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            SYNOPSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cal and his brothers turned their backs on the family business over a hundred years ago – but Hell is tired of waiting for them to return.

      

  




CAL

      I’ve never wanted a relationship – especially not with a human. With my father demanding my return to Hell and a demon leaving dead bodies in my bookshop, now is not the time to be losing my heart. But one look in Oscar’s broken eyes and I know I’m in trouble.  Oscar’s been hurt before and everything in me is screaming to keep him safe. How can I do that when I know being with me will only put him in more danger?

      More importantly though, am I strong enough to walk away from him?

      

  




OSCAR

      After escaping my last relationship with broken bones and an anxiety disorder, I’m tired of living half a life. My world revolves around my classroom, flat, and best friend. When fate throws Cal in my path, he seems too good to be true. Not only does he look like he’s been pulled from my fantasies, but my baggage doesn’t scare him. Ok, so there’s the tiny issue of him being a demon, but I’ve dealt with far scarier.

      I’ve been broken once before, and I don’t think I’d survive it again. Can I pull down my barriers enough to let Cal in?

      

      ‘Devil’s Mark’ is a thrilling high heat, hurt/comfort, M/M contemporary paranormal romance with a HEA and no cliff-hanger. It features a possessive demon and the broken teacher who captures his heart.  ‘Devil’s Mark’ is the first in The Reckless Damned series but can be read as a standalone. Each book focuses on a different couple and will have a HEA.

      

      Trigger warning for emotional abuse and domestic violence in a previous relationship, anxiety attacks, and descriptions of violence.

    

  







            CHAPTER ONE

          

          

      

    

    






CAL

        

      

    

    
      There was a dead body in my bookshop.

      Again.

      Tossed on the floor in front of the romance section, the crumpled corpse was ruining my new Venetian rug. I suppressed a sigh. I’d only replaced the sodding thing yesterday after the last unwanted delivery.

      And why always in front of the romances? If I were to dump a body in a bookshop, I’d try to be more poetic. True crime, war, even biographies would provide a delicious touch of irony. But no, these morons always chose the romance section.

      Perhaps I wasn’t giving them enough credit. Maybe they believed romance was dead and thought this was a nice nod to that idea? It was a philosophy I wholeheartedly believed in…but I doubted whoever was sending me these messages was that intelligent.

      They wouldn’t have decided to play with me in the first place if they were. My brothers and I had spent the last week trying to track down the culprit, but whoever it was had covered their tracks too well. I wasn’t concerned though. They would slip up sooner or later.

      Dealing with these little gifts first thing in the morning was becoming irksome. Toeing the corpse with the tip of my dress shoe, I wrinkled my nose. As with the others, there was nothing to distinguish who they were. All I could tell was that he was human and male.

      Oh, and headless.

      The gaping wound at the neck was still leaking, ensuring my rug was well and truly ruined. Satan forbid whoever dumped them in my shop could wait until they finished bleeding out first.

      Rubbing a hand over my tired eyes, I decided my guest could wait until I had been sufficiently caffeinated. I trudged to the coffee machine behind the counter and began to whip up a latte, my hands moving through the actions automatically. I’d initially scoffed when my brother, Harlow, had it delivered. After all, I’d survived a millennia without succumbing to such mundane stimulants as coffee to get through my day. I’d left the gargantuan chrome-and-steel beast to collect dust on the shelf.

      And that’s exactly what it did—until I brought home two very enthusiastic twinks from The Closet, the club owned by my brother, Mori. Faced with choosing between another round in the sheets or grabbing a few hours’ kip, I made the only sane choice for a demon.

      As I’d ushered the boys out my door at sunrise, honeyed lies pouring from my lips—Yes, my darlings. I promise I will call you—I received a message from Mori about a coven of vamps making threats. Suddenly regretting my choices, I turned to Harlow’s gift with a scowl. After watching several YouTube videos, I wrestled the monster into submission and taught myself how to make a semi-palatable coffee. It took several burns to get there, but I was raised on flames hotter than anything that blasted machine could throw at me.

      That had been five years ago, and now I was hooked. I couldn’t even fathom starting my day without stopping for a coffee first—dead bodies or not. Not that I’d admitted as much to Harlow or thanked him. If his ego was electricity, he would have enough to power the city of Southampton and the surrounding boroughs for a solid month. And the day I thanked him for anything was the day Lucifer dragged himself from his cosy and secure kingdom to personally smite me into the ground.

      I tapped out a message on my phone to Mori as I leaned against the counter, sipping my latte. I scrolled through my emails and answered a few queries. Fortunately, the smell of the coffee grounds was enough to cover the scent of death that was slowly but surely filling the space.

      I was pouring my second cup when I sensed Mori at my shoulder. I hadn’t heard the front door open, but I never did with Mori. Reaching for another cup, I poured him a plain black coffee. He gave a grunt of thanks as he took the cup from me and turned his attention to the body with a look of resignation.

      “Same as last time?”

      “Yep.”

      “You only just replaced that rug.”

      “Yep.”

      “Shit.”

      We both paused to sip from our mugs as we pondered the problem. Being brothers, business partners, and best friends, we didn’t need many words to communicate. Harlow talked enough for the three of us combined.

      Mori put his cup down to scratch at his beard. Unlike my designer stubble, he leaned into the whole lumbersexual thing the humans in his club were currently going crazy over. His auburn hair used to be cut short, but he’d let it grow long over the last few years. Tattoos wrapped around both his forearms, disappearing beneath his shirt. Other than our height, which matched at six foot three, nothing visibly marked us as brothers. My black hair was kept short and styled. Where Mori and Harlow followed the current trends, I tended to live in suits, much to their amusement. Just because I was no longer a ruling higher demon didn’t mean I could break a habit that had lasted for hundreds of years.

      The fact that my sharply tailored suits had boys dropping their boxers at the mere sight of how they made my arse look was neither here nor there.

      I finished my second cup and watched Mori crouch down next to the body, examining it closely.

      “He’s not one of ours. Do you recognise him?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Kind of hard to without his head.”

      Mori scratched at his beard. “Wonder what they’re doing with the heads. Maybe leaving them in another demon’s house to piss them off?”

      “Seems like a logical use of resources. If you’ve got a lot of people you want to annoy, why not make the most of the bodies you’ve got lying around?”

      Mori was searching through the man’s pockets, having no issue getting up close and personal with a corpse any time of day. “Suggests we were right to think it’s a demon.”

      “Of course, it’s a demon. Who else would be able to get past the wards without alerting any of us?”

      “A mage, a shifter, a vampire…any motivated human…” Mori flashed me a smirk. “Your wards are shit. Remember Mexico?”

      I folded my arms across my chest and narrowed my eyes at my brother. “What’s the rule about Mexico?”

      “We can only mention it once per decade,” Mori muttered, annoyed at me for spoiling his fun.

      “Exactly, and we still have another three years to go, so keep your mouth shut. Besides, I didn’t set the wards after the last body. Harlow did.”

      There was a beat of silence as Mori processed that information. “Shit. This is serious.”

      “No, really? And there was me thinking that regular deliveries of human cadavers were merely a demonic attempt at stand-up comedy.”

      Mori frowned at the corpse. “This is, what, the fourth body in the last two weeks?”

      I nodded and tapped my fingers against my elbow. “The question is, why are they just dumping the bodies? Why not attack me while I sleep?”

      “Maybe they aren’t as stupid as you seem to think they are,” Mori said as he rummaged in the guy’s jacket pocket. “Especially if they were able to break through Harlow’s wards. You better message him, by the way. He’ll want to take a look at the scene himself before we deal with the body.”

      “Fine,” I muttered, my fingers flying over my phone as I tapped out a quick summons to Harlow. He was far too energetic for me to deal with this early in the morning, but Mori was right. It wasn’t worth dealing with his wrath if he learned we’d kept it from him.

      Mori was turning a piece of white card over in his hands. “I think I’ve found something.”

      Gesturing for him to hand it over, I peered down at the card. It was curling around the edges as though the guy had been carrying it for a long time. Embossed in the centre, in a square black typeface, was an address I recognised as an Ocean Village residential area primarily occupied by professionals and yachties. It was a few miles away from my shop’s location in the city centre and not somewhere I regularly frequented. From the worn quality of the corpse’s clothes and his battered shoes, I doubted it was somewhere he often went either.

      “Looks like he’s been carrying this for a while,” I said. “It’s probably unrelated.”

      Mori pursed his lips. “I don’t think so. None of the other bodies had anything on them, and that’s all this guy had. It seems far too suspicious for it to be there, which makes me think…”

      “This is a trap,” I finished, my mouth in a grim line.

      “Whoever this is, it must be someone powerful from the inner circle. No one else could break Harlow’s wards without alerting him or preventing me from being able to track them.” He flashed his teeth at me. “Somehow, though, I doubt they are strong enough to break you.”

      “I’d like to see them try.” It wasn’t arrogance. With our father being who he was, my brothers and I made other demons look pitiful. As princes of Hell, the four of us once ruled the inner circle, holding the reins over the dukes and duchesses. The fact that someone had been able to usurp both Harlow’s and Mori’s efforts was irritating but not overly concerning.

      They had yet to face me. As the oldest, I was the most powerful. And whereas my brothers’ skills lay in tracking, wards, and elemental magic, mine were more…visceral.

      Put it this way: I didn’t earn my reputation as the butcher of the ninth circle with my words.

      But that was a long time ago. We made a choice to step back from that life, to live a more normal existence topside. Whoever was leaving these bodies seemed intent on dragging me back into it, whether or not I wanted it. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I took a deep breath and tried to force the rising frustration back down. “I would love just one decade where we didn’t have to deal with this bullshit.”

      Mori’s hand landed on my shoulder. “You’re not alone, brother. Harlow and I have your back.”

      I gave him a thin smile. As much as I knew I would ask Harlow and Mori for help with body disposal and tracking down leads, there was no way I would drag them into this. The fact that it was only my business being targeted suggested that, whoever it was, their issue was solely with me.

      We’d all left the family business for our own reasons. While we were still demons, we no longer followed anyone else’s orders. We didn’t torture, maim, or kill unless absolutely necessary. Those long-ago forged skills now lay dormant by our own choosing.

      That didn’t mean I had forgotten any of them, and I would have no problem exercising my talents if necessary. But I wouldn’t drag the others into it. I knew they would fight alongside me without a second’s hesitation—but at what cost? They were still piecing themselves together after what we’d been through. Mori lost himself in alcohol and work, while Harlow protected himself by never taking anyone or anything too seriously.

      Then there was Dagon. The less said about him, the better.

      Me? There was nothing I cared about except my brothers. Knowing I would always be hunted because of who my father was, I’d spent my entire existence not allowing anyone close, aside from my siblings. No one could hurt or threaten me as long as they were safe.

      So while I’d let them have the illusion of helping, that’s all it would be—an illusion. It would cost them nothing physically to fight alongside me, but mentally? Returning them to a place we thought we had all walked away from many years ago? Sure, we still dealt with the odd supernatural skirmish or angelic attack, but this was something personal. Something threatening us at a deeper level.

      Risking Harlow and Mori wasn’t something I was willing to consider.

      “Morning, my fellow fire-breathing bitch queens!” Harlow’s greeting was stolen from one of his favourite books. He loved how ironically it could be applied to the three of us. He swept in on a cloud of cologne that smelled of honey and oranges. “To what do I owe the pleasure of such an early morning—Oh, for fuck’s sake, not the rug again.”

      I turned to see Harlow staring down at the body, his upturned nose wrinkled. His small frame and delicate bone structure often tricked others into underestimating him…a mistake they only made once.

      Dressed in tiny hotpants that looked painted on and a black fishnet shirt, he clearly hadn’t gone home after hitting the club last night. His black hair was swept up in his usual pompadour, not a strand out of place. Fair play to his makeup though. His winged eyeliner and plum-coloured lip gloss still looked as on point as they had the night before. Knowing him, he probably stopped to freshen it up on his way here.

      “Any idea how they broke through your wards?” I asked.

      Harlow’s scowl deepened. “Nope, but I plan on finding out. How very rude of them. Don’t they know how much energy I had to expend to put them in place?”

      I exchanged a bemused look with Mori. “No doubt it was a real hardship for you to find a sinner for the night to replenish your stocks.”

      That was the catch with our bloodline. Down in Hell, we lived amongst the worst specimens of humanity. Their evil deeds fed our powers simply by existing. We never noticed our powers being stretched, let alone getting low. Living topside was a different story. Since we couldn’t return home without being eviscerated, we ran the risk of our powers depleting. Things such as setting wards forced us to pay a heavy toll. Fortunately, exposure to sin was almost as good as taking a walk along the fiery banks of the river Styx.

      And you know the one thing Earth wasn’t short of?

      Sinners.

      “Darling, you have no idea.” Harlow shot me a lascivious wink before turning on his heel to examine the walls around the windows and doors to find where the wards had broken. “I managed to find the lustiest bear in the club, and it took all night before my powers were settled. I can barely walk this morning—you’re lucky I even checked my phone. But still, needs must.”

      Despite what the preachers and ministers screamed from the pulpit, homosexuality wasn’t a sin. In fact, it was rare to come across a demon or an angel who identified as straight. Bursting that particular ignorance bubble of religious zealots used to be one of my favourite pastimes in Hell.

      Lust was a different matter, and it was a sin the three of us enjoyed taking advantage of regularly. It was bizarre that sexual desire was something you could be punished for, but we didn’t make the rules—She upstairs did. Hell, we weren’t even good at following them. Hence why we were demons in the first place.

      “Are you done with the body?” Mori grunted. “I’ve got to get back to the club.”

      “What could you possibly need to be at the club for at seven-thirty a.m.?”

      Mori glared at me, pissed at being challenged. We engaged in a stare-off until I held up my hands in defeat. Harlow shot me a look as Mori turned to deal with the corpse, both of us clearly thinking the same thing. Mori was drowning…but neither of us knew how to save him.

      There was a brief flare of heat as Mori disintegrated the body into a small pile of ash. I went behind the counter to retrieve the dustpan and brush. Crouching in my suit trousers, I quickly cleaned up the remainder of the mess. There was a brief moment as I emptied the tray into the bin where I wondered if there was anyone to grieve the man. The strange emotion passed in the blink of an eye. Humans were ten a penny and here for such a brief time. It wasn’t worth worrying about one headless corpse.

      Well, four headless corpses technically.

      I’d spent my formative years in Hell learning that humans were the sinners who had been forgiven while we had been condemned to an eternity of suffering. I’d honed my skills on torturing deserving human souls. When the opportunity to reside topside arose, my brothers and I leapt on it. We were ready to deliver the punishment the humans deserved. If we had to suffer for the sins of our father, then why shouldn’t they?

      And that’s how it went for a few centuries. It wasn’t just humans we punished. Our powers were so great that, before long, we were called upon to wreak justice on our peers. My brothers and I became beings of legend, causing others to flee at the mere whisper of our names.

      That life suited us fine…until the day Mori fell in love with a human. Until the day we were forced to choose between protecting our brother and the man he loved or following our orders.

      Lucifer and his cohort had thought it was a simple choice. They believed humans were trinkets to play with, not souls to fall in love with. They had also been suffering under the assumption that our loyalty would always lay with them.

      Let me tell you a secret. Demons are selfish. We will always choose the path that leads to the greatest personal happiness.

      Even if it means defying our masters.

      For Harlow and me, our happiness was reliant on Mori’s. Seeing as he was happiest with Eric, we chose them. We chose to stand with them against Hell itself. Chose to separate ourselves from our brethren to forge our own paths.

      None of us could’ve foreseen what happened with Dagon. But that was a story for another time. The main thing was that what was done was done. We made the breakaway to stand alone as a clan and were happy with our choice.

      Well, relatively happy. Where we had once been a tight band of four, we had to adjust to missing one. Even with what had gone down, I didn’t hate Dagon. I couldn’t. It would’ve been like hating part of myself.

