
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    



    Sometimes sin looks an awful lot like heaven.


    The Vessel Trilogy, Book 2


    



    One demon prince may be festering in the bowels of the soul eater Cocytus, but Genevieve’s troubles are far from over. Prince Bamal, demon lord of New York City, still wants her. But this time, he wants her alive, to control her inherent power as a Vessel of Light.


    With Jude Delacroix off searching for the prophecy, Thomas—a guardian angel with sea-green eyes and an aura of winter woods—steps into the gap, offering her the power to protect herself.


    Yet she hesitates, for the transfer of that power comes through a kiss. While Gen’s love for Jude is true, Thomas stirs a desire where there should be none. Thomas also knows Jude’s darkest secret and plans to use it, if necessary, to win Gen for his own.


    While her Vessel power grows and more demon spawn creep from every dark corner of the world, one thing is certain—the Great War between the angels and demons is quickly approaching. And Gen is in a race against time to awaken her full power before the storm breaks.


    Warning: Contains a demon hunter with dark secrets, a sexy angel with ulterior motives, and demonic creatures running amok.
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    A Vessel is born to serve the Light. Destined to awaken her full power, to become an invincible force, she will lead the hosts of good against the lords of darkness. In over two thousand years since the first Vessel came into this world, not one has fulfilled her fate. She has either fallen to the seduction of a demon prince—where her power, her body, her will becomes his alone. Or she has sought escape in the cold embrace of death. Not one has been born strong enough to resist the bewitching lure of the Dark, to bond with her power and become the infinite source of might for the Flamma of Light.


    Until now…

  


  
    Chapter One


    “I told you. I told you!”


    Kat literally appeared out of thin air with a sharp electric snap, slamming down today’s copy of the New York Times on the breakfast table. My hand jerked. I dropped my spoon into the Froot Loops with a clink, milk splattering my chin.


    “Damn it! Don’t scare me like that.” I scowled, wiping milk from my pajama top.


    Ignoring the fact that she nearly gave me a heart attack sifting into my kitchen without warning, she straightened to her full six-foot height, hands on hips, blonde braid swishing over one shoulder. Dressed in typical Kat attire—black jeans, tight knit top and close-fitting leather jacket—she pointed at the cover story.


    “Look, Gen. Don’t you see what this means? A high demon has stolen the prophecy. Well, half the prophecy, anyway.”


    Kat had once shown me her picture of the torn relic, the first half of the prophecy, which up until now had been protected in the vaults of the Vatican for centuries, guarded by wards to keep it from ever leaving the premises. What we still hadn’t found and needed desperately was the lost half of the prophecy.


    I picked up the paper and read, “‘Officials reported a breach into the Vatican Library Secret Archives recently. Authorities report the discovery of tampering with ancient documents on Thursday evening’.” I skimmed through a quote by local authorities, saying not much of anything, then continued reading. “‘No documents were reported missing; however, ancient manuscripts had been shuffled aside and left in disarray.’ Kat, this doesn’t mean it was about the prophecy. This could be anybody—some secret society or religious fanatic. A cult. Who knows?”


    She narrowed her eyes and leaned over the table. “Listen to me. I know without a shadow of a doubt this is about the prophecy. I don’t know how I know, I just do.”


    “Wait, the Vatican is sacred ground. A demon can’t break in there.”


    “No, but a human in service to a high demon can. A sentinel. Or…a Vessel.”


    I flinched. A demon could possess a captive Vessel and use her as a shell to go anywhere and do whatever he wanted.


    Kat snatched the paper back and folded it on the table. “Now, we have to assume one of the demon princes has the prophecy, or at least the half that we have.”


    “Why a high demon? Why not an angel or some other Flamma?” Flamma were supernatural beings created by heaven and hell to battle for the Light or the Darkness. I’d recently discovered that I happened to be one of these beings.


    “Because an angel or Flamma of Light could sift in without detection. It was definitely a human serving a high demon.”


    High demons, essentially the aristocracy of the underworld, had the power to bargain with and compel humans to do their will, typically with some immoral payoff for the human. Could be nice if there wasn’t that whole burning-in-hell-for-eternity thing.


    “The funny thing is the paper didn’t mention when the incident occurred, only that they discovered the misplaced documents on Thursday. When I did some digging of my own, I found out that the break-in actually occurred several weeks back.”


    “Who do you know in the Vatican to get that information?”


    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Kat smirked, then turned her attention out the kitchen window at a mockingbird perched on the crepe myrtle outside. “If the high demons are taking such risks, then we’re definitely nearing the Great War.”


    The war between the heavenly and demonic hosts, foretold to take place on the battleground of earth to determine who would finally hold dominion over all. I tried to avoid this topic as much as possible. After discovering the existence of this other world on my twentieth birthday, I’d opened my mind to an entirely new reality. But I was still unwilling to accept we were on the brink of the end of mankind altogether.


    I took my bowl to the sink and washed my hands, deciding to pull Kat from darker thoughts. “Not all Flamma can sift.” I eyed her with a grimace. “I can’t.”


    She pulled her attention from the looming war and tilted her head, her silken, ropelike braid falling over one shoulder. “If I could give you the power to sift, I would. You know I would.”


    “I know,” I sighed.” It’s frustrating. I have to be carted around like a child.”


    All angels had the power to sift—to move through time and space, disappearing from one destination and reappearing in another in mere seconds. High demons also held this power because they’d once been angels before the Fall. The Dominus Daemonum, Master of Demons, or more simply, demon hunters, were given this power upon their making so that they would meet their enemy on equal footing.


    “Only angels can give that power,” Kat said. “And I’m certainly no angel.”


    I smiled, leaning on the kitchen counter. “True,” I agreed. “I just don’t understand why a Vessel shouldn’t have that power too. I’m in need as much as you are.”


    Kat propped a hand on the edge of the counter. A frown wrinkled her pretty brow.


    “What?” I asked.


    “I was just thinking…”


    “About?”


    “Didn’t you say you met Uriel, the Archangel who transformed Jude and me into what we are?”


    “Yeah. Briefly.”


    “And what did you think of him?”


    I shivered. I’d met him as he walked away from the garden in the center of Jackson Square a few weeks ago. Though he was human in appearance, my Vessel Sense—that innate gift I’d inherited on my twentieth birthday and which had been growing ever since—recognized him right away. He glowed with a vibrant inner force, a power that left me trembling. I’d been awe-struck.


    “He was”—I began, unable to put my thoughts into words—“powerful. Magnificently so.”


    Kat nodded with a knowing smile. “And scary too, right?”


    “Yes.” I blew out a breath.


    “I’ve been a servant of the Light for two centuries, Gen. And in that time, I’ve observed that both demons and angels are highly covetous of their powers. Any diminishing of their power, which happens when they share it with another, would make them vulnerable.”


    “But, even so, wouldn’t it serve the Light more for a Vessel like me, one who could possibly be the Vessel from the prophecy, to have the power to sift?”


    “Of course it would. Unfortunately, only a few of us believe you’re the one, and so far, no angels are on board with our theory. Remember, Gen. Every Vessel before you has either fallen into darkness or died.”


    Like I needed to hear that story again. “On that lovely reminder, I’m going to change.” I swished out of the kitchen, crossing into my bedroom.


    Kat followed. “Where’s Mindy?”


    “Shopping with her mom. Every first Saturday of the month.” My roommate and best friend had a fondness for anything recently featured on the cover of Vogue or Marie Claire magazines. She never missed her monthly shopping spree with her mother.


    I pilfered my closet and threw some clothes on the bed. I opened my top drawer, then slipped out of my pajamas and pulled on a sports bra. Kat sat on my plush down comforter.


    “You have nothing to worry about, though.” She fell back into our kitchen conversation. “With Jude as your guardian, nothing will happen to you.”


    My heart skipped a beat. My guardian. God, just the thought of him flushed my cheeks hot. As well as the rest of me, especially low, feminine places. I pulled on a long-sleeve, black top and dark jeans, then plopped onto the bed to slip on my knee-high boots. Kat and I no longer trained in a gym. We’d moved on to seeking out demon dens, testing my Vessel strength on the real deal.


    “Well,” I zipped up my right boot, “George gave me the power to break Danté’s blood cast, so he couldn’t summon my soul anymore. George isn’t an angel, and he shared his power with me.”


    “He did?” she asked with a strange twang.


    I opened my top dresser drawer and pulled out a harness of leather straps. Kat bit her nails, frowning. Much to my surprise, I’d discovered on the night George shared his protection with me, the exchange of Flamma power was transferred through a kiss. I knew there was a past between George and Kat, and right now, she was picturing George’s mouth on mine.


    “Hey,” I said, buckling the harness across my chest where two sheaths flattened against my rib cage. “He’s not that great a kisser.” I winked.


    She snorted. “Liar.”


    “You still care about him, don’t you?”


    “Still?” She tightened her lips into a line. “How did you know I…Oh… Jude.”


    “It wasn’t hard to figure out.” I slid two razor-sharp daggers into their sheaths. “You act kind of crazy around George.” I pulled my dark hair back into a ponytail with the band from around my wrist.


    Kat popped off the bed, blowing out a heavy sigh. “Yes, well, that’s all in the past. But to clarify for you, George is a saint. His inherent power in the hierarchy is for protection of the innocent. That’s why he was able to share it with you. Your soul was in danger. Saints were once human and, therefore, have a soft spot for them.”


    “So angels don’t?”


    “We’ll save that for another conversation. Now get your ass in gear and let’s work on your inherent power—to blast demons back to hell.”


    After slipping into my brown leather jacket, I zipped it up and took Kat’s outstretched hands. Electric energy raised the hair on my arms, zinging along my skin in a flooding current. My stomach sank as a sucking sensation pulled my skin, muscles and bones into a tight ball. We sifted out with a whoosh.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    In the Void, the dark between time and space, gray and white shapes blurred past. My body was now used to the sensation. I no longer felt nauseated from the disturbance of equilibrium. But this sift lasted much longer than most, making me a tad queasy.


    When the world righted, I stumbled, but Kat caught my arm. We stood on a city street at the mouth of an alley. Honking horns overlapped the murmur of people shuffling and talking on the streets around us. The energy hummed louder than it did in my hometown of New Orleans. The air was less humid and about ten degrees cooler as well. Usually, we did our demon-hunting training sessions in downtown New Orleans. Not today.


    “We’re in New York, aren’t we?”


    “Of course,” said Kat, stepping into the alley. “I’ve been scouting for the next level to test your Vessel skills. There’s something I need to take care of, so this is the perfect opportunity to step up your game.”


    New York was Kat’s domain to protect as Dominus Daemonum along with another demon hunter I’d never met named Dorian. Their job, like all hunters, was to keep the demons in line. While demons could influence human will through their seductive powers, there were rules they couldn’t break. If they did, then a ruthless hunter showed up and sent them back to hell.


    “Don’t you think we should let Jude know we’re training outside New Orleans, Kat?”


    “Do I look like I have a death wish?” She arched a pretty brow. “Hell no, I’m not telling him. He’s insanely protective of you. But, you’ll never know the extent of your power unless it’s tested. Am I right?”


    I laughed. I loved Kat. “Definitely.”


    “Well, come on, then.”


    I followed in silence. Several doors—back entrances to stores and shops—lined the alley. I winced at the rank odor of urine and rotting food coming from an open Dumpster with bloody butcher paper crumpled on top.


    “Gross.” I held my breath.


    “At the end,” said Kat, walking faster and stopping at the last door.


    “Up until now, you’ve fought only lower demons.”


    “Well, except for Danté,” I added. Neither one of us wanted to revisit my half-ass escape from the demon prince Danté. In the end, Jude had saved me. I inhaled a sharp breath.


    “Right,” she agreed, “but he was a bit above your skill level at the time. I wouldn’t put you in a situation I didn’t think you couldn’t handle. I sense your power growing, though you’re still not fully awakened.”


    Awakened, a term for Flamma coming into their full power. Of course, I still didn’t know what this truly meant, because no Vessel before me had ever reached this pinnacle of strength.


    “How do you know I’m not already awakened?”


    “Because you would’ve told me.”


    “But Kat—” I blew out a frustrated breath. “How will I know?”


    “Oh, you’ll know all right. It’s like falling in love. There’s no doubt about it.”


    Falling in love… Jude. Geez, I had to get my head straight. I couldn’t go five minutes without wayward thoughts of my tall, dark, fine-ass demon-hunting man.


    “Gen, are you listening to me? You’ve got a glazed look.”


    “I’m listening.”


    “Okay. This door leads into a strip club.”


    “A what!”


    “Come on. Where do you think demons hang out during the day? Applebee’s?”


    “Point taken. So who’s our target in here?”


    “He’s the owner. His name is Gorham. He’s a high demon, a duke of the underworld.”


    I unzipped my jacket, readying myself to unsheathe daggers at will. “Like Dommiel?”


    Dommiel, high demon of New Orleans, owned a wicked-dark club near Bourbon Street, complete with skulls-and-devils décor. Classy joint. I avoided it like the plague.


    “Not quite. Dommiel is a bit lower in the hierarchy than Gorham. He’s more like an earl. Gorham is stronger.”


    “So, I imagine a duke is one step in power beneath a prince.”


    She nodded, a grave expression in her otherworldly eyes. From a distance, Kat was a statuesque blonde who only appeared out of the ordinary because of her striking beauty. Up close, one might surmise she was not wholly human. Pools of black swirled in her irises—residue of the demons she’d expelled.


    In the past two weeks, I’d expelled several lower demons from their human hosts. It had been easy, natural even. I never felt the remains of evil attaching itself to my soul as it did to the demon hunters. Rather, I felt amplified, lifted every time. Jude and Kat kept the reasons of how and why one became a Dominus Daemonum to themselves.


    The main difference between high and lower demons was that high demons didn’t need to possess humans in order to do damage on earth. They maintained a human form similar to their original appearance before the Fall. High demons had once been angels. Lower demons were twisted creatures, serving their lords and masters. I had no idea how they came into being, and I didn’t want to know. They were repulsive, malformed monsters with ghastly red eyes. Hence, they needed to possess human hosts to disguise their true form in order to walk around in the human world.


    “Remember, Gen,” said Kat, focusing my attention on the job at hand, “Gorham is powerful. And, to be honest, it’s extremely difficult to expel high demons. However, if we trap him with the threat of expulsion, he may cooperate. If not, we’ll make him wish he had.”


    “And why are we targeting him exactly? What has he done to break the rules?”


    There were high demons all over the world, luring the sinful into their service. This was fair game in the battle between Light and Darkness. Humans chose which side dominated their souls. Free will. But when demons stepped over the line and cheated, forcing a human into captivity or service by unnatural means, demon hunters showed up on their doorstep.


    “Gorham has created spawn to control innocent girls and pull them into his line of business. Worse than stripping, he’s using innocents in his underground brothel.”


    “That’s horrible.” My Vessel Sense sparked in fury at the thought. “How? What kind of spawn?”


    High demons had the ability to create life, which was always an abomination of some kind. As a matter of fact, the legendary dragon Saint George had destroyed was actually the spawn of a demon prince. Only high demons with great power had the ability to manifest evil into a living being.


    “Gorham’s spawn is a mist of his essence, an entity spawn. It seeps into the one he wants, veiling her will, so he can control her.”


    Entity spawn. Jude had been giving me history lessons of angels and demons every night. Great pillow talk. Considering we were still forbidden to do what our bodies urged us to do, he distracted me with fascinating, and disturbing, tales of the demonic world. I’d learned that there were three kinds of spawn. An entity spawn is non-sentient. The demon creating it can infect objects and even people with it. Like this asshole, Gorham. There were also furies—nasty, ugly beasts who were strong and deadly powerful. Stronger than titans even. Titans were huge—monsters from fairy tales. Their power lay in their behemoth size and physical strength. It was a titan that George so famously fought and received the title of dragon slayer. Only the most powerful of high demons can create a fury or a titan.


    I nodded. “Okay, so we’re just dealing with an entity. And the spawn Gorham is using on these girls is sort of like a blood cast. Right?” I shivered. The demon prince Danté had used my blood to summon my soul to his lair in the underworld. The helplessness I’d felt under his control made me even more infuriated at Gorham, who was doing the same thing to innocent girls.


    “Yes,” agreed Kat, “sort of, but worse. His entity smothers their will entirely. They become puppets for Gorham, but underneath it all, their souls will still feel the evil being done to them.”


    “I’m ready,” I said, reaching for the door.


    “Wait.” She grabbed my arm. “We need to be cautious. Like I said, Gorham is stronger than others you’ve encountered. Also, Bamal has to know what he’s doing, since this is his territory, which means he has the backing of the local prince.”


    Bamal—high demon, one of the seven princes of the underworld—currently reigned over the territory of New York. He also happened to be the prince who’d sent assassins to kill me over the past few weeks, then sent demons to abduct me. We still had no idea why he’d reduced his attacks from kill-on-sight to kidnapping.


    Kat let go of my arm and stepped in front. “I imagine there are a few lackey demons hanging about, but it’s early morning, so this is the perfect time to surprise him. Whatever lower demons he has around will most definitely be fused to their human hosts.”


    I nodded. Lower demons often fused to their hosts when a wicked human invited the evil spirit to stay for a prolonged period. There was no freeing a human host fused with a lower demon. Both must be destroyed. Word to the wise: don’t fuse with demons.


    She twisted the knob, but the door was locked. “Hold on to me.”


    I gripped her arm. The image of sand and seashore filled my mind. Every Flamma had a signature when they used their power. Kat’s was a balmy beach. She cast a protective shield to keep Gorham and his men from sensing our presence, then sifted us to the other side of the door in a millisecond. My Vessel Sense enveloped me in its own protective shield, shimmering along my skin. When I’d first discovered this other sense, this gift of power, I’d had to focus intently and say the words and think of the safest of places—the memory of being safe in my mother’s arms when I was a little girl and she was alive. Now, I no longer needed to do any of that to cast illusion or call on my power for defense. I simply willed my VS to come forward, and it responded at once, as much a part of me as breathing.


    We stood at the end of a long, dark hallway with no doors. I drew the daggers. Muffled music pumped from somewhere within. An oppressive aura hung in this place—heavy and somber. Kat and I slipped silently down the hall, peering around the corner. To the right sat a stage and a long bar, over which hung in glaring red lights House of Hades. Round tabletops and chairs wrapped around the stage. No one in sight. The music came from the left.


    “Hades?” I whispered, rolling my eyes. “Gorham is god of the underworld?”


    “He likes to think so.” She winked.


    One thing I knew from experience—demons had ego in abundance. Fortunately, arrogance was an easy weakness to exploit.


    Kat looked at me and nodded to the left. We walked through a curtain of hanging beads underneath a sign reading VIP and stepped into an open area. There were four rooms leading off a hexagonal waiting room. The doors were simple red velvet curtains. Above each door read a name in gold, jagged script—Artemis, Aphrodite, Hecate, and Persephone.


    I tugged on Kat’s sleeve and held up four fingers, mouthing four girls to her. She nodded. The rooms were empty. Where are the girls?


    Kat stepped toward a closed door across the room. Again, locked. We sifted to the other side, landing at the top of winding stairs leading down into a basement. The music pumped louder. A deep, masculine laugh rumbled from below along with muffled conversation.


    We crept down the stairwell, coming to another hallway. To the right were more doors with dead bolts on the outside. The girls. To the left, the music beat in a slow rhythm. We headed for our prey. Daggers ready, Kat gripped my arm and sifted us in, our backs against the entrance.


    We stood in a room with red walls and white carpet. Five demons. Two lower. Their eyes glinted with supernatural luster, the telltale sign of a lower demon incapable of disguising this feature when they inhabited a human host. The other three men—two lounging on black leather sofas, one in a matching armchair—were definitely of the higher order. They exuded power in rippling waves much stronger than the two lackeys with glowing red eyes. In the center of the room, a topless girl wearing only a sheer white sarong swayed seductively to the music. Her brunette hair hung in a loose braid over one shoulder. She was younger than me, maybe eighteen. Seething anger coursed through my veins.


    Assessing the greatest threat at once, I focused on the man in the leather chair. Gorham. Dark brown hair waved past his shoulders. Pale green eyes regarded us with interest, though he didn’t move from his lounging position, a glass of either whiskey or scotch in his hand. Bourbon for breakfast? What else would a demon have? He was gorgeous. This, above everything else, was what disturbed me most about high demons. They kept their beauty from before the Great Fall. On the outside anyway.


    One of the lower demons popped up into fighting stance. The others stayed put. Glaring but alert. The girl continued to sway, running her hands along her body, completely oblivious.


    “Hold, Macon,” said Gorham from his leather throne.


    One of the other high demons on the sofa uncrossed his legs and stood, hands casually in his pants pockets. He had neatly cropped blond hair and ice-blue eyes. A skin-tight white shirt accentuated muscular, bronzed arms. He walked closer to Gorham’s chair. A protective position.


    “I had not expected a visit from you, Domina.” Gorham practically purred his nickname for Kat. She appeared unfazed. These two had exchanged words before.


    “You know why I’m here, Gorham.” Gorham’s gaze drifted to the half-naked stripper, still dancing in a trance. Kat took a step forward. “You’ve been a naughty boy.”


    Gorham grinned, quite pleased with Kat’s declaration. “Come to me, Artemis,” he commanded in a low voice. He’d even renamed these girls after his freaking mythological fantasy. Bastard.


    The girl sat on Gorham’s lap. Her eyes were cloudy gray—whites and all—proof of his possession. I felt a knuckle crack as I tightened my grip on a dagger. Gorham’s eyes moved to me, raking me with too much interest.


    “And who do we have here, Domina? A little hunter in training?”


    I knew my cast of illusion was fully in place, my VS tingling, but his intense observation put me on edge. He shouldn’t be able to see through the cast. Shouldn’t.


    “I’m taking the girls,” Kat said with finality, “and you’ll all be punished.”


    The blond stepped forward, smiling. His signature wafted over me—a cutting sting like I’d been nicked with a whip or thin blade. “We like it rough, Domina. This should be fun.”


    Okay. So, apparently, they all called her “Mistress” in Latin. Interesting. My attention fell back to Gorham, and my heart skittered. His eyes were fixed on me, his smile too wide. He pushed the girl off his lap. She slunk to the floor against the back wall. Gorham stood, revealing how tall he was. Taller than the others.


    “Moon-white skin. Cascading, dark hair. Lovely, bewitching eyes.” He held my gaze. “Oh, Domina, I never imagined you would bring such a treasure right to my doorstep. I know who you are, Genevieve Drake. Words and pictures do not do justice to the flesh.”


    “Gen,” muttered Kat.


    “Right,” I answered.


    Kat sifted directly in front of the demon called Macon, stabbing him in the throat while chanting. Red sprayed the sofa and carpet. Within two seconds, the human host’s body shriveled into a blackened hull on the floor. The demon’s scream died as Kat sent it back to hell. Energy crackled, electrifying the small room.


    The other one jolted from the couch and launched himself at me, bulky frame moving faster than I’d expected. I dodged and slashed with my dagger, saying the words to call my VS power, “Flamma intus.” Flame within. I missed my mark. Sort of. Intending a stab to the jugular, my dagger sliced from ear to eye. My power pulsed a white light across the room when dagger met skin, knocking the demon to the far wall. He shrieked, pressing hands to the wound dripping crimson on the white carpet.


    Three of the high demons attacked Kat at the same time. She swiveled and sifted, evading and striking at the same time. I spun around the room. Gorham was gone. Or so I thought.


    Suddenly, my wrists were gripped and pinioned to the wall behind me. Gorham’s body trapped me in a tight hold. His power rippled against my body, an aura of earthy rock and dark woods. What an odd signature, but that was what I felt, even smelled, as he leered down at me. Green eyes sparked with fierce curiosity and something else. I didn’t like the something else.


    “His Majesty will be so pleased with me,” purred Gorham, “when I bring the crowning jewel he has so long sought to hold.”


    “You demons are all the same. All you think of is possession—of women, territory, power.”


    “What else is there?” he asked, squeezing my wrists to try to make me drop my weapons. I refused. He pressed his body closer, keeping my legs, hips and chest immobile. He was definitely enjoying the latter.


    “I suppose it’s in your nature. If you weren’t so freaking evil, I might feel sorry for you.”


    His grip loosened a fraction as he lowered his face to mine, his mouth close to my ear. “Perhaps you could teach me what else there is, Vessel of Light. You could transform me,” he whispered huskily, pressing his groin against my upper thigh. “Mercy, woman, I can feel your power vibrating through my skin.”


    “Can you feel this?”


    I didn’t need to say the words aloud as I called to my well of star-bright power. A potent force pulsed out of my chest, throwing Gorham across the room. He fell over the black leather chair against the wall. A stunned expression marked his face.


    One of the higher demons bellowed as Kat sent him back to hell with a thunderous clap. The scent of sulfur and soot wafted through the room. Kat still defended herself against the other two, kicking and slicing through the air—beautiful to behold.


    The bleeding lower demon, still clutching his face smeared with red, lifted himself off the floor and charged me again.


    “Stupid move,” I said, stabbing my dagger straight into his heart and chanting the words to send him out of the human world. His pale skin darkened and cracked until limbs, torso and head fell to the floor in a pile of ash. Not one sound before the beast was gone.


    Gorham had recovered and took two steps toward me, then sifted out.


    “Damn it.” I hated when that happened.


    I spun around, waiting for him to appear behind me. He did. I swung at him, screaming, “Flamma intus!”


    My blade nicked his shirt, slicing across the skin above his heart. Well, where a heart should be. Black blood dripped from the gash. Gorham stared at the wound in disbelief. Green eyes glittered like a cat’s.


    Oh crap.


    He sifted out again. I refrained from cursing, trying to stay focused. I pivoted in one spot, waiting for his reappearance. A viselike grip tightened on my wrist. I jerked back, and we both tumbled to the floor. This time, he did knock one of my daggers loose as I fell onto my stomach. He banged the other wrist on the floor while squeezing so tight I felt a bone crack. I released the second dagger with a cry, calling my VS at the same time. He held on tight, but the pulse of power blew us both into the air. I spun and elbowed him in the face, coming back down to straddle his chest.


    I pressed my palms to his head. My power seemed to pack a bigger punch when infused with steel or iron, but I could expel demons just fine without them. I started chanting, suddenly aware of another presence in the room, a male Dominus Daemonum.


    “Help Genevieve!” screamed Kat as she dispatched another demon.


    I glanced up to see a blond-haired, black-eyed man sprinting toward me. The distraction was only a second or two. Long enough for Gorham to reach up and crush me to his chest, banding his arms around my waist.


    “What the hell,” I muttered.


    In my peripheral vision, I saw a blur of blond flying through the air.


    “You’re coming with me, pretty Vessel,” Gorham hissed in my ear and sifted out with me clutched in his arms.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Constricted against Gorham’s chest, we spun through the Void at a dizzying pace. If I tried to break free of him, I’d be lost. If I let him take me to his destination, I’d be in the hands of Bamal. I’d decided slipping off in the Void would be the better option when I felt someone’s hand clutched in the back of my jacket, trying to pull me from Gorham’s arms. A few seconds of whirling darkness.


    Snap!


    We stood in a high-rise, looking out a wall of glass a hundred stories above the smog-hazed city.


    Gorham glared at the person over my shoulder. I was shoved out of the way. The blond hunter swung his fist, cracking the demon duke across the jaw. Both of them fell bodily onto a glass coffee table, shattering it into a million glittering shards. I staggered backward, hearing the distinct sound of someone sifting into the room.


    My VS cranked up to oh-shit level. A black-bedecked high demon glared in confusion at the two grappling on broken glass.


    “Get her!” yelled Gorham from the floor, black blood staining his gritted teeth.


    The hunter slammed his fist into Gorham’s face again. “Run!”


    I sprinted for the door. The other demon sifted and grabbed my shoulder. Spinning, I punched up at his chin while channeling power down my arm. A blast of white light. He stumbled back and cried out.


    Slipping through the door just as two red-eyed demons in cargo pants and muscle shirts rounded the corner, I sped down the hall in the opposite direction, my boots echoing on the stone floor. Two sets of boots pounded behind me, drawing closer. I skated around another corner, hoping to find a stairwell or elevator, smacking right into a wall.


    No. Not a wall. A man. Flamma. My VS zinged to new heights as a signature of downy snow and windswept hills washed over me. His hands wrapped my forearms in a firm grip.


    I pushed my palms against his rock-hard chest, ready to blast him with VS power.


    “Wait! I’ll take you to safety, Genevieve. Hold still.”


    His voice, a sonorous melody, rolled in a deep, languid baritone. I froze. Trapped in sea-green eyes and powerful arms, I was taken into the Void.


    My breath sucked right out of me as we fell through the darkness. The second time in a matter of minutes I’d been sifted away by a stranger.


    The moment my world righted, I pushed out of his hold several paces away. He’d brought us to a park. A pond shaded by orange-gold trees with skyscrapers towering in the distance. Central Park.


    I glared at the stranger and tried to catch my breath, drawing the dagger from the sheath sewn into my boot. He stood nearly as tall as Jude, similar in build but leaner. Black hair hung in staggered waves halfway to his shoulders. He regarded me with startling eyes—deep cobalt blue, the color of a glacier buried and untouched for centuries. Like white marble, his jaw, face and neck were sculpted in perfect, harmonious lines. His captivating signature circled me like a wintry halo.


    My dad had splurged the Christmas after I’d turned sixteen, taking us skiing in White Fish, Montana. At the tip-top of the slope, the evergreens were completely covered in new-fallen snow, sculpting white ghosts out of the landscape. The wind blew snow crystals in whirls—a pristine world of enchanting beauty. The air sparkled with iridescent ice-dust, like a fairy land. This image pushed to the forefront as I backed another foot away, gazing at my frost-and-snow rescuer.


    “Who are you?”


    His eyes flicked to the weapon in my hand, but he made no move toward me. Though we were quite far from park-goers and anyone who could help me if I cried out, I felt safer in this public place.


    “I’m here to help you.”


    That voice again, deep and mesmerizing.


    “That’s not an answer.” Definitely Flamma, but which kind. Naughty or nice? I couldn’t tell. “How do you know me?”


    His smile widened, making my pulse pound faster.


    “I’ve known you a long time. I’ve watched over you your entire life.”


    I examined him more closely. His power lapped against my VS like ocean waves, a gentle suction with each ripple before washing over me in a gentle caress. Though his power didn’t scream its presence or beat against mine, he was potent all the same. The perfect stoic expression, the controlled, straight-backed stance, the undeniable, breathtaking beauty. He exuded the essence of—


    “Holy crap.” I gulped. “You’re an angel.”


    His smile widened, his beauty brightening into something painful. I lowered my trembling hand, sheathing my dagger. An angel who’d watched over me my whole life.


    “Not just any angel…my, my guardian angel. Aren’t you?”


    A dip of his strong chin.


    While he didn’t emanate the same pulse-pounding aura of Uriel, the Archangel who created the Dominus Daemonum, he carried a similar cast of heavenly essence. He tucked his hands in his pants pockets, appearing completely harmless. But I wasn’t fooled. Even angels could be dangerous.


    “Have you never sensed my presence?” he asked, eyes steady on mine.


    “No. Not really.” I remembered all the near misses in my life, when I somehow avoided danger or trouble by an internal niggling. Was that him? “Why have you never shown yourself before?”


    “Guardians tend to stay in the shadows.” My self-proclaimed guardian, Jude, might not like him staking a claim on that position. “And would you have believed me if I’d ever told you of my existence? Before your twentieth birthday, that is.”


    On my twentieth birthday, I’d been attacked and nearly strangled to death until Jude came along, did his voodoo mojo and ripped a bony demon from inside my would-be killer. That night changed everything, including my belief in angels and demons walking the earth.


    “No.” I smiled. “I guess not.”


    My cell phone vibrated in my back pocket. I answered.


    “Where the hell are you!” screamed Kat.


    “Um, Central Park.” The angel gave me a slight nod. “There’s a pond and a picnic area. I’m looking directly at the Empire State Building in the distance.”


    “Stay put. Dorian and I will be there in two.”


    I tucked the phone in my jacket.


    Wind blew over the water, rippling the surface. My hair had come loose in the melee, dark wisps crossing my face. Pool-green eyes followed the strands, then my hand when I tucked them behind my ear. His keen observation transformed a simple moment into something that made me breathless. He’d moved closer, within a yard, and I hadn’t noticed. I stepped back.


    “Stay where you are.”


    “What are you afraid of?” His voice dropped, not lower but deeper, like it was pulling on something hidden within me. My blood pumped faster. “That I’ll sift you away somewhere you don’t want to go? I could’ve done that already. And I told you. I’ve watched over you all of your life, kept you safe from harm so that you could reach maturity.”


    “You almost bungled that. I’ve been nearly killed like a hundred times.”


    “Nearly.” He shrugged. “The demon hunter was there. Most of the time.”


    My heart plummeted into my stomach. With those last three words, I realized this angel knew about Danté. Why hadn’t he saved me then? Before Danté had invaded my soul.


    “It would be much easier for you to escape your enemies if you had the power to sift.”


    “Don’t I know it,” I snapped back.


    He smiled, then angled his head as if listening for something.


    “I must go.” He reached out a hand for me to shake. I eyed him with suspicion. “It’s a friendly gesture, Genevieve. One does this in greeting and parting. Sometimes a person even says thank you when one saves another from harm.”


    My VS tingled, recognizing his power, finding no danger. I stepped forward, holding his gaze as I took his hand. I gasped. The second our hands made contact, a whisper of winter wind caressed my body from head to toe, but I felt no cold, only a sensual embrace tingling along my skin. My knees nearly buckled.


    “Th-thank you,” I stammered.


    Edging close, still holding my hand, he trailed his gaze from my eyes to my hair, down my cheek to my parted lips, agape from the strange sensation of his touch, before he met my eyes once more.


    “You’re more than welcome.” He smiled, probably at my dumbfounded expression. “Until we meet again, dear Genevieve.”


    He sifted out, leaving me with the scent of snow and mountain air.


    My VS honed in on other Flamma. Friends. I spotted Kat and her New York partner, Dorian, sprinting around a bend and catching sight of me.


    Kat’s frown softened as she drew closer. “What happened? How the hell did you get here?”


    The Dominus Daemonum at her side wore a crooked smile and a broadsword slung over his back like he was taking a Sunday stroll.


    “So you’re Dorian.”


    “Dorian Hall, at your service,” he said in a sultry Southern drawl, sweeping a bow as they reached me. An actual bow. Even in jeans and a charcoal duster with a scar denting his top lip, he had the air of a gentleman. Rugged and mischievous, but still a gentleman.


    “Were you a prince or something in your former life, demon hunter?”


    He grinned, tossing a heavy lock of blond out of his eyes. “Afraid not, Ms. Drake. I was the son of a plantation farmer in my ‘former life’.” He found me amusing, it seemed.


    “A Southern charmer, eh?”


    “I’ve been known to charm a lady or two.” He winked.


    “I bet.”


    “Shut up, Dorian. Stop flirting.” Kat whipped back at me. “Now tell me who the hell brought you here.”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know exactly.”


    Kat’s eyes bugged. “What do you mean you don’t know?”


    “I didn’t get his name.”


    “Didn’t get his name!”


    “Why are you repeating everything I say? Look, he said he was my guardian angel, but I didn’t catch his name.” Forgot to ask that. In addition to the million other questions I wanted to ask.


    “Your guardian angel? They don’t make themselves known,” she scoffed, hand on poked-out hip. “I think I’ve come across maybe one in my two centuries wandering this damn planet.”


    “Mine showed up today. Quite conveniently, I might add. Otherwise, I’d be in the hands of Bamal.”


    Dorian scratched the dark blond scruff on his chin. “How do you know he was an angel? And not a demon.”


    “Pffft. I think I know a demon when I see one.”


    “Do you?”


    He studied me with an indifferent expression, almost amused. The thin white scar crossed diagonally from his lower cheekbone to his upper lip, about two inches in length. Rather than mar his good looks, it heightened them to a dangerous beauty. Dark eyes—like Jude’s—gazed back, awaiting my answer. A hint of autumn and spice brushed over me like rustling leaves. For a second, I thought it was our surroundings, before realizing it was his signature.


    “Yes,” I finally answered. “I do. Demons are evil, filthy creatures. My VS picks up on their pin-pricking auras pretty damn quick.”


    “VS?” Dorian quirked a brow.


    Kat waved a hand like shooing a fly. “Her Vessel Sense.”


    “Ah.” He shifted, gaze sweeping the area. “Demons are liars too.”


    I rolled my eyes. Like he was pointing out something I didn’t know.


    “I get all the fuss. You were worried. Got it. But if it was a demon, do you think he would’ve taken me to this public place for safety? Would he have simply left me here? He could’ve sifted me anywhere.”


    Neither had an answer. Kat chewed her bottom lip.


    “I’ll admit his identity is a bit of a mystery, but seriously, Kat. He’s gone now. If guardian angels are the aloof creatures you say, then I’ll probably never see him again.”


    “Let’s move this conversation elsewhere.” Dorian’s eyes darted around, but he kept his stance casual. “I’ve got to get back and be sure the cops find the girls.”


    “Right.” Kat heaved out a frustrated breath. “I’ve got to get you back home in case Jude checks in early.”


    “Don’t worry about that.” I stretched out my hand for Kat. “He’s been preoccupied on the prophecy hunt.”


    As we sifted home, something tickled the back of my mind. A sensation of windswept rock dusted with snow rooted around my VS, convincing me of two things. One, my guardian angel would definitely visit me again. Two, he wouldn’t wait very long.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Mindy squealed and plopped her blinged-out cell phone on the counter. “Mom made Bill reserve us rooms at The Plaza!” She hopped on a stool while I cooked. “Oooo, bacon.” She shoved a piece in her dainty mouth, watching me stir the pancake batter, deep in thought. “Why aren’t you excited about our trip?”


    “I am. I just…have a lot on my mind,” I replied, turning back to the stove.


    We’d wanted to go to New York together ever since I can remember. When my father finally gave me the okay along with the plane tickets for my twentieth birthday, I couldn’t wait to go. Of course, that was before there was this whole issue of Bamal and his minions skulking about, waiting to do me sadistic harm. Suddenly, the trip didn’t hold quite as much charm as it once had. And Mindy hadn’t shut up about her mom’s plans for us. I loved Miss Donna, who’d become like a mother to me after my own died ten years ago. It was Miss Donna’s idea to go the week of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade when her boyfriend, Bill Bridges, was scheduled for a business trip the whole month of November. We’d get to reap all the executive perks while we were there—limousines, Broadway tickets, posh dinners. This was our little-girl dreams coming true.


    Mindy crunched another piece of bacon, louder than the first. “You haven’t told Jude about our trip yet. Have you?”


    I cleared my throat. “No. But I will.”


    “Are you afraid to tell him? Don’t tell me he’s the über-possessive type who won’t let you out of his sight.”


    Jude? Possessive? Ha! If she only knew. It had nothing to do with keeping me under his thumb, but more about keeping the demons from killing or kidnapping me. Couldn’t blame a guy for that.


    “Well,” continued Mindy, crunching her bacon like a cow. For looking like a Southern belle Barbie doll, she certainly wasn’t prissy like one. “I suppose I’d put up with anything if Dave looked like that.”


    “Ow! Damn it.” I yanked my hand away from the sizzling pan, eyeing my thumb where I’d just burned it.


    “You okay? Need some ice?”


    “No. It’s fine,” I grumbled.


    “Hmmm. You’ve been awfully distracted lately. How are classes going?”


    “Classes?” I asked, dropping a dollop of butter in the pan.


    “Yeah. Classes. You know, college, graduation, career, that sort of thing.”


    “Very funny. I’m just—”


    “Distracted. Yeah, I got that.”


    “I’m fine in everything, except Bennett’s Lit class. Can’t seem to get there on time these days.”


    She pulled two plates from the cabinet and started piling on pancakes. “Hmph. Could you be avoiding it because of a certain someone in the class you dated and ditched?”


    I gave her my death glare. “Thanks for reminding me.”


    So maybe I was avoiding the class because of Malcolm. We’d always been friends. But then, like an idiot, I’d gone on a date with him, knowing I was driving a stake through our friendship because I couldn’t ever form any deep feelings for the guy after Jude had planted his feet, firmly and fiercely, in my life. Then Jude had kissed me that first night, sending Malcolm permanently to the “friendship” category. So now I hated that class with a passion, avoiding his side-long glances and accusing looks. Better to bomb the course. On top of that, Professor Bennett was an asshat know-it-all, and prolonged time in the room with him made me want to bash my head against the wall.


    I sighed heavily. “I’ll pass the class. Don’t worry, Mom.”


    “Sass me all you want, but if you want to do that learning-abroad program or whatever, you have to have the grades.” She picked up the plates and headed toward the living room where her boyfriend, Dave, was waiting for her.


    I’d brought up the idea to my dad of doing a semester in the Liberal Arts Abroad Program for the spring semester. Another lie to pile onto the others to hide my true motives. I couldn’t tell him I needed time off from school and working at his dojo to hunt demons and a lost prophecy that could save or doom the world. So I put a little bug in his ear, hoping he’d go for it, to give me an out from school next semester.


    “Hiiii, Juuude.” Mindy actually cooed his name as she crossed into the living room right before the man himself waltzed into my kitchen.


    “Hello, Mindy.” As always, he sounded dark and rough, which did strange things to my insides.


    Apparently, Dave let him in. Not that a door could or would stop Jude Delacroix from going wherever he damn well pleased. Still, it was nice when he pretended to be human, knocking and stuff, rather than appearing out of nowhere and scaring the bejeezus out of me. He had to put on the whole I’m-normal-and-walk-through-doors routine at my apartment when Mindy was home.


    The moment he entered the room, all my senses rose to full alert. The man packed enough heat and power in his aura to melt a girl into jelly. A mere glance from his dark eyes or slight touch from rough hands, and I was lost.


    I focused on flipping the pancakes on the stove, still trying to figure out how to tell him about our trip to the House of Hades, the near-miss with Gorham, and the brief and strange meeting with my guardian angel. Kat preferred asking forgiveness rather than permission, or just omitting the admission of any sins altogether. But I had trouble lying, though I seemed to do it often as of late. I especially had trouble lying to Jude.


    “Want some brinner?” I asked, plopping another dollop of butter in the pan.


    “Brinner? What might that be?” He leaned with his back against the counter next to the stove, splaying one huge hand on the countertop, watching me pour the batter into the pan. How did this man make watching me cook a sexy thing?


    “You’ve never heard of brinner?” I glanced at the door to make sure Mindy was out of earshot. “For someone who’s been alive nearly two thousand years, you don’t know a whole lot.”


    He slid a finger down my forearm. I nearly dropped the spatula. He leaned closer, his chest brushing my shoulder, voice dropping several decibels. “Educate me.” And just like that, my heart slammed into my rib cage, my thoughts scattering to the wind. I stared at him, knowing my eyes were no longer hungry for pancakes. He pressed warm lips, a feather-soft kiss, to the slope between my neck and shoulder. “Genevieve?” Another press of lips higher up my neck, melting me into goo.


    “Hm?” Eyes closed, I welcomed a third kiss just under my jaw.


    “Your brinner is burning.”


    “Oh, dammit!”


    I snapped open my eyes, grabbed the smoking pan and thrust it under the water faucet in the sink. A hissing crackle spit up more smoke.


    “There goes brinner.”


    “You’ve made more than enough already.”


    He motioned to the ten-high stack with a smirk. I couldn’t even think about eating now. Not after that kiss. And not with this guilt weighing me down.


    Something registered in his gaze. He reached out his hand.


    “Come here.”


    From his expression, I wasn’t sure if he planned to give me a hug or a spanking. I wouldn’t mind either. Taking his hand, I let him pull me into his arms.


    The familiar molten-steel illusion that Jude cast when we touched immediately locked on to me. Flamma cast illusion to trick their enemies’ eyes and demonic senses. There were no enemies in the kitchen of my apartment, but Jude couldn’t help himself. Whenever he touched me, his armor coated me in a snap.


    He circled one hand around my waist to the small of my back. I stared at his collarbone, admiring the visible part of his full-torso tattoo poking out the top of his black T-shirt. The top of his intricate Celtic cross entwined by thorny vines became extremely interesting all of a sudden. He tipped my chin up, forcing me to meet his dark gaze.


    I didn’t say a word, though I’m sure my conscience screamed loud and clear.


    “Tell me.”


    I bit my bottom lip, suddenly nervous. His black eyes glinted with sparks of gold. I knew now that all Dominus Daemonum were characterized by the swirling black in their irises. I refused to open my mouth and confess a word. Jude changed tactics, one that would surely bend me to his will and loosen my tongue.


    Leaning down, he slanted firm lips over mine, forcing them apart. He swept in, tongue stroking over mine. He spread his fingers into my hair, curling at my nape and the back of my skull to keep me in place while he tasted and tormented with sensual intent. Gradually, I grew soft in his arms, curving against the hard wall of his chest. Opening my mouth wider, I let him take whatever he wanted. He hadn’t kissed me like this since the Crescent City Masquerade Ball on Halloween. Not since I’d made a drastic mistake, effectively barring him from touching me in any intimate way. To want Jude and not be able to have him—all of him in every way—was excruciating torture all its own.


    I moaned, lifting on my toes to draw closer. He slipped the hand on my back under my shirt, giving me glorious skin-on-skin contact, pressing me harder against him. He moved his other hand to wrap the nape of my neck beneath my fall of hair. He stroked deep once more with his tongue before pulling away, nipping lightly on kiss-swollen lips. It was over too soon. My heart and body ached for much more. I tried not to whimper. Tried.


    I hadn’t realized I’d clenched both fists in his shirt until my gaze dropped to his chest. He nuzzled into my hair, lips brushing the shell of my ear. Heat lanced from that spot to much lower places. He did that on purpose. Not fair.


    “Tell me.” His husky words were a curt command.


    I sucked in a breath and spit it out all at once. “Kat took me to New York to train today. We cast out several demons in some duke’s lair, a demon named Gorham. He was using his spawn to control innocent girls in his brothel. We nearly got him, but—”


    I glanced up. Jaw clenched, he leashed his temper. For now. I swallowed hard.


    “Continue.” When he became still and steady, I shivered, knowing signs of his anger all too well. The calm before the storm.


    “Gorham, the duke demon, he sifted me out of his club.” Jude’s hand around my nape tightened. “But Kat’s partner Dorian showed up and sifted with us. And everything ended up fine.”


    Black eyes studied me while whatever thoughts he was having spun around in his head.


    I cleared my throat. “Like I said, I’m fine.”


    For some reason, I couldn’t tell him about the angel. I’d let an unknown Flamma, whatever his name was, take me in his arms and sift me wherever he wanted. Thankfully, the gamble paid off. The way Jude’s expression darkened, I figured that discussion could wait another day.


    “Whose decision was it?” His tone had taken on the sharp, clipped speech of angry Jude.


    Expression tight and grim, he must’ve been thinking of Bamal and the string of demon assassins he’d sent after me. The last place I should’ve been testing my skills was in New York.


    “Both of us.” I wouldn’t throw Kat under the bus. It was her idea, but I was more than willing to jump in. “Don’t be angry.” I lifted onto my toes, unable to reach his lips. “Kiss me again.”


    He held me hard but denied me what I wanted. “I believe you’re addicted to danger.”


    The sharp edge of his tone made my heart skitter faster. He might be right.


    “What if I am?”


    “That’s not a good addiction.”


    “Is there any addiction that is good?”


    His embrace loosened, but he kept me close. “Your vice may lead you astray. I’d be careful.”


    My gaze swept over his stubbly jaw, cleft chin, the chiseled planes of cheeks and brow. I observed in minute detail this paragon of darkness and danger my heart could never do without.


    “I’m afraid it’s too late for that.”


    His irises swirled full black. “Don’t step too far into the shadows with me, Genevieve.”


    “How else am I to get close to you?”


    With a heavy sigh, he cradled my face in his callused hands.


    “That we can call these delicate creatures ours. And not their appetites.” He brushed his lips over mine, light, barely there.


    “Quoting Shakespeare to me now? I like that. But no tragedies. I’d prefer a sonnet.”


    A deep chuckle. “Lover of Shakespeare, are you?” Another brush of lips.


    “I’m an English Lit major. What do you think?”


    “He was great on stage. But he was funnier in the pub.”


    I drew back, hands on his chest. “Wait. You knew Shakespeare? As in William ‘the Bard’ Shakespare?”


    “Is there another one?” He shrugged. Actually shrugged like it was no big deal. “We weren’t friends or anything. But I drank a mug of ale or two with him in the pubs. Great laugh, he had.”


    I shook my head. And shook it. And shook it.


    He chuckled, revealing that rare smile, making my heart flutter. “Am I blowing your mind?”


    “Blown.” I gestured my brain exploding with my hands.


    Grinning, he glanced at the counter, brinner growing cold.


    “You hungry?”


    I scoffed. “Yeah. But I could give a rat’s ass about pancakes.”


    Hands tight on my waist, he sifted us into his darkened bedroom several miles away in the Quarter. He tossed me onto the bed and lowered on top of me.


    “Jude.”


    “Hm?”


    The weight of him pinning me to the mattress felt oh so wonderful.


    “Don’t you think Mindy will notice I just vanished from the apartment?”


    “No.” He placed a hot kiss on my neck below my jaw. “She’s too wrapped up in her boyfriend.”


    “Like me.” I laced my fingers at his nape. His mouth had my head buzzing. “Jude.”


    “Hm?”


    “You just warned me to stay away from danger.”


    He gripped my wrists, holding them above my head.


    “This is just a good-night kiss.”


    “Is it? What’s with the bondage, then?” I glanced to one wrist.


    “To keep your hands from wandering.”


    I frowned. “What! You think I can’t control myself or something?”


    His laugh rumbled from his chest to mine. I couldn’t help but arch up against him. His smile vanished, expression shifting, dark and deliciously dangerous.


    “I’m a patient man, mon coeur.” When he lapsed into his French pet name for me, I knew he spoke from the heart. “I will wait forever if I must to have you in my bed.”


    “I am in your bed.”


    His smile was nothing sweet.


    “Let me clarify.” He slid his tongue across my bottom lip, sweeping the tip inside to touch my own before pulling out. “I don’t mind waiting to come inside you, my heart, because it is an inevitability. Like the moon rising and the sun setting, it will happen.” I swallowed hard, mouth gone cotton dry. He tightened his hold on my wrists. “But there is only so much a man can take.”


    He took me in a breath-stealing kiss. I knew now that he pinned my arms for his own sake, to keep his passion in check. Our pent-up desire for each other pushed to bursting every single day. If I had an inkling of doubt, he showed me. When he lowered his body, a rock-hard ridge pressed against my thigh.


    A soft moan escaped my lips as I opened wider for him. His hands clenched tight around my wrists. He trailed a hot, wet line down the column of my throat. I strained against his body, my need for him a painful thing.


    “Jude,” I whispered in a desperate plea. “When? How long must we wait?”


    “Until I know you’re safe.” He nuzzled a kiss below my ear.


    Untainted hands, mind and body. That was the decree for a Vessel to remain free of a high demon’s possession. I’d killed a man at the Crescent City Masquerade Ball last month when he tried to violate Mindy. That had bought me a ticket straight to Danté’s lair in hell. Without Jude, I’d still be there, a prisoner and sex slave of Danté for all eternity. We still didn’t know how much my mistake made me susceptible to any other demon wanting to possess me. The fear of what might have been and what could still possibly be snapped me out of my passion-induced haze.


    Jude seemed to have the same train of thought, dimming but certainly not quenching the fire between us. He let go of my wrists and lifted onto his forearms. The outline of his face hovering over me in the dark was a moment I didn’t want to ever end. But it always did.


    “Good night, mon coeur. I’ll be back soon.”


    My throat tightened with restrained emotion. “Good night.”


    He sifted away to wherever he went at night, leaving me alone but well-protected in his warded fortress. It wasn’t the first time he left me wanting. And surely not the last.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Kat and I strolled through the French Quarter as dusk settled over New Orleans. A haze of gold faded as shadows swallowed the cobblestone and poorly paved streets. Only a few tourists out on a Tuesday night, but we knew the one we wanted would be in his domain.


    Kat’s sleek ponytail swung with each long stride. She’d decided on leather pants and a tight top held together by silver safety pins. With her black trench, pale skin and red lipstick, she’d fit right into Goth central, which was exactly where we were headed.


    She glanced my way, eyeing my attire. With my dark-blue skinny jeans, a hunter-green top that cinched at the hips, and knee-high brown boots with daggers strapped inside, we didn’t quite match. Normally, I loved decking out in demon-hunting garb, but I was feeling out of sorts.


    My mind wandered back to the conversation I’d had with Jude this morning before Kat showed up. After he’d had a night to calm down about our traipsing off to New York for demon hunting, we had a nice, long conversation about the incident. Well, long—yes; nice—not really.


    “He’s certainly crossed the line this time. Creating spawn to enslave innocent girls.” Jude paused, having sharpened my dagger against a whetstone in the weapons room of his house. “It’s another sign.”


    “Another sign of what?” I sheathed my weapon.


    “I think Kat’s right. The aggression by the demons, their constant movements, visitations to different realms. The war is approaching.”


    The war—the one between heaven and hell. The idea was too surreal to fathom.


    “Not only that. I’ve heard rumors, whispers about an army of demon spawn.”


    “A demon army. Where?”


    “As of now, it’s being amassed in hell or separately in their own domains. I don’t know yet, but I will soon enough.”


    Musing in silence, I thought of my guardian angel and whether I should confess our meeting to Jude yet. I tried to find an opening, a way to gently bring up the subject.


    “What are the angels doing while we’re kicking demon ass down here anyway?”


    “Right now, I imagine they’re watching, preparing.” Some were definitely watching. Maybe my guardian’s interference was another sign. They’re taking an active role in our world, as if they know time is of the essence. “When this war starts, you’ll see more angels and demons than you ever cared to. Humans will become nothing more than collateral damage.” Bitterness laced every word.


    “I don’t understand. If humans are so insignificant, then why are you here protecting them? Why do the angels bother sending those like you and George to defend them?”


    “Humans are not insignificant. They are either agents of good or evil, with their own parts to play in this godforsaken war.”


    Godforsaken? Quite an adjective, considering.


    He paused, biting his lower lip. I’d never seen him fidget in any way. This was new. He whispered his next words, meant more for himself than me. “What I really need is the second half of that prophecy.”


    “Kat showed me the New York Times yesterday morning. There was a break-in at the Vatican. She thinks a high demon was after the part of the prophecy housed there.”


