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      “She’s going to kill you, you know that, right? Like I don’t have enough bullshit to deal with this weekend.”

      August could not stop the smile that quirked up his lips at his old friend’s words. He probably had a fight to the death waiting for him, one that had been a long time coming. Five years and twenty days to be exact.

      “For someone who runs the most popular club in town, you are seriously lacking in your hosting skills, Guillermo,” August teased as the duende pulled him into an embrace.

      The duende was dressed in his usual velvet breeches, which so tightly encased his powerful legs that they appeared painted on. Duendes were the Latin American cousins of the European garden gnomes—magical and unpredictable. But where gnomes were tiny, grandfatherly, white-haired creatures, the duendes were bronzed-skinned giants with completely hairless bodies except for a mane of long white hair that they never cut. Guillermo sported his in a coiled braid at the nape of his neck. His chest was bare, decorated only with the tattoos marking him as one of the magical beings from the West Indies. Starting at his collarbone, a row geometric shapes detailed the long line of his ancestry. Circles, lines, and triangles descended between his pecs and to his abdomen telling the story of his people. Like August’s former charge, the duende came from the Caribbean.

      “You know how things get around here when the veil is thin,” the duende told August as if he needed a reminder. “I couldn’t believe when they told me you were here.”

      August made a noncommittal sound. His reasons for being here were complicated.

      “Come on, we can talk in my office,” Guillermo said.

      They’d been standing in the holding room where August had been made to wait while Guillermo’s henchmen found their boss in the depths of the speakeasy, which was particularly busy with the Shadow Market in full swing. August couldn’t blame Guillermo for being cautious. He’d only been here a few hours, and he’d already come across dangerous elements. Fae queens, death gods, and powerful witches all running amok looking to settle their scores. His own presence here would almost certainly incite its fair share of chaos.

      As they made their way down a dark hallway, August thought of her, an indulgence he rarely allowed. Part of how he punished himself was by locking away all his memories of her. He doubted she’d forgotten her promise to kill him where he stood if she ever saw him again. Instinctively, he ran the pad of this thumb over the scar across his face. It ran horizontally from just under his right eye, across the bridge of his nose, to his left cheek. She’d given him the scar last time they’d been face-to-face. Viciously clawing his skin as she’d warned him that the next time she laid eyes on him, she would take infinite pleasure in watching his “cold green blood” drain out of him until he was dead.

      He would need to stop dwelling on his regrets and his guilt if he was going to go through with this.

      “Are the rumors true?” Guillermo asked as he stopped before a wide door carved with the laughing face of an ancient duende.

      “What rumors are those?” August hedged, walking into Guillermo’s office. The place looked just as it had the last time he’d been there. The last time he’d tried to talk to her. The scar prickled on his face.

      Guillermo didn’t answer; they both knew exactly why he was here. As if the duende could see August’s struggle, Guillermo went to a small cart in the corner and poured them both a drink. He pushed a tumbler of amethyst liquid toward August, who tossed it back in one gulp. His nostrils flared as he felt the searing burn of the Valle Dorado Rum, harvested from enchanted golden sugarcane. This too was something he’d missed—not just the rum but spending time with Guillermo.

      “It’s true,” August finally said, voice hoarse.

      “She’s going to be pissed.” Guillermo winced, sinking onto one of the velvet chairs clustered around the roaring hearth.

      “The speakeasy doing all right?” He asked, avoiding the topic that had brought him here.

      “You walked through that knot of people to get in,” Guillermo said with a roll of his eyes. Humans and magic folks alike loved El Hechizo, the most popular nightspot in Edinburgh. Most humans who frequented the place had no idea that hidden inside their favorite spot to party was one of the biggest gathering places for supernatural creatures in the British Isles. Many patrons in the line wrapping around the building would probably pass out if they knew. The city was overrun by magical creatures from around the world, attending the Shadow Market this weekend. August winced at the reminder of what he was doing here. This was no social call.

      “Did you tell her I was here?”

      He’d felt her presence the moment he stepped inside. His blood warmed in his veins at the awareness of her. Part of it was from the almost eight years they’d spent together. He’d plucked her from her home at eighteen and brought her to Scotland. He’d trained her to become a ruthless killer. They’d bled and fought together, spent years honing their connection until neither of them could have a single thought without the echo of it running through the other’s mind. They’d been bound like only a hellmouth guardian and her sentinel could be. The kind of connection that comes from knowing your life lies in your partner’s hands. Nothing in their world was more sacred, purer than that bond. But he had destroyed everything—including her—when he’d succumbed to his desire and lain with her.

      “I haven’t,” Guillermo finally answered with a shrug. “I wanted to know what you wanted with her first.” August knew he wasn’t imagining the threat in the duende’s voice. Although Guillermo had remained his friend, his loyalties were with her. “Since you haven’t darkened these doors in five years, I imagined you weren’t just dropping by to shoot the shit.” The duende cringed at whatever her saw on August face and took another drink of his rum. “I don’t want trouble here, and the last time you two had a tête-à-tête, I had to completely rebuild the club’s VIP room. If I take you to her, you need to keep it together. If you hurt her or fuck with her again, I’ll kill you myself.”

      August didn’t respond to the threat. Guillermo was right. His lack of self-control when it came to her was already shamefully evident in the way his scales were appearing on his arms. His fangs throbbing in his gums, eager to descend. His cocks hardening in his leather trousers at the memory of how it felt to be inside her.

      “I need to go see her, Guillermo.” He always knew where she was. Her heartbeat called to his own blood. He’d let her be for as long as he could. Heeded that one request despite what it had cost him. He’d owed her at least that much, and now he’d betray her again. But he had no other choice. She was the only person who could help him stop what was happening tonight. If she refused, the biggest hellmouth on the planet would be cracked wide open. The last time that had happened, blood had flowed like rivers.

      “I’ll take to you to the door,” Guillermo said, jolting August out of his thoughts. “But you might want to prepare, this is not a side of her you’ve seen.”

      August heard about his former ward’s new professional endeavors. He wasn’t the type to fly into a jealous rage—not that he had a right to with her—but hoped that whatever he encountered didn’t send his demon side into a murderous frenzy.

      “I know what she does for a living, Guillermo,” August said, heading to the door. He made sure his voice was steady, but the truth was that he had no idea how he’d react to seeing her again after more than five years. He had no say on how she made a life for herself after they’d turned her into a killer. He didn’t have it in him to judge her.

      “Did you hear what she named it?” The duende was smiling so widely, his pointy molars were visible.

      “I heard,” August growled. His former pupil—who at one time had been ignorant in everything pertaining to carnal pleasures, to whom he’d had to explain what fellatio and cunnilingus were—was now the proprietress and operator of a travelling monster bacchanalia that she’d irreverently named the Monster Smash. From what he’d gathered, she’d collected a motley crew of sex workers and performers who, for exorbitant prices, entertained supernatural beings. Demons, monsters, gorgons, trolls—all were welcome at her sex-fueled soirees.

      “You would not believe the money she makes in a night.” Guillermo whistled as they left his offices through a hidden passageway in a bookcase and descended a set of stairs behind the dance floor.

      “How the fuck would I know that, Guillermo?”

      “So touchy,” Guillermo teased as they descended a narrow staircase. “Seriously though, as good a guardian as she was, she is brilliant at this. I take five percent for providing the space and some security, and my cut is almost as much as I make in the VIP rooms. That’s a lot of lap dances.” The duende said with relish. August struggled with the urge to pop him in the mouth. “She’s a fucking orgy virtuoso. You should see her when she really—”

      “Do you want me to rip your throat out, Guillermo?” August roared, so loud that the small bulbs on the wall flickered.

      “See, this is what I mean,” Guillermo snapped back, pointing at August’s forehead. “Your fucking horns are coming out! Man, I do not want problems here, Gus. I’m doing this as a favor because I owe my wife and my kid’s lives to you, but I don’t want you two trashing my place.” The duende rubbed his face and sighed. “She’s going to be so pissed at me for bringing you down here.”

      They finally reached the landing, where there was only a long hallway leading to a marble wall with an archway etched into it. Two gargoyles dressed in black tuxes stood on either end. They bristled the moment they saw August, the threat in their eyes making his own claws extend.

      “She knows I don’t need you to find her,” August reminded his old friend as he stalked toward the pair of bruisers guarding the door. “And what did you expect to happen when you told me about her orgy skills?”

      When August got to the threshold, an opening appeared, and the guards stepped aside to let him pass. She was allowing him in. She’d probably sensed him the moment he walked into the speakeasy. Though there was an opening, he couldn’t see what was going on inside. She’d put up a glamour for privacy. It was powerful magic. Probably Guillermo’s handiwork.

      “I need you to look into something for me,” August said, as he slid a small paper out of his pocket.

      Guillermo eyed the thing warily, an unhappy sound escaping his lips. “I am not helping the Order anymore.” The finality of the statement made August smile. Guillermo had been an invaluable help to them in the past. The duende had more connections in the supernatural world than anyone. Whenever August had needed a lead on a contact or information, there was nothing Guillermo couldn’t find out. But when the time came to choose, the duende’s loyalty lay with her. It had only made August’s respect for his friend grow.

      “This isn’t for the Order,” he admitted, eliciting a raised eyebrow and a look that held a million questions. “This is for me.” August would not get into what that meant, not until he’d talked to her. But Guillermo nodded and took the paper. “Thank you.”

      The duende waved him off and pointed at the portal. “Go. And watch your back.” August put one foot through the nebulous gate. One of the gargoyles growled, and Guillermo laughed. “For that matter, watch your front too.”

      August had to fight against the force suddenly trying to keep him out, but he pressed forward. A bitter smile turning up his lips as he thought about the grueling months in which they’d built up her skills to seal or open portals. Again and again, he’d made her open doorways and seal them until her hands bled and her legs could barely hold her up. He’d been ruthless in his instruction. Determined to bring out the power he knew was inside her until she’d built and destroyed passages to the underworld without a second thought.

      A gust of air tumbled him through the final barrier, and he landed unsteadily at the entrance of what looked like a Roman-style bath…full of monsters.

      There was so much going on, so many creatures on almost every inch of the place, that no one seemed to notice his presence. Eight columns surrounded a large round pool at the center of the room. Scattered around the space were sculptures of horned, fanged creatures in the throes of ecstasy. He noticed that two different creatures seemed to be using them as erotic scratching posts. Beyond the water, three walls opened into an outdoor space made to look like a Roman hanging garden. There were private cabanas with lanais lined against the walls, most of them in use. Some had a thin curtain pulled down for privacy; others were left open. August presumed part of the appeal of this place was that there was a built-in audience, and there was a lot to see.

      Life in the Claudian Order was tantamount to being in a monastery, but August’s life had been far less chaste or disciplined before he’d been recruited as a sentinel. When he’d been only sixteen, a witch—one his philandering father had betrayed—cursed him and his four brothers turning them into demons. Snakes like his father, she’d said, as she cast the irreversible spell. He’d then spent years making a living however he could—including sex work in places where a snake man was a coveted novelty. But this place was not for humans who fetishized monsters. What she’d created served the monsters. Gave them a space to have their desires fulfilled without shame or fear.

      Merely feet away from him on a nest of cushions, two duendes were pleasuring a blindfolded gorgon. She had her back pressed to one of them, his deeply muscled chest pressed tightly to her. She suckled hungrily on one of his fingers, while his long tongue swirled around her nipple. The duende held one of her legs open, his brown hand gripping under her knee, while the other creature sawed his enormous cock in and out of her. His big balls slapped the creamy skin of her ass as she mewled with pleasure. The force of his thrusts making her bounce on the other’s lap. The bright red snakes around her head hissed every time her lover bottomed out inside her. Behind the thrusting duende, a sprite had her face buried in his ass. Her wings fluttered, lifting her off the ground, as her iridescent hands palmed his cheeks, spreading them wide. From where August stood, he could see a bright pink tongue licking the duende’s crease. His face contorted in torturous delight as he attempted to push himself onto the sprite’s ministrations even as he railed the gorgon.

      August had to adjust his straining cocks. The more turned on he was, the harder it would be to keep them constrained. Part of his curse was that he had two cocks, like a snake’s. A thick one jutting from his groin, and a smaller barbed one that sprouted from the first’s one middle. He’d loathed it for years, could not stand the grotesque sight of it. Until her…

      Piercing screams of ecstasy drew his attention to the water. His feet took a step forward of their own volition as he tried to get a closer look. At the center of the pool was a creature with the torso of a man. His skin had a purple hue, with blue freckles scattered around his torso, shoulders, and face. He seemed young, and his face was handsome, with high cheekbones and big piercing blue eyes. His purple skin was not exactly an anomaly among the supernatural; his lower half, on the other hand, was…peculiar.

      Sprouting from below his waist were what to August looked like tentacles…penis tentacles. They writhed about as a woman fisted two of them, one in each hand, and took turns sucking the heads. She would flick her tongue on the slit of one, suckle the tip like it was the sweetest candy, and then ram the other one roughly down her throat. Two others of the dicktopus’s limbs were buried in a fairy who was on all fours atop a platform in the middle of the pool. A fifth long phallus was spurting thick blue liquid between the breasts of a seemingly delighted nymph. Quite the tableau the Monster Smash made, and August had yet to see the woman behind it all. He knew that didn’t mean she couldn’t see him.

      August ran a hand over his cocks, which by now were trying to push out of his trousers. He was so aroused from what was happening around him, the smells and sounds of sex reminding him he had not lain with anyone since that last time… It was best not to think of that day at all. Not when he was poised to see her again, not if he wanted any chance of maintaining control when they were finally face-to-face. He tried to look away, but now the fairy taking the two cocks was licking into the nymph’s ripe pussy, her pointed tongue lapping with gusto while she took one of the dicktopus’s cocks in her ass and the other in her cunt.

      A searing image flashed in his mind. His guardian propped naked on the library table, her bare chest pressed to the wooden surface, rump in the air.

      Her cinnamon skin glowing in the candlelight as he ran a hand over her shoulder.

      “Touch me, Aug, please,” she begged, her spine arching in need.

      “Spread your knees for me,” he asked as he knelt behind her. She let her legs fall open, exposed and open to him. Pink and glistening…luscious. Ripe fruit for him to devour. He pressed his nose to her heat, inhaled her musk, fangs throbbing.

      “Just like honey, sweeter.” He rasped, his blood roaring with lust. Her pussy was always so wet. Engorged with blood, her entrance clenching with need. He gripped her thighs, widening them to his liking. Until there was nothing of hers that wasn’t presented for his pleasure. He let himself look. Forced himself to resist his powerful need for her. He wanted her more than anything else in life. Her pussy, her body, her heart, her very soul. He ached to consume her. To own her like she owned him.

      “Aug,” she whispered. Voice shaking as she waited for what he would give her.

      “Are you getting impatient, sidarus?” he teased, letting the pads of his fingers flutter over the crease of her thighs. His lips ghost right over her folds. She humped the table, desperate for friction. His wanton beauty.

      “It aches,” she moaned, and his control snapped. He tasted her. Tongue curving inside her as his claws raked over her skin. Her nectar coated his tongue and his eyes rolled in his head. He would never tire of this. Never.

      “Fill me, my sentinel,” she pleaded, as he lapped at her flesh. He made her sob with his caresses, pulling one orgasm after another from her, until they were both trembling. Until her hands grasped frantically at him, trying to pull him inside her. Only then did he stand, bending down to kiss her heated, damp skin. He started at the nape of her neck, letting his fangs score the unblemished perfection of her back. He licked her shoulders then dragged the flat of this tongue down her spine. All the while his fingers entered her. Two of them roughly pushing in and out of her pussy, another one breaching the little star that he would also take tonight.

      “Don’t stop, please, I love you,” she moaned, and her words undid him. They lit every dead corner of his soul. So perfect, and his. His own. He took some of that luscious rump between his teeth and sucked until he left a bruise.

      “Yes, mark me.” The urgency and need in her voice set him on fire. He peppered love bites on her skin until she was writhing with desire. With one hand he undid his leathers and kissed her entrance with the head of one cock. She spread herself further, urging him in, and he slid into her to the hilt without mercy. She threw her head back, mouth open in a silent cry as he slammed his hips against her. He took her so hard, she had to grip the sides of the table as he punched into her body again and again. The hot, velvet clenching of her channel making him groan with pleasure.

      “This is mine, you are mine,” he told her as he wrapped his fingers around the back of her neck so he could take her harder still.

      “Tuya, mi centinela.”

      His knees almost buckled at the devotion in her voice. He was the only one who knew the fire burning inside her. The passion that roared in that body. He would die before betraying what she’d given him, he thought. He’d do anything to keep her…

      August did betray her though. Betrayed her and let her go. The truth was that he’d never deserved her. He wasn’t even worthy of the memories he had of her. He forced himself to snap out of it, and began looking for her again. He knew she was close—his skin was on fire. His horns ached to push out. Primed for her. But she loved a set piece. She was letting him take in this place before she made her appearance. He imagined this was her way of rubbing in his face that she’d built a life for herself that had nothing to do with him. He turned again, and his eyes drifted to the dais at one end of the room, which had been curtained off when he’d walked in. Two gargoyles were pulling the purple velvet panels back, and there she was.

      His mouth opened in a gasp, and hot coals raked over his skin. She was more beautiful than he’d remembered. More fully in command. She stood on those shapely legs like a queen surveying her domain. He could not take his eyes off her. She was…magnificent, deadly, and sensual. The black-and-purple train of her embroidered robe covered almost the entire dais. It spilled down her back and onto the marble, reaching the edges. But she was wearing nothing underneath. The robe’s sleeves covered her arms, but her body was open to view. Her brown skin shimmered like she’d dusted it with gold. He licked his lips as his gaze dropped to her breasts. High and small like he remembered, those puckered tips the color of roasted coffee beans. Her curves were fuller now, her hips rounder, lush and beautiful. A woman in her prime. At home in her body, in her desires. None of which belonged to him anymore. The sharp sting of that truth would never ease. No matter what lies he told himself. Unable to stop, he let his gaze trace a line from the base of her neck, down to the valley between her breasts, to her navel, and below.

      There was a woman vampire at her feet wearing a collar, and he watched her tug at the leash in her hands, bringing the fanged beauty closer. He shuddered as those fingers that he’d splinted, stitched, and tended to for years caressed the face of another. The vampire turned her face, burrowing into the touch. His former charge lowered her head and whispered something in the other woman’s ears, making the vampire smile hungrily. The proprietress of the Monster Smash widened her stance and pulled on the leash until the vampire’s face was buried between her thighs, red tongue snaking out to eat at what once only August had tasted. Possessiveness and violence tore though him at the sight. Time had not diminished his reaction to her—he still burned with the same ruinous hunger.

      His animal hissed inside him, urging him to wrench the vampire’s lips away from where his belonged.

      You don’t have a right to any part of her, he reminded himself even as his boots carried him to her at a hasty clip. She knew he was there, yet still she would not look him. He was merely feet away when she threw her head back, one bare foot planted on the back of the kneeling woman. Opening herself more, taking more pleasure. Two satyrs flanked her, their rough features slack as they watched their mistress being cared for. Their heavy phalluses were erect and ready. But she didn’t call on them, working her hips into the dark caress of the other woman. One hand gripping the vampire’s blond tresses and the other flicking her own taut nipple. Her mouth was pursed, breaths quickening as she strived toward her climax, but her eyes were wide open and on him.

      Look at me, they said. Watch me receive what you’re no longer allowed to give me. She’d been so shy those first few times with him. So tentative, touching him with such innocence. But now she was sin incarnate. Vice and lust in the flesh. He tried breathing slowly to calm the red fury raging inside him. He did not own a hair on her head. He had taken too much from her already. For fuck’s sake, he was here to ask for her help, to once again request that she do what no one should have to: risk her life for people who had done nothing but hurt her. This woman didn’t owe him anything.

      Then why did she still feel his?

      “Um, pet, that’s delicious,” she said in a voice like dripping honey as he reached the dais. “What a talented tongue you have darling,” she praised, her breasts heaving from the exertions. “I’ve never had anything this good.” He knew she was provoking him, and still he took the bait.

      If she climaxed in front of him, he’d kill that vampire.

      He only made it up the first step before the two gargoyles from the gate descended on either side of him, flaming swords pointed in his direction. With the woman still pressed to her groin, Ariadne Dosmundos—the woman he’d once promised to love until his last breath—turned those burning amber eyes on him, a smile sharp as a dagger on her lips.

      “Hello, lover.”
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      “Ariadne.”

      She hated how her name on his lips made her feel human again. Weak, needy, alone, and afraid. All the things she’d been with him. Desperate for his love. So eager to offer him her heart only so he could trample it. She’d thought about this moment so many times over the past five years, it almost felt like a memory. But in those fantasies, her heart didn’t twist in her chest at the sight of him. Her hands didn’t shake with the need to touch him. Maybe this was what hate felt like, feverish and frantic. Because anything other than loathing for this demon would be self-destructive and idiotic.