      Mori had a brief glimpse of happiness with his human until his life was claimed by a heart attack. Harlow once dared to ask Mori why he hadn’t given Eric his mark, granting him immortality. The only response he got was a black eye.

      Neither of us asked again.

      None of us regretted stepping away though. We’d paid a great cost to have this freedom and intended to enjoy it. These days, we led relatively normal lives, hiding in plain sight.

      But now, someone was threatening our peace.

      “Aha!” Harlow said as he scratched at a mark at the bottom of the front door. “Found it. Clever bastard managed to imprint a spell on my wards that rendered them inactive.”

      “What does that tell us?”

      “Definitely a higher demon.” Harlow continued to examine the door as Mori cursed under his breath and shot a glance at me. “I don’t recognise the signature, but it must be someone from the inner circle. Likely a duke or duchess.”

      Just like Mori and I had thought. “Someone wants my attention.”

      “Well, they have it,” Harlow said, his lips thin.

      “Exactly. I might not be humanity’s greatest defender, but I can’t exactly ignore all these bodies. I think I need to go to that address, see if there are any clues there.”

      “Which is precisely what they want,” Mori countered.

      I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Do you have a better idea?”

      “What address?”

      While Mori filled Harlow in on the mysterious business card, I rolled up my new rug, ready for the trash. Thank Satan for online ordering and next-day delivery.

      When I finished, Harlow and Mori had descended into their usual form of communication—arguing. It was the only time you would hear Mori deliver sentences with more than three words.

      “I can’t believe you’re suggesting he goes there. It couldn’t more obviously be a trap than if it had THIS IS A TRAP printed across the top.” Harlow’s hands were fisted on his hips.

      “What’re we supposed to do? Ignore it and let more humans keep washing up on Cal’s rug?”

      “Maybe you could use those tracking skills you’re always bragging about?”

      “You’re one to talk—look how fast they shattered your wards. Besides, while you’ve been climbing every bear in town, Cal and I have been out searching. We’ve found nothing. This is the best clue we’ve got.”

      Putting my fingertips between my lips, I blew sharply, interrupting their bickering. “Can we focus, please?”

      They turned to me with scowls. Like I was bothered, I’d dealt with centuries of their drama.

      “You can’t be seriously considering this,” Harlow said, his delicate brows raised in incredulity.

      “What else do you suggest I do? If word gets around, it won’t be long before we have supes challenging our territory left, right, and centre.”

      Supernatural beings, or supes as we called them, tended to have short tempers and long memories. It made for a dangerous combination. I knew where Harlow was coming from, but Mori was right. To ignore this was to show weakness. That was something we couldn’t afford to do.

      Harlow blew out a breath, raising his eyes to the ceiling. “Okay, I get it. I do. I’m just worried about you.”

      “I’ll head over there after dark and—”

      “No,” Mori cut me off as he and Harlow scowled at me. “You’re not going alone, and you’re also not going tonight. We’ve all expended way too much energy over the last couple of weeks with all of this going on, and we need to replenish before we face whoever this douchebag is. Come to the club. We can both find a warm body to recharge with.”

      “What about me?” Harlow pouted.

      Mori clipped him on the shoulder. “You had your bear while we were out tracking, remember? You can keep an eye on the shop in case they make any more deliveries while we are out.”

      “Fine,” he said sulkily. “But I get to go next time.”

      I rubbed the bridge of my nose with my fingers. “Let’s hope there isn’t a next time.”

      “Good luck with that.” Harlow snorted. “With the way our lives normally go, I don’t wake up on any day expecting it to go smoothly.”

      “Well, that’s what we need today,” I said firmly. “I’m going to go to the club, find a hookup, and then I can visit this address. Nothing else is going to go wrong. Hopefully, by this time tomorrow, we will have this whole situation wrapped up.”

      Harlow rolled his eyes. “Famous last words.”

    

  







            CHAPTER TWO

          

          

      

    

    






OSCAR

        

      

    

    
      “Mr Price?”

      The newcomer at the door plunged my year tens into silence. Until her interruption, we’d been having a lively debate about the role of Curley’s wife in Of Mice and Men. It may have been the last week of the school year, but there was no rest for the wicked.

      Only four days, three hours, and five minutes to go until six weeks of freedom.

      Well…freedom perhaps wasn’t the right phrase. Freedom implied it was something I was looking forward to. And yes, I desperately needed a break from work, but six weeks alone?

      Yeah. That wasn’t so appealing.

      “Yes, Grace?” I asked, offering a smile and ignoring the curious stares of my students. “How can I help you?”

      Grace’s eyes darted from my students to me, her cheeks heating at the attention. Pity rose in my chest. I’d taught her the year before and knew her to be a quiet and dedicated student. Being put under the spotlight was likely her idea of hell.

      “Um…Miss Pontefract asked if you could s-speak to Kyle, please?”

      I bit back a groan, keeping my professional smile in place. This was the third time in two weeks that Kyle had been sent out of Emily’s lesson. At this point, I was questioning who the real issue was. “Of course. Please tell Miss Pontefract I’ll be along shortly.”

      As soon as the door closed behind Grace, my class started moaning.

      “You’re always getting called out, sir.”

      “Why can’t Miss Pontefract deal with her own students?”

      “This is so unfair.”

      I raised an eyebrow and folded my arms. The class immediately fell silent. “I know it’s frustrating when our lessons are interrupted, but you’re all independent learners. I know I can walk out of this room and trust you to be following my instructions.”

      “But why is it always you?” Maria moaned from the front row.

      Why indeed, I thought to myself bitterly. “Because I’m head of the department,” I replied for the thousandth time. Not that I wanted to be, but after the debacle with Joe last year, I hadn’t had much choice in the matter…

      No. No thinking about him.

      After setting my class up with an analysis task and checking my TA was happy with being in charge in my absence, I left the room to deal with Kyle. I was completely unsurprised to find him missing from outside Emily’s classroom door. He found it difficult enough to sit still when at a desk. There was no way he would stay in one place in a corridor.

      Following my intuition, I cut down the stairs and pushed open the fire escape. Sure enough, there was Kyle, repeatedly kicking a ball against the wall.

      “I’m not going back in there, sir.”

      Having taught Kyle the previous two years, I knew that going in guns blazing would only escalate the situation. I pushed my hands into my pockets as I leaned against the wall. “Haven’t asked you to do that yet, have I?”

      Kyle snorted, booting the ball once more for good measure before skulking over to lean next to me.

      I let him stew in silence until he began shifting from side to side. “Are you calm enough to discuss it now?”

      He stilled and grunted, deep lines etched into his forehead.

      “Want to tell me why you interrupted your learning today? And the learning of the other students?”

      “It’s not my fault,” Kyle exploded, pushing away from the wall. “It’s that stupid…”

      “Kyle!” My reprimand was swift and firm. Regardless of what had happened, I wasn’t about to let a student badmouth a colleague.

      “Sorry, sir,” he mumbled.

      I’d worked hard to build up my reputation at Redbridge. Other teachers failed to recognise that the most challenging students often had a reason why they misbehaved. It didn’t mean you could excuse their behaviour, but working to understand where it was coming from gave you knowledge of how to deal with it. I had twelve years of teaching under my belt and an understanding of how to manage different students—especially the aggressive ones.

      Shame you couldn’t apply the same skills with Joe. You let him walk all over you like the spineless little bitch he always said you were…

      Clamping down on the hateful inner voice that was my constant companion these days, I pushed off the wall to face Kyle. With a slim figure, floppy curly hair, and standing at a whopping five foot seven, many people questioned how I successfully disciplined students who towered over me, but it worked well for me. Like right now. Kyle was stubbornly glaring at the floor, and thanks to the height difference between us, I was able to catch his eye.

      “Can we discuss this calmly? Without any negative talk about other teachers?”

      “Yes, sir,” Kyle muttered. “Sorry, sir.”

      A flush of colour covered his cheekbones as he shuffled his feet. Taking pity on him, I gestured for him to explain his side of the story.

      As he launched into his tale, I fought to keep my face blank. He told me he hadn’t understood how to do the poem analysis, but when he called out, Emily had shouted at him for not raising his hand. He then sat with his hand in the air while she repeatedly ignored him.

      “After a while, my arm started to ache, and she was blatantly ignoring me, sir. I gave up and asked Dylan what to do. That’s when she lost it. She started screaming at me for disturbing the lesson.”

      For fuck’s sake, Emily. I was well aware there would be two sides to this story, but knowing both Emily and Kyle, there was a good chance his version was accurate.

      “Then what happened?”

      Kyle flushed again and mumbled his reply. Fabulous, whatever was about to come out of his mouth wouldn’t be good.

      “What was that, Kyle?”

      He cleared his throat and repeated himself. “I said, I shoved my chair over, called her a stupid bitch, and punched the wall.”

      Jesus H. Christ.

      “Oh, Kyle,” I said, blowing out a deep breath. “Obviously, you know your behaviour was completely unacceptable. Regardless of how frustrated you were with the situation, I will not tolerate you insulting a member of staff, displaying aggression, or mishandling classroom equipment.”

      “But, sir, it’s not fair! She…”

      I held up a finger, and he immediately fell silent. “Not she. Miss Pontefract. Like I said, your behaviour was entirely unacceptable. Now, how could you have solved this situation in a way that could’ve avoided all of this?”

      His head fell in defeat. “Dunno.”

      “Let me tell you. In the future, I expect you to calmly explain the situation to Miss Pontefract and ask again for help.”

      Kyle snorted. “But she fucking hates me. There’s no way that would work.”

      Probably not, knowing Emily. “Language, Kyle,” I reprimanded him mildly. “So if that happened, I would expect you to come to me after the lesson and explain the situation. Then I would be able to support you and assist Miss Pontefract to ensure everything was resolved.”

      “You would have done that for me, sir?”

      My expression softened. “When have I ever not helped you? My job here is to ensure you leave with the best grades possible and the skills to succeed in the real world. What do you think would happen if you gave that response to an employer?”

      Kyle cracked a sheepish grin. “Probably would be sacked, wouldn’t I?”

      “Yes, I imagine you would be. So, start practising those real-world skills now. Rather than reacting instinctively to a situation, ask yourself—How can I resolve this in a calm way? And if you can’t trust yourself to be calm, then walk away.”

      “What, just leave class?”

      I nodded to the fire exit, and we began to make our way indoors. “Ideally, that should be a last-case scenario. But I would prefer you to leave and come and find me over behaving aggressively.”

      “Fine,” he grunted. “I’m guessing I’m gonna be in trouble?”

      I let out a low whistle as we reentered the English corridor. “For insulting a teacher and punching a wall? You bet your socks you are. You’re getting a one-day internal suspension with your tutor, and I’ll be phoning your mum to discuss this with her.”

      Kyle groaned, his head dropping back. “Man, she’s gonna be pissed. I’ll lose my Xbox for a week.”

      “Well, let that be an incentive to you for the rest of this lesson,” I said as we got to Emily’s classroom door. “That’s not all though. You’ll also be serving detention with me after school for the next three days.”

      He went to argue, but I held a hand up to silence him. “In this detention, you’ll be working one-on-one with me to go through the poems for your exams. You’ll have the opportunity to ask me any questions, no matter how silly you might think they are, and I’ll do my best to help you find the answers.”

      For the first time during our conversation, light filled Kyle’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Friday rolled around and the final bell of the school year rang, I was exhausted. I’d been pulled out of so many lessons to deal with disruptive students and overwhelmed teachers that I met my weekly step count by Tuesday. That was the problem with the last few weeks of term—everyone was ready for a break.

      It was four p.m., and the English corridor was finally quiet. My team had been out the door at three-thirty on the dot to head to the local pub with the rest of the staff. Me though? I sat at my desk, starting the schemes of work for the next academic year.

      Part of me did wish I’d been invited. I clicked about on my screen, barely paying attention to what I was doing. I could go home, but the thought of going back to my empty flat, with half my life still packed in boxes, was more depressing than sitting here for another few hours.

      Before my promotion, before Joe, I would’ve been leading the charge to the bar. Now, though, they didn’t see me as just Oscar. They saw me as their boss. And who wants to get drunk with the person who does their performance reviews?

      I totally got it. I did. And to be honest, after what I’d been through, the thought of throwing my inhibitions to the wind didn’t appeal in the same way it once did. Before, I would think nothing of getting so blindly drunk that I couldn’t remember what happened, but now I couldn’t risk it.

      I swear I wasn’t always like this. I used to be fun. I used to be cute. Now, I was just grateful to get through another day alive and in one piece.

      A sharp knock at the door snapped me out of my dark thoughts. “Come in.”

      “Please tell me you’re not planning.”

      Framed in the doorway, a scowl marring his too-perfect features, was my best friend, Bailey. If you wanted to be technical about it, he was my only friend these days. We’d met at uni and been inseparable ever since—despite Joe’s best efforts.

      Leaning back in my chair, I shot him a wide smirk. “I’m not planning.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “What possible excuse could you have for working? The school year is done. You should be out celebrating.”

      “You’re here,” I replied. “I could say the same to you.”

      Bailey sighed and crossed the room to drop into the seat opposite my desk. As always, he was dressed in a pair of navy gym shorts coupled with his school PE top. That was the beauty of being a PE teacher—you didn’t need to spend hours agonising over your outfit for the day. Not that Bailey would anyway. He was one of those guys who looked good in whatever he threw on. With his rugged jawline and deep hazel eyes, there was no denying Bailey was a gorgeous man. I knew he was self-conscious about his thickening waistline, but honestly, that softness made him all the more appealing. Unfortunately for me, we didn’t see each other that way. More’s the pity. Life would be easy if I could take that path.

      “I’m here because I knew you would be.” He stretched his long legs out in front of him and winked. “And because I knew you’d be moping about the fact you’re not out with the others.”

      “Am not.”

      “You forget how well I know you, Oscar. Which is why I also know how badly you need to get laid.”

      “Are you offering?” I shot back, knowing full well that’s not what he meant.

      “If we had any sexual chemistry, then yes, in a heartbeat. But we both know I’m not what you need. You’re a relationship guy, and that’s not what I’m about. Give me a feisty man who will spend the night and leave in the morning with a smile, and I’m golden.”

      “I can have hookups,” I said indignantly.

      “Can you?” he asked, crossing his ankle over his knee. “When was the last time you had sex?”

      “Last night.”

      “With someone other than yourself?”

      “Bastard,” I grumbled. There was no need to answer him. We both knew there hadn’t been anyone since Joe.

      “Listen,” Bailey said, all humour falling away. “I’m worried about you, Oscar. I watched as that son of a bitch took you apart piece by piece, and I’ve watched while you’ve put yourself back together again. You even stood up in court and told your story to ensure that bastard was convicted. And I couldn’t be prouder of you. Most people wouldn’t be able to move past it, but you have. You’ve got your own flat, you’ve been promoted, and you’re the best damn friend I could’ve ever asked for.”

      I twiddled with my pen. “Why do I feel like there’s a but coming?”

      “But I’m worried about you. You don’t go out unless it’s to come to my place, and even that is rare. You haven’t reached out to anyone from our old circle. They still ask about you, you know. Have you spoken to Hannah like you said you would?”

      I winced at the thought of my older sister and bit my lip, shaking my head. She’d stood by me after our mum died…but what I’d said to her, the way I’d pushed her away…there was no coming back from that.

      Bailey sighed, his eyes full of pity. “See, this is what I mean. You might be free of Joe, but you’re hiding from your old life, from who you really are. You could have people in your corner, but you’re still keeping them at a distance.”

      “I have you,” I protested. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I didn’t want to hear this right now.

      “Yeah, but that’s only because I’m a stubborn arsehole who refused to quit. I’m not enough though. You used to be the most social person I knew, and…”

      “And I’m not that person anymore!” My temper exploded from me as I sprung from my chair. “You keep telling me to get back out there, but it’s not that easy. How am I supposed to go to a bar or a club without looking over my shoulder? So he’s in prison now, but not for much longer. And even forgetting that, how can I let my guard down enough to hook up with someone? How can I call Hannah up and say, ‘Hey, I know we haven’t spoken in two years, but that’s because you were right. I should’ve listened to you. I was weak and pathetic and didn’t want you to know Joe was beating the shit out of me’.”