    “Yes. I know. I agree.”


    Before I could tell him about my own run-in with an angel, Kat had sifted in and our day had begun.


    “Earth to Genevieve.” Kat snapped her fingers in front of me as we crossed the street, bypassing a bachelorette party stumbling in a flurry of pink boas toward Bourbon Street.


    “Sorry. In my own world for a second.”


    “I noticed.”


    Refocusing, I questioned Kat about the New York demons.


    “Okay. Tell me more about that blond-haired demon that seemed to be protecting Gorham back in his club. The uppity one. Seemed like Gorham’s right-hand man.”


    She nodded, stepping off the curb toward the opposite side. “That would be Razor.”


    “Razor. Doesn’t sound like a demon name.”


    “It isn’t. His real name is Razoriel, but he goes by the nickname. He’d lay down his life for Gorham. They’ve been a dirty duo in the human world for centuries, always teetering on the line for expulsion.”


    We veered around a hot-dog vendor. The paunchy owner called, “Lucky dog, ladies?”


    “Not tonight. Sorry,” said Kat, moving on by.


    My stomach rumbled at the smell of the steamy hot dogs. I caught up next to Kat. “Are those girls okay now?” I’d been wondering ever since we left that horrible club.


    “Yeah. I made sure they were put in a safe place. I was able to remove the spawn and destroy it.”


    “The same way you do when you cast out demons?”


    “It’s a little different, because you’re not just casting out. It’s a spell of destruction. I’ll teach you soon.” She slowed her gait, looking ahead. “For now, let’s focus on the task at hand.”


    We stopped underneath the sign reading “The Dungeon” in red letters on a battle-ax two blocks down from Bourbon Street. Just like the first time I’d stood in this very spot, a wave of evil wafted from the entrance. I knew now what this tainted aura meant—demons. Lots of them.


    “Ready?” Kat beamed as if we were heading off for a fun night on the town. Hell, I guess this was her idea of a fun night on the town.


    “Yep. Let’s go see how our old friend Dommiel is faring.”


    The red-eyed demon at the entrance glared at us, knowing us for what we were. “What business do you have here?”


    Last time, no one stopped Jude and me from marching straight into Dommiel’s lair. Of course, that was before Jude had chopped off Dommiel’s arm and had nearly expelled him back to hell for good.


    “Business with Dommiel,” snapped Kat. “Let us pass.”


    The hulking bouncer considered for a few seconds, finally deciding we were no threat. Fool.


    Kat led us down the dark, narrow hallway into an open courtyard.


    “We don’t go past here,” she whispered.


    “I know. Jude and I went over it.”


    Jude had ordered us not to go beyond this point for our “appointment”. I was sure he would refuse to even let me out of the house without his protection, but he had something else to do. He hadn’t offered to tell me his whereabouts for the evening. We needed to have a discussion sooner or later about this whole prophecy-hunting business and his constant disappearing act.


    An albino with pale eyes, wearing blood-colored pants and a sleeveless shirt, glared at us from the entrance leading into the main part of the club. He had what looked like a bone pierced through his nose. Despite his Goth-gone-awry demonic appearance, he was merely human. Probably one of Dommiel’s many lackeys—human and demon—skulking about and doing his dirty work.


    I crossed my arms. “We need to see your master, Dommiel.”


    “Who’s calling?”


    “Tell him Genevieve would like to make amends.”


    Kat frowned at me. I pretended not to notice. The albino disappeared into the gloom. Several other pale faces wandered around inside, glaring at the two intruders in the empty courtyard. Three minutes later, Dommiel stood in the archway. Black pants, impeccably starched shirt with a high-collar, black dinner jacket, his dress juxtaposed with the fierceness of his shaved-bald head and the dozen piercings in his face—lip, nose, cheek, eyebrows. He was like a combination of Vin Diesel and Vincent Price who’d rammed his face into a pin cushion. The final touch was the shining hook jutting from the sleeve of his jacket—a remnant from Jude.


    I smiled. “New haircut?”


    His eyes darted from Kat to me, a frown puckering his pierced brows.


    “What do you want, Vessel?”


    I liked that he addressed me first. This meant he saw me as the lead threat of our duo, a first for me in my outings with Kat. Though it probably had more to do with the fact that he knew Jude was my protector and he’d lost his arm because of me.


    “As I said, I want to make amends.” I nodded at the hook dangling from the cuff of his expensive dinner jacket.


    “Come inside.”


    “No,” said Kat. “We’ll talk out here.”


    The Dommiel I’d first met was all swagger and braggart. No longer was he that demon. His countenance was fixed in a grave expression—brooding and watchful.


    “Come.” He beckoned with a flick of his good hand. “No harm will come to you in my domain as long as you inflict none.”


    I nodded in agreement. His gaze settled on Kat, waiting. She rolled her eyes and put up her hands. “Okay. Agreed.”


    “Follow me.”


    With a swish of his coattails, he led us inside. Instead of heading upstairs where his throne sat below a dragon’s head, he guided us to a nondescript door down a short hallway. This place was a maze. Two guards stood outside—both demons, but of his ilk, not lower demons. Their eyes followed us.


    “No worries, gentlemen,” said Dommiel. “This is some sort of peace treaty. Enter only if I summon you.”


    The interior of the room was plain—gray walls, no pictures, wooden desk, brown leather wingback and matching sofa. He gestured for us to sit as I observed. The room was almost homey. He took a seat in the wingback behind the desk.


    “What’s wrong, dear Vessel? Not what you expected?”


    “A little disappointing compared to the rest of the place. Kind of…ordinary.”


    He sneered. “Even a demon needs a change of scenery. So what is this about, this making amends? Can you give me back my arm?”


    He twirled his silver hook in the air with a smirk.


    “No.” I cleared my throat. “I’m afraid not. We need some information.”


    “Of course you do. Why else would you come slumming in my club?”


    “We need information about your former, or possibly current, employer, Bamal.”


    His gaze settled on me, pensive. “And what makes you think I would betray my former or current employer?”


    I didn’t miss that he refused to clarify whether or not he was still working for him. He lost his arm because he was reporting my movements back to Bamal. Jude didn’t take it very kindly when he caught Dommiel skulking about in his raven form.


    I sat up straighter on the sofa, uncrossing my legs. “You needn’t feel that you’re betraying him. Look at it as considering your own interests first.”


    He leaned back in his leather wingback, pondering, knocking his hook on the wooden desk. Two quick raps, pause, one. Two raps, pause, one. He stopped suddenly, eyes narrowing. “Explain.”


    Kat sat up to pipe in, but I sliced my hand in the air, silencing her. “We just need a few questions answered about the prophecy. Nothing all that grand.”


    “And what do I get in exchange?”


    “In exchange, Jude will ensure that no high demon will relocate in your territory while you abide by the rules.”


    He blew out a breath. “Why do you think I need Jude’s protection? The fucking Dominus Daemonum who gave me this.” He jutted his hook in the air.


    “You will, Dommiel. Because the war is coming. You know as well as we do that allegiances are switching, lower and high demons are on the move. You may not be viewed as valuable in the near future. Someone may want to oust you from your lair and put someone higher in your place.”


    It was a known fact that some of the demon princes still lived in the dark corners of hell and didn’t even claim a domain on earth. Like Damas, the one who’d once imprisoned Kat—something she still refused to speak of. But they may soon change their minds when the demonic and heavenly hosts moved for outright war.


    Dommiel’s nostrils flared and eyes narrowed. “Done.”


    Kat sat up, mumbling, “Well, that didn’t take much convincing.”


    I shushed her with a glance. “I need to know if Bamal was the one who broke into the Vatican to discover the prophecy.”


    “Before I answer,” he tilted forward, elbows on his knees, “understand that if Jude doesn’t hold up his end of the bargain, I’ll come looking for you.”


    Dommiel may not be the most evil demon I’d come up against, but the gleam in his eyes told me he would be a formidable and tenacious opponent if I crossed him.


    “Understood.” I offered my hand to shake on it.


    Kat slapped my hand away. “Don’t let him touch you! He could sift you out of here.”


    I kept my eyes steady on Dommiel, lifting my hand again. “He won’t. This is a genuine peace offering. If he breaks it, he knows Jude will come hunting him. And next time, he won’t just cut off his arm.”


    Hesitating at first with Kat hissing next to me like a, well a cat, Dommiel took my hand in a gentle grasp. I pumped my arm once and dropped his hand. He leaned back, grinning.


    “Bamal did not break into the Vatican.”


    Kat snorted. “Of course he didn’t. But did he hire or compel someone to break into the Vatican?”


    “Yes.”


    Sneaky bastard. Note to self, be specific if you want genuine answers from demons. If Bamal was the one behind the break-in, then he stole the prophecy about the same time he stopped sending men to kill me and started sending them to abduct me. He wanted me alive.


    Dommiel lifted one shoulder in an arrogant shrug. “You must ask the right questions, dear Vessel.”


    Kat intervened. “Does he have the other half of the prophecy, the part that’s been missing?”


    Dommiel’s expression sobered. “No. He does not.”


    I shifted in my seat. “Can you tell me anything about Bamal’s Vessel?”


    “Only that he prizes her dearly and keeps her close. Is that all? If so, I have work to do.”


    I mused a moment, tapping my index finger on my knee. Specific questions. “You said that Bamal doesn’t have the missing part of the prophecy. Do you?”


    Dommiel’s gaze hardened, his facial piercings stretching tight. “No,” he gritted out.


    I smiled. “But you know someone who might, don’t you.”


    He tilted his neck, cracking a joint. “Possibly.”


    “Ah-ha!” shouted Kat. “Can’t trust a damn demon. He knows where the freaking prophecy is!”


    “I said possibly.” Dommiel’s mood had plummeted the second I ventured down this line of questioning. I’d say more than possibly.


    “Who? What’s his name, and where can we find him?”


    Dommiel’s dark gaze bore into me, as if he debated whether to give me the information. Kat stood and reached for her dagger. I shot my arm out. “No. He’ll cooperate.”


    Another moment of thick silence, then he cleared his throat as if he merely needed a moment to collect his thoughts. He pulled out a silver pen and scrap of memo paper, quickly jotting down an address.


    “You’ll find him here tonight. This place doesn’t open till midnight. His band is playing.”


    He slid the paper across his desk. I glanced at the address. Surprisingly pretty penmanship.


    “Demon band, I presume.”


    “Yes.”


    “His name?” asked Kat.


    “Bleed.”


    I snorted. “Wait. What’s his name?”


    “Bleed.”


    “What is it with you demons? Why can’t you adopt a name like Steve or Joe or Bill.”


    He regarded me as if I were an odd insect with ten limbs.


    “Never mind.” I stood up. Kat was already standing. “We may have some more questions later, but this will do for now.”


    “How long must I be your double agent, dear Vessel?”


    “For as long as you’d like to reign in New Orleans, dear demon.”


    His smirk vanished. He stood and followed us to the door.


    “We’ll need to meet somewhere else in the future. I can’t have you wandering in with your demon hunter, having civil conversations and whatnot, without unwanted attention on my end.”


    “Right. So I’ll text you. What’s your phone number?”


    He sighed with a roll of his eyes. “Truly, you have a lot to learn. I can have no physical record of our contact. I certainly can’t have a traceable number in my phone leading directly to Jude Delacroix’s”—his eyes took a stroll down my body—“delectable Vessel.”


    I frowned. “I’m new at demon espionage, Dommiel. Tell me what you had in mind.”


    He pulled a heavy, leather-bound book off the back shelf. A copy of Danté’s Divine Comedy. Seriously? He pulled a black plume from one of the pages and handed it to me.


    “Take this. Keep it in a dry place where it won’t be tampered with. When you need me, hold it in your hand and blow the feather. And I’ll find you.”


    “Interesting.”


    “Let’s go.” Kat nudged me as I slipped the feather inside my leather jacket. “I know you’ll warn your buddy that we’re coming, but be sure he understands we’re coming to talk, not to fight.”


    “As you wish, Domina.”


    Apparently, Kat’s nickname was known in more places than New York.


    Before Dommiel opened the door for us, he gave me a quizzical look. “Why not just come in with swords and bravado and demand I answer your questions? That seems to be Jude’s usual mode of operation.”


    “Actually, he wanted to, but I convinced him otherwise.” I smiled. “My mother once told me you catch more flies with honey.”


    As I slipped out the open door, I heard his whispered words: “Indeed, you do.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “Nice place.”


    I stood next to Kat, hands on hips, staring at the dilapidated shack squatting on the edge of Bayou Sauvage. Just a hop, skip and a jump from the Quarter, this place might as well have been on another planet. Made of corrugated steel with a tin roof, the building stretched tall and long like a barn. Surrounded on all sides by cypress trees and murky swamp in the middle of nowhere, I could only think how appropriate for demons wanting a bit more privacy, wanting the eyes of the world turned away as they did as they pleased. At least Dommiel’s ghastly club was in the middle of the city where he could be watched, not hidden away in the backwoods on a bayou.


    Something splashed in the dark on the water’s edge. Could’ve been anything—fish, turtle, alligator…demon spawn. An aura of evil hung over this place. A shiver of dread crept up my spine—now a familiar sensation since I’d been mingling with demons so often.


    “Lovely ambience,” I said, tightening my ponytail. I’d donned my black-on-black garb to blend with the crowd as best I could.


    Kat tapped her fingers on the hilt of the long saber strapped to her hip. No cast of illusion. She wanted everyone to see who she truly was—a bad-ass hunter. “Sounds like Bleed’s groovy band is in full swing.”


    Sarcasm seemed to be the preferred weapon of the night for both of us.


    “It’s one thirty. They ought to be finished soon enough.”


    “Let’s go, then.” She gave me a bright smile. “Keep that VS tamped down, though.”


    With a nod, I called the words in my mind to cast illusion, feeling the moon-bright shimmer of my VS coating me in a shell. While we finally convinced Jude to let us go alone, eventually conceding to all our bitching about his presence doing more harm than good, he insisted I keep my identity concealed. He had other plans for the night anyway, which didn’t include me. In truth, Jude didn’t seem half as concerned as I thought he’d be. My heart ached at how often we seemed to be spending time apart, but I didn’t want to whine like a naggy girlfriend. There were more important things to worry about. Perhaps Jude wasn’t so concerned about me coming to this heathen pit, because these demons were all under the rule of Dommiel. And Dommiel was ruled by Jude.


    The demons would assume I was another hunter since I’d gotten good enough at casting illusion to hide my Vessel beacon, as Jude liked to call it. I’d worn dark contacts to hide my crystal-blue eyes, needing to mimic the look of hunters whose eyes were stained with the residue of the demons they sent back to hell.


    We’d tried to time it where Gallow’s End, Bleed’s band, would be nearly finished with their set when we arrived.


    No bouncer at the door. No need, I suppose.


    Stepping inside, we merged with the crowd and were swallowed by the dark interior. The place was packed. I’d expected Gallow’s End to be one of those scream-o, screeching bands, but they sounded more like Volbeat—sensual with a hard edge. The gifts of the damned.


    I glanced toward the stage over the crowd on the far end. Bleed was gorgeous—in a dark and dangerous sort of way. Of course. Hair dyed midnight blue hung well past his shoulders. Wearing ripped jeans and no shirt, and singing like a god, he held the audience spellbound.


    Feeling Kat’s presence, demons turned and sneered, letting her pass without incident but watching her every move, glaring at me as I followed in her wake. We wove through the crowd and leaned against the wall, having a better view of the room.


    “There are humans here,” I whispered in Kat’s ear.


    To our left, a lower demon in black leather from head to foot had a human blonde against the wall. They were venturing past making out and well into feeling up. His hand slid up her skirt between her legs. Her lipstick-smeared mouth opened on a gasp.


    Kat leaned over to me. “There’s nothing illegal going on here. Humans are welcome. Especially a certain variety.”


    “The desperate variety,” I mumbled.


    Kat didn’t hear, gaze on the stage. We both watched, the crowd bobbing, swaying, grinding in unison. One thing I noticed about Bleed was the distinct flash of red eyes.


    “He’s a lower demon. I’d thought with the kind of information he possibly has, he’d be one of the big ones.”


    “He might be a lower demon, but I believe he’s quite old.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    The man at the center of our conversation gazed fixedly in our direction. With a wicked smile, he crooned low and deep, “When a flower blooms and falls, the petals taste so sweet…like a dagger through the heart, like sheathing in her heat…”


    I couldn’t help my eyes widening in shock. Bleed grinned, shifting his attention elsewhere, a groupie at the foot of the stage. Kat leaned close to me.


    “I just get that feeling.” She arched a brow. “He spotted us the second we walked in. A lower demon fused to a human host must be very old to have those kinds of senses. Don’t underestimate the lower demons, Gen.”


    “Not a chance,” I assured her. I remembered Fabio, the lower demon who’d been hunting me under Danté’s orders. He would’ve captured me if not for Jude. Though I’d come far in the weeks since then, I certainly wouldn’t be underestimating any creature of the damned. There was no telling who any of them worked for and whether their masters had bestowed extra gifts to make them more powerful.


    Kat scanned the room. No one took notice of us. “I’ll go backstage and watch so he doesn’t try to slip away. You watch the front. You’re safer in this spot. There’s not one high demon here.” Meaning, no one could sift me away. “Get your cell out.”


    I slid my phone out of my back pocket and opened my text app. I typed in SOS to Kat’s number.


    “Okay. Ready.” I held it at my side.


    “All right. If even one high demon enters this bar, text me.”


    “Got it, Kat. We’ve been over this.”


    With a stiff nod, she melded into the crowd toward the stage area, the dancing horde swelling toward the walls.


    I leaned against one of the floor-to-ceiling wooden beams next to a tall tabletop. Something hissed. I jumped back against the wall. A black cat with unnatural glowing eyes spat at me before scrambling up the beam into the rafters. Damn demons and their pets.


    The moans and grunts coming from the couple next to me made me scoot in the opposite direction.


    “Watch it.”


    A bald demon stared down, red eyes gleaming. Swirling tattoos covered his head, the most prominent being thick black ram’s horns curling from the cap to the base of his ears. He held up his mug of beer I’d just sloshed in my eagerness to get away from moaner and groaner.


    “Sorry.”


    “Not a problem, baby.”


    He leered with more interest than made me comfortable. I thought how easy it would be to zing him with my VS. That would wipe that stupid smirk off his face. Knowing the best option was to remain undercover, I broke eye contact and edged in the direction I’d come, bumping someone else.


    A strong hand wrapped around my arm. The cool scent of falling snow and mountain breeze trembled through my frame. I whipped my head around, looking over my left shoulder.


    “You.”


    His smile easily reached sea-green eyes.


    “Me.”


    His gaze swept my face in such a way, so full of emotion, I hitched in my breath. Speechless.


    “This is a dangerous place for you.”


    “No more dangerous than any other.”


    “Is that so?” He still held my arm. “I haven’t kept you safe all these years for you to waltz into demon haunts without protection, tossing your life around carelessly.”


    His expression remained clear and calm, but his voice dipped low, serious.


    “I’m not alone. Kat’s here.”


    Somehow, I figured he knew who she was. If he’d been watching me for as long as he said, then he certainly knew Kat had been training me. He nodded, scanning the area. I didn’t guess wrong.


    “But your hunter isn’t here.”


    He could only mean Jude.


    “No. He’s got something more important to do tonight.” Prophecy detective work.


    “More important than protecting you?”


    I flinched. He didn’t say it with venom, but the words still stung. I started to pull from his grip when the crowd surged in our direction. Bleed’s new song had them bouncing wildly, flailing limbs and punching fists in the air. My angel pulled me behind him against the wall. He pivoted body-to-body and bracketed his arms on either side of my head, allowing the throng to shove at his back. Someone fell into him, crushing his chest against mine. The tingle of downy snow sucked the breath out of me.


    Glass-green eyes held me captive. While demons danced and yelled the chorus of some horrid song by Gallow’s End, my guardian angel sheltered me in his embrace, keeping me in a small circle of cool tranquility.


    “Are you okay?” he finally asked as the song died. And it did indeed sound like someone was actually dying. I wasn’t so eager to meet this Bleed dude anymore. Especially now that I felt the calm presence of—


    “What’s your name?” I asked, more whisper than words. He read my lips or somehow heard me over the roaring cheers and whistles.


    “Thomas.”


    His eyes drifted past my lips to my neck. He lifted the moon-shaped opal hanging on a chain, his fingers brushing my collarbone.


    “This is beautiful,” he remarked, admiring it. “It suits you.”


    “It was a gift,” was all I could manage.


    “It matches your aura.” His eyes shifted to mine, though he still held the opal in his fingers, the back of his hand resting against the hollow of my neck.


    “You can sense my signature?”


    “Of course. It is all stars and moon radiance. Your cast of illusion may fool these lower demons, but I always see who you are.”


    “And who am I?”


    He placed the opal against my skin, a cool caress. Lifting his hand, he brushed his thumb along my jaw, a fleeting touch before pulling away. “You are the brightest star of them all.”


    My blood raced, heart hammering. Realizing I had one hand on his broad shoulder, holding him close, and having no recollection of even touching him, I yanked my hand away. He seemed not to notice my discomfort, expression still serene but serious.


    The couple on the wall had moved well beyond the feeling-up stage. Her legs wrapped his waist. Heavy grunts grew louder as he pumped into her against the wall. I felt nauseated, wanting to disappear. No matter how hard I tried to pretend it didn’t bother me, the coarse behavior of demons made me sick. I tried to coat myself in a shell of I-don’t-care like I cast illusion, but the truth was these creatures sickened me. The foul ways they dragged humanity into their dark pit of sin…


    The blonde moaned louder. I turned my head away.


    “Genevieve.” Cool hands cupped my face. I looked up at Thomas. He didn’t say a word. He sifted me to the opposite side of the club where no one was getting hammered against a wall. “Better?” His voice whispered over me along with a crisp drift of winter wind. In an instant, he’d pulled me from a dark place.


    He dropped his hands but kept me in the shelter of his shadow. Shielding me.


    “Yes.” I licked my lips, not realizing how nervous I’d been, witnessing that disgraceful scene. I suppose the woman was enjoying it, but it still disgusted me, knowing the demon preyed on human frailty. “Thank you. For that. For being here.”


    “Always. If you need me, just whisper my name. I will hear you, wherever you are. I will always come for you.”


    With a small smile, he sifted away. I felt the distinct loss of his calm presence amid this maddening chaos. Audience whistles died when a skanky chick stepped up to the mic. She had purple spiky hair and wore something that might be called a dress in some circles, but I’d call a napkin. My phone vibrated in my hand.


    Kat. Come backstage.


    Ignoring the introduction of the next demon band up for the night, I pushed through the horde, trying to wrangle my nerves back into place.


    Thomas.


    I touched my fingers to the opal at my neck.


    Frowning, I shook away whatever thoughts and feelings were trying to weasel their way into my psyche. Thoughts and feelings that had no place being there.


    Moving my hand to the hilt of the dagger inside my jacket, I took a deep breath and made my way backstage.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Bleed leaned against a wooden beam, arms casually crossed. His crew, all lower demons, packed their music equipment in silence. One lit a cigarette and exited out a screen door, leaving it ajar.


    “Come on,” said the demon singer, “it’ll be worth your while. I promise.” His lascivious grin reeked of sex, filling the room with his dark desire. His gaze flicked to me and back to Kat. “I bet you could break a man with equal parts pleasure and pain.”


    What kind of conversation had I stepped into?


    “Oh, I would definitely break you,” assured Kat, one hand on her waist. “Couldn’t promise much pleasure, however.”


    His grin never faltered. “I’d be willing to test that theory.”


    An odd staring contest ensued between the two as if I wasn’t even in the room. Thankfully, the rest of his band had vacated the premises. The fact that none of them felt threatened by us put me on edge.


    “Dude, cut the crap,” I said, hating this guy already. “She’s not interested.”


    He dragged his gaze from Kat, heaving in a breath. “Dommiel told me you were coming and encouraged me to be cooperative. But I don’t have to tell you a thing.” He glared at me. “No matter who you are. So be nice.”


    I smiled the fakest smile I could muster. “Kat, perhaps you should begin questioning.” For it seemed she could pull more information out of him than I could.


    Kat trailed her hand to the hilt of her sword, drumming three fingers. “Do you know anything about the prophecy?”


    “Sure. Everyone does. It tells when the Flamma war will begin.”


    She made a frustrated noise through her teeth. “That’s not what I meant.”


    “What did you mean, Domina?”


    Every time one of them called her mistress in Latin, I got the distinct feeling they were picturing her scantily clad in black leather with a whip in hand. I suppose to be tortured by a gorgeous blonde hunter was a demon’s wettest dream.


    Evasion was one of their favorite games. Kat straightened. “Do you know who has the missing part of the prophecy?”


    “I do.” Red eyes gleamed.


    “Tell me.”


    “A demon prince.”


    “Can you be more specific?” I asked, realizing Kat’s hand was itching to pull out her dagger and cut the truth out of him.


    “I can.” He shoved off the beam, moving toward us. The demon inside this human host had fused to a beautiful specimen of a man. I wondered if they were always drawn to beauty because it reminded them of what they were before the Fall. Lower demons were also called guardian demons, the ones seducing humanity toward sin. They didn’t have the power to shift their form. They were forced to find a host to rule, unlike high demons who continued to wear the heavenly faces they owned before sin and debauchery distorted them into monsters. While guardian demons could hide in the shell of a human, hide their ugliness from the world, guardian angels shined their beacon of beauty and light in true form. Like Thomas.


    “Tell me something, Bleed.” I couldn’t help but emphasize his ridiculous name. “Why are guardian demons so in-your-face while guardian angels hardly ever let their presence be known?”


    He seemed to like the shift in conversation, hooking a thumb in his jeans pocket. “Because we like to party and have fun. Guardian angels are always hiding. Influencing from afar and all that shit. Bunch of pussies, if you ask me.”


    Nice. So poetic.


    Kat gave me a look, her brows puckered into a frown. “Back to the prophecy. You said a demon prince. How do you know?”


    Bleed used the opportunity to step closer to Kat. She let him. Demons liked to toy with people. If it made him happy to think he had a snowball’s chance in hell of seducing Kat, let him. He’d just give us the information we wanted while trying to dazzle her.


    “I worked for him. Centuries ago.”


    Centuries ago? Definitely an old lower demon.


    “What did you do for him?” I asked. “And which prince?”


    His gaze bore into Kat. He didn’t even glance my way. He’d moved within inches of her. She’d become a stone pillar. He pulled her long braid through his curled hand, placing it across her breast.


    “Ask me nicely,” he whispered to her, not me.


    She reached up and threaded her fingers into his long hair with one hand. His eyes slid closed on a groan. Wrapping his long hair around her fist, she snapped his head back and forced him to his knees. Pressing his upturned chin to her abdomen, she held him hard and commanded answers, her tone a sharp blade.


    “Give me the exact location of where you know the prophecy was last.”


    “Glastonbury, England, Domina.”


    “That’s where it was written. It can’t still be there.”


    “That’s where I knew it was last.”


    She tightened her fist. He cried out, but his expression glowed with pleasure.


    “What was the prince’s name?”


    “It was Damas, Domina.”


    Kat and I exchanged glances. Damas. The one who’d held her captive long ago. Hatred flickered in her eyes.


    “Is this all you know?” asked Kat, focusing her steely gaze on Bleed. He stared up as if looking on a goddess. To him, she probably was one. She still held his face, chin up, trapped against her body.


    “Damas is the only one with the lost part of the prophecy. He’s hidden it somewhere. I don’t know where, Domina. I swear.”


    Kat’s tone softened to a purr. “Good boy.”


    She released her hold. Bleed dropped his face to her feet, lips to her boots, like a groveling dog.


    “Please stay, Domina.”


    I couldn’t withhold my look of disgust. Kat rolled her eyes and held out her hand to me. As soon as I took her hand, we sifted with a sharp crack, a spin through time and space, and reappeared in Jude’s living room.


    “What the hell was that?” I asked, sinking onto Jude’s sofa. She’d sifted us so fast, I felt dizzy.


    The house was quiet and near dark. Kat flipped on a lamp. “I’ve learned how to get the most out of them over the years. I could tell he was into BDSM. And not all demons are dominants.”


    “How could you possibly know all that?”


    “Don’t ask.”


    Kat’s demeanor had changed. When she glanced my way, her irises were full-black. I suppose after being alive for a few centuries, you were bound to acquire a few secrets.


    “So Damas has the prophecy. Where would he hide it?” I sat cross-legged on the sofa, pulling a brown velvet pillow into my lap.


    She snorted. “Anywhere he damn well pleased. In this world or in the other.”


    “That doesn’t narrow things down very well.”


    She paced in front of the empty fireplace, newly remodeled after Jude’s temper caused him to destroy the last one.


    “Not only that,” she added, “but we have no way of getting to it now.”


    “Why not? Don’t all princes have weaknesses? There must be some way.”


    She sat, bracing her head between her hands, palms to her temples.


    “Not Damas. You don’t know him. He’s craftier than all the others. He can always smell a trap because he’s the best at setting them.”


    “When you were, well, with him. Did he have a place in his lair that could’ve concealed the prophecy?” I cleared my throat. “Danté’s castle had all these…these rooms. Couldn’t Damas be keeping it there?”


    “Maybe.” She shook her head, finally facing me. Despair marked her eyes and mouth. “I just don’t know. Even if he did, we couldn’t go there.”


    “Why not? I was able to enter Danté’s lair.” Though the mention of it filled my veins with ice.


    “He took you there. That’s different. Flamma of Light can’t trespass in a prince’s lair, not without being taken by the prince himself.”


    “Jude trespassed. Well, I take that back. He traveled to the borders. He couldn’t get inside without finding other means of entry. Because of Danté’s blood cast.”


    Kat’s expression was unreadable, her words grave when she spoke. “Jude is the oldest of Dominus Daemonum. I would not chance riding a soul eater. The chance of being lost forever is too great.”


    The only thing I knew about soul collectors, also called soul eaters, was they served neither the Light nor the Dark. They served only themselves, feeding on lost souls.


    “I’ve only seen three of them—Cocytus, Styx and Acheron.” Just the thought of them chilled my blood, each of them carrying damned souls screaming out with hatred and sorrow. “What are the other two like?”


    Kat sat next to me on the sofa. “Phlegethon doesn’t come up from the underworld much. He loves pain. Lots of souls to torture down below. Unfortunately, I have a feeling that when all hell breaks loose up here, no pun intended, we’ll see him more often.”


    “That sucks.” I wrapped my arms around myself.


    “Yeah. But the one I fear most is Lethe.”


    “Mythology claims Lethe is the river of forgetfulness. Is that what she is?”


    Kat curled her knees up under her chin, a childlike posture. “You’d think one of the others would scare me more, but Lethe… She doesn’t just make you forget the pain and woes of life. She makes you forget everything…everyone you knew, everyone you loved. You’d even forget yourself. She takes everything you ever were.”


    “Jesus. How do you know?”


    Kat’s glazed eyes met mine. “She’s the one soul eater who feeds until the soul has nothing left. She spews them out when she’s done, which takes a century or so. There’s a place in the underworld where the empty shells that were once human are kept.” She tightened herself more into a ball. “I saw it once, when I was down there…with Damas.”


    Silence stretched between us. I didn’t like to ask her about what happened to her when she was in the hands of Damas. Some things, friends didn’t ask about. If or when she wanted to talk about it, she’d let me know. And I respected that.


    Kat finally snapped out of her reverie, popped off the sofa and strode into the kitchen. The fridge opened and shut. She returned with two beers in hand, passing one to me. She twisted off the top and guzzled. I popped off mine and sipped slower. She’d finished half the bottle before sitting next to me again.


    “Wait a minute.” Flecks of green showed in her dark eyes. She’d come back from the edge she’d ventured toward in her interrogation of Bleed. “What was all the talk about guardian angels to that douche bag?”


    I shrugged, feeling guilty for some reason.


    “Did your angel show up again?”


    “Yeah.”


    “When?”


    “Tonight. Before you texted me.”


    “Are you kidding me! Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I am. Right now. Geez.”


    “That’s just weird, Gen. Why is he appearing on the scene all of a sudden? Why now?”


    “I don’t know. I didn’t even know he existed. He came tonight because he wasn’t happy I was going to all these demon clubs or whatever. He didn’t seem to like that I was unprotected. That Jude wasn’t there.”


    “What the hell am I? Chopped liver.”


    “When I told him you were with me, he seemed more relaxed.”


    “Still… Why is he showing up now? Makes me suspicious.”


    “He said he’s been there all along, watching over me.”


    “That’s not unusual. Guardians always stay in the shadows. But why is he showing himself to you now?”


    Our thoughts filled up the silence. She knocked back her bottle and nearly choked on her last gulp of beer as she spluttered, “The prophecy!”


    “What?”


    “It’s another sign!”


    “How do you mean?”


    “He must know the war is near. He’s shown up because he knows you are the one. The one to give the Light the upper hand in the war.”


    I’d been told that the prophecy circled around a Vessel, the Vessel who somehow would begin the war between the two forces of Light and Darkness. This Vessel would also serve one or the other, giving one side a distinct advantage.


    I pulled out my cell phone and scrolled through my notes app to find the translated prophecy. Well, the part of the prophecy we had anyway. I read aloud.


    “Beneath the orb that circles round, while hosts of fiends and foes abound, the Vessel-born shall walk upright, fall from Grace, lose her light.”


    “That’s referring to all the Vessels before you,” interjected Kat, excitedly. “The ones who either fell to demon possession or death.”


    I gave a stiff nod, remembering Jude’s painful past. His mother was the first Vessel, choosing to die rather than become a tool for Danté to use. I swallowed the lump in my throat and read on, skimming ahead.


    “When wickedness will rule on land, and all seems lost to mortal man, One Great War shall begin, upon the hour, she stands within a ring of wordless, mighty breath; amidst the clutch of endless death.”


    I paused, remembering why I suddenly felt the need to reread the prophecy. “Endless death. Jude called the soul collector, Acheron, this name. The one who appeared when I was attacked by one of Bamal’s lower demons. He gave the demon the option to choose endless death or to obey him. That means one of the soul collectors will be present at this final moment, this Hour the prophecy mentions.”


    “You’re right. Why had I never realized that? Few people refer to them as endless death. Only the old ones. I think I’ve only heard it mentioned once in all my time as a hunter.”


    “One of the old ones like Jude,” I pointed out.


    “Like Jude.” Kat scooted close to me, reading over my shoulder.


    “Two great sons of Morning Star; divided, until death will mar. One will woo the warrior maid, one will cut her to a shade. We know that’s Danté and Bamal. Danté’s now out of the picture, but I don’t know what that means that Bamal will cut her to a shade. A shadow? A ghost? How?”


    “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head, trembling for not the first time tonight. According to our interpretation, the her would be me. I picked up from where she left off.


    “Two sisters of the Vessel Light, blood to blood, will evil smite. So, Vessel sisters will combat each other. Blood may be spilled, I guess. And Light will smite evil. This is why Bamal wanted me dead.”


    “Yes,” agreed Kat. “But then he changed his mind, remember? The demons he sent to the Crescent City Masquerade Ball had orders to capture you alive, not kill you. And they were definitely hired by Bamal.”


    “Right,” I said, “and the break-in at the Vatican happened around that time, if you’re sources are correct.”


    “They are.” She smirked. “I have some helpful friends.”


    “I’m sure you do.”


    My mind drifted back to the scene with Bleed, where he practically drooled on Kat’s boots, begging her to torture-pleasure him. “Kat, why do they all call you Domina?”


    She lifted one slender shoulder in a shrug, her lips compressing for a second. “I guess because I’m a Mistress of Demons, not a Master.”


    “Are there other female hunters?”


    “Only two, actually. One works in Russia, the other is in the Far East. I’ve only met them on one or two occasions. Demon hunting is a busy business,” she said, absently peeling off the beer bottle label.


    “Bleed was working himself into a frenzy around you.”


    Focusing on peeling off the label in one piece, she said, “Yes, well, pain and torture turns them on.” Her speech was terse and clipped. She ripped off the label, tearing the edge, and tossed it aside. “Speaking of Bleed,” she added, changing the subject, “I believe he was right in that Damas has the lost prophecy, but perhaps he shared the information with his brother. That’s what changed Bamal’s mind. He now has the full prophecy.”


    I met her frowning gaze. “That means there’s something in the second half of this prophecy that requires me to be alive, if I am actually the One the prophecy speaks of.”


    “You are, Gen.”


    “But why would Damas share it if he’s kept it hidden all this time?” I couldn’t keep fear from trembling through me. There was a truth I was missing. I could feel it. My VS pulsed inside my breast, trying to find the answer.


    “Gen. Look.”


    I glanced down at my hands. A white light glowed under my skin.


    “You are definitely the One in the prophecy. It’s like the power within you knows we’re nearing the time.” She pulled my phone from my trembling hands.


    “Have mercy on the mindless twin, when Wrath is right and Virtue sin. Sun and Moon, eye to eye…and that’s all we have. I’ve never been able to sort through this last part. Twin? What twin? And why mindless?”


    I focused on the last. “And how can wrath be right and virtue be sin? It doesn’t make sense.”


    “It does make sense. We just can’t make any sense of it. We need the rest, the lost part.”


    “But it’s not lost,” I pointed out. “We know who found it.”


    Kat scoffed. “And we’ll never get it from him. Not on our own.” She stood and paced one length of the fireplace before pivoting to face me again, grinning from ear to ear. “What about your angel?”


    “Thomas? What about him?”


    “Maybe he could help.”


    “I thought guardian angels were on the lower end of the totem pole. How would he know anything?”


    “In hierarchy, yes. But they are the only angels who spend enormous amounts of time on earth. Besides, he would have more souls than yours to watch over. Maybe he’s come across something that can help.”


    “Maybe so. I’ll ask.”


    “What does Jude say about him?”


    I stood from the sofa, feeling tired and weary all of a sudden. “He doesn’t know.”


    “Why not?” Kat grinned. “Your angel is hot, isn’t he?”


    I choked on a laugh. “Aren’t all angels?”


    “And demons too, I’m afraid.”


    “And saints,” I added with a wink.


    She rolled her eyes. “On that fine note, I’ll say good night. But you should tell Jude. He might be miffed another Flamma is trying to play protector to you, but angels don’t have ulterior motives. Not bad ones, that is.” Her pretty brows puckered into a frown for about the fourth time tonight. “Not that I know of, anyway.”


    With a whoosh, she sifted out, a wave of sandy beach wafting through the room. I wandered into Jude’s bedroom, kicked off my boots and clothes, donned one of his T-shirts and climbed into his bed. Alone.


    I wasn’t so sure Thomas didn’t have an ulterior motive. It might not be wicked or evil per se, but it definitely might not be one Jude would approve. The look of adoration in his eyes as he shielded me from the filth in that demon pit tonight would not leave me as I wrapped my hand around my moon opal and drifted off to sleep.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    My bare feet made no sound in powdery snow. A feather-soft gown whispered against my ankles. The white blanket of winter stretched wide and long, an endless plane. Naked trees, stark and black against a pristine canvas, circled a clearing. My pounding heart drew me closer. No wind. No sound. Only my quick breaths puffing out in swirling vapor.


    I stepped beyond the trees where a small pool, clear and blue-green, marked the center. The pool steamed. Squatting at the edge, I peered at my reflection. Dark hair long and loose, blue eyes shining bright, pink lips parted in wonder. The pool rippled, speaking to me, beckoning.


    Reaching forward, I touched the pad of my middle finger to the surface. Warm water rushed up my fingers, my hand, my arm, pulling me down. I went without a struggle, longing for the comfort it offered, embraced in blue serenity. The water transformed. Strong arms, broad shoulders, muscled torso, heavy thighs wrapped me in deep calm. This prince of winter had a face, a beautiful one with sea-green eyes, shining down with affection, admiration…longing. He leaned close, whispering something I couldn’t hear.


    His lips found mine, brushing soft and sweet, kissing them open for his tongue to come inside. Still no sound, only the sensual caress of Thomas covering me with his body, his hands, his mouth. We lay in the clearing on the snow, but no cold touched me. Only the sensation of heat filling my blood, pumping my heart, racing along my skin. I floated in some surreal place. A paradise offering pleasure not peace. Desire was a constant, desperate thing, urging me on. I arched against him, pressed my breasts to his chest, opened my legs, laced my fingers into his silky hair, stroked my tongue against his, needing him closer, closer…deeper.


    I gasped awake. Panting. Shaking.


    The sound and smell of bacon frying in the kitchen snapped me from my daze.


    I jumped out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom. After stripping and placing my necklace on the counter, I stepped under the shower, letting the steaming water wash away the dream-memory of Thomas’s hands on my skin, his lips on mine.


    What was that?


    By the time I dried off and pulled on a pair of jeans and a top from the bottom drawer of Jude’s dresser, I felt ten times better. I’d recently started storing some of my clothes here for sleepovers, which seemed to be more and more often.


    While brushing my teeth, I tried to rid myself of the guilt. It wasn’t cheating if my subconscious did the deed. Right? But why would I be thinking such things, even in sleep?


    Now in the full light of day in Jude’s home, I felt grounded, stable, safe. Far away from wicked thoughts that had no place in my head.


    I walked into the kitchen, twisting my hair into a messy bun. Sitting at the table, I pulled my knees under my chin. Our morning routine had become habitual in recent weeks. Some nights, I stayed at my place, but Mindy and David were so disgustingly wrapped around each other that I felt like I was invading their honeymoon suite rather than living in my apartment. I’d opted to crash at Jude’s more times than I could count. He didn’t seem to mind, though I rarely had the pleasure of his company at night when he was out on the hunt for the prophecy.


    Shirtless in jeans, Jude stood over the stove, stirring scrambled eggs in a pan. I let my eyes have their fill. Strange thing was, I never did get my fill, never did get bored of shamelessly ogling this beautiful man. His magnificent, full-back tattoo of St. Michael the Archangel slaying the devil rippled as if it were alive, moving over tight muscles beneath tan-and-ink skin.


    Scooping eggs and bacon onto a plate, he turned to bring it to me, knowing I was already there. I jumped to my feet.


    “What happened to your chest!”


    “Good morning.” He pecked me on the forehead and placed my breakfast on the table.


    I angled his hard-muscled body toward the light filtering through the bay window. He let me move him. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have budged him an inch. A long gash crossed from his inside shoulder about seven inches across his pectoral, slashing across the right arm of his Celtic cross tattoo. He’d stitched it up himself. I recognized the stitching, having had his handiwork on my abdomen after a scrape with demons two months ago.


    “It’s fine. I had a run-in with a demon spawn last night.”


    “It doesn’t look fine.” I kept my fingers away from the wound, examining closer under the morning light. “What kind of demon spawn?”


    “A titan. A big one.”


    Most spawn, created by high demons, took small unassuming forms, such as the dark mind-mist Gorham used to control the innocent girls in his strip club. Rarely had I heard about the furies or titans. I’d never seen either myself.


    “What were you doing confronting it alone? Damn it, Jude.”


    His hands wrapped my waist, pulling me closer. A small smile creased his typically grave expression.


    “Worried for me?”


    “Of course I am, you stupid oaf. You go wandering off by yourself to God knows where doing God knows what. You don’t tell me anything, and you come back here with a huge gash across your chest. Just a bit higher, and it would’ve taken your stupid head.”


    He chuckled.


    “It’s not funny.”


    “I know.”


    “Stop laughing at me.”


    “I’m not.”


    He pulled me closer. I scowled, arms crossed to keep him at a distance.


    “It’s been a long time since anyone has worried about me.”


    I sobered at the thought. He wasn’t mocking my irritation. He was genuinely happy someone cared. I opened my arms and gripped his biceps to keep from pressing against his wound.


    “And if it makes you feel any better, I wasn’t alone. George joined me last night.”


    I exhaled in relief. “Good. So tell me what kind of spawn could do something like this.”


    “A nasty piece of work. Not sure who created the creature, but it guarded an ancient place in the East believed to hold old relics. George and I thought the prophecy might be within.”


    “And was it?”


    He shook his head, expression fading to the pensive stonelike façade I knew so well.


    “Kat and I discovered something, though I doubt it will help much.” He waited rather than ask me to spill it. Jude preferred nonverbal communication. His hands tightened on my waist a fraction, reminding me of his dominant presence. As if I could forget. “The lower demon we visited said he once worked for the demon prince who had the prophecy last. Damas.”


    Jude’s expression darkened. He released me in a slow, deliberate manner, turning to face the window. The room heated by several degrees. Jude carried an aura of flame wherever he went. Unseen except in moments of pure rage, it simmered along the surface. Most of the time, he kept this odd quirk of his under control. But when his anger rose, so did the fire within.


    “When and where did this demon work for Damas?”


    The menace infused in his tone when he spoke the prince’s name made me shiver. I’d hate to be on the receiving end of such malice. The demons were scary monsters, but Jude was scarier.


    “Centuries ago at Glastonbury Abbey. But Dommiel’s informant claims Damas hid it somewhere else.”


    Silence reigned for what felt like forever. Jude could be the poster boy for dark and brooding.


    I could practically see the heat recoil into him as he regained his composure. He spun to leave the room. “Eat your breakfast. It’s getting cold.”


    I followed after him. “What are you going to do? Go after Damas?”


    He made a laughing sort of noise, denoting hatred, not humor. “I’m afraid Damas is the master at hiding. No one has seen him for ages. Trust me. I’ve been looking.”


    “Then what’s the plan?”


    I trailed after him into his weapons room. He headed straight for the glass-encased wall and removed a rough-hewn iron sword with a Crusader’s cross engraved in the hilt. The moment Jude touched it, my VS sang to life, pulsing a white light under my skin. Distracted by my VS power, Jude captured my gaze, drawing me in, rocketing my pulse faster as if he had a control fastened to my heart. He slowed his movements, coming closer with the sword at his side. The aura of Vessel power I’d come to think of as my underlight glowed brighter as he closed the distance.


    He smiled. “Your power grows.”


    “Yes. But don’t ask me what this means, because it often has a mind of its own.”


    His gaze roved over my skin with a sense of awe.


    “What do you intend to do?”


    “Go to Glastonbury.”


    “But the prophecy isn’t there anymore. That’s where it was written. Surely, Damas wouldn’t keep it there.”


    “Perhaps not, but sometimes demons leave something behind that marks a trail.”


    “Like what?”


    His grin was a feral thing. “Demon spawn.” He glanced down at the sword again, placing it on a velvet cloth near his whetstone.


    “Jude, take me with you.”


    He gave a noncommittal shake of the head before setting out an oil used in sharpening the blade.


    “Jude. You have to take me with you.” My voice cracked.


    He halted and put the weapon down. The recognition of my desperation shone clear in his immediate attentiveness. We were so attuned to one another.


    “What’s wrong?” He pulled me into a gentle embrace, holding me so that he could see my face.


    I hadn’t realized until that moment that I’d let the fear and darkness of last night start to smother me. The demon pit in the swamp had weighed down my spirit, making my heart heavy. The fear came from those feelings of helplessness, of drowning in the murky depths of evil and sin. An emotion I knew every Vessel before me had felt, a sensation I’d experienced myself when Danté had possessed my soul for the briefest of moments. I also knew the fate of every Vessel before me, my chest clenching tight at the thought. A fate I refused to acknowledge would be mine.


    There was something else that poured dread into my spirit ever since I’d awoken this morning. The fact that in that hellish pit last night when the heaviness swelled to breaking me, Thomas was the one to buoy me back up to the light. Thomas had been there to keep me from slipping under. I wanted Jude, not Thomas. No matter what my subconscious might be trying to tell me, Jude was the man of my heart.


    His warm, callused hand cupped my cheek, angling my face to meet his gaze. Sparks of amber broke apart the black swirling pools. A rare sight. Knowing that the true gold of his eyes grew brighter—glittering through the black residue of the souls he’d cast into hell—whenever his emotions shifted away from darkness, I smiled. My eyesight blurred. I swallowed the lump in my throat, not realizing how desperate I’d become in a matter of minutes.


    “What is it, my heart?” The soft tenor of his rough tone made me want to sob.


    I closed my eyes, unable to tell him all I felt. Especially unwilling to speak of Thomas—too afraid he would see last night’s dream written in lines of guilt on my face. A tear slipped down my cheek.


    “We’re always apart these days, Jude.” I opened my eyes, imploring him to understand without my having to confess too much. “I want to be with you. Not just in these brief moments hidden away in your place. Or mine. I want to fight with you, to do this together. I want to really be with you.”


    Something had come over me so suddenly, the reality that this battle between good and evil was setting up residence between us, dividing us by day and night. A supernatural presence within me warned of the danger, warned of all that was at stake should Jude and I ever separate.


    On the other hand, I felt foolish. Was I being overemotional because the moment of my twentieth birthday, my world had begun falling apart? I’d been chased and nearly killed by demons on a daily basis. I spent more time lurking in demon pits than I did in the campus library. I’d realized that college was of no real use to me because the world was soon coming to an end. Or the world as we knew it. I’d come to the horrifying realization that I’d outlive every person I loved. Except for the one standing before me.


    I watched as his emotions warred behind otherworldly eyes—fear for my safety against the undeniable need to make me content. He pressed my cheek to the warmth of his bare chest. I sighed, breathing in the masculine scent of him, my heart tripping faster at his nearness, at the protective grip of his arms around me.


    He pressed a kiss to my crown, gliding his hand up and down my back, soothing me with gentle strokes.


    “Okay,” he whispered into my hair. “I’ll take you with me tonight.”


    My spirit soared. I bit my lip to keep from sobbing. Not only would I finally travel with Jude tonight, but I also suspected his presence would keep Thomas from making any sudden appearances. I needed to put some distance between myself and the guardian angel who’d found his way into my dreams.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    A sliver of moon hung in the southern night sky. So peaceful here, standing in Jude’s courtyard. Honking horns, lilting laughter, a drift of saxophone—all joyful sounds of life in the Quarter. I tried to remember what it was like to live oblivious to the world of demons hunting humans, of angels watching from afar, of hunters casting out evil, of humankind slipping toward a violent end. Two months? Felt like I’d known this all my life and was only now coming to the startling realization my role was vital in the coming war. The growing darkness threatened to swallow me whole. Before my thoughts could fall too far, Jude sifted in front of me.


    He had the sword from earlier strapped to his back. I knew because my underlight instantly glowed to life. My VS pulsed with the object so near, always warning me when Flamma or something with their essence was nearby. I had a close call the other night when I was packing my textbooks away. I had picked up my copy of The Captain’s Captive, which held the feather Dommiel had given me for summoning him. Unprepared, I was shocked when my skin instantly started to glow with Mindy popping us popcorn for our movie in the kitchen. I had to chuck my backpack in my closet and cast illusion to hide the fact I was beaming like Tinkerbelle.


    Glowing like a firefly in Jude’s courtyard, I knew there was something special about this sword to make my aura burn bright.


    “Tell me about your sword.”


    He stepped closer, half in shadow, a distinctly devilish grin creasing his face. I felt a flush of heat crawl up my neck, knowing full well the direction his thoughts had taken.


    “Mind out of the gutter, Delacroix. The sword on your back.”


    Ignoring my presumptuous comment, he unsheathed one of my daggers, examining the blade. For sharpness, of course. I’d learned to ready my weapons for every excursion. Unless I wanted to withstand the wrath of Jude.


    “It was a gift from Uriel.”


    “The Archangel.” The one I’d met only once, but could never forget, the impact beyond powerful.


    “Yes.”


    “Why would he give you such a gift?”


    He unbuckled my harness at the shoulder, moving it up a notch to tighten, smoothing the leather straps into place.


    “Imbued with his power, it gives me more strength to fulfill a particular request he had for me.”


    “Which was?”


    Checking the other strap but finding it well adjusted, he dropped his arms, finally meeting my gaze.


    “To join the Crusades. Not to defeat infidels in the Holy Land, mind you, but to destroy a horde of demons that’d set up camp there, feeding on the weakness of vulnerable humans.” Jude’s face remained in shadow, peering down. “Uriel joined me in the battle. As did George and a host of other hunters.”


    I considered, musing over my knowledge of angels, knowing much less of them than I did demons.


    “So Uriel does get involved when he sees fit.”


    “Yes. Sometimes. Angels have their own objectives and rarely share them with any of us.”


    Angels weren’t always aloof. A fact I knew with Thomas making sudden appearances.


    “You know what this means, don’t you?” Jude lifted my hand, turning it palm up, trailing his finger over my wrist and along the lines creasing the skin.


    My underlight burned brighter. This was not an erogenous zone, so I stared stupidly, wondering how the hell he’d made desire spike in a millisecond from simply caressing my hand.


    “This means you’re attuned more to the Light.”


    Drawn away from his hypnotic ministrations on my palm and wrist, I met his dark gaze. His slanted smile made everything inside do a backflip.


    “You can stop worrying so much.” He tucked a loose lock of hair behind my ear. “What happened at the ball hasn’t dampened your Vessel power.”


    “I don’t understand why others haven’t been able to take me.” No need to mention Danté’s name or his brothers. Or the line of demon dukes and earls wanting to use me for their wicked deeds. While Gorham was able to sift me out, he couldn’t take me into Bamal’s lair in hell. Otherwise, he would’ve done so the second he latched on to me in his raunchy nightclub. My Vessel power was obviously overwhelming any harm I’d done to taint my soul by killing Nathaniel.


    Jude dropped my wrist and wrapped his fingers around my nape, his thumb brushing my pulse point.


    “With Vessels of the past, sin has begotten sin. Once any of them took a step down the path of darkness, it was so easy to take another. And another. Until she ran toward the open arms of her possessor.” His thumb moved up the column of my throat. “Or she ended the inevitable before it began.” Suicide. “Not you, my heart.” He’d moved within inches, tilting my head at an angle. “You took one step, looked into the eyes of that fucking demon prince, fought him like hell, then fled from the dark.” And into the arms of the haunted man before me with dark secrets of his own. By now his lips were against mine. My heart raced for him. “My lovely moon in the darkness.”


    He possessed my mouth with ravenous speed, plundering, taking my breath away. Before my knees buckled, he wrapped my waist. He always knew the power he had over me. At the moment, I was quite thrilled with the power I had over him, feeling the hard ridge of his arousal pressed against my stomach. I clenched my hands into his hair, willing him to kiss me deeper. He did. For a long time. Invisible flames licked around us both, caging us in a shell of heat.


    Releasing my mouth, he nipped down my neck—hard—scraping his stubble along the sensitive skin of my throat. I wondered how delicious his rough jaw would feel against other sensitive areas.


    “You will be the death of me.”


