything. Standing with his hands on his hips and his gaze on the ground, he’s breathing hard and a hint of those red veins shows on his arms and neck.

      I want to help him. It’s clear he’s suffering. “Griffin? Will you look at me?”

      Adam’s apple bobbing, he lifts his head and his eyes are pure black.

      Part of me wants to run, but I’m so drawn to him, it’s as if my muscles are not my own and I close the gap between us. I cup his cheek and keep my voice soft. “Come back to me, Griffin. I promise I won’t run away. I’m sorry. I know you won’t hurt me.”

      His brown eyes return and the red veins fade.

      “There you are.” My pulse is so fast, I know he can see it, but there’s no help for that. I’m falling for a demon and there doesn’t seem to be any choice in the matter. “I don’t know how to help you.”

      Wrapping his arms around me, he pulls me into a hug and buries his face in my hair. “I’m going to do better. I promise you.”

      Caressing his back, I love being in his arms. He’s so strong and big. I feel oddly safe with my demon. “It’s okay. I felt it too. I was too turned-on, too horny.” Why did I say that? My cheeks are on fire. “I mean, I don’t usually throw myself at men. I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I’m not myself around you.”

      He lets me go and combs his hand through his hair. “Whoever you are, I like it, Jules. I like everything about you.” Taking my hand, he kisses the back. “Let me take you in the house. Morris will be angry if I don’t.”

      “Who is Morris, one of your brothers?” We walk along the path that leads back to the house.

      With a chuckle, he says, “No. Morris is the butler, but he’s more like family.”

      “Is he a monster?” Even as I say it, I don’t like the word. “Or a creature?”

      Squeezing my hand, he smiles. “I’m not offended by monster. No. Morris is human.”

      At the front door, I take a deep breath to steady my nerves.

      A middle-aged man smiles from the center of an oval foyer as if he’s been waiting there for us. “I wondered if you would be joining us. I’ve made a few treats and some tea.” He bows. “I’m Morris, Miss Carpenter. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Griffin shakes his head. “I guess Mable called.”

      “She was kind enough to let me know that you and Miss Carpenter were headed this way.” Morris’s smile never dims.

      “I hope you didn’t go to any trouble for me, Mr. Morris. I don’t want to put anyone out.” I never like to be the center of attention and right now I’m feeling very exposed.

      “It’s my pleasure.” Morris leads the way to the right.

      Griffin leans down and whispers. “You deserve to be fussed over, sweetheart.”

      My heart leaps like I’m a heroine in a corny novel.

      We follow Morris into the most beautiful library I’ve ever seen. I’m thankful that there isn’t a big crowd inside. Only three people and one is Noah, whom I’ve already met.

      Noah grins, despite his pale skin and the dark rings under his eyes. “Good to see you again so soon, Julia.”

      “Thank you.”

      With his hand possessively on the small of my back, Griffin frowns at his brother. “This is my brother Finn, and Marina.”

      “Hello.”

      Marina is an adorable redhead. She rushes over and takes my hand. “So nice to meet you. I’m Finn’s mate. He’s a dragon. I saw him once when I was a child and found him a few months ago in the mountains. I’d been searching my entire life for him.” As she rapid-fire divulges information, she pulls me along to a sitting area with couches.

      On the table is an assortment of small cakes and cookies.

      Finn looks at her as if she hung the moon. He turns to me. “Nice to meet you. Is it Julia?” He is very tall with strange golden eyes and what looks like scales running down his neck and his arms.

      “Jules. Nice to meet you too.” Trying not to stare at anyone too long is difficult. “You’re a dragon?”

      “I am. Griffin told us last night that he accidentally frightened you when he exposed his monster.” Finn gives Griffin a hard look. “It can be a lot to take in at once. The human world isn’t educated in the existence of monsters.”

      “There are plenty of human monsters in the world and they’re not as concerned about scaring people.” I don’t know why I said that.

      “So true.” Marina grins at me. Then tells me the full story of how she and Finn met.
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        * * *

      

      I barely made it home early enough to get to work on time, and then made several mistakes on orders because I’m totally preoccupied with my demon.

      As punishment, I had to close out the register, so it’s after eleven when I get home. I drop my bag on the floor, kick off my shoes at the door, and collapse on the couch next to Laurie.

      Brigitte Jones is singing and drinking wine on the TV.

      “Tough day?” Laurie asks between bites of chocolate cake.

      “Long. I kissed Griffin.” I blurt it out.

      Darting to sitting upright, she puts down the cake and pauses Brigitte. “You did?”

      I shrug and take a bite of her cake. “That’s good.”

      “Forget the cake, what happened? The last I heard you were going for a mansion tour in a Mercedes.” Laurie checks her phone to see if she got the information right.

      “I did get a tour and a ride in a really nice car.”

      “How was it?” Laurie’s eyes are wide and excited.

      “The house is beautiful.”

      “The kiss!” She nudges my shoulder.

      I feel the heat rise up my neck and filling my cheeks. “Toe curling. If he wasn’t a gentleman, it might have gone too far.”

      “I hate gentlemen.” She sighs and then giggles.

      “No, you don’t.” I give her a shove.

      “No, but it would be a better story if he couldn’t keep his hands off you.”

      “Honestly, I had a tough time keeping my hands to myself. I’ve never been so drawn to anyone.” Even now, I’m half tempted to drive up to Scrim Hall and sneak into his bed. I’ve clearly lost my mind.

      “What about Bruce? You almost married him.” Laurie looks at poor Brigitte on the TV screen, with her cigarette and in her sad pajamas as she’s frozen in her off-key singing pose.

      I shake my head. “No comparison.”

      “Then, it’s good he ran off. Now you’re free to be with the sexy demon.” She grins.

      “This is the strangest conversation.” I giggle and eat more cake.

      “When do you see him again?”

      “He said he wanted to come to yoga tomorrow.” Butterflies come to life in my belly.

      Laurie claps happily. “I’m totally going to yoga in the morning.”

      “You don’t even like yoga.” I finish the cake.

      “No, but I love romance.” She presses the play button on the remote.
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        * * *

      

      All through yoga, my heart has been pounding. Griffin is quite limber, which gives me wicked thoughts and it’s a relief when I put my palms together and bow my head. “Namaste.”

      The class repeats it and they begin to gather their mats, towels, and bags.

      I roll my mat and keep an eye on Griffin as people stop to speak to him. I hear my name a few times but try not to eavesdrop. I put the strap around the mat, and drink my water before putting it and my blanket in my bag.

      Standing, I wonder if I should just go to Laurie’s car or wait and see if he wants to talk to me. It’s like being in high school again.

      Laurie waggles her eyebrows at me and waves as she goes to her car with Max. Somehow, she talked him into yoga on Sunday morning too.

      I wave and stand there awkwardly. I should go.

      Griffin’s voice is low and so sexy in my ear. “Do you have somewhere you have to be now?”

      “No. I have Sunday and Monday off.” Butterflies go into overdrive in my stomach while his voice sets my body on fire.

      Taking my bag, he pulls the strap over his shoulder, then tucks both our mats under his arm and takes my hand. “Walk with me?”

      We’re not far from where I first saw him, but he turns us toward the path that runs along a stream. “Your students are quite taken with you.”

      “They’re so nice to keep coming to the park.” I wish I had a studio so I could instruct all year round.

      His thumb makes gentle circles on my hand. It shouldn’t be erotic, but it somehow is. “Tell me about your childhood. Where did you grow up?”

      “Oh god.” My throat tightens. No one wants to hear that. “You tell me first and then I’ll see if I can tell you.”

      Cocking his head, he studies me and then nods. “Alright. I was left as an infant at the doors of an old age home in New Orleans. The place was called Matisse Living. The staff there turned me over to the police, and I was put in child protective services. Since I was violent and clearly not quite right, they eventually put me in a psychiatric hospital. When I was five, Wentworth Pettigrew came and adopted me. He brought me to Scrim Hall and explained to me what I am. He suffered through going with me to the demon realm until I was old enough to go on my own. He raised me with five brothers and gave us all family.”

      My heart breaks thinking of the small boy imprisoned for being different. “I’m sorry. Where is Wentworth now?”

      “We don’t know. He left us a few years ago and we haven’t heard from him since. Maybe he’s dead, but Declan doesn’t think so.” He shrugs, but I can see the genuine worry in his solemn eyes.

      “Marina told me that Declan is a reaper, so he would know if your father were gone. Why don’t you use your gift to find him? You see the future.”

      He kisses my hand and sits with his back against a big oak. He pulls me to sit between his legs with my back to his front. Wrapping his arms around me, it’s like I’m in the perfect cocoon of love.

      Oh lord, I’ve gotten ahead of myself. No one said anything about love. Lust, for sure, but Griffin Matisse doesn’t love me. I heat from the inside out despite the last summer breeze cooling down the day.

      “I have tried, but I can’t see him for some reason. Maybe he doesn’t want to be seen. He’s a monster too, and his gifts are not all known to us.” He kisses the back of my neck to the right of my braid.

      “You’re good at yoga.” I’m avoiding his question. It’s not fair, but I can’t help it.

      “Thank you, but the compliment won’t distract me.” Another kiss along my neck.

      A shiver runs through me. It’s delightful. “I don’t like to talk about my past.”

      He traces a path along the edge of my yoga top with his tongue. “Okay.”

      “Okay? No more questions?” I turn to see his eyes.

      With a small kiss on my mouth, he smiles sadly. “I hope you’ll tell me, but I’m not going to bully you, sweetheart.”

      Why does he have to be so nice?

      “My mom is a hippie. She doesn’t eat meat. I never tasted meat until I was six and the county made mom send me to public school. I still only eat it occasionally, but I like it.” I’m stalling. “My brother James was two years younger. He drowned in the pond. We lived in a community of people like my mom near Albany, and he and I were down by the pond. Mom told us not to go in, but James was little, and I got distracted by a caterpillar.” Tears stream down my face.

      Griffin’s arms tighten around me as if he can save me from the truth. “You were just a baby yourself.”

      I know it’s true, but I still want to turn back time. I nod. “Yes, my head knows that, but my heart misses my little brother even now.”

      “That’s love, sweetheart.” He kisses my neck and rubs my arms. “Tell me more?”

      His hands and lips have me vibrating with need despite revisiting my terrible past. “I wasn’t a good student. School always seemed like a waste of time when I as a kid. When I turned sixteen, I dropped out and left home. Once I was old enough to realize that my mom shouldn’t have left us by the pond, I got really angry. She had her problems too.” I sigh and let go of some of that anger. “I hitched a ride to Florida and lived on the beach with a bunch of people who did a lot of drugs and drank a lot. I lost a year of my life there before I knew what was happening.”

      Still holding me, his caresses have stopped. “How did you move on?”

      “I met Laurie, and she talked me into driving north with her. We stopped in Atlanta for a few years. I got my GED, went to college, got engaged, and thought I had put my life together.”

      He stiffens. “You don’t think I’m going to let you skip over the ‘got engaged’ part, do you? I mean I’m impressed with everything you accomplished in Atlanta, but what happened to your fiancé?”

      “He left. I finally went home to Albany to see my mom after six years and when I came back, he’d skipped town. Not even a note. Just gone. A few weeks later, he called and told me he was in Belgium and that I should move on.”

      “Belgium?”

      “Yeah. He’s a chef and decided to learn chocolate. Actually, it’s something my mother would have done. I’m sure there are dozens of places to learn about chocolate and dozens of ways to end an engagement, but always with the drama. It’s a good thing I didn’t marry him, but it still hurt.” I can’t believe I’m telling him all of this, but now that I’ve started, I can’t seem to stop. Bruce seems like a distant memory while my body yearns for Griffin.

      “I’m glad you didn’t marry him too.” He kisses me and nibbles on my earlobe. “Very glad. How did you end up here?”