      Without saying a word to him, she pulled away from the vampire she’d only called over to stage this scene. She’d known for days now that he was looking for her. Not because he wanted to see her. Not after almost five years of silence. Her guess was that there was a job his precious new guardian had fucked up, and she was now expected to clean up. And she was supposed to set aside what he’d done to her and do her duty.

      Fuck duty and fuck him.

      “Let him go,” she told her guards, pulling her blade from under her sleeve as she sauntered toward him, the sweet ache between her legs making her straighten her spine. A smile tugged up her lips as his thunderous gaze dropped to her cunt, which was still glistening from the vampire’s attention. She knew she must’ve imagined the flash of regret in those violet eyes before he turned to look up at her.

      She was at the very top of the steps, and he was only on the second, which put them at eye level. She suppressed a sneer at the thought that there had been a time when his height, how much bigger and stronger than her he was, would make her tremble. That she’d lain in her bed at night fantasizing about what it would be like for him to take her in his arms and lift her to him for a kiss. For that large body to cover hers as he buried himself inside her.

      She’d been a fool. A besotted, deluded fool.

      “Did you miss me, sentinel?” she asked, with the point of her blade pressed to the edge of the scar on his face. She’d done that to him. Hurt him like he’d hurt her. Left a scar like the ones he’d left inside her. He didn’t say a word, didn’t blink while she pointed that knife at him. Always so fucking noble. Always so restrained. The unflappable, unmovable Augustus Custo. The mountain she’d crashed her life into, only to walk away broken into a thousand pieces.

      “We need to talk, Ariadne.” She could hear the volatile tension in his voice. They both knew that if he wanted, he could rip that blade out of her hands. They both knew that if he chose to, he could break her with nothing more than a few words, because despite the years he’d spent molding her into a killer, he had always been her weakness. The one person who could strike her to the heart. But he didn’t move. His eyes locked with hers, pulse fluttering in his throat. His scales were visible, his claws extended, and the bumps on his temple indicated his horns were close to making an appearance. A flare of possessiveness cut through her.

      He’d never let anyone see him in his full demon form. Even the Order, who’d recruited him because of his serpent form, had never seen him fully turned. But he’d let her see. He’d let her see everything. For a short time—the happiest time she’d ever known—she’d gotten all of him. His true self, only for her. God, she’d been so wrong.

      “I hope you know nothing would make me happier than to watch you bleed out right here,” she whispered in his ear. Her teeth scored the skin of his neck, and she pushed the blade in until a drop of bright green blood pearled right below his cheek.

      “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t urgent,” he said through gritted teeth. She knew that, of course. The controlled, dutiful sentinel would never act on impulse. Would never breach the exile he’d forced on her just because he missed her.

      A bitter laugh escaped her lips. She pressed the blade deeper.

      “Oh, I know you’d rather die than let a feeling get the best of you.” She was very close to him now, the metal buckle at his waist digging into her bare skin. And despite how much she loathed him, despite everything he’d taken from her, she wanted him. Lust screamed in her blood, a loud rushing through her veins like liquid fire. Shame curdled in her gut as the smell of his arousal sent a rush of wetness dripping down the inside of her thighs. If she had to suffer this humiliation, then so would he.

      “Remember that night you fucked me with your horn? Hm?” she tortured herself by asking. He blinked, throat moving, but he didn’t say a word.

      “You don’t?” She pouted with feigned disappointment. “Should I refresh your memory, lover?” With the tip of her tongue, she traced the scarring along his cheek and immediately realized her mistake. How could she still want him this much after everything that happened?

      Anger at herself, at him, bubbled up in her, noxious and deadly.

      “It was that last night.” She reminded him as bile rose in her throat at the memory. “I was in the tub, and you dragged me out, sat me on the edge, and spread my legs. You sucked on me until I screamed and then made me come with your horn.” His breath hitched, and she kept going. Hoping this tortured him like it did her. “Mm, it was so good, you didn’t care that the Order had watchmen outside the door,” she said, shoving the metaphorical dagger right into his pride. “You only cared about having me. You told me I was your favorite little cunt. That you’d take me whenever you wanted. Fill me with whatever you liked. That you’d fuck me until I couldn’t stand anyone else touching me. The great Augustus Custo out of control over a piece of ass.” She scratched his skin with her sharp nails. Then ran the tip of one over the shell of his ear. “Oh, the way you used me. Fucked me until I could barely walk, until I was too sore, and then you’d—”

      “Enough.” His voice was so low, but to her it was roar. “I know you despise me.” He seethed, though his proud face was shuttered from any feeling. “I know I deserve it.” His lips turned up into a twisted smile, revealing the sharp fangs that had pierced her skin in the throes of passion once upon a time. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t my last resort.” His pained admission stunned her like a slap in the face.

      “I loathe you,” she whispered in his ear. “It’s the only thing that keeps me going some days.” He stiffened. Not because he didn’t think he deserved her scorn. August had never met a hair shirt he didn’t like. But she could see the surprise in his eyes at hearing her speak so openly. Hearing her so willingly let him know how badly he’d hurt her. In the past she’d endeavored to show him how strong she was. How perfect they were together. Stoic, abiding, the ideal hellmouth guardian. Until she’d given him her heart and her body and forgotten Augustus Custo was only faithful to the Claudians. She mocked him now for his dutifulness, but at one time, there hadn’t been a more steadfast soldier for the Order than Ariadne Dosmundos. But that Ariadne was dead—this demon sent her away to die.

      “Alicia is gone. They’re going to use her to breach the Dalkeith hellmouth.”

      The blade slid out of her hand and crashed on the flagstone. She stepped back then, needing to take a good look at him. To anyone else, this big demon with violet eyes didn’t seem terrified, but she knew every one of his expressions like her own. Almost ten years of training and fighting together. Of reading each other’s gestures until they could have entire conversations with a few looks. She knew him and she could see clear as day that what had brought him here was a matter of life and death.

      “What do you mean she’s gone?” she asked, disgusted, but not surprised. The Claudian Order—her former employers and the body tasked with protecting the many hellmouths to the underworld—seemed to think hellmouth guardians and their sentinels were disposable. She knew that from experience.

      “Six days ago.” Why was there not a search for a lost guardian at the market? Did they even care what happened to the women that risked their lives to do their duty for the Order? Did August not see how evil his employers were? “We came back from sealing a rupture in the Pyrenees. She went to bed—”

      Blood rang between her ears with a ferocity that almost knocked her down. She didn’t want to hear this.

      “And they took her from your bed but not you,” she shot back, voice too loud even in the noisiness of the room. She sounded like a spurned lover. What did it matter to her? She didn’t care if August was fucking her replacement any more than she cared about his supposed regrets.

      “I am her sentinel, Ariadne.” He sounded so stiff, so fucking high and mighty. She laughed in his face, harsh and shrill, and he didn’t even blink.

      “You were mine, and we both know how that ended.” She had to stop this. Digging up old history would do her no good. She’d managed not to let any of this bitterness get to her for almost five years, and in minutes August was unraveling her. She wished she could walk away, punish him for replacing her. But as much as she wished she could tell him to go to hell, she couldn’t—a hellmouth guardian could never abandon her duty.

      He took the final two steps up to the dais until he was standing right in front of her. In her bare feet, she was a full foot shorter than him. She felt a frisson of misguided longing as she remembered him gasping into her ear that she made him weak. Tonight, he didn’t attempt to touch her, his hands hanging stiffly at his sides. She still felt his heat like a cloak covering her. Her palms itched to touch the skin she knew would be cool and brutally hard.

      “You’re still mine, preciosa,” he whispered, surprising her. She met his gaze and found the old unflagging certainty that he owned a vital piece of her. She wished she could hate him. She wished that, right under the desire to rip him to shreds, she didn’t ache to be sated like only he ever could.

      He’d taken her from her island and given her a life, a purpose greater than anything she could’ve dreamt for herself. He’d been her teacher, her protector, her refuge, her lover…her sentinel. She’d learned to fight, she’d vanquished monsters—not for the Order, not even for humankind. She’d done it for him. And he’d given her the only things she needed: his touch, his praise, his body that cradled her and made her feel safe. And then he’d taken it all away and left her bereft and empty.

      She’d tried to convince herself that she’d romanticized how good things had been with him. That she’d fabricated a perfection in her mind because he’d been her first. But when she’d taken other lovers, it had not been the same. Even when they’d wrung out orgasms out of her for hours, when they’d made her weep with pleasure, it still wasn’t enough. Nothing could quench the thirst of his absence. Nothing could satiate her. She’d tried. Had her body, her mind, filled to brim, seeking even a minute of what he could give her. Ariadne forced herself to regroup. To shut out all this useless yearning. She needed to end this, do whatever it was he needed and get August Custo as far away from her as possible.

      “Let’s talk back here,” she intoned, cold and distant even as her mind reeled. As her body demanded what it had craved for five long years.

      He cast her a sidelong glance when she motioned to her room.

      “You sure you don’t want to slash my face again?” he asked drolly, those violet eyes radiating something she refused to acknowledge. “For old times’ sake.”

      “Don’t tempt me, demon,” she hissed, picking up her blade again. “Now let’s get this over with before you ruin the vibe with all your scowling.” Without waiting for a response, she walked off to tend to the little vamp who’d paid a fortune for the honor of being Mistress Ari’s pet for the evening. “There you are, my love,” she crooned, and the blond immediately began crawling in her direction.

      Ari bent down to grab the leash, and with one tug, she brought the woman’s mouth to her pussy. She felt the heat of his stare on her, and a sick satisfaction churned in her. “Show me how much you’ll miss me.” She was playing with fire by letting another taste her in front of him. She didn’t care. She felt reckless and destructive. Looking over her shoulder at his furious expression, she lifted the edge of her robe so her lower belly and bare labia was more visible to him.

      “Taste me, darling,” Ari urged, widening her stance, even as she heard an irate growl from the direction of her former lover. The vampire eagerly gripped Ari’s thighs and licked into her, tongue lapping with frantic, hungry lashes. Her eyes fluttered closed while she enjoyed the caresses. A frantic thrill coursed through her at the thought of what watching her was doing to him. She almost turned to look at him, but in the next instant, she heard a disgruntled yelp. The wet heat at her core disappeared.

      When she opened her eyes, she found her former sentinel setting down a very unhappy vamp a good ten feet away from her. “Go home, she’ll be busy for the rest of the night.”

      That bastard.

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Ari drawled as she walked over and traced the woman’s beatific smile with her nail. “I don’t imagine this should take more than a couple of minutes. He was never known for his stamina.” She lied, making a show of giving his groin area pitiful look, and he rewarded her with a gratifying growl. His face turned a very intense purple.

      “Don’t piss me off, Ariadne,” he warned, finally showing some of that mighty temper he usually hid so well.

      “Are you going to punish me?” she asked sweetly, pressing herself to him and immediately regretting it. He gripped her wrists roughly and wrenched them until they were pinned to her sides.

      “Why don’t you keep testing me and find out?” he spat before scooping her up and plopping her over his shoulders like a sack of flour.

      “Put me down, you bastard!” she cried, kicking him hard enough in the back to make him stumble, even as she told the twins to stand down. No one was going to take him down for her; she was perfectly capable of doing it herself. After all, he’d taught her how. He kept walking even as she kicked her heels again and again into his back.

      “Stop swatting at me. You know how mosquitos annoy me,” the asshole told her without missing a step. That was it, he was going to understand how monumentally furious she was with him. If he wanted to test her, she would remind him who she was. She took a deep breath and dug her teeth into one of his pecs. He roared with pain but only tightened his grip on her. She heard his breath catch as she locked her jaws on his flesh, but his hands held her harder.

      “All right, you made me bleed twice. You happy now?”

      “Hardly,” she said through the piece of flesh she was biting.

      “If you wanted to play, you should’ve said so,” he taunted her, voice tight as he stomped across the dais, making more than one of the patrons stop to watch the spectacle.

      “Put me down, Augustus,” she screamed as she thumped her forehead right into the place she’d bitten. He grunted in pain, but his fucking fingers would not budge.

      “You’re asking for it, Ariadne,” He made that point by sliding one hand all the way to the swell of her ass and striking it hard.

      “Ow,” she griped, and that only earned her another swat, coupled with a well-aimed pinch. She bit down on him again, harder this time. He flinched so violently, she thought he’d loosen his grip on her, but this serpent demon had only grown stronger in their time apart.

      “Don’t think for a second I don’t remember how to take you in hand, Ariadne.” He didn’t even bother making it a threat. Just a statement of fact. She was still fuming when he kicked open the door and dropped her on one of the three beds in her room. She was debating whether to fly at him and gouge his eyes out with her fingernails when he spoke again.

      “What the fuck is this?” He stood in front of her, also fuming. He tipped his head up to examine the swings hanging from the ceiling. Then shifted his gaze to the Saint Andrew’s cross in the corner. He curled his lip at the spanking benches. She knew he wasn’t a prude, for all that he forced himself to live like a monk.

      She smiled wickedly, enjoying the fact the sanctimonious Augustus Custo was standing in her favorite sex playroom a little too much. The room where she’d done every act imaginable with an endless string of partners, fruitlessly attempting to reach the heights this demon had taken her to. She’d rather die than let him know that part.

      “They’re the tools of my trade, Augustus,” she told him as she pushed herself up on her hands. She knelt on the bed and flapped the edges of her robe until it slid down her shoulders, giving him a view of her breasts, her belly, her cunt.

      “Cover it up, Ariadne,” he demanded, fearsome with his legs wide apart, hands on his hips.

      “Ooh.” She pouted and cocked her own hip so the gold ring hidden between her folds could peek out enough for him to see. “But you used to like this…” She raised her to glance at him as she flicked the ring with her finger. The delicious zing of pleasure made her shiver. He’d done that to her—not the ring but the puncture. One night, after hours and hours of lovemaking, she’d lain on the bed, lifted her knees, and begged him to do it. The pain had been overwhelming, but as it had ebbed, mind-splintering pleasure had surged through her. Like a fool, she’d thought that after that, after giving herself to him so completely, they’d be bound forever. “Remember when you did this?”

      He only let himself glance at where her hands offered him a view.

      “I’m not playing games with you, Ariadne.” She could see he was at the very edge of his limits. “Don’t fuck with me.”

      “But you loved our games, sidarus,” she purred, taunting him with the endearment he’d taught her. He had to look away, and again that same twisted satisfaction lurched in her gut.

      Half of my soul, he’d told her it meant. He’d whispered the word in her ear hundreds of times. Roughly, sweetly, hotly…breathlessly. And she’d believed them.

      “I don’t like this game, Ariadne.” He looked big and menacing, on the verge of fully turning into his serpent demon form. His eyes were bright now, as if lit from within, and his horns were fully erect. Her pussy convulsed when she thought of the blunt tip of one sliding into her, of fucking herself on that hot, ridged thickness. She always wanted him so much. Too much.

      His face had always fascinated her, even before she knew he possessed two forms. This in-between state—not fully man, not fully demon—always aroused her. It was the wickedest form of foreplay. He’d never told her the circumstances under which he’d been cursed as a teen, only saying it had been because his father had betrayed a witch. In retribution, the witch made it so the Custo men turned into monsters whenever they felt powerful emotions. When they fought and when they fucked, they turned into creatures that were more serpent than human.

      One night he’d confessed to her he’d left home after the curse and lived in the shadows. For years he’d provided sex to those who found lying with a demon exciting. He’d loathed his demon form, but to her, it had been magnificent. It was exhilarating to coax those small changes in him, to witness the transformation triggered by his desire for her. She made a game out of teasing his horns out, of coaxing his forked tongue to slither out as he pounced on her.

      She’d loved him in every form, but when he’d turned in front of her eyes, when his lust for her transformed him, she’d loved him the most. She wanted to reach for him now, run the pads of her fingers over his strong jaw, on that face that looked as if it had been carved from marble. To touch his mouth, which was almost too pretty and too soft but turned vicious when his fangs descended.

      She knew that if she ripped his shirt open, she’d find beautiful iridescent scales, each a mix of purple, black, and green. She let her gaze travel down to his leathers. Her mouth watered at the thought of what was being constrained by the tight material. The stuff of her dreams and her nightmares. Heavy balls from which two cocks sprung. Her womb pulsed at the memory of what it felt to have them inside her. The longer one reaching so deep, she could feel it everywhere, and the other one stretching her with its thickness.

      It had taken weeks before he’d agreed to let her take them both at once. He’d eaten her out for hours, worked on her with his fingers until she’d sobbed, and then he’d given her all of him. His barbs had fluttered, massaging her channel as he sheathed himself to the hilt. Maybe she was imagining how good it had been. Maybe if she had him again and was disappointed, then she’d have some peace.

      “Are you going to tell me what you need from me, sentinel?” she demanded in the most caustic tone she could manage. “Or are you not quite done inspecting body parts you are no longer welcome to?”

      It was so satisfying to see his wince and flustered exhale as he forced himself to look away from her pussy. “Shouldn’t you put some clothes on?”

      “I think I’ll stay as I am for now, but thanks for the suggestion,” she retorted irreverently. He grunted, clearly displeased, and just because she could, she started playing with her nipples. He’d always been fixated with them—plucking them, sucking them into his mouth, worrying them between his teeth.

      “Fine.” He sighed as if losing his patience with her, but she saw the light in his eyes when he followed the movement of her fingers. The bulge at his crotch tightened with every tug on the hard tips of her breasts.

      “There’s a couple, the Braums,” he told her.

      Ariadne frowned at the name, not liking where this was going.

      “I know the Braums.” She also knew they were involved with a very shady set from southern England. Dark magic, tampering with portals. All kinds of nasty shit. “The family’s one of the oldest earldoms in the British Isles.” He nodded, and she let her hands fall to her sides as she tried to recall any more information about the family. She didn’t think she imagined the glint of disappointment in his eyes when she let go of her nipples.

      “I’ve heard rumors,” she began then trailed off as he zeroed in on the spot where her fingers had been. When she stopped talking, he met her gaze, and the heat in his stare was enough to incinerate her common sense. She couldn’t think when she was like this. Her mind was in a lust fog. Maybe if they just fucked this tension of out the way, they could get on with business.

      “They’re hosting an event tonight,” he told her, bringing her attention to the matter at hand and not where she wished his hands would go.

      “Where?”

      “At their mansion. I have an invitation.”

      “And you need a plus one,” Ariadne murmured.

      He nodded tersely. Those big arms crossed tightly against his chest.

      “Funny, because I thought you said you’d never bother me again.”

      “This isn’t for me. I wouldn’t bother you if it were.” Why did this still surprise her? Why did it still hurt to know his loyalties were still with the people who almost destroyed them both? “You know better, Ariadne.”

      She could barely hear the words, his jaw was clenched so tight. She knew this was all coming from August’s misguided stoicism. It shouldn’t hurt that he would never come here if it was about the two of them, but it did. Her lip curled as she looked at him. The man she would’ve died for, and almost did. The face that had held everything she’d loved. More than she’d loved herself.

      If she asked him to beg, he would. Not for himself, never for himself, but for the job. For the greater good. There was no sacrifice big enough when it came to other people’s well-being, their happiness, but not his and certainly not hers. But she didn’t want his humiliation; she wanted him to tell her he still loved her. That walking away from her had been a terrible mistake. It would never happen. She also knew whatever chips she had to bargain with, she needed to use them now. If she didn’t get what she wanted before they set off on the gruesome task she was sure awaited them, she’d never get it.

      She didn’t need money. She didn’t need favors or power.

      The one thing she wanted, only he could give her. She had to prove to herself that the chimera she’d spun in her head was just that. Too much imagination and a dirty mind had created and illusion of August as the perfect lover. The monster who feasted on her with tantalizing delight. The one whose fangs and claws caressed her until she purred. It had to be bullshit, just the remnants of her jumbled up feelings.

      “I’ll go with you, but I have one condition,” she said.

      He opened his mouth, probably to tell her there was not time for that, but they both knew Ariadne had some leverage here. She was going to use every ounce of it. She let her hands drop to the very edge of the bed and rocked forward until her mouth brushed the front of his leathers. She ran the edge of her teeth over his crotch, feeling the hardness there. Despite her best efforts to contain her hunger, she shivered.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, fisting a clump of her hair.

      She wanted him so bad, she couldn’t think straight. Her skin prickled as she ran her tongue over his hardness. The rich earthy smell of leather mingled with his arousal made her mad with lust.

      “I want this first,” she told him before mouthing one of the heads. The bigger one that plunged so far in she imagined it rearranging her guts. “Do we have a deal?”