    I grinned, neck arched, head back, glimpsing the starry sky through slitted eyes.


    “You’ve said that before.”


    “Because it’s true.”


    “Beginning to get a little redundant, aren’t you?” I teased.


    He bit my earlobe.


    “Ouch!”


    Dragging in a serrated breath, he loosened his hold, keeping me in a gentler embrace, though his fingers curled against my hips, the tension taut and palpable.


    “Ready?”


    My one-track mind went straight to the bedroom. Eyes widening, I croaked, “For what?”


    He laughed, chest rumbling against mine. He checked his watch. “For the sift. George will be there by now, waiting for us.”


    “Oh. Right.”


    Damn it.


    “This is a long one. Hang on.”


    “Great.”


    Tumbling down the rabbit hole of the Void, I squeezed my eyes shut, but it did no good. These long sifts made me queasy. When we snapped onto steady ground, the temperature was markedly cooler, the sky cloudy gray, the air thick with fog. The night waned here, edging toward dawn, an ethereal blue haze promising morning would be here soon though dark still reigned.


    Jude gripped my hand, leading me into the mist-shrouded ruins of Glastonbury Abbey. We both knew to keep silent. I felt a presence the second we zapped into this place.


    Flamma. Lots of them. Yet all was silent and still.


    A broken arch towered above us, remnants of this ruined beauty. Jude led me through the shattered stone entrance, what must have been magnificent beyond belief before Henry VIII destroyed it in his cruel rage against a faith that defied him.


    Like dragon’s breath, the mist parted and swirled as we moved into the fractured Cathedral. No ceiling above us. Only the wide, vast night. We crossed through what would have been the nave toward the altar.


    My VS dimmed, as if the Flamma retreated. I squeezed Jude’s hand, giving him a questioning look.


    “Sacred ground,” he whispered.


    I glanced down at my feet, though the dark and mist kept me from seeing the grassy, earthen floor.


    “Still?”


    I couldn’t see his shadowed features, but I sensed his smile all the same.


    “Always.”


    What a beautiful thought. No manner of fire and brimstone could erase the hallowed splendor of this place. Not a king’s tyrannical will or mighty decree, not the evil that besmirched these grounds, destroying the artistry of divine inspiration. Nothing could strip away the light. Still, after all the centuries, the damned could not walk here.


    As we neared the broken wall, a shadow moved. I jumped. George materialized from the gloom, charming smile in place as if he’d walked into a cocktail party.


    “I didn’t sense you there,” I said, clutching my chest.


    “Sorry to frighten you, darling.” He winked. “Stealth is one of my many gifts.”


    “I’m sure.” I bet Kat knew quite a few others.


    Unlike Kat and Jude, whose accents mingled and morphed over the ages, George sounded as if he’d stepped from the set of Downton Abbey. He dripped with British charm, even on a demon hunt at midnight in the ruins of an old abbey.


    Jude unsheathed his sword. A slow zing of steel sliding free made my underlight shine anew. “If you two are finished flirting, I’d say we make our grand entrance.”


    “You’re right.” George slid his own sword from its scabbard. “It’s rude to keep our guests waiting, though I do enjoy flirting with Genevieve.”


    Shaking my head with a smile, I withdrew my dagger and followed them out of the cathedral’s walls to open ground. George froze, turning his head as if listening for something off to the left. He pointed. We both nodded, then he walked in the other direction, melding with the shadows.


    The clouds shifted, breaking open for the crescent moon to beam its pale light. Remnants of stone structures stood humped and silent, rising out of the cold mist, like malformed beasts frozen in time. The stillness of the night didn’t deceive me. My VS pulsed with the sharp, prickling sensation of lower demons prowling nearer. But we weren’t easy prey.


    “Stay at my back, Genevieve.”


    No need to tell me twice.


    The attack fell upon us the moment he spoke my name. Two demons flung themselves toward Jude. Jumping clear out of the way, I pushed back against the outside wall of the fallen abbey, dagger ready.


    Swinging his sword, Jude missed his target. The demons lunged, then dodged, evading every maneuver. They seemed to be playing with Jude more than fighting him, jabbing with knives and slipping away, one of them cackling like a hyena.


    Somewhere on our left, a monstrous roar echoed into the fog-filled air. I jumped in my skin, arching my neck to see what had made that ghastly sound. A sinister beast loomed large in a clearing behind rocky ruins. George swung his sword high, bellowing a war cry as he launched himself at the creature. From the beast’s roar and size, it could only be one of the fabled titans. George’s sword glowed silver in the dark. The multi-limbed titan, darker than shadow, towered two stories high and huffed smoke into the air. The hellish beast evaded George’s thrusts, hauling up one of its long limbs and smashing directly on top of George, vibrating the earth with its force. I screamed, thinking George had been crushed, but he reappeared a few yards away, safe and sound. He bellowed an incantation into the air, his steel shining silver-white as he slashed the creature with vehement thrusts. A high-pitched cry echoed from the titan, inching back away from George where I could see them no more.


    Jude still fought within a circle of lower demons. They backed away as he stalked closer, his sword arm swinging and ready for blood. They slunk farther back the moment another hulking demon, easily six and a half feet tall, emerged from the fog.


    No. Not a demon I’d ever encountered before. He was something other.


    Eyes black as pitch, no spark of light glinting under the moon. Skin ashen gray, dark veins snaking along bare arms, his neck and face. His bulging frame moved with surprising stealth and sinuous grace, like a great cat stalking his prey in an open field, like one who’s hunted and slain a thousand victims before, like…Jude.


    But he was no Dominus Daemonum. And he was no demon. What was he? A soul collector? No, he couldn’t be. In the presence of soul collectors, sound sucked into a vacuum, and an aura of hatred or sorrow or whatever the lost souls festering in the collector’s bowels felt rippled out in a crippling wave. This creature emanated dark power, but he wasn’t one of the soul eaters.


    My VS stuttered, rippling through my frame. A pulse of aching emptiness billowed around us, snaking through the air, sucking out all life and light. It was the monster’s signature—the essence of darkness itself—wiping all that is clean and good from the vicinity. While my breathing labored and pulse quickened, Jude’s gaze never wavered from his mark. The two circled one another. Lower demons appeared out of the shadows, red eyes glowing, watching the two center stage.


    Jude froze, facing his opponent, feet wide, sword gripped in both hands, tip pointing down. “Finding quarry scarce, Bellock?”


    The gray humanlike Flamma stood his ground, stance fixed and ready. “Yes, Jude. But now I’ve found you.” His ebony gaze flicked to me. “And her.”


    That was enough. Jude swung into action, and the clang of steel on steel echoed into the night. More demons slunk out of the shadows toward the circle, three of them straying toward me.


    I called to my VS, willing it to burn. Instantly, a pearlescent glow beamed from my body, preparing for strike. Dagger aloft, I watched the three approach. Typical lower demons—jaunty gait, sneer in place, dumb-ass expression. One thing I’d learned to do was differentiate between lower demons, the newly possessed and the ones fused with their hosts. Fused demons had a certain directness in their gaze and purpose in their walk, having fully taken control of their foreign body and host’s mind. Just like the three forming a semicircle around me.


    Jude cursed. More steel on steel. His opponent roared. Neither of them seemed to be gaining ground. But their battle was lost to me. I had to focus on my own stalking closer.


    I scooted along the wall, venturing toward the Gothic window opening into the cathedral ruins, thinking it might be best to sit this one out. If I could make it within the cathedral walls, they couldn’t follow. My underlight shined bright white as Flamma after Flamma descended on the clearing. This wasn’t normal. It was like they knew we were coming. I’d never seen so many of them at one time. Another roar in the near distance from the beast George fought.


    “She thinks she can get away,” said a demon with lanky hair and scruffy face. Not the attractive kind of scruff. His English accent rolled along quickly, more mumble than coherent words. Definitely not the kind I admired so much from my BBC shows and James Bond movies.


    “You can run, poppet, but you can’t hide.” The second sounded no better, though he was well kempt.


    How original. The condescending, all-powerful-demon attitude always pissed me off. I stopped moving along the wall. The third circled to cut me off, blocking my advance toward the window. I didn’t care, no longer wanting to escape.


    I looked at Lanky-hair. No. I mean really looked at him. My VS pulsed of its own accord, rippling out like a tidal wave. When the wave washed over them, they froze, eyes wide. Lanky-hair screeched in pain.


    A potent essence stirred in my chest, around my heart, whirring to life like fire. I gasped as a need I couldn’t explain possessed me to reach out my hand toward the demon standing there stupefied in an enthralled state, unable to turn away.


    “Adeo mihi.” Power laced my words, vibrating in an echo toward the demon whose face contorted in agony. I’d called to him in Latin, not knowing why.


    Come to me. My spirit whispered the definition even now, reaching out to him.


    The other two demons fled as if I’d burned them, fading back into the vaporous shadows beyond the ruins.


    “Adeo mihi,” I called again, my voice rippling in the dark.


    The demon couldn’t move as I drew closer.


    “You cannot cast me out, Vessel. I’m rooted too deep,” the demon growled. Yet, still, he didn’t move away.


    “I’m not trying to cast you out. I don’t care about you.” The words came unbidden, from some other place, from a knowing, a source of Light greater than I’d ever felt. “I’m calling to the human.”


    Hisses echoed from surrounding demons. I felt more than saw the battle between Jude and the gray creature pause in wonder.


    I’d stepped within inches of the demon. Red eyes glared with venomous hatred. I pressed my palm to his forehead, my hand glowing full white.


    “Adeo mihi,” I commanded.


    The air shuddered. Energy crackled. The creature crumbled to his knees. I kept my palm fixed on him. Other Flamma disappeared, fleeing toward the shadows, their terror so thick and bitter I tasted it on my tongue. The sickening prickly sensation vanished, leaving only my VS pulsing brighter, spreading light outward in an ethereal halo.


    With my hand on the man’s head, I willed the human to come forth, refusing to let go. His eyes rolled white, and something burst from his chest, falling into a slimy mass of skin and bones. It whimpered and oozed, crawling away with one skinny, twisted arm. Letting go of the man, I raised my dagger and muttered another innate cast I’d never used before, stabbing the thing as I whispered the words, “Mors liberabit vos.”


    Death will free you.


    The putrid mass deflated and incinerated into white ash with a faint hiss, the flakes rising into the air like snow falling upward. The demon presence faded to nothing, its spirit and body dissolving into ether.


    I sheathed my dagger and knelt in front of the human, my own knees buckling as I did. Whatever power I’d used had drained me. Kat had told me she’d teach me the cast to destroy spawn, but this was different. And my VS knew how, instinctually; I didn’t need a teacher. A giddiness trembled in my chest. I could feel my VS strengthening, stretching and growing to the point of awakening. Kat had said I’d know it when I was fully awakened. It was like falling in love. You just knew. This wasn’t the moment of awakening, but a slow building within promised me I was close.


    I examined the stupefied man kneeling in front of me with a mile-long stare. No damage to his chest. The demon had evaporated straight through his skin. Not rooted so deep after all. Red glare gone, a normal man gazed at me in confusion.


    “What…what happened?”


    The demon’s menacing lilt had vanished.


    “Who are you?” he managed to ask, hands shaking in his lap.


    He seemed to have no recollection of where he was. A shadow loomed above us. I jumped. But Jude squatted to eye level, his shirt torn at the shoulder. I glanced around, catching no sign of the monster he’d fought or any of the other demons.


    “Tell me your name,” he commanded.


    “My name?” He stared at Jude, blinking quickly. “My name…it’s…Simon. Yes. Simon.”


    “Your last name.”


    “Bell, sir. I’m a stableman at Harrow House. In Dorcester.”


    I frowned. Something was off with him. George appeared at our side, panting and frowning, both of which were out of character for the dapper commander of demon hunters.


    “Simon,” said Jude, more calmly than before, “what year is this?”


    The man’s startled gaze flicked from Jude to me to George then to Jude again. “It’s 1818, of course.”


    “Holy shit.” I clamped my hand over my mouth.


    The man flinched. Oops. I doubt he heard any women curse in the early 1800s. But how did he not know where he was? I thought all fused demons were like partners in crime with their human host.


    “Jude, what—”


    “Not now,” he cut me off. “George, I need to take him somewhere safe. I have a friend who lives in a monastery close by.”


    “Go. I’ll stay with Genevieve.”


    Jude gripped Simon’s arm and sifted with blinding speed. George stared at me, expression hooded in the dark.


    “What?”


    “Have you been hiding that little talent or is this new to you as well?”


    “New to me. I don’t know how or where the words came from. They just did. I just knew what to say.” My underlight still pulsed bright white, as if it wanted to go again. My VS sometimes had a mind of its own. And while I’d felt drained from the exertion of calling the human soul from out of the possession, a comforting pulse beat within me, reminding me that I was all right, that I’d done well.


    “Beautiful.” His smile gleamed under the moonlight. A patch of dark wet glistened on his arm.


    “Your arm!”


    I grabbed his sleeve, energy coursing like lightning through my veins, tumbling me into a vision. Night vanished.


    I stood—no, I was George, not myself, standing on a wharf at sunset, overlooking a whirling, muddy river. Not the Mississippi. The wind wafted off the water, pushing a rank smell unlike any I’d ever known. The crushing pain in my chest threatened to cripple me into a heap where I stood. Pain not from a physical blow. Heartache. An ache so intense, my nerves quivered with anticipation for action. A bell tower chimed. I glanced over my shoulder at the formidable landmark of London, Big Ben, chiming. Six times the bell tolled. Six o’clock in the evening from the look of the pink-orange light settling over the water.


    Jude stepped forward, dressed in the garb of a Victorian gentleman, his waistcoat dusty, no hat upon his head. “She’s lost, George. Best to let her go. Forget.”


    Another gentleman strolled toward us from the right side of the pier, chuckling low, silver-tipped cane in hand. In full evening attire, including top hat and tails, he exuded an aura of power, not money. The sun glinted behind him, casting his silhouette in pure gold. I knew him at once. Uriel.


    “Something humorous?” asked Jude, his tone grave.


    “You.” He gestured his cane toward Jude. “You would advise him to let her go.”


    Jude shrugged. “She is lost to us now. There is no way to get her back.”


    “He would as soon cut out his own heart,” said the archangel, stepping in front of the sun’s light, his shadowed face shining clearly. Remarkable power radiated from this being.


    “And this is humorous to you why?” Jude’s expression darkened to one I knew well, his shoulders stiff, posture tight.


    “Because, my friend, one day you will willingly fall into darkness for a woman.” The angel’s eyes glinted an unnatural green, holding secrets untold. “Without a thought, without a care, you will leap into death’s arms and give up your very soul. Because you deem her life worth more than yours, you will not allow her to become lost. You will never simply ‘let her go’.”


    Jude blanched white under the archangel’s premonition, seeing it for the truth it would become. He swallowed hard, cleft chin tipping up in defiance.


    Uriel turned his gaze on me, on George. “What do you say? Do we let her go?”


    A surge of fresh pain swelled within my breast. The gruff response rose from my throat: “Never.”


    I snapped from the vision, gasping, chocking, tears streaming down my face. George shook me.


    “Genevieve! Are you all right?”


    Once more immersed in the dark, I tried to free myself of the heavy memory trembling through my body. “Yes,” I whispered. “It was a vision, a memory, yours, you were—”


    “No need to say.” I quivered, half in George’s arms. “Remember, I told you when I shared my power with you that you might keep a little of me in the exchange?”


    I nodded, rubbing my cheeks with the back of my hand. The suffering he’d felt in the memory still weighed heavy on my heart. I hadn’t watched a memory as I did when I saw a vision of Jude one time as a young warrior. I’d experienced every minute detail as if I were there. “George. You were hurting. You were—”


    He pulled out a handkerchief and handed it over. “Do not tell me. Best to keep it to yourself. I’m sorry you saw something painful. I’m afraid my past isn’t all merriment and joy.”


    I wiped my eyes and glanced down at the handkerchief. “You really are an English gentleman through and through, aren’t you? Who keeps monogrammed handkerchiefs in their pockets anymore?”


    “I do, darling. And always will, even if the world crumbles around me.” The swagger was back in his voice, lightening the burden I carried from his memory. I laughed as George helped me to my feet. “Well, you have the power to influence already. I’d say that’s something to smile about.” He playfully chucked my chin.


    “The power to influence?”


    “Calling the human, Simon, from its demon possessor.” He shook his head with a playful grin. “I’ve seen angels use their power of influence like that before, but never a Vessel.” His grin faltered.


    “What? What is it?”


    “I take that back. I have seen Vessels use their influence like that, but only for evil. In the hands of their demon possessor, Vessels can use their power to sway humans toward the dark.” He cupped my face with both hands, giving me a confident smile. “Don’t worry, my dear. This fate will never be yours.”


    Jude sifted next to us with a crack. “Time to go.” He reached for me. I suppose George is the only man he’d let get away with comforting me in such a personal way. Jude swept me in his arms.


    “Wait. I’m wiped out. Please, I need a minute. I can’t go through a long sift.” Just the thought made me nauseated.


    He eyed me a moment, then turned to George. “Let’s debrief tonight’s events over breakfast.”


    “Agreed. Good night, lovely girl.”


    “Your handkerchief.” I held it out.


    “You keep it. I have others.” He gave me a wink and sifted out.


    “I’ll take you somewhere close,” said Jude, not even bothering to ask what that was all about. “The sift will be quick. Close your eyes.”


    I did. He held me tight and sifted away from the ruins of Glastonbury Abbey. Keeping his promise, we appeared a few seconds later on a grassy cliff. Bitter-cold, salty air seeped straight to my bones. Gem-like stars and the crescent moon beamed down from a clear sky, sparkling on a semi-calm sea. Waves lapped against a shore in the distance.


    “Jude. Where are we?”


    Still holding me in his arms, he nodded farther up the hill. I followed his gaze to a flattened space. There sat a white-washed cottage squatting square and clean in the night, no light emitting from the windows. Still, the place made me feel warm and safe at once.


    “What is this place?” I whispered, catching his smile by moonlight.


    “My home.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    His home?


    Jude set me on my feet, wrapped his hand around mine and marched up the hill. He nudged the door open without a key, guiding me inside.


    “You leave it unlocked?”


    Teeth chattering, I rubbed my hands together for warmth. Pulling a kerosene lantern from a shelf, he whispered something under his breath. A flame lit the lantern.


    I made a mental note to finally ask him how he managed to do that little trick. Once I stopped freezing to death. My southern American bones had never experienced cold like this.


    He shone the lantern against the far wall where an old sofa stood. Grabbing a tartan blanket from its back, he wrapped it around my shoulders and pulled me near the hearth. I sat on the edge of a chair, too cold to touch anything. He stacked some kindling on the grate and whispered his incantation again, waving his hand and igniting a flame. The fire crackled to life, emitting a faint hiss as it licked up the dry kindling. He stacked two blocks on the growing flame.


    “What’s that?”


    Wiping his hands on his jeans, he walked to me. “We burn peat here, not wood.”


    “And where might here be?”


    He squatted before me, pressing my palms together between his as if in prayer and rubbed them vigorously. My fingers began to thaw from the delicious friction.


    “We’re on the Isle of Arran. In Scotland.”


    Breath still coming out in white puffs, I let my senses take in the surroundings. A large room, one door leading off. Stark furnishings. A black stove in one corner. Knickknacks I couldn’t see properly by firelight.


    He filled a kettle in the sink and put it on the stove, lighting a fire within it before striding into the next room where I heard the same sounds of peat blocks being stacked on a grate. That must be the bedroom.


    I stretched my hands toward the fire, trying to thaw the bone-numbing cold from my body. Before too long, the room warmed. So did I. The earthy smell of burning peat filled the air. Keeping the tartan with me—a plaid mix of green, blue and black now that I could see in the light—I stood and touched the smooth stone mantel. Two sheep figurines faced out, one black, one white. I giggled, imagining Jude picking out these two cuties to adorn his cottage.


    How was this place his home? He said he was born in France and—


    “Of course,” I whispered. “Danté.”


    Danté had sold Jude into slavery to a Celtic clan. One that must’ve brought him to Scotland. He’d been uprooted and brought here.


    I ran my finger along the surface of a small, square table near a shuttered window. No dust on the table. No draft seeping in. Though he didn’t live here all the time, he came often enough to maintain this home of his. My heart clenched, realizing he’d kept it hidden from me until now. I wondered if we hadn’t needed a close place to find safety, would he have shown me? Had this been a home he had with another lover long ago? A wife?


    The kettle whirred a slow-building whistle. Jude returned and lifted it from the heat, pouring water into a cup. He pulled something from a tin canister, a tea bag, and dipped it in the water. Returning to my side, he passed the cup to me.


    “Drink this. It’ll warm you up.”


    I sat next to the fireplace again and sipped the spicy blend of hot tea. He pulled up a dining table chair next to me. He didn’t interrogate me about demons yet, giving me the break I needed from the night’s events. I struggled to keep my mind off George’s memory and the dark premonition of Uriel. I knew I was the woman Uriel spoke of, but I’d never allow Jude to sacrifice himself for me, no more than he already had. This premonition wouldn’t come true. I’d make sure of it. Jude’s baritone broke through my painful reverie.


    “I cast a strong spell of illusion around this place. So strong that I can’t sift directly into the cottage.” He leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands clasped. “No one knows of this cottage.”


    I gulped another sip, the tea warming me from the inside out. “Not even George or Kat?”


    He shook his head. Jealousy reared her nasty, hissy head again. I couldn’t help but ask.


    “Has anyone ever shared, I mean, been here with you before? Like a long time ago?” I sipped from my teacup, glancing over the rim, my heart pounding, waiting for his answer.


    His dark gaze, glittering with light by the flames, held me still. “No one. Ever. Only you.”


    I wanted to ask him to explain, but I didn’t need to. He could see the questions in my eyes.


    “You’re already aware I was sold to a Celtic clan.” I nodded. “What Danté hadn’t accounted for was the clan who bought me needed warriors, not servants. Their clan, the Campbells, had been wiped out by a Roman legion. They’d been determined to rebuild their clan, with foreign slaves if necessary, to defend their homeland and enact their revenge.”


    Finally warm, I set my cup down and snuggled into the chair, folding my legs underneath me.


    “Each family in the clan took foreign sons into their household to rear as their own, not as slaves. I became the son of Fingall and brother of Lauchlan.”


    His face twisted in pain as he gazed into the fire. A flash of memory showed me the vision of a younger Jude wearing blue war paint, standing next to a man near his age in similar dress with paler hair. I knew that must’ve been his brother, this Lauchlan he remembered now. Jude went on.


    “So I had a new family after my old was taken from me by Danté. Little did the bastard know, he’d sold me to those who would care for me as their own. Make me as strong as one of them.”


    He cleared his throat, a tender memory surfacing.


    “When they all passed on, and I’d become a Dominus Daemonum, I stayed in Scotland. Not here, but near Edinburgh. George had me working all over, moving often.” He still avoided telling me how he became a demon hunter. This wasn’t the time to ask. He picked up another peat block and tossed it into the fire, sparks popping. “I needed a place of solace. Where no one could reach me. No one could find me.”


    “The cast of illusion must be very strong. For no one to know of this place after all this time.”


    He made no response, lost in thought. His sharp profile was softened by the pale light, gilded in gold. He was still my Jude—strong and fierce—yet in this moment, he seemed more child than man, more pain than strength, made more vulnerable by the memories that scarred him deep. Memories he had yet to share with me in their entirety. I knew the tragedy of his mother, the first Vessel, who’d chosen to become a martyr for good rather than be a possession of evil for the demon prince, Danté. I knew of his father who’d helped her commit this sacrifice, killing his beloved right before he took his own life, leaving behind a twelve-year-old boy alone in a ruthless world.


    I stood, letting the tartan fall into the chair, stepping between his legs. His expression—unguarded and sorrow-laden—showed me the man I longed to protect and to heal. The man I longed to save from a torturous past. I cradled his face in my hands.


    “I will be your solace.” My voice cracked. “If I can.”


    He pressed his cheek to my chest, wrapping his arms around my waist, clinging to me as if I were a raft on a raging sea. I laced my fingers into his black hair, holding him in a tender embrace.


    “You are, mon coueur.” He pulled me into his lap, pressing a kiss to my temple. “More than you know.”


    I nuzzled my head against his shoulder, watching the fire crackle and burn. For a long time, we said nothing, letting the world and bitter memories fade behind our wall of comfort and compassion. It was Jude who finally brought up tonight’s dramatic events.


    “You did something few have the power to do.”


    “What’s that?”


    He chuckled.


    “You killed a demon.”


    “You kill them all the time. Every day.”


    “No. I do not. I cast them back to hell. They may rot in a pit for centuries before they can crawl back out, but their soul still exists on some plane or another.”


    I shifted to look up at him. I had no idea what I’d done or how I did it. My Vessel power grew more and more each day.


    “Who else has done that before? Killed a demon, I mean.”


    “I’ve only ever seen archangels cast that spell. One reserved for the highest Flamma. Not only did you destroy the demon, you set a fused host free.”


    “You told me humans fused to demons can’t be set free.”


    “That’s because they can’t. Not unless an archangel deems the human life worthy of saving. Hunters don’t have that power.”


    Archangels spent the majority of their time doing, well hell, I have no idea what they were doing. I only knew they rarely ventured down here with us peasants. Demons used earth as their playground, while archangels steered clear for the most part. Probably standing around, sharpening spears, preparing for the Great War. Whatever.


    “So what does it mean, do you think? That I’m able to kill demons.”


    “It means you are indeed the Vessel in the prophecy.”


    “The damn prophecy.” I huffed out a sigh. “If we could only find the lost half.”


    “We will.”


    The fire dimmed. My eyelids grew heavy. A shiver passed through me, remembering the weighty presence of so many demons. “Why were there so many at an abandoned abbey? It was like they were protecting something. Maybe the prophecy? Should we go back?”


    Jude shook his head, expression dark. “They weren’t protecting anything. They were waiting.”


    “For what?” One glance answered my question. “Oh. For us.”


    “For you.” His muscles bunched, pulling me tighter against him. “The real question is, how did they know we’d be there?”


    Jude lifted me and made his way into the bedroom, setting me down on a handmade quilt of greens and golds. I sank into layers of blankets.


    While Jude moved around the room, I kicked off my shoes and socks before squirming under the covers.


    “Holy cow. How many blankets do you need on a bed in Scotland to keep warm?”


    He sat on the opposite side, shuffling off his boots, throwing a smirk over his shoulder. “It’s not even full winter yet. It gets much colder.”


    I shivered at the thought and slipped off my jeans under the covers. I tossed them on the floor, burrowing into the squishy pillows and under the heavy layer of blankets. This was automatic. I’d been sleeping in a T-shirt and panties in his bed for quite some time now. He rarely joined me before I’d fallen asleep, always on the hunt.


    “I can’t imagine anything colder than this.” I burrowed deeper.


    His boots fell with a thunk. I noted he kept his jeans on after he tossed his jacket and shirt onto a corner chair. He slid under the covers with me. I became distinctly aware of his body heat, his beautifully tattooed chest, his heady masculine scent. This was nothing new. We’d slept together many times before. Yes. Slept together. However, ever since the Crescent City Masquerade, Jude would come to bed late and rise early. Avoiding close contact. Now I knew why. Our warm, alert bodies pressed too close, temptation a tangible rope, tugging us even closer.


    Distracting myself before my thoughts headed too far south, I continued with my interrogation.


    “That Bellock dude wasn’t a demon. But he was definitely Flamma.”


    Jude lay on his pillow facing me, the firelight skimming his jaw and cheekbone, making me want to touch.


    “He’s an Angelus Retonsor.”


    I puzzled out the Latin, frowning.


    “Angel clipper. That doesn’t make sense.”


    “George mentioned them to you already. They’re angel hunters.”


    “Then why the name Angelus Retonsor?”


    He made a snipping gesture with his fingers. “They clip their wings and use their dark power to smudge out their angel light. Actually, it’s more of a cutting than a clipping. Demon humor, I suppose.”


    “How terrible.”


    My heart skittered a few beats, thinking of Thomas and how I would feel if Bellock ever got hold of him.


    “Wait a minute. Angels don’t have wings.”


    Jude studied me for a minute before asking, “How would you know?”


    “I mean, Uriel. I saw him that day in Jackson Square. He didn’t have wings.”


    For a moment, Jude didn’t answer, watching me with great care. I waited, trying not to be transparent. I didn’t want to mention Thomas yet. Jude took my personal guardianship to an entirely different level. I wasn’t ready for the heated interrogation that would come with the confession that my guardian angel was making random and frequent appearances. Besides, this intimate moment, becoming more and more intimate by the second, would be shattered in an instant.


    Jude smoothed a loose lock of hair off my cheek. “Uriel does have wings. You just can’t see them.”


    “Illusion.”


    Our eyes met. Growing still and focused, his gaze made my insides curl with want. My gaze dropped to his lips. I wet my own. An impulse. A dangerous one.


    Face fixed in grave lines, Jude said, “Roll over.” I did. Smart man. Better not tempt fate too much.


    He slipped his arm around my waist and pulled me into the curve of his body. My stomach started doing a series of somersaults.


    “Cold?” His voice was a rough caress near my ear.


    “No,” I whispered. Hot, actually. And getting hotter.


    He flattened his palm against my stomach. The sensation sent a wave of aching need straight between my legs. I wiggled back against him. He stiffened.


    Ever since Danté had taken me to his lair, Jude had kept me at arm’s length. He permitted himself to the edge of desire, but never too far. I knew what he feared. Untainted heart, hands and body. This was the cardinal rule for a Vessel. In order to prevent soiling my soul and becoming a slave to a high demon, I must remain chaste in body and mind. Jude had been the model of a gentleman, keeping his hands off me to avoid tainting me. But when his hard frame curled around my soft one, I couldn’t think anymore, blinded by the glorious heat of him pressing against me. And damn if I didn’t want to be tainted.


    Desire screamed through my body, begging me to ease the ache. I lay my hand on top of his, sliding it upward to cup my breast. A brazen move. I couldn’t help it. He squeezed. The tip of my breast hardened to a peak under his palm. I whimpered, wanting more.


    “Jude,” I begged. I heard it in the way I cried his name, the desperate plea of a woman completely lost, drowning in unfulfilled desire.


    He skimmed his lips down the slope of my neck to my shoulder, his hand mounding my breast harder. I arched my neck to give him better access, breath already ragged, luxuriating in the mind-numbing sensation of his hands and mouth on me. I flipped to my back and laced my hands into his hair, pulling his mouth down to mine.


    “Yes,” I moaned between short breaths.


    The reins he’d held to leash our passion slipped through his fingers when I slid my tongue into his mouth. He pulled me flush underneath him and pressed his full weight on top of me—a glorious, hot cage. I opened my legs, cradling him close. He pushed with pelvis and chest, pinning my body beneath him. Why it felt so good to be walled in and rendered immobile by his solid weight, I have no idea. Propped on his forearms, he trapped me, eyes blazing as his mouth pried mine wider, swallowing my sounds of pleasure. His tongue swept in. Determined. Possessive. Urgent. Teeth grazed my lower lip. He bit down, gently, retracing the mark with his tongue. A breathy gasp.


    “Jude.” His name escaped my lips, desperate and wanting. I was well beyond coherent thought, my body yearning, demanding more. His mouth trailed a hot line down the column of my throat. “Please.” I rolled my hips, the perfect hard friction rubbing between my legs, driving me insane with need. My brain fogged. “Jude… I want…”


    I couldn’t think past the haze of desire. I thrust my fingers into his hair, pulling his mouth back to mine, his probing tongue making my body coil tighter and want more. I moaned, well aware how wanton I sounded and not giving a damn.


    “I need…”


    I didn’t even know what I was saying. He rose up, bracing himself on his forearms, eyes boring into mine with fiery intent. My hands glided over his bare chest, skimming the planes of his ridged abdomen. Everything was tight and hard and so ungodly wonderful. One of my hands drifted lower to the frighteningly large bulge pressing against my thigh. Jude hissed in a breath between clenched teeth, grabbing my wrist and pinning it above my head.


    “Jude, please,” I whispered against his mouth, as he brushed my lips with slow, teasing sweeps. “I… I—”


    He kissed me hard, smothering whatever the hell I was going to say, giving me his full weight for a brief, glorious moment, then jerked off me. “Fuck!” He fell to his back and threw an arm across his eyes, sucking in air like a drowning man come to shore. “We can’t,” he growled, his clenched jaw a square of granite.


    Ashamed of the tears pooling in my eyes, I had no idea how badly I wanted him, needed him. Not just his body. I needed the intimacy, to know that he was mine and I was his. The world was going to shit, demons running amok, a great war of heavenly and demonic hosts on the horizon, and all I could do was mourn the fact I couldn’t have sex with the one I loved. The one who loved me. But it was more than that. The connection we shared kept pulling, tugging, tightening. Resisting the urge to connect on the most intimate level felt like breaking in two.


    “I lied to you,” he said, voice throaty and gruff.


    “What?” I asked, winded and confused and angry and still turned on. “What do you mean?”


    He shifted on his side. “Remember that night I told you I’d gladly damn us both to hell for a taste of you? Well, I lied.” He blew out a heavy breath, gaining control again. “My soul is already damned, but I refuse to drag you down with me. I don’t want to take the chance that this”—he waved a hand between us—“might make you an easy target for another demon prince. Danté may be out of the picture, but there are six more out there.”


    “But I’m already tainted. That guy at the ball. Remember?” I didn’t care that I sounded like a petulant child who’d lost its new toy. Reason had fled the equation the moment he’d pressed his body to mine and I’d gotten a hint of what it would be like.


    “The sin you committed against him hasn’t tainted you. For whatever reason. Probably because the asshole deserved to die. His soul was already black as hell. You did the world a favor.” The swirling darkness in his eyes reminded me he knew all about sins latching on to the soul, even ones that weren’t your own. He cupped my cheek. “I won’t do it, Genevieve. I won’t chance condemning you because of my”—his cool, even tone deepened to hot and fierce—“because of my bone-crushing need to drive inside you and hear you scream my name.”


    If I wasn’t already lying down, my knees would’ve given out and dropped me to the floor with that admission. Especially accompanying his burning gaze telling me he might just say fuck it and take me anyway. He was a man riding a razor’s edge. And I’d done this to him. I turned my face into his palm and pressed a tender kiss there.


    A moment later, he hopped off the bed and headed into the bathroom.


    “Wait. Where are you going?”


    “To take a shower.” Door slam. “A cold one!”


    Oh…right.


    “You have plumbing here?”


    No answer. Only the sound of a faucet turning on. So this rustic cottage on the Isle of Arran had a few modern amenities. I snuggled back into the covers, cursing the world—demons and angels alike. I sat up and punched my pillow, suddenly not as comfortable as I was a while ago. But it wasn’t the pillow, and I knew it. My discomfort came from sexual frustration, nothing else.


    As the pipes squeaked on, I listened to the water in the shower and tried my damnedest not to imagine Jude’s naked body under running water. Okay, so I didn’t try that hard at all.


    After inhaling a deep breath, I blew it out, staring through the window, the stars bright in the midnight sky, even from here. The earthy smell of peat burning and the warmth of the fire finally soothed me into a calmer state. I wished we could hide away and stay here forever, pretending the ills of the world outside didn’t even exist.


    But, of course, I knew we couldn’t. The world would come knocking as soon as my eyes opened in the morning.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    We waited in silence, watching early bird tourists wander the French Quarter. From this corner table in the back of Café Du Monde, Jude had a good view of the crowds. I sipped my café au lait. He brooded, shoulders back, hands clasped in his lap, staring outward, away from me.


    He had barely spoken three words to me all morning. He hadn’t broached the topic of last night, and I knew why. Neither of us knew how long we’d have to wait till we could finally sate this growing hunger.


    “Jude. Last night was—”


    He cut me off with a dark glance and a sharp tone. “A mistake. I shouldn’t have let it go that far.”


    It wasn’t nearly far enough, in my opinion. Shame flushed my cheeks with heat. I’d writhed underneath him like a whore, begging for him. I’d pushed him to the edge, not caring what consequences might await me after. “Oh.” I turned away, biting the inside of my cheek. Acid churned in my stomach. His gaze bore into me from the side, but I refused to let him see the hurt in my eyes.


    “Genevieve.” I ignored him. “Look at me.”


    He curled his hand around mine in my lap. I tried to yank away, but he held tight. When I snapped my head in his direction, anger rather than shame gripped me hard. He didn’t respond in kind. Rather, his expression softened, brow pinching with regret.


    “It was my fault,” he said, gently.


    “How can we possibly continue to live like this? I can’t even be around you without wanting—” I clamped my jaw shut. Frustration threatened to make me scream.


    “I know. Last night was…difficult. You were…” He stopped, reading my expression.


    “What? Your slutty, desperate girlfriend begging for it, and you felt sorry for me?” My voice quivered with rage and humiliation.


    “No.” Steady. Soft. “You were overwhelmingly beautiful, and I nearly lost my mind, I was so turned on.” My heart tripped several beats. He brushed the back of his knuckles down my cheek. I closed my eyes, willing the combination of disappointment, sorrow and fury not to push me over the edge. “I want to fulfill you in every way. And I will. But we can’t take any chances. Not yet.”


    “So we can’t even touch each other. Great.” My sardonic tone cut the air.


    “Not yet, mon coeur.” He cupped my cheek and angled me toward him. I sensed his lips before they brushed mine, sweeping a gentle kiss, warm and sensual. He kissed a line up my cheek to my ear. “If you only knew how much I did hold back.” He kissed the hollow below my ear. “The pain for me was crippling.” I shivered, his touch burning sweetly as his aura of flame licked around us both. He swept his lips along my cheek, finally forcing me to look at him. “One of these days, there will be no barriers between us.” His hand slipped to the nape of my neck. “And I’ll never leave you unsatisfied.”


    He slanted his mouth over mine, taking me with ravenous speed and unbridled passion—a burning promise of what was to come.


    Someone cleared his throat. “You do realize you’re in a public place, don’t you?”


    I jumped and pulled away George stood above us. Jude didn’t even acknowledge him. For a long moment, his fiery gaze lingered only on me. Any shame I felt earlier had evaporated with his heated words and lingering promise.


    George took a seat. “Oh, don’t mind me. You two just carry on if you must.” He waved over the nearest waitress. “Coffee, black, please.”


    Jude resumed his watching of the crowds. The waitress returned with George’s coffee just as Kat approached in jeans and a dark pink sweater, her hair twisted in a bun on top of her head. Her eyes widened when she saw who sat at our table. She clearly hadn’t known George would be here.


    “Good morning,” she said, taking the only available seat between George and Jude.


    “Morning, Katherine,” said George, raising his mug to her. “Don’t you look lovely.” He was teasing her, but the sentiment was genuine. Pulse racing, my mind flashed to George on the pier two centuries earlier, heart breaking into a thousand pieces. For her. For Kat.


    Kat frowned. “Are you all right, Gen? You look ill.”


    I shook it off and forced a smile. “Fine.” I cleared my throat. “Just tired.”


    George arched a brow at Jude, who finally decided to join the conversation.


    Jude cleared his throat. “Genevieve discovered a new Vessel power last night, Kat.”


    “Terrific. Which is?”


    “She can call humans away from fused demons and kill the infestation.”


    “The death cast.” She scooted closer, leaning her elbows on the table. “But only angels have that power.”


    “Not anymore, it seems,” said George, sipping his coffee.


    “Wow.” Kat grinned. “Awesome.” She winked at me.


    I squirmed uncomfortably. “I didn’t know what I was doing. It just sort of…happened.”


    “Your VS knows,” said Jude.


    I smiled at his using the initials.


    He smiled back. “Bellock was also on the prowl.”


    “That asshole?” asked Kat, grimacing. “What was he doing there?”


    “Unsure,” said Jude. “But, too many demons showed up for it to be an accident. They knew we’d be there.”


    “Bleed,” said Kat. “He must’ve tipped off another demon that we’d been snooping around and where we might likely be headed.”


    George frowned. “What are you doing associating with scum of his kind?” I didn’t miss the note of censure in his voice.


    Kat rolled her eyes. “We’d gotten the tip from Dommiel. He’s in our back pocket for now.”


    George had abandoned his coffee, arms crossed on the table as he leaned slightly toward Kat. “No demon is ever ‘in the pocket’ of a hunter. Be careful, Katherine.” His tone held more anger than it should.


    I glanced at Jude, who gave me a quick shake of the head. “True. Dommiel may not be loyal, but we’re holding him with enough intimidation that he wouldn’t send us into a trap willingly. It serves him more if I keep other high demons out of his territory in New Orleans. If I disappear, so does his dominion here.”


    I remembered the way Bleed’s band members, other lower demons, didn’t seem in the least threatened by our presence. “Perhaps Bleed still works for Damas. And he tipped him off.”


    George’s pensive expression shifted away from Kat, considering. “That lovely piece of work I had the fortune to meet last night did have the markings of Damas.” The menace he used when saying the demon prince’s name made me shiver. We all knew Damas was the one who kept Kat captive long ago.


    “What do you mean?” asked Kat, her eyes on George. “Demon spawn?”


    “Yes. A titan, dragon spawn,” he clarified. “Not certain whose child it was, but its power echoed the creatures of Damas I’ve fought before.” George’s gaze fell on Kat again. I knew in that moment he’d probably fought legions of Damas’s spawn in order to save Kat. She’d never told me who saved her from Damas, but sitting here, feeling the palpable tension stretching between them, I knew it was him.


    Kat cleared her throat. “So you killed the creature last night.”


    He shook his head, nodding to me. “When Genevieve started the death cast, every dark Flamma in the vicinity disappeared.”


    “Including Bellock,” added Jude.


    I scoffed. “You’re not saying that angel hunter was afraid of me.”


    “Doubtful, but he’s cunning. I think your power was as much of a surprise to him as it was to the other creatures. They’ll regroup and use another strategy before they attack you again.”


    A couple bumped past us. The crowds thickened, tables filling up. I watched a vendor across the street attaching Christmas lights to his wooden display of artwork. My stomach clenched, knowing it was time to drop the bomb I’d been holding for some time.


    “Rather than wait for them to attack again or set another trap, why don’t we go on the offensive?” All eyes swiveled to me.


    “What do you have in mind?” asked Kat.


    “Okay.” I heaved in a deep breath. “Mindy and I have a trip planned to New York next week—”


    “No.” The finality in Jude’s tone made me tremble.


    “Jude, listen. If I’m in New York, I’ll constantly be in crowds. And according to the rules, they can’t sift in crowds. Right?”


    “This is true,” said George. “But that’s only when you’re in the safety of the public.”


    “No,” said Jude again, his eyes darkening to a storm.


    “Gah,” I said, grabbing his arm. “Stop being so bullheaded and listen.”


    His jaw clenched tight. He didn’t give me his one-word command again, so I took that as a positive sign to continue.


    “Even when we’re not in crowds, you, Kat, Dorian and George could be around to guard the hotel and whatever. But eventually they’ll make the attack, which is what we want.”


    “And why would we want that?” asked Kat.


    “Think of how we surprised Gorham in his place, Kat. He didn’t expect it. We had the upper hand. We won that battle and set those girls free.”


    “However”—added Jude in a growl—“you did get sifted away by Gorham, as I recall.”


    “If we’re ready for them, we might finally find out what Bamal is up to and what he knows of the prophecy. We need to capture Gorham or Razor or one of Bamal’s big guys. Those three you caught at the Crescent City Masquerade knew only that they were to capture me, not kill me. They had no other intel that was useful, because they weren’t in Bamal’s privileged circle.”


    “But Gorham is,” said Kat.


    “Yes!” Finally, someone was getting it. “And if I’m walking around New York City, do you honestly believe they won’t try to kidnap me again? They will.”


    “And we’ll be ready for them,” said George, smiling. “I do love a woman with a devious mind.”


    Jude had fallen into silence. I took one of his callused hands in both of mine. “With you there guarding me, all will be well.”


    Silence. We waited as Jude seemed to mull everything over. Funny that he was calling the shots on this, not George.


    “Only one problem with this plan of yours,” he finally said.


    “What?”


    “Gorham will never get too close if he knows I’m waiting for him. Every Flamma alive now knows I protect you.” My heart sank, then he glanced at George and Kat. “But I may have a plan to fix that problem.”


    I grinned. “So we’re going?”


    “Yes. Only if you do exactly as you’re told, Genevieve, and don’t take unnecessary risks.”


    “I’ll be a good girl.” I crisscrossed the left side of my chest with one finger. “Cross my heart.”


    Jude raised a brow, mouth quirking on one side. “We’ll see about that.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “D-7.” I bit my bottom lip, waiting.


    Jude moved a peg on his board, then sprawled back in my recliner, lounging his weight slightly to one side, completely confident smirk in place. “B-4.”


    Sitting on the floor close to the coffee table, I eyed him over the top of my hidden game board, suspicious he’d calculated so well. Too well. “Are you sure you want to play your piece there?”


    “Yes.” His smile broadened. He drummed his fingers on the top of his thigh in a slow rhythm, patient as ever.


    “Absolutely positive?”


    “You do realize this isn’t poker. You can’t bluff your way out of this.”


    “Can’t blame a girl for trying.” I flipped my board down so he could see. “You sank my last damn battleship. And I still think you cheated somehow.”


    “I may be many things,” he said, standing and pulling his gray T-shirt over his head, revealing a wide expanse of bronzed skin and black ink, which sucked the breath right out of me, “but I am not a cheater.” He held out a hand. “Come on. I want my prize.”


    “Fine.” I let him lead me to my bedroom, leaving the empty pizza box, beer bottles and game boards on the table.


    Mindy had slept over at Dave’s, promising to be here early in the morning so we could get to the airport on time. Jude had offered to take me out to dinner, but I’d opted for a night in with pizza and games. Going out had lost its thrill. I couldn’t do anything in public without glancing over my shoulder, waiting for an enemy to pop up any minute. At home, within Jude’s wards, I could relax. Well, sort of. Until he did things like strip shirtless and guide me toward my bedroom with his jeans hanging wonderfully low on his hips, the top of his Calvin Kleins riding up, leading my thoughts down a wayward path.


    “How long?” I asked.


    “We didn’t stipulate a timeframe,” he said. “I guess until I say so.” He kicked off his boots and flopped onto my down comforter on his stomach. His long, well-muscled body shrank my queen-size bed.


    “We’re playing a different game next time,” I said, climbing on top of him and straddling his bum.


    “You were the one who wanted to play Battleship.”


    I heaved a sigh, pretending this was a chore to glide my hands up his back and over his tight frame. I’d beaten my dad at Battleship a million times, but something made me wonder if I’d lost on purpose. Subconsciously of course. I pressed harder, kneading catlike into a stiff spot on his right shoulder—his sword arm.


    “Christ, that feels good,” he muffled sideways into the pillow.


    Eyes closed, his dark lashes contrasted against the white pillowcase. His expression was relaxed. His body was at rest beneath me. I’d rarely seen this side of Jude. I smiled, knowing I was one of the few people who could ever see him with his guard down.


    I massaged down the outside of his spine, marveling at the intricate details of his full-back tattoo. The fine lines of St. Michael’s face, of the angel’s feathered wings, of his flexed arm driving a sharpened spear into the devil, all of it must’ve taken hours upon hours to create.


    “When did you get this?” I finally asked, massaging back up to his shoulders.


    At first, I thought he’d dropped off into sleep. After a few minutes, he said, “About twenty years ago or so.”


    I scoffed, realizing it was about the time I’d been born. Every so often, I had to remind myself that Jude wasn’t a mere thirty-something as he appeared to be.


    “It must have taken a long time.”


    He flexed his back muscles unconsciously, pushing his arms farther under the pillow beneath his head, his biceps curling. “About a year.”


    “A year? Wow.”


    “Oh…God yes. Right there.” I kneaded my hands in that one spot beneath his shoulder blade. He exhaled on a moan before picking up the conversation again. “I’d found the best artist in New Orleans for the job. But he couldn’t do it all at one time. My skin had to heal between sessions so we had to spread it out over a few months.”


    I flattened my hand across the archangel’s wings, more lifelike than any tattoo I’d seen. “Did it hurt?”


    His only answer was a shrug. For several minutes, we said nothing as I pressed the balls of my palms up and down his back, loosening the strain. I glided my hands over his broad back, enjoying the feel of him under my fingertips, losing my train of thought in the ink tapestry.


    “I liked it,” he said.


    I frowned. “Liked what?”


    “The hurt,” he admitted, low and gruff. “That’s why I did the second tattoo.”


    My heart hammered faster. My fingers slowed, then stopped, resting under his shoulder blades.


    “I would’ve kept going and covered my whole damn body, but…” He shrugged, not finishing the thought. “I realized then why I never minded getting cut or injured in a fight with a demon. It dawned on me that I’d often gone hunting just for the fight alone. For the pain. I’d needed some kind of release.”


    One of my teammates on the soccer team in high school used to cut herself on her upper thigh, hiding her guilty vice beneath long shorts when we played. When I’d caught her dressing for a game one time, I’d asked her why she did it. Her simple reply was, “It relieves me. Makes the rest of the world go away.” I didn’t understand, unable to comprehend how cutting yourself relieved pain or stress or whatever it was she needed relief from.


    But I knew Jude’s past. Some of it. I knew the pain of losing his parents had stayed with him. I knew that he’d been casting out demons for centuries, and every time he did, some of their evil clung to his spirit. I understood how the physical pain might have been a balm to ease the internal memories he was unable to wipe away.


    “Why did you stop?” I asked. Not that I wanted him covering his entire body in ink, but curiosity made me wonder.


    “Two reasons.” He shifted his body onto his forearms. I lifted onto my knees while he turned beneath me to face up. “For one, I didn’t want to give in to weakness. I didn’t want to lessen the painful memories of my past, of the things I’ve done.”


    “Jude, you can’t have done anything that—”


    “I have.” His expression was unreadable, his chest heaving faster as if he were nervous to broach this topic. “I’ve done worse than you can imagine.”


    I didn’t pry. Still on my knees above him, refusing to believe he’d done anything worth being damned to hunt demons for two millenniums, I asked, “And the second reason?”


    His mouth twitched up on one side the way I liked. “Because I didn’t want to look like Dommiel.”


    I laughed as he pulled me down. Snuggling into the crook of his arm, my head on his chest, I draped an arm across his waist, relishing the feel of him so close to me, on multiple levels. The bond weaving from his heart to mine tightened even more. “I’m going to miss you in New York.”


    He kissed the top of my head. “I’ll miss you too. But I won’t be too far. It’s best the way we’ve planned it.”


    “I know.” Still, I pouted. I hated our plan, though I knew it was the only way to lure Bamal’s minions close enough to catch one of them.


    “Genevieve?”


    I’d started to drift off in the warmth of his arms. “Hm?”


    “I don’t need the pain to relieve me anymore.”


    “Why not?”


    Pause.


    “Because I’ve got you.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “Hurry up, Gen!”


    A mountain of luggage dangled off Mindy’s tiny body, yet she still moved faster than me. She looked like a Vera Bradley nightmare with skinny, tan legs. I knew why I was stalling and dragging ass getting out of the cab. I dreaded the upcoming scene in the airport terminal. The one plotted and planned and deemed vital before I crossed into Prince Bamal’s realm.


    “Is this all, miss?” asked the porter, sweat beading along his brow despite the cooler temperatures.


    Mindy pointed to the open trunk. “Just two more bags. Right over there.”


    He lugged her Petal Paisley Pink duffle and cargo bag onto the rolling cart, while she hefted the matching tote onto her shoulder.


    He turned to me. “And you, ma’am?”


    “Just the one. Thanks.”


    Much less in-style, or matching, I traveled with a small, nondescript rolling suitcase and my brown leather travel bag. My vest-o-daggers was strapped underneath my brown leather jacket. Jude had promised my cast of illusion would shield them, despite the X-ray screens at the gate. Still, the thought of setting off alarms and being carted off by beefy policemen had me jittery. But not nearly as much as the scene awaiting me past the security gate.


    “Come on.” Mindy blew blonde bangs out of her eyes in frustration. “You act like you don’t even want to go on this trip. We’ve only been dreaming about it since sixth grade.”


    “I’m excited,” I said, trying not to sound defensive. “I’m totally excited.”


    “Yeah. Whatever. Move it, Drake.”


    Mindy’s mother had traveled up a week earlier with her boyfriend, Bill Bridges, a wealthy business tycoon who seemed eager to woo her with extravagant gifts. Like an all-expenses paid trip for her, her daughter and her daughter’s best friend to New York. He had a long business trip scheduled in the city, which had launched this whole adventure.


    After checking in our luggage and getting our boarding passes, Mindy and I headed through the security gate. I tried not to fidget, focusing on my VS, repeating the cast of illusion in my head. The TSA guard didn’t blink or move an inch as I passed through, my daggers going undetected. I’d thought of asking Jude the day before how the illusion could hide metal from a detector but knew better. He’d give me a cryptic answer which wasn’t really an answer.


    Finding our gate, I settled my bag along the row of seats with my back to the window. The setting sun had just fallen behind a line of trees in the distance.


    The prickly sensation of demons among us kept registering on my VS then vanishing, meaning they were casting illusion to hide themselves among the crowd. I focused, channeling my own power to seek them out, coming up with nothing. Whatever demons were here, they kept to the fringe, out of reach for me to find them.


    Mindy plopped her bag next to mine. “You want a coffee or something? I’m going to pop over to that Starbucks.”


    “No. I’m good.”


    Mindy stared at me for a moment. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


    “Yeah. Fine. Why?”


    “You’re lying to me, Genevieve Drake, but I know better than to push. You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”


    She sauntered off to Starbucks, swinging her matching Petal Paisley Pink wristlet. Mindy knew me too well. Yes. Something was bothering me. The anticipation had sweat dampening my neck, my top sticking to my back.


    There was also the fact that Mindy and I were drifting apart. Our mutual nights away with boyfriends—her and Dave snuggling on the sofa with popcorn while Jude and I incinerated demons in the night—had put physical distance between us. I was also pulling away emotionally. My fear of an unknown future where she was no longer a part of my life scared the shit out of me. Considering I’d learned that I was ageless like other Flamma, the time would eventually come when I’d have to say good-bye for good.


    No one knew if this damn war between the heavenly and demonic hosts would happen next month, next year, or in the next hundred years. George and Jude kept saying soon, but no one could define that adequately for me. Soon is a relative term when you’ve been alive for two thousand years. All I knew was that my life as a college co-ed was drawing to a close, and I didn’t see how Mindy would fit in it. No matter what happened, I’d made Jude, George and Kat swear they’d protect my family and friends from any and all harm from the demons. That was the only stipulation I’d had for this trip and to set this trap for Bamal—to protect Mindy at all costs. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to her because of me.