      I choked my words off, sorrow filling my throat. Bailey was on his feet before I’d even finished speaking, pulling me into a fierce hug. “You were never weak or pathetic, Oscar. Don’t ever think that about yourself. Joe is an abuser. He manipulated you into a position where he was able to take advantage of you. You survived him. You’re the bravest person I know.”

      Tears ran down my cheeks as I relaxed into Bailey’s grip. “I feel like I’m never going to be free of him.”

      “I know, buddy,” he said, rubbing my back. “It’s scary, but you need to get out there. The only way to get your life back is to grab it with both hands.”

      We stood there silently until I pulled myself together. I gently pushed out of his grip and swiped at my face. “Sorry,” I muttered. “Guess it was bothering me more than I realised.”

      “S’okay,” he said, his eyes full of kindness. “It’s what I’m here for. Tell you what, how about you and I go out for a few drinks tonight?”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he held up a hand to stop me.

      “Before you argue, I think what this little conversation shows more than anything is that you want to take the next step, but you’re scared. Fair?”

      Slumping back into my chair, I grunted in agreement.

      “Okay, so let’s go somewhere new, where you have no memories of him. How about The Closet over on New Street?”

      Despite myself, a small smile broke out. “Oh man, I’ve always wanted to try that place. Something about being able to say I stumbled out of The Closet drunk makes me happy.”

      Bailey gave a deep chuckle. “See, I knew it would appeal to the English teacher in you. How about it? I’ll meet you at yours at nine?”

      “What did I do to deserve you as my friend?” I still wasn’t happy with the idea, but Bailey was right. I was so tired of looking over my shoulder. Exhausted by only living half a life.

      “I don’t know, but there’s no returning me now.” Striding to the door, he pulled it open with one hand before turning to call back over his shoulder. “I’ll get an Uber to yours at nine. Wear something hot.”

      “Yes, Daddy,” I quipped, hearing his laughter booming back from the hallway.

      It was going to be okay. Nothing would change unless I took the initiative, and with Bailey at my side, I could do this. It was time to take that next step.
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      Lounging on the balcony railing surrounding the VIP area, I loosely held my whisky on the rocks in one hand as I perused my options for the evening. The dance floor below was writhing with bodies, a mixture of demons and humans with a vampire or two thrown in. The Closet was known as being something of a safe haven for supes. Mori ran a tight ship and insisted that all grievances were left at the door. Anyone who chose to break that rule would then have the extreme pleasure of a one-to-one audience with Mori, myself, or Harlow.

      It wasn’t something any supes ever repeated.

      Sensing someone’s gaze, I spotted a vamp watching me from the dance floor. When he saw he had my attention, he fluttered his long eyelashes and gyrated suggestively to the music. There was no denying he was hot. And judging by the sensuous way he moved his hips to the beat, we would both have a good time if I took him into the gents for a quick tryst.

      I knew better than to dally with a fellow supernatural though. Eternity was a long time for someone to hold a grudge when whatever we had inevitably crashed and burned.

      No, it was safer with humans. There was no risk of me developing feelings, and I didn’t much care if they did. Time had proven how fast humans got over heartbreak. Not like demons. Our love was rare but all-consuming. When we fell in love and marked another as our own, that was it for us. I only had to look to Mori to see the damage it could do, and he hadn’t even marked Eric.

      That’s why I limited myself to human hookups. I had no time or desire for a relationship. Today’s delivery was a reminder of how I couldn’t risk being close to anyone outside of my brothers. Loving another would make me weak. It would be another being for me to protect, another person my enemies could take advantage of.

      Shifting against the balustrade, I sipped my drink as I continued scanning the crowd. There was a veritable buffet of choices before me, but for some reason, no one was appealing. What was wrong with me tonight? The thought of choosing one of these men to warm my bed for the night made me uneasy, which wasn’t normal for me. Like Harlow, I could hardly be called discerning. My usual criteria were male, human, and consenting.

      The longer I looked from man to man, the more the unease intensified. It was accompanied by a roiling under my skin, an itch that seemed to get worse and worse. My body was tensed, ready to fight or flee. My instincts subconsciously picked up on something I was missing. It didn’t feel like danger but like change.

      Something was about to happen. Something huge.

      And I had no idea what it was.

      I couldn’t stand here and just wait for it. Downing the rest of my drink, I headed for the stairs. The prickling feeling increased with each step, my muscles bunching and tightening. I’d barely made it halfway down when a force slammed into me with the power of a speeding train. Using the banister to hold myself upright, I took in giant lungfuls of air as I tried to regain my composure.

      What the fuck was happening to me?

      Scanning the club to see what had my instincts lighting up, my eyes fell on a person, and everything else ceased to exist. All the strange sensations faded away, and my panic from moments ago disappeared into mist as I drank in the sight of the man by the door.

      Standing at about five foot seven, the man scanned the crowd as though he were looking for someone. Even at this distance, my superior eyesight could pick out the light dusting of freckles across his nose. His eyes were green with flecks of gold and were wide as he cast his gaze across the dance floor. He bit his lip and shook his hands like he was expending nervous energy. My eyes zipped down his lean body. Unlike most clubgoers, his skin was covered by a light-blue buttoned shirt and tight black jeans. His coal-black hair was longer on top, distracting curls falling across his forehead.

      The problem was that he wasn’t alone. A giant of a man stood close to him, speaking rapidly and gesturing at the dance floor.

      Nothing mattered to me more than introducing myself to that man and hoping he would be amenable to a night of fun. He wasn’t my usual type, but there was an aura about him that called to me. Whether it was the way he kept shuffling in his Converse or the small smile on his lips as his friend pulled him towards the bar, I was intrigued.

      At least, I hoped it was his friend. Although the bigger one clutched his hand as he pulled him through the crowd, the touch lacked a lover’s intimacy.

      I jogged down the final few steps, making a beeline for the bar. My conquest for the evening was already there, ordering a drink from my brother, who grinned at him like he was a delectable snack.

      I don’t think so.

      Catching Mori’s eye over the top of the man’s head, I asserted my authority by mouthing the universally recognised code of siblings—even demonic ones.

      Dibs.

      He scowled at me for a moment, no doubt calling me a few choice words in his head, before moving away to serve someone else. I drew a deep breath as I moved behind the man. This close, I could smell lingering hints of his cologne—an intoxicating mix of vanilla and spice. His spine was stiff, his muscles taut. Was he stressed? Uncomfortable being in a club?

      Why do you even care?

      Shaking myself, I curled my lips into my most charming smile and reached out to dust a touch over his forearm. Power zapped between us the second my skin connected with his.

      What the fuck was that?

      As he turned, I swear time slowed down.

      His eyes lifted to meet mine, and everything stopped.
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      “I’m not sure about this,” I muttered as we stood in the queue outside the club. “Why did I listen to you? I could be curled up on my sofa with a tub of Ben and Jerry’s, watching Lucifer.”

      “You could,” Bailey said, already scouting the queue for anyone who might pique his interest. “Or you could be searching the club for a Tom Ellis lookalike.”

      Dammit, the man knew my weakness. “God, the things I would let that man do to me.”

      Bailey chuckled as the queue moved slightly forward. “Exactly. And I hate to break this to you, but even Tom Ellis himself won’t find you if you’re sat at home in your pyjamas.”

      “I suppose,” I said, shuffling along the pavement. At least I’d been able to leave my jacket at home. July could be hit or miss in the southeast, but the air was balmy and humid tonight. Even with my griping, I couldn’t deny that a small part of me looked forward to this. It would be nice to let my hair down for the night. To forget about everything that happened in the past and simply live in the moment.

      And you never know, Bailey could be right. Beyond the doors of this club could be my very own Lucifer lookalike who could rail me hard enough to forget any other man ever existed.

      If I could let my guard down enough, that was.

      As Bailey pushed through the doors, the sound of Lil Nas X’s “That’s What I Want” filtering through the air had my mood sinking. Don’t get me wrong, it was a cracking song, but the lyrics struck a bit too close to home for me. It sucked that even after Joe, I still wanted a relationship. I wanted a partner I could come home to after work. An equal who would support and challenge but never threaten me. Someone who would lift me up, not crush me beneath his heel. Was that really too much to ask?

      “Look at this place,” Bailey shouted as he gestured at the dance floor. “It’s packed! There must be someone here who can persuade you to let loose for the night.”

      “Hmm,” I said noncommittally. He was right—it was packed. All the easier for Joe to hide.

      Stop it. He’s in prison, remember? I clamped down on my irrational fear, but I could still feel how tense my muscles were. I shuffled in my shoes, suddenly unconvinced I could go through with this.

      Bailey leaned down so I could hear him over the music. “Bar or dance floor first?

      “Bar,” I said. Hopefully, a few shots would give me the courage to grind up against someone without freaking out.

      Bailey grabbed my hand and used his stature to cut a path through the crowd, his big body protecting me from anyone getting too close. My muscles tensed further with every step closer to the bar.

      We’d barely been there ten seconds before a gorgeous young thing in a white jumpsuit cut to his navel was rubbing himself up against Bailey. I rolled my eyes and bit back a grin. How that man had any self-confidence issues was beyond me. With his attention distracted by the twink, it was down to me to get the first round. Despite the heaving crowd waiting for drinks, the bartender headed straight for me, interest glimmering in his handsome eyes. Tall, with thick auburn hair tied in a bun, he looked like one of those lumbersexual types that had all of TikTok drooling. While I appreciated the aesthetic, I preferred my men clean-cut—hence my current obsession with Tom Ellis. Leaning on the bar, he flashed me a smirk that I’m sure led many a good boy astray. “Hey there, cutie. What can I get ya?”

      All right, he wasn’t my usual type—but maybe that’s what I needed. Even if I didn’t get laid tonight, a little flirting might give me the confidence necessary for next time. I gave him a small smile and leaned on the bar. “I’m in the mood for something dark and tasty…any recommendations?”

      His smirk widened as he opened his mouth to answer. Before he could, his eyes snapped to something over my head, and the smirk morphed into a deep scowl. Pushing off the bar, he stalked to the far end…without taking my drink order.

      Oookay then.

      Bailey was flirting up a storm beside me, having missed the odd encounter entirely. Before I could think about getting another bartender’s attention, someone touched my arm, and everything went quiet.

      Heat blasted through me, starting where we were connected and spiralling over me until I felt the touch everywhere. I shivered, and calmness settled over me, unlike anything I’d ever felt. My mind quieted as my anxiety faded to a background hum. Confusion warred with relief as I revelled in the moment of peace this touch gave me.

      It was official—Bailey was right. If I reacted this way to a simple hand on my arm, then I needed to get laid. Based on my skin still humming from his touch, if he looked anything above a troll, I would take him to the nearest flat surface and throw myself at his mercy.

      Drawing a deep breath, I pasted on my game face and turned around. My smile fell away as my eyes met his, and my jaw dropped.

      Holy fucking shit. He cannot be real.

      The man was breathtaking. We’d been joking about finding me a Tom Ellis lookalike and, fuck me, this guy could pass as a better-looking version. I took it back. Judging by how my libido was reacting to the stubble on his jaw, I did not need the clean-cut look. The god before me was tall, dark, and handsome, and if that wasn’t already enough of a perfect package, he was wearing a tailored suit, in a club. My mouth dried up as I noted the way the cut did nothing to hide the muscled physique beneath. His chiselled cheekbones were framed by eyes the colour of aged whisky. Eyes that currently gobbled up every detail of my face as though he was staring at something completely unexpected.

      He was so far out of my league it wasn’t even funny. That wasn’t me being down on myself. I knew I was good-looking. But this guy, he was something else entirely. Sweeping my eyes down over his sharp suit, I gulped as my gaze caught on the sizable bulge against his thigh. I was both massively aroused and suitably terrified by what he was packing.

      He cleared his throat, and I snapped my eyes up to his, heat flushing my cheeks over being caught ogling him. Mirth danced in his eyes and his lips curved in a devastating smile.

      “Like what you see?” God, even his voice was attractive—smooth honey with a hint of smokiness.

      I could do this. Damn, how I wanted to be able to do this. Determined to not let my anxiety spoil the opportunity, I shot him a mischievous grin. “Maybe. It depends if you know what to do with it.”

      His pupils darkened with lust and his smile twisted into a dangerous smirk. He stepped closer to me, crowding into my space. Placing a hand on either side of me, he boxed me in against the bar and moved until our bodies were almost touching. He towered over me, at least six foot three. The size difference and the way he pinned me in didn’t trigger me like I expected but instead heightened my arousal.

      “I’ve never had any complaints, but you know what they say, practice makes perfect.” His voice dipped an octave lower. “And, sweetheart, I’d be happy to practise with you all night long if that’s what it takes to leave you satisfied.”

      I bit back a groan. Was this really happening to me right now? “You’re certainly good at talking a big talk. I’m Oscar.”

      “Cal.” His tongue darted out to run over his lower lip. “And it’s only talk if I’m not willing to back it up.”

      A throat cleared next to us, and I turned my head to see Bailey looking between Cal and me with a bemused expression, the twink hanging off his arm. “You okay here if I hit the dance floor?”

      I darted my eyes back to Cal and studied his face. Nothing about him screamed danger…but the same could’ve been said about Joe. This was different though. I wasn’t looking for forever with this guy, just a good time.

      And based on the chemistry sizzling between us, that seemed guaranteed.

      “I’m good. I’ll catch you later.”

      “Text me when you get home,” he said. His eyes narrowed at Cal. “Hurt him, and you’ll have me to deal with.”

      “Bailey!” I hissed, colour flooding my cheeks. I knew he wanted to keep me safe, but I’d never get laid if he scared everyone away.

      Cal was unfazed. “Duly noted. You have nothing to worry about. I never hurt my lovers…unless they ask for it.”

      My mouth dried suddenly, and my pulse notched up. I stared into Cal’s eyes. They were such a deep brown that they looked almost black in the darkness of the club. He was hungrily staring down at me. Without breaking his stare, I said, “Go and dance, Bailey.”

      The air was heavy between us as Bailey marched to the dance floor, his partner for the night practically vibrating with excitement.

      “Sorry about him,” I said. “He’s protective.”

      Cal cocked his head. “Does he have a reason to be?”

      Well, he’s been a bit sensitive since the day he walked in on my ex trying to kill me…

      Forcing the memory away, I realised that wasn’t what Cal had been hinting at. “Oh god, no. There’s nothing between us. We’re friends. Have been for a long time.”

      “Good,” Cal said, slipping into the spot next to me at the bar. Even without him towering over me, I could feel the heat coming off him as though it were a palpable thing. “I wouldn’t want to encroach on anybody’s territory. Would you like a drink?” He gestured to the bartender who’d left me high and dry earlier.

      “Yeah, please. Gin and lemonade.”

      He repeated my order to the bartender, whose jaw was so tight it looked like he was chewing glass. Something about his countenance seemed to amuse Cal, his grin growing wider as the drinks were slammed onto the bar before us. “Cheers, Mori.”

      Mori, the bartender, gave him one final withering look before stalking away again.

      “I’m guessing you know him?” I asked.

      Cal lifted the glass of whisky to his lips and took a slow sip. I stared at his neck, mesmerised by the way his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “You could say that. He’s my brother.”

      My eyebrows shot up as I looked between the two of them. “Really? You don’t look anything alike.”

      He gave a raspy chuckle, the sound skittering over my skin like a caress. “We get that a lot. You should see our other brother, Harlow.”

      “Harlow, Cal, and Mori? You must have interesting parents.”

      He choked on a sip of his drink. “You could say that.”

      We chatted easily as we finished our drinks at the bar, keeping the conversation light. I learned that his brother owned the club, and I shared about my job at the school. Before long, the music called to me and summoning my self-confidence from where Joe had buried it long ago, I grabbed Cal’s hand and pulled him onto the dance floor.