      “I’m serious, Ariadne. Alicia is being held captive—”

      “It’ll be hours before the Braums are open to guests,” she reminded him. “If we want to get in under the guise of being invited, we can’t exactly sneak in now.” She made a show of pulling on his wrist and tapping the screen of his watch. “Barely eight p.m. We’ve got a couple of hours.”

      She trapped her tongue between her teeth and grinned around it. Then she stumbled closer, and he razed her with his eyes as she put on a show for him. She nosed his groin and growled. Then she wiggled her ass in the air as she sniffed him. She knew this side of hers, this bratty, irreverent side, had always been his weakness.

      “How can you think about getting off right now?” He could be as pissy as he wanted, but they both knew he wanted her.

      “Sex is my job. And you know that I strive to be the best.” She said it to get a rise out of him. The flicker of the muscles in his jaw told her it was working. “Besides, demon serpents are so rare, I’ve only had the one.” This she said as she slid a hand down to the ring on her clit. She tugged on it, and the hiss that escaped her made his right eye twitch.

      “This is not a game, Ariadne,” he roared, grabbing her by the back of the neck.

      “Oh, I never play when I’m negotiating.” She brought her hands to the clasp of his breeches and undid it. He didn’t stop her. She wanted to ask if Alicia had already had this, if he’d used the barbs on her. If he’d let anyone else take all of him, like he had with Ari.

      Which was reckless and pathetic.

      What August had done with his life after her didn’t matter. He needed her for something, and she’d make him pay with his pride. That was all.

      “Let’s see if this is still up to par,” she taunted as she palmed him over his underclothes. She worried the smaller head of his cocks between her fingers. She felt the bristle of the barbs under the fabric. Her clit ached from the memory of how they felt rubbing against her. He swallowed hard and squeezed the hand at the base of her neck.

      “Did I give you permission to touch that?” he barked the words out, so loud that she flinched, but the very next instant, a smile split her face.

      “Mm, punish me,” she moaned, and something in him shifted. His touch, which had been hesitant, tightened possessively. His eyes glinted with a spark that her core reacted to immediately.

      Fuck yes, her demon was surfacing.

      With one hand still gripping her nape, he moved the other to her pussy and slid a finger inside. “Always drenched,” he grunted as he fingered her roughly.

      “Dripping,” she answered. Her skin felt electric, every nerve ending tingling from his touch.

      He slid the tip of a claw along the seam of her cunt, and she tilted her hips so he could have more of her. “Once we do this, you will go with me to the Braums to make sure they don’t disturb the seal.”

      She nodded, pressing herself into his hand. Desire crashed over her like waves. Unrelenting, overwhelming. She had to move, she sad to do something, or she’d drown here.

      “Promise it, Ariadne.” A promise between sentinel and guardian could not be broken. No matter how long it had been since they’d fought together, their bond was unbreakable. He knew that once she agreed, she could not go back. She opened her mouth to agree, but the same old bitterness spilled out instead.

      “You mean like you promised me?” she asked caustically. “Should be easy enough to go back on my word the moment I get what I want.”

      “God damn it, Ariadne.” He let go of her, his hands falling to his sides, and she wished she’d kept her mouth shut. What was the point of rehashing any of this? “I never broke the promises I made as your sentinel. Everything I did, even if you hated me for it, was to keep you safe.”

      “You must be confusing my safety with your sick need to keep the Order happy.” His face was impassive as she spat the words out.

      “If that’s what you want to believe.” It was true, he’d never betrayed his role as her sentinel. August always did his job. But he had broken the promise he’d made as her lover. And what did it matter now? It didn’t. “If you want to hear the reasons why I did it, I will tell you. Just like I tried to before, but you never let—” She didn’t want to hear reasons. She didn’t want to think at all.

      “You know what, forget it. I don’t want to talk. I want to fuck.” She reached for him again, her restless hands immediately slipping under his black T-shirt. He was cool to the touch, but she knew the heat hidden right under. And she might hate him right now, but she wanted him even more. What she needed was to get out of her damn head. To get him out of her system.

      “Fuck me,” she urged him, pressing closer with every word, “Fuck me and I’ll save the Order’s ass…again.”

      He was close enough now that his front was plastered to hers. She circled her arms around his neck, pushed up, and kissed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Thunder clapped in August’s brain as their mouths met, and everything he’d been telling himself about honor and duty crumbled.

      The reasons he’d recited about why he’d done the right thing by letting her go rained down in ashes around him. Burned in the fire of having her in his arms again. He resented her for mining his one weakness, even as he cupped her ass and squeezed. This woman, this body had always been his personal heaven and the fires of hell. Where he’d found eternity and perdition.

      She moaned as their tongues tangled, and his fingers dug into her crease. He licked into her mouth and felt her nails scoring the scales blooming across his torso with every pump of blood out of his heart. By the time he entered her, he’d be a monster.

      Only when he was utterly beyond control did he ever fully turn. His demon form had always been revolting to him. A loathsome reminder that he and his brothers had been the ones to pay for his father’s sins. But to this woman who had the purest heart he’d ever encountered, his monstrosity was a delight. She’d marveled at every inch on his body. Taken hours to examine his scales, the way they felt under her fingers. She’d brushed her soft lips over every inch of him. Feathered her soft hair over his reptilian face as she pressed gentle kisses to his face. Fascinated by the outward manifestation of his desire for her.

      He’d almost hated her for it. Thought it a perversion. When he’d said that to her, she’d looked at him with pitying eyes and kissed his eyes, his cheeks, his nose, with brutal tenderness. Then told him she loved to see him turn because it was the confirmation that she affected him. That she wished she could turn too so he could see on her body what he did to her inside. But all that tenderness was gone. There was no affection here, only a settling of old scores.

      “Let me have it,” she gasped as she lowered a hand to his balls. They were rough, leathery, but she’d loved playing with them. She tugged on one then the other as her other hand stroked his cocks. “I want them both,” she whispered, grazing her teeth on the skin of his neck. “Make me forget how much I hate you.” The hollowness in her voice cracked something inside. He should stop this. Stop her from doing something that would only make things worse. But the way she looked at him, eyes glowing with need. He couldn’t deny her. “Make it so the only thing that matters is what you’re doing to me. Wreck me, August. Hurt me, make me remember.”

      Fuck, he was going to come, still fully clothed. Unable to wait any longer, he picked her up and tossed her on her back on the mattress.

      “You seem to have forgotten how this goes, dulzura,” he rasped, his scales pulsing as need surged in him. He quickly pulled off his duster and T-shirt before grabbing her by the ankles and dragging her to the edge of the bed, but instead of protesting, she grinned.

      She loved this. The rougher he was the more the melted for him.

      “Claw me,” she pleaded, arching her back. Her legs were bent at the knees and spread wide. Her pussy glistened with cream. He wanted a taste, but he wouldn’t let her rush him.

      There hadn’t been a single night in the last five years that he hadn’t dreamt of this. When he’d walked in here tonight, he’d never expected she’d want him like this again. Maybe she was just playing with him. Trying to debase him as punishment. But doing this with her could never be anything but a gift. One he would not squander out of impatience.

      “I want to fuck your mouth,” he told her as he pressed the pad of his thumb between her parted lips. A flick of her tongue sent a jolt of lust right to his groin. “But first, I’m going to play with your tits.” He let the thumb slide down to her chin then traced the side of her neck, letting his claws score her skin as went. Her spine curved off the mattress as he left a red line across her collarbone, before going lower. He stopped at her breasts and cupped them. They were small and pert. Brown nipples the color of milk chocolate under his fingers.

      He bent down and circled his forked tongue around one. “So sweet, still get so hard for me.” He flicked the other before he gently dug the tip of his claw into the nipple, making her mewl. “Am I getting more of that cream out of you?” he asked before popping a breast in his mouth and suckling it.

      “I’m swollen and aching,” she told him, narrowed eyes full of resentment. He was enough of a bastard to be turned on by seeing hate and want mingling in her gaze. “I despise you, but I’m going to die if you don’t touch me there.”

      His lips lifted into a smile even with one of her nipples between his teeth. “I’m going to turn you inside out, sudaris. Just like I always could.” She bared her teeth at him.

      “Finger me,” she demanded, thrusting her pelvis up.

      “I will touch this cunt when I feel like it.” He told her with practiced indifference, and she shook with anger. He let his hand hover over her heat. His claws ghosting over the furrow as she panted. He took a nipple between his fingers, as his hand teased her pussy, but still didn’t give her what she’d asked for. He was being an asshole, but he couldn’t resist the temptation of cracking some of those walls she’d built. Of trying to make the Ariadne he’d loved resurface.

      “You bastard,” she spat out, writhing under his hands when he spread her folds, exposing her clit without touching it. When she tried to do it herself, he clasped her wrists hard.

      “Don’t even think of touching yourself, Ariadne,” his chest was heaving up and down, as her short breaths made little puffs of air escape her mouth. This wasn’t a fuck, this was a street brawl. August’s heart felt like it was going to explode. He hadn’t felt this alive in years, five of them to be exact.

      “You are wasting my time, demon,” she bit out. He took her mouth again. She bit his bottom lip hard, moaning as their tongues tangled together.

      “Is this what you want?” He gripped the back of her head and sucked on her, bit, licked. He wanted to extract her fucking soul into him.

      “Are you going to behave?” he asked, mouth pressed to hers, as he tightened his grip on her wrists. She melted for him in instants, his skin buzzed with need.

      “What kind of dumbass question is that?” She scoffed and a jolt of something that had been missing for so long he barely recognized pulsed through him. “But I can pretend, if it’ll get us to the fucking part faster.”

      God, he wanted her. How had he ever thought that depriving himself from this was ever the right answer?

      He finally complied, sliding one finger into her slippery heat. He took his time tracing the shape of her folds. The brown and pink hiding that little pearl he loved to play with. She writhed under his hands, making such sweet, needy little sounds, but he wanted to look. It had been so long.

      “My favorite holes,” he muttered filthily as he pushed a finger in her entrance while another rubbed the star hidden between her ass cheeks. “I’m going to take them both.” He said it as if making a mental note. “Going to fuck you on your back first, so I can watch your tits bounce. Then I’m going to turn you over and rail you on all fours. Hold you down and pound you until you see stars.”

      “I want the barbs,” she gasped, eyes heavy-lidded. She looked wanton, debauched, and something tightened in his chest.

      “You don’t have anyone in that stable of yours barbing you?” His lust made his tongue loose.

      “Not like you,” she confessed as she looked him dead in the eyes. Gloriously unashamed. It would not take very much at all for this woman to take his soul again. Maybe she’d had it all along. He’d heard about her Monster Smash and assumed she’d had enough lovers after him to make him lackluster in her eyes. He assumed she’d be indifferent to him. Knowing none of them had given her what he could, made his scales ripple with pleasure.

      “You’ll get what I give you,” he informed her, groping her. The glands under his tongue were overflowing with serum. He knelt at the foot of the bed and pulled her to him, his mouth right at her pussy. He let his tongue slither out and lashed her clit once then spread her with two fingers before unhinging his jaw.

      “Please, please,” she begged, knowing what would come next. He’d only ever done this with her. The serum in his glands was a powerful aphrodisiac. A snake demon’s serum enhanced sensation, and every touch, every kiss, every caress was heightened to almost unbearable degrees. It was such an intense experience that people could become addicted. He’d never wanted to have that effect on any of his previous lovers. But he loved seeing her fully uninhibited. Open to him in every way possible. “Do it please, Aug.” Liquid flooded his mouth, at the need in her voice. He got closer, nosing her wetness, smelling her. He could feel her racing pulse as she waited, shaking with anticipation. He held his breath and released the serum. He sprayed her inner labia, her entrance, her clit.

      “Ah, ah, ah!” she cried as it hit her. Her spine arched, and she lifted off the bed like a bolt of lightning was coursing through her body, but he had her in his grips.

      “Shh,” he soothed before his forked tongue slithered over her clit again. He flicked the engorged nub fast and rough, her folds fluttering from his efforts, and in seconds she began to scream.

      “Oh God, please.” She panted as he licked her and soothed. Her eyes were screwed shut, muscles tense. He cupped her ass, lifting her to his mouth, and worked at driving her out of her mind. He hooked a fang inside the ring so he could tug on it while he fucked her with two fingers. She came hard, bucking against his face. When her juices rushed onto his tongue, the seams of his leathers tore. He was an animal now. Nothing could stop him from filling her.

      He pulled on her robe, needing to see all of her before he took her. But when he grabbed for it, she wouldn’t let him.

      “No, please leave it on.”

      “I want you naked.” His voice was guttural and rough, barely human.

      She was still splayed on the bed, a little out of it from the orgasm, but she almost seemed wary. She tugged the sleeve back on her shoulder as she sat up awkwardly. For the first time since he’d set eyes on her again, the mask seemed to slip off, revealing a glimpse of the girl he remembered.

      “I want to take on you on all fours and come on your back. That’s how I want to fuck you.” He didn’t like talking to her like this, but this was what she asked for. A rough, raw fucking.

      “I’d prefer it on my back,” she hedged again, and he almost gave in, but whatever she didn’t want him to see had nothing to do with her not wanting what he was suggesting.

      “Naked, on your hands and knees, ass up,” he ordered again as he palmed his cocks. The shorter but thicker one was fully covered in barbs. They were very thin, almost like filaments, and they wouldn’t pierce so much as bristle when he slid inside. The other one’s head was much wider at the tip and at the base. She’d loved getting impaled on both at once. Other times, he’d taken turns fucking her ass and her pussy, one in each hole, until she came so hard, she could only lie limp on the bed while he kissed her all over. She’d go out for the Order and do her gruesome duty, then they’d come back and get lost in each other, for hours, for days. Those had been the happiest times of his life.

      “Now, Ariadne,” he barked, making her jump. She was on edge, but it wasn’t fear of him that had her like this. This was something else. Something she didn’t want him to know. He stroked his cock until a pearl of green liquid appeared on the slit. Her body listed toward it, tongue lapping at her bottom lip. She loved his seed, could never resist it. “I won’t let you have any until you take off the robe.”

      “Fine,” she cried out resentfully, tugging the sleeves off, finally letting him see all that beautiful caramel skin. Without a looking at him, she turned around, and he saw it. “Don’t say a fucking word,” she warned as she planted both palms on the mattress and pushed herself up.

      A primal thumping kicked up in his chest, wildly urging him to possess what had always belonged to him. No wonder she wanted to hide this tattoo from him. He stepped closer, letting out a long exhale.

      “Can I touch it?” he asked, and she growled, but her arms stayed how they were.

      “You spit on my pussy a minute ago, so I think it’s fine for you to touch my back and ass.”

      He almost reached out for it but thought better of it. He lowered his face instead so he could look more closely. The art was beautiful, the detail so exquisite, it seemed almost alive on the expanse of her back. Ariadne had never been coy or subtle when it came to what she loved. It was all or nothing with her. That was how she’d been as a guardian and as a lover. Her passions were intense, her appetites colossal, and she’d never hidden them. And this had to mean something.

      She’d tattooed an enormous green python on her back. No, not just her back. The tail began on one shoulder, coiled down her spine, and ended with a pissed-off python—with eyes a very similar violet to his—unhinging its jaw just above the swell of her ass. Its menacing fangs elongated and ready to strike. A purple tongue slithered down to the crease.

      “I’m going to taste you,” he said hoarsely, uncertain of what would come out of his mouth if he said more. Maybe she’d been right, and it was best to just focus on the fucking. He and bent down to suck on the skin where the eyes of the python glowed.

      He spread her cheeks and lapped at the starburst of nerves there, and like the wanton, perfect fucking angel she was, she responded eagerly. The taste of her hit his bloodstream like a drug, edging out all his good sense. He was coming apart and he’d barely touched her.

      “Mm, yes, get me ready,” she said. The liquid from his fangs was viscous, and it made everything slippery. It was more like lube than saliva. “More, more,” she asked as he entered her with one finger.

      “Did I tell you to talk?” he ground out and slapped her hard on the ass, making liquid rush down her thighs. “Spread your legs.” She gave him a couple of inches. “More,” he demanded, and she let herself fall to the mattress, ass in the air as she opened herself to him. He pushed that finger farther in, pumped once, and then pumped a second time. He knew she wanted him to get on with it, for him to take her hard and fast. But he would not be rushed.

      It was a serpent’s nature to gobble up his prey in a single swallow. But with her, he’d always liked to feast. He’d exercise every lesson on patience and endurance he’d learned from the Order and put them to use as he indulged himself. He’d been addicted to her, to the way she reacted to his touch, to how she held him inside her. In the end that consuming want, the unending need, had ended in his breach of his sentinel duties. A sentinel making a guardian his lover was the greatest dereliction of duty.

      Back then he’d despaired over his betrayal of the Order. He’d agonized about how they’d given him a place, a purpose, something bigger than himself, only for him to defile himself and her with his lust. But once he’d had her, he could not stop. He’d needed her like air. By the time he’d realized that he’d changed her, that having his seed inside her had begun to transform her, it was too late. But what had been their undoing was that last horrible mission.

      While they’d struggled to seal a breach, a Crughs’taid demon had come out of nowhere and almost ripped her in half. August had watched blood gush out of her, so much blood. And he’d given her his own blood to drink. Opened his vein and saved her. His blood had healed her, and then he’d taken her right there on the ground, with the dead demon merely feet away. That was how they’ve been discovered. When his ward had appeared before the council later with her skin glowing green and tiny fangs nipping at her bottom lip, there was no denying what was happening between them. She’d taken his seed for so many months, he thought she was safe from being changed by him. But his blood had an immediate effect.

      Even then, with everything falling apart, all he’d felt was a possessive, destructive pride at the evidence that she was his. They’d ripped those little fangs from her. They’d wanted to destroy her. He begged them to let them both go, but they insisted one of them had to remain in service. He hadn’t trusted what they’d do to her if he left her there on her own. So, he’d stayed. He’d had to live all these years knowing that by the time he realized she was more important than the Order it had been too late.

      “Are you going to fuck me or what, demon?” His lover demanded, gripping his fingers, which had slid out of her when he was lost in thought. What the fuck was he doing? Dwelling when he had her in his arms again? Letting the Order rob them of more time? That was the past and this was now, and he was not the same demon. She was not the same guardian. He shook himself and focused on her. On the body that was warm and alive under his hands.

      “You going to be good?” he asked, grabbing his cocks and pressing the wider head at her entrance.

      “Better than good,” she answered, cheeky and a little hoarse from the screaming she’d already done. A rush of contentment passed through him at the familiar expression on her face. He remembered this too, how happy they’d made each other. How much they’d enjoyed coming together. They were different now. Jaded, a little broken. But this connection felt so strong, unbreakable. Maybe that was just his hard cocks talking.

      “Tell me how bad you want it, that you’re desperate for me to split you open,” he taunted, letting the head pop inside. “You’re dying for my cum, aren’t you?” She groaned as he entered her in a few sharp thrusts. They worked together, he pressed, and she made room for him, spine slithering like she was a snake herself.

      “Give me both,” she gasped, pushing up on her elbows and rocking into him as he snapped his hips forward.

      “I’ll give you what I want.” He marked each word with a vicious thrust of his hips, her body jerking on the bed. She tightened around him, making him see stars. “That’s right, squeeze the life out of me with that sweet little cunt. Gods, that’s good,” he bit out and looked down at where they were joined, his skin tight as shocks of pleasure spread from his dicks to every nerve in his body. Sweat rolled down his back and face while he fucked her. “You going to take all this cum?” he asked as their skin slapped together, the sound echoing around the room.

      “Yes,” she gasped, her arms splayed on the bed. “Make me fly, Aug. Make me soar, please, baby. I need it.” Her voice was reedy, barely a whisper as she begged him. Something in him snapped at seeing her give him everything when he deserved nothing.

      He pulled out without warning, but before she could protest, he flipped her on her back and entered her in one thrust. “Is this what you wanted? Is that greedy hole of yours full enough?”

      She cried out as he took her, head thrown back so that mass of curls spread like melted chocolate over the bed. His heart hammered at the sight of her—a magnificent, lusty goddess.

      “I missed this,” she muttered, a languid smile tipping up her lips when she wrapped her strong legs around his waist. Both cocks were fully in now, and the barbs were bristling inside her. He was so close, but he needed more. He needed…

      He slumped over her, scooped her up to him, and kissed her. He dove inside her mouth as he pushed in and out of her pussy, and she ate at his mouth in return. Biting him, sucking his bottom lip. Taking what she wanted.

      “Bite me,” she begged, pushing her breasts up. They’d only done this once. It had been so intense; she’d blacked out from the orgasm. But he was too undone to hold back. He would likely never have her again, and he wanted it all.