      My body throbs for more of him. “I wanted out of Atlanta. For a minute I thought about heading back to my mom, but it didn’t feel right. I’d just gotten myself where I thought I wanted to be. Laurie said she had a friend in Havendoor, New York, and she’d been here once and it was woodsy and pretty. So, we packed up and headed north. Now I wait tables and dream of a better life.”
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      Griffin

      “You’re amazing.” Holding her in my arms under this oak, I can’t believe she doesn’t realize how spectacular she is.

      “I’m the unluckiest person on the planet, and I fail all the time. I gave up the possibility of getting a job as a physical therapist in a big city so I can wait tables outside a town of two thousand.”

      Believing that her choices brought her to me is selfish, but I still believe it. “It must have been the right thing to do. Look at how far you’ve come since that beach in Florida.”

      She relaxes against me, and I breathe her in. My demon wants her, but I’ve got him under control. I want her, and that’s not as easy to hold at bay. I nibble her earlobe and relish the sexy moan she lets fall from her lips. Lips that kept me up most of the night because I couldn’t stop thinking about them.

      I whisper, “I couldn’t sleep again last night.”

      “Why?” Leaning her head to one side exposes her pulse to me, and I kiss her there.

      “All I could think about was you, your lips, the way you taste, and the way you feel in my arms. I was so hard I had to relieve the pressure a couple of times.” Even now, my cock is rock hard.

      She freezes then turns slowly to face me. “Are you telling me that you were thinking of me and had to jerk off to fall asleep?” Her chest is rising and falling fast and hard and her pupils are blown.

      Is she aroused by the idea or mortified?

      I nod. “I’m still painfully hard for you.”

      “Why are we in a public park if you want to make love?” She moves her legs so her thighs squeeze together.

      “I didn’t think making love was an option just yet.” I run my hand from her knee, between her legs, to the edge of her yoga shorts, and slip my fingers inside to caress her soft inner thigh.

      Closing her eyes, she faces me and presses her hand between her legs. “I’ve been wet since breakfast yesterday, Griffin. I can’t even tell you how desperately I need you.”

      I clutch her thighs and drag her to straddle my hips. “You are everything, Jules. Damn, I want you. The things you say are so fucking hot.”

      She rolls her hips, rubbing her center over my cock. “I never say things like that. It’s totally out of character for me to be forward or horny. I think you’ve done something to me.” There’s a touch of fear in her voice.

      Brushing the escaped strands of hair out of her face, I cup her soft cheek. “I don’t have those kinds of abilities. I can tell you that I feel equally pulled to you, and I’ve never felt this way before. Even so, I will wait for you to be ready, sweetheart.”

      Rocking against me, she gives a desperate cry. “I’m ready. Maybe if we… then the need will ease.”

      I pull her shoes off, toe off my own, and dig my phone and wallet out of my pockets. Standing, I carry her fully dressed into the creek. When it gets a few feet deep, I sit us down in the ice-cold water.

      “Oh, crap.” She kicks her legs. “That’s cold.” She’s laughing.

      The water helps, but we must look ridiculous—wrapped together, in two feet of water, sitting fully dressed, in the middle of the creek. “We both needed to cool off just a little. I don’t want to take you behind a tree. I want to go slow and give you pleasure.”

      She draws a long breath and hugs me. “Thank you. I don’t know what came over me. I never act like this.” She leans back and looks me in the eyes. Horror widens her bright eyes. “You have to believe me. I’ve never said anything like that. I’ve thought some dirty things in my life, but I’ve never said them or acted on them. You bring out a very strange side of me that I didn’t even know existed.”

      I press my lips to hers. “I think all good things about you. I don’t usually walk around with a boner over a woman I just met either.”

      “Why is it like this?” she asks, her voice trembling.

      I kiss her temple and rub my hands up and down her back. “Let me take you home and we can talk about it.”

      “Whose home are you taking me to?” More worry that I’m the cause of.

      Being a jerk is not unfamiliar territory for me, but suddenly, I want to be a good guy. “Where do you want me to take you?”

      “Laurie will be at my place. How many people are at your house?” She looks at me and her cheeks turn pink.

      I run my thumb across her blush. “Quite a few, but I do have a room and a dungeon.”

      Wide-eyed, she gasps. “Um, you have a dungeon?”

      I shrug. “It’s in the basement and my brothers have always joked and called it a dungeon. It’s more like a man cave.”

      When she laughs, I feel like I’ve reached the peak of Mount Olympus. “Oh, well, I’d like to see that, but I don’t want to be around other people feeling the way I do. The cold water has helped, but I still need you, Griffin. Maybe the tree idea has merit.”

      A low growl starts deep inside me as the demon agrees. “No. I can do better.” Still clutching her firm round ass, I walk us out of the creek.

      She rests her head on my shoulder.

      This is the nearest thing to heaven I’ve ever felt and probably as close as I’ll ever get. Back under the tree, I reluctantly put her down. Picking up my phone, I look up the number for the Blakelock Hotel and dial.

      Julia grabs a blanket out of her bag. That bag is full of so many things. It seems like she always has something useful. She wraps the blanket around herself like a towel.

      “Blakelock Hotel, this is Ellen. How may I help you?” the pleasant voice of Ellen Fields chimes.

      “Hi, Ellen. This is Griffin Matisse. I wonder if you have a room available for tonight with an early check-in.” Watching Julia fuss and blush fills me with joy that I definitely don’t deserve.

      “Hello, Griffin. Let me check.” There’s a pause and some clicking on a keyboard. “I have a suite facing the lake. Expensive but the view is spectacular and it’s already been cleaned.”

      “Perfect. We’ll be there within the hour.” Once I’ve given her my credit card information, I hang up and collect the mats. Since Julia is clutching her bag like a shield, I don’t attempt to take it from her.

      “Where are we going?” She takes my hand, and we walk through the sun, dripping.

      With every step outside the cold water, my desire for her grows. Not that the water quelled it, but it did make it manageable. “I booked a room at the Blakelock. Unless you’ve changed your mind. My brother, Finn told me that when he met Marina, he had to put them in a cold shower. Now I know what he meant.”

      “Fancy.” She smiles, then wipes a drop of water off her glasses. “I came here with Laurie. I guess I hoped you’d want to spend some time together.”

      I love that she anticipated a date after yoga. I love everything about this woman. It’s totally insane to feel this strongly after two days, but I can’t seem to help myself.

      In the car, she complains, “I’m ruining your leather seats.”

      Kissing her fingers, I suck one into my mouth. “It’s fine.”

      She gasps, and the worry stops.
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      No one at the Blakelock gives our damp state a second look. After nearly an hour, perhaps we don’t look that bad. I don’t care, I just want to be alone with Julia. As soon as I have the key cards, I take her hand and practically drag her to the elevator.

      A middle-aged couple steps in with us. The woman pats her hair into place and smiles at me.

      Julia squeezes my hand. “Have you been here before?”

      “Silas designed the gardens, and I’ve had several business lunches in the restaurant, but this will be the first time I’ve seen one of the rooms.”

      On the seventh floor, the couple gets off. When the door closes, I pull her into my arms. This is the longest elevator ride of my life. I lower my lips to hers. I’ll just have a taste.

      She makes the most erotic sound in her throat and my cock swells. “Griffin.”

      The elevator dings and the door opens on the twelfth floor. Despite how uncomfortable walking is, we dash down the hall to the room, and I thank all the gods that the key card works on the first try.

      As soon as the door closes, my demon pushes forward. I stalk toward my prey. My body is on fire, the longing for her painful like a furnace burning in my chest, stomach, and balls.

      Eyes wide, she backs away. “Griffin?”

      The fear in her voice shakes me out of my head. I close my eyes until I feel the demon subside. “I’m sorry. I promise you, I can control the monster.”

      Biting her bottom lip, she inches close to me. With a hint of a sexy smile, she presses her hand to the center of my chest. “I want all of you, including the monster. But, is it okay if I shower first?”

      Unable to formulate words after a woman, my woman, saying she wants me and not just me, but the monster inside me, I nod.

      Still wrapped in her yellow checkered blanket, she kicks off her white sneakers and pads into the bathroom.

      I stare at the closed door for several minutes as the water runs in the room beyond. Thoughts of Julia stripping out of her yoga clothes and the water sluicing over her naked body flood my mind. It’s possible that after thirty years on this earth, I’m finally going to hyperventilate. I bend over and put my hands on my knees.

      Concentrating on my breathing, I slow it and focus on it until the demon has subsided and even the man is calm. The room has a big living room and a refrigerator, sink, and microwave in a kitchenette with seating around a black marble bar. The decor is monochrome, modern, and minimalist. Double doors lead to a bedroom, where I strip out of my damp clothes. There’s a second bathroom attached to the bedroom, and I take a quick shower before putting on one of the hotel robes.

      The other shower is still running. I have to close my eyes to push away the wave of lust that rolls over me. Stepping out on the veranda, the lake glimmers in the sun. My phone rings from the other room. Going inside, I answer when I see my brother Oliver’s name. “Hi.”

      There’s a long pause. “What’s wrong?”

      How can he tell anything from a two-letter word? “Nothing. I don’t know. Nothing.”

      “That wasn’t convincing.” Another pause. “Where are you?”

      The demon wants to tell him it’s none of his fucking business. “I’m at the Blakelock.”

      “I guess I can tell Morris you won’t be home for dinner.” There’s a long break before he adds, “Is the young lady Noah told me about with you?”

      “Jules. Yes.” My voice is too deep and too full of passion.

      “Griffin, are you alright? Is she alright?” There’s no mistaking the worry in Oliver’s voice.

      “I would never harm her.” Still, the voice of my demon is more prominent than my own.

      “Is she your mate?” His voice is soft and calming.

      “Why would you ask that?” My heart pounds fast and blood rushes deafeningly through my ears.

      “Calm down. Breathe. I’m asking because I haven’t heard you this out of control since we were teenagers. I know that when I met Britta, I felt out of my element and as if I were being pushed and pulled by forces beyond my control.” There’s always something soothing about Oliver’s vampire voice.

      His description is accurate. “My demon wants her, and he’s never cared much about the women I’ve dated. I want her, and I don’t think I’ll ever want another.”

      A feminine gasp sounds behind me.

      Hair loose and damp around her shoulders, skin pink from the shower, and a fluffy white towel wrapped around her, she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. She has her hand over her open mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

      “I have to go, Oliver.” I disconnect before he responds. I step toward her.

      She steps back. “What you said, did you mean that? Were you talking about me?”

      I can’t help chuckling. She’s so adorable. “Of course, I was talking about you.” Now that she’s near and almost naked, I’m oddly calm and insanely turned-on.

      Still backing up, she stops when she bumps into the long white couch.
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      Julia

      I don’t know if I should run or stay. The couch brings me up short. I want him. I need him. I’m a little afraid of him. No. Not scared of him as much as how he makes me feel. “I hardly know myself when you’re near.”

      “You’ll never be in danger from me. I’d die to protect you.” He stalks slowly toward me, eyes shifting from black to brown.

      “No.” The idea of him dying makes my chest hurt. “I’d rather you stay alive.”

      His lips twitch. “The conversation you heard. My brother asked me if I thought you are my mate.”

      “I don’t know what that means. Not really.” It’s a struggle to catch my breath. “Like animals that mate for life?”

      He nods. “Creatures like me and my brothers can only stay with a woman who is our true mate. My father admired many women over his long life, but none were his mate, so he never found happiness.”

      I’m gripping the back of the couch so hard, my fingers hurt. “Do you think I’m your true mate?”

      Closing the distance between us, he gently pries my fingers off the couch, then kisses each one. “I’ve never felt like if a woman walked away from me, I wouldn’t recover. If you don’t want me, I’ll understand. I’m a monster. It would mean I will always be alone, but you could walk out and have a normal life with a normal man. I wouldn’t fault you for leaving. Part of me wants you to have some suburban life with an accountant and 2.5 kids that you take to soccer practice and dance class. I can’t give you that.”

      The pain in his voice breaks my heart. “I don’t want that life you’re describing. It’s just…”

      He brushes the wet hair off my forehead. His fingers leave a path of heat on my skin. “What? What life do you want?”