      Cal ditched his jacket at the bar and rolled his white shirt sleeves up to expose his muscled forearms. As he encircled them around me, pulling me close so his front was plastered to my back, I had to fight myself to not run my hands all over them. I had a bit of a thing about forearms—and his were perfect specimens.

      Bodies pressed close to us as we moved to the beat, but there wasn’t a lick of fear or anxiety in sight. All I could focus on was the feel of Cal’s breath on my neck, his arms keeping me safe from being knocked, and the thick length of him pressed against my lower back. If the size of him before had been intimidating, it was nothing compared to the beast now grinding against me. If the state of my own erection was anything to go by, my body was raring to take him for a spin. I was almost giddy with relief that my libido hadn’t fucked off entirely. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d responded so viscerally to someone.

      Spinning in his embrace, I lifted my arms to entwine around his neck—I had to rise on tiptoe to reach. As our lower halves met, he let out a throaty groan and lowered his forehead to mine. “You’re killing me here, Oscar.”

      “The feeling’s mutual.” I groaned as he slid a thick thigh between my legs, and I couldn’t help but grind against it. His hands moved from my waist to cup my arse, lifting slightly to pull me tighter against him. A moan tried to slip out, but I bit my lip to hold it in. How had I gone so long without the touch of another? I had a feeling that anyone other than Cal would’ve elicited a different reaction. He was invading my senses in a way I had never experienced before. Everything about him—his scent, his looks, his very presence—erased the existence of everyone else around us. It may as well have been just the two of us on the dance floor as I lost myself in his eyes.

      There was no conscious thought as he lowered his face and his lips brushed over mine, soft and full. Heat shot through me at the contact. It was everything and somehow, not quite enough. Pushing onto my tiptoes once more, I deepened the kiss, twisting my fingers in his hair. My tongue ran over his lips, demanding entry. He complied and his tongue tangled with mine. Cal growled deeply as something in him seemed to snap. His fingers dug into my hips, almost to the point of pain, as he returned my kiss with fervour.

      And damn, could he kiss. Whole damn sonnets should be written about this guy’s lips. He was turning me inside out. Everything within me was screaming to drag him to the nearest dark corner and drop to my knees so I could worship him the way he was worshipping me. Cal’s kiss answered a question I hadn’t even realised I’d asked. It was rough yet tender, as though he was pouring all his desire for me into his kiss but holding back to ensure he wasn’t hurting me.

      When he eventually pulled back, our chests were heaving. His lips were swollen, his pupils blown with lust. My face was tingling, no doubt reddened by his stubble. I didn’t care though. Some lower debased part of my psyche loved the thought of him marking me as his.

      He bent down to nuzzle my neck, his hands massaging my arse. His breath was hot against my ear as he whispered, “My place?”
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      I held my breath as I waited for Oscar’s answer. Something had happened to me during that kiss. Hell, it had happened the moment I’d laid my eyes upon him. I felt rattled, like my whole world had been upended by this man who kissed like God herself had taught him how. I didn’t know what it was about him, but there was no way I could walk away tonight. It could’ve been because of his flirty comments or shy smile. It could be the way he moved on my thigh as I imagined he’d ride my cock. It could have been how that kiss moved me in a way I hadn’t experienced in the thousands of years I’d been alive. Or it could be the slight tension that ghosted over his face every now and then, an expression that made me want to wrap him up and fly him somewhere safe where no one could ever hurt him.

      Whatever it was, I was obsessed. And that was a dangerous place for a demon to be.

      Nothing good came from being associated with me. The past had taught me that. Fuck, what happened this morning was a reminder of that. But I wasn’t looking for anything more from him than tonight. So long as he came home with me, I’d be able to fuck him out of my system.

      If you’d told me earlier that day that I would be waiting for a human’s answer with bated breath, I would’ve laughed in your face before calling you several choice insults I’d learned over the years. Oscar was different though. I didn’t understand why or how, but that didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was getting him into a taxi and into my bed. Or against a wall. Or over a couch.

      Oscar still hadn’t replied, so I lifted my head from his neck and looked down at him. He was staring off into the distance, chewing his lip. My chest clenched at the uncertainty on his face. Even with the lust firing through my veins, I wasn’t about to force him to go home with me. Despite what others thought about us, consent was everything with demons. Trust me, nothing else will give you a healthy respect for the word no than centuries of torturing sexual predators.

      I ran my hand along the cool skin of Oscar’s cheek, cupping his chin in my palm. “Hey,” I said softly. “There’s no pressure here. If you’d rather, I can organise a car to take you home.”

      His eyes snapped to mine, and he searched my gaze as though looking for the answer to something. “Would you really do that? Let me walk away with a wave goodbye? You wouldn’t try and persuade me to go home with you?”

      “Of course I would let you go,” I said, stepping back to give him some space. It would kill me to let him walk away, but I would. I had never reacted to someone the way I had Oscar, but that wasn’t what was important here. Oscar was. And wasn’t that in itself a mind fuck? I’d never put anyone ahead of my own thoughts and desires, but the idea of doing that with Oscar was…wrong. “Why wouldn’t I? You don’t owe me anything. We’ve had a good time here tonight, and if that’s where you want to leave it, I’ll be grateful for the time I got to spend with you.” My gut tightened as something occurred to me. “Why would you think it’d be a problem? Has somebody in the past—”

      “No.” He cut me off, his hands twisting. “Nothing like that, don’t worry.”

      But I was worried. I was also adept at telling when a human was lying to me, which was how I recognised the bullshit tripping from Oscar’s mouth. Anger flared within me at the thought of someone hurting him. Before I could push him further on the matter, he seemed to come to some sort of internal decision. He reached up and brushed a soft kiss against my lips.

      “Take me home.”

      “You sure?”

      His chin lifted. “Yes. I want you to take me to your place and make me forget my name.”

      His words were like a starting pistol. Not even stopping to grab my jacket, I dragged Oscar from the club and into a taxi. My backside had barely hit the seat before he was on me, his legs widening to straddle my lap. His mouth was hot on mine, hands shimmying over my chest as he ground his cock against me.

      Satan, the way he moved should be illegal.

      Letting out a wisp of my power to compel the taxi driver to ignore us, I slipped my hands up his shirt to feel the soft skin of his back. The journey passed in a blur of groans and kisses, and before I knew it, we were pulling up at the shop.

      Throwing a bundle of notes at the driver, I didn’t let Oscar pull free from my embrace. Instead, I kicked the door open with one foot before bracing my arms around him and stepping out of the car in one smooth movement. Oscar’s arms tightened in a death grip and he let out a low squawk.

      “What the fuck? Oh my god, don’t drop me! What do you even lift to be able to carry me?”

      I didn’t respond, just gave a low chuckle as I pressed hot open-mouth kisses against his neck. I couldn’t stop kissing him. In truth, I shouldn’t be giving him any hint that I was anything other than a normal human, but my desire was overpowering my common sense. To be fair, he was so slight compared to me that even without my supe strength, I could probably carry him without a problem.

      Oscar’s head fell against my door as I continued to worship any part of his skin that I could reach with my lips, one hand under his backside, keeping him pressed to me. My other hand was scrabbling to unlock the door while my power reached out to counter Harlow’s wards. If I didn’t, the moment I took Oscar across the boundary, Harlow would appear like the inconvenient little shit he was.

      And while I loved my brother, I was not good at sharing. Oscar was here for me alone.

      “Please, Cal,” Oscar gasped as he thrust unconsciously against me. “Hurry, I need you.”

      Fuck this. Pulling Oscar’s mouth to mine, I used my hand to break the lock open. I’d fix it tomorrow. Everything in me burned to make Oscar mine, and with the way he panted my name against my lips, I’d bet good money he felt the same.

      Stumbling into the shop, I kicked the door closed behind me. I didn’t stop moving until I had Oscar pressed against a wall. Hidden from the large windows at the front of the shop, I revelled at the feel of his body against mine. Dragging my face away from him for a moment, I drew a long gasp of air. He did the same, his lips swollen and eyelids heavy with desire. Even this split second away from him felt too long. I leaned my forehead against his. “What are you doing to me?”

      “I don’t know,” he said hoarsely, his lips curving into a shy smile. “But I plan on finding out so I can keep doing it.”

      I let his legs fall from my arms, giving him a wicked smirk. Sinking gracefully to my knees, I reached for the button on his jeans. As my fingers touched the cold metal, Oscar’s gasp stopped in my tracks. “What? Is this too fast?”

      “No,” he said, his eyes darting down to mine as a delicate blush crept up his neck. Satan, he was gorgeous. All that creamy skin and dark hair could make an atheist find religion. “Sorry, I was distracted by the shop. Is this really your place?”

      Ah, a fellow booklover—as if he needed to be more perfect. I ran my hands up his thighs, unable to stop myself from touching him. “Yes, this is my bookshop. I live above it. Do you like it?”

      “Like it?” he breathed, his eyes darting everywhere. “I love it. It’s like you peeked inside my daydreams and created my perfect place.”

      Something in his expression had me pausing in my exploration of him. “We can stop and take a look around if you like?”

      His gaze fell on me, his lip going between his teeth. “Maybe later? I think I’m more interested in where you were going next.”

      “Your wish is my command.” I reached for the button again, glancing back up at him. “Is this okay?”

      “Trust me,” he said, his breath catching in his throat. “Anything you want to do to me is fine with me.”

      “That’s good then because I plan on doing everything.” I paused once more as something else occurred to me. “Do you want to use a condom?”

      His face flushed scarlet as he ran a hand through his hair. “Um…I haven’t been with anyone in over a year, and I was negative at my last screening. You?”

      I couldn’t transmit or catch human diseases, so testing wasn’t something I needed. That wasn’t something I could tell him though. So I was happy to use one if he preferred. “I’m negative too, but I’ll do whatever makes you feel most comfortable.”

      “Good,” he breathed, tongue darting over his lip. “Because the thought of being bare in your mouth…”

      I groaned and lunged towards him. Wasting no time, I stripped him of his jeans and underwear and flung them to one side. He ripped his shirt off, leaving him naked before me. I sat back on my heels so I could take him in. His body was lean with a swimmer's build. He wasn’t muscled in the way many of the guys I hooked up with were, but I liked that. His body had been honed by life, not by the gym. Dark hair started below his navel, leading me straight to where I intended to spend the next few hours if he would permit it. My mouth drooled at the sight. His uncut cock was slim but long, with a subtle curve to the right. It was pink and flushed like the rest of him. A small hatch of black hair surrounded the base of his erection, which jutted upwards towards his stomach. A drop of precum glistened on the head, begging me to lean over and taste it.

      So I did.

      At the first swipe of my tongue, Oscar whined and shoved his fingers into my hair. Wrapping my hand around the base of his cock, I leaned back and looked at him with an arched eyebrow. “Sorry, was there something you wanted?”

      “Please,” he whimpered, writhing against the wall. “Don’t tease me. I can’t stand it.”

      Unable to deny him, I swallowed him down to the root. Oscar practically came off the floor in response. I’d never been so glad for my lack of a gag reflex as I was at this moment. I wanted to pull all of him into me and never let him go.

      I teased his foreskin with my teeth until he begged for more. Increasing the suction, I laved my tongue along the thick vein on the underside of his cock. Oscar’s babbling spurred me on faster. I pulled out every skill I’d learned over the centuries, determined to bring this stunning man to his knees with pleasure.

      Oscar’s hips thrust forward unconsciously a few times before he caught himself. “Sorry,” he muttered, looking embarrassed. I cupped his delectable arse in my hands and urged him towards me until he caught on and began to fuck my mouth in earnest.

      When I could sense he was getting close, I popped my mouth off his erection, stroking it with one hand to keep him hovering at the edge. Oscar had his eyes closed, his back arched as he panted. He made such a debauched sight, utterly naked and lost in pleasure as I knelt at his feet, fully clothed. His hands hadn’t left my hair, and the way he’d tugged it as he fucked my face nearly had me coming in my trousers. Sucking two digits into my mouth, I ensured they were nice and wet before returning my attention to him. I really should have lube hidden down here somewhere. To be fair, this was the first time my desperation for someone had prevented us from making it to the bedroom.

      “Cal…you’re killing me here…”

      A fierce jolt of pride struck me. Determined to make it even better, I reached underneath him with my wet finger. The second I brushed over his tight pucker, he let out a low moan. “Oh yes, Cal, yes. Right there.”

      I smirked up at him as I tapped against his hole. “Is this what you want, sweetheart?”

      He snarled at me, and fuck me if it wasn’t the cutest thing I’d ever seen. My chest tightened in response, ripping me from the moment for a second.

      What the fuck is this man doing to me? Since when do I think any human is cute?

      I pushed the thoughts away, took Oscar back into my mouth, and doubled down, determined to taste him. Even as I took him to the root, I didn’t let up as I ran my finger around his wrinkled pucker. When the muscle began to soften under my ministrations, I slowly inserted a digit, moving carefully to avoid hurting him. As the tight heat enveloped me, I instantly imagined my cock in its place. The image had me groaning around Oscar’s shaft. Crooking my finger, I searched for the magic spot that would take this to a whole new level. The second I hit it, Oscar lost any semblance of control.

      “Oh fuck!” Oscar panted. “Don’t stop. Give me more.”

      Following his instructions, I inserted another finger. Thrusting them in and out as if it were my cock, I fucked him with my fingers and mouth until he couldn’t take it anymore. He tensed beneath me, his hands tightening almost painfully in my hair. The veins in his neck stood out as his orgasm washed over him. His cum filled my mouth, and I swallowed it all, desperate for more. The sight of him losing control would always be imprinted in my memory.

      When he became too sensitive, he pulled gently on my hair, and I sat back on my haunches to grin up at him smugly. “Was that to your satisfaction?”

      “Satisfaction?” He wheezed, a laugh bubbling out of him as he leaned forwards, arms braced on his knees. “Guy gives me the best blowjob of my entire life, then he asks if I’m satisfied?”

      Moving to my feet, I pulled him close to me once more. “Best one of your life, huh?”

      He groaned against my chest. “Why do I feel like that comment will come back to bite me in the arse?”

      I chuckled against him as I nibbled my way down his neck. “I’m always happy to bite you in the arse instead if you like?”

      “Maybe later. Right now, I’d like to return the favour.”

      “Don’t feel like you have to.” The words were out of my mouth before I thought them, leaving me stunned. When had I ever turned down anything sexual before? I was a generous lover. I liked my partner to come as much as possible…but always with me doing the same. For some reason, that honestly wasn’t where my head had been when I’d dropped to my knees for Oscar. All I’d wanted to do was drive him crazy with pleasure.

      “I want to,” he whispered, lowering himself to his knees. “Please? Let me make you feel good.”

      I ran a hand over his curls. “I won’t ever say no to that.”

      A smile twisted his lips as he undid my trousers, making him look even more heartachingly beautiful as he knelt at my feet. “Good to know.”

      He gave a sharp intake of breath as he looked me over, his eyes wide. He reached out a hand to stroke me. “Fuck me. I can’t decide if I want to bend over or run away.”

      My dick twitched in his grasp, and I clenched my teeth as I felt my orgasm begin to build. My stamina had been eroded by every moan of Oscar’s, and I’d been unintentionally edging myself the whole time. One simple touch of his, and I was ready to blow. “Can I get a vote?”

      He snickered and blew gently over the head of my cock. I nearly whimpered in response. “Only if you vote to bend me over. That’ll have to wait until later though. Right now, I’m dying to taste you.”

      Before I could shoot back a reply, Oscar leaned forwards and sucked on the head of my cock. Paying special attention to the tip, he ran his tongue over the slit before diving in to take me deeper. He couldn’t take my whole length in his mouth, but he more than made up for that by wrapping his hand around the base of my erection. Matching the speed of his mouth, he quickly began to force me to climb to new heights of pleasure.