      He slid his hand down to where they were joined and rubbed her clit in circles. His cock pulsed, his own orgasm brewing. His fangs brushed the pulse point of her throat as he licked her skin. He could feel her heartbeat on his tongue. He wanted her blood there next.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, with the sharp tips pressing on either side of her right breast while he tortured her clit with his hand.

      “Now, sudaris,” she told him, and he pierced her. Her cry blistered his ears and her pussy clasped him like a vise. His body combusted from within, his mind blanking as a drop of her blood rushed into him. His orgasm obliterated him as he filled her. He brought both arms under Ari and held her to him. Kissing her so she could taste her own blood. She hid her face in the crook of his neck, trembling in his arms, and he was overcome with regret for not being able to keep her. For letting her down and putting his duty to the Order before her.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered against her hair, awash in misery for what he’d done to them. Five years ago, he thought he’d been doing the right thing. He thought the Order deserved his sacrifice. He’d been a fool.

      She didn’t answer, only kept her face pressed to his skin, and for a second, he almost thought he felt the wetness of her tears. But when she pulled back, her eyes were dry, and the derision from earlier was firmly back in place.

      “What is there to be sorry for?” she asked with a coolness that didn’t match the storm swirling in her eyes. “You fulfilled your end of the bargain, and now we’re going to the Order’s rescue like good little soldiers.” She pushed on his shoulder, and he forced himself to slide out of her. Liquid gushed between them, and he had to make himself not look.

      “I guess I’ll have to ask one of the satyrs to come on my back later since you didn’t deliver on that,” she tossed casually as she slid her robe back on. “The idea kind of grew on me.” He knew she was baiting him, but with his cocks still wet from her, the demon was fully in control.

      Without a word, he put her on all fours and tugged the robe off. Needing to see the tattoo again. He ran his hands over the python etched in her skin. The scales were the same color as his own, and the creature inside him bristled possessively.

      “No one will touch you while you still have my punctures on your skin.”
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      “You don’t have a say in anything I do, August,” she told him, angry at her own reaction to his absurd display of jealousy. She’d had to say something to douse the feelings bubbling up after what they’d done. She should’ve known this was a mistake. Instead of putting out the fire inside her, having sex with him had only confirmed that no one could ever make her feel what August did. Even now, hating herself for her weakness, she wished he’d take her again.

      “Turn around, Ariadne,” he barked, making her sneer even as she turned to him, still on her hands and knees. God, he was glorious with his leathers half-undone and chest bare. He was terrifying with his horns and fangs. Black slits in his pupils. Her demon, hers.

      “Make me come,” he demanded, as he stroked himself.

      “What if I don’t want to?” she taunted, yet her mouth flooded with saliva at the green pearls of liquid gathering on his cocks’ slits.

      “They’re going in your pussy, in your mouth, or your ass. You pick.” Every one of those body parts throbbed at his words.

      “Fine,” she shot back, unable to suffuse the eagerness lashing inside her. “But it’s just because you barely scratched the itch that last round.” Like always, he fell for her taunts.

      August clasped a hand at her throat. “Open your mouth,” he told her, jaw clenched. Ariadne knew it wasn’t anger—it was the same fucked-up, consuming want that had dogged them both from the first time they’d done this.

      “Make me, demon.” He gripped her chin hard in response, gaze locked with hers, and fed her his cock in one go.

      “Suck,” he ordered, and she wished she could resist a moment longer, spar a little more for the sake of this theater. But her tongue was already lapping at the bead of cum dripping from one of his cockheads. Her hands slid down, reaching for his balls. “That’s right, you can’t stop yourself.” He was so smug, arrogance dripping from every word. But he wasn’t wrong. “Fucking love my cum. Going to choke you with it.” He thrust in a little more, and she relaxed her throat in anticipation as she fingered the leathery sacs.

      Nothing was better than this demon, his brutal eyes glowing with lust. Her core clenched at the sight, and like he could sense it, he reached under her and played with her clit.

      “Take it all while I make you come on my hand.” He pushed in and out of her mouth roughly as he played with her pussy. Fingers rubbing, plucking, entering her again and again. “So fucking wet, you’re making my mouth water.” He tugged on her ring while she suckled the shorter, fatter cock. The barbs tickled the roof of her mouth, and she moaned. She loved the sounds he made when she took him all the way down her throat. Desperate grunts, demanding roars. The stoic, controlled demon, who unraveled for her.

      “Lick my balls,” he ordered. Immediately she let him slide out of her mouth and took them both in. Flicking the tight sacs with her tongue. His hand worked her clit faster, and her eyes started rolling in her head. She hummed with pleasure as he took her to the edge. “Take my cock again.”

      He didn’t have to ask twice—she swallowed him down frantically, just as her own orgasm pummeled her, liquid heat exploding out of her groin, shooting down her limbs until her legs felt like noodles. A rush of liquid dripped down her thighs as she came so hard her leg muscles spasmed. Her screams muffled by the cocks stuffed in her mouth.

      “You make me crazy,” her lover roared before he wrenched her mouth off him and pressed her front on the mattress, one hand firmly on her shoulder. She heard the frenzied friction of his hand as he stroked himself hard. In seconds, a wounded sound echoed around the room right as the first few droplets of seed landed on her back. Even as fucked out as she was, she smiled with delight knowing he was just as ruined as she was.

      A moment later, two big hands ran over her back, spreading the aftermath of their joining on the tattoo, and then his tongue followed. Hot, wet strokes crisscrossed her back as he traced the serpent etched on her skin, just like he was. Indelibly. It was hopeless. She could never erase this demon from her body, from her heart, from her soul. He was still touching her when she peeled herself off the bed with frustratingly shaky arms.

      Her attempt to get him out of her system had been a terrible mistake, and now it was best to just get this over with. Do what he’d asked and throw him out once and for all.

      “Ariadne,” he called as she scrambled to slide on her robe, not daring to look at him. If she saw even a flicker of regret in his eyes, she would kill him.

      “We need to get dressed. I need to gather some intel before we rush in there half-cocked. You need a suit,” she told him, even as she avoided looking his way at all costs. Her legs wobbled, her thighs ached, her mouth burned from his kisses. She needed space, a shower to wash off what had just happened.

      “Are you all right?” he responded instead of granting her the mercy of getting out of there. He never could leave her alone when she was like this. The more she wanted to hide from him, the gentler he was with her, and she could not handle that right now.

      “I want you to wait out there for me while I get dressed,” she informed him, pointing to the door that led to her office.

      “I’m not done yet,” he told her, then came and wrapped his strong arms around her waist. She felt small and weak when her body molded to him. Always so hungry for his touch. Still deluded enough to believe there was safety in his arms. “I’m not done with you yet,” he repeated fiercely against her ear. These were words that at one time she would’ve given everything for, but she could no longer rely on August’s promises. He would break every single one for the sake of the Order.

      “We need information, August. When did you get so damn sloppy with your prep?” She tossed the barb anticipating that he’d bristle at the implication he wasn’t doing his job perfectly. He only held her tighter, lips brushing the top of her head.

      “Guillermo is reconnoitering for us. He’ll bring us something soon.” She spun around then, surprised.

      “Guille would never do anything for the Order,” she challenged, certain he was lying. The duende was not a friend of the Order. He’d never trusted them, even when he’d been a valued informant for them, and he’d sworn them off for good after they’d expelled Ari.

      “He agreed to work for me.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” she demanded, as uneasiness bloomed in her belly. He was being vague and wouldn’t meet her eyes, which pissed her off. She wrenched his jaw until he looked at her. “Don’t play with me, Augustus Custo.”

      “Let’s just say things have changed,” he told her with a grim expression, but there was a clarity in his gaze, a lightness she had never seen. Had he left the Order? No, there was no way, and she’d cut out her tongue before asking. If he told her he’d left over Alicia, when he hadn’t left for Ari… No. She didn’t want to know.

      “Whatever you’re thinking, it’s not it,” he cautioned, in that arrogant tone of his which any sane person would find infuriating, but she’d always melted for. “And I will tell you everything, but now I want to wash you.”

      She was practically shaking from the need to know, but she was not going to behave like some besotted girl ready to forgive and forget. Ready to believe whatever he told her to convince herself he was here for her.

      Sex was easier.

      August had always been obsessed with bathing her after they’d fucked. Something about his demon nature. She’d loved the caretaking as much as she’d loved the sex. And she was weak enough now to crave the comfort, even if she’d regret it all later.

      “Fine,” she grumbled in an attempt to sound annoyed. “My private bath is in there.” Without a word, he lifted her off the ground.
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      “We don’t have time for a full-on bath August,” she griped, even as her eyes glommed on to him.

      “We’ll shower, then.” He’d discarded his leathers and the blades strapped to various parts of his body. He stood before her in his full serpent demon glory, and her heart ached.

      All of him was beautiful, dangerous even in repose. He’d been so afraid of what she’d think of him like this. Avoiding her questions whenever she asked what he looked like when he fully transformed. He shot her a curious look as she came closer, but he didn’t ask her what was on her mind, just scooped her up and carried her into the shower. It was a huge stall. Big enough to fit a dozen people.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever had less than six people in here at once,” she said, to provoke him, but he didn’t take the bait.

      “Your legs are still shaky from the railing I just gave you, so I guess shower orgies are out for a while.” She scoffed at his arrogance, rolling her eyes.

      “You fucking wish, Augustus.” But she knew what she looked like: mussed hair, streaked makeup, claw marks all over her body, pussy red and puffy, mouth swollen from his cocks. She was a mess. He’d made her a mess. And she’d loved it. She loved even more that he hadn’t ended up unscathed. He had bite marks all over his neck and chest. The grooves of her nails were pressed into his scales. For days, anyone who saw him would know she’d been there first.

      The warm water fell in a steady mist from the three showerheads in the ceiling, drenching them. He grabbed for a bottle of her shower gel then knelt in front of her. He began with her feet, picking them up and kissing the top of each one. Then he scaled up to her ankles, her calves, her knees. The inside of her thighs. He pressed kisses to her belly, tongued her navel, until she had to grip his horns for purchase. Every inch of her, he worshipped. She’d loved this so much when he’d done it back then. Made a ritual of tending to her body after they’d made love. She’d tease him about it, and he’d reply that what she gave him was a gift and he had care for the body that gave him such joy.

      Lies. Lies. All lies.

      His tongue tracing the inside of her thigh brought her back to the present. She looked down at his ministrations. His tongue was back to normal now as he ran the tip up, up, up, to the crease of her sex.

      “Honey, you taste just like honey,” he cooed as he kissed along the furrow of her, his thumbs massaging either side of her pussy. He flicked the ring with this tongue as he spread her for his view. “My orchid,” he groaned, voice hungry again. He’d loved examining her like this. Touching her inner folds, pretending they were petals. He’d press his nose and inhale her scent, like it was the sweetest thing he’d ever smelled. He’d made her feel cherished, only to leave her all alone. She detested him for it, yet she’d missed his touch like water.

      His lips brushed against her heat, and she clenched at the contact, empty and needy. “Can I give you my tongue?” he asked, as if he needed to. She spread her legs wider in answer. He groaned as he tasted her slowly at first and then more urgently. His tongue coaxed moans out of her. He slid into her entrance with it as his fingers pinched her labia.

      “Play with your tits,” he asked in a muffled voice while sealed his lips onto the mound of flesh above her clit.

      “Are you trying to give me a pussy hickey?” She asked, trying, and failing, to muffle a laugh. He lifted those wicked violet eyes to her and ran that clever tongue over his bottom lip.

      “Yes,” No prevaricating. Not even an attempt at denial. She should tell him to go to hell, that there were not parts of her he had any right to mark as his, even temporarily. Instead, she let her back fall against the wall of the shower and did as he asked. She cupped her breasts, which felt heavy and ripe in her hands. She plucked her nipples the way she liked as he feasted on her. She let him have any place of hers he wanted. She was so weak, so needy, for this demon.

      But why was it that she felt her strongest when they were together like this?

      “I love this pussy, love making you come,” he growled before he entered her with two fingers and sucked her clit so hard, she came instantly. She bucked into his mouth as he coaxed more tremors of pleasure from her. She was still coming down from her climax when she felt his soapy hands start to wash her. Her legs, her cunt, her torso, her belly. Then he pulled her to stand and made her face the wall, spreading her hands on it for support. He cleaned her shoulders and her back. By the time he began massaging her scalp, she was practically purring.

      “I hate you,” she whispered meekly as he rinsed the suds out of her hair.

      “I deserve it,” he said, ruthlessly matter of fact as his strong hands drifted down her body. When he got to her ass, and the cheek that had the python’s head, his movements slowed. He fisted her flesh, slapped it gently, spread her so he could wash inside her ass crease, and once again her blood ran hot.

      “More,” she begged, pushing her bottom out. He spanked one cheek then the other a few times. She curved her spine, offering herself to him without words, and he took the cue. He knelt behind her and licked her hole then slid a finger inside her ass.

      “I want to fuck this,” he told her, right before biting into one ass cheek. This was crazy, but she couldn’t stop herself from having him again now, any more than she could back when she believed he was really hers. It had been years since she’d had sex like this. Without toys or swings or any aids. She liked that kind of sex too, but what happened to her with August was like a fever. She burned and ached for him. Always wanting more.

      “Please,” she asked, and in the next instant, she felt the splash of his venom hit her hole. The instant the liquid hit her skin, she lost it. Her skin heated and throbbed with sensation. Warmth bloomed where he’d spanked her. They’d done this before, used his serum for lube when he’d fucked her like this.

      “Just going to give you one cock,” he told her as he pushed two fingers in. The liquid made for great lube, and it enhanced all the sensations. She was ready in minutes, desperate for it. He pressed the head in, and she moaned in agonized pleasure as he made soothing circles on her belly, played with her nipples.

      “Touch my clit, Aug,” she pleaded and felt his head shaking behind her.

      “You’re going to make yourself come while I take this tight little hole. Fuck, Ari, you are perfect.” He sucked on her earlobe as he pressed farther in. She met each of his strokes eagerly until he was fully inside. One hand on her pussy and the other braced on the wall, she rocked into him.

      “I love this,” she cried as he gripped her hips tight and rammed into her. She played with her clit as her nerves sent flashes of pure bliss through her body.

      “It’s too tight. I’m not going to last.” he gasped, slamming in so hard he had to slap hand on the wall to steady himself.

      “Harder, make me feel you,” she begged, and he surged inside her. Once, twice, and filled her with a mighty roar. She held him inside her for a long moment while his hands explored her. He left sloppy kisses on her shoulders and neck. This was them. This was their problem. Once they started, they couldn’t stop until they were wrung out. Even when it meant their destruction. He was still breathing hard when she pushed off the wall and turned to him.

      She needed to get a grip.

      “Now that you’ve fucked every hole in my body, I think it might be time to go take care of this seal.”

      He grunted unhappily at her cavalier tone, but when she moved past him to grab a towel, he let her go. He knew she was right. No point in delaying the inevitable.

      “We need to dress the part to get into the Braums’ estate,” she told him as she walked back into the bedroom with her former sentinel hot on her heels. The shower, despite the third round of sex, had helped her feel more in control.

      “How did the bed get made so fast?” her disgruntled companion demanded, frowning at the freshly laid linens.

      “My staff is efficient and discreet. They also know I hate seeing soiled sheets after I’m done,” she told him cruelly. Wanting to make the point that he was just another fuck. “You can’t wear that.”

      He lifted an eyebrow at the pile of black clothes now folded on a chair.

      “I didn’t exactly plan for wardrobe changes when I came to talk to you about a hellmouth breach or you practically ripping the buttons off my fucking leathers.”

      She would not react to his smugness. “Then you can just use one of the suits I have here.”

      “I’m not wearing your clients’ clothes, Ari.” He sounded so put off, she almost laughed.

      “Don’t be such a baby, they’re brand new,” she said over her shoulder as she headed to the closet. “And I will be sending you an invoice,” she added sweetly. “Though the sex was complimentary—a parting gift.” She got absolutely no pleasure out of seeing him grind his jaw hard enough to nearly crack his teeth.

      “I’m going to change…alone. One of my attendants will bring you what you need,” Ari said, rushing out of the room. She needed time away from August. Her emotions were all over the place. If he thought she was a coward, so be it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Fucking her had not been smart, but he would not insult her or himself by even thinking he could’ve said no to that offer. August slid on the jacket of the tuxedo a fairy delivered to him a few minutes earlier. He’d dreamed of being inside Ari for what felt like every minute of every day for the past five years. And the memories that had fed his hunger could not compare to what the reality had been.

      Her body was still his sacred place. Her skin, his sanctuary. Her cries of pleasure, the choir from the angels that cleansed his muddled soul. She was so different now. All the softness was gone from her brown gaze, but he was even more drawn to the steel he saw in her. She was a woman who had forged herself in fire. He hadn’t lied about the reason he was here. He needed her help with stopping what the Braums planned to unleash tonight, but he would’ve eventually come to her regardless. He needed her to know everything that had happened. He also knew she didn’t want to hear it. But he had to tell her why he’d done what he did. He had to tell her she’d been right all along.

      “Damn, it reeks of sex in here,” Guillermo’s extremely loud voice boomed across the room as August attempted and failed to button the collar of his shirt. “What the fuck, August?”

      This was the last thing August needed right now. “I’m not talking about any of this with you, Guillermo, and—”

      A massive fist cracked his jaw with a powerful blow that sent him stumbling back.

      “You’re not messing with her head again,” Guillermo bellowed as he reared his arm back again to deliver another punch. He didn’t want to fight Guillermo, but his serpent would not stand down during an attack.

      “Stop, Guille,” August yelled as the duende came at him again, his face twisted with fury.

      “She was broken! You almost destroyed her, August.”

      August deserved this—he knew he did. He’d made a mess of everything. He’d let his misguided worship of the Order and the triumvirate running it blind him to their duplicity until it was too late.

      “You think I don’t know that,” he said as he fought to restrain the duende. “I know I fucked up. I’m here to make it right.”

      Finally, the fight went out of Guillermo, and he pushed August’s grip off his arms. “You’re here to clean up the Order’s mess so they’ll take you back.”

      August rubbed the throbbing side of his face that had gotten the full impact of Guillermo’s wrath as he took in what his friend had just said. “What do you know?”

      The duende sneered, like he’d caught him in a lie, and August couldn’t even be mad about that assumption. He wouldn’t trust himself either.

      “I know you’re no longer a sentinel for the Order, that they’ve erased your name from the Wall of Protectors.” August was surprised at his indifference to Guillermo’s declaration. Words that in the past would’ve been worse than death for him. “I know they’re making up some really weird fucking story about why Alicia’s gone missing, and none of it is about a seal breech. I know there’s a dead triumvirate member, and another walking around with a leg missing.” Guille pointed an accusing finger right at his nose. “Word is you ripped it off with your bare hands.”

      August clenched his jaw at that, rolling his eyes to the ceiling. He should’ve realized the duende wouldn’t stick to finding out what he’d asked. Guillermo wouldn’t help August without knowing what he was getting into.

      “What are you really doing here, August?”

      The answer had been far simpler an hour ago. Now… everything had changed.

      “I need to talk to her first.” August knew that wouldn’t satisfy the duende, but there were important things he needed to say to Ariadne about what he’d done that night five years ago. Why he’d stayed away for so long. He had to ask for forgiveness. He’d meant to tonight, but then she’d come at him with all that fury and fire, and he’d lost his head.

      “Are you going to tell her more lies?”

      August flinched at the distrust in his friend’s eyes, but it wasn’t exactly unwarranted. “No, I won’t lie to her anymore. I was going to tell her the moment I got here, but then I got…derailed.”

      “By your dicks.”

      “Yes,” he spat, unwilling to explain himself on this. He would never reject what Ariadne offered. Never.

      “Well, this is cozy.” Ariadne’s mocking drawl snapped him and Guillermo from their staring contest.

      August turned his head to the threshold she’d walked into after their spat, and he almost swallowed his tongue. His nostrils flared as his breaths came shorter from watching her saunter toward him. The robe was gone, replaced by a sleeveless sheer top molded to her brown skin, which now glowed with a hint of green from what he’d left in her. Black lace snakes sprouted from the waistline of her skirt and slithered up to cover her breasts. The eyes were a bright green, very similar to the color of August’s horns. She had knee-high boots he knew probably hid a few blades. Her black skirt billowed around her like a night sky sprinkled with stars.

      “You cleaned up nicely,” she told him, taking in his black slacks, shirt, and jacket. The black tie was a wash, but she seemed to appreciate it nonetheless. He could not stop staring. She blushed from the way he was looking at her. That had been his favorite thing about her: she could be so wicked one moment and so damn vulnerable in the next. His body shook with something as volatile as a lit match over gasoline watching her react to his appreciative glances. She frowned once she got closer, and she ran the pads of her fingers over his jaw. “I thought you knew better than to piss off Guille,” she muttered as he tried not to shatter under her touch.