      “Griffin.” A tear is forced out by my bottled-up emotions. “I want you, but I have terrible judgment. I never make the right choice. Everything I’ve done in my life has led me from one disaster to the next. How can I trust what I want?”

      His eyes and skin change.

      Unable to resist, I touch the web of red veins. He’s warm, but the feel of his demon’s heat shoots desire between my legs. My nipples tighten and rub on the soft towel. “Then I touch you and what I think is right makes no difference. I have to have you or I feel as if I’ll explode.”

      He catches one of my tears with his thumb and presses it to his lips. “I will never hurt you.”

      “That’s a big promise to make to someone you met two days ago.” My heart feels asif it might push out of my chest.

      “Yeah, it is.” He lifts my chin with one finger. “I will never hurt you, Jules. I will love you for as long as I live.”

      With his heat driving my lust higher, and his declaration, I’m lost. Giving the towel a tug, I let it fall to the floor. “I need you.” Unable to stop myself, I cup my breast and pinch my nipple.

      Lifting me as he growls, he carries me into the bedroom and eases me onto the center of the mattress.

      “I’ve never been in a place this nice.” I run my hand over the soft white duvet cover.

      He runs his hand along my hip to my thigh. “It suits you.”

      My body burns for his touch. I lift my hips and let my knees fall open. “Why am I so desperate for you?” I reach for the tie on his robe. “I need you inside me.”

      “I want to taste you.” He covers me with his big body, letting the robe fall open. His thick hard cock rides my clit, and I’m so wet, he slips through my folds as he devours my lips.

      His veins heat and warm me. The pressure inside me is unbearable. I’ve never felt this wanton. I ache for him. “You can taste me later. I need you buried deep inside me, Griffin. Please.”

      The low dangerous rumble of his demon vibrates in his chest. His eyes turn full black before the brown returns. He notches at my slit, giving me an inch.

      I cry out as he stretches me, then again as he pulls back. I’m so close to coming and he’s barely breached me. His cock is hot like the rest of him and the warmth spreads inside me each time he rocks forward and gives me a little more. “Oh, god.”

      “Easy, sweetheart.” He presses forward and kisses my neck, my ear, and nibbles his way to my mouth. Plundering as I scream while he fills me.

      My orgasm crashes through me and I can’t catch my breath.

      Holding still, Griffin kisses my cheek and whispers. “I’ve got you, love. You feel like magic. Your body is perfection.”

      I come down from the most intense orgasm of my life and open my eyes. “I guess we should have thought about a condom.”

      “Monsters aren’t susceptible to the diseases of humans. I can’t make you sick.” There’s a strange cadence when he’s half demon and half man. His voice gets deeper, softer, harsher, and gentler at random intervals.

      He feels so good filling me it’s hard to concentrate on being responsible. “I’m not on birth control.”

      Elbows on either side of my head, he moves back and forward. “I’m not even sure if it’s possible for me to have children.”

      The idea of being heavy with Griffin’s baby should be enough to make me put an end to this, but it makes me want him to spill his hot seed deep in my womb. I rock my hips up to take more of him. My body trembles with the start of another orgasm. “Griffin. Oh. That’s so good.”

      He pounds harder and faster, stretching me, the base of his shaft rubbing my clit with every thrust. “Should I pull out, Julia? I can pull out.” He grunts with every thrust.

      It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced. “Don’t. I need you. I need all of you.”

      My pussy squeezes him hard and I scream.

      “Fuck!” With one last thrust, his hot seed fills me, extending my pleasure. He presses his forehead to mine. “You are mine, Jules. Nothing will take you from me.”

      Still inside me, he rolls us so I’m sprawled on top of him.

      “How are you still hard?” I rock and another round of pleasure begins to stir.

      “I’m a demon, love.” He grins up at me, and he’s all Griffin. The demon has left the surface.

      “Have I chased the demon away?” Rising to my knees, I rock and lift so that his thickening cock hits a spot that I don’t think anyone has ever touched before. “Oh.”

      Gripping my hips, he sets a rhythm. “He’s here, but you definitely soothe him.”

      I like the idea that I’m what calms his beast. Pinching my nipples hard, I ride him until I can barely contain the pleasure building inside me. “I never come this much. I hardly ever come at all. What have you done to me?”

      Griffin presses his fingers between my folds and teases my clit, pushing me over the edge of my third orgasm as his hot cum fills me again.

      I collapse on his chest. “You’ve put some kind of spell on me.”

      “No, love. You’re the magic, not me.” He kisses my hair and maneuvers me to lay with my back to his front. Pulling the covers over us, he whispers. “I love you, Julia.”

      “Mmm. So safe with you.” I’m not even sure if I said it out loud before exhaustion pulls me away.
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        * * *

      

      The sun is nearly down when I wake up, which means I slept several hours. I touch the space next to me, but Griffin isn’t there.

      Sitting up, I search the bedroom. “Griffin?”

      My heart pounds. He left me.

      Something crinkles on the pillow. The paper slips to the mattress. Tears spring to my eyes as I pick up the note.

      

      
        
        Jules,

      

        

      
        You looked so peaceful that I didn’t want to wake you. I’ve gone to get food. If I stayed and ordered room service, I couldn’t have resisted making love to you again. Rest. I’ll be back before you know it.

      

        

      
        I love you,

        Griffin.

      

      

       

      I hold the note to my chest. All the negative thoughts that scrambled my brain a moment ago are replaced with everything good that is happening. He loves me.

      Leaping from the bed, I find my bag, and tuck the note inside. I dance around the living room naked. So many firsts for me. A man so crazy about me, he’d make big gestures, a fancy hotel, and the greatest sex of my life.

      In the bathroom, I turn on the water to fill the tub. Looking to experience another first, I’ve never had a bath in my adult life. I barely remember a real bath as a child. It was usually a quick shower before the water turned cold or washing in the pond.

      On the vanity is a bottle marked milk bath so I pour that in and the large white and gold bathroom fills with the scent of lavender.

      His damp towel hangs on a rod and I run my hand over it. This was on his naked body not long ago.

      My skin tingles with the memory of his muscles rubbing against mine. I slide into the warm silky water. Maybe things are changing for me. Is it possible a demon is the answer to all my prayers?

      Washed and full of thoughts of my sexy man, I lean back and close my eyes.

      “You really are perfect.” His husky voice floats through the tiled room.

      Without opening my eyes, I picture him watching me bathe. “I’m not at all, but I love that you think so.”

      “That tub was made for you.” He’s close.

      Opening my eyes, I meet his gaze as he kneels beside me. “It’s my first adult bath.”

      He trails his fingers along the surface of the water. The clothes he’s wearing are the same shorts and T-shirt he was in yesterday and yet he’s even more attractive. “No bathtubs in communal living or in your life before now?”

      I shake my head. “With my mother, the community had a shower house and there was the pond. Every apartment I’ve ever lived in only had showers. This is lovely. I move my fingers so that they float into his.

      Laced together, he lifts our hands and kisses the back of mine. “You can have all the bath time you want for the rest of your life, Jules.”

      Half elated and the other half terrified, I don’t know what to say. Is he proposing, asking me to shack up, or is this just one of those promises men make when they want sex? “I don’t know what you expect me to say when you tell me that.”

      Standing, he strips out of his clothes, and slides in behind me. The water sloshes over the side, then settles. Wrapping his arms around me, one hand skims just under my breasts. He kisses me behind my ear. “I don’t expect anything. It’s only that I want you to know I have no intention of giving you up. If that means we have to get a new place, we will. If you’d be happy living at Scrim Hall, I’d be overjoyed. I’d rather not live in your apartment with Laurie since it wouldn’t be very private, but if that’s what it takes to be with you, I’ll do it.”

      “Scrim Hall is full of your family. How is that private?” I relax back and turn my head for kisses along my neck.

      “I love the noises you make when you like something.” He licks my throat, causing more of those sounds. “Scrim is big, and I have places to get away from my brothers. Three of them are building other houses on the grounds. We could do that too if you want. I could buy a piece of property and build someplace else. Tell me what you need.”

      My pussy aches with every touch of his lips. “I need to come.”

      His low chuckle sends a thrill through all my cells. “Not what I meant, but I’m happy to oblige.” Lifting me to my feet, he stands and steps out of the tub. He grabs a white fluffy towel and places it on the rounded edge, then lifts me out and sits me down. Dropping to his knees, he presses my thighs apart. “Look how beautiful you are.” Holding my hips, he keeps me from falling back as he splits my folds with his wicked tongue.

      My cry echoes off the tile walls, and I bite the heel of my hand to hold back.

      Sucking and licking my clit, Griffin growls and the sound vibrates through me. “You’re delicious.”

      I grip the back of his head and tilt my hips for more. I’m on fire. The first pulse of my orgasm stirs. “Oh, I’m coming.” I clutch tight to his hair as it crashes.

      Griffin licks up every drip of my cum, still making those growly sounds. “I want to do that every day.”

      “You won’t hear any complaints from me.” Still vibrating with pleasure, my knees wobble as he pulls me to stand.

      With his arms wrapped around me and our wet bodies pressed together, he traces kisses from my temple to my mouth. Slow and sensuous, with the taste of my sex on his lips, he devours me.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter Seven

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    




      Griffin

      The last thirty-six hours were the best of my life. Getting that room was one of my finest ideas. My girl is pure and beautiful. She’s all that is good in the world. I hated dropping her off at her apartment, but I can’t act like a Neanderthal and tie her to me. She has a life, and I want her to be happy.

      I’m too excited to go home, so I drive to the park. There was a time I wouldn’t step foot in this place unless I needed to cross into the demon realm. Now I have a handful of wonderful memories.

      Sitting where I first saw Julia, I know I probably look like an idiot, but I don’t care. I’m head over heels in love and nothing is going to take that away from me.

      My gut tightens as the pinpoint of a portal appears in the exact spot where I came through a few days ago. I don’t know how I’m opening a portal. I reel back the demon so it will close.

      It grows bigger despite my efforts. Leaping to my feet, I’m ready for whatever comes through. The smell of brimstone and the heat of burning rock push through the widening hole. Within, the air swirls and grows more powerful, until leaves from the park begin to be sucked in.

      I stumble forward but catch my footing. Still, the wind is sucked harder from the world of my home to that of my father. “What is this?”

      “Destiny.” A male voice answers.

      Clinging to the rock, my fingers bleed and still the force increases. Unable to match the strength of whatever is pulling me in, I’m sucked into the demon world.

      My landing is less than graceful as I thud onto my ass with bruising force. “Fuck.”

      “Someone wants to see you.” Jurath pulls his cape tighter at his throat. His rotted flesh seems to have healed some since I was last here a few days ago.

      “Who?” I stand, but my demon pushes forward and rushes toward Jurath. I grab his collar in my fist. “Why would you force me into this hell when you know I’ve just been here?”

      His black eye sockets flash red and he becomes transparent as he backs out of my grip. A few feet away, he’s solid again. “If you follow me, it will go easier on you.” He turns and walks away.

      I attempt to make a portal, but nothing happens. Resigned, I follow Jurath. “Where are we going?”

      “You should have listened to me all these years, Griffin. I tried to tell you who your father is. Now you have something he wants.” For a demon, Jurath sounds remorseful.

      “And if I had listened and met ol’ pops, would this moment be any different?” We walk a long way. The terrain isn’t a part of this realm that I’m familiar with. The ground rises at a steep incline and in the distance, there’s a building.

      Something that nearly sounds like a laugh grates from Jurath. “Probably not.”

      He stops and waves one bony hand. A door appears and we step through into darkness. “This tunnel leads to the castle. I cannot continue.” He snaps his fingers and a light appears. “Whatever you think of me, Griffin Matisse, this is not what I wished for you when I left you at that old age home. I hoped he wouldn’t find you. Of course, he always knew where you were. I should have known.”

      “You left me there? I didn’t think you could cross into the world of humans.” My mind is reeling

      A rumbling sound signals something coming. A chariot big enough for one, pulled by six four-legged demons, rolls to a stop in front of us.