    As I scanned the airport terminal, no one appeared suspicious. A mother played horsey, bouncing her curly headed toddler on one knee. A shirt-and-tie businessman scrolled down his iPad with his index finger, smiling at something he read. A teen couple with matching purple hair and nose piercings huddled close, whispering to each other. No red-eyed demon gazed at me from behind a bookrack or vendor. The demons lurking here were trained to hide well. High demons. They’d need to sift in and out to avoid my detection this well.


    Mindy returned with a foam-topped mocha Frappuccino. Her phone bleeped with a text message. She giggled as she read it, puffing out a swoony sigh.


    I angled closer. “Let me guess. Dave?”


    I watched her key in a row of hearts and press Send. “Yep. We said good-bye last night, but he wanted to be sure I knew he loved me before we flew out.”


    “Was there ever any doubt?”


    She took a long sip from her straw, narrowing her eyes. “Look, Miss Snark. You don’t have to be all—” She paused, mouth agape, suddenly getting that ah-ha look on her face. “Ohhh. I know what’s bothering you. Trouble in paradise with Mr. Hotness, isn’t there?”


    I looked away across the terminal, scanning for the source of a familiar signature that hit me with the sting of a whiplash across my skin.


    “Don’t ignore me, Gen. That’s what it is, isn’t it?”


    The flight attendant’s robotic voice came over the intercom, while I continued to scan, searching for the blond-haired high demon I met in the basement of the House of Hades. “We are now boarding flight 318 to Newark. Would all passengers requiring assistance and first-class passengers please step up to the gate.”


    “That’s us.” Mindy swilled down her frozen coffee, squeezing her eyes tight. “Ow. Brain freeze.” She tossed the half-empty cup in the trash and picked up her bag. “Come on. We can talk on the plane.”


    I swept the area for someone else entirely, ignoring the familiar demon signature lurking close by. I hooked my leather bag over one shoulder.


    And there he was. My man, whose blazing aura opened the crowd, leaving dumbfounded men and drooling women in his wake. Stalking across the terminal in full black with long strides and fire in his eyes. His heavy cast of illusion kept his weapons hidden from sight. I waited, heart thudding faster.


    “Oh crap, Gen. Jude looks pissed. Did he know you were leaving town?”


    I couldn’t answer, watching the man of my dreams draw closer with a deep scowl marring his typically controlled expression. Chin up and gut in a knot, I waited till he stood directly in front of me.


    “I thought we’d settled this, Genevieve,” he said—steady, determined, strong. “Why are you here?”


    Moving into his space, I raised my voice rather than lowered it. “Yes. You thought we’d settled this, but you were wrong.” I swallowed the swelling lump to spill my speech. “You don’t get to make all my decisions for me, Jude. First you follow me like a jailer. Now you’re never around, running off doing whatever it is you do, and I’m sick of it. I’m not your slave to do whatever it is you want when you want it.” Still unmoving, dark gaze fixed, he said not a word. “So stop following me. As of this moment, you have no right to. This is over. We’re over.”


    I pushed past him, moving quickly toward the gate. A tear slipped. I brushed it roughly away with the back of my hand. I passed my boarding pass to the attendant, glancing over her shoulder.


    The source of the biting wind leaned against a column. In black jeans and white starched shirt, Razor smiled at me. Just before I stepped through the gate, he blew me a kiss.


    Mindy sidled close, wrapping an arm around my waist. “Why didn’t you tell me, Gen?” She spoke soft words about everything being okay. I nodded, blindly following her into first class, where I’d never sat before in my whole life. I shoved my carry-on in the overhead compartment with more force than necessary. Once in our seats, she squeezed my hand. “You’ll see. We’ll have an amazing time together and come back and everything will be fine.”


    I forced a smile to reassure her. My phone vibrated in my pocket. While she tucked her bag away, I checked the text.


    Jude: Well done, my heart. If I hadn’t planned this with you, I’d have thought you were speaking the truth.


    Yes. It was all an act, but my body reacted as if it were real. The reason being that I had spoken the truth. Barring the fact that I had no intention of breaking up with him, I hadn’t lied. My heart ached because I did feel neglected in some way. I wanted more than what we had, and I had no idea how to ask for it without sounding like a selfish child. Finding the prophecy was the first priority. The fate of the world was at stake, but all I could moan and groan about were my feelings of unrequited love. And that was just it. Jude returned my love, but not in full, not wholly and completely the way my heart yearned and burned for him. I didn’t want a kiss or a snuggle here and there in between our demon hunting sessions or at the end of another long day apart. I wanted all of him, in every way.


    My phone buzzed with a new text.


    Jude: Remember, stay in the crowds. They can’t sift in large crowds of humans. All will be well.


    Me: Ok. See you in NY.


    Jude: I’ll be there.


    I tucked my phone away and buckled my belt, squeezing my eyes shut. The pain of merely acting like I broke it off with Jude lacerated my heart. I couldn’t imagine the excruciating pain should we ever truly separate.


    I waited for liftoff, twirling the moon opal that Jude had given me in my hand, hoping our performance had done the trick. Razor had been there, watching the whole scene. Hopefully, that was enough. They’d know I was on my own in New York now. Or at least without Jude, the scariest damn demon hunter alive. I remember one time when we’d first met, I thought Jude had treated me like bait, dangling me over a shark-infested pool when he brought me to Dommiel’s lair for the first time. Now I felt as if I were swimming with them, my blood scenting the waters, drawing them closer. But this was the only way if we were ever going to catch them and determine why they were so desperate to kidnap me. Alive, not dead, this time. We all knew it had something to do with the prophecy, the lost part we couldn’t seem to get our hands on. For now.


    The hollow hum of the plane soaring at high altitude soothed the other first-class passengers to sleep. Not me. I’d moved across the aisle from Mindy, where two empty seats made it easy for me to read my book without disturbing her. With my mind so focused on my acting debut in the airport, I’d forgotten to pack or buy a thing to read. The sweet, white-haired lady in row B heard me complaining to Mindy and offered me a paperback of The Captain’s Captive.


    I laughed, recognizing the cover from a book Kat read while waiting for me to get out of class once. Knowing I’d never sleep with my mind racing, I settled in to read the romance at sea, regardless of its ridiculous, hair-in-the-wind, heaving-cleavage, bulging-bare-chested cover.


    I’d been reading for an hour, the only one awake under the dim overhead light. I was at the point where Captain Sparr pinned Violet against the wall of his ship’s cabin, promising her pleasure with silver-tongued words if only she gave in to her desires. Violet protested—but not very much—her resistance growing weak under his onslaught of kisses. I was so engrossed, I didn’t notice the presence beside me. Not until an intoxicating whiff of wintry woods caressed my senses.


    I jumped, finding a smiling Thomas seated next to me, peering over my shoulder.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He glanced down at the book in my hand. “Interesting reading material.”


    I snapped it shut and stuffed it between my hip and the seat, determined not to be embarrassed by my late-night airplane reading. “Not really. Just something I picked up.” I cleared my throat. “What—what are you doing here?”


    “Checking on you. The display at the airport had me worried about you. Are you okay?”


    “You were there?” I hadn’t sensed him. “I felt the presence of demons, but not you.”


    “There were a few in Bamal’s service present.” His face tightened into grim lines. “And now they know you’re traveling unprotected.”


    I smiled. “But I’m not.”


    “How so?”


    “You’re here, aren’t you?” I didn’t have the strength to explain the farce he witnessed in the airport.


    He leaned close, the overhead light casting his face in half-shadow. I glanced down, feeling his fingers lace through mine on my lap. Whoa.


    “I am here, Genevieve. I will always be here for you.”


    My pulse raced ahead. “Thomas, I don’t think—”


    “Listen to me.” His whispered words sounded dire, drawing my full attention. “There is only one thing that could protect you no matter where you are, and you know this.” His eyes shined in the dark, an otherworldly glow holding me captive. My VS hummed as his signature grew stronger, lapping cool waves over my body. “Name that power, Genevieve.”


    I didn’t need to even think about it. “The power to sift to safety.”


    “Yes.” His mouth tipped up on one side. “And I can give you that power. You need only say the word.”


    How had it never occurred to me? Thomas was an angel. He had the power I needed, the one denied to me as the Vessel of Light by other angels too busy preparing for the Great War.


    My gaze dropped to his lips, knowing power is transferred through a kiss. His free hand came up, his palm flattened against my neck under my jaw, fingers curving along my nape. “Do you want it, Genevieve?” He leaned close to my ear. The light above us snapped off, hiding us in the dark. “Say yes, and I’ll share my power with you.” His lips brushed my jaw. “I’ll part with it willingly for you.” Another soft kiss and another in a line closer to my mouth. My chest rose and fell in quick breaths, my mind a numb haze. I gripped his wrist to push him away, but I didn’t. His lips brushed against mine as he said, “Tell me you want it. Now. And it’s yours.”


    An alarm rang in my head. I shook myself mentally and pulled his hand away from my face.


    “Thomas—” My voice shook. From what? Anxiety? Desire? No, this wasn’t right. “I appreciate the offer, but I…I don’t know.”


    He backed away, face still serene as always. I’d allowed George to kiss me and give me the power of protection against Danté. I hadn’t hesitated. Not with Jude standing there as witness. But this, with Thomas, it felt like betrayal.


    He recognized the look of fear in my eyes. “Not now, then.” Raising my hand still twined in his, he turned my hand and pressed a soft kiss to the inside of my wrist, lingering too long. “When you’re ready.” Within a blink, he was gone.


    I stared at the empty seat, the smell of snow-covered pines floating in his wake. I needed that power.


    “Damn it, Genevieve,” I muttered. I touched my jaw where he’d kissed me. Where I’d let him kiss me. I cursed under my breath, twisting in my seat, my hip obstructed by the book. I pulled the romance novel from its little hiding place and glanced at the cover—a pirate on deck with long hair billowing, staring down at his lady love, pouty lips parted, full cleavage heaving. I remembered the way Thomas had looked at me just now, not far off from the dark gaze of a lusty pirate.


    No more Captain Sparr and his damsel in distress tonight.


    I tossed the book aside and closed my eyes, willing myself to forget the passionate plea in Thomas’s words and the promise of his power…and something more.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “OMG! Would you look at this view?”


    We stood at the window, gazing down at Central Park from our suite at the top of The Plaza. Last night, we’d been too exhausted to do anything other than collapse into bed.


    Mindy’s mom squeezed in between us and wrapped her arms around our waists. “The Edwardian Suite. Only the best for my girls.”


    Mindy’s mom had become a substitute for my own in sixth grade when I’d first slept over at their house. Just as my dad had become a surrogate father for Mindy. Sure, Miss Donna had a revolving door of boyfriends lavishing gifts on Mindy to win favor with her mom. But my dad had been the one to love Mindy like his own. Just as Miss Donna had loved me.


    “Thank you, Miss Donna. This is incredible.” Even I couldn’t pretend to be immune to such luxury. She’d even ordered coffee and breakfast up to our rooms as a gentle wake-up call. I was more accustomed to getting myself going and grabbing a pop-tart before running out the door. Except when I crashed at Jude’s.


    Jude. My heart squeezed. I missed him already, especially after that horrendous scene in the airport yesterday. And the following scene in the airplane with Thomas and the almost-kiss. I knew the argument between Jude and me was all an act, but I needed to hold him, reassure myself that everything was okay.


    Mindy squealed and bounded toward the bathroom, completely uninhibited in typical Mindy fashion. I waltzed through the sitting room into the bedroom, just as impressed, but not expressing my admiration quite so verbally. I marveled at the two massive beds with gilded headboards curling in Louis XV style. Both were covered in cream-colored damask coverlets. Each desk, chair, wall, painting reeked of the 17th century. My mind drifted, wondering what Jude had looked like in that time of powdered wigs, lace shirts and silky cravats. An impossible image to conjure. Jude would’ve lived outside society circles as an anonymous merchant of some sort. Definitely no powdered wigs and frilly lace cravats for him.


    The vision my VS had given me of him as a Celtic warrior flashed to mind—a man of strength, power and rage. That had been before he became a Dominus Daemonum. I trailed a finger along the Rococo-style desk, wondering for the thousandth time how and why he had become a Master of Demons. He was the first. What happened? What did he do to bear the burden of an eternal hunt for the damned?


    “Eeeeeeeee!”


    I whirled, my heartbeat skittering ahead. Mindy popped her head out of the bathroom.


    “I’ve never seen so much marble in all my life! I’m never leaving this bathroom.” She slammed the door.


    “Oh, yes you are,” her mother called through the closed door. “We have to be in the lobby in one hour. Otherwise, we’ll never find a decent spot along the parade route.”


    The bathroom door clicked open. “Already? It’s so early.”


    “Honestly, we’ll be lucky if we get close to the barricade as it is.” She laughed at Mindy’s scrunched-up face as she headed back through the sitting room. “I’ll see you two downstairs in one hour. On the dot, Amanda Alexandra.” She’d used her full name. She was serious.


    “Yes, Mom,” she yelled from the bathroom.


    “We’ll be ready,” I assured her, bolting the lock. Not that it would help if a demon knew where my room was.


    My phone buzzed in my jacket. A text from Kat.


    Don’t worry. Dorian is watching the lobby. I’m watching your hall. We’ll follow to the parade.


    She must’ve been reading my mind. Kat had to stay out of sight, because Mindy would wonder how my dad’s new instructor at the dojo—which was our excuse for us spending so much time together—happened to be in New York the same time we were. I typed a quick response.


    Me: Thanks. Sorry you’re on babysitting duty.


    Kat: All good. You can relax.


    I hadn’t had time to tell Kat that Thomas had popped up again on the plane. Mainly, I didn’t want to get the third degree about how or why my guardian angel was suddenly making himself so visible. I was beginning to believe Thomas had designs of his own—not sinister ones, but sensual ones. The way he looked at me when he offered me the power to sift, something I’d wanted ever since I realized it was the safest and easiest way to escape demons if I couldn’t fight them off. I needed that power. But Thomas’s magnetic pull, a physical yanking on my senses, warned me that taking what he offered could have repercussions. I already knew that George giving me the power to prevent any demon from soul-sifting me into hell came with a few kinks—visions of George’s past. What would happen if I tied myself to this alluring angel? Every time my conscience alerted me of possible danger, I thought of how having the power to sift outweighed the possibility of visions by an angel.


    I stared down at the city below. Relax? I’d never relax. I hadn’t been able to relax since the night of my twentieth birthday. I’d always be looking over my shoulder. I’d always fear the demon coming I couldn’t see. If I had the power to sift, to get away no matter who had me trapped in a corner, I might be able to relax.


    Thomas’s invitation echoed in my mind. It was just one little kiss. Right?


    An hour later, we stood in the lobby, waiting for our ride. No demons or hunters anywhere. All quiet.


    “I know, Dad.” I’d been on the phone with him for ten minutes, listening to him remind me how my mother was watching and smiling right now, how she’d always wanted to take me to the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. “I just wish you were here.” This being our first Thanksgiving apart, I tried not to let the guilt hit me too hard.


    “Don’t worry about me. Erik’s coming over for dinner and football. You just bundle up and keep warm. I’ll see you when you get back. You still bringing this new boyfriend over?”


    To hear my dad refer to Jude as a boyfriend sounded silly somehow. I’d delayed the meeting of the two men in my life long enough, figuring my welcome-home dinner was as good a time as any.


    “Yes, I’m bringing him. Please don’t try to scare him off.” I was more worried about Jude scaring my dad, but I’d never tell him that.


    Mindy pulled on my sleeve and nodded to the lobby door, mouthing our car is here.


    “I’ve gotta go, Dad. Love you.”


    “Love you too, sweetheart.”


    I shoved the phone in the pocket of my red peacoat and stepped into the crisp cold morning, a twinge of excitement thrumming in my veins. Wisps of snow swirled on the pavement from a gusty wind.


    Actually going to the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade as opposed to watching the floats bob across the television screen made me almost as giddy as Mindy. The only problem was I could never let my guard down.


    “Hurry, girls.”


    We slid into the town car Mr. Bridges had sent for us. He’d opted out of the parade and the crowds, preferring to meet us for a quiet dinner later. After fighting through traffic and taking a roundabout route as close to the barricades as the driver could get, we hopped out and walked the rest of the way down 42nd Street to the parade route on 6th Avenue.


    I smiled as a family sang “Jingle Bells” in front of us all the way to the barricades. The dad had a three-year-old on his shoulders. The mom had a little girl on her hip and a boy at her side. My heart twisted at the sweet sight of them, wondering if I’d ever have a child, a family of my own.


    When we finally made it to 6th Avenue, we squeezed into the first spot with a space for us to stand. A cute couple snuggled close against the barricade on one side of us, sneaking a kiss when they thought no one was looking. The older of the “Jingle Bells” boys popped onto the barricade next to me on the other side. His SpongeBob skull cap and bright yellow jacket nearly blinded me.


    “You like SpongeBob, do ya?” I asked.


    “What? Hey, how’d you know?”


    I laughed, pointing to his head.


    He smiled back, both his front teeth missing. “Yeah. My mom doesn’t want to lose me in the crowd.”


    “I don’t think she will.”


    His mother hiked the toddler higher on her hip. She glanced my way. Realizing I wasn’t a threat to her son, she yelled over the first band marching down the street. “I hope he’s not bothering you. He’s a chatterbox.”


    “Not at all.”


    Mindy leaned over the railing and shouted to him, “Hey! I love your SpongeBob hat, but Patrick is my favorite.”


    The boy’s brown eyes widened to saucers. “You like SpongeBob? You’re kinda old for cartoons.”


    Mindy batted the yellow pom-pom on the top of his cap. “Pffft. No one’s ever too old for SpongeBob.”


    He grinned his toothy grin and shot out his hand for her to shake. “My name’s Samuel.” He shook Mindy’s hand, then mine. My heart lightened. Such innocence and joy. Felt like forever since I’d felt this way.


    Cheering erupted as the first float rounded the bend. Above the crowds, a giant Mickey Mouse headed our way with Donald Duck right behind him. There must’ve been a hundred handlers keeping each float in check. A gray sky hovered above us. Gusty winds pushed up the avenue. Samuel’s pom-pom kept bobbing on his head.


    Catching myself, I glanced up and down the barricades, reaching out with my VS. The definite ripple of Flamma flitted on and off my radar. A high school band glittering in red and gold marched by playing a booming version of “Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town”. When the percussions passed, the vibration went right through my chest.


    “Whoohoo! Look, it’s Snoopy!” Mindy bounced in place, clapping her gloved hands together. Samuel clapped with her. Hands on the barricade, I watched the white behemoth draw closer, a needles-under-my-skin sensation jarring my former happy state. I’d enjoyed the parade for about ten minutes before the prickling presence of Flamma became unbearable.


    I reached out with my VS, breaking through their cast of illusion. More than a dozen were handlers for the Snoopy float. One of them glanced at me, red eyes gleaming, smile tilted with wicked intent. A sharper signature rippled over my skin. A familiar blond head bobbed above the throng to my right, weaving through the masses along the barricades, coming closer. Razor.


    I jerked out my phone and texted Kat. Demons. Razor too.


    Across the street, Dorian leapt the barricade about five yards from the first line of Snoopy handlers. The demon I’d pegged first saw him and shouted, “Now!”


    Close to twenty handlers tossed their ropes in the air and tackled others to the ground, making them lose their grip. A great gust of wind dipped the giant float in an arc. A black nose the size of a tire tilted quickly toward me and the throng of people. Miss Donna grabbed Mindy and pulled her to the ground, shouting my name. “Genevieve. Get down!”


    I couldn’t. That was exactly what they wanted, what they planned. To have me immobile long enough to reach me and drag me wherever they wanted.


    “Samuel!” screamed his mother.


    Still on the barricade, Samuel watched in awe as the head of Snoopy swooped down at a dangerous speed. The other handlers still hanging on were being tossed by the wind and the demons wreaking havoc. I grabbed Samuel off the barricade and forced him to the ground. His dad was there, pulling his body underneath him.


    “Thank you,” his father panted.


    I nodded, then jumped and ran. The barricade fell with a rattling clang. The crowd poured everywhere like a river whose dam had broken. Knowing this was all a diversion to get to me, I ran in the opposite direction. Glancing back, I sucked in a breath and ran faster. Both Razor and Gorham were fast on my heels. Gorham’s grin sent a chill up my spine.


    Stay in the crowds.


    Heart hammering, I sped ahead, knowing if they got a hand on me, they’d drag me to somewhere private and to wherever Bamal waited. What they didn’t know was that this was exactly what we’d expected.


    A ripple of iron and fire wafted over my body like a soothing balm to my skin.


    “Jude.” I breathed his name on a sigh.


    I glanced right. He leapt the barricade across the street, heading straight toward Razor and Gorham. One sharp glance at me from black eyes. He pointed in the direction I’d been going. “Keep moving.” A gruff command I could hardly hear over the chaos but which felt like a rough caress. I obeyed, running faster.


    The crowd thinned. I caught sight of Jude dragging Razor into an alley and saw the swing of a platinum-blond ponytail among the demons who’d been holding the float. Kat and Dorian must be onto those fools. No sign of Gorham anymore. Not good.


    “Shit.”


    I ran on, making sure to stick to the crowds. I wondered if the compulsion to obey the rules was enough to keep Gorham from snapping me out of this place right in the middle of 6th Avenue.


    Someone grabbed my arm in a tight grip. I gasped and jerked away, spinning to find Thomas holding on to me. His usually serene face pulled tight, darkening his features into a frightening expression.


    “Follow me. Now.”


    Dominance rippled off him like never before. He wasn’t the benevolent guardian but the powerful protector, ready to do battle. For me. I followed him. His hand slid down my arm and wrapped my hand in a viselike grip, leading me on at a quickening pace. We wove through the crowd, bumping people out of the way. I followed his gaze when he glanced behind us. Gorham closed in, grim jaw set, determined to catch his prey.


    “Thomas. Look.” A crowd of parade-goers blocked our path, all rubber-necking to see what happened with the float. The crowd’s mood switched from panic to curiosity the farther we moved away from the mayhem.


    “This way.” He pulled me to the left, veering down 42nd Street. There were a few people scattered about, but this definitely no longer constituted a crowd.


    “Thomas. He can sift me away here.”


    He turned and pulled me into a shallow alcove and into his arms. Strong arms held me tight against a hard chest. “So can I.” Within a blink, we stood on the steps of a church not far from the parade route. Muffled cries echoed down the empty street. I recognized the church, seeing the distinctly Gothic tympanum and door from the town car on the ride over this morning. Thomas kept me close, curved against his body, the scent of snow flooding my senses.


    He leaned in and whispered low near my ear. “Did you consider my offer?”


    “Yes.” My response left my lips on a whisper.


    “Would you like to do that now, Genevieve?” One of his hands drifted to my hip. He pulled away enough to lock his gaze on mine, willing me to yield.


    I opened my mouth to answer, but his expression hardened the second before he sifted me to the top of the steps. He opened the church door and shoved me inside, spinning to face off the enemy he sensed before my VS had even registered a demon presence. Thomas was indeed powerful. One hand on the open door, his broad shoulders blocked the entrance, not that the demon could enter sacred ground. I peered around his shoulder, staying within the church’s vestibule. Gorham stood at the bottom of the steps, a sinister smile creasing his face.


    “Such a popular girl, Genevieve.” His flinty gaze shifted to Thomas. “You can’t protect her forever.”


    The pale sky darkened to storm gray in a blink. An icy wind shifted the air; the temperature dropped twenty degrees. Gorham’s dark hair blew away from his face, revealing sharp angles and a devil’s grin.


    Thomas didn’t move, a man of marble, fixed and cold and reeking of remarkable power. “I can do as I please, demon boy.” The emphasis on the word boy hardened Gorham’s features further. Thomas had serious balls to say such a thing to a demon duke.


    My VS spiked, my underlight glowing under my skin, wanting to do its own damage, but Thomas kept his body between me and the enemy.


    “Go, Gorham. Tell your master she is not for him.” The throaty sound coming from Thomas made me shiver. And somehow, Gorham obeyed his command, sifting away with a murderous glare still plastered to his face.


    When Thomas turned to me, the ice was still in his eyes but not his voice. “Next time, Genevieve.” He didn’t touch me again but simply sifted away. Ten seconds later, Kat ran up the sidewalk, catching sight of me in the open doorway. She darted up the steps and pushed me farther inside.


    “Smart idea, but how the hell did you outrun me?”


    “I didn’t.” I walked to the holy water, dipping my fingers and crossing myself. I glanced at the white-stone altar up the nave, heading instead toward the statue of Mary and the row of votive candles burning at her feet, casting a golden glow in the shadowed recess.


    Kat followed. “How did you get here?” An accusation rang clear.


    I lit a candle and whispered a quick, silent prayer for my mother’s soul. I prayed she wasn’t barred from heaven’s gates for her sin of suicide. I prayed this often, needing to know she’d found peace on the other side.


    “Genevieve?” Kat prompted me gently, her hand on my arm.


    “Thomas brought me here.”


    “He showed up again?”


    I nodded, staring at the flickering candlelight.


    “Well, at least he brought you to safety.”


    “Yeah.” There was despair laced in that one word. She heard it.


    “What is it, Gen?”


    “Nothing.” I crossed myself again, staring at the candle vigil. “I’m just tired.”


    Kat pulled me into a side hug. “Tired of running from demons?”


    “Yes.” And tired of conflicting feelings about Thomas. I was debating whether to tell her about Thomas and his offer on the plane. On one hand, I needed an unbiased opinion. On the other, I wanted, no, needed the power he offered and feared she’d only talk me out of accepting it.


    “Something else is bothering you.” The dim light cast a golden glow on her hair and face. “Did you tell Jude about him yet?”


    “Tell me about whom?”


    We both gasped and spun, finding Jude standing inside the doorway, his body a line of rigid muscle and tension.


    “Um, did you get anything from Razor?” asked Kat, doing a poor job of changing the subject.


    “Go, Kat.” His gaze remained on me.


    “Okay. Sure.” She gave my hand a squeeze. “I’ll catch up to you later,” she said, sympathy on her face before she sifted out with a whoosh of wind that blew out three candles.


    “About whom?” he asked again in such a quiet tone I trembled.


    I stepped closer, clearing my throat. I wanted to cross myself again, needing one more prayer before I confessed my secret guardian. “Jude, I wanted to tell you that, well, I’ve been visited by my guardian angel.”


    His face darkened further, his shoulders rigid as stone. “Your guardian angel.”


    “Yes.” I twisted my hands in front of me, sensing his aura of flame building.


    “And how often has this angel visited you?” Steel in those words.


    “Three times.” I shook my head. “No. Four, including just now at the parade.”


    Jude moved closer but didn’t touch me, his flaming aura skating along my skin.


    “Four times you’ve been visited by an unknown Flamma, and you’re telling me now only because I forced you.”


    The accusation, the truth that I’d hidden something, someone from Jude made me swallow hard. Beneath the veneer of anger in the hard planes of his face lay hurt.


    “I was going to, but—”


    “What’s his name?”


    He instinctually knew my guardian was male, making me appear guilty for hiding his existence. I probably wouldn’t have hidden the existence of a guardian angel if Thomas was female.


    “His name is Thomas. I was going to tell you, but I knew you’d be upset about him. So I-I’m sorry, Jude. I didn’t mean to—”


    He shook his head and glanced away toward the altar of Mary and row of votive candles.


    “I’m upset that you couldn’t trust me, Genevieve. And the reasons you decided to hide this from me. How do you even know he’s your guardian angel?”


    His dark gaze found me again, full of the pain I’d put there.


    “He told me he was.”


    Jude laughed, a bitter sound that made my stomach knot. “And you believed him. How can you be so naïve after all you’ve seen? To simply believe whatever a Flamma tells you?”


    “I’m not being naïve,” I snapped, becoming defensive he’d think me so stupid to trust blindly. “He saved me. Twice. Just now, as a matter of fact. He could’ve sifted me anywhere, but he brought me here.”


    His glare turned murderous. “You sifted with him. Willingly.” Not a question.


    “He’s…he’s always brought me to safety.”


    “What I find even more interesting is that never in these times he’s apparently visited you have I sensed any fear from you.” He spoke of the unexplainable connection that existed between us. When I was in danger, he always knew, sensing my panic along this bond we shared. He always came to me when I was in trouble. “This means,” he continued in a cold tenor, “that you trust him, that you feel safe with him. Perhaps more.”


    The last was an accusation I was just about ready to protest when a gray-haired lady, white veil perched on her stiff curls and a cane in her hand, poked her head around the corner into the vestibule. Putting a gnarled finger to her pursed lips, she shushed us. Jude opened the church door and stepped back for me to pass through. He made sure to stay far enough away to keep from touching me. My heart twisted.


    “Jude, I’m sorry.”


    He blew out a frosty breath, exasperation in every line of his face. And pain. The temperature had dropped again. “I know you are.” He zipped his jacket higher. “Come. I’ll take you back to the hotel.”


    “You don’t want to talk about—”


    He silenced me with a cold glance. “No. I don’t want to talk about him. I’ll find out if he is who he says he is. You can do as you see fit,” he said with a resignation I hated to hear in his voice, as if I’d chosen Thomas over him. “But I insist you use caution and not let yourself be caught alone with him again until I know if he truly is your guardian.”


    He held out a hand for me to sift away. I placed my hand in his and stepped closer, forcing him to look at me.


    “Jude, I don’t want you to think that there’s some other reason I didn’t tell you about him.”


    “Enough.” He closed himself off to me, growing more distant by the second. He squeezed my hand, not gently. “Time to get you back.”


    We sifted away as the first flakes of snow began to fall.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    After an exhausting morning of shopping and lunch at a midtown sushi restaurant, I begged Mindy to let me take the afternoon off. The Museum of Modern Art was nearby, and I desperately needed alone time. Kat and Dorian had been trailing us all morning, so I was well guarded. No sign of Jude. Of course.


    I coasted past an exhibit of an abstract sculpture—a blob of bronze with malformed limbs, multiple eyes and three horns. For a split second, I wondered if the sculptor was a demon, mimicking the spawn of hell in this grotesque work of art.


    Dorian leaned against a wall behind the exhibit, arms and legs crossed. He gave me a nod as I moved on, following a docent’s instructions toward the Impressionism exhibit. As I wound through the corridors, the quiet reflection of others as they stared in contemplation soothed me. Anxiety had rattled my nerves from the second Jude left me at the hotel after our unpleasant conversation in the church. I’d been restless ever since, hardly able to enjoy what was supposed to be a fun day of shopping with my best friend. She knew my heart wasn’t in it and gladly let me leave after lunch. Ironically, she assumed I was upset about my fake breakup with Jude in the airport. We weren’t broken up, but I’d hurt him. I’d told myself I was just waiting for the right time to tell him about Thomas, but the truth was that something about the angel pulled me. Not like Jude did, with burning magnetism that threatened to cripple me with longing. More like a gentle tug, promising safety in his arms.


    I heaved a sigh and moved on past a monochromatic exhibit of modern art. Not my style. But my breath caught when I passed Van Gogh’s Starry Night. I stopped, but only fleetingly, recognizing the manic yet beautiful strokes of an artist going mad. Strokes I’d seen too often in my life, in my childhood as I watched my own mother falling into madness. I continued on, passing a lovely dancer by Degas—all innocence and beauty—and a colorful Victorian scene by Renoir.


    I rounded a corner and froze, gazing on a wall-to-wall painting of Monet’s Water Lilies spanning at least twenty feet. My pulse slowed. My body relaxed. I stood at one end and drank my fill, inching along the wall to capture every nuance of color. Greens muted into purples which faded into gold and white puffy clouds, then transformed again to patches of vibrant blue and joyous green. One couldn’t tell where the sky began and the water ended, the reflection a seamless blur, one moving into the other. The canvas ended in darker waters—indigo, midnight blue, black—murky depths reflecting no light at all. I stepped back and sat on a bench in the center, marveling at such a piece and the calm, sound mind who created it. My heart clenched, wishing my mother had found solace in her art in the end. But she hadn’t. It had become a tool, a release for her madness, not a balm to soothe her anxious soul.


    “Beautiful.” Kat sat next to me.


    “Yes.” I smiled. “It is.”


    She said nothing. Just sat and gazed with me. Other onlookers passed before and behind us while we looked on in silence. When my mind had found a place of peace, my body no longer knotted with nerves, I finally spoke.


    “Jude is angry with me.”


    “Possibly,” she said, arching an accusing brow. “He should be.”


    “Thanks. I knew I could count on you to cheer me up.”


    “If you want someone to blow sunshine up your ass, I’m not your girl.”


    I sighed. “Yeah. I know.”


    “But I can tell you this. I doubt he’s as much angry as he is just upset.”


    “Awesome. That feels even better.”


    “Gen, just give him a day or so. He’ll be fine.” She nudged my knee with hers in a friendly gesture. “But honestly, what did you expect? It’s like you were hiding a lover.”


    I scoffed. “Please. You know that’s not true.”


    “Do I?”


    “Thomas is not my lover, nothing of the kind.”


    “See. It’s even in the way you say his name.”


    My God. Could she tell? If she or Jude only knew about the dream, the thoughts of his wintry scent wrapping my mind with some illicit desire, I’d die. This was just some angel infatuation or something. I gripped my opal pendant like an anchor holding me to Jude. These feelings of Thomas came unwarranted and unwanted.


    A little girl stepped close to the Monet, reaching out with tiny fingers. “Don’t touch, sweetie,” said her mom, taking her hand and leading her on.


    “At the church yesterday, before you got there, when Thomas told Gorham to piss off, Gorham told him he couldn’t protect me forever. It was like they’d met before or something.”


    Kat shifted her gaze from the painting to me. “Really?”


    “I thought guardian angels kept to the shadows. Isn’t that what you’d said?”


    She fell into deep concentration. “They do, but it wouldn’t be unheard of that he’d stepped forward and made himself known to threats of yours before. Still…it’s not common either. Guardians protect through influence on humans. Rarely do they confront their enemies outright.”


    Guardian demons, or lower demons, come out in droves to attach themselves to human hosts. But angels didn’t behave like demons. My VS hummed a warning. “So what does it mean that Thomas has become so visible recently?”


    She fixed me with a grave expression. “It means he’s taking more interest in you than a guardian angel should.”


    I blew out a ragged breath. “That’s what I thought.”


    There was no denying his fixation had catapulted beyond protector. The look in his eyes and his sensual touch on the plane were enough to confirm the suspicion he wanted more than to keep me safe. Yet I sensed no danger. Well, not the kind of danger I’d become accustomed to—the threat of death and torture and pain. The true danger came from within me—the longing to follow his magnetic lure, to taste the bit of pleasure he promised with his eyes. I wondered if the temptation of Thomas had more to do with my frustration of not being able to fulfill my desires with Jude. I couldn’t figure out how he had me in such knots. I wanted to tell Kat again about his offer to give me the power to sift, but guilt and my own need to have that power kept my mouth clamped shut.


    Kat stood, her movements stiff as if anxiety poured through her as it had me for the past few days. “Be careful, Gen. He may be your guardian angel, but that doesn’t mean he has all your best interests at heart.” She walked away, vanishing from the room, leaving me alone with Monet. I stared into the painting, finding myself reflected back in the blurred patches of light and darkness.


    I wished Thomas would simply fade away. Another part of me wished he wouldn’t. He intended to give me the power to sift. I was afraid the temptation would be too great for me to resist.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Mindy and I meandered through the lobby of the Majestic Theatre, following Miss Donna and Mr. Bridges toward the staircase to our box. Mr. Bridges had indeed pulled out all the stops and obtained some of the coveted box seats, the best in the house.


    Mindy looked terrific in her silky silver mini-dress. I’d decided on a one-shouldered floor-length in deep crimson with a high slit, both of which we’d found on today’s shopping spree. Once more I caught a glimpse of Dorian lurking in a corner, dapper in a black suit. He nodded and smiled his approval as we wound up a flight of stairs. At the end of a corridor, we entered the last of the isolated box seats, the one closest to the stage.


    “Gorgeous,” marveled Mindy, taking a seat. Mr. Bridges and Miss Donna settled in behind us.


    With red-cushioned chairs and gold trim on the banisters under warm chandelier lighting, the atmosphere was the perfect setting for our Broadway performance, The Phantom of the Opera. Excitement whirred in the gentle hum of voices as people bustled to their seats. Strains of the orchestra warming up floated to the balcony—bows across strings, horns sounding up the scales, a flute’s high trill. No sign of Flamma anywhere. Not even Dorian or Kat. They must be keeping their distance, watching from below. I pulled out the Playbill and flipped through it.


    “Oh, he’s hot,” said Mindy, pointing to the actor playing the hero, Raoul.


    I laughed. Mindy thought everyone was hot. “What about him?” I pointed to the masked phantom, his disfigurement not completely concealed.


    “Ewww. He’s the villain. Of course he’s not hot.”


    I sighed, gazing out across the sea of people, wishing it were that easy to pick out friend from foe. The lights dimmed. Mindy clapped her hands in excitement. A hush fell over the theatre as the play began.


    A monochromatic scene of an auction unfolded where an elderly Raoul in a wheelchair reminisced about the opera house of long ago. When the grand two-ton chandelier was illuminated with a flash of lights and lifted above the audience, the stage transformed into a past where color, sound and song erupted into a cacophony of vibrant beauty. Enraptured by the play, my heart reached out to the Phantom. Cast out by society, darkened by circumstance and inhumanity, a genius turned monster due to a world’s rejection and isolation. The only way he could be loved was to steal it under the guise of the Angel of Music and capture Christine’s heart with a lie. By the time the chandelier crashed into the stage with a bang of pyrotechnics at intermission, my spirit felt heavy under an onslaught of emotions.


    We meandered to the second floor lobby where Mr. Bridges brought us each a glass of house wine.


    “Are you ladies enjoying the show?”


    Mindy and I gushed our appreciation. He smiled and wrapped an arm around Miss Donna, whispering in her ear. They were a sweet couple, content with each other. For the hundredth time, I thought of Jude, fingering my opal pendant, wondering what he was doing. In between, my thoughts skated to Thomas, a compulsion I couldn’t seem to wipe away.


    I sensed Kat. She hovered in the lobby behind a haughty group of women who were flashing their diamond-laden fingers as they prattled about the first act.


    “I’m going to run to the restroom,” said Mindy. “You need to go?”


    “No, I’m good.”


    I needed time to check my phone without her asking me questions about Jude. Pulling my cell from my clutch, I checked texts. None from Jude. My heart sank again. When he left me in the hotel lobby yesterday, he said he’d be in touch but hadn’t responded to my text this morning or after my visit to MoMA this afternoon. Was he punishing me? I texted Kat.


    Me: No sign of Gorham’s bunch?


    Kat: None. All quiet.


    Me: Hmm. No word from Jude?


    Pause.


    Kat: He said he had an appointment tonight he couldn’t reschedule…sorry.


    I could only imagine who his appointment was with. He was hunting confirmation that Thomas was in fact my guardian angel. I had no reason to doubt that he was. He’d never come close to harming me. Quite the opposite. He’d protected and saved me on several occasions, just as a guardian should.


    The lights blinked, signaling time for the second act. I downed the rest of my wine and dropped the cup in the trash before making my way back with Miss Donna and Mr. Bridges. The curtain rose right as Mindy settled in from the restroom.


    “Omigod. It was a madhouse in there. I almost missed it,” she yell-whispered in my ear.


    Once again, I blissfully lost myself in Raoul’s desperation, Christine’s anguish and the Phantom’s despair. When Christine sang “Twisted Every Way” about her heart torn between hating the monster and loving the man, a tear slipped down my cheek. The trap was set to finally capture and punish the Phantom for all his sins—for murder and mayhem, and for loving one beyond his reach.


    The first strands of “Point of No Return” filled the theatre with trembling anticipation. I leaned forward, my hands clasped in my lap. Christine entered, innocent and naive, then the Phantom stepped out, masked as Don Juan. Perfect irony—the misguided monster cloaked as the handsome, beguiling lover. My pulse raced faster as he circled, stalked, singing words demanding her complete surrender, tempting her with the fiery passion they’d share if she would reject the world above for one of dark beauty down below. My VS hummed to life, pulsing a zing of electricity through my veins. Winter and woods caressed me.


    I looked over my shoulder, pulse pounding. Thomas stood in the back of the box behind us, capturing my gaze. He nodded to the hallway and slipped out.


    Without a thought, I leaned close to Mindy’s ear. “I have to go to the bathroom.”


    “Now?” she hissed. “You’ll miss the end.”


    I squeezed her hand. “I’ll be fast.”


    I stepped into the darkened corridor, feeling his presence before I saw him. In full tuxedo, otherworldly eyes glinting in the dark, Thomas stepped closer, his gaze raking me from top to bottom, lingering where the opal rested on the swell of my breasts.


    Christine and the Phantom harmonized, their duet reverberating with words of fire flooding the soul and sweet seduction.


    I couldn’t breathe, my emotions swelling with the escalating music. I backed against the wall. He didn’t stop at a polite distance. No. I knew he wouldn’t. Pressing his chest to mine, a hand slid to the small of my back. His fingers traced along my jaw till his palm rested warmly against my skin.


    “Tell me you want the power to sift.” Not a request. A simple command he knew I’d obey.


    I shook my head, unable to speak, knowing I was definitely in the kind of danger I feared the most. Not the one I’d become accustomed to where demons hunted me down for blood. The kind where a green-eyed angel lured me beyond the divide, beyond my ability to reject him.


    His voice pulled the strings of my will, knocking down my resistance. “Just say yes.”


    The temptation of power, of him, was too great for me to push away. Christine’s words resonated, syncing with my soul, as she screamed her surrender from the stage below. My hand on his chest—his hard, resolute frame flexing beneath my touch—I closed my eyes, unwilling to see my own surrender in his knowing gaze. For there was more at stake here than an exchange of power. And I knew it. I wanted it.


    “Yes,” I whispered.


    One gentle sweep of lips, then an urgent demand for me to open. I did. His tongue stroked over mine. A caress of winter at night, beckoning me to fall farther into the cool dark where secrets and sensuality entwined. His kiss deepened. A jolt of energy surged through my body, blazing a trail. My VS burned, electrifying me with tiny sparks, searing through my blood. His hand combed into my hair, keeping me still as he plundered, kissing me senseless as Flamma power lit up my insides like wildfire. I gasped. He pulled me tighter against him, his thighs pressed to mine, torsos aligned, hemming me in, his arousal hard against my abdomen. No denying his intentions toward me anymore.


    George’s essence had washed over me like a tidal wave when he had shared his power. Not so with Thomas. His power blazed and burned, crashing through me till my knees buckled, consuming my VS rather than meeting it on equal planes. Angel power wreaked havoc on my body and soul. He held me up, his mouth firming, demanding I give more. I moaned, unable to resist, allowing him full rein. He took and relished in my yielding mouth and pliant body.


    After searing me inside and out, the raging power finally ebbed, but only a fraction. Thomas kept me firm against him, nipping, devouring, kissing me boneless. He released my mouth, trailing up my jaw to the hollow beneath my ear. Overwhelmed and dazed, I tipped my head back against the wall, one hand tangled in the curls at his nape, while Christine and the Phantom harmonized to a crescendo in the distance. But it was Thomas’s voice whispering the lyrics in my ear: “We’re past the point of no return.”


    Drunk on Flamma fire pouring through my body like a raging river, I held still as Thomas’s lips found mine again. This time, there was no mask. This kiss had nothing to do with an exchange of power. The sensation transformed; his signature of snow and deep silence raised gooseflesh on my skin, seducing with a cool caress. His chest brushed over the thin fabric of my dress, tingling the tender flesh beneath.


    His hand slid from my neck down across my collarbone, moving lower. His mouth and tongue induced a well of need. He cupped my breast, mounding, his thumb and forefinger teasing my tight peak through the thin, silky fabric.


    “Thomas,” I protested, knowing this was wrong, still unable to pull myself from the dizzying haze, wanting to resist but unable to swim out of this pool of desire overwhelming my senses.


    He swallowed his name on my lips, stopping my mouth with a mind-numbing kiss, intoxicating me into a fog. His fingers slid under the sheer fabric of my top, pushing it aside, his hand molding my naked breast, skin on skin, thumb circling the nub. I sucked in a breath. He groaned. A warm slide of deft fingers rose on my bare thigh, up the open slit, finding the apex between my legs. He stroked my heat over damp satin, priming me for more. The music below had gone quiet, a change in tempo. He released my lips, moving to my neck again with panting breaths, his fingers sending my body into orbit.


    “Genevieve,” he whispered on a groan, a desperate, dark plea.


    His fingers skimmed under my satin panties, sliding along my slick cleft, stroking my passion higher. Somewhere deep inside, my VS pulsed out a warning. Buried by his Flamma power, my VS fluttered beneath the unrelenting, almost violent need driving me on. I grabbed his shoulders, trying to regain control of myself as he kissed a line down my chest, angling for my bare breast that he continued to tease with palm and thumb, heightening my desire even as I fought against it. My VS awakened brighter, pushing against the onslaught of heady sensation, trying to break through the fog.


    “No,” I mumbled.


    “You want this,” he breathed. His fingers between my legs became more persistent, stroking faster, sliding closer to my entrance. “You have from the first.” He skimmed his open mouth over the swell of my breast; his tongue licking a trail lower. Just as he opened his hot mouth over my swollen peak and moaned deep in his throat, a scream erupted from the stage. The Phantom had been unmasked.


    I started. My VS blasted me out of the sensual snare he’d trapped me in. I pushed back against his shoulders, shame rising to the forefront.


    Jude. He’d never let himself go this far, knowing what it could cost me. Thomas had taken at will and would’ve taken more. Even now, the flame of unbridled passion simmered in his glowing gaze. I wanted to run away, now, from what I’d done, from what I’d let him do, emotions swirling in my gut, pushing me toward a precipice of despair. Before I knew what was happening, I fell through the Void, still clutching onto Thomas’s shoulders. He gripped my waist, pulling me into his embrace. I resisted, jerking and struggling.


    “This is your sift, Genevieve,” he called, voice echoing in the dark as ghostly shapes blurred past us. “You must decide where we’ll go.”


    I punched out with the heel of my hand, aiming for his jaw. My thumb caught on my necklace, breaking the chain.


    “No!” I screamed.


    Thomas reached out with a desperate hand to snatch it before it fell into the abyss. Too late. A sparkle of white, then it was gone. Lost.


    “No,” I whimpered.


    The vacuum of the Void sucked at my hair and dress, tumbling us end over end.


    “Genevieve! You started the sift! Take us somewhere.”


    What? Finally registering that when I’d wished to get away, I’d pulled us into the Void, I imagined somewhere close to bring us out quickly.


    We snapped out of the sift next to the pond in Central Park, the place he’d taken me the first time we’d met. I stumbled and pushed out of his hold, and, like the first time we’d landed here, he let me go. The bright moon and stars sparkled like gems on the glassy pond. The stillness of the night mocked my shaken spirit.


    I panted, breath coming out in white puffs as I righted the top of my dress. My hands grappled for the necklace that was now gone. Forever. Jude’s gift to me. With Thomas’s touch no longer on my skin, a veil had lifted. Reality doused my heady arousal, my VS thrumming like a turbulent storm, slapping me with the cold reality of what I’d just done.


    “Genevieve.” He was close behind me.


    I spun, fuming. “Don’t touch me.”


    He raised his hands in defense. “I won’t. Just listen.”


    “What? So you can tell me how I wanted you from the start? I didn’t,” I said, words laced with venom.


    “Deny it all you like, but the truth is we were meant for each other.”


    “What are you talking about?” Acid burned in my stomach over what I’d let happen and the insane words coming out of his mouth. “No, Thomas. I was meant for Jude.”


    He scoffed and shook his head to the sky. “He doesn’t deserve you.”


    “How would you know? He’s laid his life down for me more than once.”


    “Of course he has. Because he wants you for himself. He’s also taken lives, more than I can count.”


    I crossed my arms. “Demons don’t count.”


    “I’m not talking about demons.” He stepped closer, but not too close, his expression grave under the moonlight. “I’m talking about innocent lives.”


    I flinched. A hidden truth lay there in his words. Doubt twisted my gut.


    “You’re lying.” My protest felt hollow.


    “Am I? Why don’t you ask him?” He shook his head and closed his eyes a moment before fixing me with a sincere expression. “I could show you.” He reached out a hand.


    “No.” I backed away. “Do not touch me again.” It was only then that it occurred to me he could share visions with me since he gave me some of himself with the power to sift. Whatever memory he held of Jude, I couldn’t handle it at the moment. I still trembled from the emotions rioting through my frame. Besides, I owed it to Jude to let him explain it to me himself, if there was any truth to Thomas’s accusations. Whatever Thomas had to say now came from his own ulterior motive, to have me for himself.


    I hugged myself, shivering in the cold, trying to erase the sensation of his mouth on my skin. “I can’t believe what you did.” What we did.


    “Why should I not?” He ambled closer, making no sign to reach out to me. “I had to show you the inherent passion between us. You wouldn’t accept my words. You’d only believe it if you felt it for yourself.”


    Mouth agape, I stared at him, stunned stupid for a few seconds. “Not even Jude took the liberties you just did. Don’t you know the rules for a Vessel? Untainted, Thomas. You jeopardized my safety.”


    He had the sense to look ashamed. For a second. “But now you have the power to sift. Don’t you understand? Your Vessel power is growing exponentially. Soon, you’ll be fully awakened, and because you can sift, no one will be able to touch you without permission. You’ll always have the power to escape your enemies no matter what. Because I gave you that power.”


    I’d not heard the haughty note in Thomas’s voice before. He was proud of what he’d done.


    “I’m sure Jude will be happy for me. That is, if he ever forgives me.”


    “Forget Jude!” I flinched. His desperation mounted, though he made no attempt to touch me. Tone much softer, he implored, “I can give you more.”


    “I’m not interested in what you can give me.”


    “Genevieve.” He combed one hand through his hair in frustration, lifting his eyes to the sky before blurting with deep conviction, “I love you.”


    I froze. The slump of his shoulders, one hand lifted as if he longed to draw me to him, the lines of sadness slanting his expression—all this compelled me to believe him completely sincere.


    I shook my head. “You don’t even know me.”


    “I do.” He took another step closer. I let him. “You forget”—heartbreak in his voice—“I’ve watched over you your whole life. I saw you swing in the backyard with your father, ride your first bike, win your first soccer game. I watched over you when your heart broke when your mother died, when adolescence made you feel awkward and unsure…” He raised a tentative hand and brushed a wisp of hair out of my face. “When you studied alone at night, when you cried on your mother’s birthday because she wasn’t there, when no one else was there to see the heartbreak you suffered”—he gazed down, swallowing hard—“I was. I felt all the anguish with you. I couldn’t help but love you. I wish…I wish you would give me a chance to show you our love would be true and lasting. What we could be together.”


    I sucked in a deep breath and closed my eyes, willing away the turmoil he stirred inside me. “Thomas, I barely know you. I can’t—”


    “Just promise me you’ll consider it…consider me.”


    Jude’s dark gaze and powerful pull snapped me out of any delusions, out of any possibility of giving Thomas false promises. I’d just made a terrible mistake, allowing my infatuation to move beyond thoughts into a physical realm that could tear my world apart. I wouldn’t, couldn’t let this go on a second longer. Nor could I allow Thomas to believe there would ever be any man but Jude who could own my heart.


    “I’m sorry, Thomas.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what just happened. That’s not like me.”


    “I think it is.” His expression cooled to one revealing a myriad of emotions—confidence, anger, determination, but nothing tender, nothing close to what he vowed he felt for me.


    “No,” I said, shaking my head and stepping away from him. “Jude holds my heart. No one else.”


    Closing my eyes to the wave of blistering cold emanating from him, I locked on an image of the corridor of the Majestic Theatre. A tingling, sucking sensation, then I fell through the Void alone, snapping on solid ground right outside our box seats, where I’d just let Thomas kiss and touch me in ways Jude hadn’t even done yet. I swallowed the wave of shame threatening to break me in two, forcing myself to appear natural, and stepped into the box. I sat just as the Phantom wailed his lament. Christine was gone. The music of the night was over.


    When the curtain dropped and the crowd roared to its feet, Mindy turned to me with tears streaming down her face. “I can’t believe you missed the end! It was so beautiful.” She beamed.


    Applause and cheers filled the theatre as actors took their bows. Christine, lovely and glorious, smiled on as Raoul and the Phantom took their gracious bows beside her. I played my part, clapping alongside the rest, wishing tonight had all been an act on stage I could pretend wasn’t real, had never happened. True tragedy wasn’t beautiful at all, leaving even the object of unrequited love feeling empty, hollow, sad. Lost.


    As we shuffled toward the exit, my phone vibrated in my clutch. I pulled it out, pulse pounding.


    Jude: Couldn’t get away tonight. I’ll pick you up at the airport tomorrow.


    Tomorrow. I’d have to confront Jude with Thomas’s accusation. I’d also have to be honest about what I’d done.


    And hope he’d forgive me.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    He was waiting for me at baggage claim. I hadn’t eaten anything all day. I’d managed to drink an ice coffee before my flight from Newark, but that was all I could manage to keep down. Mindy was staying on an extra week with her mom, so I flew home alone. Never had I wished more than to have Mindy’s prattling tongue on the long flight to lighten my mood.


    He stood near the conveyer belt with my suitcase in hand. In jeans, charcoal T-shirt, black jacket and staggering good looks, he made my heart skitter faster. This was nothing new. Except the reason my heart threatened to beat right out of my chest now had more to do with the fact that I feared he could see the guilt written on my face, skyrocketing my anxiety. There was still the issue of confronting him about Thomas’s accusation—one I sensed rang with truth, whether I wanted to accept it or not.


    He homed in on me as I drew closer, like the predator he was. I tipped my chin a little higher as I always did when I was in deep shit, plastering on my air of bravado to pretend nothing could harm me. Key word, pretend. We hadn’t seen each other since he’d learned about Thomas, since he’d gone on an expedition to discover all he could about him, since I’d allowed the angel in question to touch me in ways Jude never had. I swallowed the interfering thoughts of Thomas’s hands on my body, needing to wipe the memory from my expression.


    I stopped in front of Jude, hiking my bag higher on my shoulder. His heavy gaze threatened to undo me, observing too closely as he always did. “Long flight.”


    Not a question. The effects of a sleepless night and an anxiety-laden day were written all over my face. “Yes.”