      “You’re green, amiga,” the duende teased, looking up and down at Ariadne, who blushed again.

      “The one perk of the job,” she retorted shamelessly, and August had to grind his heels into the flagstone floor to keep from tossing Guillermo out of the room and fucking her on the cold ground.

      “You two are like colliding trains, fucking hell,” Guille protested with disgust. August looked at the duende and hoped he could see in August’s eyes that he would make things right with her.

      “What’s the situation?” Ariadne asked as she propped herself on a table a few feet from August. He had to stop himself from pulling her to him. This possessiveness would get them both killed tonight if he couldn’t get himself together.

      “You’re on the guest list,” Guille confirmed. “The guy who does the security for the Braums owed me a favor. From what I hear, they’re being a lot less discriminating for tonight’s party.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Ari mused. Eyes sharp as she took in the information.

      “They probably need a lot of bodies to feed whatever they’re planning to flush out tonight,” August said.

      Ari’s mouth curled in distaste at his observation, but she didn’t argue. They both knew he was likely right.

      “Fucking bored aristocrats.” Guille shook his head, lips curled in disgust. “The mansion’s doors will open an hour before midnight. That will be a good time to get in. My guy told me there’s a way into the tunnels under the estate.”

      “That’s where they’re keeping Alicia,” August informed them. From his periphery, he could see Ari paying attention to his words. Probably trying to read his body language as he talked about the guardian. He was a bastard for wishing that some of what he sensed was jealousy.

      “I couldn’t get a straight answer on whether she’s still alive,” Guille told them, but Ari waved him off.

      “They need her alive to break the seal. They’ll use her blood, and it can’t be cold. We just need to get to her before midnight. They’ll try when the veil is at its thinnest.”

      “We probably can’t just walk in loaded with weapons if we get in through the front gate,” August pointed out, and Ari nodded, eyes alert as she presumably ran through the scenario. She’d always been brilliant at the tactical pieces.

      “I can leave weapons for you by the gate,” Guillermo offered. “I’ll glamour them so they can’t be spotted, and you can grab them from the other side.”

      The plan was coming together.

      “Right, but that won’t be as simple as frolicking through the woods for an hour. The Braums have a menagerie of creatures roaming the grounds,” Ari said.

      “You scared of a few domesticated furry friends?” August teased before he could think better of it.

      “I domesticated you, snake,” she tossed back with a bloodthirsty smile, and he had to fist his hands to keep from dragging her back to the bed.

      “Okaaayy, then it’s a plan.” Guillermo said, breaking the heated silence between them. “We have about an hour to get everything ready. You’ll go through the gate right as they sound the gong for guests to enter. They’ll be distracted, so you can sneak away to find Alicia.”

      Ari asked, “How do we open the gate? I assume there’s a security system that will go off if we tamper with it.

      “You two can figure it out. Should be like the good old days.” The moment the words were out of the duende’s mouth, Ari’s expression turned thunderous again. It was like an invisible hand had slapped her across the face.

      “The bad old days, you mean,” she said ruthlessly. “This little rescue party is a departure from how the Order used to do things.”

      “I always came for you, always,” he felt compelled to say for some insane fucking reason. Her expression turned darker still at his words, a bitterness he knew he’d put there, marring her beautiful face.

      “Not always, sentinel,” she spat, eyes dark with fury. “Never forget that, because I sure as hell won’t.” Without waiting for him to respond, she spun around and headed to the door of the other room. “Come find me in my office once you two are done gabbing.”

      Once she’d walked off on them, Guillermo let out a slow exhale. “Just don’t get yourself killed before you seal that hellmouth.”
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      “Ariadne.” His voice cracked through the air like a shot as she hustled up the path. “We need to stay together. There are all kids of creatures loose in these woods.” Guillermo had brought them to the gates of the estate. Once there, the guards informed them they’d have to walk to the mansion on foot, as no vehicles were allowed on the property.

      As expected, they’d been searched for weapons and walked into what would certainly be a very dangerous situation with nothing but their designer clothes on their bodies. Thankfully, their duende friend had stowed the promised cache of weapons beside the small opening in the gate. They’d retrieved the blades, scythes, and garrote left for them, but Ariadne had not spoken a word to August since they’d left the Smash. The intensity of the sex and the resentment their conversation had brought to the surface had left her reeling. Regret and longing stuck to her like wet paper as they trudged through the dark woods surrounding the Braum estate.

      They needed to reach the western side of the mansion, where they would find the small door leading to the tunnel. They had no idea what they would encounter inside. Guillermo warned that the Braums liked to play games that were never fun for anyone other than them. For all they knew, the Braums were perfectly aware they were trying to get Alicia out and they’d walk right into a trap. She expected things to get dicey the moment they walked into the house. Yet they hadn’t gone over any of the plans they’d discussed back at her place because whenever she looked at him, she wanted to punch him or fuck him. She was unraveling and had no idea what to do about it.

      “We need to figure out how we’re going to handle this, Ariadne.”

      She ignored him and kept walking, but she could hear the tension in his voice. She was on the verge of pushing him too far. Then he went to the place that sent her right over the edge.

      “I heard about your parents.” Anger swept through her like a wildfire.

      “Don’t you ever talk about my parents.” She flew at him, but instead of getting out of her way, he took the blows she landed on his chest without complaint. “You have no fucking right.”

      She despised how out of control he made her feel. Weak and desperate. Starved for love, for touch, for warmth. Which was absurd because she had that all the time. Humans and demons touched her, fucked her, pampered her daily. And yet the moment he’d put his hands on her, she’d felt like a plant finally being watered after months of drought. She was unsteady and in her feelings, but she’d managed to keep it together. But him asking about her parents was not part of the deal, and those five words had snapped the last thread holding her temper at bay.

      Less than a year after she’d been removed as hellmouth guardian, she’d gotten word that her parents had died in a flood. The little house on the mountain—where she’d lived until the demon in front of her had come looking for her—had been washed away, and her parents along with it. She never even got to say goodbye. She’d been living elsewhere off the money the Order had given her in compensation for her years of service. An amount so exorbitant that it had felt like blood money. She’d been too embarrassed to go back, not wanting to tell them their reservations about the Order had been right. She’d been waiting until she could face them, but she’d waited too long.

      “I should’ve been there with you,” he told her, and she pushed him hard enough to make him stumble.

      “You left me!” she yelled at him. Purging the poison that had fermented inside her during these five years. “You sent me away.”

      She wished he’d fight back, but all he did was stand there with those beautiful sad eyes. “I wish I could hate you, August. I wish I were strong enough to slit your fucking throat.” She spat on the ground then rushed at him again, this time scoring his neck with her nails. She looked up at him and hoped he could see the vastness and depth of her pain. The unending pool of sorrow he’d left her with. “Most of all I wish I’d never loved you.” A pathetic sob escaped her lips before she could stop it.

      “You don’t know the times I wished the same.”

      For a moment all the breath was stolen from her. The cruelty of his words almost shattered her. If only she could turn her back on this, on him. Not care if the world burned from whatever the deranged Braums were about to unleash on the world.

      “Oh, I know, I’m your greatest regret.”

      He didn’t even flinch. Just let her toss every verbal grenade in her arsenal at him. “I never meant for you to get hurt, and it’s all on me.”

      “Liar!” she screamed. “You punished me. You hated me because I was the evidence that the great Augustus Custo, for all his centuries of steadfast piety, betrayed his beloved order for a piece of ass.”

      That seemed to finally piss him off. His violet eyes flashed with fury as he wrenched her wrists and brought them to his chest. “Don’t ever say that,” he objected, furious now. “You were never a piece ass. You were everything. You were—” He bit off whatever he was going to say as his chest heaved. Breaths coming faster.

      “I was the collateral damage that allowed you to stay in your little boys’ club, August. At least be man enough to accept the truth. I was just a pawn.”

      August had been stoic and protective after they’d been discovered, insisting it had all been his fault. That he’d initiated things. That he should be held responsible since he was a two-hundred-year-old demon, and she was only twenty-three. He’d begged her to let him take the consequences, but she’d been infatuated. Thought he would leave it all behind for her if it came to that.

      They’d been called back to London for an audience with the triumvirate. He’d been quiet, not even looking in her direction as they’d waited together. And she’d been stupid enough to think he’d been preparing to resign. That he’d been preoccupied because, like her, he would be leaving the place that had been his life.

      She’d been defiant, telling them she didn’t regret anything. That she was in love with August, and she’d do it again, a thousand times over. When she’d come back out, she’d whispered desperately in his ear that they’d be okay as long as they were together. He’d stood and nodded, kissing her so fiercely he’d drawn blood. She’d foolishly thought it was a sign he was just as determined to stay together. Instead, he’d gone in and never returned. She’d waited and waited, convinced he’d been negotiating an exit for them. Attempting to fix things so they could leave together. Hours later a clerk wearing one of the Order’s black and crimson cloaks had come to Ariadne.

      He'd informed her that her sentinel had requested a new ward and she was free to go. Excused from her responsibilities. He’d thanked her for her service, handed her a parcel containing a dagger made from the fang of a fire dragon she’d given August for his birthday, and an envelope with her “compensation.” Not a note of explanation, not a single word of why he’d done it.

      She’d gone to find him after, knew where he’d be. At his thinking spot on a small hill overlooking the forest behind the Order. He’d been standing there, his back straight, while she’d felt like grief would bend her in half forever. Without a word, she’d used the dagger he’d returned to her to cut his face open. She’d slashed his skin, made it bleed, like his betrayal had done to her heart. She screamed at him, demanded an explanation. But he didn’t say a word. Didn’t defend himself, didn’t fight back, just walked away. That was the last time she’d seen him until now.

      “It was the only way,” he told her after she’d stopped pounding his chest with blows. “They didn’t give me a choice, Ariadne.”

      “You didn’t care about me,” she spit out then spun around and started walking up the path to the mansion.

      “It was killing you, Ariadne. You were miserable,” he said, all fucking logical, as he came up beside her in his easy stride, while she was almost sprinting up the path.

      “I was a good sealer.” She was sickened by how she choked up on the last word. Hated that this was all still so painful. Even if he was right that the demands of the Order and the pressure of having to face monsters daily had felt like a living hell some days, having him had made it seem worth it.

      “You were the best.” It wasn’t a compliment. Mr. Exacting Fucking Standards never doled those out. Augustus Custo only dealt in facts. “No other sealer had ever done what you could.”

      He paused, running a hand over his borrowed bespoke suit that she still wanted to rip off his body despite how miserably angry she was. “When we found you, it had taken a year of searching. They needed you.” Unbeknownst to her, her mother descended directly from the first Claudian guardians. Women born to seal hellmouths to the underworld. She still remembered her parents’ shock when August told them. “It was killing you, dulzura.” She flinched at the old nickname that only her parents and August were ever allowed to call her. “I didn’t want you to give your life to a bunch of ungrateful assholes who would’ve gotten you killed and replaced you a minute after you died.”

      “I thought you lived and died by the word of the Order,” she spat back.

      “I was blind,” he said, and she saw real regret in his eyes.

      “Then why did you stay?” she asked, mystified and hurt beyond belief. “Why did you replace me?” She turned away from him in the grips of that overwhelming despair that had robbed her lungs of air for months after he’d turned her away.

      She heard the crunch of dried leaves as he approached her. He stopped when he was close enough to reach for Ari, but she stepped out of the way, already regretting what she’d asked him. She still felt the buzz in her blood from his seed. The soreness where she’d asked him to mark her pulsed hot. A brand that would remain long after the bruising disappeared. Just like what he’d done to her heart.

      “You wounded me so badly…” she told him, unable to keep her voice from breaking. How could it still hurt so much?

      “I am so sorry, Ari. If I could’ve seen any other way.” His voice was low and contrite, and she desperately wanted to believe the regret she saw in those violet eyes. But the only way to keep herself alive this time was not to let herself be pulled by the undertow of what she felt for August.

      “I don’t believe you. You used me, just like they did!” she yelled the accusation, undone as five years of pent up misery spilled out of her. “You’re worse than they are, because they never pretended to see me as more than a peon. You made me believe you loved me then tossed me aside like I was nothing to you.”

      His head snapped like she’d slapped him. “They would’ve never let us both walk away. You have to know that” he pleaded. “I didn’t know how else to keep you safe.”

      The agony in his voice made her resistance buckle for a second. Then she remembered the emptiness in his eyes after she’d attacked him back then. Like she wasn’t even there. “You trained me, August. You know what I can do.” She scoffed but didn’t move when he pressed closer. His thumb rubbed circles on the spot where the tail of her python tattoo began. He sighed, and in it she heard a million unspoken words.

      “I never once worried about your ability to handle yourself in combat. Physically, you were invincible. There was nothing you couldn’t handle, but the job was killing you, Ari. I could see your light going out night after night.”

      “Are you saying you wanted to get rid of me?”

      “I wanted to give you a chance to live a normal life.” His voice was tight as he pinned her with those glowing amethyst eyes. “I—” he started but bit off whatever he was going to say, and his face, frozen forever at a youthful twenty-nine, crumpled. “After my feelings for you began to change, I thought that if we stayed together, things would be fine. But that night at the Lindemere seal, I promised myself that if it ever happened again, I would do whatever it took to make sure you survived.”

      Lindemere had been a nightmare. She’d gone to check on a disturbed seal and came face to face with a dozen necromancers. They intended to unleash thousands of corrupted souls from one of the darkest pits of hell onto the streets of Edinburgh. They’d stopped them, but not before they’d had held her captive. She’d almost died. Her spirit barely hanging on by the time August could get to her. It had taken weeks to bring her back to herself. He’d cared for her night and day, held off the dogs from the Order when they’d insisted she could go back to the field after barely a fortnight. He’d fed her, slept by her side, and held her when the memories from what they’d done to her had given her unspeakable nightmares. He’d been her savior, and somewhere in those weeks, their relationship had changed. He’d gone from admired mentor and protector to the man who owned her body and soul.

      After that they’d been inseparable. For almost a year things had been perfect. Then they’d gone to find the Crughs’taid demon and everything went to hell.

      “Even though I would never regret what happened between us, I do regret bringing you into this.” His voice was bleak, deadened. Like guilt had killed something in him.

      “I didn’t want to leave you,” she insisted.

      “I know that, I also knew you couldn’t stay.”

      “You pushed me out without asking me, August. I thought you didn’t want me.”

      He made a pained sound and wrapped her in his arms. She went.

      “As long as I breathe, there is nothing in this or any world that I will want more than you,” he declared.

      “But why didn’t you come with me?” He stiffened, and she saw he didn’t want to say. “Tell me, August, I deserve to know.”

      “It was you or me, not both. I was still in service to them,” he said plainly. “They would’ve hunted us if we’d stayed together. I couldn’t be sure what they’d do if I left and you stayed.”

      Augustus Custo, always the fucking martyr.

      “You should’ve asked me,” she reproached, even as the pain in his eyes healed the wounds in her that had been bleeding for years now.

      “I should’ve told you.” He admitted. “I just wanted you to be free of all that.” Regret coating his every word.

      “You are not the one who brought me here, August. It was my destiny.”

      “You were miserable,” he repeated. And she had been, but mostly because the Order was antiquated and self-righteous and refused to have any kind of nuance when it came to demons. If you were a demon, you were bad, end of story—unless you were one they could manipulate into doing their dirty work for them, like August. She hated how ashamed of his demon form he’d been. How they had made him feel the need to hide it.

      Demons, like humans and any other species, were not a monolith. But the Order had created such a stigma around their existence that there were hardly any places in the human realm where they could live freely. That was why she created the Monster Smash. And even if she’d postured to him that this was just about fun, she’d wanted to give other demons what August had never had. A place to be fully himself without being judged.

      “Did you at least miss me?” she asked in a small pathetic voice.

      For a moment he looked confused, his nose scrunching up in a way that the scar across his face wiggled like a worm.

      “Miss you?” he asked before letting out a bark of brittle laughter. “Loving you pushes the blood through my veins.” He pressed the words to her neck, inhaling her as she trembled. “I want to be in your life again.”

      She wished more than anything that she could sink into the assurances, hold them tight. But she wouldn’t have anything to do with the Order and she knew the one thing he’d never forsake was his duty as a sentinel.

      “We can’t do this now,” she told him, detaching herself.

      “Can we talk about it later?” he asked, with an urgency that made her heart flutter.

      Some organs never learned their fucking lesson.

      She opened her mouth to tell him what she’d need from him before there was any talking, but before she could, something big and very smelly lifted her clear into the air with a bone-shaking roar.
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      “Ariadne!” August yelled as his guardian was snatched out of his arms by a snarling creature. He’d been about to confess everything, spill what he’d been holding back since the moment he’d walked back into her life. But some creature from a nightmare had decided to come and fucking ruin it. As per goddamn usual.

      “Motherfucker,” he growled at the thing, which was now on its hindquarters and looked like a mix between a bear and a rabid wolf. In the darkness of the Braums’ woods, it was hard to see if the animal had the ridged forehead of the Conneghlmish hounds, but the smell of sour milk coming from it told him that was likely what they were dealing with. The thing was on its hind legs with Ari in its claws. His breath quickened, as he watched her swinging around the air like a rag doll. But so far it had not attempted to bite her. Its massive jaws revealed what had to be thousands of long, sharp teeth that were much too close to her neck for his comfort.

      “I can’t get my blades, Aug.” She huffed even as she tried to dislodge her wrists from the hound’s paws and kick the animal as hard as she could. “Dammit,” she growled as she threw her entire body at the thing, making it stumble. He thanked God for the stash they’d picked up from Guillermo and unsheathed the two scythes strapped to his back. He kept his eye on the hound, which was snarling at Ari now. While she kept up a litany of insults to all canine kind, he tried to figure out how he’d attack the beast without killing her in the process.

      “Let me go, you mutt,” she screamed as she got one good kick right in the demon’s snout. The thing shook its massive head hard and closed those gigantic jaws only inches from her face.

      “Don’t piss him off, Ariadne.” August’s head rang and panic seized him. Blood drummed between his temples as he looked for an opening. The job of the sentinel required they never interfere when a guardian was in hand-to-hand combat. Only when guardians were in danger of imminent death could sentinels get involved. With Ariadne, he’d broken the rule dozens of times, which in hindsight probably tipped off Crowley and the rest of the triumvirate.

      He thought about the lecture he’d received after the Order had been informed of his relationship with the guardian he’d been charged to protect. The hours of recriminations about romantic involvement being detrimental to his ability to perform. According to them, if he couldn’t keep a cool head, how could he keep her safe? It never occurred to them he would tear the world apart for her. They had never estimated what a demon would do for the woman he loved.

      They knew now.

      “Stab him, Aug!” she yelled and delivered a bone-crunching blow to the creature. The beast yelped and seemed to loosen her arms enough to let her break free. In the next second, she launched herself forward and dropped to the ground next to August, hands already on her blade. As Ari gripped her machete, she looked down at her gauzy skirt that was now in shreds, a scowl appearing on her face. “Okay, now I’m pissed. This was Alexander McQueen.”

      The animal recovered quickly and dropped on all fours, its enormous teeth dripping with saliva.

      “Somebody is not keeping up with his rabies shots,” she quipped, and the urge to kiss her was almost unbearable. But right then the hellhound lunged for them again, and they both jumped into action.

      “Behind you!” he called as the thing snarled at her.

      “Get the blade ready, Aug,” she ordered, nimbly dancing around the animal as it lunged at them. Despite her claims that she had no interest in her sealer duties, she’d clearly kept up with her training. Her flowing black skirt swirled as she catapulted into the air and delivered a swift kick between the hellhound’s eyes. The enormous canine fell back for a second, disoriented from the vicious blow, and August leapt with the blade in hand, swiping across its side, while she sank her own blade into the thing’s chest.

      “We can still kick ass,” he muttered as the woman he loved wiped the blood off her blade with a scrap of her ruined skirt. She looked at him from under those heavy-lidded eyes, now less guarded than they’d been a couple of hours ago.

      “There’s no we, demon,” she told him, but he didn’t miss the way she bit her bottom lip when her eyes examined his bloody tuxedo. She’d always been lusty after a fight, demanding and wanton. Impaling herself on him with her hands still drenched in some creature’s blood. He was already hard from the scuffle, and the sight of her licking her bottom lip and holding a machete was too much of a temptation.

      He went to reach for her, but something got to him first and dragged August back so forcefully, he fell on his ass.

      “It’s a bull spider!” Ariadne screamed as a web ensnared his hands behind his back. He scrambled to set himself free, but the spider spun silks around his torso and arms so fast, he had no time to escape.