      His eyes watered slightly as he choked himself on my shaft. I forced myself to be still, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. He didn’t seem to mind, though, because he went a little deeper with every movement, hollowing his cheeks as he increased the suction.

      I’d seen many wonderful things in my long life, but none of them compared to how Oscar looked while staring up at me with his lips wrapped around my cock. I ran my fingers through his curls, wondering how I got so lucky to find him in the club tonight. “Satan, Oscar. You look so pretty on your knees for me.”

      There was a pause.

      Oscar stiffened.

      Everything changed in a split second.

      Pulling off my cock with a wet sound, Oscar’s head fell forward, and his hands clenched into fists on his knees. Great shudders went through him as though he was fighting not to break apart. Ripping his glasses from his face, he let them drop to the floor before burying his head in his hands.

      Alarm pulsed through me, and I dropped to my knees, putting me on the same level as him. “Sweetheart? What is it? Did I hurt you?”

      He shook his head but didn’t look up. His breath came faster and faster until his chest was heaving. Unlike earlier, this wasn’t from desire. The shudders increased until his body slumped backwards, leaving him sat on his bare arse. His arms wound around his knees as he pulled them to his chest.

      As he began to rock back and forth, something inside my chest tightened and frayed.

      “Oscar, what is it?” I asked, reaching out a hand. Before I could touch him, Oscar barked out one word.

      “Don’t.”

      My hand fell away.

      Oscar’s shaking increased, and it was only then that I realised he was crying. Small whispers began to make their way to my ears.

      “No, I’m sorry. I won’t do it again. Please, don’t.”

      Everything in me stilled. I’d spent many lifetimes in Hell making humans beg for mercy, and their entreaties had left me indifferent. But one small whimper from Oscar had me ready to burn down the world for him.

      I took a deep breath, forcing my rage to cool so I could focus.

      First, I needed to help Oscar through this anxiety attack unscathed.

      Then I needed to find out who had hurt him.

      Because if there was one thing I excelled at, it was making people pay.
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      Look at you. You’re so fucking weak. Not so pretty now, are you?

      “No,” I whispered.

      You were asking for it. You made me do this.

      “Stop, please.” I pushed the heels of my hands into my eyes.

      It’s your fault for being so pretty.

      “Oscar, you’re okay. You’re safe.”

      If you weren’t so pretty, those men wouldn’t have been looking at you.

      “You’re having an anxiety attack. Try to copy my breaths.”

      Why do you have to make me hurt you?

      “You’re safe. I’m here, and I won’t let anyone hurt you. Take some deep breaths for me, Oscar.”

      I wished I could follow that voice, but the other kept drowning it out. I tried to take some breaths, tried to force some oxygen into my cramping lungs.

      Always such a pathetic little bitch.

      “No, no, no,” I whimpered.

      “Oscar, listen to my voice. You’re safe. It’s not real. Whatever you’re experiencing, it’s not real. Nothing can hurt you here. I won’t let it.”

      I could almost believe the determination in his voice. Could almost believe I was safe.

      You’re making me do this. You’re weak. You’re pathetic.

      “Come back to me, sweetheart. Please, Oscar, you’re safe. I promise.”

      The panic broke like a wave, leaving me trembling and weeping in its wake. Pins and needles filled my hands and lips as nausea and dizziness joined the gang. But the voice? The voice was gone.

      I was back in the bookshop. Back in front of Cal, who was on his knees before me, concern etched on his features. The realisation of what had happened slammed into me.

      I’d had an anxiety attack.

      Mid-blowjob.

      Fuck my life.

      “Need to lie down,” I muttered before dropping back on the floor. The cold wood cooled my skin, helping to ground me. I focused on picking out things I could feel, hear, and smell, desperate to stay in this moment and not let me slip back to where he was always waiting.

      I could feel Cal’s intense gaze on me, but I didn’t dare open my eyes. If I didn’t look at him, perhaps I could forget that I had completely humiliated myself. “I’m sorry. I bet you wished you’d taken someone else home now. This is so fucking embarrassing. I’m such a mess.”

      “Don’t,” he said in a quiet but firm voice. “Don’t apologise, not for this. If anyone should be apologising, it should be me.”

      My eyes shot open. “Why on earth should you apologise?”

      A muscle in his jaw bunched. “Because I triggered you. I should’ve checked with you first to make sure…”

      A bitter laugh left me, and I closed my eyes, unable to look at him. “Checked what? Let’s face it, dealing with an anxiety attack isn’t something you expect going into a random hookup. Besides, it’s not like I would’ve known what to say if you had asked. I get triggered by the most obscure shit. And it’s not like I’ve been in a situation like this since…” I cut myself off, abruptly aware I was oversharing with someone I knew little more than a stranger.

      Apparently, Cal wasn’t ready to let it go. “You haven’t been with anyone since the person who hurt you?”

      The way he phrased it made fresh tears spring to my eyes. I dashed them away with the back of my hand, furious that I was crying in front of him. Unable to speak past the lump in my throat, I shook my head. Cal swore under his breath.

      “I’m not going to ask you to share what happened,” he said in a low voice. “Not because I don’t care, but because I don’t want you to return to that place when you’re still feeling vulnerable. But I need to know…are you safe now? Are you in danger?”

      Realising I couldn’t answer that with a shake or a nod, I cleared my throat. “I’m safe. He can’t get to me now.”

      Until his sentence is up, that is.

      That was for future Oscar to worry about. Right now, I needed to get out of here. As understanding as Cal seemed, it was only a matter of time before he recognised me as the fuck up that I was and rejected me. It was easier to walk away before that happened. I wanted to run away, hide under my duvet, and pretend I hadn’t fucked this up so badly. The feeling was returning to my hands and lips, and the dizziness was easing. It suddenly hit me that not only was I sprawled on the floor, but I was naked. Vulnerability slammed into me, and I fought the urge to whimper. Trusting that the worst of it was over and it was safe to move, I pulled myself into a sitting position.

      Cal shot forwards, grabbing my shoulders to steady me. “Take it easy. There’s no rush.”

      “I’m fine,” I muttered, hastily reaching for my clothes. “I’m sorry. I need to go home.”

      “I understand,” Cal said. He silently helped me gather my clothes, and I dressed quickly. He kept darting glances at me, his forehead furrowed. His shoulders were taut and his hands kept flexing. There was a darkness surrounding him that hadn’t been there before. Strangely though, it didn’t make me feel threatened. Somehow, I knew his anger wasn’t aimed at me. I wouldn’t have blamed him even if it was. He’d been expecting a hot and easy hookup.

      Hell, so had I.

      Once I was ready to go, I took a deep breath and turned to face Cal. The manners Mum had drummed into me from a young age wouldn’t let me leave without thanking him for the evening.

      Hands shoved deep into his pockets, Cal spoke before I could. “Can I take you home?”

      I winced. God, he must think I’m so pathetic and weak after seeing me like that. “No, I can get myself home.”

      He nodded, his eyes not meeting mine. I could see his hands twitching in his pockets. “Can I take you out again?”

      I was already shaking my head, backing away towards the door. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’m sorry, I had a fantastic night, but…”

      Cal gave me a small smile. “It’s not a problem. You don’t have to explain yourself. Not to me. Can I give you my number? Just in case you ever need me?”

      I yanked the door open, desperate to be away from this man and his kind words. God, how I would love to rely on a guy like him. But he deserved better than me and my hang-ups. Joe had proved to me time and time again—I wasn’t worth the effort.

      “No,” I said, my voice coming out shakier than I expected. “Thank you, but I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

      Cal let out a long breath, his jaw bunching again. He gave me a tight smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Well, you know where to find me.”

      I tried to smile back, but my muscles wouldn’t cooperate. “Thank you for tonight. You made me feel…normal for a few hours. I can’t tell you how grateful I am for that.”

      “Anytime,” he said, dark eyes burning into me. “I mean that. Anytime you want to escape reality, I’ll be here. Waiting.”

      Unsure of how to respond, I gave him an awkward wave and walked into the cool night air. Fat drops of rain fell from the sky, mingling with my tears as I wandered through the quiet streets home.

      Maybe one day, I’d be good enough for a man like Cal. Today, though, was not that day.
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      I wasn’t about to let Oscar walk home alone.

      He said I couldn’t take him home, which I had expected after seeing the flush of shame on his face as he apologised for his anxiety attack. The fact that he’d felt the need to apologise made me want to find every human being who’d ever made him feel shitty and introduce them to my daggers.

      Another bit of knowledge I’d picked up during my demonic career was how to induce panic. I had a lot of experience with humans suffering from anxiety attacks. Okay, so usually, I was causing the attack, not trying to make it better. But still, I knew from experience that Oscar was likely embarrassed and wanted to retreat to a safe space. That was why I hadn’t pushed him to stay. No matter how much my instincts roared at me to fly him far away, where no one could hurt him, and wrap him in several duvets while plying him with his favourite foods, I knew that wasn’t what he needed right now.

      That didn’t mean I could ignore my instincts entirely. I’d been very specific in how I’d worded my question for a reason. If Oscar had told me I couldn’t escort him home, and I’d agreed, I would’ve been beholden to following my word.

      That’s not what I had asked him though. And demons? We love a loophole.

      Making my way to the roof, I shucked off my shirt and tossed it to one side. I’d ripped so many over the years that, when possible, I tried to remove them before revealing my wings. It wasn’t that I couldn’t afford to replace them, but I was of the opinion that the effort that went into shopping could be spent on more fun pursuits. Harlow had had several outfits tailored to accommodate his wings, but Mori and I hadn’t bothered. We’d taken a step back from our old life, and altering our clothing felt almost like a betrayal. Like it was an adjustment we were making just in case we needed to step back into that role.

      It didn’t really matter though. Regardless of how hard we tried, we were always dragged back. Harlow was the only one who had resigned himself to it and built his wardrobe accordingly. He claimed he spent far too much time and money ‘cultivating his look’ to keep having to replace pieces. When I’d pointed out money and time were things we had plenty of, he’d merely stared at me until I dropped the issue.

      Removing the compulsion that kept my wings hidden, I let them unfurl, revelling in the stretch. Spanning over six feet wide, the membranous wings were covered in glossy black feathers. In a matter of moments, I was airborne and heading in the direction Oscar had taken. Drops of rain started to fall, making me wince as they met my bare skin. Pretty much the only thing I missed about Hell was the heat. Why we decided to settle in England was beyond me. It had felt right at the time, but honestly, somewhere like the Caribbean sounded far more appealing.

      If my brothers could see me now, they would undoubtedly be questioning why I was following a hookup home. It certainly wasn’t something I’d bothered with in the past. But it made sense in my brain. After all, the being who left their little gift on my rug this morning could be watching the shop. Harlow was out there too, but they’d already proven they could evade him. Oscar would be an easy target for them, and it wouldn’t be right for him to get hurt because of me.

      That was the only reason I was stalking him through the night. Nothing else. Not because I reacted to him in a way I never had before. Not because of the horror on his face during the anxiety attack. Not because of the way he shrank away from me at the end, desperate to flee.

      No, I was keeping him safe. It was the least I could do given my current circumstances. I would’ve done the same for any hookup I’d taken home that night.

      Sure, an inner voice that sounded suspiciously like Harlow piped up. Keep telling yourself that.

      It was such a habit to cast a compulsion net to ensure I wasn’t glimpsed from the ground that I barely registered doing it. There was some cloud cover, but I knew better than to take the risk.

      It made me chuckle whenever I read descriptions of flying in fantasy books. They were always so poetic, the character feeling exhilarated and joyful. In reality, it was just another way to get from point A to point B. It was a faster but generally shittier way to travel. You had to account for the wind, watch out for birds and insects, and deal with storms. Tonight, though, I was grateful for my wings as I spotted Oscar meandering slowly down Bridge Street.

      Even with the compulsion net, I kept my distance. I told myself it was because I wanted to honour his wishes to be alone…but I wasn’t that selfless. If I got close enough to scent him, to see the tears that were undoubtedly still running down his cheeks, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from picking him up and spiriting him away.

      Distance. Distance is what I needed from this whole situation. Honestly, what had I even been thinking, taking someone like Oscar to my shop—a literal crime scene? Knowing I had enemies circling? I should’ve taken that horny vamp to the nearest toilets, bent him over, and gotten my satisfaction.

      I sighed, my eyes drifting over Oscar. Hands shoved deep in his pockets, his shoulders were hunched as he trudged slowly through the night. I’d been so stupid exposing him to my world. I should’ve taken one look at him in the club and run in the opposite direction. No good could come with being associated with me, even for a night. He’d gone out for a fun time but look at him now. He might’ve said it wasn’t my fault, but it sure didn’t feel like that to me.

      Before I could get too lost in my morose thoughts, Oscar stopped at the door to a block of flats. We were only a few streets away from my bookshop. I was amazed he hadn’t visited before, given his response to it. It’d only been open for eighteen months, but it still seemed odd. Pulling out his keys, Oscar held his fob to the outer lock before punching a code on a keypad and letting himself in. A cursory check revealed a CCTV camera pointed directly at the porch. It probably seemed over the top to most people, but after realising how much fear Oscar was internalising, I was nothing but grateful for the extra protection.

      Humans were frighteningly fragile.

      It was only a few minutes before the windows in the top flat were illuminated. The curtains weren’t drawn, meaning I saw everything that happened next. I saw Oscar collapse against his door. I watched his face crumple as though every emotion he’d held back now roared to the surface. I looked at the trembling hand that came up to clutch at his chest. I stared as he slid against the door until he was on the floor, shaking with grief.

      I stared. And I stared.

      Every crack that appeared in Oscar’s armour was echoed in my chest. I could’ve left. There was no reason for me to stay. He was home, and he was safe. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t leave him alone. Even if he didn’t know I was there, I would suffer with him. I would be there for him when no one else was.

      I have no idea how long he sat there. We were suspended in time. I’d overseen tortures that lasted months, years even. Forced suffering on souls, again and again and again. Dragged it on for so long that, eventually, even I struggled to withstand it. But that time I spent hovering outside Oscar’s window, watching him break to pieces?

      That was never-ending.

      After what felt like an eternity, Oscar inhaled deeply, swiping at his cheeks as he stumbled to his feet. He didn’t glance towards the window, not even stopping to draw the curtains. The light in that room clicked off, a small lamp in the next one clicking on moments later. The curtains in this room were closed, but I wouldn’t have watched anyway, knowing he was getting undressed. Even though I’d had him naked beneath my hands mere hours earlier, I wouldn’t violate his privacy.

      I winced as I thought about what I was going to do next. Well, I wouldn’t violate his privacy by watching him get ready for bed…but you bet your bottom dollar I was about to violate it in a different way. I couldn’t help myself. Every instinct was screaming at me to check on him. One of the first lessons Father taught us was to rely on our instincts, and I knew I wouldn’t fight it. I needed to see him.

      Just once more.

      I waited a solid hour after his room went dark. My shoulders screamed under the effort of keeping me stationary in the air for so long, but I couldn’t risk him seeing me. Once I was satisfied he must be asleep, I drew closer to his bedroom window. It took a whisper of power to get the window sliding open under my hands. Within seconds, I was in his bedroom, staring at the man who had turned my world upside down over the course of a few hours.

      The room held little in terms of personal effects. There was no art on the walls, no cushions, nothing from his childhood. It struck me as odd. Humans were known to be sentimental creatures, but not Oscar. The only exception was an overstuffed bookcase that lined the wall to the left of his bed. The top shelf held one photograph. It showed Oscar with his arm thrown over the shoulders of the man he’d been with in the club. Their heads were thrown backwards in uproarious laughter, and I felt a twinge of jealousy that another man had been the one to put that expression on his face.

      The bookseller in me was itching to go and examine the titles he coveted enough to have in his personal space, but the demon in me was very much in control. And he didn’t want to move from this spot next to Oscar’s bed.