    He examined me closer, making me fear I might come completely unhinged before he released me from his keen observation. But then his free hand engulfed mine, gripping hard, and he led me through the door to the parking lot. He loaded my suitcase in the trunk of Kat’s black Audi, the one she loaned him whenever he needed more than his motorcycle to get around town. We hadn’t been in a car together since before I knew about sifting. Sifting. Shit! How was I going to tell him about my new power without him flipping out?


    Zooming down Veterans Boulevard and back onto the interstate, I continued to stare out the window. The tension filling the small confines of the car stretched me to breaking. His voice actually made me jump.


    “Nervous?”


    “What?” I jerked around to face him.


    Giving me a sidelong glance before careening between two eighteen-wheelers into the far lane like he was taking a leisurely Sunday stroll, he said, “If my meeting your father gives you this much anxiety, then I don’t have to. We can do it some other time.”


    Oh, yeah. Not that it had completely slipped my mind, but it had become low on my priority list of things to worry about. At least I had a cover for my code-red stress levels. Dad had said we could put off our dinner arrangements if I had jet lag, but honestly, I needed time to build courage for the confession coming later. Enduring a casual dinner with jet lag between the two men in my life, so they could finally meet and so I could postpone imminent doom was fine by me.


    “No. It’s fine. Just don’t be…” I glanced at him, realizing there was no way for him to tone down his bad-ass hunter vibe.


    He slanted a smug expression in my direction. “Yes?”


    “Nothing.” I faced forward, tucking my hands between my legs to keep them from trembling.


    He made no remark, exiting and heading toward City Park. We were within a mile or two when I finally found the courage to ask, “Did you find what you were looking for?”


    No answer. Watching the road, square jaw clenched, he replied as we turned onto my father’s street. “We’ll discuss it later.”


    Not quite sure I’d make it through dinner and polite chitchat without throwing up, I blew out a quick breath and replied, “Okay.”


    As we pulled into the drive, I half expected Erik, a family friend, to be parked and waiting to meet the boyfriend alongside my dad. He’d been a brother to me since shortly after my mother’s death and always seemed to be hanging around. Apparently, Dad wanted to fly solo on this mission.


    Jude followed me through the wrought-iron gate to the back door. Standing in the kitchen, beer in hand, Dad gazed out into the yard at nothing in particular. He turned when he heard us walk in. I smiled and launched into his arms.


    “Hey, sweetheart.” He chuckled, squeezing me into a one-arm hug. “Somebody missed me.”


    He had no idea. Being in my father’s arms where I’d learned unconditional love time and time again helped me bury some of the rising fear of what was to come later tonight with the man behind me. Dad kissed me on the forehead and swiveled his gaze to Jude, his eyes narrowing instantly. He was assessing, sizing him up. Schooled into casual politeness, his expression could’ve meant approval or disapproval. I wouldn’t know until he told me later.


    “Dad, this is Jude Delacroix.”


    Jude extended his hand and shook my father’s. “Pleasure to meet you.”


    “Likewise,” Dad replied, shaking his hand in a tight grip. At some point, the pissing contest subsided and they withdrew at the same time. “I wish I could say I’ve heard all about you, but it seems Gen has been keeping you a secret.”


    Jude’s dark gaze flickered to me. “She does like to keep things to herself.”


    On that true characterization, I spun toward the fridge, avoiding eye contact. “How about a beer?” Without waiting for an answer, I popped the caps on two Heinekens and handed Jude one.


    “Thank you.” He took the longneck, shifting his body closer to mine against the counter, his heavy gaze flicking from me back to my father.


    The cool, even tone of Jude’s voice wasn’t what had me on edge. The man held his own no matter who he stood up against, including an overprotective father who’d terrified every boy/dude/guy I’d ever deemed worthy to cross the threshold of this house. It was Jude’s unyielding, steady tone accompanying a similar steely gaze that made my insides flip-flop with queasiness. His manner screamed of a proprietary, possessive hold, and though my dad could never call him out as impolite in any possible way, the air in the room pressed closer.


    Then it hit me. There was one dominant male in this room, and it wasn’t my father. A truth I would’ve known if I’d ever taken two seconds to consider the idea. I’d never had to. Dad ruled this world, the one of hearth and home, and Jude ruled the other, the one where demons sought to possess and kill me at every turn. In reality, Jude ruled both, every circle that I revolved in. I might be his moon in the dark, but he was my entire cosmos—stars, air and gravity all rolled into one—surrounding me with a shield of flickering flame, the air I needed to breathe, pulling me to the earth and grounding me wherever he stood. My breath hitched at the sudden realization. He held my gaze, taking a sip of his beer in a slow, measured movement, as if he knew what had just dawned on me. If he understood me this well, then he also realized my anxiety about tonight had more to do with what I needed to confess to him than him meeting my father.


    “Shall we go outside?” Dad asked. He walked to the fridge and pulled out a platter of marinating, plastic-wrapped rib eyes.


    Breaking away from Jude’s lock on me, I stepped out the French doors onto the deck. I tilted back my beer, taking three huge gulps, needing some liquid courage to make it through dinner.


    Dad tossed the steaks on the preheated grill. Jude peered around the yard, taking in the sight of my childhood home. He’d been here before, that day he’d sifted into my mother’s art gallery and sent me into a fury. He’d also cast a protection spell, which I’m sure he did by cover of night. This was the first time he’d stood here with me and my dad as a welcome guest, and in some insane way, he fit in.


    “So, Jude, tell me, what is it that you do for a living?”


    Jude swiveled to engage my father. “I acquire, inspect and authenticate rare weapons for museums and private collectors.”


    Wait. What? Did he really? I challenged him with a questioning look. He ignored my puzzlement with a smirk. He must’ve had this lie already planned. Right?


    “Oh really? How interesting.” Dad gave him a once-over, considering him more closely. “That must be difficult to manage.”


    “How so?”


    “I mean that it can’t be very steady work. It must be difficult to balance your finances with a fluctuating income.”


    Jesus, Dad. Why don’t you go for the jugular? I can’t believe he’d just used code for you don’t make enough money to date my daughter. Jude took it all in stride.


    “I have contracts with local as well as international museums, including the Louvre in Paris. Private collectors pay a significant sum for acquiring and authenticating artifacts for their collections. I assure you, the circulation is enough to keep me afloat.”


    His smile before he tipped back his beer said it all. It more than kept him afloat. How did I not know this about him? Yes, he owned rare swords and daggers of all kinds. And, as I recall, he had a PhD with a concentration in historical weapons, but still, it had never occurred to me that as a hunter, he’d have to earn a living. His house on Dauphines with its fine furnishings wouldn’t come cheap.


    Dad flipped the steaks with a satisfying sizzle. “How do you like your rib eye, Jude?”


    “Rare,” came the unequivocal response. Carnivore to the core.


    By some miracle, my dad and Jude fell into a companionable conversation when the discussion swiveled to the history of battle and martial arts. Jude knew a thing or two about medieval swordplay and jousting, as well as the Japanese samurai. Go figure. By the time we’d finished dinner and I was clearing the plates, Dad was completely mesmerized by a story Jude retold of an eighty-year-old retired baseball player who’d nearly been swindled out of a half a million dollars for a fake sword allegedly belonging to Yamashita, a World War II Japanese general in the Imperial Army.


    “How did you know it was a fake?” asked Dad, leaning forward, hands clasped on the table.


    “Because the real sword of Yamashita was sitting in the West Point Military Museum,” replied Jude with a wry grin. “I was the one to authenticate it.”


    With a stifled yawn, I stood and took my glass to the sink, coming to terms with my worlds colliding, and, rather than explode into tiny pieces, they’d fit together rather nicely.


    “Better call it a night,” said Dad. “I’m sure Gen is worn out from the trip.”


    I didn’t argue. I was exhausted.


    “I’ll get your jacket,” said Jude, stepping into the living room where I’d draped it over the sofa earlier.


    “Don’t worry about the dishes. I’ll take care of them.” Dad stood and met me halfway, pulling me into one of his bear hugs. In a lower tone, he said, “He seems a bit…mature. But I don’t dislike him.”


    “Hmph. If I judged by the monopolization of the dinner conversation, I’d say you adored him. Do you want to date him?”


    A hearty chuckle rumbled from his chest. Keeping one arm over my shoulder, he walked me toward the door where Jude shrugged into his own jacket.


    “You’ve always been an old soul, sweetheart. With better judgment than me most of the time.” With a peck on my forehead, he whispered, “If he’s the one you want, I’ll support you.”


    Yes, he was the one I wanted. But would he have me after I told him about Thomas?


    We arrived at the door. Jude was transfixed by a photograph of my mother and me our last Halloween, when we lived in Atlanta. We’d both dressed as witches, complete with black wigs, green face paint and warty noses. Our blue eyes glittered in the camera’s flash, perfect mirrors of each other.


    “That’s my mom. Right before we moved here.”


    He smiled, avoiding eye contact. “I know.” After helping me into my jacket, he shook my father’s hand like they were old friends.


    Dad opened the front door for us to walk out. “I hope you’ll help out at the dojo this week, sweetheart. Erik has been overloaded in your absence.”


    “Of course, Dad. I’ll be back on schedule this week.” The truth was I’d been slacking more than a little in work and in school. College classes and teaching karate had become less important ever since the first demon had tried to kill me in a back alley.


    Back in the car, we were off again. Alone. Once more, silence reigned for several minutes.


    “I didn’t know you were an antique weapons dealer.”


    “You never asked.”


    True. I’d always been so absorbed in my own problems, in defending and protecting myself. Self-preservation had dominated most of my time these days. I wondered how well I truly knew Jude.


    “Did you really authenticate the Japanese general’s sword at West Point?”


    “Yes. What I didn’t divulge to your father was that had happened back in 1947 after General MacArthur donated the sword to the museum. That might’ve been more difficult to explain.”


    “I’d say it would,” I agreed, forcing a smile.


    Dinner had been nice. More than nice. Jude had been charming, as much as one can be with his pragmatic storytelling and blunt view of the world. I’d fallen into a state of calm after the initial meeting and greeting, enjoying a good meal, a few beers, and interesting, albeit unconventional, conversation. But now, alone again, the dangerous edge cut between us as before. He had something to say, and he knew I did too. His hands tightening on the steering wheel was the only warning I received.


    “Genevieve. This guardian angel, Thomas, hasn’t reported to his superior in nearly a decade.”


    I locked on Jude’s profile, intermittently coming into view as we passed under the streetlights.


    “What does that mean?”


    He pulled to a stop at a red light. “It means he’s no longer working for them.” He waved a hand heavenward, capturing my rapt attention with steel in his voice, belying his calm posture. “He’s made himself known to you for another reason”—eyes dropping to my lips—“and I know what that reason must be.”


    Heart in my throat, I forced myself to speak. “What reason?” As if I didn’t know.


    The light turned green, pulling his attention back to the road. But that didn’t fool me for a minute. He was attuned to my every breath.


    “Tell me something. Has he made any requests, asked any favors of you?”


    “No, yes, I mean, no favors, not really.”


    We veered into the Quarter. He sped faster through the streets, nearly clipping a cab at the next turn.


    “Clarify.”


    “He hasn’t asked me any favors.” He only begged me to consider him as a lover.


    Jude’s aura of flame flared with his temper.


    “What’s really going on between you and this fucking guardian?” He laid on the horn, careening around a jaywalker. The guy leapt onto the curb before Jude ran him over. I squirmed in my seat.


    “Nothing! Nothing is going on.” Not anymore. That one taste of sin and the resulting ton of guilt now weighing me down was enough to quell any budding infatuation.


    “You’re lying.”


    Shit! I couldn’t tell him. The very idea made acid burn in my gut. Time to switch the tables, though this topic was just as distasteful.


    “He accused you of something terrible.”


    “I’m sure he did.” Jude’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel, his hands white-knuckled, his arms flexed and tense. “Tell me.”


    “He said that…that you were a murderer.”


    Banking a hard left, Jude zipped down Dauphines, squeezed into a spot in front of his house and turned off the car. Rather than give me a scornful look and protest such an accusation, he leaned his head back against the headrest, staring straight ahead. All the fire seemed to die right out of him with one long exhalation of breath.


    “What else did he say?” Resignation and weariness leaked into his voice.


    “Nothing.” I angled my body to face him, wrapping my arms around myself. “He offered to give me the details, but I told him I’d rather hear it from you.” True, though actually, he’d offered to show me the details through a vision. “Is it true?” Jude felt far away, closing himself off to me with cold determination. “Please talk to me.”


    The gas streetlamps on either side of the alcove leading into his home flickered with warmth like fireflies in a mason jar. A couple strolled arm in arm past the car. The woman tossed her head back and laughed. He scooped her into his arms and planted a heated kiss on her lips before setting her down. She twined her fingers through his, then they meandered down Dauphines toward Jackson Square. The happy couple and Jude’s punishing silence had my stomach twisted into a knot. Finally, he spoke, still gazing ahead as if the world before him didn’t exist at all.


    “Did Kat ever tell you how Dominus Daemonum are made?”


    I went very still, hardly believing he was offering up something I thought he’d never tell me. “No.”


    “You actually guessed it once, though I doubt you ever realized it.” I didn’t speak a word, didn’t move, urging him to go on with silent encouragement. “To become a Master of Demons, you must have committed a heinous murder, an unforgiveable sin, and you must be mortally wounded on the verge of death.” He clutched the car keys in his fist, the other hand still on the wheel. “You must also have a split soul.”


    “A split soul?” I whispered, not wanting to interrupt but also needing to know what he meant.


    “Half in the world of Light and half in the world of Darkness.” His upper body grew rigid, tightening with the memory haunting him now. “When you’re on death’s door, an agent of Flamma, one from each world, will show up to take you where you’re meant to go. But if your soul is split, riding the fence, agents from both worlds show up to give you an option.”


    “An option. Like to go to heaven or hell?”


    “Precisely.”


    “And so…you committed a murder—”


    “Murders,” he corrected with cold finality.


    “And Uriel showed up. And another agent, a demon.”


    “Damas,” he clarified. “Actually, he’d been there all along and I hadn’t even known it.” He snorted a bitter laugh. “But there’s a price to pay if you die with a mortal sin on your hands, one so dark that absolution is impossible, an unreachable fantasy. If your soul is too black, smothered by hatred and evil, then you simply go to hell and become a demon for the underworld. But if your soul is split as you’re dying with the sin of murder fresh on your hands, then you may get another chance. Damas offered me unlimited power and immortality as an angel hunter, to continue on my path of darkness and kill to my heart’s content. Uriel offered me life as a demon hunter, paying for my sin by expelling those doing evil against humanity. In my state”—he paused, deep grooves creasing his brow, the memory haunting him with cold brutality—“I nearly chose to go with Damas.”


    I gasped, not believing he’d ever be brought so low as to do such a thing, or that he’d ever confess to me that he nearly became a creature of the Dark, like Bellock. “But something inside me wept for what I’d done. You see, I’d sought revenge against Danté for what he’d done to my mother, my father, what he’d taken from me. In yielding to blind hatred, I’d lost myself. I’d nearly lost my soul. So I died to my former self, let go of my humanity, and took up the sword against the Dark, willingly accepting their black sins to rub off and tarnish my soul and torture my mind with every demon I expelled back to hell.” Tearing himself from the distant past, he turned toward me, his face hooded in shadow. “I won’t lie to you, Genevieve. Ever. I deserve to pay my penance, hunting demonkind for all eternity for my sins. And I do it, gladly. But I can’t live in the past. Don’t ask me to go back there.”


    I shook my head, my heart sticking at his promise that he’d never lie to me. Feeling like a liar, a betrayer, myself. Guilt weighed me down. I wanted to forgive him.


    “No. You don’t have to tell me anymore.” It was true. He had murdered with hatred rooted deep in his soul, as Thomas had told me. Though I didn’t have a clear picture of exactly what he’d done, I couldn’t ask him anymore, couldn’t force him to relive the pain one moment longer. My heart clenched at the agony marring his face, coloring his expression with profound regret.


    A moment later, he seemed to shake off his stormy past, shifting and opening the car door. “Let’s get inside.”


    I opened the door and headed toward the alcove leading into his courtyard. He stopped me under the glowing streetlamp, pulling me into a fierce embrace. Face close to mine, he read the empathy I held in my eyes for him, for the pain he’d suffered all these years. Without a word of warning, he descended, his lips sealing to mine, his tongue sliding inside my mouth, devouring me. With a deep moan, I curved into him, my body responding to his touch as if he owned me. He hardened; I softened. His hand fisted in my hair, tugging my head back, arching my neck. He nipped and sucked along my neck, the stubble on his jaw rubbing a rough line over sensitive skin. I shivered, curling my fingers into the leather of his jacket.


    “Jude,” I whispered.


    I slid one of my hands under his T-shirt, feeling the hard ridges of his abdomen, flexing under my feathery touch. He tightened further as my hand roamed down to his jeans. He groaned. God, I wanted him. His mouth found mine again, his aura of flame back with a vengeance, licking around us, igniting us into a blaze of need.


    He lifted me into the shadowed alcove and pinned me to the wall. Pushing his shirt up higher, I let my nails drag across his pectoral to his abdomen. His hands cupped my behind and lifted me onto my toes, his hard shaft pressing to my core. I whimpered. He slanted his mouth over mine, consuming every moan I uttered.


    Then he froze. A jolt to my writhing senses, my body quivering for more.


    Slowly, he pulled his lips from mine, our breaths coming hard and fast. I could see little, the light from the gas lamp showing his rigid profile. I thought I’d done something wrong, but he turned his head toward the courtyard, listening. The wrought-iron gate, which should’ve been locked, stood ajar. Through the haze of lust, my VS finally registered a warning.


    A dark presence moved in the shadowed garden a few feet away.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Still pressed to the alcove wall, Jude lowered my body—slow and silent. Bending over, he pulled the longest, widest knife I’d ever seen from a concealed sheath in his boot. Not surprising. He gestured for me to stay put without a sound, edging forward.


    Jude’s home had been cast in strong protective spells. I wondered if that extended to the courtyard and what it meant if a demonic Flamma was able to break through them. For there definitely was something foul lurking within, but it didn’t resonate on my VS like a demon.


    Jude moved with stealth, squeezing through the opening without touching the gate. I crept closer to peer through the bars. Two lanterns lit the courtyard path to the door, leaving the rest in shadows.


    The signature was subtle at first, growing stronger by the second. Dank, moldy earth mingled with smoke and ash. A deep snuff like that of a heavy, wild animal came from somewhere in the enclosure.


    Jude held his knife ready. The halo of fire that often manifested when he cast out demons outlined his body, lighting the dim garden with an orange glow. The trickling of water in the fountain was the only sound we heard. Jude crept closer to the tall brush along the brick wall enclosure. I stepped just inside, not daring to go any farther.


    Another snuff of aggression. Right behind me. I whirled. The beast stepped from the shadows, and my stomach dropped. A creature born of nightmares that stood three feet taller than me.


    A black, tusklike horn—shining like bone—protruded from between serpentine yellow eyes. His mouth hung agape, revealing finger-long canines extending from the bottom of its snout. Long muscular arms hung at its side, sharpened black claws tipping its thick hands. Its body—hulking and disturbingly humanlike—made me think of minotaurs from mythology, one-horned rather than two. Except this wasn’t a myth; this was an eight-foot-tall nightmare with razor-sharp teeth staring me dead in the face as if it recognized me.


    “Don’t move,” said Jude behind me, calm and steady.


    I still couldn’t breathe. The creature held my gaze and snuffed again, gray smoke puffing around its fanged snout, before purposely stepping around me toward Jude. I’d become accustomed to fighting, or rather running, for my life whenever a demon popped on the scene. But this thing had no interest in me. His target was Jude. This wasn’t a demon either. This must be a fury, the strongest of the three types of demon spawn. Titans were dragon-like, all brawn. And while this creature was certainly formidable in size, its sheer presence pulsed against my VS, warning me he was more dangerous than the behemoth George had fought back at Glastonbury Abbey.


    I backed to the brick wall. A jagged growl rolled from the beast as it tucked its head low, snout to chest, aiming the tusk directly at Jude. It charged. Jude ducked, sliced out with his knife and rolled away. The creature yowled. Black blood oozed from a gash on the fury’s thigh right below the tattered tunic it wore.


    Jude circled behind the fountain of Eros and Psyche. The passionate lovers entwined in a loving embrace—standing between Jude and the deadly creature. Jude’s halo of fire grew brighter, a sign he was juicing up for a killer blow. The beast swiped out with an angry paw, breaking off the sculpture of Eros and Psyche, knocking it to the pavement into shattered pieces. Snorting more smoke into the air, the beast grew impatient, hulking faster around the fractured fountain. Jude leapt forward, planting one foot on the fountain lip, and launched himself into the air toward the creature, knife swinging. The fury swiped out again with a deadly paw. Before it met its target, Jude sliced toward its neck, sinking in and arcing upward.


    “Flamma intus!” Jude yelled, calling on his power. A clap of sound and light.


    Crack! The tip of the beast’s horn snapped off. The fury bellowed a low-pitched howl, its massive clawed hand knocking Jude back onto the broken fountain. I heard the air squeeze out of Jude’s lungs as he rolled onto the pavement, his knife falling free with a clatter.


    “Jude!”


    A guttural growl, more menacing than the first, emanated again from the beast as he loped forward for the kill. Jude was too slow getting up.


    “No!”


    Without thinking, I leapt forward and grabbed Jude’s arm at the same moment the fury’s claws raked through the air toward Jude’s face. They hit nothing, because a split second later, we were sifting through the Void. Jude’s body nearly pulled free of me. I yanked hard on his arm and grabbed his T-shirt with the other, picturing my apartment and sifting us there. Only my third sift, yet it felt innate to me, a natural compulsion my Vessel Sense responded to automatically.


    We fell ungracefully with a thunk next to my bed, Jude sprawled on top of me. A faint light filtered through my sheer blue curtains from the street. I clutched him, one hand fisted in his T-shirt. Predator still, he didn’t bother to move an inch, his heavy weight keeping me pinned beneath him. His darkening gaze made me wish we weren’t so close, horror sinking in with what I’d just revealed in my actions.


    “How”—his voice low and fierce—“do you have the power to sift?”


    In the past months, I’d seen many sides of Jude. The warrior. The tyrant. The protector. Yet, none of them made my blood run cold like the black-eyed hunter hovering over me now. I’d thought of a million ways to say this whenever the time came, but everything fled from me. Every logical, defendable, reasonable way to explain my new gift escaped me like leaves on the wind. When I finally spoke, I could only manage one word, one name, thick on my tongue.


    “Thomas.”


    Jude’s expression hardened to stone, his thoughts unreadable. A corner of his mouth lifted into a cold smile. Bracing both hands on either side of my body, he slowly pushed himself off me and rose. His weight gone felt like abandonment. I scooted myself into a sitting position, my back against the bed, breathing hard from the terror of the fury but more from the fuming man staring out my bedroom window.


    I cleared my throat. “I was going to tell you.”


    “I’m sure you were.”


    Fear scattered my thoughts as I tried to find the words that would break through the icy glacier Jude quickly erected between us. I could almost feel layer upon layer of barriers building with every passing second. Unlike me, he had plenty of words to say.


    “I’m going to take a leap here and say that your angel…Thomas…decided to tell you about my past after he gave you the kiss of power.”


    I lifted myself off the floor to the edge of my bed. Jude walked to the lamp on my bedside table and flicked it on, facing me with steely intent. He wanted to see the truth in my eyes. Or the lies. I stiffened my spine.


    “Yes. He did.”


    “I’m not quite sure how he was privileged to know of my making, but that’s one thing I intend to find out as well. Better yet, I’d like to meet him myself and ask him.”


    My stomach twisted into a knot at the thought. What a disaster that would be. “I, I don’t have a way of reaching him. And he never comes around when I’m with you.”


    Jude scoffed. “Not surprising. I have the distinct impression he doesn’t want to meet me face-to-face.” His sardonic lilt cut like a blade. I remained still under his intense scrutiny. “That was quite a kiss of power he gave you, wasn’t it?” he asked with sickening self-assurance.


    “But, Jude, I did the same with George, and it was nothing. You were okay with me getting the power I needed to protect myself.”


    Jude smiled. An icy shiver pinged up my spine. “Yes. But this was different. Quite different, I’m sure.” I couldn’t hold his gaze anymore and stared down at my hands wringing together in my lap. “Look at me, Genevieve.”


    When he commanded me with such force, I couldn’t disobey. I met his dark gaze again.


    “How long has Thomas been offering you the power to sift?”


    “Well. It was…” I opened my mouth to speak, thinking Thomas had first offered on the plane to New York, but no, it had been from the beginning. The first time I met him, he mentioned the need for me to sift to escape my enemies. “He talked about it since the first time we met.”


    “That’s what I thought,” Jude said in an arrogant huff. His hands rested casually on his hips, but the taut, flexed muscles across his chest and shoulders spoke of the tension coiling in his body. “He’s been planning to seduce you from the start.”


    “What? No! He—” Wait. Had he? His animosity toward Jude was clear. Was it because Jude had taken the place he wanted for himself?


    “Yes. He has. And apparently, he’s done a fine job.”


    “No. He hasn’t, he didn’t…seduce me.”


    Jude measured my responses—body gestures, facial expressions, everything—using his innate lie-detector skills to perceive any dishonesty. I trembled where I sat.


    “The interesting thing is that I’d asked you to be cautious and to not allow yourself to be alone with him until we spoke again.” He angled his head with another assessing glance. “I’m presuming that you were alone with him when this exchange of power occurred.”


    I nodded, unable to speak, a lump forming in my throat.


    “So you disregarded my request.” We both knew it wasn’t a request. “The kiss of power is a seductive thing, Genevieve.” His voice dipped and rolled, all velvety and lush. He strolled forward, his body moving with sinuous grace, and stopped in front of me. Using one finger, he tipped my chin to look straight up into his eyes. “He did more than kiss you, didn’t he?” Tears pooling, I gave a stiff nod. His words were low and soft, so contradictory to the emotion simmering in his eyes. “Did he fuck you?”


    “No!” The tears spilled. My voice broke. “I’d never do that.”


    “But he got a good taste. Enough to think you’d abandon me and take him instead. Correct?”


    I swatted his hand away, and stormed around him to the window. “Yes!” A sob escaped. I sucked it in and kept quiet, unwilling to lose it entirely.


    “I see.” Quiet, cold words.


    I spun around. “But Jude, I told him I only wanted you.” The tears came unbidden now, shame flaring heat up my chest and neck. “It was a mistake, a terrible mistake. I’m so sorry.”


    I walked toward him, my hand outstretched. He took a step away.


    “No.”


    Twisting my hands in nervous agitation, I begged him to listen. “Jude, please…”


    He strode toward the door. “I’ll make sure your door is bolted and stay on watch outside tonight.” Acting as if nothing had happened, as if my world wasn’t crumbling to dust this very second, he added, “I’m not sure why or how a fury ended up at my home, but we’ll meet with George tomorrow to discuss it.”


    “Jude!” He turned at the door, his face a mask of indifference, though his lips compressed into a tight line. “Jude,” I said softer, “I love you.”


    I’d never said the words before. Neither had he. We both just…knew. Now he acted as if it didn’t matter. Hell, he acted as if it wasn’t true.


    The cold melted from his façade, revealing for a moment the man who owned my heart and made me want to beat myself senseless for the unforgiveable betrayal I’d committed against him.


    “Words, Genevieve.” He smiled with such sadness, my heart cracked. “They mean nothing next to your actions. It is what we do that defines who we are and where our devotion truly lies.”


    Then I was alone. And I’d never felt more so in my entire godforsaken life.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    I unwrapped my black belt, shifted out of my gi and tossed it into the locker, slamming the door shut with a resounding clang. Sitting on the bench, I flatted my boot against the wall of lockers, tying the laces with violent speed.


    “Would you like to discuss it?”


    I jumped. Just Erik. He leaned against the frame, arms crossed casually, penetrating me with his brotherly stare.


    “No,” I replied tightly. I resumed tying the laces up the knee-high boot. “I’m fine.”


    “No. You’re not fine.”


    I huffed out an angry breath and popped my other boot up against the locker to lace.


    “I am. Just got a lot on my mind.”


    “I’ve known you for ten years, Genevieve. You’re more than a little upset about something.”


    I let the other boot fall and popped up, cinching my ponytail tighter, and hooked my backpack over one shoulder. I stepped toward the door, but he didn’t move.


    “My ride will be here any minute. I need to go.”


    “What is going on with you?” he asked, demeanor placid and calm as always, making me want to spit nails for some reason.


    “Nothing! Why would you think there’s anything going on?” Heat crawled up my neck.


    He eyed me carefully, reminding me of someone else who saw too much, the one who had my stomach in knots and my heart in pieces.


    “Hmm. Well, seeing as I’ve been covering your classes for weeks, I never see you with your best friend Mindy, who used to be glued to your hip, and your grades are plummeting, I’d say there’s definitely something going on.”


    True, he had been covering for me longer than my father knew, long before my lovely holiday to New York. And by lovely, I mean an utter nightmare. And while Mindy’s obsession with Dave did make her more scarce, it helped me out since I spent most every day training or demon hunting. And my grades…


    “Wait. How would you know about my grades?”


    “Your advisor from the English department called the number listed on your Loyola account. I happened to be at your dad’s and picked up the phone. Since you’d seen her this past summer and mapped out your transcript with intentions to graduate in the spring, she wanted to remind you that it was imperative you completed your courses with passing grades in order to graduate.”


    “How the hell did she know I was failing?”


    “A Professor Bennett, apparently.”


    “That ass.” I scowled, pissed that the odious, egotistical Professor Bennett would interfere. He’d been giving me hell since the moment I stepped into his 17th Century Lit class, especially when I’d challenged him on the existence of angels and demons. “Bet he just loved passing that information along.”


    “So you are failing your classes.”


    “No.” I huffed out an exasperated sigh. “Just English, but I’ll pull it out with the final exam. No worries.” At least, I hoped so. “Why did my advisor divulge any of that information to you?”


    “Because I pretended to be your dad.”


    Pulling Erik into a hug, I said, “I love you, you know that?” I swiveled his tall, lean frame to the side and pushed past him.


    “Genevieve, come on. I’m worried. Is it some boy that has you all out of whack?”


    Some boy. Ha! No, a dark and deadly demon-hunting man.


    I stopped and pivoted to face him. The sincere concern in his brown eyes made me pause. I owed him some kind of explanation because he was covering my ass so often, and because he truly did care about me. I reached out and gave his arm a friendly squeeze.


    “There is someone, but it’s not entirely him that has my life a little…muddled right now.” Not entirely, but mostly.


    The other reason had to do with the Great War approaching, between demon and angel hosts. Somehow, it made everything else insignificant. Dreams I once had faded into nothing with this new reality wiping away everything I might have been. I’d never become a writer for a magazine or a high school English teacher. Mindy and I wouldn’t throw wedding showers and baby showers for each other or live next door and walk our kids to the park together. The life I’d envisioned was gone, vanished that night on my twentieth birthday in the dark alley behind a Goth club. But more than anything, I knew nothing mattered more than the man I loved, the one who probably hated me now. I’d find out soon enough.


    I didn’t rest much last night, wrestling with my sheets and trying to find escape in sleep from the living nightmare of Jude’s words echoing in my mind. Words. He said mine meant nothing. Well, his had torn a hole in my heart. And I could blame no one but myself. An idea had been forming for some time in my mind, a path I’d one day take. I hadn’t ever discussed it with Jude, never quite knowing what his intentions were for us. But it seemed now was the time. A new path for both of us. It’s what we do that matters, he’d said.


    “Gen? Are you okay?”


    I snapped back to find Erik gazing at me with a worried frown. “Fine. Listen, thanks for covering for me. You’re an angel.” I gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll be fine. Trust me.” I spun toward the lobby, feeling for the first time since the disaster last night that I actually would be fine. If Jude would agree to my plan.


    I jogged out of the dojo, smelling sand and seashore. Kat leaned against the building, waiting for me. Her brow quirked.


    “Well now. Someone is in good spirits.”


    I hadn’t realized I was grinning to myself. “I will be.”


    “Interesting. Well, they’re waiting for us. Shall we?”


    I reached out my hand, knowing we had a meeting with George and Jude. I’d received a short and not remotely sweet text from Jude this morning, informing me that Kat would pick me up at the dojo, meaning he hadn’t told them that I could sift there on my own. My stomach churned; he avoided the topic simply because it wasn’t just an exchange of power I’d accepted from Thomas. It was a betrayal.


    Kat snapped us off the street and into Jude’s courtyard. Jude stood with his back to us near the broken fountain. He stiffened. I didn’t notice George at first, bent on one knee observing something close to the ground. George swiped something with his finger and brought it to his nose.


    “I can’t be sure,” he said to Jude.


    We walked closer.


    “Sure about what?” asked Kat.


    “The maker of the fury,” said George, whose naturally jovial, charming demeanor had been replaced by this more austere, grave man, reminding me of the one standing on a wharf in 19th century London, engulfed by a chasm of grief.


    “Who do you think it could be?” asked Kat in a near-whisper.


    Holding her gaze with an intensity that made my heart trip a little faster, he said evenly, “Damas.”


    I couldn’t imagine her committing a murder so foul she must pay this penance of hunting and expelling demons, allowing their evil to rub off on her own soul. But Jude never lied to me.


    George finally broke his gaze from Kat, walking around the fountain to stand next to Jude. “But there are traces that remind me of Bamal and even of Calliban.”


    “Calliban? Who’s he?” I asked, stepping forward. Jude leaned away from me, and my heart shrank a little more. I tried to focus on George to get my mind off the conversation I needed to have with Jude, terrified of his reaction, of more rejection.


    “He is one of the seven princes, my dear.” A memory popped to mind, when I was in Danté’s lair for the last time. I’d dressed behind a screen with an intricate tapestry of seven dragons—three roaring, two sleeping, and two breathing fire. The seven princes of the underworld. I also remembered the room where Danté had cornered me. There were six doorways leading to his brothers’ lairs from that room. The memory made my pulse pick up speed.


    “I know of three.” I focused on George, feeling Jude’s eyes on me, but unable to face him. “Can you tell me about the others?”


    “Right,” said George, growing more pensive. “You know of Danté, Damas and Bamal, of course. They all go by multiple names, but let’s stick with their most popular to keep things simple. Calliban rules in the Middle East. He controls a vast territory with a Vessel at his side he’s possessed for nearly a millennium.”


    I swallowed hard, trying not to think of the poor woman in his power. I couldn’t imagine how many atrocities of genocide and hatred that had been committed using the Vessel’s power to influence others.


    “Then there’s Vadek, who rules in Russia. He’s more solitary, never even attempted to possess a Vessel, but he controls thousands of pesky demon minions. He’s done a bloody marvelous job in maintaining a miserable existence in his part of the world for I’d say, oh, forever. And the last two are Rook and Simian who keep no domains on earth, preferring the lovely atmosphere of their realms in hell.”


    I sat on the edge of the fountain, dropping my backpack at my feet. “So Rook and Simian don’t cause trouble up here?”


    Jude scoffed, finally joining the conversation. “Don’t count on it. They prefer not to leave their lairs, but they do enough damage commanding others from the underworld. Rook has created the most angel hunters of all the princes.”


    “Like Bellock?” I asked.


    “No,” replied Jude, grinding his teeth together. “That piece of shit was made by Damas.”


    I held Jude’s gaze, doing my damndest to keep my breathing calm. “So if Bellock was the one at the abbey that night, then Damas is the one targeting you?”


    “Targeting Jude? Wait, what the hell have I been left out of?” snapped Kat, propping a hand on one hip.


    “It seems Genevieve has come to the same conclusion you have,” said George, nudging Jude, who remained stoic and withdrawn. Not a shocker.


    “Last night,” I said, holding Kat’s attention, “the fury stood right in front of me, but it didn’t try to harm me at all. As a matter of fact, it made a point to skirt around me and go for Jude.”


    “Well, that doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” said Kat. “Furies tend to take out the biggest threat first.”


    “But that’s not all,” added George. “The night at the abbey. They knew we’d be there, and Bellock seemed to be waiting, going directly for Jude.”


    “What about the titan there that night?” I asked. “Could you pick up a signature on it? Do you know who made it?”


    “Well, I’d have to say Damas is the most likely culprit, with Bellock being his creature and having created dragon spawn before.” Kat and Jude nodded. I refrained from rolling my eyes. Yeah, everyone knew about dragon spawn. It might as well be on Wikipedia. “But there’s no telling who sent all of the lower demons who happened to be there.”


    “But there’s someone who might know.” All eyes swiveled to me.


    “Who?” asked Kat.


    “Dommiel. If he was the one who sent us to Bleed, then he should know something, don’t you think?”


    Jude shrugged with one shoulder. “Possibly. I can pay him a visit and see what he knows.”


    “Not necessary.” I unzipped my backpack and pulled out the paperback The Captain’s Captive, which I’d planned to finally finish between classes.


    “Fascinating reading,” piped in George. “Is that what they’re teaching these days in college?”


    “Oh! You read it?” Kat clapped her hands together. “Wasn’t it wonderful? I totally loved Captain Sparr.”


    “And what was his role?” George actually took the book from my hands. “Ah, the kidnapping pirate. Yes, certainly a gentleman.”


    “He didn’t kidnap her. He rescued her.”


    “That’s not what the back cover says.”


    “Guys!” I shouted, snatching my book back. “You can quibble about the pirate captain’s motives later. I have an easier way to reach Dommiel quickly and get our answers.”


    I opened the book to the middle, where a thin black plume was pressed between the pages. Before anyone could question me further, I blew on the feather. Three seconds later, Dommiel popped into the courtyard before us. He was shirtless in jeans, revealing a network of tattoos—skulls, weapons, tigers, dragons, a battle scene of some kind—twisting in all directions and covering his torso and arms. A silver hook shone in the midday sun on the end of his amputated arm.


    “Captain Hook, I presume?” queried George.


    Kat made an exasperated sound with her mouth and rolled her eyes.


    Dommiel’s eyes widened with fear, having the audience of Jude and George, not just me and Kat as before. He raised one palm and his hooked arm. “Look, I didn’t do anything.” His eyes were on Jude.


    “Calm down,” commanded Jude. “We just have a simple question.”


    Simple. There’s no such thing in our world.


    Dommiel eyed Jude skeptically. “Which is?”


    I stepped closer and stopped next to Jude, who didn’t move away from me this time. “Who is Bleed working for?”


    Dommiel’s brow scrunched into a frown. “What do you mean? He works for me.”


    “I don’t think that’s true,” I said. “He has loyalty to someone else. Someone outside your domain.”


    Dommiel started to protest again, when Jude reached for the knife in his boot.


    “Okay! Okay! Just relax. No need to go into Batman mode on me.” I stifled a laugh, trying to imagine Dommiel hanging out at The Dungeon, watching episodes of The Dark Knight. “Bleed does favors for me, but he works for someone else. A prince.” His eyes darted from Jude’s face to his hands, making sure he didn’t reach for his weapon.


    “Which one?” Jude’s voice rolled deep, almost a growl.


    “Damas.” The high demon’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “But that’s all I know. I don’t know anything about what Bleed does for him.”


    Jude considered him for a moment. Dommiel withered under Jude’s all-seeing gaze, the one I hated to have turned on me from time to time.


    “He’s telling the truth,” said Jude.


    Dommiel let out a breath of air. “Good. Can I go now? Am I dismissed?” Some of his snarky swagger leaked back into his up-tilted chin and casual stance.


    Jude waved his hand. The demon sifted out with a whiplike crack.


    “So, Damas is the one targeting you,” I said.


    “Possibly,” admitted Jude. “Our bad blood goes back”—his gaze drifted from me to George—“a hell of a long way.”


    “So then it must be him,” I said.


    “Or the princes are working together,” said George. “But if that’s the case, then we need to be concerned.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    “Because,” said George, “if the demon princes are working together, then they know the Great War is definitely near. We may not know what the lost prophecy holds, but it has always been known that Flamma of Dark will unite against Flamma of Light for the Great War.”


    “So what do we do now?” asked Kat. “We never could keep a hold of Gorham or Razor in New York to get intel from them. Should we try to apprehend them again?”


    George looked at Kat, and I saw his gaze soften for a fleeting second. “Don’t put yourself in unnecessary danger, Katherine. You and Dorian just watch them and let us know what you discover. I’ll alert the hunters on the west coast and abroad to do the same. I’ll meet with you again in a week’s time.”


    George held Katherine’s gaze, then sifted out in complete silence. Kat sifted away in a whirl of wind, leaving Jude and me alone in the quiet courtyard. Not even the soothing sound of trickling water to break the silence since the fountain had been smashed by the fury last night.


    I cleared my throat. “I guess Kat thought I’d be staying here tonight.”


    “I’ll take you back to your apartment,” he said, then shook his head with a bitter laugh. “I suppose you can sift yourself back to your apartment, can’t you?”


    “Jude, I need to talk to you.”


    He rubbed his scruffy jaw. He looked more unkempt than I’d ever seen him, dark circles beneath his eyes. I gritted my teeth against the guilt threatening to drown me, knowing I was responsible for his present miserable state.


    “I need a drink.” He walked past me and into the house.


    I followed him up the stairs, though he hadn’t invited me in. I heard him open a cabinet in the kitchen. By the time I got there, he was pouring a glass of Talisker Scottish whiskey. As soon as his eyes landed on me, he knocked back the tumbler with one gulp. I noticed another empty bottle of the stuff on the living room coffee table. Shit.


    “Um, I need to talk to you.”


    “So you said.” He poured a second glass. “Go ahead. Talk.” Then downed it and poured a third.


    “Jude, should you be drinking so much with that fury here last night?” The scathing look he shot me made me shiver. “I mean, what if it comes back?”


    “Worried about me? So kind of you. Or maybe you’re more worried about yourself. That I won’t be sober enough to do my job as your protector. Perhaps I’m not good enough for that anymore,” he snapped with bitterness. His accusation drew out in the silence, that I’d replaced him with Thomas. He deserved to be angry, so I bit my tongue and didn’t react to his spite. His face was shadowed by the afternoon light filtering through the kitchen window behind him. “Don’t worry,” he growled low. “I’ve cast extensive protection spells around the entire block.” He knocked back the third tumbler.


    “Okay, I’ll talk fast before you’re too drunk to even hear what I have to say.”


    He grunted a sort of laugh, shaking his head at me. “More pretty words for me? Terrific. Can’t wait to hear them.” He brushed past me with his glass in one hand and the bottle of whiskey in the other. Plopping down heavily onto his sofa, he poured another drink and wedged the now half-empty bottle of Scotch between his legs. He threw one arm along the sofa back and tipped his glass up to me. “Cheers. To”—he considered a moment, a wide smile creasing his face—“to dreams.”


    Ouch. I sat down gingerly in the chair next to him, his gaze steady despite the fifty-year-old whiskey swimming in his veins.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “I’ve heard this already. If that’s all, I’ll be in my training room.” He leaned forward to stand.


    “Just give me a fucking minute!” I stood and shoved his shoulders back so he sat again.


    “Ahh, there she is, my feisty girl.” He grinned. “I much prefer her to the quiet, docile one.”


    “Just shut up and stay seated for one damn minute.”


    He made a show of being cooperative, even offering me a bow, as well as he could in his seated, slouched position. “I’m at your service.”


    “All right. So I won’t apologize again. I know what I did was unforgiveable.” He remained silent, watching, waiting. “You said it’s what we do that proves who we are and what we really want.”


    “Something along those lines.” He took a sip but didn’t down it all at once this time.


    “So I know a way to prove that…that I love you.” I had his attention now. I clasped my hands tight in my lap, my mouth gone dry. “I’m not sure how one does this properly…”


    He offered me his glass of whiskey, which I found strangely charming. I took it and gulped. Liquid fire burned down my throat. I coughed violently.


    An icy smile cracked his face before melting back into a brooding frown. “It’s got a little kick.” He took the glass back.


    “That might not have helped,” I said, rubbing my throat, as if I could stop the burning. I inhaled a deep breath. “As I was saying, I’ve been thinking for a while of a way to prove how I feel, and honestly, there’s only one way.”


    He tilted the glass back again to finish it off. Having his heavy gaze off me for one second gave me the courage to finally just blurt it out. “Marry me.”


    Jude choked and spat the whiskey, spraying my arm in the process. He stared at me in shock. My heart drummed faster under his refusal to respond.


    “Are you serious?” he finally asked, incredulous.


    I nodded tightly. “Yes. I want you to, I mean, I was wondering, hoping you’d marry me.”


    Maybe I shouldn’t have been so presumptuous, thinking he’d jump at the chance. Maybe I’d fucked things up so royally that he didn’t want me anymore. Blood drained from my face, making me feel queasy at the thought. Was I too late? Did that look on his face mean disgust?


    He still didn’t move, frozen in place with his empty glass in hand. Did I give him a stroke? What the hell?


    “Um, I can see that maybe I was a little crazy to think you’d want to.” A nervous laugh escaped me as I stood up. “I’ll just be leaving now, so—”


    Lightning swift, he was on his feet, dropping the glass to the rug and gripping both my arms in a vise before I could sift away. His jaw hard, brow furrowed, and mouth a tight, brutal line, he bore into me with a marrow-melting gaze. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” His tone grated against my skin.


    “Yes. Of course, I am,” I whispered, breathless at the rage vibrating from him.


    “You can’t just toss marriage around like it’s nothing,” he said with cutting disdain. “I understand that you come from an age where marriage is worth no more than the paper that it’s pledged upon, but it’s not an arbitrary binding to use to fix your problems. It isn’t temporary, not in my mind anyway. In my time, marriage meant forever.”


    “I know!” I wriggled, trying to break his grip, as if I could. He only tightened his hold. “I don’t think of marriage as nothing. I come from a home where it meant everything! Even as my mother became violent in her madness, pushing my father away, rejecting me, he still loved her. He still stood by her. Even now, he refuses to marry or even look at another woman, because she was his only love.” I was sobbing now, hot tears pouring with my heated words. “That’s what I want. The life I’d once envisioned for myself is over. The only future that makes any sense now, the only place I feel safe, the only thing I want in this whole goddamn world is you!”


    I choked on a sob, squeezing my eyes shut, unable to bear his burning gaze any longer, wishing I could disappear. But I wouldn’t sift. I wouldn’t run away. If he wanted to tell me to fuck off and that I’d ruined everything, then I’d stay and take it. It was the least I could do, allow him to unleash his biting wrath on me as I deserved.


    He loosened his grip but didn’t push me away. Rather, he pulled me into his arms, embracing me with fierce possessiveness, burying his face in my hair, cradling me close. More tears came.


    “Genevieve,” he whispered—jagged and raw. “I never thought… I didn’t imagine you’d ever want that. With me.”


    “Of course, I do, you idiot.” I clenched my fists in the back of his shirt, my mouth muffled against his chest. “I know we haven’t known each other long, but there is no one else for me. You have to know that. There never will be. I’m just”—I hiccoughed a short sob—“I’m just so fucking sorry for what I did.” My voice dropped to a desperate plea. “You have to believe me.”


    Hands on my waist in a tight grip, he pulled away, fixing me with his dark gaze. I let him look his fill and try to find some fault or lie. He wouldn’t, because everything I said was true. No matter my fleeting infatuation, or whatever the hell it was with Thomas, he was nothing next to Jude. A dim flame next to a burning inferno, a small ripple next to a tidal wave, a passing wind next to the fiercest gale.


    “What about your angel?”


    “I don’t need a second guardian. If he ever shows his face again, I’ll tell him so.”


    As the declaration that I would divorce myself from Thomas sank in, Jude lifted one of his hands and tucked a stray lock behind my ear. I inhaled a deep breath, finally calm. Mostly. He cupped my face, his thumb brushing my cheek, wiping away a trail of tears. I didn’t know how much I ached for his touch till this moment, the emotion threatening to overwhelm me again. I blinked back the new tears wanting to spill, regaining some sort of composure.


    “Genevieve, I want you to be sure.”


    “I am sure. I’ve been thinking about this for a long time.”


    “You have?” he asked, baffled.


    I laughed. “Yes, damn it. I just didn’t know how serious you were about us, about me.”


    His fingers slid under my hair, wrapping my nape. He pressed a burning kiss to my lips, consuming me with desperate need, stroking his tongue along mine till I forgot everything else. I melted against him as the slow burn of desire ignited. When I pressed my body more urgently against his, curling my fingers into his shirt, clutching him tighter, he broke apart with a hiss.


    I nipped his bottom lip. “So will you marry me, Jude Delacroix? You haven’t given me an answer.” I pressed my pelvis against the hard ridge in his jeans.


    He groaned. “Not fair.”


    “Yes or no?”


    “If you are sure—”


    “I am.”


    “And you understand this is forever—”


    “I do.”


    “Then damn the rest of the world to hell,” he growled, “I will marry you.”


    Slanting his lips over mine, he took me as a man who knows his right, who knows the woman in his arms was only ever meant for his mouth, his hands, his heart, his soul. I quivered with the realization that soon we could finally take our passion where it had been leading us since the second we met on that dance floor in Tartarus on my twentieth birthday. Sex within marriage wouldn’t break the golden rule for Vessels. The mere thought of him inside me made my insides melt.


    I whispered against his lips, “When? How soon?”


    He pulled away with a pained expression marking his face. “I know someone, a priest. He’ll do it quickly, if that’s what you want. Unless you want more time…”


    “No. Soon is better.”


    He grinned. I laughed.


    Pressing a softer kiss to my lips, tongue tracing the seam, he brushed his lips in a torturous, slow sweep. “Then soon it is.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    “Well, that was a nightmare.” Mary and I had been study buddies since our freshmen year when we realized we were both English majors. We’d shared at least one class every semester since. As we exited Professor Minga’s Latin final together, she blew out an exasperated breath, her long bangs flying to the side.


    “It was tough,” I agreed, “but not nearly as bad as Bennett’s will be.”


    She snorted. “Leave it to Bennett to schedule his final on the last freaking day possible before the break. I swear, I think that a-hole lives to torture his students.”


    “Hmph. Trust me. He does.”


    We walked through the commons area, leaves whirling across the pavement. A gaggle of sorority girls in baby-pink sweatshirts tromped en masse from one building to the next, hanging holly-and-evergreen wreaths with pink bows on each door. They were hanging the third by the time we crossed out of the quad.


    “Say, Gen. You seen Malcolm lately? He hasn’t wanted to do study group anymore.” She arched a thin brow at me. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with why you’ve skipped so much of Bennett’s class, would it?”


    I grimaced. “Well, yeah. I kind of did something stupid.”


    “Don’t we all. What did you do—date him and dump him?”


    I heaved my backpack higher on my shoulder. “Um, yeah. Pretty much.”


    “Ouch.” Mary shoved me with her shoulder, hitting me mid-arm since she was on the petite side.


    I still had residual guilt for using Malcolm back in September. I’d thought he would make good boyfriend material, seeing as he was such a great friend. That was, of course, before Jude had erased the thought of any man staking a claim on me other than himself. Malcolm had avoided me, and that was fine by me. One less thing for me to worry about.


    “Don’t worry about it. He’ll survive. But you better study your ass off for Bennett’s final.”


    “Seeing as he’s given us two freaking weeks to prepare, I should have ample time.” Of course, I withheld the fact that I would be on my honeymoon soon and might be slightly distracted.


    My honeymoon.


    If Professor Bennett were standing in front of me now, I’d kiss his pompous ass. Giving us a long break allowed me to convince Jude we should get married now and not wait until after finals. Even after I thought I’d been quite clear that I was completely and totally sure about wanting to marry him, he still wanted me to have the time to consider it carefully and change my mind if I decided it was too big a step. Damn the man. Even this morning, before I left his house for class, he held me close and whispered in my ear, “You can change your mind. But if you mean to marry me, meet me here promptly at 3:00. I’ll be waiting for you.” I pecked him on the lips and sifted out without an answer. He’d find out soon enough how ready I was.


    “Hey.” Mary snapped her fingers in front of me. “Where’d you go? Bennett’s final is nothing to smile about, you know.”


    “What? Oh yeah.” I returned from my wayward thoughts. I seriously hoped I managed a decent grade on the Latin final. I found myself wandering away three times while taking it. Kind of hard to focus on Herodotus and Cicero when Jude’s whispered words kept floating through my mind. “Just glad the semester will be over soon.” So I could focus on better things.


    “So what other finals do you have left?”


    “None,” I said with a satisfying smile. “Both my Psychology and Western Civ instructors made all those with a 3.0 in the class exempt from the finals.”


    “Lucky you,” she said, parting ways near the parking lot. “Enjoy your little hiatus before the ax falls in two weeks.” She made a swinging motion across her neck.


    I waved with a laugh. “I plan to.” She had no idea.


    I meandered farther into the campus lot where I usually parked my car until she was out of sight. I peered in all directions. The lot was empty. I sifted into my bedroom, having decided I adored this mode of transportation, as Jude would call it. My VS channeled the power as if I’d always had this gift, to move between time and space, as if I always meant to do this. In a way, I was.


    I chunked my backpack in the closet, prepared to ignore anything to do with school for a full week. My suitcase still lay open on the bed as I’d left it this morning. A quiver of anticipation trembled through me.


    “Deep breath in,” I whispered to myself. “Mindy?” I called out. “You here?”


    No answer. I’d already lied to Mindy, telling her I was going away on a little vacation abroad with Jude to meet his family. And, of course, I’d asked her to cover for me with Dad, who thought I’d be holed up in my apartment or the campus library studying for finals for a while.


    It wasn’t entirely a lie. Jude had told me we would be traveling abroad. When Mindy had asked for details, I had none, telling her southern France, just to give her an answer. In truth, I had no idea where we were going. He wouldn’t tell me.


    A pang of guilt sank in my stomach like a stone when I realized I was doing this without the consent or presence of my dad. Without my best friend, who would’ve been my maid of honor had circumstances been different. I understood the reasons why I couldn’t share this wedding with those I loved, but it hurt nonetheless.


    Shaking off sad thoughts, I glanced at my digital clock, reading 1:30. I jumped in the shower and scrubbed myself clean with my favorite jasmine wash, shaving pretty much everything. As I pulled the razor along my calves in brisk strokes, I thought fleetingly of Thomas. Though I was relieved beyond belief that he hadn’t shown up, I still wondered what he was thinking, doing. I suppose the finality of my rejection was enough to keep him at a distance for a while. Good. Because I had no idea what I’d say when he finally made his next appearance. Though Jude avoided all conversation surrounding Thomas, I knew he still sought to meet the angel face-to-face. And no telling what horrors would come out of that confrontation. I shivered, and not in a good way.