      Jurath sighs. “With the emperor’s permission and magic, I was assigned to see what came from the human woman. When you were more man than a demon, I left you in that world. It was a kindness after she perished to leave you where you would be found and cared for.”

      “Are you saying you saw my mother die giving birth to me?”

      His empty sockets blink. “You have to go. Don’t anger him. Just give him what he wants.”

      “What does he want?” It’s rare for me to feel fear, but what could my father want from me after thirty years, and why now?

      Jurath shoves me into the chariot. “It’s unfortunate.”

      Before I can ask for an explanation, there’s a painfully high-pitched shriek.

      I hold my ears.

      The six demons shoot forward, forcing me to grip the side rails as they careen through the darkness at nauseating speed.

      A light ahead gives me hope that this crazy ride will soon end. It’s a dim golden glow, but as I approach it grows brighter, until the cart stops at an illuminated door.

      As soon as I step out, the team of demons rush away.

      The door is ten feet tall and wide enough for two large men to pass through. Turning the knob, I push open the gateway to what will probably be my doom. Oddly, my only regret is that I may never see Julia again.
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Julia

      Three days and not a single word from Griffin. He totally ghosted me after dropping me off at my apartment. Not that I’m surprised. This is typical of my life. Though I’ll admit, I thought Griffin was different. I texted him after my shift was over, but he didn’t respond.

      “Why don’t you call him?” Laurie says. She’s sitting with Max on the couch and the two of them are playing some video game that, ironically, is full of demons.

      My gut is in knots. “I tried, but it went right to voice mail.” I eat another chocolate chip cookie out of the batch I made for Max.

      Laurie’s character gets annihilated and she groans.

      Max has a big grin on his handsome face. Even if he looks like he hasn’t combed his hair in a week, he’s still kind of cute in that geeky way. Laurie seems to really like him.

      Turning toward me, Laurie says, “Drive up there and see what’s up. He seemed really into you. I can’t believe he was only after a hookup.”

      “Well, that’s what he wanted and that’s what he got.” My heart tears a little more. I dash away my tears.

      Crossing to me, Laurie hugs me. “Go find out. If you confront him, at least you can give him a piece of your mind. That will be very satisfying.”

      Actually, it sounds horrible, but sitting around waiting for the phone to ring is worse. “I did already call in sick from the restaurant.”

      “There you go.” Laurie looks at Max and then back at me. “Do you want us to go with you?”

      I grab my bag and drop my phone in it. “No. I think this is a solo mission.”

      “Are you sure?” As my best friend, she’s never let me down.

      Giving her a hug, I steady my breath. “Yeah. I’ve got to do this myself. I’ll call you if I’m going to be late.”

      Once I get in the car, the worries start piling on. Maybe he’s with another woman. He could have a whole harem of women, and he keeps one for each night of the week. I was just a Sunday/Monday distraction. By the time I reach the front of Scrim Hall, I’ve got myself worked up into a tizzy that includes tears and fury.

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I go to the door and bang the knocker.

      Morris opens the door. He takes a long look at me and his stoic expression falters. “Miss Carpenter, what’s happened? Where is Griffin?”

      “He’s not here?” Anger gone, I let Morris’s obvious concern flow into me.

      “Who’s at the door?” Noah steps out of the library. His skin is nearly gray and dark smudges create a very grim look. “Jules? What’s wrong?”

      Morris says, “Griffin isn’t with Miss Carpenter.” Taking my elbow, he leads me into the library. “Noah, if you’ll stay here, I’ll see if I can round up the others.”

      Noah helps me to one of the couches and gets me a glass of water.

      Panic starts to escalate inside me. “Where could he be? Does he often disappear?”

      “Only when he has to go to the demon realm and he was just there. He would never go without letting one of us know. When was the last time you saw him?” Noah’s voice is melodic and soothing. He sits on the adjacent couch and leans his elbows on his knees.

      “He and I spent Sunday and part of Monday at the Blakelock Hotel. He dropped me at my place on Monday around two o’clock. I texted him when I got off work at eleven, but he never responded. I’ve tried a few times to reach him. I thought he changed his mind and was avoiding me.” As the rest of his brothers and some of their mates arrive, I keep talking. “It’s not as if he owes me anything, but I came here to give him a piece of my mind. I guess I’ll have to live with the fact that he told me he loved me, but then ran away to avoid seeing me again.”

      Silas growls and his brown eyes turn golden. “No. That’s not Griffin’s way. If he said he loves you, then he does. He wouldn’t disappear, and he’d never leave without telling one of us where he was going.”

      My pulse speeds up. “Did any of you see him on Monday afternoon? He told me he had some trades to take care of.”

      Morris shakes his head. “He never arrived home. We assumed he had remained with you, Miss Carpenter.”

      Anabelle sits beside me and wraps an arm around me. “Declan, where is he?”

      Closing his eyes, Declan gets very still. His expression is calm. He’s a reaper. Griffin told me that Declan eases people into the afterlife. Time feels heavy and everything seems to be moving in slow motion. The sensation stops and he opens his eyes. “He’s not in the human world.”

      Finn is the dragon and his scales bristle. “Then he’s gone to the demon realm. It doesn’t mean anything is wrong.”

      Oliver’s eyes are intense and his vampire senses make it hard to look away from him. “He was just there. He shouldn’t need to revive so soon. Jules, was he unwell when he left you?”

      “No.” I think about how he’d kissed me senseless at my front door. “He was fine. We had a great couple of days. I don’t understand any of this.” I’m close to hyperventilating and clutch my chest, willing my breathing to steady. “He told me that he goes to the park to cross over. Can we look at the park?”

      Silas narrows his gaze on me. “A good idea. It’s been dry, no rain, maybe we can find his scent.”

      “I’m not sure what that will tell us.” Noah closes his weary eyes.

      “It’s better than doing nothing.” Silas looks as if he might jump out of his skin.

      Usually, I’m a sidelines kind of person, but I need to find Griffin or at least have some closure that tells me he just didn’t want me. Either way, I won’t get that here. Standing, I draw my shoulders back so I’ll look more confident than I feel. “I’m going to the park.”

      Silas gives Lucinda a quick kiss and follows me out of the house. He looks enormous in my little economy car. We are barely out of the driveway, when he asks, “Are you in love with my brother?”

      I laugh because I’m nervous and because most people are not as direct as Silas or any of the brothers from Scrim Hall. I see movement in the rearview mirror. “I think your brothers are following.” I give him a quick glance and catch his golden stare. “I feel like the first time I say so should be to him, not you.”

      That earns me a wide wolfish grin. “Fair enough.”

      I don’t know where to start at the park. “He told me he usually goes to a private area to make the portal.”

      Four brothers came to the park. Noah stayed behind since his condition seems to be getting worse.

      Oliver breathes deeply. “I smell the remnants of brimstone.”

      Silas pulls a face that indicates he smells it too and doesn’t like the scent. The two head away from the parking lot. They stop at the rock in the grove where I usually meditate.

      I’ve been off my schedule since meeting Griffin and haven’t been back here. Four dark brown streaks mark the top of the rock. “Is this blood?”

      “Yes. It looks like he was trying to hold on.” Oliver places his finger over the marks.

      Silas stalks the area, sniffing as he goes. “The blood is Griffin’s. The smell of that horrible place he goes is strongest here.”

      Finn narrows his pupils to slits. “He didn’t go willingly.” He looks at Declan. “Only you and I can survive that plane for long. The others, an hour, maybe more.”

      “I can make a portal. It will take a good deal of energy. I’ll have to prepare for a few hours at least.” Declan doesn’t look happy at the prospect.

      “Are you a demon too?” I ask.

      Declan shakes his head. “Reapers can live on any plane and move from world to world. I’m out of practice, but I’m sure I can get through to the demon realm. Once there, I’m not sure how I’ll find Griffin.”

      Silas steps very close to me and gives my neck a deep sniff. “She could go.”

      Stepping back, I stumble.

      Fast as lightning, Silas reaches out and catches me before I fall. “You could survive in that hell.”

      “No.” I don’t know why I’m disagreeing, since I have no understanding of what that world is or who can and cannot survive there.

      “Are you sure?” Oliver asks.

      Getting uncomfortably close again, Silas continues to smell me. “There’s enough demon in her to survive.”

      I look at Declan for some clarity. “Did he just call me a demon?”

      With a hint of a smile, Declan steps between me and his scent-finding brother. “Enough, Silas. You’re making Jules uncomfortable.”

      Silas shrugs but backs off.

      Giving me a sympathetic look, Declan says, “Many humans have ancestry with monsters. The demon in you may be what called to Griffin. I’ve often considered that Anabelle may have a bit of Reaper in her and that’s why she didn’t forget me when I came to cross her grandfather over.”

      Finn grumbles. “Declan, you better get your trance going. We can’t leave Griffin in there if he’s being held against his will.”

      Declan goes to the rock and sits cross-legged. He closes his eyes. After a moment, his skin glows with a hint of blue and gold.

      Rounding me speculatively, Oliver looks me over, stops in front of me, and meets my gaze. His eyes are mesmerizing. “Will you go, Jules?”

      I have no idea what help I can possibly be, but staying here and waiting sounds terrible. “What can I do? I mean, I’m not as strong as any of you. I doubt I can fight a demon.”

      Cocking his head, Oliver smiles. “I have known Griffin for twenty-five years. When he turned eleven, he had to make his first trip to the demon realm by himself. In all this time, he was never forced to go by anything other than his demon’s need for the energy of that plane. I think you may be somehow connected to what’s happening.”

      The possibility that Griffin is in danger because of me makes my gut knot. I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to him. “I’ll go.” Of course, I will.
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      Griffin

      A hallway leads me to an opulent room. Lit by torches and a large fire in a hearth, it has several black fur couches and a stone table. Over the fireplace are two iron spears crossed at the center.

      On the left is a long banquet table loaded with every kind of food. In all the years I’ve been coming to this world, I’ve never seen anyone eat cooked food. Demons feed on their conquests. “What the fuck is this place?”

      A door opens at the other end of the great hall. The man or demon that enters is at least seven feet tall and broad as a grizzly bear. Looking mostly like a man, his skin is bronze. Two large black horns rise from his head and curve inward. He bares his teeth in what may be meant to be a smile. “My son has finally come home.”

      “Fucking hell. I don’t recall you making any effort to see me. Why now? What do you want?” I brace myself for whatever this creature wants.

      He laughs. “Right to the point. I admire that.” Stalking to the table, he grabs a handful of grapes and eats them. “You should eat. I went to great lengths to make you feel comfortable.”

      “You dragged me from my world without my permission.”

      “I am Mandurath.” He faces me. “I bred the woman who was your mother. I had hoped she would be a part of my great plan to breed vital demons. However, her relationship to demonkind was not strong enough. I have tried other women, but all have died and most of the offspring have perished at birth. You lived, but are too human and weak.”

      The idea that there are others like me, brothers and sisters, isn’t unpleasant, but he knowingly killed their mothers by impregnating them. “Did you know the women would die?”

      He shrugs. “They were weak.”

      “How did you seduce them?” There’s little chance a human woman would look at the demon before me with his pitch eyes and horns and think him a man.

      A light flashes and Mandurath changes into a man without horns. He looks as if he could be my older brother. “Human women are easily persuaded.” Another flash and he’s once again a demon.

      “What do you want?”

      “Is it not possible that I merely desire to know my son?” Stepping closer, he smiles.

      I cross my arms over my chest and stare. “No. You had thirty years to know me and never showed your face. I come here often enough to have made it easy for you. Jurath knows me and clearly, you know Jurath. Why now?”

      “The woman.” The center of his black eyes glow red. “I knew one day you would find the woman I need. I’ve been watching you since you reached maturity. I’ve been waiting for your mate to arrive. She will populate my world again.”

      He’s talking about Julia. Fury burns inside me. The rumble of a growl pushes from my chest. “You can’t have her.”