      Deep lines carved his forehead, even in sleep. The navy blanket was twisted around his legs, the sheets beneath him ruffled. His lips were moving as his arms and legs twitched, deep in a dream. His pale skin shone luminescent in the moonlight, his hair in disarray from where my hands had been tangled.

      He was safe. There was no need for me to stay, no matter how my damned heart demanded it.

      I was almost to the window when a gasp stopped me in my tracks. I spun around, my eyes falling on Oscar. Gone was the earlier peacefulness. My jaw clenched as I watched him thrash from side to side, his hands held up in front of his face as though he was trying to protect himself.

      Before I could think my actions through, I kneeled beside the bed. Careful not to touch Oscar, lest I make it worse, I whispered soothing reassurances that he wasn’t alone.

      “Please…god, please, Joe…I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.”

      He broke off in a sob, and fury swelled so rapidly that my body felt too big for my skin. The heat in the room rose in response as the rage within me twisted into a burning inferno, crying out to be unleashed on whoever this Joe person was.

      Oscar let out another gasp and suddenly twisted on the bed. Before I could react, he was lunging off the bed to where I knelt and pushing his face into my chest, clinging to me like a koala. Even in sleep, it was as though his body sensed he was safe with me. Tears soaked my skin, and his fingers dug in so hard it likely would’ve hurt if I were human. He held me closer, stopping me from pulling away.

      Which I didn’t. Hell, if I had my way, Oscar would never leave the safety of my embrace again. Demons were very possessive when we found something we wanted.

      And I wanted Oscar more and more with every second that ticked by. I wanted to keep him safe, to see his sweet and flirty smile, to take him apart with pleasure. But this was one time that I couldn’t be selfish. I couldn’t pursue a relationship with Oscar because, realistically, nothing had changed. I was a demon surrounded by enemies.

      I needed to leave.

      As if he could sense my train of thought, Oscar’s fingers scrabbled to pull me closer. “Please, don’t leave me. Keep me safe.”

      I hauled him tighter against me, revelling in the feeling of him for a few more moments, knowing this would have to be the last time I held him like this. I couldn’t afford any weaknesses.

      How could I leave him here unprotected? With the knowledge that someone out there had hurt him and could potentially do so again?

      The answer came to me in a moment of clarity, as though it had been hovering on the edges of my mind waiting for the perfect time to present itself. There was something I could give him. Something that would help to keep him safe. It was a gift a demon could bestow only once. We were told of the implications as children. It was drummed into us, so we knew not to give it away lightly.

      Deep within my damned soul, I knew Oscar was the one I was supposed to give it to. I couldn’t explain it, couldn’t reason it away. If one of my brothers were in this position, I would be trying to knock some sense into them.

      But as I laid Oscar back on the bed and brushed a soft kiss over one of his damp cheeks, I knew it was the right thing to do. It would keep him safe without needing me near. It would protect him from losers like Joe. He wouldn’t know it was there, but I would. It was something none of us had done in all the centuries we had been topside.

      Something I had never intended to do.

      Nothing else had ever felt so right. There was not a single thing that could stop me at this moment.

      Calling on my ancient well of power, I leaned forward and placed my lips on Oscar’s forehead.

      Marking him as mine.
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      “You did what?”

      My brothers gaped at me, Harlow’s shriek at my admission still lingering in the air. I’d fled Oscar’s flat as soon as the mark had settled and the ramifications of what I’d done washed over me. Unable to sleep, I’d prowled the aisles of my bookshop until the hour was decent enough to summon Mori and Harlow.

      Dragging my hands through my hair, my leg bounced as I sat tense in the chairs opposite the others. “I can’t explain it. I—”

      “Let me get this straight,” Harlow interrupted, leaping from his seat to pace the floor. “You took a guy home from the club. He had an anxiety attack and left. And rather than leaving the situation well alone, as you should’ve done, you stalked him home and then marked him?”

      “You didn’t see him,” I argued helplessly. “I couldn’t let him walk home alone—especially knowing someone is after us.”

      “If you were that worried, you wouldn’t have brought him back here in the first place. And you forget, I did see him. In fact, I could use some bleach to erase the memory of you mauling him against the front door. That’s why I wasn’t here when you left. There was no way I was risking corrupting my innocence any further.” The bollocks Harlow was spouting had Mori coughing into his hand in disbelief, but he didn’t attempt to stop his tirade.

      Harlow stopped pacing to face me with his hands on his hips. “But okay, let’s pretend that’s actually why you followed him home…but watching him sleep? That was creepy enough as a plot point in those shitty vampire books. At least he had the excuse of being fictional. What’s your justification?”

      My shoulders slumped. “I have no excuse. I shouldn’t have invaded his space, and I definitely shouldn’t have marked him.”

      “Then why did you? What the fuck were you thinking?”

      “I wasn’t!” My temper exploded, forcing me to my feet until I was shouting in Harlow’s face. “I can’t explain it. It was like his pain was hurting me. I couldn’t walk away without knowing he’d be okay. Deep inside, I know he’s supposed to be mine. I won’t ignore that. I can’t ignore that. He’s special, and he deserves to be looked after.”

      “He was very hot,” Mori mused. A growl rattled in my chest as I cracked my knuckles in Mori’s direction. He smirked and raised his middle finger. Fucking jackass knew how to push my buttons.

      Harlow scowled. “Then you should be pursuing a normal relationship with him, not lumbering him with a supernatural mark he doesn’t even know about.”

      “How would being in a relationship with me protect him?” I pulled at my hair in frustration. “These demons are breaking your wards, evading capture from Mori, and breaking into my shop while I’m asleep and none the wiser. Being with me would paint a bigger target on his back—not keep him safer.”

      Harlow exchanged an unreadable look with Mori. “Why do you even care? You’re the one who’s always saying humans are ten a penny. He’s disposable, just like the rest of them. If his fate is to die suffering, then who are we to interfere?”

      I was in Harlow’s face in a flash, hauling him off his feet so we were eye to eye. “Don’t you fucking dare talk about him like that. He is not disposable. I won’t let him suffer. He’s been through enough.”

      There was a pause as Harlow searched my eyes. Then, to my surprise, his face lit up in a huge grin. “Aw, you like him!”

      “What? No.” Rattled, I dropped him and stepped back. “It’s not like that. I’d be the same with any human who was suffering.”

      Mori snorted. “Since when?”

      I shot him a glare but didn’t reply.

      “Okay, so I assume you’re really upset about the guy from yesterday morning?”

      I looked at Harlow, my mind blank. “What guy?”

      Mori stroked his beard. “You’re so fucking clueless.”

      “Um, the guy who ruined your rug? The one who was killed simply to send you a message?”

      “Oh, him.” I winced. “I mean, it’s unfortunate that he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, but…”

      “But you don’t actually care,” Harlow stated. “What if it’d been Oscar?”

      The memory of the headless corpse was replaced with the image of Oscar lifeless at my feet. My chest seized. Heat dashed to my fingers. My breath came faster and faster. Unbidden, my wings ripped free as my panic grew.

      “Oh, I liked that shirt,” Harlow said mournfully, gesturing at the bits of fabric now hanging around me in strips.

      Mori was before me in a flash, his large hands grabbing my shoulders. “Pull it together so we can talk about this like rational beings.”

      “Rational,” Harlow snorted as he peered down his nose at me. “I don’t think that word really applies to demons. Reckless, impulsive, possessive…” He gestured to where I was trying to get my temper under control. “Exhibit A.”

      An hour later, we were all slumped in the chairs around the fireplace. I’d had my baser urges on lockdown for so long that it had taken a while to get them back under control. I’d managed to compel my wings again but hadn’t bothered to locate a new shirt. There was no point until I knew this conversation was done.

      Harlow and Mori stared at each other, apparently having a silent conversation that didn’t involve me. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I huffed. “Well? Are you finished with telling me how stupid I am?”

      Mori shook his head as Harlow frowned. “That’s not what we were doing.”

      “Sure sounded like that.”

      “That’s because you’re not as smart as us.” Harlow looked at me with an uncharacteristically solemn expression. “This is the first time any of us has marked another. There’s no taking that back. We wanted to ensure you had feelings for this human…because if you don’t…”

      “You’ll have wasted your only shot for love,” Mori finished, his eyes far away. I knew he was thinking of Eric.

      I sighed and leaned my head back on the chair. I could see why they were worried. Once a demon marked another, they would never love anyone else again. They became the centre of their world—treasured above anyone and anything else. “That’s not why I marked him though.”

      “Then why did you?” Harlow asked gently, his hands spread wide. “This is a huge deal. We just want to understand.”

      I rubbed my forehead. I couldn’t blame them. If the situation was reversed, I’d be demanding answers too. Sorting through my memories of the night before, I tried to pinpoint what had led me to that moment when I’d claimed him as mine. “Honestly, I can’t really explain it. Something about him called to me in the club, and it was like no one else existed. He appeared, and I couldn’t look anywhere else.”

      “What do you mean, something called to you?” Mori leaned forwards, his brow wrinkled in confusion.

      I paused, remembering the way my body reacted before I saw Oscar. “It was…weird. I was stood there, looking at everyone on the dance floor, and my body tensed up. It was like my instincts were trying to tell me something was about to happen.”

      Mori and Harlow exchanged a look before the latter spoke. “Your instincts warned you about something, and you didn’t think to tell either of us until now?”

      Shaking my head in frustration, I tried to explain. “No, it wasn’t a warning…more my instincts trying to make me pay attention.”

      “And that’s when you saw Oscar?” Mori asked, stroking his beard.

      “Yes,” I said with a frown. “What does that mean?”

      “Fuck if I know,” Mori said. “Could be just a coincidence.”

      Harlow snorted. “His instincts tell him something’s coming, and then he sets eyes on the guy he later gives his mark? Helluva coincidence if you ask me.”

      Mori opened his mouth to argue, but I raised a weary hand to stop him. “Do you want to hear the rest of this or not?”

      He glared at Harlow but gestured for me to continue. I skated over the more personal details, not wanting to share the private moment with my brothers, and launched straight into the bit still haunting me.

      “We were fooling around, and…I triggered him. I didn’t mean to, but somehow I did. Watching him go into that dark place where I couldn’t reach him was bad enough. But when I saw him fall apart in his flat…something broke inside me.” I rubbed a hand over my chest as if I could feel the pain echoing there. “I could feel his suffering inside me.”

      My brothers watched me with narrowed eyes as I described his nightmare and the way he cried out. Harlow’s lips thinned, and Mori’s hands turned to fists as my agitation grew. “I knew then I couldn’t leave him unprotected. It was like I was acting without thinking…like his soul was calling out to mine, and I had to answer. Like he was the other half of me that I hadn’t even realised was missing.”

      There was a beat of silence before Mori spoke. “Wow. I can’t say I’ve ever felt like that.”

      My eyes flew to his. “Not even with—”

      “No. Not even with Eric.”

      His cheeks were flushed with shame as Harlow and I exchanged incredulous glances. His chin tilted up as he looked me directly in the eye. “You can’t let him get away. You marked him for a reason.”

      “To allow him to heal faster, and so I’d know if he was in trouble.” Those excuses sounded weak, even to me.

      Harlow pursed his lips. “What if he doesn’t accept the mark?”

      “Then he doesn’t accept it.” The words effortlessly flowed from my lips, and I knew they were the truth. “I’ll watch over him from a distance, and when his time on this plane is at its end, so will mine be. Oscar’s safety and happiness are what matter. If he doesn’t want to be with me, that’s fine. He’d be safer choosing that anyway. In fact, I don’t even plan on pursuing him. I can’t be with him, not like that. It’s too risky.”

      “Even if it means he ends up with someone else?”

      My fingers tightened so hard that the wood split beneath my fingers. I forced out my response through gritted teeth. “If it meant he was happy, then yes.”

      Harlow raised an eyebrow and gestured at Mori. “Right, it’s official. He’s lost his mind. Your turn.”

      Mori grunted and waved a hand in my direction. “What do you expect me to do? What’s done is done. Cal can’t take the mark back now, and if Oscar doesn’t accept the bond, he’ll die when Oscar does. Cal thinks he can stay away from him, which everyone in this room knows is bullshit. However, while we have this other crap going on, he doesn’t have another choice.”

      “I can stay away from him,” I muttered like a petulant child.

      Harlow clapped his hands together. “Well, while it’s been fun watching you experience emotions other than anger for the first time, we have a trap to walk into.”

      Mori side-eyed him. “The fact that you look so happy when you say that worries me.”

      Harlow reached for his cup, crossing one long leg over the other. “And on that note, let’s get planning.”
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      I woke up with all the fun emotions.

      Shame.

      Anxiety.

      Bitterness.

      Fear.

      It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last. Before Joe, I didn’t exactly bounce out of bed, but I also didn’t wake up wishing I hadn’t. I lay there staring at the ceiling. Cal had been so perfect—sexy, caring, nonjudgmental. It was like God had looked into my deepest fantasies and used them to create my dream man. And that blowjob…Christ. Him on his knees, still fully clad in his suit, sucking as if it were his life’s mission to drag my orgasm from me…was an image I’d be revisiting time and time again.

      My mind wandered as I imagined how this morning might’ve gone if I was the old Oscar—the one who wasn’t broken and weak. Maybe I would’ve woken tangled in Cal’s sheets. Perhaps we would’ve gone for round two or three before I finally dragged myself away from his embrace. I would’ve kissed him on the doorstep before asking him to meet for brunch later. In my fantasy, he would’ve accepted, blown away by my quick-witted and dazzling personality.

      Naturally, we’d fall desperately in love. We’d live in Cal’s flat because anything would be better than this shit-hole I called home.

      It was nice to dream, even if it wouldn’t happen.

      After lounging in bed for another hour, I dragged myself to the kitchen and made a cup of tea. Not feeling up for anything other than wallowing, I moved my duvet to the couch and wrapped myself in it like a cocoon. Clicking on Netflix, I chose an episode of The Office and succumbed to the numbness that had threatened to overwhelm me since I’d opened my eyes.

      It didn’t help that the six-week summer break yawned ahead of me like a chasm. Worse was the date looming at the end of it.

      No. No, thinking of that today. That’s future Oscar’s problem.

      With no work to distract me, what was I going to do? Last year, everything with Joe had been so fresh. I’d been crashing on Bailey’s sofa while he helped me pick up the pieces.

      Now I was a fully functioning adult…on the outside, at least. Bailey was going on the trip to America that he’d postponed last year, and I was going to be home.

      Alone.

      As if he could sense my train of thought, Bailey’s name flashed on my phone screen. I considered ignoring it, but that would only lead to him worrying. The last thing I wanted was him moving his holiday because of me. Again.

      “Hello?”

      “Please tell me you’re answering this from that hot guy’s bed.”

      “I really wish I could.”

      Bailey immediately went into protective mode. “What happened? Did he hurt you?”

      “No, nothing like that. He was the perfect gentleman.”

      There was a beat of silence. “Okay, so what happened? I can tell from your voice you didn’t get a happy ending and to come home full of sunshine.”

      I took a deep breath and gave him the rundown of what happened. “The poor bloke probably breathed a sigh of relief as soon as the door closed behind me. He deserves more than a fuck up like me.”

      “You are not a fuck up.” Bailey’s anger was palpable through the phone. “Don’t talk about yourself like that. You know I don’t like it.”

      “What else would you call someone who had an anxiety attack in the middle of sex?”

      “Are we talking about the same person here? Because the Oscar I know is someone who’s survived shit that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. A guy who did something really brave by taking a chance on someone new. You’re very quick to put yourself down, but you never give yourself credit where it’s due. Joe was the weak one in the relationship, not you.”

      “Didn’t feel that way,” I muttered. “Anyway, let’s talk about something else. What time is the taxi picking you up?”

      “In about an hour,” he said. There was a pause before he continued. “Listen…I can always postpone this if you need…”

      “No,” I cut him off quickly. “I’m fine, I promise. Go on your trip and make some memories. God knows you need some new stories.”

      He chuckled. “I’d tell you to fuck off if that wasn’t true. Are you sure you’ll be okay? You won’t spend the whole summer wallowing in your duvet watching The Office?”