      “Let him go, you hairy beast!” Ari hollered at the gigantic arachnid, but the thing only blinked its many eyes at her and continued reeling in August. The body of the gigantic insect had to be about eight feet in diameter, and its eight legs were about the same length. Bull spiders were efficient hunters. Once it had him trapped in the nest, it would likely shoot him with poison to immobilize him.

      “What the fuck kind of party is this?” Ari asked, and despite everything, he almost laughed at the genuine outrage in her voice.

      “Ari,” he called down to his guardian, who had successfully sliced off a couple of the spider’s legs. But the thing was pissed now, and if it managed to get him all the way up to its nest in the tree, he was fucked. Ari was only a few feet from him, swinging like mad, while he tried to impale the spider with his horns. “Baby, look at me!”

      His guardian snapped her head up, those brown eyes pools of worry that made a flame of hope spark in his chest.

      “Try to stab the bottom! It’ll let me go,” he instructed, but she shook her head.

      “It’s too high. You’ll break your neck!” She was terrified of heights—the only danger that could genuinely spook her. But there she was, willing to climb up a tree for him. He looked down as the thing continued to spin its web the moment Ari cut through, while it took him higher and higher.

      The spider kept crawling, and he knew that if he didn’t do something, he was fucked.

      “I’ll be fine, sweetheart.” The words escaped his mouth before he could change them. “If she gets me inside, I’m not getting out. Cut me free, and I’ll make it down there.”

      “It’s moving too fast! What if my aim is off and I stab you?” She hesitated, but he saw the blade in her hand, ready to fly into the air.

      “Your aim never fails, dulzura.” With a menacing hiss, the spider covered the bottom half of August’s face with silk. He was now almost fully cocooned. He let out a muffled yell. “Now!”

      Without hesitation, she flung the machete into the air. The blade swiftly cut across air and snapped the silk suspending him in the air. He flung himself from the creature’s pincers and landed with a hard thud at Ari’s feet. She was immediately on him. Her hands were gentle on his horns before she checked the rest of him for injury.

      “Aug, Aug,” she whispered shakily as she cut through his bindings. Up on its perch, the spider bristled, its pincers moving menacingly. But instead of coming down the tree, it scrambled back into its hole.

      “Let me get you out of this.” Ari went to work freeing him, ferocious and beautiful like she always was.

      “We need to get out of this clearing and find somewhere less riddled with things that want to eat us.” He sputtered, scraping the sticky threads from his mouth and face. “Let’s go. I’ll finish cleaning up when we’re out of this hot zone.” He patted her on the ass, and she took off at a jog in front of him.

      “Let’s just skip this fucking party and kill those Braums assholes.” She sounded so fierce, he had to bite his cheek not to laugh. His warrior princess. Always righteous and ready for anything, even after so many blows, the deadliest delivered by him years ago, she was still in the fight.

      They sat against a giant boulder and together worked on removing the remaining silk. Bull spiders spun an irritant into their webs, so his scales were on fire everywhere the silk had touched. He’d turned into his demon form while battling with the hellhound. The jacket was somewhere in a muddy puddle, and what was left of his shirt was now splattered with spider goo.

      “This is the fucking worst.” She slumped the back of her head against the rock and let out a long, tired exhale. Ari stared at him with brown eyes that now sparkled with a violet identical to his. Something possessive and hot slashed through him at the evidence that part of him lived in her. That they were connected in that way.

      “Thank you for helping me,” he said.

      She gave him a long look as she used her ruined skirt to dab at the bloody scratches on his chest. “It’s only fair. You saved me from the devil dog.” She lifted a shoulder as if it was not a big deal. He groaned in protest, not at the sting caused by her ministrations but at her words. This wasn’t tit for tat. He was about to say that when she spoke again. This time she wouldn’t look at him.

      “You’re going to have some explaining to do with the Order.” Even though she tried to sound casual, he could hear the tightness in her voice. The tinge of shame at the mention of the place that had brought them together only to tear them apart. The place he’d allowed to come before her.

      He couldn’t look at her when he said it, so he focused on pulling off the remains of his torn shirt. “What I do is no longer in the Order’s jurisdiction.” He kept his gaze on a crack in the rock opposite the one serving as their headrest. He felt her stiffen and heard the rustle of leaves when she turned to look at him.

      “What are you talking about?” The hint of hope in her voice made him sit up straighter. He would tell her everything now. He had to let her know before they walked into that mansion.

      “I’m no longer a sentinel for the Claudian Order.” His breath snagged at the confession, air barely making it into his lungs. He stared ahead through the copse of trees and saw the flickering lights of the large house. Pointed towers stuck straight up into the night sky like jagged teeth. The place loomed ominously as if it understood the darkness about to unfold within its walls.

      Ariadne didn’t speak for a long moment. Long enough to make him wonder if it was too late. If all this was nothing but an interlude before they each went on with their lives. Even if it was so, even if she didn’t want to take a chance on him again, she deserved to hear the truth.

      Just like he’d needed to accept the consequences of what he’d done. That he’d hurt her to appease a group of soulless tyrants who saw them both as disposable. Replaceable puppets to be discarded when they no longer served the interests of the Order. That he’d thrown away the one person who had loved him for people who considered him a monster. Who tolerated him only as long as he’d acted like their lapdog.

      “What exactly do you mean?” Her voice was almost too loud in the silence. Her tone urgent, electric. “Tell me, Augustus,” she urged, and he almost smiled at her use of his full first name.

      “They wouldn’t do anything about Alicia,” he finally admitted, still not looking at her, but she wasn’t letting him avoid her, not anymore. “With you I blamed myself,” his throat convulsed as anger and frustration slammed into him. “I made excuses for them. Convinced myself they did what they did because we’d broken their rules. But the truth is, they don’t give a shit about any of us.” Her strong legs straddled his hips, and she clasped his face between her hands. No escape. And he didn’t want one. He was ready to face whatever awaited them in that house and whatever he had to atone for if it meant she would touch him like this again.

      “I thought you were here as a sentinel.” Those curious, intelligent eyes searched for the answers she wanted.

      “I am here as a sentinel,” he confirmed. “Just not one connected with the Order.” They both knew that wasn’t a thing. That if he had in any way refused to stand down at an order, he would’ve been expelled. “According to the Cerberus…” She shuddered at the mention of the triumvirate who presided over the rest of the Claudian Order. “Alicia lost her protection when she decided to investigate what the Braums were up to on her own. Crowley was especially cagey about sending even an inquiry detail to figure out what they’re planning.”

      Her mouth twisted in distaste at the name of the council member who had made both their lives miserable. Crowley believed using demons as sentinels was an abomination and even objected to guardians with “unproven origins.” He was the worst kind of bigot and had disciplined their dyad at every opportunity. He’d been fucking delighted when he’d found them together and promptly advocated to have them face the worst possible punishment.

      “I hate that asswipe,” she whispered. Then her eyes widened in surprise. She slapped a palm to her forehead. “Damnit, that’s what I’d heard about the Braums!” she yelped, reminding him of their earlier conversation.

      She was more alert now, her body rubbing against him as she moved excitedly on his lap. Despite the seriousness of the conversation, his body reacted to the contact. He wanted her again. He was so lost in that thought, he almost missed what she said next. “I’d heard he comes to their parties.”

      “Crowley?”

      “Yep.” She nodded, brow furrowed at whatever she was remembering. “They asked me to host a Monster Smash here once, but I heard from one of my Smash performers that they had some bigwigs in the Order at the parties, so I said no.”

      Fuck. It all made so much sense now.

      “That motherfucker,” August whispered, angry at himself all over again for letting his loyalty blind him to the corruption in the Order. “We got word weeks ago that there was a plan to open the Dalkeith seal during the Shadow Market. But when we came to Crowley, he brushed it off.”

      “It’s the biggest gathering of magic folks in the world, so he was probably delighted to see half the demons allowed to interact in the human realm get mauled in one night,” she mused, her hands now on his chest. “With the veil as thin as it is, they’d have enough power in that house to open a portal the size of an Olympic pool. How could the Order not be concerned?”

      “That was our question,” he told Ari, letting himself touch her. He made circles at her lower back as they talked then lifted a thumb to rub her lips. They were still red from his kisses. “Alicia and I made up an excuse to investigate. But when I was called to the Order for another one of their inane meetings, she got a tip about a possible informant and took off alone. It was six days ago. The last anyone saw of her, was entering the Braums’ grounds.”

      “Hm.” Her hands continued to soothe the scratches on his chest. She’d done that during their relationship when she was thinking: rubbed circles on his skin as she processed things. The first time she’d touched him after he’d turned, he’d thought she’d pull away after feeling his scales. But instead of disgust, he’d seen wonder and want on her face. Always desire for him, no matter what he looked like.

      “I never knew how much I’d miss you.” The words tumbled out before he could force them down. “Which is so fucking dumb, because you were everything to me. I let my fear and my self-loathing make my decisions for me that day. I should’ve left with you.” He figured she’d stiffen and lash out. Give him some more of the venom she’d been throwing at him. But she pressed into him and bent down to drag the tip of her tongue over his fangs. They were extremely sensitive to touch, and he hissed, forked tongue fluttering. She tangled her own tongue with his, and his hand moved to her breasts on instinct. He traced the underside then circled a nipple until it stiffened. Her breath quickened, a sharp intake of air as desire took over. His mouth watered with want, but she pulled back to look at him.

      “You are so fucking brilliant, except when it comes to what’s right in front of your gorgeous face.” The words weren’t angry, but there was a deep sadness in her eyes that made him want to howl for having caused it. She traced the scar she’d given him with a finger, her eyes bleak as she eyed the puckered line cutting across his face.

      “You could’ve gotten rid of this,” she said. He could’ve. Serpent demons could shed their skin every few months, but he hadn’t wanted to lose the only thing she’d left him. “Why did you keep it?” What could he say?

      “And disrespect your painstaking handiwork?” he joked. She scoffed, but she didn’t stop touching him, so he carried on with this pathetic excuse for humor. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “You are extremely unfunny,” she teased but eased the slight with another kiss. This one right at the bridge of his nose.

      “I kept it because it was the last thing you gave me.”

      She looked away, but before she could, he saw the haunted look in her eyes. He had hurt this woman so much.

      “I thought I was protecting you,” he told her. “I thought if I traded, if I offered to let you go that you could be free.” She was still facing away from him. Her eyes were lost in some memory. “And look at what you did with your life—you’re a fucking force.”

      She gave him a long look from under her eyelashes like she thought that last part was pure bullshit. “You’re proud I’m getting paid to run orgies?”

      He laughed because he couldn’t exactly deny her occupation had been a surprise.

      “I’m happy you found something you love, even if the thought of anyone else touching you drives me fucking insane.” This time he gripped her ass and licked a nipple over the sheer fabric of her bodysuit. She reacted to his touch with a sweet little gasp. “I want to be the only one,” he admitted, now kissing her neck. “But I know I lost that right when I let you go.”

      “All I ever wanted was to be with you,” she whispered as she gave him more access to her skin.

      August knew they were on borrowed time. Any moment now the gong would sound, and they’d have to walk up to that house and fight for their lives. He wished he’d made different decisions, that he’d taken them both out of that council hearing that day and gone somewhere where they could have peace. But safety and peace weren’t their destiny. This—hunting monsters, guarding the mouths of hell—was what they were meant to do, though he wouldn’t do it on anyone else’s terms anymore. And he would not give her up. Never again.

      “I’m sorry. I wasted so much time.”

      “If you go in to get Alicia, they won’t allow you to return.” Her voice was strong and clear as she spoke into the taut silence.

      “I’m not going back,” he said, cupping her ass and bringing her to his cocks. Needing her to know what this was also about. She rolled her hips into him, the sheer material of her see-through bodysuit sliding against his hardness.

      “Where are you going after?” Again, she couldn’t hide from him, and he saw the yearning there.

      “I’m going to stay with you, if you’ll have me.” Nothing in his two hundred years on this earth had ever mattered as much as this woman did. Nothing ever would again. “You have been the best friend I could wish for, the lover I always desired—you are the reason for this life and every other.”

      “Aug,” she moaned and kissed him again. He ran a claw over the curve of her breast, and she pushed into him. Always so responsive, like their bodies were built to come together.

      “I should’ve told them to go fuck themselves a long time ago. I believed I owed them my life. I let Crowley’s manipulation hurt you. I hurt you.” Regret choked him as he saw the glimmer of hope in her eyes.

      “You did what you had to do,” she said without a trace of bitterness in her voice.

      “I was a coward,” he spat, needing to say the words now before they had to face whatever awaited them in that house. “I let you down, I let you believe you mattered less to me than they did, and I will never stop regretting that.”

      Her golden-brown eyes pierced him, her face fierce. “So many times, I almost came looking for you. To ask if any of the things you’d told me were true.” Her words felt like physical blows. He’d let someone who hated everything he was use him to almost destroy the one person who’d truly seen him for all that he was and loved him anyway.

      “How were you able to leave? Sentinels aren’t allowed to go, unless…” He knew that question would come. He inhaled, as she watched him.

      “I went to the cage,” he said.

      Her breath caught at his answer. The only way for a sentinel to leave the order—unless he was expelled—was to challenge one of the council members to a fight to the death. It was almost always the death of the sentinel. Because while the sentinels were stripped of all their powers for the fight, the council members were allowed to employ any dark magic they chose.

      “Who?”

      “Crowley.”

      Her shock quickly turned into a bloodthirsty grin, and he couldn’t help his own smile. “He’s dead?”

      “I should’ve gutted him five years ago.”

      Tears sprung from her eyes, and she bent down to kiss him. He licked at her tears, needing to drink her sorrow and take it inside him. Needing to quench himself on the release pouring out of her. He gripped her head and licked into her mouth, the kiss rough and desperate. He wanted to be inside her again. He wanted to say with his body the things he had never been brave enough to tell her: That he’d never cared about his duty as much as he did about her. That her body was the only peace he’d ever known.

      “I need,” she gasped as her hands flew to the fastening of his trousers, but there was one thing he needed to give her first. He clasped her deceivingly fragile wrists in one of his hands and tugged on her hair.

      “Wait, I have something to give you.” He slid his hand inside his boot and retrieved the two things he’d brought her. First the dagger, its long thin blade made with granium metal that had been tempered in the waters of the Black River—he’d carved the handle himself. It was simple and rough since he’d only had a couple of days to do it, but it was clearly made from bone. From the same pocket in his boot, he pulled out the small pouch with the vial of blood he’d brought her.

      When the sentinel fells his foe, he will collect the blood from the mortal wound and present it to his liege as a vow of his fealty.

      Without a word, he offered her both items. With a flick of his hand, he used his power to make a small globe of light to help her see what he’d given her. It didn’t take more than a second before her mouth fell open.

      “August…what did you—” The pad of her thumb grazed the flat of the blade first and then gripped the rough handle made of a bone from her tormentor’s body. He’d used to think blades looked grotesque in those slender, elegant fingers that to him had seemed better suited for finer things like harps or the stems of crystal goblets. But Ariadne was a warrior. Through and through.

      “This is mine?” she asked, too fucking glorious to even pretend she wasn’t pleased with the fact he’d carved a dagger for her out of human bone.

      “It’s the femur. I would’ve made it from the hand Crowley used to discipline you, but I wanted it to be strong enough to last you a long time.” His voice was low and guttural, like he’d swallowed sand. His heart pounded heavy and hard in his chest. “Open the pouch.”

      She leaned in to kiss him first. The dagger was still in her hand. “Thank you.”

      “You never have to thank me for anything.” That earned him another kiss, sultry and hot. He groaned into it, itching to be inside her again.

      She pulled back and made quick work of undoing the leather thong holding the small purse closed. Her eyes lit up as her fingers pulled out her prize. The blue blood of the head of the council sloshed around in the glass vial.

      “His blood spilled for you, my liege.” He said the words with his heart in this throat, and he could see her own pulse fluttering at her throat.

      “This is irreversible,” she whispered to him, and he nodded.
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      He’d brought her the blood and bone of her enemy.

      “August…” She held up the small glass container. He’d killed the head of the council he’d served for nearly two centuries and brought her the spoils. She didn’t know what to think. She didn’t understand.

      “Was it because of Alicia?” she asked as she turned the fragile thing in her hand. He looked wrecked, blood trickling from the scratches of that fucking hellhound. He was still everything she’d ever wanted.

      “Alicia was the breaking point. But that,” he pointed at the vial. “That was for you. I should’ve killed him the first time he sent you back to seal when you’d been barely able to walk from your injuries. It is too little, too late, but know that his death was my way of avenging only some of the wrongs.” His voice was deadly, his eyes blazing with venom, and she’d never loved him more. “I know my transgressions against you can only be repaired with time.” He was so solemn, heavy with regret, but he wasn’t wrong—it would take time.

      She could ask why he’d waited to so long, but there were no simple answers when one had to break with the chains of their past. Freedom came with blood and waging war, and she would not judge him for how he’d fought for his. She peeled the wax from the vial holding the blood of the man who had made her suffer for so long. Then she took one of August’s hands and entwined it with hers. He tightened his grip, and even in this moment when she was poised to seal both their fates, desire lashed at her.

      “You don’t have to spill it. This is not why I did it.”

      She knew he was telling the truth. At least the truth he allowed himself to believe. Honorable August, so fucking noble. But she’d never been that. She’d fought because it had been her duty, and she’d trained to be the best because she liked to win, but her prize had always been him.

      From the moment he came to her on her mountain, she’d been willing to go anywhere with this man who looked like a fallen angel and had an ancient soul. This demon who had believed he deserved to live without love, who had denied himself everything until her. She pressed her forehead to his, palms pressed together.

      “But you’re mine.” It was a vow spilling from her lips. She thought she could hear his sluggish heart hurtling up to a frantic beat in his chest. Her own barreled against her sternum as Ari looked down at her hands then poured. The blood was thick and cold like snow when it dribbled onto her hands. Their foreheads pressed together and their breaths mingled as the last drops fell over their tangled fingers. She had told herself she hated him for so long, but the truth was she didn’t have it in her to do anything but love him.

      Once the liege has spilled the proffered blood, the alliance will be enduring and unbreakable. The dyad shall be forever linked, blooded to each other eternally. Indelibly.

      “Blooded,” she whispered right into his mouth and tightened her hold on him. The blood between their hands sealed them together.

      “I will never let you go,” he promised before lifting a bloody hand to her nape and bringing her in for another kiss. “I will follow you to the ends of the earth, Ariadne. There is no place you can go that I will not find you.” She shivered as he spoke her deepest, darkest desire: to never be without him again.

      “If we survive whatever is waiting for us in that fucking horror house,” she muttered as he traced her bottom lip with his tongue.

      “We will finish this. We will find Alicia, and we will stop them from breaching the hellmouth, and then I’m taking you back to that ridiculous red satin room you had me fuck you in and painstakingly remind you who you belong to.” Her clit throbbed at his possessive growl. He wrapped her hair in his bloody fist, and she wished she hadn’t stopped him when he tried to tell her all this at the lair. Then again, it was probably better this way. They’d both had to remember who they had been to each other. That they knew what it was to hold the other’s life in their hands. That once they’d trusted each other completely.

      “I need,” she said, unsure what exactly she required but certain that kissing was not enough. Their tongues glided for a few seconds, and then she slid down his body. She lapped at the cuts on his chest, tasting his blood. Immediately, she felt it shooting through her veins, energy surging across her system. Having any part of him inside her was always electric. Almost too much, but never quite enough.

      “Ari, you know what that does,” he protested as she sipped from him. She already had his seed inside her, but with more of his blood, the small fangs she’d once had to hide would begin to form. That paired with the green glow of her skin would announce to the world who she belonged to.

      “Mm, too late now,” she teased, making her way down his body. Tongue and teeth nipping and tasting. She traced the bumpy scales on his torso, the ridged notches at his hips. Her hands were still bloody blue from their pact when she undid his trousers and took him in hand.

      “Oh,” she whispered before she nuzzled his balls then lapped at one of the tight sacs with the tip of her tongue. “I hadn’t quite given my favorite August part a proper welcome back,” she purred, and he grunted, hand fisted tight in her hair.

      “Favorite parts, huh?” he asked, as his hips bucked from her attention. In the past few years Ari had seen more genitalia than she could count. Monsters were created uniquely, and there was nothing that surprised her anymore when it came to the places where supernatural took and gave pleasure, but he had been her first. With her hands still stained with the blood of her enemy, she palmed both cocks. The fatter one was fully erect, its feathery barbs fluttering with arousal.

      “Feed it to me,” she whispered as she lapped a pearl of green liquid from the tip.

      “Let me in, dulzura,” he coaxed, and she opened for him. Streaks of blue covered his groin, and that only made it her hotter. Wanted to do this with him like this, still coated in the promise they’d just made. Even if they met their end in the next hour, she’d have this.

      She swallowed both cocks he pushed roughly into her mouth. His hands gripped her head as he fucked her mouth.