      The rage that he yells out is deafening. The walls of his castle shake. He pounds on the table and food flies in every direction. “I can and will. I rule here. This is my world. If you don’t bring her to me, I will destroy you.”

      “Destroy me then. I’ll never give her to you.” My chest aches knowing I’ll never see her again. Time is different here. She probably thinks I abandoned her. The walk here was long and days may have passed. Perhaps after I’m dead, I’ll be able to send a message through Declan. I can tell her how sorry I am.

      “Brave words, but it’s not that easy. I will have pain inflicted on you until you’re nothing but a withered mass of flesh. Jurath will look like an Olympian compared to what will be left of you. He crossed me once and you see what is left of him.” His smile is enough to turn my stomach. “Give me the woman. Go and get her and bring her here. I’m not unfair, Griffin. I will compensate you. I can give you ten women in exchange.”

      “The idea that you think that she can be replaced is disgusting. Even if she were not my mate, I wouldn’t give you a woman to abuse.” My words are brave, but my heart is pounding as I think of how I will keep Julia safe.

      Mandurath shakes his head and walks to a giant chair facing the hearth. “Why must you make things more difficult? You can’t create demons, only humans and perhaps half-bloods like yourself.” He spits on the floor, giving me no doubt about his feelings for me. “Do not assign some meaning to your feelings for the human. She can hold demons in her womb, that is her attraction.”

      “Nothing you can say will persuade me. Get your torture chamber ready, father. I am ready.”

      With a sneer, he stares at me. “You are more disappointing than the whelps that died in their mother’s wombs.”

      Demons are very hard to kill, but it’s not impossible. I should have studied more. Wentworth, my real father, tried to convince me to learn more about my species. No time for regrets now. I think back on the books I read in my youth. The ones I complained about being forced to read. Hopefully something stuck.

      Where a moment before, Mandurath was angry and cruel, now he leans back and studies me. “Tell me about the life you have with the humans.”

      This cordiality makes me want to laugh, but I hold it in because a conversation will buy me some time to think. The only thing that matters is keeping Julia safe. “I’m comfortable.”

      “Jurath told me you were raised by a man-beast. Does he live still?” His fingernails are black and pointed and he taps them on the arm of his throne.

      Would Wentworth know what to do? Would he be here to fight by my side? My brothers would all bleed for me, but how will any of them find me here? It was foolish to keep them from this part of my life, but I’ve been ashamed of the weakness that forces me to come to this world. Pulling my shoulders back, I say with confidence I don’t feel, “He lives.”

      “Jurath told me you feed on cooked food.” He spits on the floor again. “Nauseating. What do you do with your time?”

      “I invest currency.” It’s the simplest explanation.

      He cocks his head. “What does this gain you?”

      I look around his opulent room with rugs and furniture. It’s not something I’ve ever seen here before. Most demons crawl through the muck and scum of this world with barely a scrap of clothing. Jurath is a bit more comfortable, but now I see that’s because he works for Mandurath. “In my world, currency is power.”

      He bares his teeth and looks genuinely pleased. “So you are deemed powerful, a king, or emperor? Here, I am all-powerful.”

      There’s a hit of something in his voice and expression that tells me that’s not entirely true. Clearly, he rules, but I sense there’s someone who could rule him. “I am a monster, I keep to myself, but I have the things I want.”

      Scoffing, the veins on his forehead bulge. “You live in hiding from creatures you could decimate. Pathetic.”

      “I live…” My senses go on high alert. A portal has opened from my world. I feel Julia stepping into this hell. She doesn’t belong here. She is all that is good and pure. This world is not for her.

      Mandurath takes a deep breath through his wide nose and grins. “Now she’s coming to me.”

      “She is not for you.” My demon pushes his way forward. My skin heats and my vision becomes more acute.

      He stands. “You look more worthy now but don’t fool yourself into thinking you can defy me. I will crush you or leave you here to rot, but I will have the woman.”

      The closer my mate gets to this horrific place, the more force my demon uses to break free. For my entire life, I’ve been keeping the demon under control. Censuring him and feeding the human side of me.

      My birth father is big and strong. He might command elements or have some other powers that I can’t even imagine. None of that matters. I will not let any harm come to my mate. “I will kill you if you lay one hand on my woman.”

      Throwing his head back, he laughs. “Weak mutt. You make threats you can’t fulfill.” Raising his hands, energy pours from him and the side of the room blows outward leaving the castle open to the horrors of the demon realm.

      Three figures walk up the same path I used to come here. Two of my brothers flank Julia. They’ve come for me, but I doubt even with the strength of a reaper and a dragon, we can defeat Mandurath.

      My skin is bright red with the fire that flows through my veins. Looking inward, I see the demon looking back.

      Let me free. It’s the only way.

      If I let loose the monster inside me, I’ve always feared I wouldn’t be able to push him down again.

      Instead of taking the tunnel I used to enter the castle, my family climbs the hill to the open side of the castle.

      Hands on his hips, Mandurath watches. Pleased with himself, he says, “Once I sensed you’d found her, I knew she’d come to rescue you. My plan was perfect. I can’t steal a soul from your world, but she comes to me freely. Your soul is half mine. It took a lot of energy, but pulling you through was within my rights. She will fill my halls with demons.”

      It’s hard to breathe and hard to see. I want to destroy and protect.

      Let me free.

      Knowing that in my half-human form, I can’t best Mandurath, I release my hold on the demon inside me.

      A loud cry shakes the walls and it takes a moment before I realize it’s my screams I hear. Pain rockets through my skull and bones. I stretch and reform. Holding my head against the pain, it’s as if I’m being flayed open as horns grow like a ram’s. My clothing stretches and tears as the demon fully emerges. “You can’t have her!”

      Mandurath stares for a moment before facing me. He’s like a bull about to charge.

      Julia stands in the open wall, her mouth agape.

      My brothers flank her and Finn shifts into his dragon.

      The beast who is my father charges me with his head down. His horns aimed at my chest. He hits me. Backing me into the table.

      It’s like being hit with a baseball bat. I roar.

      Julia’s screams fill the air.

      Finn flies forward and claws at Mandurath’s back until he pulls him off me.
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      Julia

      I’m in hell and it’s far worse than I ever imagined. Not only does it run with rivers of lava, but it also smells like rotting flesh. Every creature we’ve seen is in some state of decay until we reach the castle.

      The weaselly demon with eyes dripping puss told us to go through a tunnel, but when the side of the castle blew open and we could see Griffin inside, we climbed straight up to the new front door.

      Watching us is a monster so horrible I can feel the evil dripping off him. While he has the shape of an extremely large man, no one could call him anything but a devil.

      As I step inside the castle wall with Finn and Declan, the devil looks at me lustfully.

      My stomach churns.

      Griffin yells at the monster, then roars as his body transforms into a similar creature. My man’s skin is a web of burning red veins, and his eyes are full black. Two black horns grow and curve out of his skull. He screams in pain as his body pushes outward. He’s magnificent. He may be a demon, but I feel no evil from him.

      The beast lowers his head and engages Griffin. There’s a loud clash as it hits Griffin in the chest and pushes him back.

      Finn shifts into a huge green and gold dragon. He leaps forward, wings flapping, and grabs the back of the devil, pulling it off of Griffin.

      The devil roars and energy pushes outward, thrusting Finn into the wall.

      It’s so strong, I lose my footing and Declan has to grab me to keep me from falling. “Stay close, Jules.”

      With a sneer for Finn, the devil turns back to Griffin, who’s only now gaining his breath. “I will destroy you and these filthy creatures who’ve dared come to my world. Once you are all scraps of meat for the demons to feed on, I will have the woman. She will rebirth this world.”

      Griffin lowers his head and rams his horns into the beast’s chest. The table breaks into splinters. The fire in the hearth thrusts out angrily, lighting the rug on fire.

      I don’t know who’s controlling the fire or if it has a mind of its own in this despicable place.

      The devil grabs Griffin and the two of them roll through the growing flames.

      I hear screaming and realize it’s me. Helpless, I stand, watching my love being destroyed by a beast. “No!” I try to get to him. I need to help.

      Declan’s arm bands around my waist. “You can’t survive that heat. Griffin can. Have faith.” Worry pinches his face despite his hopeful words.

      More fire explodes from the hearth and the walls char black.

      Finn uses his winds to shield us from the heat.

      “You can’t let him die,” I cry. “We have to help him.”

      The couches go up in flames and still, two giant figures roll around in the burning room.

      Finn’s big dragon eyes look back at me and all I see is hopelessness.

      Declan wraps both arms around me. “Little sister, we have to let him fight his way through. He couldn’t let that beast have you and called his full demon to the front to fight this battle. We have to trust that he knows what he’s doing.”

      Charred but not hurt, Griffin pushes the devil back. He looks at the wall above the fireplace, then back at his enemy. “Killing you is not what I want, but you know I can’t let you have my mate.”

      “Their world has made you weak. If I had known a real demon was lurking inside, I would have brought you here to become what you were meant to be. I will give you other women, son. I will give you all you could want, but this one must be mine.” The beast almost sounds remorseful.

      “Did he just call Griffin son?” The resemblance should have clued us in.

      “Shit,” Declan swears. “He finally finds him and now he’s going to kill him.”

      “Can a demon be killed?” I’m more hopeful than I should be.

      Declan shrugs.

      When Griffin’s gaze meets mine, all I see is love. Even looking as if he could tear me limb from limb, he’s still the same man inside. The man who changed my luck and made me believe in love again. One side of his mouth tips up for an instant before he turns his attention back to the devil. “You can’t have her.”

      The devil’s roar hurts my ears as he lowers his head and charges.

      Griffin lowers his head, but when he charges, he jumps on the back of the burning couch, leaps into the air, and grabs a spear that’s hanging over the fireplace. He comes down with the tip of the spear pointed directly at his father’s head.

      The beast shifts, but not in time and the spear impales him where his neck meets his shoulder and buries itself a foot deep.

      Rolling to the floor, Griffin gets to his feet several yards away. “I warned you, Mandurath.”

      Pulling the hilt of the spear, Mandurath grunts but is unable to remove the point. His voice has lost its energy. “I can’t be killed.”

      “Maybe not, but I will always defeat you.” Griffin turns toward us and leaps over the burning table and stands a full demon in front of me. “Are you alright?”

      I nod. “Are you?”

      He touches the horns on his head. Fear laces his words. “This is what lives inside me, Jules.”

      My heart aches at his worry. “I see you, Griffin.” I lean into his chest.

      Wrapping his arms around me, he kisses my head.

      “You defeated Mandurath?” the weaselly demon says from just behind me.

      The castle continues to burn, but inside, the devil moves about slowly and unsteadily through the smoke and flame.

      “Jurath, I won’t be back for a while.” Griffin takes my hand.

      “It will take him much time to regain his strength.” There’s a gleefulness in Jurath’s voice. “I will be indispensable.” He walks into the burning castle.

      We walk down the hill.

      Finn shifts back into a man. “How do you know you won’t be back?”

      As we hit flat ground and take to the path we came by, Griffin shrugs. “I think it won’t be necessary as often to return here. I had to feed the demon because I didn’t accept him. Now I know we are the same. He demanded I let him out to protect our mate. He won’t need to be fed for a long time.”

      When we reach the spot where we came through the portal, Griffin pulls the demon back inside him. His face contorts in pain as the shape of his head, bones, and muscles return to that of a man. The red veins remain as do his black eyes. He says a few words I don’t understand and the portal opens.

      We step through, in to the park.

      Sitting in a circle near my meditation stone are his other three brothers along with Britta, Anabelle, Marina, and Lucinda. It’s not so different from the closeness of the community where I grew up. Maybe if my brother hadn’t died, I wouldn’t have become so jaded against them or my mother.

      They rush forward, mates hugging, and brothers too.

      Emotions bubble to the surface all at once—I burst into tears. No, not just tears, but wracking sobs.

      Lucinda pushes out of Silas’s arms and punches Griffin in the arm. “What did you do?”