      “What do you take me for?”

      “Dude, I can literally hear Rainn Wilson in the background.”

      Bugger. I scrambled for the remote, hitting the mute button. “Nope, you must be imagining things.”

      “Sure, man, whatever you say.” The sarcasm was strong with this one. “Promise me you’ll leave the flat at least once a day?”

      The thought made my stomach churn, but I knew Bailey, and if I didn’t comply, he wouldn’t hesitate to cancel his plans. “I promise. Once a day.”

      “I will be checking in on you to make sure you’re keeping your word.”

      I forced a laugh. “Stop fussing, old man, and get your arse in that taxi. I expect an awesome souvenir and better stories than the shit you’ve been peddling since uni.”

      “You got it,” he said. “And while you’re at it, reach out to Hannah. You know she’ll forgive you if you just explain.”

      The thought of speaking to my sister made a lump form in my throat. “Yeah. Maybe.”

      “I’ve got to go and finish packing. Love you, man. Take it easy.”

      My fingers clenched the edge of my duvet, realising that this was the last time I’d hear his voice for six weeks. “You too.”

      With that, I hung up on the one thing tethering me to the ground for the past twelve months.
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      It had taken several explosive arguments, but I was alone as I stepped into the elevator with the tattered business card clutched between my fingers. Whoever was leaving me the bodies clearly had an issue with me—not my brothers. I didn’t want to drag them into it unless absolutely necessary.

      That didn’t mean they were letting me walk in unprotected though. An invisible shield shimmered over my body. My brothers’ power signatures entwined with my own, making me near invincible as I prepared to enter the lion’s den.

      And if that wasn’t enough, I was also wearing a wire. Mori and Harlow were on the roof, listening in and prepared to move at a moment’s notice. Personally, I thought it was overkill. My shields alone would’ve been fine. But it was either this or let them accompany me, so I sucked it up, clipped on the wire, and allowed them to cast their own protection shields.

      Flat 13B stood before me, a plain white door with a brass knocker. My lips twisted as I noticed the small snake carved into the doorframe. Definitely a demon then—one who didn’t believe in originality, apparently.

      Not bothering to knock, I twisted the handle and let myself into the flat. The door opened straight into the living room, and the first thing that hit me was the whiteness of the place. Everything from the walls to the carpet and furnishings was white and pristine.

      The second thing that hit me was the scent. Acrid smoke mixed with cinnamon and liquorice.

      Kerine.

      My spine stiffened in preparation, heat licking at my fingers as my powers tensed in response.

      This was so much worse than we’d expected.

      Heels clicked along the floor as she appeared around the corner. Long black hair fell in waves, framing her heart-shaped face. I didn’t have to be attracted to women to acknowledge her breathtaking beauty. Artists had fallen over themselves in centuries past to capture her image on canvas. Clad in a tight black dress with a split up the side, she was the definition of seduction.

      It was another tool in her already deadly arsenal—her sinful looks made both humans and supes fall at her feet with little effort.

      “Calix, my darling,” she purred. The sound of my given name coming out of her mouth was almost as bad as seeing her in the flesh for the first time in one hundred years. She stopped at a drinks trolley, where she proceeded to fix us both a glass of whisky. “What a lovely surprise. I have to say, I rather expected you’d be here yesterday.”

      I took the glass she offered but didn’t drink from it. “I’m afraid I do have a life to attend to up here. I gave up dropping everything to cater to your whims a long time ago.”

      She sank gracefully into a winged white leather armchair, indicating I should take the one beside her. “And what a shame that is. I was surprised it took four bodies before you paid attention to my message. I’d thought you and your brothers would’ve been breaking down my door when I left the first little gift. I’m shocked they didn’t accompany you.”

      “Come now,” I said, taking a seat and resting an ankle on my leg. “We both know I’m more than capable of dealing with any little problems without help from my brothers.”

      “You mean to say they aren’t on my roof, ready to jump in at a moment’s notice?” She took a casual sip of her drink.

      Unrattled, I straightened my jacket. “Where would be the fun in confirming that? Now, why don’t we get down to business? To what do I owe the pleasure of this summons?”

      “It’s quite simple—your father demands an audience.”

      “He has my address.”

      Her lips thinned. “You know that’s not the answer I need.”

      “It’s the only one you’re going to get,” I said, leaning forward to put my untouched glass on the coffee table.

      “Your father expects you to return home by St Ingrid’s Day.” Unlike the beings topside, we didn’t follow the Gregorian calendar. Heaven and Hell lived by the Saints' days. As much as it rankled us demons, it was too complicated to forge a different path. Beneath all the pomp and circumstance, angels were just demons who lived more boring lives.

      “Why me?” I asked. Not because I wanted my brothers pulled into this, but I had to know what his play was.

      “He has need of your services.” I winced internally, knowing exactly what she was referring to. “There’s been talk of a rebellion amongst the lower echelons. He thinks it’s high time for the butcher of the ninth circle to return and remind the other demons of their rightful place.”

      “Why would I do that? Not only did I choose to walk away permanently, but what makes you think I would want to help my father?”

      “He has ways to motivate you,” she said. There was a ripple in the air, and Mori was in her place. I suppressed a shudder at her shape-shifting. That shit was unnatural, even for a demon. “No one knows better than he the lengths you will go to to protect your brothers.” There was another ripple in the air, and then she spoke with Harlow’s tongue. “If you don’t comply, he will attack you where you are weakest.”

      I snorted and stood, ready for this discussion to be over. “If Father thinks anyone is strong enough to take any of us down while we are topside, he is welcome to try. All you’ve achieved today is putting our guards up, so thanks for that. We’re invincible up here, and he knows it. The only reason we haven’t dethroned him is because Hell needs a figurehead, and that’s a job none of us wants.”

      With that, I turned to walk away. Before I had taken more than a few steps, a voice I hadn’t heard in a century rippled over me, making the hairs on my arms stand on end.

      “But not all of your brothers are topside, are they, Calix?”
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      It took seven days for me to keep my promise and leave the safety of my flat. Even that was driven by the need for fresh food rather than pleasing Bailey. It was easy to lie to him when we were restricted to messaging over WhatsApp. Instead of telling him about vegging on my couch bingeing American sitcoms, I made up all sorts of fanciful stories about visiting museums and going on daily walks.

      I knew he could see through my bullshit, but there wasn’t much he could do about it from three thousand miles away. I didn’t want to lie about contacting Hannah, so I changed the subject whenever he asked. The last thing I wanted was for him to spend his holiday worrying about me.

      It wasn’t that I hadn’t tried. I’d opened a thread to text her so many times, but it always ended with me throwing my phone to one side and cracking open the Ben and Jerry’s instead.

      Yeah, when I said fresh food, I meant ice cream. When I decided to wallow, I did it in style.

      Stepping out of my building, I glared at the streams of people flooding the pavement. The good thing about being a teacher? All the holidays. The bad thing? Everyone else also being on holiday.

      Taking a deep breath, I steeled my spine and began to weave through the crowds. You’d think, working in a school, I’d be used to it, but irritatingly, my anxiety didn’t work like that. The school was one of my safe spaces. I had authority there—the students knew and respected me. I could call on any of my colleagues and know they’d come running to help.

      Here though, I had none of that. I was just another stranger in a hurry. Old Oscar probably wouldn’t have noticed how busy it was. He would’ve popped his headphones on and spent the trip daydreaming.

      Keeping my eyes fixed on the pavement, I didn’t stop moving until I stepped into the air-conditioned entrance of the Tesco Metro three streets over. I was in and out quickly, not wanting to be away from my flat for longer than necessary.

      Fuck how I hated being like this. Nothing frustrated me more than knowing I was letting my anxiety control me yet feeling helpless to stop it. Joe may be in my past, but I wasn’t living the way I wanted. Maybe I should contact the therapy service again. I’d looked into it when everything first happened, but they had a minimum of a six-month waiting list. Figuring I’d be better by then, I’d clicked off the website.

      A year on, my anxiety was calling bullshit.

      Determined to at least Google the website when I got home, I hurried through the streets. The bag handles were cutting into my hands under the weight of my shopping, but I hadn’t wanted to make more than one trip. Thank God it was quieter now that most people had probably headed home for dinner.

      My chest tightened at the thought of having someone to go home to. That was probably one of the reasons I’d stayed with Joe as long as I had. I told myself he was better than being alone. Aside from Hannah, I didn’t have any other family.

      Could I really still count her? Bailey might think she would welcome me back into her life with open arms, but I wasn’t so sure. I’d said some truly awful things to her and refused to listen to her warnings. Even so, she’d tried to reach out to me many times. Eventually, she’d given up.

      I couldn’t blame her. I’d given up on myself too.

      I was so focused on thinking about Hannah that it took me a minute to realise I was being followed.

      Crossing over to Belmont Road, I noticed two men watching me intently, walking several metres behind me. Unlike everyone else passing by, they weren’t dressed for a hot August afternoon. They wore dark suits, which wouldn’t have normally stood out in the city centre, but even the corporate stooges had ditched their jackets and ties in favour of more casual clothing. One had a tattoo of a snake creeping up the side of his neck, which seemed at odds with the rest of his look. The shorter one had tiny shrewd eyes currently boring into my skull. Their faces were devoid of expression, their eyes not leaving me even as I openly stared back at them.

      You’re just being paranoid, I told myself, turning away and walking a bit faster now. What happened with Joe has messed with your mind.

      Still, I couldn’t stop the trickle of fear that wound through my veins as I hurried my steps home. It wasn’t until I stepped onto my road that I risked a glance over my shoulder. The trickle transformed into a full-on gush as I realised that not only were the two men still following me, but they were close enough to grab me.

      Just keep breathing. You’re nearly home. Of course they aren’t going to grab you. It’s your imagination working overtime.

      Spoiler alert—my imagination was fine.

      As I passed the alley beside my building, rough hands wrapped around my arms and yanked me from my feet into the narrow space between the buildings. Before my brain could catch up, I was thrown against the wall, my groceries spilling over the cracked pavement. There goes my Ben and Jerry’s. Literally cannot catch a break.

      Why my brain focused on that rather than the weasel-eyed guy’s hands around my throat was beyond me. Maybe it was because I’d been in this exact position before. It was almost comforting because I knew what was coming.

      Pain. And no doubt, lots of it.

      “Look at what we’ve stumbled on here.” His breath was hot and stank of dead fish. “A lowly human like you carrying a prince’s mark? Wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, but there’s no denying you reek of him. Such a shame that you’ll be so easy to kill. I do prefer when my victims fight back.”

      Fabulous. I was about to be murdered by someone who was either high or hallucinating. Great for him, absolutely no judgment on my part. Would love to be able to escape reality and pretend I was living a different life.

      Pretty sure if I did, though, I wouldn’t wander around assaulting people.

      He leaned in close, his yellow teeth grinning at me as his colleague scanned the skies. “How long do you think it will take him to get here? Do you think I’ll have time to play with you first?”

      The other guy frowned, not lowering his eyes. “I wouldn’t risk it. It won’t take long for the butcher to find us.”

      “You’re right. Better to kill him before he finds us.”

      Who was this guy they kept going on about? I couldn’t go down like this, killed in broad daylight by two thugs talking in riddles. Think of the issues it would cause. Who would take my classes next year? The timetable had been a nightmare to get sorted in the first place.

      Oscar, focus!

      Right, I should probably be more worried about my life ending than my death’s impact on my students and colleagues. Squirming in his grip, I lashed out with my hands and fists, striking anything I could reach. I began to yell and scream for help, desperate for a passerby to hear me. As the seconds ticked by, I realised how much I didn’t want to die.

      I wanted to speak to Bailey.

      I wanted to look my sister in the eyes and tell her how sorry I was for pushing her away.

      I wanted to go back to Cal’s bookshop and throw myself into his arms.

      I wanted to live again.

      There was a rush of something that felt not quite like joy but close as I realised that Joe hadn’t taken everything from me. I had things to fight for. Things I wanted to achieve. Things I wanted to experience.

      It was a shame that it took my life hanging in the balance for me to see what I had to live for.

      “Enough,” the man barked, slamming me back against the wall. The move knocked the wind out of me, cutting off my screams and stunning my limbs. “That’s better,” he said with a sickening gleam in his eye. “Normally, I like it when they scream, but I need you dead before he gets here.”

      “Who is he?” I panted out. “Honestly, man, I have no idea who you’re talking about. I’m just an English teacher! You’ve got the wrong person.”

      Tattoo Man snorted but still didn’t look away from the sky. “You can’t trick us, human. There’s no disguising a demon’s mark.”

      “A what?” Did he say a demon? Either these guys needed some serious medical intervention, or I was in a crazed fever dream. The rough brickwork cutting into my skin where my shirt had ridden up unfortunately killed the latter idea.

      “I’ll give it to him. You are a rather lovely specimen.” The man holding me leered. “Shame I don’t dally with humans. If I did, I’d take great pleasure in…”

      I didn’t get to hear the depraved thing he was about to say. There were two sickening crunches, and his body was ripped from mine. Before I could make sense of what was happening, a different figure caught me, stopping me from hitting the floor.

      A warm spiced scent filled my nostrils, calming me. The chest against mine was shirtless. The arms bracketing me felt familiar, and the hands tracing the bruising on my neck were gentle.

      “Are you hurt?”

      Cal.

      Somehow, it was Cal holding me up, checking me all over for injuries. Cal who had appeared at my moment of need. My brain couldn’t process what was happening. I hadn’t seen him since I’d walked away from him a week ago, yet, here he was.

      I was frozen solid and unable to speak as I tried to make sense of the last few minutes. My eyes drifted over his shoulder to see what had happened to the other guys, but my view was blocked by massive black wings.

      Wings that appeared to be protruding from Cal’s back.

      What the fuck?

      “I think I’m going to faint,” I said weakly. This was too much. All I’d wanted was some ice cream.

      “Here, let me help you,” Cal said, supporting my weight until I was sitting on the dirty ground. He put a gentle hand on the back of my neck. “Head between your legs, sweetheart. Take some deep breaths for me.”

      I did as he instructed, but a groan and scuffling noise had me trying to pull my head up to see what was going on. Cal’s eyes snapped sideways, looking at something I couldn’t see. His eyes narrowed and he bared his teeth in a snarl.

      I couldn’t help but pull back with a whimper. Seeing the fury on his face was much worse than when the bad-breath guy had me pinned by the throat. At the sound, Cal turned back to me, his expression softening. He gave me a small smile, but it didn’t disguise the storm of rage swirling in his eyes.

      “Can you do me a favour, sweetheart?”

      I nodded, my voice not cooperating.

      He pushed my head back between my knees with a tenderness I was coming to associate with him. Stopping to soothingly run his fingers over my hair, he leaned down, his breath a hot whisper on my ear.

      “Close your eyes. Don’t open them until I say.”
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      When I was satisfied Oscar didn’t have injuries that required urgent attention, I turned to the demons who had dared to touch what was mine.

      I’d recognised them immediately. Iannis and Andras were not what one would call smart. Their lineage classified them as higher demons, but unfortunately for them, the name was pretty much all they had going in their favour.

      The last week had been interminable. I’d spent every conscious minute fighting the urge to turn up on Oscar’s doorstep and throw myself at his mercy.

      And on top of that, Kerine’s threat had sent us into a tailspin. While we might’ve still been pissed at the way Dagon had turned his back on us, we weren’t about to let him die for us. Even if we hadn’t sworn to protect each other aeons ago, there was no way we would risk him. We’d been holed up in my shop since my meeting with Kerine, coming up with countless fruitless plans of how we could protect Dagon without stepping foot in Father’s territory. To do so would be to risk us all.

      The three of us had visited every higher demon currently topside to persuade them to carry a message to Dagon, encouraging him to leave Hell. The problem was that all higher demons fell into two categories. The first were those who believed we were wrong to walk away from Father—they weren’t about to help if the alternative was us returning to Hell. The second category wanted to see Father dethroned and believed we needed to return to our former home and take the throne for ourselves.