    I turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. After drying and wrapping a towel around my head, I slipped into my red robe on the back of the door. While brushing my teeth, I glanced at my suitcase, hoping I’d packed well enough. Jude had told me to pack for cold weather. I had an inkling where we’d be honeymooning and smiled at the thought.


    After smoothing lotion onto my skin, I applied my makeup more carefully than usual, highlighting my pale blue eyes with shades of amber and gold. I braided separate strands of my dark hair, twisting and pinning it into a low bun at my nape. Loose tendrils fell by my temples. I hooked on my cream-colored, strapless corset and matching panties, then pulled my dress from the closet.


    That day in New York when I left MoMA feeling as if something ominous pressed down upon me, I walked past a store and stopped. In the window was this dress, knee-length in flowing chiffon of pale blue. Sleeveless, the chiffon rippled in natural waves, gathered in a high collar around the throat and cinched at the waist with a woven belt. So lovely—reminding me of Monet’s painting, of the pale pastels where sky met water and the world was alive with light. I walked into the store and bought one in my size, having never in my life done such a thing. I didn’t know why. Until now.


    I stared at the dress in my hand, biting my lip, hoping it would do. I slipped into it and zipped it up in the back, buttoning the three buttons at the nape, then pulled on the cream cashmere cardigan with pearl buttons I’d borrowed from Mindy. Though she was more petite than I was, the cardigan hit shorter at the waist. Perfect for this dress. I slipped on the dusky blue heels, then finally picked up the red velvet box sitting on my bed. I opened it and ran the pad of my finger over the strand of pearls. I’d sifted into my dad’s house yesterday and gotten them from my jewelry box. I’d never worn them. They were my mother’s wedding pearls. With a deep breath, I pulled them out and cinched the clasp, then put on the matching earrings. Finally, I stepped up to the mirror, scanning my attire, hardly recognizing myself. Gone was the Vessel girl, dressed to hunt and kill demons.


    I touched my fingers to the pearls. “Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.” I gave myself a nod, hoping Jude liked what he saw. Nerves suddenly screaming through my body, it finally hit me what I would soon be.


    “Mrs. Jude Delacroix.”


    My heart clenched, realizing my dad wouldn’t be walking me down the aisle. I couldn’t even tell him. Or Mindy. They wouldn’t understand, wouldn’t accept the fact that I wanted to marry a man I’d known for such a short time. And I could never explain all the reasons why I wanted to marry now, as opposed to planning a glitzy, triple-decker-cake wedding at the end of a long engagement. The idea of Jude at the center of a boisterous reception with aunts and uncles and cousins pounding him on the back was ludicrous. No. This was the best way. We had no idea how long we had before the world as we knew it would change forever. The war was coming. It could be weeks or months, but even George agreed it would be no more than a year.


    “Okay, then.”


    I zipped my suitcase, took a deep breath and sifted right outside Jude’s alcove. The protection wards he cast around his home were so thick now no one could sift directly in but him. I had to walk through, but Flamma of Dark wouldn’t even be able to do that, just like Danté had kept him out of his lair in the underworld.


    As I made my way through the arched alcove, my clipped walk on the brick pavement mirrored my hammering heartbeat. I stepped through the wrought-iron gate and froze. Jude stood near the now-broken fountain. Hands in the pockets of a finely tailored black-on-black tuxedo, he was deep in thought. His profile—legs apart, back straight, shoulders relaxed, head bent—spoke of a man who knew his strength and the power he wielded over others. A silhouette of the finest lines against the gray stone of the courtyard captivated me, made me breathless at the sight of him. This man, this extraordinary, exquisite man…was mine.


    He turned, eyes widening at the sight of me. He didn’t move, didn’t speak. The moment stretched as he raked me with his dark, fiery gaze. After what felt like forever, he walked toward me with heavy steps, his shoes echoing in the small courtyard. He lifted one hand, wrapping my neck and brushing my pulse point with his thumb. “You bring me to my knees, woman.”


    I exhaled a deep breath and tried to smile, faltering. “That’s a good thing, right?”


    He chuckled. “Not for me. It’s rather terrible, actually.” He leaned in, brushing a featherlight kiss to my lips. “I’m doomed.” He took the suitcase from my hands and, with a bone-melting smile, said, “I’ll be right back.”


    He sifted out with an electric crack. Within no time, he sifted back, nearly knocking me over with a blast of wind in his wake. He smelled familiar, of smoky peat. I smiled, knowing where my suitcase had been delivered.


    He clasped my hand, twining his fingers through mine, grinning like a boy on Christmas morning. Wrapping his other hand around my waist, he whispered low, “You are so beautiful…you take my breath away.”


    I smoothed a hand over his lapel, pretending my heart didn’t skip a few beats. “You’re not so bad yourself.”


    With a deep chuckle, he sifted us out. Ghostly shapes blurred by for several moments as winds of the Void suctioned my dress and hair. I clung to Jude, loving the feel of him grounding me as we swirled in a longer trip through the Void, meaning we traveled far from home. We landed on the doorstep of a church. An old church.


    It was pitch-dark but for slivers of light glowing from the pointed Gothic windows.


    “Where are we?”


    Jude guided me toward the door. “Sussex. St. Mary’s.”


    England again. It must be somewhere around nine o’clock if I judged correctly from our last visit to the UK. A bit disorienting, since I’d just stepped from a sunlit courtyard. “So, you know a priest here?”


    He held the door open. “Yes. He’s a sentinel. He’s been serving Flamma of Light for quite a long time.”


    The night we were at Glastonbury Abbey with the newly unfused human host, he’d said something to George about knowing a priest in a monastery. “He helped you with Simon, didn’t he?” Jude nodded. “Are sentinels ageless? Like us?” I couldn’t help but ask, stepping into the quiet vestibule. Jude had stopped aging when he’d become a Dominus Daemonum. Though he’d never told me the exact age, he appeared to be in his late twenties, early thirties. I wondered how long before I’d be fully awakened as a Vessel, for that would be the last day I aged. Physically, anyway.


    “They are,” said Jude, bringing me back to my question. “Father Clementine has had to move around over the years.”


    As we walked into the candlelit church, I marveled at the ribbed vaulting and Gothic arches, whispering, “This place is old.”


    “Quite.”


    Hand in hand, we walked up the nave toward the front, where a short priest in a black cassock milled around the altar table. When we reached the steps, he ambled around and waved us up. “Come, come.”


    Heart in my throat, I snuck a glance at Jude, who held the most serene expression on his face, smile tipping his beautiful mouth up in the corners. A look I saw rarely.


    Standing a foot shorter than me, the balding man with kind blue eyes reached for my hands. I put mine in his. “Well, now. Isn’t she just lovely?” He raised his bushy black brows, his British accent thick and clipped. “You must be Genevieve.”


    “I am.” I smiled.


    “You’re shining so bright, my dear. Well done, Jude.”


    I quirked a questioning glance at Jude, who leaned in. “As a sentinel of Light, he can sense your Vessel essence clearly.”


    “Quite right. What I should ask before we proceed is whether you give yourself freely in the bond of marriage to this man.”


    “Yes, I mean, I do, I mean—”


    The priest laughed, squeezing my fingers still in his gentle grasp. “This isn’t the time for vows yet, dear. But as a man of God, I must ask before we proceed.” He let go of my hands. “Well then. Up the steps. Let’s get you two kids wed.”


    I laughed, knowing full well Jude was centuries old and hadn’t been a kid in some time. Hell, I couldn’t even imagine him as a kid like, ever.


    Jude’s hand engulfed mine as he led me up the steps. The priest disappeared into the sacristy. I inhaled deeply, catching Jude smirking down at me, his dark eyes glinting by the candlelight. He said nothing. Neither did I. No matter how ready I was, I still trembled at the momentous step I was about to take.


    Father Clementine returned in a purple vestment with gold embroidery along the border and the cross at the center. He took on a more solemn demeanor as he approached and began the ceremony. He motioned us forward and began rambling off prayers and verse, in English and in Latin. I didn’t hear a word. I couldn’t focus on anything but Jude and the look of adoration he held me in, his thumb brushing over the knuckles of my right hand. I memorized the way a lock of hair partially covered his left eye, the way the candlelight gilded his black hair reddish-gold at the tips, the way his broad chest rose and fell with every breath. The longer the ceremony drew on, the more in love I fell.


    Jude’s gaze broke from mine when Father Clementine cleared his throat, then I realized it was the second time he had done so.


    “Jude Delacroix, repeat after me.”


    I only heard Jude as he spoke the vows I’d heard a million times in movies, on television, in commercials, and at cousins’ and friends’ weddings. But I’d never truly understood them before this moment.


    “I, Jude, take you, Genevieve, to be my wife. I promise to be true to you in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health. I will love you and honor you all the days of my life.”


    My love for him swelled to mammoth-size proportions. My Vessel Sense reacted to my overabundant emotion, shining my white underlight along my skin. Father Clementine simply smiled as he asked me to repeat the vows back to Jude. I did, never breaking eye contact, wanting Jude to know that I would forever be true to him.


    “The rings,” said Father Clementine, his palm out.


    I gasped. “Oh no. I didn’t think about—”


    Jude smiled. “I did.”


    He took from his pocket two silvery rings twined together with purple ribbon. He pulled the ribbon loose, handing them both to Father Clementine, who let them sit on his palm as he blessed them. They were simple but beautiful bands with interweaving Celtic lines ringing the entire circumference. We spoke the words as Father asked us to, slipping the rings on in our turn.


    “Now, Jude. You may kiss your bride.”


    Jude cupped my face gently and sealed his lips to mine, not pressing too deep, but not letting me go too quickly either. The heat of what was to come flared between us both, sending my pulse into super-speed. He broke the kiss, keeping me close, the fire in his eyes promising me more…so much more.


    Father Clementine cleared his throat again, effectively breaking us apart for the moment. “It was lovely meeting you, Genevieve.” He shook my hand. “I’ll lock up now as I’m sure you’ll want to be on your way.” He winked at Jude. I choked back a laugh. Cheeky fellow, Father Clementine.


    “Yes. We do,” said Jude, taking my hand and sweeping me back down the nave and through the Gothic doors, the varnish rubbed bare where countless hands had pushed through to the outdoors.


    “How old is this church anyway?”


    “A thousand years or so,” he said, removing his jacket and wrapping it around my shoulders. “Hold on.”


    I slipped my arms around his waist as he took us through the Void, zapping us to the cliffside of the Isle of Arran, several yards from his whitewashed cottage. Bone-chilling wind wafted from the sea below.


    “I knew it.” I beamed up at Jude, the night shadowing his face from me.


    “You did, did you?”


    Snow had fallen recently, the powdery flakes dusting the ground. Before I took two steps, Jude swept me off my feet, cradling me close. I squealed with laughter, his buoyant mood lifting me higher.


    “Reach into my jacket pocket. There’s a key there,” he said, crunching across the snow.


    My teeth already chattering, I fumbled in the pocket. “Why n-not just sift in?”


    “Unlock the door.” I did, turning the knob and shoving it open. The yellow warmth within was inviting, but Jude delayed a second. I peered up at him. “Because”—his eyes glinted in the dark, emotion thickening his voice—“I want to carry my bride over the threshold.”


    And so he did.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    In the past few months, I’d been in many situations that would drive fear into the strongest person—facing off a demon prince, murdering a man at a masquerade ball, being forcibly taken to a demon castle in hell, falling under demon attack at the Thanksgiving Day Parade. All of which would make the average person crumble under the weight of sure peril. But nothing, nothing had me so unglued as I was at this moment, standing in the bedroom of Jude’s cottage, the weight of his fiery gaze tracking my every move, knowing what was about to happen.


    He’d set me on my feet in front of a crackling fire, the bed turned down with warm comforters and fluffy pillows. Champagne chilled in a silver bucket with two fluted glasses on the worn wooden side table, seeming out of place. Charmingly so.


    I draped Jude’s jacket over the back of an overstuffed chair, smoothing it a ridiculous number of times. I peeked at Jude removing his tie, untucking and unbuttoning his shirt. The swirls of black ink came into view above the V-neckline of his white undershirt. I moved to the window, pretending to be enamored with the view, my breathing coming quicker.


    A gray sheet covered the night sky, allowing vaporous moon-glow to shine below. The black shoreline snaked in dark curves till it was out of sight. Far away, the wind pushed the sea in a sensuous lap toward land.


    Jude stepped close, the heat of him lapping against me from behind. I started to turn. “Don’t move.” His voice rolled low and deep, gentle and commanding, like the sea. I remained still.


    He pulled out my hairpins, one by one, stacking them on the side table, where I hadn’t noticed a vase of fresh flowers. It hadn’t been there the last time I’d been in the cottage. He’d prepared for this…for us. He unbraided my hair, combing his fingers through the wavy strands till it fell around my shoulders and down my back. He removed my cardigan, tossing it somewhere behind us. His fingers skated back up my arms, rounding my shoulders, sliding to my nape. He pushed my hair over one shoulder and unclasped the pearl necklace, his fingers brushing the short hairs, sending an erotic shiver through my frame. He leaned closer, his now bare chest brushing my shoulder, skin on skin. I jumped at the spark of contact but didn’t turn. He held the strand of pearls in front of me, his arms and body caging me in.


    “These are beautiful.”


    “They were my mother’s.” I was surprised at how steady I sounded.


    He set them on the side table next to my hairpins. “I thought you might wear the opal I gave you, but these suit you.”


    My chin fell. He recognized my immediate somber response, turning me in his arms. I met his wondering gaze. “I lost it…in the Void…the first time I sifted, I—”


    He stopped my lips with his own, parting mine with a slow, sensuous kiss. Heat burned in lower places. When he pulled away, his expression remained devoid of any judgment or ire. “It doesn’t matter. It was just an object.”


    “But, Jude, what you wrote on the back. I loved it,” I whispered.


    “You don’t need a necklace or engraved words to know how I feel.” His mouth tipped up on one side. “I’m going to show you. Tonight.”


    Crushing me to him, he kissed me again, his mouth demanding, devouring, heating me from the outside in. He backed my body toward the bed. When we bumped the mattress, he lifted me to sit on the edge and broke the kiss, kneeling in front of me. He slipped off one of my heels, his fingers sliding around my ankle and up the back of my calf. He did the same to the other, gazing up at me through a lock of black hair.


    My heart hammered like mad against my rib cage from a mixed, heady potion of desire and anxiety. I was confident in many areas in my life—karate classes, Latin translations, essay writing, demon ass-kicking—but I was now in a realm where I was wholly inexperienced and possibly awkward. I knew the mechanics of sex, but knowing and doing it were two totally different things. And while Jude had never divulged his amount of experience in the past, I had not a shred of doubt that he was a master, especially when his dark gaze did the things to me it was doing right now. What if I didn’t do it right? What if I couldn’t please him?


    He nudged me back on the pillows and lay down beside me on the bed, reaching over my body to the side table. “How about some champagne?” His smirk told me he knew exactly how I was feeling.


    “Sure. That would be great,” I said on an exhale of relief. Liquid courage. That’s what I needed.


    Still lying on his side, one elbow propping him up, he twisted the foil wrapping off. The firelight warmed his skin to dark gold, his full-torso ink standing out in contrast. The sharp black barbs of ivy twining through the Celtic cross had me mesmerized till he flexed his abdomen, drawing my gaze to his bicep tightening as he worked on the champagne cork. My hungry eyes followed the contoured ridges of his abdomen, the wide planes of his chest. I’d lost all moisture in my mouth, needing a drink, like, now.


    “Grab the glasses,” he said, smiling when he caught me gawking, ogling him like a smitten schoolgirl. I sure as hell felt like one, more intimidated than I’d ever felt with him before.


    He popped the top. I managed to get the glasses to the rim before any spilled over. After pouring, he set the bottle aside and clinked his glass against mine. He didn’t offer a toast, his expression saying it all. The potent need rolling off of him in waves and filling up the room had my blood thrumming, a sheen of sweat shining on my skin. I tipped back my glass, the fuzzy bubbles making my eyes water, but the fruity liquid sliding down smooth.


    Jude’s gaze wandered lower before swigging his champagne down in one gulp. Charged energy sizzled between us. The invisible string that always seemed to be pulling us to one another tightened to the point of snapping. The idea that we wouldn’t have to pull back tonight had my head spinning.


    “You didn’t want to celebrate with some of your Scotch whiskey?” I asked nonsensically, rambling like a fool. “Seems we’re in the right place.” He stretched out next to me, his bare feet tangling with mine.


    “No,” he said, arching a brow. “I enjoy my whiskey to be sure, but I want all my faculties clear tonight.”


    That sent my pulse racing again. I tipped back my glass, draining the rest, giddy to feel the warm burn of alcohol in my veins. Jude promptly took the glass from me and set it on the table, his eyes darkening further. He rose on his knees, a towering god above me, muscles rippling and bunching with every move he made. “Turn over,” he commanded. “Lie on your stomach.”


    Not knowing why but completely at his mercy, I obeyed. He straddled my thighs, his pants brushing the bare skin on the outside of my legs where my skirt had hiked up. Leaning over, he undid the buttons at my nape. “This is a beautiful dress.”


    “Thank you,” I murmured into the pillow, heart pounding.


    He slid down my zipper, trailing all the way down my spine to my panty line. “Lift up on your elbows.”


    I lifted my weight off the bed, knowing what he wanted. He pulled the dress down my torso, legs and off my body. Then nothing. He didn’t move or say a thing. Feeling self-conscious in my thong and corset, even though I’d bought the matching white lace pair just for him, for tonight, I wanted to burrow into the bed and disappear. He wasn’t speaking or touching me at all. After what felt like an eternity, but was more like a minute, I shifted up and started to turn my head. “Ju—”


    “Don’t move,” he cut me off, voice gruff as gravel, splaying one hand on my shoulder blade to gently press me down. “Lie still, my heart. You’re breathtaking.”


    He lay back on his side, paralleling my body. I faced the other way, watching the shadows from the fire flicker on the wall. His hand skated up one leg, rough calluses trailing behind my knee, up my thigh, over the curve of my behind, dipping to my back where the corset covered my skin. My eyes fell closed, reveling in the feel of his hands on my body. He swept my hair aside and unhooked my corset. Hook by hook, down my back, the fabric came free. He let the flaps fall open on the bed and leaned over, planting a kiss at the center of my spine between my shoulder blades, trailing his lips lower within the groove, down, down, all the way to my panty line. My muscles went rigid, wanting to move, wanting to squirm. Just wanting.


    “Jude.”


    “Stay still,” he said, hot breath skating along my spine.


    He slid my panties down my legs and off. For the first time, I lay naked before Jude, and he’d found a way for me not to be self-conscious. I loved this man.


    While his lips worshipped my skin, moving a slow path up my back to lave kisses along my nape, his hands continued to caress my lower back, over the curve of my behind, moving in circles between my thighs. He pushed one leg open, his fingers sweeping up my inner thigh, barely touching between my legs before ghosting to the other inner thigh. Desire flared low and hot. I let out a moan, opening my legs wider, needing more. Then, those fingers I’d watched wield deadly weapons and maim and kill stroked the softest part of me, gentle and slow.


    My hips rose off the bed, arching toward his touch. He groaned, nipping at my shoulder, sliding one long finger along my slick cleft, teasing with one more slow caress before penetrating me for the first time. I cried out at the pleasure of him moving his finger in and out. My hips undulated more, feeling a frenzied yearning for more building inside me. I whimpered against the pillow. But he didn’t move faster, continuing his slow, methodic rhythm. He drew out the pace, stretching my desire to desperation, his teeth nipping, his tongue tasting. Then his hand and mouth left me. With a firm grasp of my hip, he rolled me over.


    His lips crashed against mine, coaxing mine apart, his mouth devouring me with urgent need. He pressed his chest to mine, growling into my mouth. I met his fire, grasping his shoulder and twining a hand in his hair, pulling him closer. He broke the kiss, scaling his teeth down the column of my neck, marking me, leaving a hot, wet trail to my breast, where he took the tight nub in his mouth.


    “Jude!”


    He licked and nipped, his teeth spurring me on, my body writhing underneath him. His hand mounded my neglected breast, thumb and forefinger teasing me to a frenzied state. I arched off the bed, trying to get closer, his mouth and tongue making me dizzy with want of him. More of him. I ached on some primitive level, needing our connection to finally be complete, for the knot to snap tight and lock us together in the way a man and woman in love should be.


    He skated away, finding my lips again, a melding of heat, his aura of fire licking along my naked skin. His hand trailed down between my legs, fingers circling.


    “Oh God,” I murmured against his lips.


    “Touch me,” he demanded, his body a tight coil of muscle, ready to let fly.


    My mind a blur of desire, my hands roamed over his taut shoulders and across his chest. He moaned into my mouth as I slid one hand down and gripped his hard shaft pressing against my hip. I gasped, having never held him, or any man, in this intimate way, never quite comprehending the enormity of what awaited me—hard as iron and so big I knew this would hurt. Badly. A bizarre thought flitted across my mind—I wanted the pain, the intense sensation of him branding me as no man ever had, as no other man would. I wanted all of Jude, no matter the cost, and tonight, there was no Vessel creed barring the way. I fumbled with the zipper with one hand, making no progress.


    He lifted off me and stripped himself bare in a millisecond, then covered me again.


    Pushing my thighs apart to lie between them, he lowered his body with a restrained calm, sweat beading on his chest and brow, shining by firelight. A heap of burning need and longing, I opened for him at once. He entwined our fingers, pinning my hands against the mattress by my head. When I thought he would have thrust in, he lowered himself with slow precision. Prying my lips apart, he stroked his tongue against mine with long sweeps. The slow tenderness was torture, making my breath quicken even more. The sensation of his shaft sliding along the outside of my sensitive core nearly made me break apart with the first touch, my body so greedy for him. I squirmed, but he pinned me well. As in all things, he was in control, dominating the pace, mastering me with his heavy body, hard mouth and harder manhood.


    When Jude entered a room, there was never any question who was alpha, who ruled with sheer, dominant will. Demon prince or archangel, it didn’t matter. He was king in his world, and every creature—Light or Dark—knew it. At the moment, I was his world. To be the center of all his strength, his body, his will, made me tremble with unimaginable anticipation and awe.


    Poised on the threshold, he didn’t plunge right in. No. He let my body grow accustomed to his weight, to the feel of his length against my heat, to the rhythm of his body rolling atop mine. I rocked my hips up, then froze when a twinge of pain stopped me going forward. I pulled back, squeezing my eyes shut. He held himself perfectly still, muscles bunched with rigid control, our lips a scant breath apart, panting.


    “Look at me,” he ground out, his tone vibrating on a brutal edge. I opened my eyes. His gaze, usually swallowed by the black, sparked with flecks of amber-gold lighting up the dark irises. “I want you with me when I make you mine.” The fierce look of possession, adoration and the deepest emotion of all held me transfixed as he thrust in hard and deep, breaking my virginal barrier with a swift, fierce thrust.


    “Ah!” I bit my lip at the pain, sharp and acute.


    “Shhh,” he whispered, brushing his lips over mine, his tongue sliding along the seam. “Relax.” Easier said than done. That stung like a motherfucker. I could actually feel my inner walls stretching to accommodate Jude’s thick length. Jude trailed his mouth up my jaw to my ear, nipping at my lobe, sending a shiver of pleasure through my body. For some time, he didn’t move at all, waiting with unfathomable patience while my body opened farther for him.


    He nuzzled my neck just below my ear, pressing openmouthed kisses to that sensitive spot. Instinctually, my back arched, breasts pressed firm against him, hips rolling away. He met the motion, sliding back slowly, then pumped once till he was hilted again. This time, it didn’t hurt as much, the sensation of having Jude sheathed within me converting all pain to wonder. Jude was inside me—all the way—marking me deep. I hadn’t imagined how it would actually feel. The deep intimacy of this connection stirred me in a place I didn’t know existed, a place where only Jude would ever know me, ever see or touch.


    “Kiss me,” I whispered, holding back a well of emotion threatening to bring tears to my eyes.


    “The sting will pass,” he whispered, jaw clenching with his restraint, concern lining his furrowed brow. As if even my body obeyed his will, the throbbing transformed from pain to pleasure.


    “I’m okay,” I said, breath shaky.


    I arched upward, the tips of my breasts brushing his hard chest, sending electric heat tingling through my body. I leaned up and bit his bottom lip. “More, Jude.” I rocked up, urging him on, needing more than a gentle coupling. “I want all of you.”


    That was it. The cord snapped. The dam broke.


    In a deft move, he unclasped our hands, wrapped my wrists and pushed them up toward the headboard where there were slender wooden slats. “Hold on,” he commanded.


    Still inside me, he shifted his weight to his forearms, lifting barely off the mattress. His desire-hazed eyes locked on mine, then he gave me what I asked for. Drawing back, he thrust back in, hard, a mix of pleasure-pain rocking through my core. I whimpered and held on, squeezing the wooden slats. He drew back, all the way and pumped in again, slow and steady, pace building. I laced one hand in his hair, pulling his mouth to mine, swallowing his moan. As he took me with fierce possession, pumping harder, our bodies quivering with need, I took him back, lifting my head off the pillow to kiss him more deeply, to show him my passion, my need, my love met his. The sting had lessened, as he promised, erotic pleasure taking hold of my body, overwhelming me. I rocked with him, meeting every bone-shaking thrust.


    My body hummed with pleasure at Jude taking me hard, the only way he could, seeming to swell bigger within me, stretching me, stroking deeper. He growled low, like a feral beast, claiming his own with violent possession. My spirit soared, accepting every part of him—fierce, dark, dominant…gentle, giving, tender. He was all those things in one man…my man. I pulled my hand free of the bed and slipped both my hands to his back near his waist, feeling the muscles ripple beneath, pulling him closer, my body building, mounting toward climax.


    “Jude,” I begged. “I can’t…can’t take it.”


    Unyielding, he drove harder, deeper, sounding hardly human. “Yes…you can.” His hand drifted to my hip, squeezing with undeniable affection and need, pinning me in place. “So beautiful, mon coeur.”


    My body climbed higher, my VS humming with an electric buzz, night stars swimming and spinning in my head, my underlight glowing, lighting up the darkened room. The sensation was too much—his hands, his body, his voice—owning me and sending me over the edge.


    In that moment, I was so grateful that I’d waited, that I’d rejected the boys in high school and college. None of them could give me what Jude could. None of them could love me like this, make me feel as if I was the center of his world, the full focus of his passion, driving us both over the edge into ecstasy.


    Throwing my head back, arching my neck, I cried out, screaming his name, my inner walls convulsing with violent speed around him. I literally saw stars, my VS splintering into a bright cosmos, a jewel-bright sky across my mind. He stopped thrusting, his hand on my hip still gripping hard as the inner throbbing slowed. I panted, trying to catch my breath.


    He leaned forward, his body pressing me into the mattress. His hand cupped my jaw as his lips swept featherlight over mine. He pulled out and sheathed himself, tenderly this time. “Again,” he whispered against my lips. He sealed my mouth with a mind-melting kiss, sweeping his tongue along mine before pressing in deeper. I’d asked for it, for all of him, and he was giving it to me—raw and rock hard. He rolled into me with a steady rhythm, slower now, our sweaty bodies sliding over and into each other.


    I moaned. “Again?” I didn’t know you could. Twice at one time? Then Jude didn’t let me speak anymore, taking over my mouth with deep strokes of his tongue, mirroring his shaft hilting inside me. I whimpered when my body mounted to a second peak with blinding speed, as if Jude could simply tell me what he wanted and my body obeyed. He let loose a deep growl, vibrating from his chest, reverberating through mine, fist tightening in my hair, pulling my scalp as he released and pulsed inside of me. Wave after wave, a long shudder rippled through his taut frame with a groan. I fell over the edge with him this time, my heart twisting with hard-core emotion that could either make me whole or break me in half. Vulnerable like never before, I savored this moment, knowing we were truly one, in every possible way.


    He collapsed on top of me, pressing a soft kiss to the slope between shoulder and neck before shifting his chest to the side, relieving me of the bulk of his weight, our limbs still tangled, his shaft still buried deep. “Now, my heart…you are mine.”


    Both of us panting and spent, I managed to tilt my head toward him. “And you’re mine,” I declared.


    Chests heaving, he angled toward me, his rough chin resting on my shoulder. “I’ve always been yours, mon coeur.” His stubble scraped along my skin as he moved closer, pressing a tender kiss to my well-used, swollen lips. “Always.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    The next three days were a wonderful blur. Bitterly cold gale winds and blistering snows kept us indoors. Of course, we could’ve sifted to Hawaii if we wanted, but we didn’t want to. Without mentioning it, we both enjoyed secluding ourselves from the world and pretending nothing existed but us in our cozy little cottage. That didn’t keep Jude from sifting out for replenishments, of course, and forbidding me to go anywhere or even change out of my pajamas.


    After our wedding night and my first experience with sex, which had scrambled my brain into mush, Jude nudged me into the shower, where he’d scrubbed and massaged my body from tip to toe. Once I was sated and warmly content in his arms, we talked about nothing of importance—our favorite foods, the best movies, our pet peeves. I was shocked to discover Jude loved anchovies on his pizza, Quentin Tarantino flicks and John Wayne westerns, while he hated nasally talkers. When I’d started teasing him by reciting The Pledge of Allegiance in nasal-speak, he tickled me into surrender. Overwhelmed and exhausted, I’d finally drifted off while he rambled about his favorite scene in Inglourious Basterds. Yes. Jude rambled, something unheard of in our relationship up to this point. His low baritone had regaled how the Jewish girl, Shosanna, fled in terror across the French pasture, running for her life while the mad Colonel Landa screamed her name in fond farewell. Despite the disturbing images Jude’s nighttime story conjured, I’d fallen into a deep, dreamless, peaceful sleep.


    During our snow-in, we cuddled and kissed and touched, but he wouldn’t have sex with me. Somehow, I was still too shy to broach the subject. Until the third day, while he was making some kind of famous Scottish dessert called cranachan, I watched him from a nest of covers on the floor. His black workout pants hung loosely on his hips, giving me that glorious view of his broad, well-muscled back. My gaze strayed down his frame, imagining him without those stupid workout pants.


    “Why won’t you have sex with me again?”


    He dropped the jar of honey in his hands to the counter, then turned to give me a pointed look over his shoulder. I waited patiently, tilting my head innocently to the left as he eyed me for a few seconds before turning back to his mixing bowl.


    “Because”—he cleared his throat, stalling, and for the first time in our entire relationship, I could hear actual nervousness breaking his speech—“I just want to be sure you’re okay… That you’re not too…sore.”


    I giggled. The man could decapitate demon princes and damn a million souls to hell, but he was anxious about this?


    “I think I’m okay now.” True, I had been sore for the last few days, but I seemed to be on the mend.


    He layered his mixture of sugared raspberries, oats and honeyed whiskey and cream in a clear dessert glass, then carried it over and sat cross-legged in front of me on the floor. He spooned a big bite and held it in front of my mouth.


    “I can feed myself,” I teased. “I’m a big girl.”


    His shoulder muscles tensed. “Yes. I know you are.” The tenor of his voice, deep and silky, made my blood hum faster.


    He gestured with the spoon to open my mouth, so I let him feed me. His focus was intent on my lips. The burst of flavor surprised me with the kick of whiskey.


    “That’s delicious.” I took the glass from him, and he let me with a laugh. I became distracted with his delicious concoction, shoveling it in. “Want a bite?” I asked, crunching on a mouth full of the tasty oats.


    “No.” He smiled, reaching out and twirling a loose strand of my hair around his finger. “Genevieve.” His grave tone slowed my feeding frenzy. “I want to be more than your protector or your guardian. I want to be your provider, your lover, your caregiver… I want—”


    My beautiful, strong Jude was almost beside himself with self-doubt. Where this came from, I had no idea, but this was one area he needn’t have any fears at all. I set the glass to the side, the spoon clinking on the now-empty bottom. I scooted as close as I could get and cupped his face between my palms. His brooding eyes slid closed for a heartbeat.


    “You are, Jude. You’re my husband. You’re my everything. Don’t you know that?”


    His arms came around me, pulling me into his lap where he buried his face in my hair. We held one another for a long time, content in each other’s arms with nothing but the sound of the crackling fire and the blustery winds howling over the cliffs and the sea.


    The next morning, I awoke to the familiar smell of frying bacon. For two seconds, I thought I was in Jude’s bed in New Orleans. Then I remembered. And smiled.


    Still in my cotton pajamas, I ambled into the bathroom, brushed my teeth and did my business, then shuffled into the other room where a toasty fire and a jaw-dropping sight awaited me.


    Watching a shirtless Jude in jeans cook breakfast for me was hot as hell. Watching him do the same in nothing but white boxer briefs made me whimper. I must’ve actually made a sound, because he looked up when I entered the room. Forking crispy bacon onto a paper towel, he moved the pan to the sink with a clatter. Before I knew what he was about, I was crushed in his arms, my feet no longer touching the ground, his mouth slanting over mine. I might’ve moaned a little, but I couldn’t help myself. He lowered me to the floor, his hands roaming to the curve of my bum.


    “Mmm. I’m hungry.” He squeezed and pulled my body against him, showing me the evidence of his hunger. He kissed me again. Deeper.


    I laced my fingers behind his neck, not ready to break the kiss when he did. I nipped his lip. “You taste like bacon.”


    “You taste like heaven.” He smiled so wide, my stomach did a somersault.


    Taking my hand, he guided me to the dining table. I wondered if I’d ever get the chance to cook for him as he was insistent on doing the cooking for both of us.


    A loaf of French bread sat on the counter. A bowl of fruit centered the round-top dining table. When he opened the mini-fridge for a carton of orange juice, I saw it was fully stocked with milk, eggs and other food and condiments before he closed it shut.


    “Someone’s been shopping.”


    He poured me a glass of orange juice and set it on the table. “Drink up. You need the vitamins,” he said, giving me a wink.


    Heat crawled up my neck. Confident Jude was back. He moved around, serving me a plate. A minute later, I had a feast of bacon, scrambled eggs, and gooey cinnamon rolls before me. He sat down, hands clasped between his legs, observing me with a Cheshire-cat grin on his face.


    I picked up a cinnamon roll first. “Aren’t you eating?”


    “I already did.” He smiled. “You tasted me. Remember?”


    I choked on the image those words conjured—his bare chest delectably displayed, his briefs riding up on strong thighs, the masculine hairline below his navel disappearing into his waistline.


    “Genevieve?”


    I flinched, my gaze jumping to his. I wanted to slap the arrogant smirk off his face. “Would you go get dressed so I can eat in peace?”


    He chuckled, standing, which drew my gaze directly to what that thin piece of cotton-spandex was hiding from my greedy eyes.


    “Eat well, my heart. You’ll need your energy today,” he said, planting a hand on the table next to my plate and leaning down to me. He drew close, lifting a finger to the corner of my mouth, wiping some icing onto his finger and sliding his finger into my mouth. I sucked it clean.


    He groaned and shook his head, the glazed expression sliding away.


    “After breakfast, hurry and get dressed,” he said more gruffly, heading for the bedroom.


    “Wait. I thought—don’t you mean get undressed?”


    “Dressed. I know what you thought with your dirty mind,” he called back.


    “My dirty mind!”


    A bark of laughter. I’d never heard Jude laugh so much in one sitting. “Hurry up. The weather has cleared. I want to show you the island.”


    Oh. Okay. So I did have a dirty mind, but what do you expect after watching your very own sex god cooking you breakfast in nothing but his super-tight briefs, leaving nothing to the imagination.


    “Stop daydreaming and eat, Genevieve,” he said, peeking out the doorway.


    Damn it! That man.


    I tripped on another gnarled root crossing the forest trail. Jude steadied me with a hand under my elbow. Once we’d moved into the heavy woodland, we hadn’t spoken much. The air itself invoked silence. Trees nestled thick, even naked in winter, creating a quiet haven for the creatures dwelling here. Snow dusted dark branches and the path. Deep silence weighed heavy, like a cloak time couldn’t strip away. Thick billowy clouds above us pressed down, promising heavier snowfall soon.


    A chittering and scratching made me look up. Another red squirrel, tufted ears and tiny body, scampered from one limb to another, flitting its bushy tail this way and that. A strong wind whipped through the boughs, the limbs creaking like an old woman’s bones. Back at the cottage, the smell of the sea dominated. But here, it was all earth and moss and wood—everything ancient and timeless.


    Jude took my hand again as a particularly knotty root jutted across the path, partially covered by snow.


    “I feel like I’m in Fangorn Forest,” I whispered, feeling the need to keep quiet. Like the woods might hear me.


    “What’s that?” Even Jude kept his tone to a low rumble.


    “You know. Lord of the Rings?”


    “Haven’t seen it.”


    I froze. Our hands separated as he took two more strides, then stopped with a questioning look.


    “Did you read the book?” I asked, dumbfounded.


    He shook his head. “Not much of a Tolkien fan.”


    “Seriously?” I eyed him with suspicion. Not like Tolkien? “Why did I marry you again?”


    His expression slanted into a devilish grin. “I can remind you if you like.”


    A wave of heat flushed me all over. I hopped over a fallen limb as if to run away. Jude grabbed my arms from behind. I laughed, then his grip became firm not playful, and his body stilled.


    “Shh!”


    My pulse leapt, my Vessel Sense snapping to attention, reaching out, finding nothing. No Flamma. Panting, I scanned the woods, then Jude leveled his arm over my shoulder, pointing up the path. He leaned close to my ear, warm breath caressing. “Look.”


    Twenty yards ahead, a rust-red doe stepped daintily onto the trail. Ears pricking, her head rotated in our direction. A smaller doe, perhaps a yearling, followed her. Dark, wild eyes measured us and the danger we projected for about three seconds before she disappeared into the forest with a silent leap, her yearling after her.


    “So pretty,” I whispered, smiling over my shoulder.


    Jude’s gaze, flecks of amber glinting in pools of swirling black, held me for a breathless moment.


    “Come on,” he said, twining his gloved fingers in mine. “We’re almost there.”


    A few minutes later, we stepped onto an open moor, the trail vanishing behind us. Hiking up a smooth slope, he led me to a small circle of standing stones. I’d never seen any in real life, only in movies or random documentaries on the History Channel.


    They weren’t extraordinary in any particular way—stone monoliths, green lichen clinging to deep crevices, pocks and scars eroded by weather and time—except that they were purposefully placed here by a people so long ago, they might as well have been from another world. I wondered for a second if they were.


    I circled one, trailing my gloved fingers on the rough rock, the cold seeping through the leather liner. “Do you know who put these here?”


    Jude chuckled, as if he expected the question. “No. Afraid not.” He walked to another, brushing his hand over the stone, looking up. “Before my time.”


    Like this place, he exuded a primitive nature—the sharp line of his jaw, the predatory slant of his eyes, the readiness for danger in the taut line of his well-muscled frame. Being here with him reminded me how many eras he’d lived through. Like the standing stones around us, he carried his own crevices, his own scars, his soul weathered from centuries of brushing against evil, each demon leaving a bitter mark.


    He glanced at me. “What is it?”


    I shrugged one shoulder. “I was just wondering.”


    “About?”


    “You’ve seen so much, lived through so many different time periods. I was wondering of all the times you’ve lived through, which one is your favorite?”


    “This one.” An immediate, unflinching response.


    I frowned. “This one? That’s crazy. Of all the beautiful, amazing eras you’ve seen, I can’t believe you’d choose the modern age.”


    His expression was hard yet tender, intense yet endearing, guarded yet vulnerable. “You’re in this one.”


    Silence pervaded as his undying devotion hit me like a missile. Soft downy flakes began to fall. I swallowed the lump swelling in my throat and reached out my hand. “Show me more of your island.”


    After he sifted me to view Glenashdale Falls, we stood for a long time, his arms wrapped around me, cocooning me in the shelter of his body. We stared at the breathtaking water cascading down the rock side, the edges of the deep pool crusted with ice and the snow-dusted woods surrounding, never saying a word. After fifteen minutes of thoughtful silence, he leaned over my shoulder and brushed a kiss below my ear.


    “Time to get you warm and fed.”


    Holding me in an iron embrace, he sifted me across the island to the outskirts of the village Brodick where restaurants, inns and shops dappled the coastal town. Arm in arm, we strolled along, me following Jude’s lead as he skirted a corner and passed the post office, obviously having a particular destination in mind and definitely having been here before.


    A gruff-looking man with a barrel chest and urgent stride scowled and muttered something as we passed.


    “What did he say?” I asked Jude.


    “Tourists,” he said with a smirk. “The locals get a bit tired of tourist invasion, I imagine.”


    “Oh,” I said with a laugh as he hauled me around another corner off the main road. He guided me toward a door, over which hung a round cast-iron-rimmed sign with script lettering—The Brodick Brasserie.


    Jude kept his hand at the small of my back, nudging me past the corner bar and farther into the restaurant near the menu on a blackboard. I perused the items, pulling off my gloves and tucking them into my coat pocket. A withered old man hunched over the wooden bar in his brown wool coat and flat cap, nursing a pint of dark beer. A rosy-cheeked waitress with strawberry-blonde hair pulled into a ponytail met us where the tables and booths began.


    “Two for lunch?” she asked in her thickly accented and chipper voice.


    “Yes, just two, thank you,” said Jude. Instantly, I noticed a Scottish burr drawling his words. It took me off guard.


    We meandered to a table near the window, the restaurant more crowded than I’d imagined for a town so small. Jude pulled out my chair, then sat across from me. We both removed our coats and set them on the backs of our chairs.


    “What’ll you have to drink?” asked our smiling waitress.


    “Just water for me,” I said.


    “A pint of Guinness,” said Jude.


    “That’ll warm you up,” she said, scribbling on a pad. “And did you have a chance to choose from the blackboard menu?”


    “Yes. I think I’ll have the sea bass,” I said.


    “The lamb for me. Thank you.”


    He gave her a smile, the kind that had melted my insides to goo on countless occasions.


    “I’ll have it right out.” The poor woman’s fair skin flushed cherry pink as she swished off to get our drinks.


    I couldn’t help but grin.


    “What are you smiling about?” His burr was still there, stretching his syllables to a sexy lilt.


    “I like that accent.” I leaned over the table, whispering, “Will you use it on me later? After lunch, back home…in private.”


    “If you keep looking at me like that, we won’t make it through lunch.”


    Just like that, heat tightened low in my belly. His burning gaze promised all kinds of sin. Suddenly, I wasn’t so hungry for sea bass.


    Our waitress brought the drinks. “Here you are,” she said, staring at Jude, clearly unable to help herself. He finally broke his fiery gaze from mine, giving her a nod of thanks before downing half the dark beer, wiping tan foam from his upper lip.


    I unfolded the napkin in my lap, trying to find something to distract me from thoughts of the man across from me and the bed at the cottage. I heard a snatch of an English accent from the petite blonde two tables over.


    “Really,” she drawled. “How could he possibly think I’d be happy with him for that? I’m telling you, he’s gone completely mental.”


    She wrinkled her nose at her brunette friend, who tittered as she sipped her drink through a straw. Something about the woman, her snarky attitude, made me think of Kat.


    “So what’s the deal with Kat and George? I know they must’ve been together at one time, but what happened?”


    He eased back in his chair, his hand resting at the base of the frosted glass of Guinness. He wiped the condensation with a long index finger, which only brought my mind back to the bedroom. Geez, I had it bad.


    “I believe you know about Kat and Damas. Correct?”


    “I know that he took her. She said she was there for a long time.” My throat constricted, considering my dear friend in the hands of a monster like Danté. I had no idea what a long time truly was—days, months, years, decades. A chill crawled over my skin.


    Jude’s gaze wandered out the window. “I don’t know the extent of their relationship before that happened. I knew George was acting peculiar, on edge, which was unlike him. Then he told me Damas was working the London scene, the aristocracy. Of all the princes of the underworld, Damas has always been the master of deception. He could blend in with the highborn and pose as the most civil of dukes or the most roguish of rakes, preying on widowers and naïve debutantes. George told me Damas had targeted a woman for his own gain, more than for sport.” He gave me a knowing look. Damas had wanted her as his bride, for certain, or at least a concubine of some sort.


    “It was Kat,” I said.


    A slow nod. “By the time George rallied me and even reported his findings to Uriel, Damas had already taken her, and wanted her as an Angelus Retonsor.”


    “What? Kat was an angel hunter?” I hissed.


    The English ladies glanced in our direction. Our waitress walked up at that moment and set our dishes down. “Here you go. Careful of the plates. They’re very hot.”


    “Thank you,” I said tightly.


    Realizing we were in the middle of something rather intense, she disappeared quickly. When she was out of earshot, I began again.


    “How is that even possible? How can an angel hunter become a demon hunter?”


    My brain was spinning. Kat, my sweet cheerful friend, once worked for the enemy, a demon prince of Dark Flamma.


    “Before you let your imagination run away with you, let me say that she never hunted or harmed any angels. Had she done so, Uriel never would’ve given her a reprieve. No. Damas had twisted her mind almost beyond the point of return, but somehow, she’d held on. She wasn’t able to resist him in all ways, but she managed to hold him off from turning her into one of his angel hunters.”


    I forked a piece of buttery sea bass into my mouth, while Jude cut into his lamb. I remembered that piece of filth, Bleed, kneeling before her and begging for torture like she was some kind of dominatrix, willing to dispense pain at his pleasure. I wondered if word had gotten around the underworld that she had once nearly been one of them, and they knew some secret about her time in captivity. The way Bleed begged for it, the way Kat knew how to control him, made me wonder what kinds of hell Kat had been through in the lair of Damas.


    “So Uriel saved her from Damas?”


    “No. George did.”


    I remembered the vision I’d had that night at Glastonbury Abbey, where a broken George stood on the quay with Jude telling him to forget her and Uriel claiming he never would. Never could. The strength of will searing through his veins had told me he’d go after her. Now I knew for certain it was Kat he’d lost and longed to find. I refused to think about the other part of that vision which still made my blood run cold, the promise Uriel made Jude, that he would give his soul up willingly for a woman he loved. Whatever premonition Uriel had, I was bound and determined to never let something like that happen. I shook off the thought.


    “He loved her,” I said.


    “Still does.” Jude gave me a wistful smile. “He won’t speak of what happened in the lair of Damas, of what he saw, of how he was able to bring her back. I only know what Uriel told me afterwards.”


    Jude took another bite, chewing slowly, remembering.


    “Please. You have to tell me what Uriel said.”


    Jude gulped down the last of his dark ale. “He said, ‘George did the impossible. He saved a lost soul, his fallen woman, from the chains of the most dangerous demon prince. And I have rewarded his bravery by giving her a second chance.’”


    I couldn’t eat another bite. “So Uriel made her a Dominus Daemonum.”


    Jude gave a stiff nod, clenching his jaw as he chewed more vigorously.


    I draped my napkin over my plate. “So why aren’t they together now? I know she cares for him. What’s the problem?”


    “That question can only be answered by George and Katherine.”


    He tossed his napkin on the plate, frustration leaking from every movement and swift glance around the room. It was a waste—loving someone with your whole heart and allowing time to ebb on without ever cherishing what could be. Jude and I were well beyond that, and the need to grab on and hold tight gripped me like never before.


    “I want to get out of here,” I said.


    The urgency in his expression mirrored my own. He stilled, capturing me with his gaze as he sprawled back in his chair, one arm resting on the table where his index finger tapped in a slow, steady rhythm. “I want you…wife.”


    It felt like forever before the waitress dropped the check, we paid our bill, whisked ourselves around a corner, sifted across the island and slammed through the cottage door, Jude crushing my body against the wall.


    A desperate kiss swept me away—teeth, tongue, lips clashing in ravenous need. Tossing our coats aside, he cupped the back of my thighs and lifted. I wrapped my legs around his waist, cradling his hard length against my apex. Grinding myself against him, I moaned into his mouth.


    He swore a string of nasty epithets, grappling to strip me faster. He broke from the kiss long enough to set me down, yanking off and throwing my boots clear across the room—one bounced on the dining room table—and stripping my panties and jeans in one swift move. Pressing me back against the wall, I wrapped my legs around his waist again, whimpering at the delicious friction of my naked skin against the hard crotch of his jeans.


    “Ah!” I gasped against his mouth, my brain barely functioning, misfiring, as I rode the molten sensation rolling through my body.


    He unzipped his jeans just enough, his shaft jutting out, finding my body ready and waiting for him. No foreplay this time. I sank down as he plunged up. In one euphoric thrust, he was buried deep. I sucked in a breath, having him inside me still a foreign yet frighteningly intimate sensation.


    “So beautiful,” he ground out, capturing my gaze as he pumped into me against the wall, my soft curves molding to his hard body.


    I clung to his shoulders, pulling him closer, wanting, needing, moaning for more. So I told him.


    “More,” I demanded on a breathy gasp.


    He groaned, giving it to me, hand tangled in my hair, gripping my nape, teeth scraping my throat. Our bodies were the same machine, moving against and into each other as if we were made of the same parts, for the same purpose, striving to meet the same mind-blowing end. That rope binding us together encircled us in a strangling hold, stretching, tightening as Jude’s body vibrated and my blood pumped at a furious pace, my underlight glowing in the afternoon dark of the cottage.


    An uncharacteristic laugh choked out of my throat as I climbed higher, my senses swimming in ecstasy, the hottest fucking man on this planet punishing my body with sheer, raw desire in the hardest, most delectable way. If I’d thought he marked me my first night, I was so wrong. He branded me now as his one and only. As the only. He ruined my body to any other. No man could touch me now. With or without vows, I was his, now and forever.


    This was what they meant, the poets when they wrote of love. Not the silly romantics, but the hard-core realists, writing of love as if it were a runaway freight train burning a hole through the world, lighting every fucking thing on fire. Jude was my runaway train, blazing straight through me, igniting me into an inferno. The irony was that only he could ever quench the flames.


    His fingers curled into the soft flesh beneath my thighs. Our breaths mingled in a furious bid for air, confined in the small space where our bodies strove to wind tighter into each other.


    “Kiss me,” I managed to say, no longer giving a shit if I could breathe, needing his touch to invade every part of me.


    He sealed his mouth to mine, stroking his tongue deep. I whimpered, sliding mine along his, my mind screaming one word, one name only.


    Jude… Jude… Jude.


    He slammed into me harder with a fierce determination that might’ve frightened any other woman. But I knew him. I understood this longing, and I wondered for a split second if I’d ever be able to look at him without this violent need for his touch.


    My core tightened as a mounting sensation spun me toward the cliff. I ripped my mouth from his, dropping my head back against the wall and screamed as a shuddering orgasm tore through my whole body. I squeezed every muscle I had.


    Jude’s body froze into a rigid wall of steel, only one part of him moving, pulsing inside me.


    Minutes later, we were still standing there, panting, finally noticing that breathing air into our lungs was actually an important thing. Jude touched his forehead to mine.


    “Sorry.” He pressed a soft kiss to my open mouth. “Couldn’t stop myself.”


    “Sorry?” I laced my fingers into his hair, molding my mouth to his in a slow caress, letting my tongue slide over his bottom lip. “Again. Husband.”


    His eyes widened a fraction before sweeping a swift kiss to my lips. “Give me a minute.”


    “Just a minute?” I arched a brow.


    His mouth quirked into the sexiest smolder I’d ever seen. My heart skittered ahead. “Well. Perhaps two,” he said with a wink. Lifting me away from the wall, he carried me to the bedroom, where we spent the rest of the afternoon.


    After nightfall, we ate a dinner of cheese, ham and French bread, snuggling in his comfy chair in front of the fire in the bedroom. Still naked, I sat in his lap with a tartan blanket wrapped around me. We hadn’t said a word in nearly an hour, simply sitting together, touching, staring into the fire.


    I raised my left palm out to him. He pressed his to mine, my silver ring glinting by firelight. I observed the intricate details, an exact match to his.


    “I hope you weren’t looking for diamonds.”


    I scoffed. “Not at all. This is perfect.”


    Jude removed his hand from mine, pointing along the edge of the ring. “Do you see how the interlacing has no beginning and no end?”


    “Mm-hmm.” I watched as his index finger traced my ring. It shouldn’t have been erotic, but I couldn’t get my brain to think straight anymore when it came to him.


    “It’s a Celtic design, meaning forever, infinity.”


    I smiled, lacing our fingers together and pulling our hands against my chest. “Like us.”


    “Yes,” he agreed, his voice having dropped several octaves. “Like us.”


    I kissed him again, then lay my head on his shoulder. “I wish we could just stay here forever. In this cottage. Away from the world and demons and destruction.” I heaved out a sigh. “I’m so happy here with you, Jude. Happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life.”


    He kissed my crown. “As am I, mon coeur.”


    I listened to the fire crackle and the steady thump-thump of Jude’s heart beating inside his chest, drifting away to the most pleasant sleep I could ever remember.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Snuggled in a pile of quilts on the bed, I was immersed in my book, The Captain’s Captive. We’d had several days of sheer bliss. Jude had gone into Brodick to buy more peat as the shed outside was nearly empty. We’d been cozying up to the fire day in, day out. I lounged about back here, feeling like queen of my own Scottish cottage. I suppose that would make Jude my king. Hmph. No doubt about that.


    The historical romance had gotten even better. Captain Sparr’s privateer ship had been capsized during a storm. He’d managed to save Viola before they washed up on shore on an unknown island, of course. The freezing temperatures of the water had Viola shivering violently, her lips turning purple as her body began dipping into hypothermia. So what else could Captain Sparr do but strip them both naked? He built a fire in record time out of who knows what, found and made a bed of bamboo leaves on the edge of the beach, tore her soaking dress from her body, removed his clothes, then warmed her with his body heat till her core temperature returned to normal. The shock of the storm, the plunge into the freezing ocean, and the whole near-death experience had doused her into a deep sleep. Wreckage from his ship, the Siren, washed up on shore. There had been no survivors except them, of course. A scrap of the sail washed ashore as well. Captain Sparr dried it out near the fire, then blanketed himself and Viola with it, spooning his body behind hers. She stirred awake. And so had other masculine parts of him. She’d just looked over her shoulder with her angelic, violet-blue eyes and said, “Thank you for saving my life, Captain Sparr,” and he’d replied gruffly, “Call me William,” with a lustful glint in his eyes when I was suddenly snapped out of my fantasy world by a vibrating noise.


    I glanced around the room, irritated as all hell, because I had to know what happened next. Actually, I knew what I hoped would happen next, but the irritating buzzing noise wouldn’t stop, coming from the mantel in the bedroom.