      “What you give me, my love. I’d rather die than lose this again.” He gasped as she pulled out almost completely then let him plunge in again. It was too much, she was too stuffed, her mouth stretched too wide, but she still needed more. She took him again and again, her nails digging into his chest, marking and scratching when his invasion of her mouth stole her breath. This was who they were. Scarred, feral creatures with too much blood on their hands. Dipped in fire and tempered in each other.

      “I’m going to—” he choked out, stiffening in her mouth, one of the cocks filling her airway with come. “Ah!” he cried as she swallowed every drop of what he gave her. Her body lit up with him. In the next breath, she was pulled up until her knees were braced on his shoulders, her crotch right at his mouth. He pressed his lips to the sheer fabric covering her heat as she braced herself on the solid rock behind them. He cupped her ass with his hands, holding her in place, and turned those violet eyes to her.

      “I’m all sweaty,” she demurred, knowing he didn’t care.

      “Undo the fastening before I tear this off.” He was clearly lost now. The only thing on his mind was tasting her. He could do that for hours, days. Eat at her until she lost the ability to make words, until her legs couldn’t hold her up. He’d lick, bite, taste, slurp until he owned her so completely, he knew her smell and her taste better than his own.

      She peeled a hand off the rock and brought it to his face. Her throat convulsed as an urge to cry choked her. She’d done so much to forget him. Tried so hard not to need him, but in hours, just a few hours, it had all been made futile. Nothing and no one mattered more to her than this scarred demon who had burned down the only life he’d known to come back to her.

      “I love you,” she whispered as she traced his bottom lip with a bloody finger. A spark of something red and hot lit behind his eyes at her words, and he smiled so wide, she saw those pointed molars.

      “I love you, my liege,” he responded without hesitation. “Now let me show you how much.”

      She undid the snap, and his chest rumbled when she revealed herself to him. He dragged his forked tongue from the base of her heat all the way to the ring on the hood of her clit. He pressed his chin into it until the pressure on the ring lit the sensitive nerves there. Then he suckled her clit and tickled her with this tongue. She rocked into his face, needing that hot, electric friction. Every thrust undoing the layers she’d wrapped around herself as protection.

      “Your mouth is the best thing,” she moaned as he caught the ring between his lips and sucked hard. She felt his devotion in every touch, felt loved and worshiped with every harsh breath. Her lover, her demon, her soulmate.

      She came with a muffled scream. Her fist shoved into her mouth to keep from alerting any more creatures of their presence. August sipped the rush of liquid as her orgasm rocked her, and then he brought her down to his cocks.

      “Need to fuck you again,” he said roughly as he impaled her. She spread her thighs to take all of him. Then he lowered his head to her breasts as she pushed the bodysuit up. The moment she bared them, he took one into his mouth, and his hands tightened on her ass. She bounced on his lap, chasing another orgasm. “I can’t let the barbs take, can’t finish inside, can’t risk getting locked,” he said as his hips thrust punishingly into her.

      “I want it,” she begged, and he shook his head, smiling.

      “Tell me you’re mine.”

      “Yours,” she told him, and he lifted and flipped her over until she was on all fours and facing away from him. Then he covered her. He wrapped a clawed hand around the base of her neck and sheathed himself inside her without quarter. She took as much as she gave, impaling herself on both those delicious dicks. No one could ever come close to what he gave her. He roared, slamming into her until her nails dug into the wet earth. But right before he could come inside her, he pulled out, pushed up her bodysuit, and spilled over her back. Serpents were cold-blooded by nature, but August had always scalded her. It was no surprise they made each other boil in bed and out of it.

      “No one can have this again,” he whispered fiercely as he pierced her with a finger. His other hand spread his semen over her back. She looked over her shoulder and found him focused on whatever he was doing to her back.

      “Is this going to be a thing now?” she teased. “Marking your territory is a bit extreme, don’t you think?” she asked, knowing the answer before he opened his mouth.

      “No, I want everyone to know who you belong to.” His expression turned regretful, and she knew he was thinking of the past. But there could be no more of that. If they were to make their way together, free from the Order—if they were going to build a future—they would need to put that behind them. She pushed up, body sore and tingly from all the ways she’d taken him in a matter of hours.

      “No regrets,” she said as she turned to him and planted a kiss on his lips. “This is a fresh start. Blooded and bound, we washed the past away.”

      “You’re really green,” he whispered against her lips, not sounding sorry at all.

      “It’ll look really cool with the body suit. The eyes of the snakes are going to match me.” She smiled, and he sighed, squeezing her to him in a hug so hard, she couldn’t breathe.

      “I never want to be without you. Please be careful tonight.” There was fear in his voice.

      “I’ll be careful,” she promised then leaned back to make sure he saw her wink at him. “Besides you’ll be there to make sure I’m okay.” As if on cue, the gong sounded once, twice, and by the third time, they were both up. Worse for the wear and very much not attired to enter through the front door of the Braums’ mansion with only her bodysuit and boots left of her outfit.

      “I don’t know if we’ll meet the dress code,” she said regretfully as she stared at her discarded skirt, which lay in a pile with his jacket and shirt.

      “Since when do hellmouth sealers care about dress codes?” he told her in that wiseass way of his she’d missed so much. “Come here.” He pulled her to him for a kiss. “Let’s go kick ass so I can have my way with you again. Then we’re going to have a conversation about that dicktopus in your pool.” He was laughing by the time he got to that last part, and when they kissed, their teeth clashed from the big grins on their faces.

      “Don’t mess with my dicktopus, August. He is very sensitive.”
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      “There it is,” Ari said pointing a grate, beside one of the walls of the mansion. They’d quietly made their way out of the woods without running into any more deadly creatures and were now attempting to enter the building. He had to force himself not to stare at her ass. That bodysuit hid absolutely nothing, and that ripe peach under it was like a beacon to him.

      “Aug,” she called, looking over her shoulder at him. The moment she did, she grinned knowingly. “Stop ogling my ass, Augustus! We’re in the middle of something here.”

      Without responding, he dropped behind her and ran the tip of his finger down the crease of her ass. “I can’t help it,” he growled in her ear. A sweet little shiver made her tremble, and thunder help him, he wanted her again. His cocks pulsed, heavy in trousers.

      “Focus,” she groaned lustily as she wiggled her ass at him. “We have to focus—sealing hellmouths now, ripping each other’s clothes off later.”

      “Yeah, okay.” August forced himself to pry his mouth off her neck and directed his attention to the gate. According to Guillermo’s blueprint of the house, a nearby trapdoor would take them right down to the tunnel leading to where they were keeping Alicia.

      “These bars are pretty narrow.” His preferred method would be to just tear the gate off its hinges, but Guillermo’s source told him the gates surrounding the house’s security was much more sophisticated than the one for the gates that they’d been able to override. He supposed the added layer of hellhounds and murderous spiders helped with that. Still ripping the door could trigger something and they couldn’t take that chance. Guillermo had come through with the code to the keypad lock. They just had to reach it.

      “I could try to slither my arm in, it’ll be a tight fit though.” As a serpent demon, he could stretch his limbs. The problem was his arms were about twice as wide as the space between the bars.

      “Okay, don’t get mad,” she cautioned as she rose to her feet. He jumped up too, his eyes fixed on her.

      “Why would I be mad?”

      She lifted those big eyes in his direction and batted her lashes at him. “I can kind of slither too.”

      For a second, he swore he’d heard wrong. “What do you mean, you can slither too?”

      “It started after the first time I drank your blood, okay?”

      Oh heavens, he’d turned her into a demon. Just like he’d been turned. Without warning, without even asking. “Ariadne, I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m not.” Her angry whisper and her hand on his face brought him back from the frantic chaos in his mind. “I’m not sorry.” Her amber eyes shone, and there wasn’t a trace of regret in them.

      “But you didn’t want this, Ariadne. You didn’t ask for this.”

      She shook her head impatiently and grasped his face between her hands, forcing him to look down at her.

      “From that first night, I knew I was changing. That having your blood in me did more than give me fangs and make me green, and I…” She lowered her gaze for a second as the shadow of a sad smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “I hid it because I knew that if I told you, you’d want us to stop, that you wouldn’t make love to me anymore, and I needed you.”

      Even now, coated with misery, the ever-present hunger sliced through him.

      “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d throw yourself on the pyre of the Order and that Crowley would have a fucking field day. I’m so glad you killed that asshole.” She grinned impishly, like she wasn’t telling him he’d turned her into a monster.

      “I made you a demon, Ari,” he told her in a choked voice. Still not understanding how it had happened. It was very rare for a human to become a demon. He’d only been turned because of powerful magic, and it had not been through mating. Turning a mate was the stuff of legends, an old wives’ tale.

      “You made me yours,” she countered while her nails dug into his back. “Besides it went away eventually,” she admitted. “It was the most powerful after I’d had your blood. I felt a change immediately. But once I left and we weren’t…” Her top lip wobbled, and he felt his own throat close with emotion. “It disappeared, but I can feel it again now.”

      “I—” What could he possibly say to the fact that he’d altered her?

      “No more apologies, please, August.” She rubbed her thumb on the scar she’d given him.

      “All right.” He sighed and bent down to kiss her. “I guess I need to keep you now,” he snarled, and she grinned.

      “I tried telling you that for years, Augustus.” She pecked his cheek and patted him on the ass like he was her puppy then stepped back. “Now let’s do this.”

      Slithering was not as simple as one would think. But Ari had clearly practiced because she wriggled in between those bars like a pro. She punched in the code, and within seconds, the gate slid open.

      “Sexing up serpent demons has its advantages,” she told him as she gestured to the open gate with a flourish.

      “That’s the only advantage, then.” She winked at his peevishness then got close enough to suggestively rub a knuckle over his cocks.

      “There are a few other perks.”

      He couldn’t resist and slid his tongue into her mouth for a quick kiss.

      “If Guille’s map was right, that door leads to the tunnel where she’s being kept,” she said, considering the entrance.

      “You have everything?” he asked as he patted himself, taking stock of his weapons. His scythes strapped to his back and two long, deadly daggers hidden in his boots.

      “I’m good.” She winked and flashed him the handle of her bone dagger. But strapped to her own back was her machete. She also had an assortment of wicked throwing stars stuffed in her boots.

      “It’s not too high of a drop. Once we’re down, I’ll go first, and—”

      “No, I will go first. Because I’m the sealer.” He’d forgotten how stubborn his lover could be.

      “Baby.” His heart hammered in his throat when he felt her go slack in his arms at the endearment.

      “You’re playing dirty,” she grumbled, and he laughed.

      “Let me guard you, love. Let me clear the way for you to do your work.”

      “I like you at my back though,” she said right against his ear. And her voice wasn’t scared or conflicted. She was telling him the simple truth. “I can walk into anything if I know you’re right behind me.”

      “I will always have your back,” he told her then wrapped his hand around the nape of her neck and brought her in for a kiss.

      “I believe you,” she whispered into the dark, silent space between them.

      “Lead the way. I’m right behind you,” he told her before she started climbing down to the basement, brave and unwavering as always. She’d been like this from the start, unafraid. Even when his own fears had left her alone, she’d walked away with her head held high. Even when he’d come to her asking for things he had no right to request, she’d done the right thing. She was a queen, and there weren’t enough millennia for him to earn what she’d given him. But from today forward, he would exist to earn the right to be the one she loved above all others.

      “Damn,” she whispered as she jiggled the doorknob of the trapdoor that would lead them to the tunnel. “It opens from inside.”

      He bent down to kiss her, just because he could.

      “Let me try.” He pulled out a small sack Guillermo had handed him.

      “Did he let you borrow his magic keys?” his guardian asked, more than a little pissed, and he bit his tongue. “He never lets me touch them.”

      “Sweetheart, you lost the key to your dormitory for a year, remember?”

      “That was on purpose.” He was focused on getting the door open, but he could hear the eye roll in her voice.

      “You had to crawl in through the window for months.” She stuck her tongue out at him and yeah, he was fucking gone for this woman.

      “I hate doors—windows are much more fun.”

      “You’re a brat.”

      “You like it.” He liked everything about her.

      “I fucking love it.” He told her, trying and failing to not get derailed by the way she was looking at him. How could he have gone this long without her? How had he survived? How had she?

      “We’re in,” he said with relief when Guillermo’s key finally clicked the door open. They cautiously pulled open the heavy wooden door and stepped into a low, dank hallway. It was about two hundred yards long and lined with lit candles. The walls were sandstone and likely very thick. Chanting came from the other end, where an entrance led to what looked like a circular room.

      “They have runes on the floor,” she whispered, pointing as they made their way down the path. She walked on the balls of her feet, just like he did. She slid on her feet more than anything. Ari truly had taken on some of his powers.

      He wondered if she could take both of his barbs now? He’d only ever given her one at a time, even when she took both his cocks. But there were thicker, sharper barbs at the base of his longer cock that humans could not take…but with other serpent demons, there was a ring right inside that was built for the barbs to sink into…to lock her with him in that way.

      “Aug!” The urgency in her voice brought his mind out of the gutter.

      “I have you.” He was speaking so low, his lips barely moved, but they were only feet from the ritual space.

      “Did you even hear me?” She sounded more confused than irritated, and there was no way he’d tell her what he’d been distracted with. This was what the Order always used as the reason for why sentinels and guardians could not fraternize. They warned that becoming lovers would put both the sentinel and the guardian at risk. But he’d found their connection went deeper than blood and bone. He was sometimes even aware of what she felt.

      “I heard you.” He nodded and pointed toward the area where shadows were visible. It was too early yet for the seven needed to open the seal, but the priest and his squire would be there preparing Alicia on the altar for the sacrifice. “You go straight to her, and I’ll handle the others.”

      For a seal to be breached, there had to be at least three demons in the circle. But they had to maintain some of their human form during the ritual, which meant Ari and August would have an advantage in a fight.

      She lifted her hands to gently stroke his horns. He growled at the contact. “You know that has an adverse effect on me, sidarus.”

      She grinned and pecked him on the cheek. “Hold that thought until we break up this little clique,” she told him and strolled toward the circular room, her shoulders squared.

      “Maybe I should come with you, just in case,” he suggested, reluctant to let her walk in there on her own. But she just gave him her trademark wink and brush-off.

      “I’ll be fine,” she told him in a soothing voice, probably aware he was freaking out. “You guard the entrance, and I’ll take care of these ghouls. You get whoever is pulling their leash.” She strode forward before he could protest.

      “Ah, here they are, babe,” she said in a singsong voice when they encountered a trio of very tall and gaunt-looking demons with sallow skin. “Not a fan of the fashion choices or the dental hygiene.” She scrunched her nose at the creatures with viciously long black teeth and bony clawed fingers peeking out of black robes. They were doing something to Alicia, who was gagged and bound, to the marble altar. She began to struggle when she saw them, but one of the ghouls slid a blade from his sleeve and stuck it under the other guardian’s chin.

      There were all kinds of portals to the underworld. For events like the Shadow Market demons could come into the human realm using the supernatural world’s version of a passport. Most people had no idea that in addition to airplanes and airports there was constant movement of supernatural beings safely coming in and out of their world. Hellmouths were different. Breaching one was the equivalent to leaving all the doors of a maximum-security prison open. One could never know who or what could come out of them. Any time one was breached even in a matter of seconds seriously dangerous creatures could escape. This one was staying closed tonight, if August had anything to say about it.

      “We’ll be taking her now,” Ari said as she pulled the machete from the strap on her back. Her eyes fixed on the guardian they’d come to save.

      “We’ll slit her throat,” one ghoul hissed, bringing Ari to a stop, while August tried to calculate how much damage he could do from ten feet away. Ari then launched herself forward and made quick work of one of the creatures. A piercing scream echoed around the circular room as her machete sliced through the demon’s gnarled flesh. Blood splattered on her chest and neck, and she snarled. Feral and wild, his bloodthirsty Amazon.

      “Ah, the famed sealer,” A voice called from another passageway. August froze. After a moment they stepped out of the shadows. While the other foes were leathery and grotesque, this man was beautiful. Tall and lean, with sleek white-blond hair and piercing blue eyes. “She is impressive.” He sounded almost amused.

      August kept one eye on Ari, who was sparring with another ghoul, she slammed him hard into a wall and make quick work of toppling him to the ground. She could take care of herself, and something told August the real danger was in front of him. The man looked familiar, but August couldn’t place him. Unlike his minions who wore those heavy cloaks, he was dressed in black tie. This had to be a Braum, half the couple hosting this affair.

      “You’ll have to get through me, Braum,” August warned the man as he reached behind him for his scythes. He pinned Braum to the wall with the point of his blades, but the man moved fast and landed a punch to August’s neck. A scream from Ari distracted him long enough for Braum to slip out from under him and run toward the tunnel.

      August hesitated, not wanting to leave Ari on her own.

      “I’m fine!” she yelled, fighting off two ghouls at once. “Go after that creepy asshole!” He didn’t want to leave her alone here, but that was the job. Fighting together was trusting that she could handle herself and would ask for help when she needed it.

      “She’s colorful,” Braum said in that lazy drawl of his, when August had almost caught up to the man. August cut his blade through the air, intending to sink into the man’s midsection, but his arm shot back when he hit an invisible wall. The other man laughed again, his angelic face distorted as he lifted his hands and began mumbling spells.

      “Can’t get to me unless you break the Order’s rules,” Braum taunted, as August looked for a breach in the shield. There was none.

      The Order had left him alone so far. But if he used their magic without authorization, he could be jailed. He could be executed.

      “Babe, I could use some help here.” He whipped his head back and saw that two more minions had joined the one Ari had been fighting. She needed him.

      The warlock flashed a knowing smile. August was known for his loyalty to the Order. But Ari was fighting off two demons on her own and he would not risk her over the Order. Not again.

      “Aug!” The panic in Ariadne’s voice made the decision for August.

      “I don’t work for the Order,” he informed Braum, then summoned every drop of Order magic still left in him, and with a sharp thrust of his arm he broke through the shield. August had enough time to deliver one blow that knocked Braum off his feet, but the man was quick and powerful, and even with blood rushing out of the wound, he was able to shield back up. He crab walked deeper into the tunnel, eyes wide open in horror. But instead of going in for the kill, August ran back in to help his sealer.
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      “Just this once, I’m glad you didn’t listen to my assurances and came back!” Ari had been struggling to fend off the three minions from Alicia when August barged back into the room, looking mightily pissed off. He was magnificent as he fought. His green-tipped horns glowed, and the iridescent scales covering his massive chest glistened as he launched himself at Braum’s creatures.

      “Get Alicia out of those bindings. I’ll take care of this!” He was fighting two at once, and the third, was on her again, but that was the one she’d gotten in the arm, and she could take him.

      “Where did the discount James Bond go?” She gasped as she tried to push the very unpleasant-smelling dead ghoul off her.

      “That’s Braum, I got him in the gut,” Aug informed her as she slashed another minion across the gut with her machete. “But he’s a warlock.” He said before ripping into a ghoul with savage determination until the thing crumbled to the floor. She watched in awe as he grabbed the last minion standing and ripped its throat out with his fangs. Her blood ran hot looking at the ruthless power in him. Knowing this was the same man who touched her with such aching gentleness, only made this brutal display of strength that much hotter. He was deadly to anyone threatening their world, but not to her, never to her.

      “Hey, she needs a hand!” With black slime from the ghouls dripping down his face, August pointed to the dais where Alicia was trying to get free.

      “Shit,” Ari bit out as she rushed to free the other sealer.

      “Thanks,” Alicia told her, massaging her wrists ringed in red welts from the bindings. “Those demons tied me up with dragon entrails.”

      Ari shuddered while staring at the irritated skin. Dragon entrails were used as rope because of its strength and adverse effect on skin. Just as Aug was coming over to them, the room began to shake, and a tiny crack appeared on the circle that guarded the hellmouth. Even that tiny fissure let out the screams of what sounded like a million evil creatures.

      “We need to seal this!” Ari yelled at Alicia and Aug.

      “I’ll guard it while you do the sealing,” he called, face grim as he raised his scythes in a defensive stance. Meanwhile, the other sealer rushed to Ari’s side. Alicia was younger and in nothing but a scrap of fabric, looking too thin and vulnerable, but she’d been trained by August. Ari knew she could count on her to do the job. Alicia rushed to her position across from Ari, they both spread their arms, palms facing the pentagram drawn on the floor, and in perfect unison, they chanted.

      “This pathway is now sealed by the guardians of this realm. May no force above or below undo this binding.”

      Within seconds, the screaming stopped, and the small cracks on the marble patched themselves up. Both sealers stomped on the surface to confirm it was solid again.

      “I’m certain I’m going to lose my hearing in that ear for a few days,” Ari complained as she scowled at the room.

      August left his post at the door and came toward them, but instead of reaching for Ari, he squeezed Alicia’s shoulder.