      He reaches for me, but the women surround me. “I didn’t do anything. Well. I nearly died or got locked in hell, and became my full demon self, but other than that…”

      If I could pull myself together, I’d tell them that it’s not Griffin, it’s me. I need to get out of here. I need to get this surge of emotions under control. “Home,” I barely squeak out between gasps for air.

      Marina says, “I’ll take you home.”

      “I’m coming with you.” Marina glares at Griffin.

      By the time we get in my car, all the mates of the brothers are packed into my tiny car with Marina driving. It’s not far to my apartment.

      As we get out of the car, Laurie stands at the door gaping at us. It must look like a clown car with five grown women tumbling out. She opens the screen door. “What happened to you?”

      My sobs get louder as I tumble into her arms.

      She hugs me and leads me inside. “Okay. Well, we’ll sort it out. Ladies, you’re welcome to come in.”

      I have a feeling that they were coming in with or without an invitation. Once I’m seated, someone thrusts a glass of water into my hand. I’m shaking as I drink it down, but I feel better. “I’m sorry. I’ve made a scene.”

      “You have the right to a big scene or two after the day you’ve had.” Anabelle sits on my other side.

      Laurie rubs my back. “What happened?”

      I fill her in on all the details that happened after I left her. “I don’t even know what day it is.”

      “It’s Friday,” Laurie says. “When you didn’t come home last night, I thought things went well. I tried to call you, but no one answered. I guess hell doesn’t have satellite service.”

      “Strange, it felt like we were only gone for a few hours.” I guess time is different there.

      Marina gives a nervous laugh. “Was it awful? Is that why you’re upset?”

      Anabelle hands me another glass of water. I cradle it and sip. “It was exactly what you’d expect hell to be, with fire and creatures in various states of decay, but it’s not really why I got so emotional. Well, maybe it’s part of it. Last week I woke up believing I’d left falling in love behind me. I had moved with my best friend, far away from where my ex had dumped me, and started a new life. Things have been going well for us here in New York State for the last three years. I work, I dream, I meditate. Then, during one of those meditations, some gorgeous demon jumps out of a hole in the world, and I pass out. Something I’ve never done before. That’s crazy enough, but then I fall in love with the demon. Just when I think my life is going to be alright because I’m in love and he says he loves me, we have sex and then I don’t hear from him for three days. He totally ghosts me. I’m distraught and believe I deserve an explanation. However, when I storm his home, he’s not there and on further investigation, he’s been sucked into hell where I’m supposed to go and save him. I get to hell and he’s trying to keep his biological and horrifying demon father from breeding me to repopulate hell. Then as a bonus, my lover shifts into a full demon with horns and everything and battles his father until stabbing him with a spear. Not that that’s enough to kill a demon because according to the demon who gave us directions, you can’t actually kill the horrible thing, just make him weak for a time. Then, what? I’m supposed to just go on like everything is normal and not break down into a heap of sobbing flesh?”

      All five of them stare at me with stricken expressions.

      Laurie breaks first. “Holy shit, girl, you cry all you want.”

      I may be going into some kind of mental shock, but I start laughing. “It’s ridiculous. What’s even crazier is everyone in this room believes my story.” I can’t stop laughing.

      The others join me.

      “Do you have any liquor in this house?” Anabelle asks between chuckles.

      “In the cupboard above the fridge,” Laurie says. “But Jules doesn’t really drink.”

      “Now’s a good time to start.” Lucinda laughs and heads for the kitchen with Anabelle. They find glasses and a bottle of tequila and return to the living room.

      We each do a shot. I cough and gag on mine. “Ugh, that’s awful.”

      They pour another round.

      The doorbell rings.

      Marina looks out the front window. “It’s Griffin. Do you want to see him, or should I send him away?”

      Probably the sweetest of the women, Marina looks ready to face my demon for me.

      “I’ll go out there.”

      They all drink another shot.

      “She’s just trying to get out of drinking this,” Laurie says.

      I laugh. A little while ago, I didn’t know if I’d ever feel happy again, now I don’t know what to feel. I’m on some crazy rollercoaster and I can’t decide if I’m thrilled or terrified.

      The bell rings again.

      Taking a deep breath, I open the door.

      He’s like a dream, cleaned up and in fresh clothes. His hair is still damp and those soulful eyes are filled with worry. “Are you alright?”

      There’s a loaded question that has no answer.
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      Griffin

      If my brothers hadn’t held me back, I would have run after Julia at the park. They convinced me to let the ladies take care of her. So, I went home and showered. I’d hoped she’d call or come back with the women, but neither happened.

      I went to her house and immediately heard them inside. A wave of relief washed over me, but now I don’t really know what to say, so I ask her a stupid question. Of course, she’s not okay, she’s just been to hell—literally—and now I have to tell her that my father says she’s part demon and that’s why she could survive the realm and why he wants to mate with her. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah,” she agrees with my expletive, then laughs, and sits on the stoop.

      Sitting beside her, I’m still short on the right words. “I’m sorry.”

      Cocking her head, she looks at me. “For what?”

      “For dragging you into a world you’re far too sweet to even know about.” I hate myself and what I am. I’ve never wished away my nature before, but now I want to be some regular guy and get to fall in love in some boring way.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      But it is. “You can’t make me innocent in this, my love. You deserve a normal life with a man whose father won’t trick you into becoming the mother of all the demons.”

      “What if I don’t care about any of that?” She clasps her hands together between her knees. “Look, it’s been a hell of a day, pardon the pun. And I’m probably fired because I missed my lunch shift today and didn’t call in sick because evidently, time isn’t the same in hell as it is here.”

      “If you want to waitress, I’m sure I can work out a way for you to still be hired. I have a stake in Wicketts on the Lake. But you told me you really wanted to open a yoga studio.” I’d do anything to make her happy.

      “That’s just a dream. I’ve only put aside half the money I need to start the studio. It will take me another two years to save the rest. If you can get me my job back, that would be great. Though, maybe I can make up a believable story about why I missed my shift. I’m a good waitress and they like me there.”

      “What if I was your partner and put in the remaining half so you can live your dream?” It will never make up for putting her literally through hell, but it’s a start.

      She gapes at me. “Why would you do that?”

      “It’s the least I can do.” If I’m honest, it doesn’t even put a dent in what I owe her. “If you hadn’t come to the demon realm, I would probably be suffering the worst kind of torture now.”

      “I see.” She stands and wraps her arms around her waist. Soot mars her clothes. “Don’t trouble yourself. I wouldn’t let you suffer in hell. I wouldn’t let anyone if I can prevent it.”

      Never in my life have I wanted to reach out and touch someone more. “Jules, do you want me to leave you alone? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

      Turning, she stares at me. “Is that what you want?” A tear rolls down her cheek.

      I shake my head. “No, but I’d understand if you never want to see me again. You never should have been in danger. I can’t even promise you’re out of danger. Mandurath may recover and try to get to you again. As long as you’re with me, he’d know how to find you.”

      “You’re leaving me for my own protection?” She backs down the two steps and onto the walkway.

      The guy next door peeks his head out. “You okay, Jules? I hear a lot of noise at your place.”

      Her lips are pinched. “Sure, Max. I’m fine. You should go over there. There are a bunch of women getting drunk.”

      His cheeks flush. “Is Laurie one of them?”

      With a nod, Julia turns and walks away.

      Still reeling from her idea that I would leave her, I chase after her and fall in step beside her. “I’m not leaving you. I’m giving you the opportunity to live a normal life without demons and trips to hell or psychopathic overlords who want to breed you.”

      “I can’t tell what you want.” She turns the corner and breaks into a jog on a path along the edge of a field that’s recently been plowed over.

      “What I want isn’t relevant. Your safety is all that matters.” I have to jog to keep up.

      She turns the corner and runs hard toward the woods.

      I chase. “Jules, please stop.”

      Jolting to a stop at the wooded edge of the field, she faces me. Tears stream down her face. “What?”

      “Where are you running?” I caress her arms.

      “I don’t know. To someplace where you not wanting me doesn’t hurt so bad.” She gulps air and more tears come.

      I pull her into a hug. “I want you. I will always want you. Nothing will ever mean more to me than you do, Jules. I’m in love with you.”

      “Then why are we talking about being apart? Why would you think I’d rather be safe than happy?” She sits on the path.

      I lift her in my arms and walk back the way we came. “Are you sure about this? Because you were pretty freaked out when we returned to the park.”

      Eyes closed, she snuggles against my chest. “I was, but you were gone three days. I thought you’d ghosted me and then you were, um, not exactly human, and all the other things. It was a lot to take in once the danger had passed.”

      There’s no arguing with that. She had a right to lose it. “Can I take you home, Jules? Not here. Why don’t we let the ladies have the night with whatever they’re drinking? I just want you to myself.”

      “Do you promise to never threaten to leave me again?” She hiccups.

      As we arrive at my car, I put her on her feet and lean into her. “I will never leave you. I will be with you all the days of your life. We can get married if that’s what you want.”

      More tears and a small smile make me wonder if she’ll ever run out of tears. “I’d like to see your dungeon.”

      Gaping and blinking, I have to take a moment to let her wish sink in. “I’ll show it to you.”

      She pulls the door handle and sits in the passenger seat.

      Not sure what exactly just happened, I round the front of my car and get in.

      At the front door of her apartment, the five women stand watching and smiling, then burst into laughter at something someone said.

      I pull into the street and drive toward home. “I should tell you something my, um, Mandurath said about you and why he wants you.”

      “I have demon genes,” she says as if it’s not news.

      Looking over, I nearly drive off the road before correcting and paying better attention. “Sorry.” I gulp. “How do you know that?”

      She lets out a long breath. “Silas could smell it on me and Declan suspects that latent or recessive monster genes are why your mates are so receptive to each of you. Once I heard that Mandurath thing saying he wanted me to breed demons, it made sense.”

      There’s no doubt in my mind that she is the most amazing woman on earth. She was more worried that I’d leave her than she was about being stolen away to hell for nefarious purposes. “I’ll keep you safe, Jules.”

      “I know. I think it will be some time before Mandurath has his power back and time moves so much faster here, I may be an old woman before he’s ready to try again.” She leans her head back and closes her eyes.

      Thirty minutes later, I wake her as I lift her from my car. “We’re home, my love.”

      “Mmm. Are we going to the dungeon? Wait, is there a bath or shower down there?” She sighs against me.

      “I have a big bathtub and everything else you will ever need.” I’m already hard, thinking about her in my tub.

      “I only need you.”

      “Then you’ll be pleased to know I’m already yours.”

      At the west corner of the back side of the house is a door that leads down a set of concrete steps. At the bottom, I press a code that unlocks the door. “We’re here.”

      Jules opens her eyes, blinks twice, then stares as she pushes out of my arms.

      She’s like a perfect gem standing in the center of my little hideaway. I’ve covered the walls in acoustic panels that keep the sound from traveling. The cloth is black like all the furniture. Red and white pillows and a white rug are a stark contrast. The artwork is all abstract in those colors. She turns slowly and stares at the long couch with faux-fur pillows and a red velvet blanket lying across one end. In the corner is a king bed, with black and red satin bedding.

      “The bathroom is through there.” I point to a door that’s built to look like a floor-to-ceiling painting in various shades of red and white.

      She touches the art and pushes through into the bathroom. “This is decadent, Griffin. Whom do you bring here?”

      Is that jealousy I hear in her voice? My demon puffs up his chest. “Only you. I began it as a hideaway and year after year, I added pieces that made me happy. I don’t know when it became so sensual, but maybe it was because I would meet you. Do you like it?”

      She runs her hand along the porcelain accents on the curved faucets. “As a den of iniquity, I love it. We wouldn’t live down here, would we?”

      I turn the water on for the giant tub. It’s big enough for three or four people. The water pours down from the ceiling. “We can live wherever you want.”

      Touching the stream, she grins as it splashes out of the tub space. “Are you going to bathe with me?” She pulls her shirt over her head.

      “Is that what you want or do you want privacy?” My cock thinks a bath is a great idea.