    Setting my book down, I crawled out of my nest of blankets and picked up Jude’s phone, which was vibrating incessantly. Cell service rolled through here like the wind. Not that we paid any attention to our phones lately, avoiding any and all interruptions as much as possible. I glanced at the iPhone screen. Five missed calls from George. Not good. We’d both turned our phones completely off for the first two days here. I’d checked in once with Mindy. She’d texted, asking how I was enjoying my time with Jude along with a row of winky faces, X’s and O’s. I’d replied that everything was perfect with a row of hearts. But that was the extent of my contact with the outside world and that was just how I wanted it. I grimaced at the blinking “missed calls” from George.


    I frowned, wondering what had George so anxious. It was nice to imagine the outside world didn’t exist, that there was no approaching war of demons and angels and darkness. But I’d never been one to hide from my problems. As much as I wanted to keep Jude to myself, now wasn’t the time to start a life of selfish indulgence. Others needed us.


    Glancing out the window, I saw Jude standing on the edge of the cliff that dipped down toward the beach and the sea. Shrugging on my coat, gloves and boots, I trudged outside over the blustery layer of snow with his phone in hand.


    Jude stood on the cliff’s edge. The bitter wind chilled me to the bone. Waves crashed on the rocky shore down below. A strip of sandbar wrapped around a jagged outcropping where a family of seals flopped and barked, gray-black coats glistening in the afternoon light.


    No surprise that Jude’s aura lapped against my VS the second I was anywhere near him. If I were alone in a room of one thousand, I would know he was there. His presence reached out to me, as if fate had tied us together with an invisible string. Only, the string was made of heat and energy and fierce attraction.


    As soon as I came within arm’s reach, he pulled me into an embrace.


    “What are you doing out here in the cold?” I’d actually become accustomed to the biting cold on this island, but I still preferred the cozy, warm indoors. Specifically with my new husband wrapped around me.


    He pointed down below to the family of seals. “Watching them.”


    “Are they doing anything interesting?”


    He chuckled, pressing a kiss to my temple. “No. Not at all. This is the only place I ever see and hear them. I was thinking how many times I’ve stood on this cliff, stayed in this cottage…alone.” He pulled me tighter against him, and I relished the warmth as he whispered near my cheek, “But now I’m not alone.”


    “No.” I turned my face up to him. “And you never will be again.”


    His face transformed, shifting with a myriad of emotions flashing at once—adoration, disbelief, fear, possession, love. The last I recognized more easily than all the others, for he’d worn that intense expression every time he set me on fire with his body in bed. Or against the wall. Or the shower. His lips came down over mine, sweeping gently, brushing back and forth, but not sealing. I’d become familiar with his rough lovemaking, relishing every second he’d taken me with near-violent need. But when he touched me with painfully slow, sensual movements, barely caressing with his mouth or his hands as he’d done our first time, my blood revved to a raging river coursing through my body.


    Still sweeping his sensuous lips against mine, coaxing me, I opened my mouth for him, but he didn’t come inside.


    He smiled against my lips, still skimming. “Do you want something, Mrs. Delacroix?” His voice dropped to that deep, velvety place that made my knees buckle.


    “Yes.” My breath came out in quick, white puffs in the frosty air.


    “Tell me.” His hand wrapped my nape under my hair, holding me still so he could continue his erotic torture. “Tell me what you want,” he whispered against my lips.


    I closed my eyes. “You.” I tried to press my mouth against his. He backed away.


    “Be more specific.”


    “I want you to—” Oh hell. I couldn’t say it.


    He moved away from my lips, skimming a hot line up my jaw to my ear, nipping lightly at that sensitive spot right below. “Go on.” A nibble on my earlobe. “I’m listening.”


    Panting now, I reached between our bodies and cupped the giant bulge that had been pressing against my stomach. “I want this inside me.” I squeezed.


    He groaned and finally opened his mouth over mine, hot and persistent, stroking his tongue deep. One of his hands slid up the back of my jacket and under my shirt, finding bare skin at the small of my back, pulling my body tighter against his. I whimpered and arched into him.


    Buzz, buzz, buzz.


    Jude withdrew his mouth from mine, frowning down at my pocket.


    I made a frustrated sound in the back of my throat. “Damn. George has the worst timing.” I pulled the phone from my pocket and handed it over. “I came out to tell you he’s been calling. But I, uh, got distracted.”


    Jude took the phone, keeping his hand at my back, holding me close. He swiped the phone on with his thumb, answering the call. “Yes.”


    I leaned my head against Jude’s chest, able to hear George’s voice on the other end, probably because he was practically yelling.


    “Where the hell have you been?”


    “I’ve been preoccupied.” Hmph. I’ll say. “What’s happened?”


    “It must be bloody important to keep you from the news.” Jude squeezed me tighter as if to answer George in the affirmative. George sounded on edge. “We need to talk. Now.”


    “Tell me.”


    “Is Genevieve with you? Kat hasn’t been able to reach her.”


    “Yes. She’s with me.”


    “Then both of you get to London. Immediately.”


    Click.


    Jude’s pensive expression was back in place, the one he wore ninety percent of the time. Except in private with me.


    I brushed my lips over his strong, dimpled chin, his stubble scratching my lips. “Honeymoon’s over?”


    His dark gaze met mine as he huffed out a regretful sigh. “Afraid so, mon coeur.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    We sifted into an alley in London near George’s place. Jude had already told me that because of his thick wards circling the full perimeter of the block, no one but George could sift directly inside the building. We had to be careful because many demons knew where the leader of the Dominus Daemonum lived, and often waited for the chance to ambush him.


    Holding my hand and casting an iron-clad shield of illusion around me, Jude led me out of the shadows onto a well-lit street. From the scrubbed-clean walk to the manicured shrubs to the tall white stone buildings, I knew we stood in the middle of money. I could practically smell crisp, green bills on the chilly breeze. Or, actually, multicolored pound notes.


    “Whoa. Where does George live exactly?”


    “Chelsea. Riverside.”


    “Looks like the salary for sainthood pays well.”


    “When you’ve lived as long as we have, you manage to collect valuable things.”


    “I’ll say.”


    We walked up a stoop of stairs into a pristine, white-marble foyer. I marveled at the glittering fixtures before stepping into the elevator.


    “So this is where George lives? Somehow, I imagined a sprawling estate like Downton Abbey or something.”


    Jude smirked. “He has one of those as well.”


    “Daaamn.”


    The elevator dinged on the top floor, the doors sliding open to a tall and wide foyer with a sharp-edged, modern chandelier beaming warm light from above. Jude approached and opened the only door in the reception area.


    “He owns the whole floor?”


    Jude nodded as if it were nothing and ushered me in before him.


    “I want to be a saint,” I mumbled under my breath.


    When we stepped into the spacious living room, or actually one of the living rooms in this seven-thousand-square-foot penthouse, as I would soon discover, I froze in sheer admiration. A smooth, fine wood floor shining like satin extended the entire room in a parquet zigzag pattern. One entire wall to the left was a wine rack from top to bottom, behind the black grand piano. The room dipped from there, stretching a wide expanse that could’ve swallowed my entire apartment. A fire crackled in an elevated fireplace, framed by the shiniest black stone I’d ever seen. I had no idea what it even was. Beyond the tufted gray carpet squaring off a set of three white sofas and more sleek furnishings stood a wall of glass. Beyond that, lights of high-rise buildings of London glittered on a wide river.


    “Is that—” I pointed, unable to make my brain work for a second. I’d honestly never seen or stepped into something so extravagant in all my life.


    Jude’s finger came under my chin and closed my mouth. I hadn’t realized I was literally gaping. “The Thames. Yes.”


    I’d always wanted to visit London. I had no idea I’d be seeing the city with such a magnificent view.


    “Do you like this kind of place?” Jude snapped me from my reverie. “I’ll buy you one if you want.”


    I scoffed and snorted at the same time. Not very ladylike, but the shock of his offer made my body malfunction. Jude had this kind of money? Yet he lived much more modestly than George. Sure, the kind of home Jude owned in the French Quarter was pricey, but nothing like this. Apparently, Jude had the means to live in posh style, but he chose not to. Somehow that made my heart squeeze into a warm ball and love him more.


    “You’d buy me a place like this?”


    He lifted one shoulder in a modest shrug. “If you like.”


    We hadn’t discussed our living arrangements now that we were husband and wife. Funny, but that conversation never even crossed our minds. I suppose we had been in such a hurry to tie the damn knot and jump into bed, the where and when of living together never ventured into our thoughts. We’d been practically doing so anyway, but I wanted to make it official and move in with him. Sadly, Mindy would feel like I abandoned her for a mere boyfriend, something she’d never do. And my dad, well, he wouldn’t be happy at all with cohabitation. Too old-fashioned. But telling them the truth, that we were legally husband and wife, would send them both into orbit. I couldn’t explain my reasons behind marrying Jude now as opposed to the traditional lengthy engagement, followed by a white wedding with all the pomp and circumstance.


    “No,” I replied with a small smile. “Thank you. To be honest, I’d be afraid to touch anything.” I glanced down at my boots and behind me, fearful I’d left a dirty trail. Jude and I had been living like wild gypsies on the Island of Arran. I stepped closer to him. “I’d rather live in our cottage anyway.” Where no one could find us.


    He cupped my cheek, fingers lightly combing into the edge of my hairline, thumb brushing my cheekbone. His gaze—deep, dark, and promising pleasure—trailed over my face, resting on my lips before lifting to my eyes again. “Me too.”


    Voices from the next room, sharp and stilted, interrupted both our wayward thoughts.


    “Come on,” said Jude, stepping ahead of me through an open archway into yet a smaller den area. And by smaller, I meant it was bigger than my dad’s dojo.


    Yet another palatial room fit for a king, I skimmed the furnishings, taking more notice of Kat and George standing at the glass wall overlooking the Thames. Apparently, the glass wall extended the length of the entire flat on the riverside. George seemed to be arguing or bickering about something, gesturing with his hand in a frustrated stance. Kat’s body was ramrod straight, her arms crossed, her back a tight line. She faced the river in silence while George whispered angry words at her side.


    Jude flicked me a look, then sighed. Whatever was going on between these two, they needed to fix it. Perhaps a night in bed together might do the trick. Jude cleared his throat to make our presence known. George and Kat both turned at once.


    “There you are.” George stepped toward us into a semicircle of charcoal gray sofas made of a shiny material I was too afraid to dirty. Still, this place matched George. He’d always been dressed impeccably, exuding the air of highborn gentleman to the nth degree. Even now, he strode toward us in perfectly tailored black pants and a starched white shirt that fit his physique to a tantalizing T. “Where the bloody hell have you two been?”


    Kat followed George, wearing her demon-hunting gear of black leather and tight-fitting top, platinum hair in a sleek tail. “Yeah. Gen, I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday. What’s going on?”


    Taken aback that we’d truly made them nervous, I almost felt guilty. Almost. I hadn’t noticed Kat’s missed calls and texts until right before we left. I’d buried my phone in my clothes in the top dresser drawer at the cottage, not wanting to know what was going on beyond the stone walls of our hideaway.


    “Sorry,” I said, glancing warily at Jude. He hadn’t mentioned that we’d gotten married. I knew he hadn’t told them. “We were—”


    “We were following some leads,” interrupted Jude. “Trying to find the prophecy abroad. Cell service can be unpredictable when sifting outside the US.”


    I wondered why we he didn’t want to tell them, but kept my mouth shut anyway. A later conversation.


    George eyed us both suspiciously. “Did you find anything?”


    Jude gave a tight shake of his head. “Afraid not.”


    “Wherever you were on this secretive prophecy hunt, you apparently missed international news.” He paused, observing us, apparently trying to riddle out what he was missing.


    “Are you going to tell us?” snapped Jude. “Or just stare at us all night.”


    “Sit,” said George. Kat swished by him and planted herself on a square, white leather chair. I had a feeling George’s nasty attitude had more to do with the tension between him and Kat than our disappearance.


    I sat daintily on the edge of his sofa, which was remarkably more comfortable than it looked. Real money could buy svelte, stiff-looking furniture that felt like butter under your bum. Jude made a noise in his throat. I glanced sideways to find him smirking at me. He always seemed to know what I was thinking.


    “Shut up,” I said before he could make any snarky remarks.


    George picked up a remote and clicked on a truck-size, ultrathin plasma television, scrolled through several news recordings, then clicked the third one.


    A British news anchor sat stiffly, grim-faced, speaking directly into the camera. “We do have firsthand footage from a tourist’s video camera found near the scene. Unfortunately, the owner and all those within a half-mile radius of the scene were unable to give us an eyewitness account of this tragedy. This footage contains scenes which some viewers may find disturbing.”


    The amateur video bounced as the owner tried to hold it steady amongst a screaming crowd. The focus of the footage was a woman shrouded from head to foot in a black burka, only her eyes peering out. She stood in front of a large intricately designed iron base of some kind that looked vaguely familiar. “Wait. Is that the Eiffel Tower?”


    “Yes. They’re standing beneath it,” said George. “Keep watching.”


    The camera panned out from the woman, bringing into view several French policeman wearing their Robocop-looking SWAT team gear and shouting, “Arretez! Arretez!”


    The woman raised both arms straight out from her body in a cross position. That was when I realized she held a device in her hand attached to a wire snaking down to what looked like a rolling ice chest. More vehement yelling from the French officers. I had no idea what they were saying, but they had handguns aimed and were inching closer, preparing to take her down if she didn’t release the detonator. People fled in a panic behind the woman.


    “Mon Dieu…mon Dieu,” said the owner of the video, his voice scratchy as the footage jostled away from the scene, up, down, up, down, panning from the underside of the Tower, shooting straight upward, crossing the mall where tourists fled in all directions, including a man running with his curly haired toddler crying in his arms, then vibrant blue sky then back to the tower from farther away. Then…


    Boom!


    Orange flames, then white light; the camera spun from its owner, flipping end over end, then finally nothing.


    “Oh my God.” I hadn’t realized I held my hand against my chest, gripping my shirt in a tight fist. “Do they know which group did it?”


    “It wasn’t terrorists.” George clicked the remote, starting the clip back at the beginning where the video was zoomed in on the woman from chest up.


    “What do you mean it wasn’t terrorists?” I asked, baffled. “It’s a suicide bomber, obviously from one of the fanatical groups. This poor woman must’ve been forced to do this heinous thing, though I’ve rarely heard of a female suicide bomber. They’re using risky tactics, but—”


    “She wasn’t a terrorist,” George said again, allowing the video to move in slow motion till he caught the image he wanted and paused.


    “Demons.” Jude had gone completely stiff next to me. His aura of flame radiated in the air as so often happened when his demon-hunter senses heightened.


    His jaw clenched, his muscular shoulders bunched and tight, he stared fiercely at the television screen. Tension swirled around him.


    “She’s a Vessel,” said George, moving close to the screen and pointing at her crystal-blue eyes, the only thing visible through a rectangle cut in the black cloth.


    Realization and disbelief swept over me. A Vessel. Someone like me, caught in the snare of a demon prince, doing this foul deed, killing innocent people. Yes, her eyes were blue, but the pupils were blood red, a chilling combination, dehumanizing her into a creature of the Dark.


    “How do you know she’s a Vessel?” I asked, voice cracking, though I knew it to be true already.


    “I’ve seen her before,” said Kat, finally speaking up. “She’s Bamal’s Vessel. I’ve never been able to get a proper photograph because he guards her so well. And he only comes out when he’s in possession of her. The red tint to her pupils shows he’s in there.”


    “But he just killed her,” I protested, my hands shaking in my lap.


    “No. He’d never do such a thing. A Vessel is a valuable commodity,” continued George. “He sifts out a millisecond before the explosion. I’ve watched it several times. It’s almost simultaneous. Chances are his Vessel may have received some injuries, but she’s gone before the full explosion hits.”


    So this was why a Vessel was so important. A demon prince could sift anywhere while in possession of her and sift out safely, even if her body received collateral damage. He could target places on sacred ground and cause destruction there too, if he wanted. I wondered how many times this had happened before. Jude had once told me that when a demon prince twists a Vessel, makes her fall from grace, from Light to Dark—just as the princes had fallen once—this was when they could do serious damage. By themselves, demons can influence mankind, spreading greed, hatred, lust and all manners of evil to corrupt human souls to their cause. But a Vessel is born with innate powers—premonition and persuasion on a monumental scale when she has fully awakened. I was just starting to experience the power of influence, like when I called Simon’s soul from within his own body, buried so deep by the demon that the man had stopped existing anymore. But Jude had said I wasn’t fully awakened. When I was, my power would be immense.


    In the past, high demons captured their Vessel before she crossed this bridge to full awakening. Once she crossed this point, a demon’s influence would be inconsequential, unable to seduce her toward the Dark, like a fly consistently ramming itself into a pane of glass. At least, this is believed to be true. The fact of the matter is that no Vessel had ever made it to full awakening, always falling to the lure of her demon seducer or opting out with suicide. When the high demon strikes and takes full possession of a Vessel with his essence and evil influence, he warps her to want only him, making her his slave. And then her powers for good evaporate like mist through one’s fingers. She becomes his tool for ultimate evil, able to walk and even sift anywhere and do his bidding, no matter how foul or wicked a deed. Like the one that just happened on this screen.


    I’d once asked Jude why a demon prince with a Vessel hadn’t yet destroyed the Vatican or something. He’d told me that it’s the most highly protected place on earth by Flamma of Light. While most cities only have one or two Dominus Daemonum protecting them, the Vatican holds thirty resident hunters. Angels actually make appearances now and again, while they usually keep out of the fray on earth. The Vatican is protected for more reasons than because it’s a holy city. There are sacred artifacts there the Flamma of Light don’t want in the hands of the fallen. The fact that it’s so well protected is why it’s still a mystery that Bamal found his way into the vaults to see and presumably take photographs of the part of the prophecy we did have.


    I turned to Kat. “And you’re sure this is Bamal.”


    She gave a sharp nod, her ponytail sliding over one shoulder. “Yes. I knew at once. Those eyes are hard to forget. Besides, George found something else.”


    George fast-forwarded to the point where the video panned out, focusing on the police officers. He froze the image.


    “There. Off her left shoulder.”


    Walking behind her as if taking a casual stroll through the park, looking directly into the camera, was a tall, well-built blond with a simpering smile on his face.


    I huffed out a sigh. “Razor.”


    “Yes,” said George. “And there’s other footage that caught Gorham on the scene among more of Bamal’s courtiers. It’s definitely him.”


    “But I don’t understand,” I said. “Why would Bamal go to all the trouble of taking his Vessel’s form to be sort of incognito and then flaunt his demon followers to the cameras? Razor obviously knew he was caught on film.” I stood, gesturing toward the screen in frustration, planting one hand on my hip. “I mean, did you see the dumbass look on his face? He knew he’d been caught.”


    “That was their intention,” said Jude, having been gravely silent this entire time. “They wanted us to see them.”


    “But why?”


    “It’s another sign that the Great War is drawing closer,” said Kat, her voice a sad tenor compared to her usual chipper self.


    I faced her. “Explain. Without the lost prophecy, how do we know it’s a sign?”


    Her voice softened, as if she sensed my mounting anger. “The angels and demons have always spoken of the time just before the war is to begin. The demons will raise hell to the surface of the earth before they unleash all manner of demons from their chains in the underworld. The demon princes have always boasted they would make public shows of force, of terror, when the time draws near. This was a message to us as much as it was to kill innocents.”


    “I’d wager it had more to do with punching a fist in our face than the actual mass killings,” said George. “There were over one hundred killed and another five hundred injured. While this is certainly still a tragedy, they could’ve murdered many more with a different target. They chose the Eiffel Tower because it’s an icon, because it would draw the attention of the world. It’s a broadcast directly to the Flamma of Light.”


    I shivered at the arbitrary violence the demons wielded, the danger of what they could do when this damn war finally began. “Wait.” I held up a hand, my chest constricting in anger. “Go back. The demons are planning on letting loose their spawn on the human population?”


    “Yes. As well as other demons, lost souls held prisoner, corrupted into foul beings over centuries of captivity in hell,” replied George. “The unleashing of these creatures will begin slowly. But when the war is upon us, the floodgates will open.”


    “None of you ever told me this.” They held silent as I envisioned my father, Mindy, my friend Mary, Erik, even Malcolm, and all those I cared about falling prey to the infernal demon spawn. “And we don’t know when the war will begin, only that it will start after some sort of confrontation between a Vessel of Light and the demon princes.”


    George spoke more gently, realizing I was teetering on a fragile brink. “You are that Vessel, Genevieve. When and exactly what is to take place is all in—”


    “The prophecy,” I said with bitterness. “Yes. I know. The one we don’t have and may never have. Until it’s too late.”


    George turned back to the screen and skimmed through his most recent recordings, clicking on the first this time. The news began with still images of the Eiffel Tower leaning precariously on one side, two legs of the base warped and melted. A wonder of the modern world hobbled like a broken old man. Was this a premonition of what would happen to mankind?


    The news station played another amateur video taken from a different angle on the opposite side of the Vessel, facing the policemen.


    “Watch closely,” said George, slowing the footage.


    I sat back down, this time next to Kat, having the best view directly in front of the television.


    Razor crossed the screen, turning his head toward something in the other direction. Though we only saw the back of his head, I knew he wore that damned smile. I followed his line of sight to the other side of the tower. Through the wrought-iron swirls of lattice on the opposite side, a figure stormed forward with formidable speed. Though this was only second- or third-hand footage, my Vessel Sense prickled with a bone-deep knowing. He was an angel, and I’d seen him before. Once in Jackson Square, where I’d interrupted a meeting between him and Jude. And another in my vision of a heartbroken George, standing on a wharf in 19th century London.


    “Uriel,” I whispered.


    “He was unable to prevent this carnage,” said George. “But understand, Genevieve. There are others who will help us. You need not feel so hopeless.”


    Hopeless. That was exactly how I felt. Standing before a yawning gulf of evil, waiting for it to be unleashed on humanity, unable to prevent such a devastating reality, how could I feel anything but hopelessness?


    George clicked off the television.


    “Are there other angels who will help?” I finally asked. “There are other archangels. St. Michael?”


    George scoffed, tucking his hands in his pockets, looking like a casual playboy discussing his latest stock earnings rather than the end of the world. “Michael won’t lower himself to step on this earth until the war actually begins. He has an army to run, after all.”


    “At least they’re preparing to fight when the time comes.” I felt marginally better knowing the Flamma of Light would eventually get their hands dirty when all hell broke loose. Literally.


    Kat added, “Uriel is one of the very few archangels we see on earth. Because he is the maker of the Dominus Daemonum, he intervenes when he can.” Kat stood and walked over to a glass-topped bar set into the wall, backlit with warm lighting. She poured herself a shot of whiskey in a clear tumbler and tossed it back. “So what do we do now, oh fearless leader?”


    George remained in his casual pose, undaunted by Kat’s baiting. “I’ve arranged a meeting with Bamal.”


    “What?” Jude bellowed. He shot to his feet.


    “Pass me a drink, will you, Katherine?” said George, ignoring Jude’s outburst.


    She rolled her eyes but poured another drink in the same glass she’d used and passed it to him. He took a swig and faced Jude. “I’ve secured a meeting with Bamal without his Vessel, so he can’t hide behind his shield.” He paused as if letting this information sink in for some reason. “I need to see his own face, his own eyes. We need to get some information only he can give us.”


    “But I haven’t seen Bamal face-to-face in over a hundred years,” argued Kat. “How the hell do you plan to get him to come out of hiding?”


    “I’ve assured him with a blood vow that we will do no harm to him or his men.”


    Kat snorted. “Yeah, but that doesn’t explain why he’d care to talk to you at all. The threat of no harm wouldn’t drag his sorry ass out of his demon lair.”


    “I’ve tempted him with something he’s been wanting for quite some time.”


    George drained the rest of the glass, his gaze swiveling to me. “The chance to see and speak to the Vessel he’s failed to acquire.”


    “No,” ground out Jude.


    “It’s already been done. The arrangement is made.”


    “No,” came the grating echo.


    George angled his head toward Jude, seeming to puzzle out a riddle. Jude had done this sort of thing to me numerous times. “I realize your feelings for Genevieve warrant her protection. But you mustn’t let them blind you to what must be done. She’ll be fully protected, and I’ve acquired a blood vow from him as well so that he will not use this opportunity to attack, harm or try to abduct her. I care for her well-being as much as you do.”


    Jude’s stiff form loosened a fraction when he’d been given assurance of this blood vow, whatever the hell that was. I’d ask Jude later.


    George added, “Well, perhaps not quite as much as you.” His mouth lifted into one of those charming smiles that lit the place three shades brighter. “Now, Katherine, I’d like you to inform Dorian. We’ll want him there.”


    “But they hate Dorian. Especially Gorham.”


    “Precisely why I want him there. I don’t want them to be too comfortable. Meet us back here at 5:30. The meeting place is not far from here at dawn, in my time zone.” London time.


    Kat stared at George a moment longer than necessary, and without saying another word, she sifted out.


    “Just the five of us?” asked Jude, finally starting to mellow from the anger still simmering off him.


    I’d wanted to comfort him the moment his rage began to swirl. Of course he’d be overprotective of his wife, but the fury that sparked the second George mentioned me in the presence of Bamal pricked me as an overreaction. Even for Jude. My VS hummed in the background, seeking solace from the fiery tension still hovering in the room.


    “No. I’ve invited Alexander and Tarquin as well.”


    “Who are they?” I asked.


    “The hunters in charge of London. I’ll introduce you in the morning.” George sauntered past us toward the hall. “Genevieve, I have a room ready for you if you’d like to get a few hours’ sleep. There are a few things I need to go over with Jude while you’re here.”


    As I was quite familiar with evasive language from Jude, it was obvious George had some covert planning to do without me. I sighed. “Sure. A little rest would be good.” Though I’d rather go back to our cottage, dawn wasn’t so far away.


    “Right this way.”


    George led us down a long hallway, opening a door and gesturing for me to enter. “Here you are, Genevieve.”


    The bedroom was more lush than any I’d ever seen, including the one we stayed in at The Plaza in New York. I stepped past him and glanced at the king-size bed. Jude followed.


    “You can use your regular room, Jude.”


    Poor George. He really had no idea that Jude and I wouldn’t be separated for one night. Not now, not ever.


    “Thanks, but this is good.”


    Jude slanted a heavy glare to George, his hand coming down to entwine with mine. George followed the movement, his eyes growing wide. He’d seen the rings.


    “You married her?” His note of dread sent a chill up my spine. “Jude, what in bloody hell are you thinking?”


    My mouth hung open, shocked at his reaction. He wasn’t surprised or shocked or disappointed. He was horrified.


    “Yes, I married her. And she is mine now.” Jude had always spoken of me with possession, protection and sometimes obsession, but this was an entirely different level. He was threatening George with the powerful stance of his body, standing slightly in front of me. His hand tightened on mine, his chest heaved with a menacing threat, as if George would dare to take me from him. It was the strangest reaction. I was definitely missing something.


    George’s baleful glare held Jude’s, the moment stretching, the wall of tension building between the two men. “Step outside.” George turned on his heel and marched back to the living room.


    Jude let go of my hand. When he looked back at me, the fury had vanished like vapor. He brushed a finger across my cheek. “Don’t worry, my heart. I expected this.”


    “But why, Jude? Why would he—”


    He planted a firm closed-mouth kiss to my lips, silencing me the best way he knew how. He was really good at that.


    “I’ll be back soon.” He nodded to a balcony overlooking the river. “Looks like George prepared some refreshment for you.” A bottle of wine chilled in an ice bucket with a silver-covered platter of some kind. I wondered where the hell George hid his butler, for surely there was one shuffling about, maintaining this immaculate place. George didn’t seem to be the type to cook his own dinner, clean his pristine penthouse and starch his perfectly starched shirts. “Go relax. This won’t take long.”


    He closed the door, leaving me with a million questions spinning through my head. Frowning as he left, I wanted answers. But Jude wasn’t the type to give information unwillingly. I might as well try to pry open a safe with a toothpick. Still, the incident with Thomas reminded me that passivity could be a dangerous thing. I had suspected Thomas had feelings for me, yet I’d let everything roll along anyway, thinking all would work out for the best, that my guardian angel had only my safety in mind as he pulled me closer into his trust and into his arms, when in reality he was thinking only of himself and what he wanted. Sucking in a deep breath, determined to be stronger and smarter from here on out, I stepped onto the balcony and glanced at the wine set out for me.


    A bottle—or two—sounded pretty damn good right about now.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    I was pouring my second glass of wine when Jude stepped onto the balcony and stared out at the flickering city lights on the water, thumbs hooked in his jeans pockets. He wasn’t angry. Just pensive, which was nothing new for Jude.


    “Would you like a glass of wine?” I offered.


    “No. I’m fine.”


    “Why was George so angry about us?”


    He inhaled deeply and let it out. “He’s not angry. Just…concerned.”


    “That didn’t look like concern. More like he was horrified at what we’d done.”


    He turned to face me, propping himself against the balcony and crossing his arms casually. “More at what I’d done, not you.” His eyes glinted with gold sparks in the dark, reminding me he was not wholly human.


    “He believes you took advantage of my youth or naivety,” I clarified.


    “Something like that.”


    Nope. Jude would not make this easy. “Are you going to give me any specifics, or do I have to ask questions all night till I hit the right one?”


    He smiled. “Among other things, he’s concerned I’ll lose focus. And so will you.” Jude’s cryptic “among other things” was his way of speaking the truth while hiding some of it. I’d learned his evasive maneuvers early on. I’d also learned he’d never tell me the entire conversation between him and George unless he wanted to. I’d have to be happy with the morsels he gave.


    “Lose focus on what, exactly?”


    “On the job we’re meant to do.”


    “Like casting out demons, defending against evil and such.”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, that’s silly. I won’t lose focus just because I’m married and—”


    “You forget. We actually did lose focus while away on Arran.”


    Yes. We had. And it was so glorious and painfully too short. “Well, that was our honeymoon. That doesn’t count.”


    “True,” he said, grinning. “And now that it’s over, I’m sure you’ve had your fill of me.”


    Heat crawled up my neck at the thought of not having my fill, not even close. I gulped a swallow of wine. We both knew how easily we could lose focus around each other. It was difficult before, but now that we’d become intimate, it was hard for me to be in the same room without mentally stripping him naked. Like now. “Point taken,” I said. I stood up and walked to him. Wrapping my arms around him, I lay my head on his chest. He opened his stance to enclose me in his embrace, resting his chin on my head. “So what if we get distracted sometimes.”


    “Well”—he let out a deep breath—“at best, it could mean the injury of one of our own. At worst, it could mean the death of one of us…or the abduction of you by one of the Flamma of Dark.” His voice had dropped three octaves in the course of those two sentences. He squeezed me tighter in his arms.


    “You’re worried about this meeting with Bamal.”


    “I’m fucking furious.”


    I laughed. “Yeah. I kind of thought that.”


    He pulled back to gaze down at me. “This is no laughing matter, Genevieve. Bamal is a ruthless bastard.”


    “I’m not laughing about that.”


    “What do you find so humorous?”


    “That you think anyone could take me out of your sight when we’re together. If I thought you were a tad protective before, I believe I’ll find you mercilessly possessive now.”


    “You got that right,” he said, his voice calmer, losing the hard edge. He lowered his head and brushed a warm kiss against my lips. “You’re mine now.”


    “So stop worrying. George isn’t stupid. Besides, he said they both agreed with a blood vow. Though I don’t really know what that is, it sounds pretty effective in gaining a truce.”


    “It is. A blood vow is a cast using one’s own blood that if he or she breaks the vow, he will become prisoner and slave to the other.”


    “But Bamal hasn’t left his lair in centuries. How would they have made this vow together?”


    “You don’t have to be together. You can make the vow using your blood and another object and deliver the object as a message. George would’ve sent the blood vow object to Gorham or someone, and he passed it on.”


    “Hmm. Interesting.” I pressed my lips to the hollow of his neck right at eye level. His body tightened. “Since Bamal and George have no intentions of becoming each another’s prisoner, I’d say you could relax.”


    “I can’t relax.”


    I planted slow kisses on his neck, nipping my way up the corded column. “Why?”


    “Because your mouth is on my skin, and it’s impossible to relax when you’ve got me harder than a teenager at a wet T-shirt contest.”


    I laughed, continuing my attentions up to his jaw, which he lowered for me. His stubble tickled my lips as I kissed a slow line toward his lips. Before I got there, his hand fisted in my hair, tilting my head at a more accessible angle for him, the other hand squeezed my hip, and his mouth slanted hard over mine. With deep thrusts of his tongue, invading, then releasing in mind-spinning tandem, he made my body melt and ache for more. As always.


    When he pulled back enough for me to speak, I whispered against his lips, “Jude…I…” I never could convey exactly what he did to me, the desperate need that made my skin stretch so tight, only one thing could give me relief.


    He nipped my bottom lip. “I know, baby.” His strong hands slid down, gripped the back of my thighs and lifted, cradling me against his arousal. I whimpered and wrapped my legs around his back and clung to his shoulders.


    Carrying me back inside, our bodies humming for each other, he rasped low and deep, “I’m going to take care of you.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    The electric fireplace hissed with blue flame licking up into pale yellow tendrils. Nothing like the popping, smoky peat fire back on Arran. I longed to be there again, cuddled in bed with Jude, who now had deadly focus on our upcoming meeting. He stood looking out onto the Thames, his back a stiff line, the first pink rays of morning touching the horizon.


    Voices from the foyer brought my attention to George and the two men with him, the Dominus Daemonum of London. The one on his right could’ve been his brother—similar expression of mastered elegance, finely chiseled features, wearing a high-fashion suit, undoubtedly with an exclusive Italian label, and a smile that could charm the pants off most anyone. His devil-may-care locks were a shade lighter than George’s, shining more gold than auburn. The second man appeared as if he didn’t belong in the same room with the other two—clean-shaven head, rough, rugged features with a dent on the bridge of his nose, wearing dark combat clothes and a fatal stare, reminding me somewhat of a cobra.


    “Genevieve,” said George, “may I introduce Tarquin and Alexander.”


    Tarquin was the tough one. He gave me a stiff nod, then met Jude at the window, engaging him in low conversation. These two seemed to know each other well, reminding me how little I truly knew of Jude.


    Alexander strode forward, slow and lionlike, and enveloped my hand in both of his. He swept a bow and kiss over the top of my knuckles. “What a lovely creature you are.” His accent rolled like decadent chocolate melting on the tongue.


    “Um…thank you?”


    “No. Thank you.” He raked me from top to toe, a roguish smile lighting his features as if he knew a secret.


    “Watch that one,” said Kat, swishing in behind them. “He’ll swear he loves only you, then retract his devotion the moment another pretty face walks into the room.”


    In a skintight black leather cat-suit, a silver zipper cinching her from pelvis to chest, knee-high boots that said I’ll-kick-your-ass-into-tomorrow, her silken platinum hair swinging in tandem to her walk, she looked lethal and utterly stunning. I smiled. I wanted to be Kat when I grew up.


    Alexander clutched his hand over his heart. “I ne’er saw true beauty till this night.”


    “See what I mean?” Kat winked at me. “Quoting Shakespeare already, are we, Xander? That reeks of desperation, I’m afraid. And it’s no longer night, as you’ll see if you take a look out the window behind you.”


    “Why should I turn my eyes when the sun is standing before me?”


    “No more of the Bard, dear heart,” said Kat, her British accent growing stronger by the second. Something about Alexander, or Xander, seemed to propel her former self to the surface.


    To my even greater surprise, he closed the space between them and swept her into a tight embrace, swinging her in a half-circle. She tossed up a throaty laugh. They were either very good friends or former lovers. Perhaps both? George’s usual charm evaporated the moment the two began flirting, his expression reflecting a darker emotion. I’m afraid I’ve been in close acquaintance with that green-eyed monster lurking behind his eyes.


    “Where’s your sidekick, the plantation owner? The one you left me for?”


    “I didn’t leave you for him,” she replied, glancing at George and squirming out of Xander’s hold. “He’s downstairs, waiting.”


    “Good. Three’s a crowd.”


    “Enough,” snapped George. “We’re not going to a cocktail party.”


    Xander pulled at his cuffs, straightening his already-straightened appearance. “I’d say not. Katherine isn’t dressed for cocktail.” He gave her an appreciative once-over. “Though that tail might attract one or two co—”


    “Shut it.” She elbowed him in the ribs. “Shameless.”


    “You know it, darling.”


    He smiled without apology. The others ignored the display as if this were par for the course. I’d definitely be getting this story later.


    “Now,” continued George in a stiff manner. “As you all know, Bamal and I have exchanged blood vows ensuring no attempts on either party will take place, specifically Genevieve.”


    All eyes swiveled to me. I lifted my chin, doing my damnedest to show no fear.


    “Still,” continued George, “it’s important that we have a show of force. Just to be on the safe side. Demons are never to be trusted.” His gaze lingered on Kat.


    “I’m curious,” she said. “What object did Bamal use for his blood vow?”


    George strode across the room to the glass shelves lining the wall behind her and lifted an object, holding it between his thumb and forefinger for us to see—a miniature bronzed Eiffel Tower.


    “What an ass,” said Xander.


    Jude stepped farther into the room, closer to me. “And what did you send him?”


    George headed for the door with his cool swagger, tossing over his shoulder, “A figurine of St. George defeating the dragon.”


    Tarquin let out a bark of laughter, following after him. The man moved like a hulking warrior. He strode forward like he’d just stepped off his Viking ship. All he needed was a battle ax and broadsword to complete his barbarian look.


    Jude nudged me toward the door. “You okay?”


    “Sure.” I gave him a smile, following the others.


    “Don’t worry. I’ll be right beside you. I’ll sift you away if anyone threatens you.”


    I stepped into the elevator behind him. His gaze lingered on me for a second before sliding away, a grim line set to his mouth. He didn’t need to sift me away anymore. I could do that on my own. I wondered if the scowl deepening his brow was because he feared this meeting or because I didn’t need his protection as I once had.


    The moment we walked out, Dorian shoved off the wall of the building. His usual demeanor of nonchalance was well hidden behind a hard mask. I glanced from one hunter to the next. All of them wore fierce expressions. This wasn’t a typical meeting between hunters and demons. This was Bamal, high prince of the underworld. And he wasn’t cut from the same cloth as his brother, Danté. He was smarter, making him more dangerous.


    We formed a circle next to George. He held out his hands. I took Jude’s on one side and Kat’s on the other. The second we were all connected, we sifted away. George carried us through the Void to somewhere close, snapping us out with a violent whoosh. I swear, sifting with him was like riding a roller coaster—the kind that did upside-down loops. I swayed, inhaling a deep gulp of crisp, cold air to rid myself of the queasiness. Besides the sift making me shaky, my anxiety ratcheted up several notches, knowing I was about to meet the infamous Bamal.


    Morning mist drifted on a wide green moor rolling far into the distance. Rocky outcroppings jutted here and there, but the space was open and clear. A perfect meeting place with opponents you didn’t want sneaking up on you. Speaking of which, a V-line of demons stood a hundred yards away in the shadow of a massive boulder jutting out of the ground behind them.


    “Where are we?” I whispered to Jude, following George and the others.


    “Dartmoor. Southern England. A common meeting ground between the two hosts here on earth.”


    We fell into silence as the space between the line of Flamma of Light and Dark thinned. My VS spiked off the charts the closer we drew to them, zinging under my skin like fevered blood. I didn’t have to glance down to know my underlight glowed a vibrant white, a beacon in the early blue light. Though I didn’t want the attention drawn to me, it was impossible to avoid. Too many demons.


    Gorham and Razor flanked a man who radiated power—dangerous power. He stood well over six feet, like all the high demons I’d met so far. His appearance was somewhat disarming—a trick demons often used, wearing a beguiling façade to hide the beast within. Honey-brown hair styled loosely around a model-perfect face. Pale green eyes watched us draw closer. An expression of mild indifference shifted to vague interest when his eyes landed on me. Jude kept his body blocking Bamal’s line of sight. The pulse of power beating like a heartbeat grew stronger as we approached. We stopped five yards away.


    There were three other demons I didn’t know, and one more I did. Not a demon, actually. An angel hunter. Bellock. While the others dressed in casual or sporty elegance like billionaire playboys, the presence of the gray-skinned, black-eyed hunter in warrior’s raiment reminded me of the evil lurking beneath their pretty exteriors. He didn’t hide what he was. Even his aura of death and emptiness sucked at me like a black hole.


    “It’s been quite a long time, Bamal,” said George by way of greeting.


    “You’re looking well, George.” Bamal glanced toward Kat, a charming smile spreading wide. A flash of Danté came to mind. A shiver shot up my spine. “You’re looking very well, Katherine,” he said in a smooth, silky tone.


    She didn’t respond. Gorham grinned like the Cheshire cat himself. They all knew a secret I didn’t.


    “Where’s Damas?” asked George, his voice a cold rope lashing out at the lot of them.


    Kat stiffened at the mere mention of the demon who I’d yet to lay eyes on, but whose name popped up everywhere we went. Knowing Bamal and the rest of these bastards knew about her abduction by Damas and the lascivious things he must’ve done to her there, my admiration for Kat grew even more. She never let them get to her. She stood straight and strong, staring them down, like the proudest of warriors, not like a woman who’d been used and abused by one of their kind.


    George stepped toward them, nodding at Bellock. “That thing is one of his creatures.”


    Bamal’s attention swiveled back to our fearless leader.


    “Damas and I share our toys.”


    “I doubt that.”


    Another knowing smile toward Kat. “Some of them.”


    I prayed that he wasn’t admitting Damas had shared Kat with him. My stomach pitched with nausea for the second time in two minutes. Kat said not a word, standing like a cold, deadly sentinel. If she felt his insult, she certainly didn’t show it.


    “So why the public display in Paris?” asked George. “This isn’t your style. Terrorist tactics are more like your brother, Calliban.”


    “Hmm. True.” He tucked his hands in the pockets of his finely tailored slacks, like an executive considering a decision. “But I wanted your attention, specifically.”


    “You have it.” George’s steely focus hadn’t left Bamal for an instant. “What do you want?”


    “Me?” asked Bamal innocently. “Only the world, dear George. And I intend to have it.”


    George chuckled darkly, a sound I’d never heard from him. “Isn’t that a bit much, even for one with an ego as bloated as yours?”


    A stinging pulse of power throbbed from Bamal. My knees buckled. I gripped Jude’s long sleeve for support, regaining my strength. The demon prince angled his head in my direction.


    “Let me see her.”


    “No,” said George.


    I found it strange Jude had not said a word. Actually no one had but the two leaders. I wondered if this was protocol at a showdown like this.


    George continued. “Tell me why you bombed the Eiffel Tower when you could’ve destroyed a more populated place, thus killing more innocents, which is usually to your liking.”


    Bamal laughed. “You’re clearly confusing me with my brothers Calliban and Vadek. I’m more of a people lover.” His white teeth flashed in the morning light. “Some might say a people collector. But still, I prefer them alive rather than dead. It’s better to keep your subjects walking and breathing, I always say.”


    “You’re not answering my question.”


    “Let me see her,” he said nodding in my direction, his smile slipping, revealing the cold demon beneath the veneer.


    George kept his gaze on Bamal and ice in his voice. “Come forward, Genevieve.”


    Still beaming like a lighthouse and unable to calm my VS into submission, I stepped around Jude and into the open. Before I could move too far, Jude gripped my waist with a proprietary hold, keeping me within reach. I stopped, then he dropped his hand.


    Bamal’s gaze intensified tenfold. I thought I was going to throw up. This was a demon prince. Danté was a child next to his big brother over here. In my heart of hearts, I feared for mankind. With this one in charge, the Flamma of Dark could easily rival the best of warriors on our side. Even Jude.


    Bamal’s observant gaze was neither lecherous nor suggestive, only…assessing.


    “Why Paris?” George asked.


    “It’s time for the world to take note. The time of man is drawing to a close.”


    “You speak with conviction.” A cold wind gusted George’s chestnut hair. He remained a statue.


    “I do,” replied Bamal, hands still in his pockets as he sauntered closer to me. The air drew tight as the hunters tensed for attack. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to touch. Just getting a closer look.”


    As he stood before me, his pulse a pounding hot beat against me, I knew he’d give me the information George seemed incapable of dragging from him. “You have the lost prophecy, don’t you?” I asked, sounding calm somehow.


    He smiled, and had I not known he wielded a world of death in the tip of one finger, I would’ve thought him breathtakingly handsome. “Why, yes, my Vessel. I do.”


    “She is not your Vessel,” rumbled Jude behind me.


    Bamal’s gaze lifted to the man over my shoulder. “And I suppose you believe she is yours.” He arched a brow in challenge.


    Jude said nothing. He wasn’t backing down, only seeming to try to maintain control in the prince’s presence. Rage vibrated from him in burning waves.


    “But I am his,” I said, lifting my chin.


    Bamal stepped closer. Jude gripped my waist, surely readying to sift out in a blink. Bamal never removed his hands from his pockets. “The optimism and naiveté of youth. It’s almost inspiring.” He perused the contours of my face in a slow, sweeping motion, whispering softly, “You don’t look like her.”


    What? “Like who?” My heart stuttered. A blood-chilling premonition swept through me, my VS tapping on that place where memories and visions were kept. “Like who?” I repeated.


    Bamal angled his head to the side, continuing his keen observation.


    “Bamal,” growled Jude, his clutch tightening on my hip. A warning. “Back off.”


    The prince’s gaze slid to Jude, a secret smile cracking his too-pretty face. “Relax.”


    What the hell was going on?


    “Party’s over, George,” snapped Jude. “Move on.”


    Bamal sidled even closer, as if challenging Jude right then and there. Tension coiled in the air like a snake ready to strike.


    A sudden and strong gust of wind blew over us, nearly knocking me sideways. A blinding flash of light winked, then snuffed out, revealing Uriel standing a few yards to my left and storming closer. He was not the man I’d met in Jackson Square or the one in George’s vision wearing Victorian clothes. This was Uriel the archangel, the creator of the Dominus Daemonum, in all his full glory.


    Dressed in pale gray material that molded to his fine physique, his lean, powerful frame glowed with vibrant luster, very similar to my underlight, though his shone more gold than white. But that wasn’t what had my eyes glued to him. Spread to their full breadth were magnificent golden-tipped white wings. Jude had told me he cast illusion to hide his true form and walk among humans. I had had no idea what that form looked like. No illusion now. Breathless at the sheer power he emanated stalking closer with fire burning in cobalt-blue eyes, I understood the difference between a guardian, like Thomas, who held himself in the background, compared to this archangel who looked nothing short of a bad-ass warrior hunting demon blood. He snapped his huge, powerful wings to his back, having made his grand entrance, stopping two feet before me. When I’d met him before, the only signature I’d sensed was sheer, raw power. While I felt the same signature washing over me, there was something else beneath the layers, a hint of sunshine and fragrant fields. Mesmerized, I’d forgotten all about the demon prince who had all of us ready to fight a minute ago, but that’s who had Uriel’s attention now.


    “Step away from her, Bamal.” He was cool and commanding, but the menace beneath his words sent a shiver down my spine.


    “What brings you here, brother?” asked Bamal with exaggerated disdain.


    I wondered at the use of the term brother, before realizing they once were all the same before the Fall.


    “Just keeping your ass in line,” replied Uriel with cold finality. “Now. Step away from her.”


    To my utter shock, Bamal did, only to move closer to the archangel. I didn’t miss his gaze flicking over Uriel’s glorious wings. Was that envy in his eyes?


    Bamal sneered. “I suppose I can deduce without a shadow of a doubt that she is the Vessel you all think will turn the tide of the coming war in your favor.”


    Uriel said nothing for long, silent seconds where only a cool breeze made any sound at all as morning light crawled across the moor. The row of demons had their eyes riveted to the archangel, all wearing similar expressions of bitter jealousy. Except for Bellock, whose fists tightened into balls, his face marked with nothing but hatred and malice. He wanted to kill Uriel, clearly, but the blood vow kept everyone in line. No bloodshed today.


    “She is the Vessel of Light who will crush you into dust, Bamal,” came the unequivocal response.


    Unable to breathe after such a statement, I thought he must be joking. But he wasn’t. No hint of a smile shone on his angular face. Steely determination and the shining mark of truth glinted in his eyes. I waited for some flippant retort from Bamal, but the demon prince clenched his jaw, keeping his mouth shut as he joined the line of his minions.


    George stepped out of formation closer to the demon prince. “Share the prophecy, Bamal. No need to hide what is to come into fruition anyway.”


    “Not to be cliché, but knowledge is power,” he replied, ignoring the angel-warrior’s presence to the side of us. Well, trying to ignore him.


    “We’ll simply find it on our own,” George added.


    “No, I’m afraid you won’t. It’s well hidden. Somewhere you’ll never look.”


    That could only mean it was in hell, buried deep where none of us could go.


    “Now, if that is all, I’m afraid that, as Mr. Delacroix so eloquently phrased it, ‘The party’s over.’ Unless you’d like to surrender the Vessel now and save us all much grief and wasted time.”


    “Like hell,” said Jude, heat flaring against my back. His aura of flame rippled in the air, blazing orange light in my peripheral vision.


    Bamal laughed. “Always so angry, hunter.”


    “Speaking of Jude,” said George, “Damas is targeting him. For any particular reason?”


    “Because he’s an ornery pain in the ass,” mumbled Razor.


    Gorham chuckled, grinning like a fool at his friend.


    “You and Damas have never worked together before,” said George. “Why would it be essential now, after all these centuries, to go after Jude?”


    “I’m not my brother’s keeper, Saint George,” he replied with venom. “And if I knew what he was up to, I’d certainly not tell you.”


    “But you do know,” Uriel chimed in. “That thing there is your watchdog for this little rendezvous.” He gave a curt nod to Bellock on the periphery. “We all know he is loyal only to his master, Damas. You must’ve come to an agreement with your brother for some reason, which begs the question why you two would be allies.”


    While the demon princes didn’t outright battle against one another, it had been made quite clear to me on a number of occasions that they were highly territorial, typically staying out of one another’s way. Bamal and Damas working together didn’t bode well for the rest of us.


    Bamal shrugged. “Perhaps Damas is finally sick of the damn hunter popping in and swinging his sword in all the wrong places.”


    “Or all the right ones,” said Jude behind me.


    “You seem to know all the answers,” said Bamal with a smirk. “So let’s part now. As friends.”


    The prince had a sick sense of humor. But beneath his creepily amiable attitude was a scary-ass monster waiting to crawl out. I had no delusions that what hovered beneath the veneer of beauty was the most frightful and dangerous of beasts. He stepped into the semicircle of high demons and swept a bow.


    “Farewell, lovely Katherine.” He glanced my way again. “And you, sweet Vessel. Till we meet again.”


    The lot of them snapped out with a whipping crack, flattening a hundred-yard radius of grass to the ground, the hovering mist curling in their wake.


    Jude loosened his grip on me. “Well, that was a waste of time. We learned nothing.”


    “Untrue,” said Xander. “They definitely have the prophecy and know the timeline of when the war will begin.”


    George scratched his chin, rubbing a shadow of scruffy stubble, something I hadn’t seen on him before. “Meaning they know when the showdown between Genevieve and the other Vessel in the prophecy is to take place.”


    “But how is that an advantage?” I asked. “We still don’t have the prophecy.”


    Uriel stepped forward into our circle. I could hardly stop staring, in complete awe of his wings. If he noticed, he didn’t acknowledge it.


    “Patience,” said Uriel. “At least now we know who to take the prophecy from. We need leverage with a high demon who knows what’s going on.”


    “You mean blackmail?” I asked.


    “I’d rather call it a persuasive trade,” replied Uriel with a small smile.


    In that moment, I had no doubt archangels could be as ruthless as demons when necessary.


    “How about Dommiel?” asked Kat, speaking up for the first time.


    “No,” he replied. “He won’t know anything. He may be a high demon, but in their ranks, he’s a bottom feeder. He won’t have this kind of intel.”


    “Let’s depart from here,” said George, scanning the moor as light kissed the rocks and grass golden. “I’ll need to come up with a plan. We’ll meet soon. Be wary, all of you. The time is near, and we don’t have their advantage of knowing the important players beyond Genevieve. Jude has certainly become a target. It could be because he protects Genevieve, or it might have more significance. There’s no telling who else may become a member of their blacklist.” George gave Uriel a stiff nod. “Thank you for joining us. I wasn’t sure if you’d make it.”


    “Things are getting…heated in my realm. Quite a bit of dissension among the ranks, but I am behind all of you.” Sincerity shone in his otherworldly eyes as he met the gaze of each one of us. “Know that you can count on me, no matter what my betters claim is the right course of action.” His gaze glided from George to me. “She holds our hope. The tide that will help us win the war.”


    As the hunters started to sift away separately, Uriel glanced from me to Jude, the tiniest line creasing his brow as he studied us as one. “Take care, Vessel. And you as well, Jude.” With a respectful nod, he opened his wings with a snap, bent his legs and rocketed into the morning sky, sifting away two stories up. Summer fields and fresh air blew over me. The power of flight and sifting—now that was some serious transportation power.


    “Genevieve,” whispered Jude. “Come here.”


    I nodded good-bye to Kat, wishing I had some time to catch up with her. She didn’t even know Jude and I had married. I wondered how she’d feel about it. Hopefully not like George.


    I stepped into Jude’s arms, and we slipped back into the Void. Another turbulent sift took us careening past ghostly shapes, blurring and stretching. I squeezed my eyes shut until we popped back onto solid ground. I opened my eyes, still clutching on to Jude’s shoulders. We stood in his living room in the Quarter.


    My heart hammered away. I dreaded the answer to the question spilling from my mouth. “Who was Bamal referring to when he said I don’t look like her?”


    His obsidian gaze held me, the lines tight around his mouth, his broad shoulders straight and stiff in a defensive stance. He closed his eyes for a brief second and inhaled deeply.


    “Your mother.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    “My…” I couldn’t breathe. Nausea swelled inside me again, but not from the sift. I pulled from his arms and moved to the sofa, sinking onto the cushion and cradling my head in my hands, elbows on my knees.


    He sat next to me, splaying his hand across my back, rubbing up and down my spine in a slow rhythm.


    “I don’t understand. How would he know my mother?” But I knew the answer before he spoke it. In a way, I always knew.


    “She was a Vessel.”


    My heart clenched. I choked on a sob, sucking it back in and holding my body rigid, trying not to lose it. Of course she was. How could I not have known?


    “When your family moved to New Orleans, into my territory for protection, I’d sensed her presence in the city.”