      “Sorry it took me so long to rescue you.” His expression was stoic, and a flash of jealousy burned in Ari. But it went out the next second when her lover turned away from the younger sealer and came to her. He scooped Ari up and walked them back until her back was against one of the walls.

      “You were incredible.” His eyes were fierce with love. Gaze roaming over her before he bent down to kiss her. He licked into her mouth with such intensity, like he wanted to consume her. Aug had wiped his face, but she could taste the bitterness of the ghoul he’d killed. She didn’t care. They needed this reconnection. They’d fought together again, and they’d triumphed, but it had been dangerous. It was necessary to reassert that they were both here and whole.

      “I need to go find Braum,” he whispered against her neck after he’d sucked roughly on a bit of skin. “And then I need to get you out of here. The moment we’re back in that red satin nightmare of yours, I’m going to fuck you until the only words you can say are August and fuck me harder.”

      “You talk a big talk, snake boy,” she teased and went in for another kiss. His growly laugh reached her ears before he tangled their tongues, and her heart tripped in her chest, happiness flooding her from head to toe.

      By the time they ran out of the tunnel with Braum as their captive, they found Guillermo, who had been ushering guests out to safety. The Braums had seemingly been planning to feed the party to whatever crawled out of the hellmouth before they unleashed it on the rest of the city. Braum’s wife had escaped before she could be apprehended, but that was a job for the Order. After a very awkward exchange with two guards the Cerberus had sent too late, they handed off the offending warlock. August didn’t even look over his shoulder when the men asked if he’d be returning with them.
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      “You could’ve told me that wasn’t your real bedroom,” he groused playfully looking around the bedroom she’d brought him to after settling Alicia into her own space.

      “And forego your stunned expression when you saw my spanking benches and Saint Andrew’s cross? Not a chance.”

      He made an impolite noise, and she pressed smiling kisses to his chest. She never let anyone into her private bedroom other than the people who cleaned it for her. This was her most sacred space, and it felt like he already belonged here.

      “What are you going to do now?” She stayed where she was, her chin propped on his strong chest. Lying between his legs…hoping.

      His chest heaved up with a big breath, and as he released it, he reached for her.

      “I have to figure that out.” As much as she wanted him, she also knew he would not be content just hanging around while she hosted the Smash…which probably needed to be another conversation. “I can still train,” he said after a long pause, surprising her.

      “What do you mean?” She knew it would not be with the Order. But he seemed to have given this some thought. She could tell he had a plan just from the determined set of his mouth.

      “This bloodline thing is antiquated. If we had more sealers trained to guard, it would be far easier to prevent potential disasters like what almost happened tonight. I know there are demons out there that would sign up to be sentinels. I talked to Guillermo while you were getting Alicia settled, and he’s going to help me.”

      “An army of guardians and sentinels,” she mused. Liking the idea. She’d always thought it was ridiculous to only have one guardian at a time. To send them to places they didn’t know. Terrains they had to learn on the fly. It would be much easier if the guardians could protect the seals in the places they lived.

      “That’s the idea,” he said, reaching for her again, but this time he moved her so she ended up with her groin pressed to his. The silky hardness of him rubbing just right against her core. His eyes burned her as his thumbs pressed into her skin. One lifting the hood of her mound and the other circling her clit.

      “We were having a serious conversation,” she protested before biting her lip and moaning at the scorching pleasure of his touch.

      “We have all the time in the world to talk, sidarus.” His voice was rough as want bloomed in her like a thousand flowers. She gripped the root of his thick shaft and placed it at her entrance.

      “Love me, demon,” she gasped as he thrust into her. She pressed into his invasion eagerly, needing him like this now, before they sat down to discuss their future.

      “Tell me who you belong to,” he demanded, taking her with glorious force.

      “Always to you.” Nothing had ever been truer.
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      “How did it go?” his lover asked as he reached her.

      “Good, they are looking better every day.” He told her, taking off his weapons. It was almost dawn, and he’d been doing a training with Guillermo and Alicia. They had a dozen new sealers now. Once word had gotten out that the Order had been disbanded for corruption and that Augustus Custo was looking for guardians and sentinels, dozens of demons had showed up to fight. He’d been unsure about training them to be guardians. A job that had never been done my demons, but Ari had encouraged him. Told him that perhaps this was his greater purpose. She’d been right.

      With more dyads, the pressure and stress of the work could be distributed better. And he had more time for the person who mattered most: his Ariadne.

      She’d been waiting for him in their pool. They liked to bathe together after a night of work. She still oversaw her Monster Smash, and they both played with clients sometimes, but only when both were there. The nights when he trained, she only supervised.

      “I’m so horny,” she purred, spreading her legs to show him. One hand plucking the ring she’d recently added to her right nipple.

      He worked on taking off his leathers and boots as fast as he could, gaze fixed on her wet, swollen pussy.

      “You had to watch all that monster fucking and had to wait all night for me,” he teased, and she pouted.

      “The gorgon was back, and this time she asked for four duendes—it was so hot.” Ari licked her lips suggestively, and he came closer, fully naked now. He loved this game, where she told him what had happened at the Smash the nights he was away.

      “Did you make yourself come while you watched them?” he asked, sinking into the warm water, and walking toward the raised platform in the center of the pool where she lay on a nest of rugs and pillows.

      “Mm-hmm.” She nodded before he took her mouth in a bruising kiss. His hands moving to her heat instinctively. “I screamed your name,” she said between breaths as they touched each other.

      “I wish I could’ve been there, put you on all fours, and fucked you right there so they could see how you take my cocks.”

      “They’ve seen it, a lot,” she reminded him playfully. The first few months after they’d reunited, August had been a little over the top in driving in the point that she was his on the nights they hosted the Smash. “Did you guys decide about graduation?” she asked, bringing the conversation back to the sealers.

      He nodded as he made his way down her body. He took the nipple ring between his teeth and tugged before answering. “Yeah, in a month we’ll have our first class of dyads,” he told her, and that flush of pride filled his chest. This life was so different than the one he’d had. He now worked to give demons like him a purpose, a place. Just like she had.

      He licked down her belly, her mons, until he found her wetness. With his shoulders, he pushed her legs back and sucked on one of those fat lips. His fingers caressing her petals.

      “My favorite place,” he whispered as he tasted. She was the sanctuary he’d spent centuries believing he did not deserve. She made life delicious, something he wanted to take big bites of. She’d liberated him from himself. “I love who I get to be with you, sidarus.” He softly explored her, fingers tracing the depths of her.

      “I love how you love me,” his woman answered as she pressed into his mouth. Her hands gripped his horns in earnest. “Make me come with these, and then I have a plan that includes a little tentacle play.” He let his eyes lift to her, only to find an open, wickedly beautiful smile beaming down at him.

      “Mm…I like how you think,” he told her approvingly, making her laugh. He had developed a fondness for the dicktopus’s skills.

      She snapped her fingers, and two long purple tentacles rose from the water.

      “You always have the best surprises for me” he crooned, as the tentacles grazed his ass.

      “You want it now?” she asked, and he nodded, spreading his legs wider for the delicious invasion. One of their favorite games was this: him eating her pussy while a tentacle massaged his own entrance. He loved playing like this with her. Discovering new ways to take and give pleasure. Learning to believe his body, which for so long had been such a source of shame, was truly the object of his beloved’s greatest delights. He could hardly believe this was his life, that he got to be this free.

      “Ah,” he gasped as the ridged tip penetrated him. “I must give my liege what she demands.” At the mention of their vow, his lover raised a hand to the tiny vial of blood hanging between her breasts. Not that of their enemy, but theirs, mingling forever as a symbol of how deeply they were joined.

      “Going to make you come,” he murmured as his fingers spread her open and he lowered his head before pressing a horn to the glistening, soft center of her. The friction of the ridges against her labia made her moan instantly. Meanwhile, a delicious gentle thrusting made every nerve ending in his ass come to life. He rocked so that he thrust into her every time the tentacle fucked him.

      “Mm, yes,” she gasped as he fucked her faster. He closed his eyes and focused on the sounds of her pleasure. His cocks were like firebrands, eager to plunge into her. But he liked prolonging this, hearing her cries of pleasure right as night broke into day. Her legs began shaking as her orgasm crested. She convulsed against him, tremors coursing through her body. He raised on both arms as the tentacle plunged into him, prompting pre-cum to rise from the slits of his cocks. A trickle of liquid dribbled onto his lover’s belly, and he bent down to lap at it.

      “Enough,” he growled, needing to shift so he could take his woman. He slid her down until his cocks were at her entrance.

      “Fill me up baby,” she demanded, hands fisting his horns. He surged into her with a roar, thrusting into her so hard that the tentacle slipped out of him, but this was all he needed now. Their bodies slamming together in a practiced rhythm.

      “Fuck, this is the sweetest thing,” he groaned as he looked down to watch his cocks going in and out of her. She smiled, and his heart squeezed when he caught a glimpse of the little fangs that had grown in the last year. She took him inside her so often that she’d begun to change, and instead of disgust and fear, all he felt was joy to know that some of him always lived in this magnificent being who meant everything to him. “You are everything,” he said as he wrapped her in his arms, their bodies joined almost completely. “My ocean, my sky.” She pressed into him, a smile forming at his declaration. “The very air I breathe.”

      “My demon.” She uttered the words with such fervor, they were heavy with feeling, with love. He spilled into her as he kissed her. A claiming caress of tongue and teeth. His hunger for her never waned. He was always ravenous for this woman who was his forever. Nothing and no one would ever change that. His hellmouth guardian, who held his body and his soul in her hands.

      “Yours.”
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      Thank you so much for reading The Hellmouth Guardian’s Lover! If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review. Need more of August and Ariadne in your life? You can get an exclusive bonus epilogue for signing up for my newsletter!

      

      You weren’t done with the Shadow Market yet, were you? See what the humans are up to in The Vixen’s Deceit, which takes place in a haunted house on the outskirts of the shadow market. Things get SPOOKY!
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      Turbulence doesn’t cause plane crashes. I told myself this over the sound of screaming, which came from the woman seated two rows behind me.

      Before takeoff, the captain had warned us they expected some rough weather and that the flight attendant would need to remain seated for the duration of the short flight. But this? The past ten minutes had lasted for-fucking-ever. Every uneasy breath I pulled into my lungs took at least a decade.

      The man sitting in the seat across the aisle was unfazed. He wasn’t bothered by the way the wind batted our tiny plane around or the fact we could fall out of the sky at any moment and plunge into the hilly landscape of Scotland.

      I lifted my chest and tried to match his confident posture, which was laughable because we couldn’t be more different. The guy was tall and big. He obviously worked out often and probably woke up each morning with more scruff on his face than I’d have if I went a month without shaving. At five foot eight, I’d been the tallest kid in my sixth-grade class—but I’d peaked early. I hadn’t grown another inch since, and it seemed highly unlikely I’d get another growth spurt at twenty-eight.

      My last girlfriend told me I had an “intellectual” look, which was . . . a compliment? Or maybe just a nice way of calling me scrawny.

      My stomach vaulted into my throat as the plane dropped and then violently tottered side to side. People gasped, and the woman two rows back screamed again. This air pocket was so bad, the urge to catch myself was instinctual. I had to make the falling sensation end.

      Except the thing I grabbed and tried to steady myself with was the thick forearm of the guy across the aisle.

      His focus snapped to me—the strange American man who’d put a hand on him. I couldn’t imagine what expression was plastered on my face. Hopefully he’d think my discomfort was because I’d grabbed some dude’s arm and not because we were plummeting to certain death.

      But the plane leveled out and seemed to find air beneath it again, and I peeled my fingers away.

      “Sorry,” I said, doing my best not to be sheepish.

      The man nodded politely. “Nae bother. Happens all the time to me. The wife’s scared of flying too.”

      I held back a grimace. Scared? No, I was nervous, not scared.

      Because if I got scared, I wouldn’t be on this plane, and after it landed—or crashed—I wouldn’t be headed to the ultra-immersive horror experience known as Void.

      Even though it was the last fucking place I wanted to visit.

      Disneyland for horror-movie fans was how my editor had described it to me last night, but unlike the rest of the guests, I wouldn’t have to fork over thousands of dollars to attend. Refiner, the magazine I worked for, had secured the exclusive rights to review Void—which was a first in its ten years of production.

      Josh Sharpe, the creator, was secretive and mysterious. He kept the thing by invitation only and prevented any details from getting out on social media with airtight nondisclosure agreements.

      There was no website, no information. Apparently, this was the haunted house all other haunted houses feared—so good that it didn’t need to advertise.

      It meant I was going in unprepared tonight, which was not how I liked to do my reporting. But then again, nothing about this job was how I liked it. I was the magazine’s literal last choice for writing the article.

      Yesterday, the entertainment writer—the one who’d pitched the project—had crashed his car on the way to the airport and was now in surgery to repair a fractured forearm. Our editor had scrambled our small team, trying to get someone last minute from politics or sports or even food and wine, but everyone was unavailable or unable.

      Everyone except me.

      To celebrate the anniversary of the experience, Void’s creator had moved the production from New York City to a sleepy castle on the coast of Scotland, where it would run for five nights and end on Halloween. I was the only writer at Refiner who possessed an unexpired passport, had no personal life conflicts, and—as I was already in London working on my own piece for the magazine—could reach Scotland in time.

      My editor didn’t say “go or else” explicitly, but he didn’t have to. Refiner had once been the premier men’s publication, but now it struggled in the digital space. We needed something big to stay afloat. This review would hopefully bring in the clicks and the much-needed advertising dollars that went along with them, which meant it was far more important than anything I’d ever written for the magazine before.

      And I wasn’t just my editor’s last choice . . . I was the worst one too.

      I disliked haunted houses and horror movies. I understood why people enjoyed them, but the fake peril and cheap scares? None of that appealed to me. I liked characters who made smart, logical choices and knowing what was behind the door.

      Plus, danger wasn’t my middle name.

      I preferred keeping my feet on the ground . . . which made this awful flight even worse.

      The flight attendant was still seated and strapped in up front as she reached to grab the receiver for the announcement system. “We’ve begun our descent into Edinburgh,” she said, “so at this time I’ll ask you to please return your tray tables and seat backs to their upright position. We should be on the ground shortly.”

      Hopefully not too shortly.

      I picked up my iPad, closed my tray table, and attempted once more to finish the forms I’d been working on because I needed to email them to Void as soon as possible. The medical questionnaire and consent form were . . . intense.

      It went beyond just my height and weight and age, asking about my clothing and shoe size. The deeper I went on the form, the more my unease grew. I had to confirm I was healthy enough both physically and mentally to withstand high-stress situations. On a scale of one to five, it asked me to list my tolerance to heat and cold, to smoke and strobe lights, my ability to swim and crawl and lift a box weighing up to forty pounds.

      It asked about my food and medical allergies and if I consumed drugs and alcohol.

      I had to circle anything I had anxiety about, ranging from claustrophobia and bondage to—

      Jesus. Public nudity?

      You may encounter sexually suggestive situations, it warned.

      I swallowed thickly. It’d been hard to focus when we’d hit the turbulence, but the feeling of trepidation in my stomach shifted like a bag of rocks. Void was famed to be the most intense, most real experience of horror money could buy.

      What the fuck would I do if it was too much for me?
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      I was picked up from the airport by the innkeeper himself.

      “Tyler?” he asked.

      When I nodded, he insisted on loading my rolling luggage into his tiny car, even though he looked fifty years older than I was. He was one of those guys with bright eyes, a bushy beard, and a mouth fixed in a permanent half smile as if he found everything around him amusing.

      While he drove, I had to split my focus between what he was saying and the ancient forest of pine the car wove its way through. He spent the first twenty minutes of the trip talking aloud rather than conversing with me; he mused about the production crew for Void who’d arrived months ago to begin prep work, much to the delight and dismay of the small town nearby. They weren’t thrilled with the increased traffic but were now enjoying the influx of tourist cash.

      Void had leased Castle Docherty for their location, but other than a quick read of its tiny Wikipedia entry, I hadn’t been able to do much research on the place yet. Built in the late fourteenth century, the castle had been sieged and damaged by fire more than a few times during its over six-hundred-year life. Some of the outer buildings had gone to ruin, but the main structure and fortress wall had been rebuilt and maintained.

      “The castle,” I said casually. “Did I read it was a hotel?”

      “Aye. Last forty years or so, but it closed for good after the summer season.”

      “Yeah? Why was that?”

      The innkeeper paused. “After his wife’s disappearance, I guess Mr. Seton couldn’t be there anymore.”

      I sat up straighter in my seat. “His wife disappeared?”

      “Last year. Didn’t take a car or anything with her either. She just”—he searched for the right word—“vanished.” His gaze was fixed on the road, but I noticed how his jaw tightened. “Some folks say she took a boat out and got lost at sea, but none of the family’s boats were missing.”

      There was more there. “What about you? What do you say?”

      He lifted a shoulder, uncomfortable. “I say it’s not the first time tragedy has struck the Setons.” He tacked on under his breath, “Or the castle.”

      The stunning landscape surrounding us was no longer the thing grabbing my attention. I sharpened my eyes on him. “Meaning?”

      For a moment, he looked unsure whether to go any further. “Their only son died a few weeks after they took over the hotel. Slipped and hit his head on the stairs in a freak accident.” He let out a resigned breath. “The castle has history, and a lot of it is dark enough for people to say it’s haunted or cursed or . . . whatever. That’s sort of the nature of castles, isn’t it? When you’re around long enough, you’re bound to collect some odd stories.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” I said.

      “It’s why I wasn’t surprised that”—he made a face like the word was distasteful—“Void picked this spot. Castle Docherty claims to be the most haunted spot in Scotland.”

      The skeptical side of me was instantly wary. I believed in science—not the supernatural. “Oh yeah?”

      He shot me a look that told me not to discredit the idea so quickly. “It goes all the way back to the seventeenth century, when the Earl of Fordun left home to pay taxes but didn’t return. His horse was found abandoned by a stream the next day, along with his slashed and bloody clothes. He’d been missing nearly a week before a witness came forward to say he’d seen the earl riding alongside a local tradesman named William Stuart. And they’d been arguing.”

      The innkeeper shifted in the driver’s seat, like he’d told this story countless times before and was settling in for it.

      “When Stuart was brought in for questioning,” he continued, “he had the earl’s money. He admitted they’d argued and that he’d been given the purse to help settle the earl’s gambling debt, but he had no idea what happened after that. The men went their separate ways, he claimed.”

      The innkeeper took a breath, perhaps for drama’s sake.

      “Despite there being no body,” he went on, “and that the earl’s gambling addiction was widely known, the following spring, Stuart was tried, convicted of murder, and sentenced to death.” He turned the steering wheel, making the older-model car putter up a fog-steeped hill. “The execution took place in the Castle Docherty courtyard, and William Stuart claimed his innocence with every step he took across the scaffold. Just before he was beheaded, he cursed the ground and everyone who stood upon it to witness his death—which by all accounts wasn’t pleasant. The executioner was drunk, and it took five swings of the axe before poor Stuart’s head was severed from his body.”

      “He was innocent,” I guessed.

      He glanced in my direction to deliver a slight smile. “Three months later, the earl was caught trying to board a ship for France. He’d faked his death and hoped to use the tax money to start a new life out from under his debt. But when Stuart caught him leaving town, the earl gave up his purse so he could continue his escape. While he was waiting for a ship, word got to him that Stuart had been charged with his murder. That he was about to be executed.”

      “But he didn’t come forward to stop it?”

      He shook his head. “The townsfolk were so outraged by his lies and inaction that he was tried, convicted, and put to death in the same spot as Stuart.”

      The road leveled out, and the line of trees broke, giving me my first view of the town, which wasn’t more than a smattering of houses seated at the base of a large cliff.

      “It’s not unfair to say,” the innkeeper added, “that the castle’s story has been bloody and tragic ever since. It does seem like darkness is drawn to it.”

      Atop the cliff, the castle . . . waited.

      Its massive wall rose above the thin mist. It had a tower at the center, plus one at either end, and the stones had been bleached a pale gray after centuries in the sun. The towers stood at least five stories tall, and the impressive main one jutted out at the front. The dark arch of its gate looked like a ravenous mouth, wanting to consume anyone who came near.

      The drawbridge was long and narrow, extending over a steep ravine that might have held water at some point to serve as a moat but was empty now. Long ago, it had been a dreadful fortress.

      Today, I looked at it with a different kind of anxiety. It was ominous, unsettling. The kind of place that if you stared for too long, it made your chest tight and your stomach feel weird.

      The castle couldn’t have been a more perfect location for a haunted house if it had tried.

      The Vixen’s Deceit is available now!
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        Sign up for Adriana’s newsletter at adrianaherreraromance.com!
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