      “No privacy. Not now.” Unhooking her bra, she lets that fall to the black marble tile before toeing off her shoes and removing her leggings.

      Gloriously naked, she bites her bottom lip.

      I strip in seconds and turn off the water. Running my hand down her waist to the swell of her hips, I pull her tight so my shaft is trapped between us. “Jules.” I lift her off her feet and settle her in the tub.

      With a wicked grin, she slips down into the water, trailing her fingers along my body as she goes. Teasing my cock and balls for only a few seconds until she lies back in the bath and looks up at me.

      Gripping the base of my shaft, I give it a tug and step inside the warm water, facing her.

      “This is the biggest tub I’ve ever seen or heard of. It’s twice the size of the one at the hotel. How rich are you?” She arranges her feet so they’re over my calves.

      I grip one ankle in each hand and ease her toward me inch by inch. “I’m extremely wealthy.”

      As her ass reaches the halfway point, she lifts up so she can sit with her legs wrapped around my back and her sweet pussy open to my thick cock. She makes one of those delicious moans that I’ve become addicted to and grinds forward harder.

      Taking the soap from the tray, I wet the washcloth and once it’s good and soapy, I wash her back, her arms, and legs. When I reach to wash between her thighs, she throws her head back and cries my name.

      I discard the cloth and lift her to stand over me. With a small shift forward, my mouth presses against her folds. I thrust my tongue between, find her swollen clit, and suck.

      “Griffin.” She grasps my hair and pumps against my face.

      Licking a circle around the sensitive folds and sucking her bud, I grip her ass and devour her. This woman came to hell to save me. She risked everything for me. I’m never letting go. Her body convulses against my tongue and her nails dig into my scalp as she screams her pleasure.

      She sinks into the bath, spreads her legs, and takes my shaft inside her. So juicy from her orgasm, there’s no friction as I fill her.

      “I’m going to make you come like that every day.” I shift upward, hitting a spot deep inside her that makes her moan.

      “I won’t argue with you.” She rocks forward and back.

      It’s never going to be enough in this tub. Wrapping my hands around her ass, I stand and step onto the tile.

      “Where are we going?” She gasps on every step, gripping my neck, her sheath caressing my cock.

      Adjusting my grip, I take a towel from the stack on the chair and toss it to the floor so I won’t slip as I press her back against the wall. “Nowhere.” I capture her lips and devour her mouth. Our tongues meet in a swirl of passion as I fuck her hard.

      She breaks the kiss as her pussy clenches around me. Screaming my name, she presses her head against the wall. “How do you do that?”

      Still thick and achingly hard, I lift her from my cock and grab another towel to dry her. “What did I do?”

      “How do you make me come so easily?” She dries herself and drops the towel over a rack.

      Quickly drying off, I follow her into the other room. I still can’t believe this incredible woman is mine. I need more of her, but if she’s had enough, I’ll jerk off and wait until morning.

      My cock jumps as she sits on the couch with her legs spread and her gaze focused on me. “What are we doing, Jules?”

      “Come over here and find out.” Her smile is wicked and I love it.
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      Julia

      It seems impossible that after two orgasms in the bathroom, I could still long for more, but I want him desperately. Almost as much as that first day when I ached for him. Now it’s more pleasure than pain, but I need more. I need to taste him.

      When he stands in front of me and cups my cheek, I pull away from him just enough to avoid his hand and grip his thick cock. I lick the tip where a salty pearl has gathered. I taste myself on him and it’s so erotic, I moan as I draw him into my mouth.

      “Jules. God, that’s good.” He threads his fingers through my hair, pulling just enough for a little sting that heightens my pleasure.

      I pull him deep and open my throat to take more of him. As I release him, I swirl my tongue around his shaft, suck the head, and pull him deep again. I’ve never wanted someone to come so badly in my life. I need his pleasure; I need to taste him.

      I’m so turned-on, I press my fingers between my spread legs and rub my clit while I suck him hard and fast.

      His balls tighten and his legs shake. He’s about to pull away, so I grip his ass with both hands and hold him tight while I draw him hard and deep.

      With hard jerks, he comes in my mouth. His salty cum fills my throat and I swallow.

      When I’ve gotten the last drop, I release him.

      “Fuck, you’re amazing.” He picks me up and carries me to the bed.

      The sheets slide along my skin, awakening every molecule of my desire. “I think you’re the incredible one.”

      Laying me back, he presses his shoulders against my thighs and licks my slit from bottom to top.

      I grip the bedding. “Oh, Griffin. Oh.”

      His mouth is heavenly as he licks, nibbles, and sucks. He presses a finger deep inside me and rubs a spot I didn’t know existed. Growling against my center, he adds a second finger and finger-fucks me harder.

      My orgasm explodes and stars burst behind my eyelids. A long cry pushes from my mouth and echoes off the walls.

      I’m floating as he drags me against his hard body and pulls the blanket over us. “I love you, Jules.”

      “I love you too.” Even the imperfect is perfect with the right person. He’s a demon, and I wouldn’t change a thing about him.
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        * * *

      

      Since we’re in a basement, I can’t see the sky, but it feels like morning. I slip out of bed and watch Griffin sleep. He looks younger and at ease. After a second round of sex sometime in the night, we both passed out, but I’m restless now.

      I curl onto the couch with the white fur blanket. Somewhere in my ancestry, there was a demon. It should be distressing, but I don’t mind the idea.

      Deep in my own thoughts, I’m unaware Griffin has risen until he kneels in front of me.

      “What are you thinking about?” He palms my bare leg.

      “Being part demon.” I brush a stray hair from his handsome forehead.

      Frowning, he breaks eye contact with me for a moment. That haunted look is back. “You know it could be the demon gene inside you that is the attractant. Without it, we might never have met. At least that’s what Mandurath said.”

      I let that sink in for a few seconds. I’d hate to think of a world where Griffin doesn’t find me. But why should we care? Nobody knows where love comes from. “Does it matter? You say you love me. If you love me because there’s something inside me that calls to you, does it matter what the thing is?

      “I do love you. I thought you’d be more upset at the idea of there being a bit of demon inside you. I thought it would disgust you.” He stares at the floor.

      I press my palm to his scruffy cheek. “How could I be? You’re a demon, or half. I could never be disgusted by you. If a bit of monster lives inside me then I relish it because it brought me to you.”

      Meeting my gaze, he smiles. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Jules.”

      “It feels like I’ve known you my entire life. Like we’ve lived a lifetime in a little over a week.” My previous life was nothing like this. Even this one room is so much more than I ever thought existed. I swallow hard on the past. “You have to meet my mother.”

      “I want to meet her.” He gets off his knees and snuggles in beside me on the couch.

      There are barely any surfaces in this room we didn’t have sex on during the night. I could repeat the entire extraordinary thing, but first, my mother needs to be discussed. “You say that, but I’m serious. She’s not like other mothers. Since many people turn into their parents as they age, you need to know what I might become. You may change your mind after you meet her.”

      He laughs and presses his lips to my ear. In the barest whisper, he says, “Listen to me, my perfect mate, my jewel, I’m always going to want you. You met my father and I’m pretty positive I’m never turning into him. If you become a hippie and want to live on a commune in the woods, I’ll move there with you. If you want to live in this basement, I’ll stay right here and make love to you all day and night. If you do me the honor of becoming my wife, you will make me the happiest man alive.”

      I’d had my eyes closed listening to his sweet declarations, but I open them on the last. “You want to marry me? Are you sure?”

      He kisses my neck and down to my shoulder. I’m naked under the blanket, and he kisses my shoulder blade, then pushes my hair aside to trail kisses up the back of my neck. “I’ve never been more sure of anything, my love. Marry me, Julia Carpenter?”

      “Yes.” My pulse is racing. “I’ll marry you, Griffin Matisse.”

      Turning me so I’m facing him, he hugs me tight. “We can go see your mother today. Can I ask one thing of you?”

      “Anything.” I press my lips to his throat. He smells like a warm fire on a cold day.

      “If you love that waitressing job, then keep doing it, but if you want to be a yoga instructor, let me help you. I need you to be happy.” There’s so much desperation in his voice, it’s hard to resist.

      “I will put together a business plan, and we can talk about it. Will that do for now?”

      Leaning on his elbows, he hovers over me. “Oddly, I love that you never cave. You always listen and decide. Really, I love everything about you, Jules. You’re everything for me.”

      My cheeks heat, and I completely understand what he means because this man, this demon, is my entire world now. I never want to be anywhere but with him.

      “Let’s get dressed and go see your mother. It’s a pretty long drive to Albany.”
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        * * *

      

      It takes us over an hour to shower because we have to make love again. The three-hour drive to see my mom is a wonderful time to talk about our lives and sing with the radio. It’s the best long car ride I’ve ever been on.

      I’m nervous as we pull up the dirt road to the place where I was raised. The pond is to the east and the late-day sun reflects off the still water. Sixteen campers of various sizes and shapes surround a central fire ring. There’s no fire now.

      Several people step outside and watch as we roll up in a Mercedes.

      My mom is hunched over a basket of laundry. She stands and hangs a pair of jeans on a clothesline. Sparing a glance at the out-of-place vehicle, she cocks her head. Her eyes light up when she sees me. Leaving the laundry behind, she steps closer.

      Griffin squeezes my hand. “You’ve got this.”

      He’s right, but it’s nice to hear. I step out of the car and am immediately dragged into a tight hug.

      My mom’s gripping me so tight it’s hard to breathe. “I knew it was going to be a great day. I told Rider that when we woke up. You’re here, you’re really here. My Jules.”

      I hug her and laugh at how good it is to be in her arms after avoiding her most of my adult life. “Hi, mom.”

      Without letting go, she asks, “Who’s the guy in the fancy car?”

      “My fiancé.” I like the way that sounds. “I brought him to meet you.”

      Releasing me, she studies Griffin over the hood of the car. Mom is rarely serious, so her stern expression is daunting. “I’m Star Carpenter.”

      Griffin rounds the hood and offers his hand. “Griffin Matisse. It’s nice to meet you.”

      There’s a short pause while Mom examines him. It’s as if she can see inside him. “You’re not entirely human?”

      “No. I’m half…something else.” He only hesitated a second, but perhaps sensed that Star doesn’t really want to know the entire truth.

      She raises her eyebrows. “I thought you would lie. We don’t like lies here. Why do you think you’re worthy of Jules?”

      “I’m not, but I’m blessed that she loves me anyway.”

      Mom grins and looks at me. “I like him.” She pulls Griffin into a hug. “Come on. You both need to meet Rider. We’re not getting married or anything, but we’ve been shacked up for almost a year.”

      For my mom to have the same man in her bed for that long, it must be very serious. “We thought we’d stay in town tonight and come back and spend tomorrow with you. Then we have to head back to Havensdoor.”

      “What’s the hurry?” She pounds on the side of the old Streamline aluminum camper.

      Griffin gives her his best apology smile. “I’m afraid that’s my fault, Star. My brother, Oliver is getting married in a couple of weeks and I’ve promised to help get the house ready. If you and Rider would like to drive out, you’d be more than welcome. We have a big house.”

      The door opens and a man in his mid-thirties with no shirt and torn jeans steps out. He’s probably twenty years younger than Mom, but he looks at her like she’s the world. “Hey, baby.” He pulls Mom into his arms.

      She lets him cuddle her. “This is my daughter, Jules, and her man, Griffin.”

      Keeping his arm over her shoulder, he turns and shakes Griffin’s hand then pulls me into a quick but tight hug. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Jules. Nice to meet you.”

      I never heard of him before, but that’s my own fault for not keeping in touch with my mother. Of course, she lives on a commune and that makes it harder. “Nice to meet you.”

      Mom pulls a phone out of her pocket. “Look, Jules, Rider talked me into this. Now we can talk.”

      “Oh, my god. I can’t believe it.” I take the smartphone from Mom and put my phone number in before the thing vanishes because it’s just too bizarre that she has technology. I call myself and hand her back the phone. “How did you manage it?”