    We’d moved here from Atlanta, not long before my mother lost her mind and killed herself. I was having trouble getting air into my lungs, as if I’d been punched in the gut with such force I was bleeding internally.


    Jude continued, his voice low and soft, careful. “But she wasn’t like you, shining in the dark like a beacon. I sensed a fractured Flamma of Light in the city. I even thought it was an injured guardian angel in my territory, unable to seek help for some reason. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t find her. As soon as I would catch her trail, something would happen to pull me away.”


    “What do you mean?”


    He let out a heavy sigh. “At the time, I was distracted by Bamal. He’d come into New Orleans, releasing his mind-altering spawn on tourists in the Quarter, causing mayhem at night. Of course, I didn’t understand then that it was only a diversion. A means to keep me away from finding your mother, while he was seducing her to go with him. When I finally did find her…it was too late. She’d already been corrupted by him, her mind fractured, her will lost.”


    “And so she killed herself to escape him.” I wiped a rough hand across my cheek, fighting the wave of emotion threatening to swallow me whole, wanting to be taken away from this hard reality.


    I vaguely remembered the move to New Orleans. I was depressed when we left my friends behind, but my mother was sick. Dad promised me things would get better with a fresh start in a new place. He’d bought the building for the dojo and a new house, uprooting us to this foreign city. Mom had already begun acting strangely, disappearing into her studio for hours, way past my bedtime. She’d never ignored me for the sake of her art, not until…Bamal must’ve found her. She hadn’t told my father. He never knew. He just thought she was losing her mind, when in reality, she was being seduced and possessed by the alluring Bamal whenever he wasn’t around. In the end, she sought the only way out—a plunge off the Mississippi River Bridge. I remembered her face in the video captured by an onlooker, a desperate woman holding herself over the brink as if against her will. She hadn’t wanted to jump, but it was the only way out. Someone had shouted, “It’s not worth it.” She’d turned to the camera and replied, “Yes, they are.”


    Now I knew what she’d meant. Dad and I. We were worth it to her. We were worth her death. She sacrificed herself to save us, to keep us from being used—killed or tortured—as pawns for Bamal to gain her allegiance. The tears streaked hot down my cheeks, even as I bit my lip and refused to make a sound.


    I shifted to face Jude, shooting him an accusing glare. His hand slid away from my back.


    “You knew this, and you never told me.”


    “At first, I didn’t realize you were her daughter. I didn’t know she had a daughter. The only time I ever saw her was accompanying Bamal, and as I said, by then she was devoted to him. The night I first met you in that alley, it dawned on me that you must be a Vessel. It wasn’t until later when I met you in her art gallery in your house that I realized who you were.”


    “So why didn’t you tell me then?”


    “If you recall, you were already distraught. I feared what I knew would only drive you to despair.”


    “So all this time, you knew I was the daughter of damaged goods, another Vessel who wasn’t strong enough. I wonder if my fate will be hers. Will I follow in her footsteps—”


    He gripped my face with both hands, fingers curling into my hairline, forcing me to look at him. “Listen to me. There was no coming back to our side for her, but she did have enough strength to ensure Bamal couldn’t keep her.”


    “By killing herself.”


    “Yes.” His tone softened. “Like my own mother.”


    “And every other Vessel who didn’t slip to the dark.”


    “This won’t be your fate. Do you understand me?”


    I tasted bitterness on my lips, for the lost Vessels before me, for every woman subjugated in an eternal hell with a demon prince. A dagger pierced my heart, over and over. The pain of it all made me sick. I hated the demons, hated them with such intensity my VS burned under my skin, wanting some kind of release.


    Jude continued as I stewed in helplessness. “You were so new to our world when we first met. I didn’t want to overwhelm you with a past you couldn’t change. I know how that feels, and it was a burden that could wait.”


    I stood and moved out of his reach. “I’ll be the judge of what I can and can’t handle. I’m not a fucking child, Jude.”


    “I’m well aware of that.” He stood beside me.


    “And you couldn’t save her.” I regretted the words, even as they slipped unbidden from my lips. Pain creased his brow, but it was nothing compared to mine with the fresh knowledge that I’d been furious with my mother most my life for abandoning me, when the truth was that she’d saved me.


    “No,” said Jude. “I couldn’t. Which is why when I realized who you were, that the Vessel I’d failed to save—the second one—had a daughter with the same gift, I had to protect her…you. I refused to allow the same thing to happen. Again,” he said, voice husky and rough with emotion.


    I walked over to the balcony window, arms crossed, staring down at the shards of the fountain still in a crumbling pile in the courtyard. Psyche and Eros lay there in two pieces, their eternal embrace shattered by the evil spawn who’d attacked us the other night. A sinking sensation crept through me like a black omen looming closer, and there was nothing I could do about it.


    “I need to go home,” I said, sounding robotic and distant, even to myself.


    Jude stood behind me. “You are home.”


    I spun, wanting to lash out at him for keeping this from me, from hiding this from me, from… Hell, he was only trying to protect me. Wasn’t he? “You married me without telling me this.”


    He didn’t nod or speak or agree in any way. Unrepentant silence was his only reply. He didn’t tell me because he feared I wouldn’t forgive him for not saving her. While I couldn’t blame him for my mother’s suicide, I did blame him for harboring this secret.


    “You should’ve told me,” I whispered, my throat thick and dry.


    “I know.”


    “I need to go to my father’s, to my parent’s house.”


    “Fine. I’ll meet you—”


    “No, Jude,” I cut him off. “I need to be alone.” I needed time among my mother’s things, her last home, to come to grips with this new reality that her insanity wasn’t mental illness but a debilitating possession by a demon prince. For the third time today, my stomach threatened to empty its contents.


    He’d cast my father’s home in a web of protection. There was no reason he could protest me going there. He remained rigid as stone, unmoving, pain chiseled on every line of his face. “I see.”


    “I just…”


    “I understand. I’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready to come home.” He brushed his thumb across my cheekbone, a sadness seeping into his eyes that made me want to comfort him, though I was the one who needed comforting. Before I fell back into his arms, my stubborn will refusing to let me forgive him so easily, I sifted, yearning to get away—from him, from demons, from everything that had turned my world upside down, from the world that had taken my mother, from a reality that meant to undo me altogether.


    I’d sifted home, finding Mindy gone. She wasn’t expecting me for two more days. Probably still shacking up at Dave’s. After packing an overnight bag, I locked the door behind me and climbed into my sleek coupe that had been sitting idle for entirely too long.


    Rolling down the windows, I veered toward River Road, taking a roundabout route, zooming at unsafe speeds, cold wind cutting across my face, stinging my eyes and cheeks. The hurt felt good. After I’d finally let some of my pain blow away with the wind, I pulled into Dad’s driveway and parked behind Erik’s silver sedan. Good. I needed the normalcy of my dad and my pseudo-brother. I needed to escape from the nightmare called my life for a while.


    Hiking the bag over my shoulder, I entered through the kitchen, finding Dad sitting in the middle of a string of white Christmas lights on the living room floor and Erik digging through a bin of colored lights. They both looked up as I walked in.


    “There’s my girl! I thought you’d forgotten. You didn’t return my text.”


    His text? Hell, I didn’t even know where my phone was. Actually, I did. Still on the mantel in the cabin at the Isle of Arran, which felt like worlds away, not oceans. Before I took three steps, it hit me that it was the first Saturday in December.


    “Of course I didn’t forget, Dad.” I pasted a smile on my face I didn’t feel.


    Erik shot me a you’re-such-a-liar expression.


    “Hey, Erik. You joining us again this year?”


    “Looks that way.”


    Dad stood, untangling his ankle from a nest of lights, stepping carefully over the mess, then pulled me into a tight hug. “I know school’s got you crazy with exams, but I didn’t think it would keep you from our Christmas tradition.”


    Tucking my head into the crook beneath his chin, I hugged him with all my might. Dad and I had a standing date every first Saturday of December to decorate the house and the tree for Christmas.


    “You’re a bit early. I haven’t pulled the tree down from the attic yet.”


    “I just missed you,” I mumbled into his sweater.


    “I missed you too, sweetie.” He rocked me back and forth in that gentle way dads did. “Are you okay?”


    “I’m fine,” I lied. “Just upset about that terrorist bombing.”


    “I know, baby,” he said, hugging me closer. “I remember when we went there together. So terrible what’s happening out there.”


    More terrible than he could possibly understand. “Enough of all that,” I said, pulling from his arms and surveying the three large bins labeled ornaments. “Why don’t you get the tree, and I’ll get all of us some hot cocoa.”


    “That’s a plan.”


    Dad grinned like a schoolboy and rocketed up the stairs toward the attic. Erik snickered and went back to his duty of checking bulbs on the colored lights. I didn’t know anyone who had more Christmas spirit than my dad. He still insisted that Santa Claus was real and set out gifts on Christmas Eve, pretending they were from Santa. I didn’t mind. Reality could suck the life right out of a person. Especially lately. What was wrong with living a fantasy every once in a while?


    I popped three mugs of water in the microwave. By the time I’d stirred in the cocoa mix and mini-marshmallows, the distinct sound of holiday music filled the house, coming from the living room. Bing Crosby crooned about roasted chestnuts on an open fire as I balanced the three mugs in my arms and carried them back into the living room. Dad had found and donned his Santa hat as he assembled our nine-foot faux fir Christmas tree with Erik’s help.


    My heart lightened, a genuine smile creasing my face. My heart still ached, but seeing my fun-loving dad diving into the ornaments box to pull out a pink ceramic ballerina with my name painted on it somehow made all the bad things go away. Life really was about the little things, wasn’t it? The small joys that could soothe away the big bad heartbreaks.


    Dad and Erik took their mugs. Dad sipped a big gulp, cocoa and marshmallow foam lining his upper lip. “Delicious.” I giggled as he set the mug down. “Why don’t you put up the knickknacks while Erik and I get these lights on first. We’ll save the ornaments for last.”


    “Sure, Dad.” We did the same thing every year, and every year, he explained the process. I can’t quite remember when the tradition went from a father-daughter tradition to a father-daughter-adopted-son tradition. I didn’t mind. Erik never spoke of his family up north, always veering away from the subject when it came up. When Erik’s parents died a few years back in a car accident, Dad swept him into our family, insisting he consider himself part of our own.


    The rest of the afternoon was filled with displaying snow globes, greenery, the five-foot Saints nutcracker, as well as the hanging stockings, glass balls and ornaments. By the time we’d finished off a second round of hot cocoa and eaten takeout greasy burgers and fries, we were pooped. Well, I was. Dad couldn’t help but to string the lights around the back patio while I watched the two of them and drank an Abita Amber. “I’ll get to the front of the house tomorrow. How do these new icicle lights look?”


    “They look great, Dad.” Erik looked totally beat, but he would never let my dad work alone. “I’m sure you and Erik could handle the front today, too.”


    “Yeah? It’s not dark yet. What do you say, Erik?”


    “Sure.”


    Erik rolled his eyes at me, holding the string of lights behind Dad as he hooked them in place on the cornice. He took the string and pretended to strangle himself.


    I laughed and took another swig. I watched them diligently make their way around the corner where I couldn’t see them anymore.


    An owl called from the wooded area lining the back of our house. The afternoon sun peeked through the near-naked trees, a beam lighting the footpath leading to my mother’s old studio. We’d relegated it to a shed a few years after she died. Well, that’s not entirely true. Dad had sectioned off a portion where she used to work, leaving her easel, stool and unused canvases where she’d left them. I hadn’t been inside in about three years, not since I’d left home and gone to college. But now, a yearning compelled me down that path.


    I left the bottle on the deck railing and crossed the yard to the patchy dirt leading through a line of thick oaks and elms. An eerie tingle raised goose bumps on my arms. My VS didn’t signal danger, but I was cautious nonetheless.


    The closer I stepped to the dilapidated wooden building with white paint chipping off, the stronger the sensation grew. A sensation I knew all too well—winter woods, windswept snow, crystalline breath in the crisp air. I pushed open the door. One of the glass panes was cracked from long ago. As it was well lit from the sun shining through the skylight and surrounding windows as an artist’s studio should be, I wasn’t surprised to find him leaning against the wall, one knee bent, arms casually crossed as if he’d been waiting a while.


    “Thomas,” I whispered. My heart tripped a beat. I hadn’t seen him since the night I’d kissed him, since the night I’d let him kiss me, since the night I’d rejected him. My feelings were unchanged, yet I still felt…something. A pull. A tug. A cloaked need.


    “It is good to see you, Genevieve.” Bitter and sweet, like honeyed wine, his voice drew me closer.


    I closed the door and wrapped my arms around myself. The chill I felt had more to do with the icy aura surrounding my wayward guardian angel than the air itself. “I’m surprised to see you.”


    “You thought I’d abandon you altogether after you rejected me?” Cool blue-green eyes glinted with a supernatural glow, reminding me this was not simply a protector but one with great power. Even now, a vibration exuded from his still figure.


    “I don’t know what I thought.”


    He shoved off the wall, coming to stand a foot in front of me. No threat in his eyes. Only pain, subdued with an edge of anger. “I told you I love you. That doesn’t simply vanish just because you’ve chosen another.” He glanced at the band on my left hand I curled across my arm. “So you’ve given yourself to him. I sensed something different.”


    A grip of fear shoved my heart in my throat, remembering the Vessel creed to remain pure. “I’m not…tainted in any way, am I?”


    A sad smile creased his face. “Not at all. The aura I see surrounding you now glows golden.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “A maturity. In your power. And that you’re no longer a virgin.”


    I flinched, unprepared for him to speak of it so boldly.


    “So Jude, the undeserving, black-hearted hunter, wins you.” He scoffed and shook his head in disbelief.


    “He’s not black-hearted. Why would you say such a thing?”


    He lifted a hand to my face. I started to pull away, but he gripped me quickly, placing a hand on the slope between my neck and shoulder. “I’ll show you.”


    My body trembled as my VS spiked, feeling the onslaught of a vision somersaulting me into the distant past.


    Night in the wilderness. I stood in a grove of trees behind a line of warriors bearing torches and sharp weapons. I realized Thomas witnessed this event and I was experiencing the vision through his eyes, just like I did with George’s visions—a symptom of sharing power. Yet, this wasn’t a random vision thrust into my mind. Thomas was forcing me to witness something I knew I didn’t want to see. For directly in front of me stood Jude. I’d know the line of his back anywhere. He looked left. Definitely him, a younger Jude, wearing blue woad on his face and war braids hanging in his long hair. This was the vision I’d witnessed once in my apartment when he’d held me close.


    The fierce-looking warrior standing next to him, the one I remembered having the scar across his face turned to Jude who’d fixed his line of sight forward again to a Roman village with buildings made of white stone. The man said to Jude, “Tá anseo cinniúint, mo dheartháir.” The Gaelic I couldn’t understand the first time I’d seen this vision sounded like a second language to me now, perhaps because I was seeing this through Thomas’s eyes, not my own.


    This is fate, my brother, the scarred one had said.


    Trembling with rage, Jude replied with hatred and menace lacing one word: “Aye.”


    Raising a broadsword, he sliced it silently through the night, signaling to the line of warriors to move forward. I witnessed the army of men moving into the sleeping village from behind. Thomas followed Jude as I watched through his eyes. Jude gestured to the scarred one that he was moving ahead as men slipped into homes undetected, a dark force guiding them all.


    Jude moved down the dirt road with determination and stealth. A man stepped from an alley, throwing his hands up at the sight of Jude bearing down on him. Without pause, Jude sliced across his throat and down his chest, killing the man in an instant. I recoiled inwardly. Jude had murdered an unarmed man. Even so, I knew the worst was yet to come.


    Glancing over his shoulder at the scarred one who stood on the verge of entering another silent home, Jude said, voice glacial, “Kill them all.”


    With a stiff nod, the scarred one gripped his battle ax tighter, and crept into the darkened villa. Jude moved swiftly up the path, as if he knew his destination. By now, screams echoed, filling the night with terror and blood.


    Slowing his stride as he approached the largest of the villas, Greek Doric columns lining the entrance, Jude shoved open the door. A brawny slave snoozed against the wall near the entrance, jumping awake at the sudden intrusion. Jude cut him down before he took one step, his dying cry echoing through the atrium beyond the entrance. Jude marched with purpose past the rectangular atrium filled with green flora and a gurgling fountain, toward what must be sleeping quarters. Candles burned in sconces on the walls, lighting the brightly painted murals of lush landscapes and gods and goddesses. Passing a scene where Diana walked through a field of wheat, Jude entered a chamber. A female slave jolted from a pallet near the door, screaming “Domina! Domina!” Jude backhanded her into the wall, where her head hit with a resounding crack, silencing her for good.


    Within a curtained bed of sheer silk, someone moved. Jude ripped the silky fabric away, revealing a beautiful brunette wearing a blue stola slipping off one delicate, pale shoulder. She sat up straight, eyes wide with terror before they narrowed with recognition of the hate-filled beast looming over her bed. “Judas has finally come to pay his debts,” she said with unnatural calm.


    “Yes.” I didn’t recognize the man who spoke. He wasn’t my Jude, but one I’d never known—a beast of revenge and hate determined to sate his hunger till there was nothing left but blood.


    The woman tilted her chin up, offering him what he came for. He bore his thick broadsword horizontally. Cocking back, he severed her head with one swing. In my mind, I screamed at the ghastly sight, her head rolling to the floor, body slumping, painting the white sheets crimson. Jude moved on.


    Thomas seemed to be following him, and I wondered why he hadn’t stopped him, why he’d witnessed this horror without stepping in to prevent it. Anger burned deep inside me at both Jude and the angel showing me this dreadful vision.


    “Mater?” came the soft voice of a child in the corridor, surely having heard the disturbance from his mother’s chamber.


    Jude, with Thomas following, slipped from the dead mother’s chamber, finding a young boy, perhaps nine or ten, standing there in a tunic holding a torch aloft. His blue-gray eyes and the contours of his face, though rounded rather than sharp, reminded me of someone I knew too well. The boy stared at death bearing down on him in the form of a Celtic warrior, the black-hearted beast Thomas had described. Without hesitation, he impaled the boy through the chest, yanking his sword out with such force the boy was flung by the momentum, then hit the floor with a thud. The man I married stepped over him as if the bleeding boy were nothing more than a dog and moved down the hall in long strides.


    By the time he’d made his way into the largest bedchamber, he’d killed two more women in silk stolas—both helpless and unarmed—as well as another child. I wanted out of this vision. The sickening reality of what Jude had done to become a Dominus Daemonum was too much for me to bear. Still stuck in this nightmare, I followed the man I loved into a room with a wide balcony. The person he sought was not in the bed but standing in his Roman tunic, sword in hand, waiting with a chilling smile on his face.


    I recognized the beautiful blond demon prince even from this distance in the dark, torchlight glinting off his gray eyes. Danté.


    Jude stepped onto the balcony, sword dripping crimson on the white stone pavement. “I’ve come as I said I would, Ru’um.” He used his old name, his true name.


    Behind Danté, billowing smoke and orange flames licked up from the smoldering village, completing Jude’s revenge on the people he blamed for the death of his parents. The conflagration could’ve been hell itself, filling the night with the screams of burning souls.


    “I never doubted that you would,” replied Danté, unmoved by the horror unfolding behind him. He glanced over Jude’s shoulder directly at me. I shivered. No, he looked at Thomas, not me. He broke through Thomas’s cast of illusion, seeing the angel hovering, who did nothing to guide Jude toward the light. Danté’s gaze shifted back to Jude. “Shall we begin?”


    Jude’s reply was the wide swing of his sword, arcing through the air, meeting Danté’s raised steel with a resounding clang.


    I was yanked from the vision, finding myself clinging to Thomas, my head buried in his shoulder as I shook and shook and shook. The darkness of that place where Jude had damned his soul was burned in my mind. I could still smell cinders and smoke. Thomas said nothing, holding me close, letting the traumatic reality sink in and my shuddering to ebb away.


    I shoved out of his arms. “How could you! You stood by and watched. How could—”


    “A guardian’s duties are to influence when we can. Sometimes, the Dark sinks his talons in a soul, and no amount of persuasion toward the Light can help. I tried with Jude, but he built a wall around his heart, barring me from his thoughts. We can’t interfere if our subject rejects us.”


    “Oh really? Well, what the fuck do you call this?” I gestured between us. “You seem to be interfering in my life any time you damn well please.”


    “I’ve broken a rule or two…where you’re concerned.”


    Jude’s hate-filled expression, hard-edged malice etched into every line of his face, filled my mind again. I crumpled to my knees, acid churning in my stomach, my shoulders shaking. “Jude,” I whispered, unable to believe it, even though I knew what I saw was a true memory.


    Thomas knelt on the studio floor but didn’t reach out to touch me. “I know this is hard, but you had to know what he’s capable of, what he’s done.”


    “That was in the past,” I snapped. Even as I defended him, I hated him for what he’d done. Now I knew the damning sin he’d committed to become the leading master of demons, roaming the earth for centuries to pay his penance.


    “And what about hiding your mother’s identity?” asked Thomas.


    I shot him a scathing look. “You knew too?”


    “I told you I’ve been guarding you all your life. Of course I knew.”


    “And never told me. Just like Jude.”


    “How would it have helped you? It would only have hurt. My duty is to guard you—body and soul.”


    “Now you sound like him. Full of excuses.” I rose to my feet, rubbing my palms on my jeans. “I’m going back home, and I want you to leave.” I turned toward the door.


    “But I have a wedding gift for you.”


    I scoffed. “Whatever it is, you can keep it.” I opened the door.


    “It’s the lost prophecy, Genevieve.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Pulse pounding in my throat, I stood in the doorway, the dusky twilight coloring the room lavender-pink. “You have the prophecy? The lost one?”


    A firm nod. “I know where it is. It cannot be removed, but I can take you there.”


    “I should tell Jude.” I reached for my phone by habit, then realized I didn’t have it.


    Thomas moved close, cupping my cheek with his hand. Cool winter wind flushed through my body, tantalizing my VS to come awake. My underlight glowed of its own accord, perhaps sensing the powerful Flamma in my presence. Though Thomas often kept his power tamped down, there was no denying he harnessed serious energy in his angelic frame.


    “I’m bringing this as a gift to you. I will do anything you ask, for my feelings remain as they were, but I cannot suffer the hunter’s presence. Not the one who stole your heart.” His hungry gaze traced my lips, making my pulse pick up speed. I didn’t love Thomas, not in the way he wanted, but I also couldn’t suppress the basic attraction I felt when he stood close to me, when he touched me. “Besides,” he continued, “there is no guarantee it will be there long. I believe the Flamma of Dark move it often in the underworld.”


    “The underworld… So it’s in hell.”


    “Yes.” He dropped his hand. “I cannot remove it, but you can. Powerful wards against angels keep it in place. I can take you there right now.”


    I considered. Going to the underworld without Jude or Kat was dangerous, and perhaps stupid. Still, I’d have Thomas with me. And after that vision, I wasn’t ready to confront Jude. I had no idea how to tell him I’d seen what he’d done. I had no idea how not to tell him, sure my feelings of repulsion would show on my face.


    “If you sense danger,” said Thomas, interrupting my internal debate, “you can sift out at once.”


    Oh yeah. And there was that. “Okay. Let’s go.”


    Rather than simply take my hand, he wrapped me in his arms, pulling me tight against his chest. I suppose I couldn’t blame the man for using every opportunity to his advantage. But after this, I’d need to clarify in no uncertain terms that I would not leave Jude for him. Even with the painful memory of Jude being swallowed by revenge, committing murder after murder, the man I knew now was no longer that tortured human being I’d seen wielding a sword on innocents. No man—supernatural or human—could ever match Jude.


    We slipped through the Void, the temperature dropping markedly. Gray shapes blurred past, then nothing but black surrounded us, the air thinning, seconds before we snapped onto solid ground. At once, my VS pulsed a warning. I guess so. We were in the most dangerous place a Flamma of Light could possibly be. And I recognized it.


    Dead trees with naked limbs sprouted in a misty forest. I reached out and touched a nearby branch, and the tip crumbled into ash. No sky above us, only infinite black, an endless abyss. Unlike the last time I’d been here, the mist didn’t curl around me seductively, controlled by some unseen force—Danté. He was still suffering in the bowels of Cocytus, thankfully.


    “I know this place. I’ve been here before.” My voice vibrated with a strange echo. A slight breeze brushed my cheek as if welcoming an old friend. But my memory of this place was one of horror and dread.


    I glanced around, wondering how close we were to Danté’s castle, the place where I’d almost become an imprisoned slave for eternity.


    “This dark forest extends throughout the underworld. Nothing lives here. But we shouldn’t delay. This way.”


    He led us along a path with no markings of any kind, only the same desolate gray as the woods surrounding us. He came to a stop between two oak-like trees. They were not the beautiful oaks of the living world, but giant, dead guardians of this place, drooping arms linking in an arch over the path. An unnatural wind creaked through naked limbs. Beyond this unnatural arch, a ghostly blue glow illumined a clearing ahead. I could see part of the clearing beyond a bend in the path.


    “I cannot go any farther. The wards prevent angels from passing this point.”


    “Then how do you know it’s here? And why won’t it keep me out?”


    “I know. Just trust me.” He implored with his gentle gaze and a squeeze of my hand enveloped in his. I hadn’t even noticed he’d taken it. “And you’re born of earth, not the heavens. You also have your Vessel Power, which is a natural shield against the Dark. You’ll be fine.”


    I inhaled a deep breath, then blew it back out, mist curling in the stagnant air. “Okay. Wish me luck.”


    He brushed a kiss along the back of my hand. “You won’t need it.”


    With a deep breath, I stepped under the branched archway into the blue haze, my VS lighting me up like a firefly. I felt nothing different, no encroaching danger, no demon spawn about to jump out at me. I walked on, rounding the bend in the path to a circular opening, reminding me of the one from the dream I had of Thomas, but this one was covered in dusky ash, not snow. Dead center of the clearing was a black stone monolith jutting up at least ten feet. My stomach dropped. Not because of the prophecy I could see even from here, the yellowed parchment pinned to the obsidian stone, but because of the person I saw standing there staring at it.


    Jude.


    I walked closer, unsure whether my eyes were deceiving me, the unnatural glow casting him in blue light. He spun, unsheathing and raising his sword, ready to strike. His fierce expression melted into one of shock and fear the second he laid eyes on me.


    “Genevieve. What are you doing here?” He sheathed his sword and marched toward me.


    “What are you doing here? How did you know—”


    “No time!” He barreled the last few feet toward me, grabbing me by the arms. The electric sensation I sensed before a sift tingled over my skin, but nothing happened. “Fuck. Why’d you come here? Who brought you here?” His voice echoed with a violent vibration, bouncing within the clearing.


    “Jude. What’s happening?”


    The air shifted. The mist stilled, blue radiance growing brighter. A vacuum began sucking the sound from all around us.


    “Oh no,” I murmured as the forewarning of a soul collector rippled over my senses.


    Still holding on to me, Jude glanced wildly around, searching for an escape. Without the power to sift, there was none. And there was no outrunning a soul eater. Ever.


    “She’ll want her toll,” he whispered, fixing me with a desperate look. Sheer terror marked his face, his eyes sparking amber-gold, like a living flame.


    “What do you mean?” Before he could answer, I knew I’d made a mistake.


    “No Flamma of Light can come here without paying a toll. I summoned Styx and fed her. That’s how I got here.” I’d watched Jude feed the river of hate once before, the black residue of dark souls he carried within him. Payment for services rendered.


    “But I have nothing to pay her.”


    “Yes, you do.” His voice had dropped low and terrifying.


    “My soul,” I whispered, the words vanishing into ether as they left my lips.


    The echo had lapsed away. No sound traveled at all now, as if muffled through water. When whichever soul collector appeared in the wake of this sound vacuum, I’d hear nothing at all.


    “How do we get out of here?” I asked, panic gripping me in its cold talons.


    Jude cradled my face between his palms, his expression softening to one of sheer adoration. So strange. Now was not the time to get romantic or sentimental, yet there he was with that look that had melted my bones time and time again, as if he had forever to stand and gaze his fill.


    “I knew I could never keep you. When I’m gone”—his voice became more and more distant with every word—“don’t stay here for a second. Leave immediately. Go to our home. Tell George what has happened.”


    “What do you mean gone?”


    A ghastly moan rippled across the clearing, wiping out all sound but the haunting wail chilling my blood. Over Jude’s shoulder, the collector floated out of the obsidian monolith as if she’d been hiding there all along. An old hag, her gown a tattered black cloak, her papery skin pale and loose, hanging from fleshless bones. Lethe. The River of Forgetfulness. My underlight pulsed bright, defending me against her aura of oblivion. She opened her arms as if she held the balm to all pain and woes within her bosom. And perhaps she did for lost souls who yearned to forget.


    Jude didn’t look. He knew who was there, hovering like a spectre. I said his name but made no sound. His mouth ticked up on one side right before he pressed his lips to mine, sealing me with every passionate emotion he felt for me in one, warm kiss.


    He drew back, hesitating only a second, and mouthed the words I love you. He’d never said them before now. I could hear his voice in my mind, even if the soul eater had robbed me of the velvet-deep sound that made me feel cherished and protected. Truly and deeply loved.


    No, I tried to scream, unable to hear the anguished yell tearing from my throat, finally realizing his plan. Too late.


    He shoved something in my jeans pocket, pressed a firm, violent kiss to my lips, then turned, took three giant steps and leapt into Lethe’s arms, vanishing into her ratty cloak.


    I screamed, still void of any sound in her vacuum. As if in rewind, she sucked herself back into the stone, her threadbare cloak billowing, her sorrowful moan dying away as she disappeared with my love. My husband.


    I stood there, stupefied in agonizing loss, remembering his last words. Leave immediately.


    I jerked my head around, scanning the clearing, refusing to let my anguish flow in this dark, unforgiving place.


    I sifted, closing my eyes and focusing hard to propel myself from the black forest in hell that had stolen what I loved most in the world. There was only one place to go. I landed on wobbly feet. The soothing sound of ocean waves and blustery, salty wind washed over me. I opened my eyes to such an achingly beautiful sight, my heart splintered. The whitewashed cottage glowed under the moonlight, waiting for me. The fresh kindling Jude had chopped a few days ago was still stacked near the entrance.


    I stumbled toward the door and shoved it open, then sank onto the rug before the cold hearth. Only then did I plunge into the well of grief waiting to drown me in its endless embrace. I curled into a tight ball, remembering the look on Jude’s face as he said good-bye, knowing it was for the last time. He’d held me with love, not regret, sacrificing himself without a moment’s hesitation. The second I saw him standing there, I knew he was no longer the man who murdered with revenge and hate in his heart. I’d forgiven him in an instant. I’d even pitied the broken man he had once been.


    Why had Thomas shown me that?


    The answer was clear. He thought the vision would drive me into his arms. And it nearly had. I trusted him, and he’d lied to me. He sent me into that circle in hell, where he knew I’d have to pay the ultimate toll for crossing through the demons’ wards. But it wasn’t my soul he was out to destroy. Jude hadn’t told me how he knew the prophecy was there, but I could guess the information came from a certain green-eyed angel who served only himself, no longer serving the Light as he once had. I purged the hatred wanting to take root in my heart. I had no room for it.


    Jude.


    Jude.


    Jude.


    My VS throbbed with stinging pulses rocketing under my skin, vibrating to my marrow, filling my entire being with shattering grief.


    “Jude,” I whispered. The only word, the only mantra swelling from deep inside, yearning to cross my lips over and over.


    I let the bone-crushing heartbreak take over, let myself slip into a surreal place of crippling despair.


    My VS called to me, trying to pull me from dark oblivion where I longed to go and never return. I wanted to lose myself entirely, but my VS wouldn’t let me go. A new pulse thumped low in my belly, a warm burn slowly building, feeding off my grief, my love, my longing, my heartache. The beating pulsed through my veins, a heartbeat that was not my own, swelling up into my chest. A soothing balm melted through my bones, even as the throbbing grew stronger, hazing my senses till all I felt was the overwhelming thump-thump spilling up around my heart. It was foreign, yet a part of me. New, yet older than time. Mine, yet solitary with a will of its own.


    I uncurled from the floor and sat up, staring down at my chest where the brightest white light I’d ever seen pulsed around my heart. Blinding and burning, the glow emanating from within my bosom crossed the layer of flesh and bone, right through my skin, stardust exploding across my mind. An amorphous casing, pulsing with life and light, floated to the carpet. Mouth agape, I watched as the light slowly dimmed. The pain within my chest evaporated as the being that had just come out of me took shape, transforming from a gelatinous orb into something that fluttered and flapped. Its small oblong body popped upright onto two spindly legs with sharp talons. Its head twisted left, then right, shaking off the remnants of the casing from its sharp beak. Finally, it turned its fiery-orange gaze on me, opening its white wings to full breadth, then closing the plumage tight against its back.


    A white hawk. Utterly shocked, I stared at the spawn of Light I didn’t know I could create. An ethereal glow shimmered on its feathers. A fey glint shone from otherworldly eyes.


    My leg was crooked, my knee upright. She popped up onto my knee, waiting for something. I reached out, unsure, petting from the top of her head down her back. She closed her eyes to slits, a look of pleasure. And that was all it took to make our connection complete. She was mine, an unearthly child to help me on my path. And there was only one path I meant to take.

  


  
    Epilogue


    Standing on the cliff’s edge, I watched the sky, waiting for Mira’s return.


    My mother used to tell me a story of a fairy named Mira, made entirely of gold and silver light. Every dark force she’d encountered in her fairy world, she’d surrounded with magical dust, shaking her essence of glittery gold and silver till the evil villain vanished from her realm of good. Mira meant light. And so it was the perfect name for my white hawk, who’d come to help me on my path against the darkness before me.


    I’d mourned for three days, cutting myself off from the rest of the world. My emotions swirled from sorrow to bitterness to anger to revenge. I stood now with nothing but steadfast determination coursing through my frame. I’d sent Mira to seek George and bring him here. She understood whatever command I gave her, almost as if she had a direct link to my mind. Fascinating, this creature of my own making.


    A pulse of energy crackled next to me. George appeared with Mira perched on his arm. Wide-eyed and statue-stiff, he stared from me to my white hawk. She lifted off and soared away over the coastline, her favorite haunt of the evenings. Lots of little crabs and mussels to find along the beach.


    “Genevieve.” He said my name with such urgency and wonder combined, I thought he’d lost his ability to speak.


    “Yes.” I answered his question before he asked. “She’s my spawn, a creature of Light.”


    “I’ve never seen one. I’ve never seen anything like her. Angels cannot generate spawn. And no Vessel—”


    “I know. No Vessel has been able to, because they’ve all fallen to the Dark. Well, I’m not one of them.” I couldn’t keep the ire from penetrating my words. I had a mission in mind and was determined to follow it no matter where George stood on the matter.


    “Where’s Jude? I’ve lost contact with him. I thought he might’ve been—”


    “He was taken by Lethe.”


    “The soul eater. But…how? For what purpose?”


    “To save me when I entered hell to find this.” I pulled Jude’s phone from my jacket. When Jude had been swallowed by Lethe, I didn’t give a shit about the prophecy anymore, didn’t even care what he’d thrust in my pocket. All I knew was my own grief. Before I’d arrived, Jude had taken a photograph of the prophecy.


    “Is this…”


    “Yes.”


    George took his time reading through to the end, scrolling down to the bottom, his brow pursed in deep concentration.


    I waited till he was finished, the bitter cold skating against my skin. I’d come to love this place, even its icy climate. Everything here was sacred to me. “I’m going after Jude.”


    He tucked the phone in his pocket, joining me in staring out at the rolling waves, crashing against the craggy shore in the distance.


    “Genevieve, I cannot tell you how much it grieves me that Jude is lost.” His voice broke with the emotion he held in check. Grief I knew too well, better than him. “But there is no going into a soul collector and coming out.”


    “You of all people shouldn’t be telling me that. You know what it’s like to dive into hell for someone you love.”


    The shattered expression that broke across his face told me the truth. He not only once loved Kat, he still loved her. Deeply. “But the prophecy. You are the Vessel it speaks of. We need you here when the time comes. The world needs you—”


    Attempting to rein in my temper, fury wanting to burst from my lungs, I spoke with shaking words of steely absolution. “I don’t care if the world burns. With or without your help, I am going to save my husband.”


    And the father of my unborn child.


    After Mira had arrived, the warmth deep in my belly remained. I thought perhaps I was coming down with a fever from being distraught and hopeless, or having an aftershock of creating spawn. I obviously had no one to question on the subject. I’d also heard how depression can affect people physically, causing them to fall into illness. Then my VS whispered along that star-bright line, not in words, but through a knowing, an intuition that Mira came from a deep place of creation, the place where my womb now nurtured the child Jude had planted there.


    Silence stretched between us for a long moment before George finally dipped his chin, a movement reminding me so much of Jude.


    Jude.


    Jude.


    Jude.


    “Very well.” George snapped me back from that haunted place. “I’ll help, of course. How could I not?”


    I glanced up at the sky. Mira made her way back home, soaring high, blending with the billowy white clouds promising more snow. Her high-pitched screech echoed over the sound of the rolling sea below, guiding my spirit higher, refusing to let me sink too far. I had to keep my head high and my mind clear if I was ever going to see Jude again and drag him from the pit of hell he was in.


    “Good. I have an idea where to start.”
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    She never knew this demon world existed. Now she just wants to survive it.


    Forged in Fire


    © 2015 Juliette Cross


    The Vessel Trilogy, Book 1


    Genevieve Drake never needed a man to come to her rescue. Not until the night of her twentieth birthday, when some dude nearly chokes her to death in an alley behind a New Orleans Goth club. And a hot stranger splits the guy in half, rips a monster from inside, and incinerates it into ash.


    The hunky rescuer? Jude Delacroix—Dominus Daemonum, Master of Demons, now her guardian, whether she likes it or not. But she’s seriously beginning to like it.


    Her would-be murderer turns out to be only the first of many minions of the demon prince, Danté, who has all kinds of lascivious and sadistic plans. Which means when the formidably beautiful Jude offers his protection, Genevieve has no problem accepting it.


    For Jude and his fellow demon hunters tell her she is a Vessel, one who is born to serve the Light, but can be corrupted into a weapon of darkness. And to survive, she must trust a man whose unearthly eyes promise heaven…but whose powers unleash hell.


    Warning: Contains a dark and brooding demon hunter who harbors even darker secrets, a snarky heroine who’s being hunted by every demon in the underworld, and a sadistic demon prince with a fancy for violent sexual encounters.


    Enjoy the following excerpt for Forged in Fire:


    The music pumped hard and loud, wavering between old-school classics and modern tunes. Mindy suddenly squealed with delight. I knew why without asking. The Cure’s song “Fascination Street” started thrumming all around us. As much of a Barbie Doll as she was, Mindy had eclectic taste in music, and anything by The Cure required complete adoration. Taking my beer with me, I followed her back onto the floor, squeezing through the sweaty bodies.


    Unfortunately, Steven did too. Persistence—I suppose that is a virtue in some people. Right now, it was just annoying. I sipped on the Abita to avoid talking to him and moved to the slow beat. Mindy and David shuffled off together, locked in an embrace. I feigned interest, pretending to listen to Steven yammer about who-knows-what, but all I wanted was to peer behind him at Mr. Rugged and Beautiful.


    He hadn’t moved, still watching from his solitary post with hooded eyes. Actually, from here, I couldn’t really tell if his eyes were directed at me or simply in my general vicinity.


    Oh crap! Here came sandy-haired gyrating boy again, more earnest than ever. His hands found my hips, quickly moving south.


    “Back off!” I shouted over the music, elbowing him in the ribs.


    Not too hard, but hard enough to make the average guy get the hint. He didn’t.


    “Dude, did you hear her? Back off!” Steven stepped in.


    For once, I was thankful he was present. Steven grabbed the guy’s shoulder, but Sandy-hair pushed Steven so hard he fell through the crowd into the DJ’s stage. Other dancers sidestepped and turned back to their partners, probably thinking him drunk. Sandy-hair swiveled to me. A cold expression shuddered across his face. I stepped back, but he caught my wrist in an unbreakable grip. He pulled me hard against his chest, knocking my bottle to the floor, pinning my arms under his. He grinned. Primal fear flared inside me. Something was very wrong here. Again, a flash of red skimmed across his eyes. Was I already tipsy from half a bottle of beer?


    “Let her go,” a deep voice rumbled directly behind me.


    Sandy-hair tore his gaze from mine. One glance at the deep-voiced person over my shoulder, and shock skittered over his expression. Or was it fear? He bared his teeth like a cornered animal, then let me go, backing away toward the exit of the club.


    I twisted around, looking up, way up, into the face of Mr. R-and-B standing a head taller than me. I was five eight and wearing boots. Dark eyes, so dark they were almost black. An unreadable expression set in harsh lines. I couldn’t form a coherent thought, much less a sentence. From far away, he was stunning. Up close, I couldn’t even breathe. He gazed down at me for what seemed like an eternity while lights and music pumped around us. Captivating. Hypnotizing. Was he putting me under some spell? Why couldn’t I think straight? My mouth hung agape as I tried to regain composure.


    Finally, he spoke. “Are you all right?”


    Me? No! I’m about to need resuscitation from lack of oxygen. Preferably mouth-to-mouth. And from you, please.


    “Yes. I’m fine,” I whispered, clearing my throat.


    All of a sudden, it was very hot in here. Where was that beer?


    He stared at me a moment longer. He appeared to be somewhere in his late twenties or early thirties, but something in those dark depths made him seem so much older. His olive skin reminded me of warmer climates; not here in Cajun country but somewhere distant, exotic. Wavy dark brown hair hung loosely across his forehead and to the nape of his neck. He hadn’t shaved recently, and man, oh man did I want to run my fingers across that scruffy jawline. I realized I was staring, no, gawking at him. A ghost of a smile flickered across his face. Without saying anything else, he pivoted and headed for the exit, which was quite a pleasant view.


    By this time, Steven was back at my side, scowling.


    “Where’s that dude? I’m gonna smash his face in!”


    Yeah. Whatever.


    I couldn’t figure out exactly what just happened. Of course I was thankful Mr. R-and-B showed up, for more than one reason. There was something very wrong with Sandy-hair. Maybe he was on drugs. Ecstasy could make people very touchy-feely, so I was told. The way he glared at me, the sheer menace in those strange-colored eyes—disturbing to say the least. Must be the laser lights in here.


    I waved the bartender over and downed the beer the moment it was in my hands, I tried to chill out. Glancing back at the dance floor, I saw David half carrying Mindy toward the bar with a rip in her jeans at the knee.


    “Mindy! What happened?”


    “Fell and twisted it.” She winced with each step. I pulled up a stool.


    “Let me go get the car,” said David. “I’ll pull it around.”


    “No, David,” Mindy whined in her lilting drunk voice. “Stay with meeee.” She hooked her arm tighter around his neck. One too many appletinis.


    “I’ll go.” I set my beer on the bar. “Wait here.”


    Mindy grabbed my arm. “Sorry.” She pouted with glazed eyes. “Didn’t mean to ruin your birthday.”


    “You didn’t.” I smiled. “Be right back.”


    “I’ll come with you.” Steven took David’s keys and followed me. We pushed through the crowd back to the entrance, passing by big-and-beefy at the door.


    “Later, Sunshine,” I called with a wave.


    He nodded with a thin smile. Not a soul walked the street. I found it sort of strange to have a bar located in the more industrial end of town. But it was an eccentric place. Maybe that’s what they were going for. Exclusivity, to make it more appealing. A gust of wind whooshed by, lifting my hair. I wrapped my arms around myself as we angled down the side street toward the car.


    “You cold?” asked Steven behind me.


    “No.” But something made me shiver. “You have the keys?”


    “Yeah, right—”


    I heard the keys jingle and fall to the pavement, then a thump. I spun to find Steven slumped against the wall. Unconscious. Before I could register what happened, my body slammed up against the brick wall behind me. Pinned in place by none other than Sandy-hair, his hand grasping and squeezing my throat.


    “Keep still.” Voice low and gravelly. “Don’t scream.”


    As if I could. How could I, of all people, get myself into a defenseless position? I knew how to fend off an attack in a hundred different ways, but he already had me in such a tight grip. He crushed me against the wall, choking the life out of me. I stared up at him, hoping to memorize his face for a police report later. If there was a later. Spots hazed my vision, though I definitely recognized those hate-filled eyes, blazing blood-red down at me. What the hell?


    “Such a pretty one.” A guttural murmur. “Such a shame to have to kill you.”


    Kill me? What! I squirmed, trying to pull free. Useless. A sinister hissing laugh in my ear. Lightheaded. Dark spots at the corner of my vision. I couldn’t see anything anymore. I drifted. I thought how sad my father would be that I died in such a violent way as I slipped further into oblivion. I thought of my mother.


    Suddenly, I gulped air back into my lungs. I was free of him, sliding down the wall, feeling my way along the cold brick behind me. A dark shape loomed, grappling with my attacker. Finally catching my breath, chest still heaving, I focused to see a shadowed figure lifting my would-be killer by the throat off the ground, holding him midair. His words confused me even more.


    “Stop human-hopping, and come out to play.”


    I knew that deep voice from the dance floor: R-and-B. Sandy-hair held on to my hero’s arms. He laughed that wicked laugh again.


    “Make me,” he hissed.


    “I was hoping you’d say that.”


    R-and-B placed his free hand on the guy’s forehead, still holding him aloft. He whispered something I couldn’t hear. Sandy-hair screamed in agony. His body blurred. A second head twisted, separated from the first. How was that even possible? The second one was malformed and hideous with deep-set eyes, no nose at all and gnashing fangs. R-and-B pulled the monstrous head, slowly ripping a writhing, ghastly creature from inside Sandy-hair, letting the human host slump to the pavement. The monster screeched and hissed as my dark rescuer chanted inaudible words. Tiny hairs on my arms rose with a rippling chill. An aura of flickering golden light swept wide above his head and shoulders, beaming off his back.


    I rubbed my eyes, sure I’d been slipped some mind-altering drugs in the club. R-and-B whispered more vehemently, words I couldn’t quite hear in another language, though they sounded familiar. The creature screamed, twisted, unable to free itself. The size of a small child with bony, spindly limbs and gnashing teeth, the thing beat and scratched and clawed the air. I heard the final words of the creature’s captor, his aura flickering like flame.


    “Go back to hell.”

  


  
    One stranger seeks to claim her heart…another is destined to destroy her.


    Idol of Bone


    © 2015 Jane Kindred


    Looking Glass Gods, Book 1


    Ra. Just two letters. Barely a breath. When she stumbles into the frozen Haethfalt highlands, her name is all she has—the last remnant of a past she’s managed to keep hidden, even from herself. Her magic, however, isn’t so easy to conceal—magic that’s the province of the Meer, an illicit race to which she can’t possibly belong.


    The eccentric carpenter who takes her in provides a welcome distraction from the puzzle of herself. Though Jak refuses to identify as either male or female, the unmistakable spark of desire between them leaves Ra determined to find out what lies beneath the enigmatic exterior.


    But more dangerous secrets are brewing underneath the wintry moors. Jak’s closest friend, Ahr, is haunted by his own unspeakable past. Bounty hunters seeking fugitive Meer refuse to leave him in peace.


    Harboring feelings for both Ra and Ahr, Jak nonetheless struggles to keep them apart. Because like the sun and the moon coming together, their inevitable reunion has the potential to destroy Jak’s whole world.


    Warning: Shape-shifting? That’s so last millennium. Reincarnation? Yawn. Get ready for a gender-bending fantasy that will fire your imagination and haunt your dreams.


    Enjoy the following excerpt for Idol of Bone:


    “I don’t know where she came from,” Jak insisted in a low voice. The stranger was curled in a chair by the fire in the gathering room, drinking a hot cup of kerum while the rest of the moundhold huddled in the kitchen trying not to be obvious about the fact that they were huddled in the kitchen. Their guest had offered up no other information about herself or her situation, content to drink the pungent liquid with an air of curious interest.


    “She looks Deltan,” said Keiren, opening the kitchen door a crack to glance out.


    “So what?” Jak pulled the door shut, eyes narrowed with irritation. This was obviously about Ahr. “Why must we have such mistrust for anyone from the Delta? Aren’t we all, originally?”


    Peta, the mound matriarch, shrugged absently. “My nan came here from the Delta. Rem’s great-grandparents were northfolk.”


    “We’ve no objection to Deltans,” Oldman Rem said gruffly, packing his pipe at the table. Jak couldn’t refrain from laughing out loud, and Rem frowned. “It’s not your friend’s race we object to, Jak, it’s his standoffishness. The mounds are a cooperative collective, not every man for himself. A man’s got to give something to get something, and he gives precious little.”


    Jak sighed. “Can we just leave Ahr out of this for the moment? Besides, she speaks perfect Mole. She has to be from around here somewhere.”


    “Then someone will be looking for her,” said Peta. “She must have suffered some trauma, hit her head perhaps.”


    Keiran snorted. “Or perhaps she’s just daft.”


    Peta ignored him. “She must stay the night, at any rate. It’s too cold to let her wander about on her own. We’ll try to help her find her people in the morning.”


    Keiren’s scowl deepened. “How do we know she’s not going to kill us all in our sleep?”


    “Oh, for soothsake, Key.” Mell, normally quiet, tossed a dishrag at her partner from her spot by the sink. Jak tried and failed to suppress a grin, earning a black look from Geffn, who’d said nothing since Ra’s arrival—not that silence from him was unusual these days when he and Jak were in the same room. But if looks could kill, the moundhold would have had one less name in it from the vitriol in that glance.


    For once, unexpectedly, he had something to say. “What’s this really about, Jak? Went out and scrounged up new blood because you ran out of people in Haethfalt to fuck?” The room went silent, and Jak sucked in a sharp breath.


    Peta put a hand on her son’s shoulder, but Geffn rebuffed the gesture and swept from the room, letting the kitchen door swing closed behind him with a bang.


    Keiren tossed the damp dishrag back into the sink. “Congratulations, Jak.”


    “What in sooth did I do?”


    Keiren opened his mouth, apparently all too eager to enumerate Jak’s sins, but Mell grabbed her partner by the arm and steered him toward the door. “We’re going to bed.”


    “See you all back here in the morning, then,” Keiren threw over his shoulder, not bothering to lower his voice when he added, “if our throats aren’t slit.”


    Jak was left standing awkwardly before the couple that had become like second parents, though they were getting on in years; Geffn had been a late-in-life surprise after they’d lost their first son, Pim. Rem avoided Jak’s eyes, studiously lighting his pipe.


    “Why don’t you find our guest something warm to wear before we sit down to dinner?” Peta suggested, smiling fondly. At least she hadn’t judged Jak for the disaster of the failed relationship with Geffn. “I had the distinct impression there wasn’t much beneath that cloak of hers.”


    Jak looked toward the door. “I got that impression, too. Honestly, I hope Keiren’s right and she’s just daft. I’d hate to think what else would send a woman out onto the moor in this weather dressed like that.”


    Ra followed Jak down the hallway with an amiable shrug at the suggestion that she might like to change clothes, relinquishing her empty kerum cup to Peta with a somewhat reluctant glance after it, as though she’d rather have more.


    In the darkened bedroom, Jak fumbled to light the oil lamp, and nearly knocked it over when the flame came up with a sputter. “Holy fucking sooth.” The words were out before Jak could stop them.


    Ra had slipped off the cloak and dropped it where she stood. There was nothing underneath. She gave Jak a quizzical look, completely unselfconscious, as though standing naked in snow boots were nothing out of the ordinary. If something untoward had happened to her, there was no sign of it. Not a single blemish or bruise marked the pristine flesh.


    Jak closed the bedroom door and picked up the cloak to shove it back at her. “Look, just—hold on to this for a minute.”


    Ra gathered the awkward garment in her arms beneath the white slopes of her breasts. “It’s warm down here.”


    Jak tried to focus on the ridiculous boots, but it was impossible not to look as Ra came forward into the room to examine the sparse furnishings. She had the palest skin Jak had ever seen, paler still in contrast to the mane of ebony that hung past her hips—just shy of covering her backside while she bent toward the mirror over the dresser.


    Jak swallowed and muttered, “It is now.”


    The pale brow furrowed with some unidentifiable emotion. Ra looked at everything, even her own reflection, with a sort of wonder, as if for the first time. The black sapphire eyes met Jak’s in the mirror, and Jak meant to look away, but couldn’t seem to. A person could get lost in that liquid ink, like staring into a night sky dusted with the brilliance of stars and forgetting the earth. Like her unconscious poise, Ra’s gaze held no shame, only curiosity. The frankness of her appraisal made it feel as though Jak were the one who was naked.


    Jak blushed, turning away to rummage through the wardrobe. “You really need to put some clothes on.” It was doubtful any of Jak’s pants would fit her tall frame, but maybe something with a drawstring waist would do for now. Jak tried to concentrate on anything but Ra’s unadorned skin.


    “Skirt and sweater,” Ra murmured.


    “I’m afraid I don’t have any of those.” Jak glanced up, holding a pair of painter’s pants, but Ra was somehow already dressed. The foreign fabric of a long, dark skirt and a cardinal-hued sweater hugged her form perfectly. This time Jak managed to not only knock the lamp over, but slammed a thumb in the wardrobe door as well.


    Cursing, Jak righted the lamp before the oil spilled out. “How did you—?” The question fell unfinished. There was no answer Jak could accept.


    Ra said nothing, her expression unreadable. Images of the dark gods of the Delta sprang to mind—gods who could conjure and kill at a word—but Jak shook the thoughts away. It was superstition and nonsense. The Meer had been nothing more than men. There were no such things as gods—or Hidden Folk, for that matter, even if wisdom dictated that the tradition of honoring the land as a living entity was better heeded than ignored. This was something else, something beyond Jak’s experience. Something completely and utterly devoid of rational explanation. There was nothing Jak hated more.


    “I expect you must be tired from your travels.” Jak took time relighting the lamp. “We don’t get many visitors this time of year.”


    “I’m not daft.”


    With one hand still cupping the burning match, Jak studied Ra’s placid and slightly amused expression. “Sorry?”


    “You were wondering before. I’m not. But I thank you for your hospitality…” Ra paused, at last taking in Jak’s appearance with an expression Jak had seen a hundred times before. “I’m sorry. Is it sir or madam?” Above Ra’s head, the hobnail glass of the windows circling the mound at ground level—Rem’s masterful touch that made their mound the most distinctive in Haethfalt—glittered in the lamplight.


    The flame had burned down to Jak’s fingers. “As a matter of fact,” said Jak, shaking out the match, “I prefer neither.”
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