      Rider grins. He’s very handsome with dirty-blond hair and blue eyes. He looks like he should be on a beach with a surfboard, not in a field in upstate New York.

      Mom puts the phone back in her pocket and grins. “Rider has changed a lot of things around here. He talked Boomer into letting the phone company use a portion of the land for a satellite tower and now we have some decent income.”

      “Living off the land is cool, but it’s nice to have a few comforts too.” Rider slings his arm over Mom’s shoulders again.

      We stay for communal dinner and visit with a lot of my old friends before we head to Albany and a hotel with modern plumbing for the night. Mom asked us to stay with them, but I’d just assume not after so many years with all the comforts.

      Once we’ve checked in, we head for the room on the fifth floor. “I can’t believe my mom has a phone.”

      “You’re happy to see her?” Griffin holds the elevator until I’m out, then he steps into the hall and takes my hand.

      The room is nice and clean. The windows look out over the city. “I’m happy period. I’ve never felt like this in my life. It’s crazy, I almost married a man that didn’t bring me happiness. I couldn’t see it until you opened my eyes.”

      He wraps his arms around me from behind and kisses the top of my head. “Your happiness is all that will ever matter to me.”

      I lay my head back against his chest. “Do you think we can have children?”

      “Probably.” He hesitates. “Would you want children knowing they’ll be one-quarter demon?”

      “I love a demon. I’d love a lot more filling up our lives.” The notion of a dozen little Griffins running around the house fills me with pure joy.

      He squeezes me. “How many more?”

      I shrug. It’s funny that I never wanted kids until now. The idea of losing one like my mom did terrified me. I’m still afraid, but now I know Griffin will always be with me. We can do anything. “I don’t know. Let’s start with one or two and then discuss a dozen.”

      He picks me up and tosses me on the center of the mattress. “A dozen.” He leans over me with his forearms on either side of my head. “You really are perfect.” His kiss is soft and full of longing.

      Wrapping my hand around his neck, I stare into those brown eyes. “No one is perfect, my love, but together, we’re pretty close.”

      The kiss that follows is pure love.
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      Ready for the last of the six brothers of Scrim Hall to get his happily ever after? I don’t know about you, but I’ve been quite worried about Noah. Keep reading for a little tease of what’s to come in Soul of a Phoenix.

      

  




Noah

      I’m close to my regeneration, but I hold on a few extra days so I can attend my brother’s wedding. I’m sure I look like hell, but the only one who seems to notice is the gorgeous friend of the bride. She’s been on my mind since we first met and if I wasn’t close to doing what a Phoenix is best known for, I’d be all in for a mutual seduction. When I tell her I’ll be better in a few days, her eyes fill with sympathy. Once I’m reborn out of the ashes, there'll be a lot of explaining to do.

      

  




Nina

      He was sick the weekend of the wedding. Even so, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. So beautiful and elegant. I’m a little ashamed but during the rehearsal dinner, I follow Noah into the woods. I don’t know what I hoped for, but he bursts into flames and a minute later he’s in front of me, perfect, naked, and I’m about to lose my mind. He’s weak, and I run to him. A moment later, total chaos erupts around us and we’re taken away in the night.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      

  




Noah

      Early September is the best time of year for outdoor events in central New York State. The weather is cooling off. The gardens at Scrim Hall have been meticulously nurtured and decorated with white lights for my brother Oliver’s marriage to Britta tomorrow.

      Tonight is the rehearsal dinner. Unfortunately, I’m not going to make it to the end. I’ve felt my regeneration coming for some time. As a phoenix shifter, every fifteen years, I go up in flames and rise from the ashes all shiny and new. I thought I could hold out until after all the wedding festivities, but that’s not going to happen.

      The worst part is, I’m seated next to the bride’s best friend Nina, and she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I met her once before in the city, but not under the best circumstances. Now she’s looking at me like people look at the terminally ill. I don’t want her pity.

      “What do you do for a living, Mr. Russo?” Even Nina’s voice is seductive.

      “I’m a pilot. I fly a helicopter and sometimes private planes.” I like the way her blue eyes light up when she looks at me. Maybe it’s just my imagination.

      She studies her long tapered fingers and perfectly manicured nails. “I don’t have a job. I do a bit of charity work, but my family is very wealthy, so I don’t have to work a traditional job.”

      I know all of this because I grilled Britta about her, but I like that she’s telling me. “From what I hear, you’re understating how much philanthropic work you do, Miss Dunkirk.”

      She blushes and looks at me. “It’s the least I can do.” She takes a long breath that brings her breasts to the limit of the scooped neckline of her silver dress. “It’s not my business, but are you ill?”

      Leaning in gives me a long breath of her perfume. It’s warm and floral and I could drown in the scent. “I guess you had better call me Noah if you’re going to get personal, Nina.”

      Her blush deepens as I say her name. “Noah,” she whispers.

      My cock wakes up despite my worsening condition. “I’ll be well again tomorrow. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      A crease forms between her eyes and she takes my hand. “Are you sure?”

      Turning her hand over, I trace a path with my index finger from her wrist to the soft palm, then press her delicate hand between both of mine. “I promise there’s nothing to worry about. Perhaps tomorrow, you’ll honor me with a dance at the wedding reception?”

      “I’d be glad to dance with you.” She puts her other hand on top of mine.

      A wave of heat rolls through me and I push it aside in my attempt to stay longer at my brother’s party.

      She jerks her hands away from the fire fighting to get out. “What was that?”

      Standing, I force a smile. I take her hand and kiss it. “I’ll be recovered by tomorrow.” Reluctantly, I leave Nina staring after me and search out Oliver.

      Scrim Hall is a large mansion with a patio spanning the back. It overlooks the expansive gardens and tonight plays host to six round tables for dinner. I make my way along the edge of the crowd. My five brothers have all found their mates this summer. We’ve gone from six to eleven and the extended family has made for quite a crowd. It’s been the best summer of my life watching my brothers find happiness.

      Oliver and Britta stand at the edge of the patio talking to Britta’s mother. In a ruby-red dress, with her blond hair swept up, my new sister is stunning. Her mother is staring at Oliver as if he’s the perfect son-in-law. Of course, Oliver is a vampire and his allure is hard to resist.

      Just off the patio, I clear my throat.

      Oliver turns, frowns, and trots down the steps to me. “Are you alright?”

      It’s not easy to force the smile through the heat rising in my gut. “I think my guitar playing will have to wait for tomorrow.”

      “Can’t hold off anymore?” He puts a hand on my shoulder and winces at the heat radiating from me.

      I shake my head. “Sorry, man. The good news is, I’ll look a lot better for the wedding photos tomorrow.”

      “Maybe Silas or Finn should go with you. You might need help getting back to the house.” He scans the patio for our brothers.

      Silas is a wolf shifter and the most protective in the family. He’s also prone to overreacting. Finn is a dragon shifter and not a bad choice for a chaperone, but this is the second time I’ve had to regenerate in my life. At fifteen, it just happened in the middle of the living room and nearly burned down the house. Now I feel the signs and wouldn’t want anyone to be harmed by the heat of phoenix fire.

      “I’ll be fine.” I give him a quick bro hug. “See you tomorrow.”

      Frowning, he nods. “See you then.”

      I head through the garden filled with fairy lights, then turn left and pick up my pace to go past my helicopter sitting on the pad. There are two houses under construction on the grounds, so I’m careful to not get too close in case I don’t make it to the spot I have picked out.

      At the far end of the property is a pond that’s perfect for my fiery rebirth. It’s a bit of a hike, but I’m afraid to shift into my phoenix. It feels as if doing it now would bring on the flames and I don’t want anyone at the party to see me burn.

      It takes almost an hour to reach the pond on foot. I’m sweating profusely as I strip out of my suit.

      About to shift, I notice movement at the tree line. “Who’s there?”

      Nina steps out into the moonlight. “I followed you.”

      “Why?” Heat radiates from my heart as I stand naked in front of the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Not even my impending death can keep my cock from jerking to attention.

      She stares. “I know what you are.”

      “Then you know you should stay far away. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.” The idea of burning her makes me ill.

      Stepping slowly closer with her sliver strappy sandals in her hand, she says, “It seems wrong for you to be alone. Are you afraid?”

      This woman is kind and gorgeous. What she could want with a monster like me, I have no idea. “Nina, if you’ll just go back to the house, I promise I’ll want every bit of your attention tomorrow.”

      She stops as I begin to glow with the phoenix fire. “I’ll just make sure you’re alright. I won’t get any closer.”

      There’s no time to argue with her. I shift into an eight-foot-tall bird with red and orange feathers. Heat consumes me and the world goes black.
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Nina

      “Holy shit.” The space where Noah just turned into a beautiful bird is a column of fire. In an instant, the man and the bird are nothing but ash.

      The heat is so intense, I have to back up and shield my eyes. When it cools, I step closer. I’ve read every myth I could find about the phoenix, yet nothing prepared me for actually seeing the beautiful man I ate dinner with turn to ashes in front of my eyes.

      I suppose I could have minded my own business and stayed at the party when he left, but I couldn’t help myself. I had to follow him. It would have been better if I’d had sneakers with me. By the time I reached the other side of the garden, I had to remove my shoes. Four-inch heels on a several-mile hike in the middle of the night was a stupid idea.

      Dropping the shoes now, I rush to the edge of a four-foot round burn mark in the short mossy patch at the edge of a little pond.

      Neatly folded on the outside of the burn mark are Noah’s clothes and the sight of them makes my cheeks heat. He was gloriously naked. I wonder if he always gets an erection when he’s about to burst into a pillar of fire.

      The ashes shift and shake as something grows larger in the center. A cold wind blows through the trees and the moon and stars light the earth.

      My heart pounds and blood rushes through my ears like river rapids. “Noah?”

      More movement and the patch of black shifts to red feathers. A few minutes later, a beautiful bird stares at me as it grows larger and larger. When the phoenix is looming above me, it stretches its gold and red wings and turns its head up to the sky. Its chest expands and a long cooing fills the night air.

      Reaching forward, I skim my fingers over his soft feathers. I probably look like an owl with big round eyes as I stare in shock at the impossible moment.

      The bird’s face flattens out and the feathers shift to a pale blond as they absorb into the skin of the man. Wings transform into arms. Noah stumbles to his knees.

      I run to him and hold him from falling into the ash. “You’re back.”

      Weakly, he reaches up and touches my cheek. His skin is a much healthier color than the gray gaunt look he had at the party. “What a lovely sight for my rebirth.”

      At least he’s happy to see me. I should be embarrassed to be holding a naked man whom I barely know, but I never want to stop touching him. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Lights flood the area. People in white biohazard suits storm out of the woods from every direction. “Hands in the air. Don’t fucking move.”

      I’m too stunned to respond, so I just keep my hands around Noah and gape at the thirty people with flashlights and weapons rushing toward us.

      Noah says, “Run, Nina. They want me. You can get away.”

      “I’m not leaving you with these maniacs.” I grip him tighter.

      “Get your fucking hands in the air, freak. You too, Barbie.” A man with an automatic weapon wearing a business suit. Evidently, he’s not worried about contracting some phoenix-related disease.

      Looking at his hateful scowl, I wish there was some plague to afflict him with.

      “It’s okay, Nina. I won’t fall. Put your hands, up sweetheart.” Noah separates himself from me. “Let her go. She’s just a woman from the party who followed me out here. She’ll be missed.”

      “Clear!” some man with a handheld computer yells.

      The men and women all remove the hoods of their suits but keep their weapons pointed at us.

      The one in the traditional clothes says, “She’s in it now, birdboy. You’re both coming with us and where we’re going, no one will ever find you. Whoever looks for her will think the monsters living in Scrim Hall killed her and hid her body.”

      My heart leaps into my throat. There’s no time to think. Someone grabs my arms and drags me away from Noah. Cold steel clicks around my wrists as they’re pulled tight behind my back. I struggle, but that just makes the cuffs hurt more.

      A hood is dropped over my head and I scream. A pinch at my arm and the world goes dark.
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