      The upshot of this was…no one was willing to help us.

      Desperate, we’d even reached out to a clan of mages to see if there was a way to send a message to Hell or summon Dagon out, but they had also refused to help. They claimed it wasn’t their place to interfere, so Harlow set one of their cottages on fire out of petty spite. I couldn’t blame him—you could guaran-fucking-tee they’d get involved if it benefitted them.

      Aside from wanting Dagon topside and safe with us, I couldn’t deny I had another more selfish motive to get the situation resolved. A tiny part of my mind hoped that once it was, it would be safe enough to explore something with the man occupying all my thoughts. Because no matter how much I tried to deny it, the voice inside wanting me to claim Oscar as mine got louder by the hour.

      I’d been with Mori and Harlow—each of us pulling at our hair in frustration over what to do next—when I’d felt the first surge of Oscar’s fear through the mark.

      The moment Oscar’s terror flared, I was moving. I hadn’t stopped to explain what was happening to my brothers. Tearing through my flat until I reached the roof terrace, I barely paused to cast a compulsion net before launching myself into the air. I didn’t stop until I found Oscar.

      The sight of that scumbag Iannis pinning Oscar to the wall had fear and rage like I’d never felt before racing through me. It swirled through me like a storm before solidifying into a murderous calm.

      How dare they touch Oscar. Scare him. Hurt him.

      Before I had even landed, I clocked the bruises rising on Oscar’s delicate skin and his bleeding knuckles. He must’ve fought back.

      My brave human.

      Knowing Oscar’s attention was distracted, I took a second to snap Andras’s neck before ripping Iannis away. Repeating the move on him, relishing the way his bones fractured under my grip, I caught Oscar before he registered what had happened.

      Unfortunately for the other demons, snapping their necks wouldn’t kill them—not permanently anyway. My thirst for revenge was nowhere near slaked. I doubted it ever would be where Oscar was concerned. They had seen his mark, known he was mine, and decided to hurt him anyway. Now they were stirring, and it was time for the real fun to begin.

      Checking again to ensure Oscar was safe and not watching, I strode over to where they were groaning on the floor. Grabbing each of their collars, I hauled them up and slammed them back against the wall. Both came back to full consciousness to find my fingers around their throats, squeezing hard to ensure they had marks that would match the ones marring Oscar’s neck.

      Their eyes widened in horror as they beheld who stood before them. They immediately began squirming in my grip, but my strength far outmatched their own. Rage and adrenaline poured through me, knowing Oscar had been hurt because of me. Their powers rose and fell as they met my own, as useless as opening an umbrella in a hurricane.

      “Calix,” Andras said, his eyes darting around, looking for an escape. “We were following orders…please…there’s no need…”

      Iannis, clearly the stupider of the two, stopped struggling and sniggered. “Who would’ve thought it’d be a human to bring the great and mighty Calix to his knees? Such a reckless move on your part. He won’t live past the end of this week if you don’t submit to your father’s demands. We are only the beginning.”

      My jaw tightened. I let the heat in my veins rise to my palms, revelling in the way the demons screeched in response. “We’ll have to make you two a lesson in what happens when you mess with what is mine then, won’t we?”

      Andras gasped in pain as my power mercilessly throbbed through him. “I didn’t even touch him, Calix. I swear. I couldn’t ignore orders. We aren’t like you!”

      I tilted my head, turning my full attention to him. He quailed under my gaze. “You’re right. Like most demons, you’re spineless.”

      The sound of beating wings met my ears, and I felt my brothers land on either side of me. Relief mixed with regret as I realised I wouldn’t be the one to deal with these scumbags. Regret as I wanted to personally show them what happened when Oscar was threatened, but relief that I could spirit him away while my brothers exacted justice on my behalf.

      I didn’t acknowledge them as I continued to address Andras. “As you didn’t personally lay your hands on him, I will show you mercy.”

      “Oh, thank you, thank you, Calix. I swear I won’t go near him again.”

      I shook my head, and Harlow chortled behind me. “Oh, Andras, you’re suffering under the illusion you’ll be alive to do anything by the end of the day.”

      His expression faltered. “But…you said—”

      “I said I’d give you mercy. Which is why I’m allowing Mori to have the honour of snuffing out your miserable existence.”

      At my nod, Mori stepped forward with a grim expression. He yanked Andras from my grasp and launched into the air without a word.

      Throwing a quick glance over my shoulder to check Oscar was okay, I was reassured that his breathing had slowed and his head was still bowed. Wanting to get this over with so I could put my attention where it needed to be, I turned to Iannis.

      All trace of bravado had been erased by the sight of Harlow waiting beside me. The scent of urine tickled my nostrils as Iannis began to thrash in my grasp.

      “No, please,” he said, his eyes begging me. “I’m sorry. I’ll do anything. Just kill me here. Don’t do this. Show mercy. Please!”

      “Show mercy? Is that what you were doing with Oscar?” Iannis’s eyes darted over to where Oscar was sitting.

      “No,” I said through gritted teeth. I pulled Iannis away from the wall only to slam him into it again. The brick crumbled under the impact, dust floating to the ground. I took a deep breath to get my temper under control. “You do not look at him.”

      “Cal,” Harlow’s voice was a soothing balm over the fire roaring through me. “Give him to me. You know I’ll make it worth it.”

      I gave Iannis one more penetrating glare before stepping back and letting Harlow move into my place.

      Harlow reached up to run a manicured nail down Iannis’s cheek. The taller demon whimpered in terror under his touch. “Oh, we are going to have so much fun.”

      “Please…” he begged, which only made Harlow smile wider.

      “I do love it when they beg. I’m going to enjoy breaking you.”

      With that, he pulled them both into the air, Iannis kicking and screaming.

      As soon as they were out of sight, I ran back to Oscar, skidding the last few feet on my knees. “Oscar, it’s okay. You can look now.”

      He raised his head slowly, blinking his eyes as he looked around the empty alleyway. “Who was with you?”

      “My brothers,” I replied as I looked him over. “Did he hurt you anywhere other than your throat?”

      “My throat?” Lifting a shaking hand, he touched the bruises marring his pale skin. “Oh, that does hurt.” He began to snicker, his head lolling back against the wall as he peered at me from under his dark lashes. “Did you know you have wings?”

      My stomach twisted. He was on the brink of losing it. “Come on, sweetheart, let’s get you up.”

      “All right,” he said with a hum, allowing me to scoop him into my arms. “I think I might be dreaming. If I’m not, I definitely need to make that therapy appointment.”

      Unsure of what he was talking about, I brushed a light kiss over his forehead as he closed his eyes. “Everything will make sense soon, I promise. Let’s get you somewhere safe, and then you can rest.”

      “It’s okay,” he murmured, suspended between dreaming and waking. “I feel safe with you.”
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      Strangers in dark suits.

      Bricks scraping against my back.

      Bony fingers around my neck.

      Cal stood before me, wings stretched wide.

      Quiet, deadly threats made while I pretend not to hear.

      The images slammed into me one after another as I fought against my sleep-heavy eyelids. What the hell had I eaten to cause such vivid dreams?

      I swallowed and winced at the pain in my throat. What the…?

      Shooting up in bed, my hand flew up to my neck. Sure enough, there was a familiar ache there. Probing it gently, I winced at the tenderness. Great. Another bruise to explain away. That was when I noticed the room around me.

      This wasn’t my bed. This wasn’t my flat.

      Panicking, I scrambled back against the headboard, the sheets twisting around my legs. The room was big and decorated in muted-grey tones. Fitted bookshelves filled the wall to the right, with a divine bay window opposite them. Traffic noise filtered through, suggesting I was still in the city. Judging by the darkness outside, it was no longer daytime.

      Two cosy chairs with blankets on the back sat in the window alcove, a low table between them. Despite the panic I felt, I couldn’t help thinking how nice it would be to grab a book from the shelf and curl up in one of those seats.

      Whoever’s room I was in, they clearly had good taste. My eyes drifted to the bedside table. A small lamp was turned on with a glass of water and packet of ibuprofen in front of it.

      I popped two pills from the pack and downed the entire glass of water. It was probably stupid to take them, not knowing who put them there, but with the way my muscles were screaming, I’d take my chances.

      As I set the glass down, there was a light tap on the door before Cal’s face appeared. “Oh good. You’re awake.”

      Cal. I couldn’t explain it, but seeing him sent a wave of relief sweeping through me. “Apparently.” I pulled the blanket over my chest self-consciously. That was when I clocked what I was wearing. “Where are my clothes?”

      Cal stepped into the room, stopping a healthy distance from the bed. “They were covered in dirt from the alley, so I changed you into some of my clothes and put yours in the washing machine.” Sure enough, the sweats and T-shirt were far too big for me.

      “I didn’t touch your underwear,” he added hastily. “I just wanted you to be comfortable when you woke up.”

      My mind was racing. I had so many questions. “What the fuck happened out there? Was that real?”

      Cal folded his arms across his chest, a brief flicker of violence dancing across his face before he smoothed it away. “Yes. It was all real.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. There’s no way. Things like that don’t happen. I mean, you don’t have… Are you sure I haven’t had a nervous breakdown and imagined everything?”

      The corner of Cal’s mouth twitched. “How would that explain you ending up here?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you stumbled across me while I was hallucinating and brought me here to recover? Or I could be dreaming? Or still hallucinating?”

      “Does it feel like you’re dreaming or hallucinating?”

      “Well, no.” The sheets felt more luxurious than I could imagine, and if anything, Cal was hotter than I remembered. “But if I was, then that’s probably what I would think.”

      “Interesting,” Cal nodded. “There’s one little problem with that theory.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If what happened was a figment of your imagination, why can I remember it?”

      Bugger. “And you definitely didn’t imagine it either?”

      He shook his head, all amusement gone now. “No. I wish it was a hallucination because this really isn’t how I pictured getting you into my bed for the first time.”

      Butterflies filled my stomach at that statement, and I internally berated myself. Now was really not the time to be going gooey over Cal. Not when I was still eighty-five percent sure this was all the product of a breakdown. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “A few hours. I was going to wake you in a bit because you must be hungry. I’ve got chilli on the stove, and it’s nearly ready.”

      My stomach rumbled in response, and Cal grinned. “Glad to know you approve.”

      “I have questions,” I said, moving to the side of the bed. As I stood, I realised it wasn’t only my neck hurting. The muscles in my back and arms were screaming and patches of my skin felt as though they’d been rubbed raw. “Fucking hell, if I didn’t think it was real before, I do now.”

      Cal was beside me without seeming to move. He didn’t touch me, just hovered like he was half expecting me to keel over. “Take it easy. There’s no rush. Let’s get some food in you, and you can ask me whatever questions you like.”

      “And you’ll tell me the truth?”

      “I promise.”

      “And I can trust you on that?”

      He stepped closer, a fierce expression on his face. “You can trust me. As you’re about to learn, my word is my bond. If I promise something, there’s no going back on it.”

      I stared at him for a minute before nodding towards the door. “You better get that chilli plated up then. I hope you’ve got plenty of grated cheese.”

      He gave me a soft grin. “For you, anything.”
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      While finishing the second portion of chilli Cal forced on me, I couldn’t help sneaking glances at him. The domesticity of the scene was making my imagination do naughty things…like pretending this was my everyday life. One where I could come home every night to a loving partner and enjoy a meal together. One where Cal was mine to keep and I wasn’t a broken mess.

      Unlike me, Cal wasn’t being subtle with his looks. From the moment we’d sat down, he’d stared at me unabashedly, quietly observing me as though I were some fascinating documentary. I was surprised to realise I didn’t mind his attention. No one had ever looked at me the way he was right now. It made my insides squirm and my heart yearn for things I thought I’d given up on long ago.

      I shook myself. There I went, letting my imagination get ahead of me again. He was probably watching to ensure I wasn’t about to collapse into hysterics after what happened earlier. What I needed was to not get in over my head with Cal. Okay, so he’d swooped in and saved me like a dark avenging angel, but that didn’t mean anything. And maybe I did want a partner, someone to go home to at the end of the day, but that man wasn’t Cal. He might have been happy to hook up with me, but he hadn’t given the impression he was looking for anything more than that. Even if he was, it was pathetically obvious that he deserved someone who wasn’t a walking bundle of anxiety. No, I needed to get my answers about today and be on my merry way before my imagination walked any further down this ridiculous path.

      “So, about today. I’m not really sure where to start…”

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened before they found you?” Cal supplied helpfully.

      Taking a deep breath, I launched into my story, telling him about my trip to Tesco and how I’d tried to carry all my groceries so I wouldn’t have to go out again.

      Cal held up a hand for me to pause, his brow furrowed. “What do you mean you didn’t want to go out again? I get that no one wants to go shopping multiple times, but I don’t think that’s why you said it.”

      I pulled my lower lip between my teeth. “Um, no reason. I just…haven’t really felt like going out much recently.”

      “Since when?” Cal asked. “Since the night at the club?”

      I nodded, and his frown deepened as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I see. Apologies, please continue.”

      Relieved he wasn’t about to push the issue, I dove back into the story. “It wasn’t until he said he was going to kill me that I realised…”

      “Realised what?”

      “Realised I have so much to live for,” I whispered. “That’s when I started fighting back…not that it did much.”

      “Hey,” he said, reaching a hand across the table. Without hesitating, I slipped my hand under his, revelling in the touch. What was it about Cal that made me feel safe? “You fought him off long enough for me to get there, and that’s what matters. You chose to fight for your life. Not many humans would have been brave enough to do that when a demon had them pinned to the wall.”

      And there it was, the word underpinning the swirling incredulity in my mind. I’d never believed in God, Heaven, or Hell. But no matter how it pushed at the constraints of my perceived reality, there was no denying something bigger was going on here. “Demon?”

      Cal’s hand twitched under mine, but he didn’t pull it away. His eyes shuttered as he stared at me across the table. “I’m going to give you a choice here, and I want you to think carefully before giving me your answer. I want you to decide based on what is best for you, not what you think I want to hear.”

      His careful phrasing made my stomach squirm. When was the last time a guy had actively encouraged me to put myself first? “Okay.”

      “I can wipe your memories. Compel you to forget what happened today and meeting me at the club. You’d be able to carry on your life as normal, as if I never existed. No one else would hurt or bother you though. I can assure you of that.”

      “What’s the other option?”

      He swallowed hard. “I tell you everything. I’ll answer all of your questions without artifice or deception.”

      My mind spun. The sensible thing would be to choose option one. To go back to my flat, to my ice cream and Netflix, and carry on with my life as normal.

      Could I do it though? Could I forget the feeling of wanting to live? Could I walk away from this man who had saved me yet called me brave? Could I go back to pushing my emotions away and living half a life?

      And more importantly, did I want to?

      Staring into Cal’s amber eyes, I realised there was not a single atom of my body that wanted that. Steeling myself, I took a deep breath.

      “Tell me everything.”

    

  







            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          

      

    

    






CAL

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure?”

      Oscar gulped, and I couldn’t help but track the movement. My eyes lingered on the bruises, and I could feel my anger rising once more. Only the thought of the torture Harlow and Mori were currently dishing out on my behalf calmed me.

      “I’m sure,” he said with a half-smile. “How bad can it be?”

      I gave a bitter laugh and pulled my hand from his. He frowned at me, but I didn’t think he would want to be touching me when reality set in. “Bad. That’s the first thing I need to make clear. I am not a good…person. I won’t sugarcoat this for you. You deserve to know what you’re getting into by being with me. The things I’ve done would be enough to give you nightmares for the rest of your life. I’ve hurt people, tortured them, killed them. It’s not the life I live now, and it’s never been something I want to do. No matter what I try, though, I can’t escape it fully. Pain and suffering follow me like a shadow.”

      He paled, but his gaze didn’t waver. “Why did you do it?”

      “Because I was ordered to—and because they deserved it. They earned their punishment through their behaviour during their life.”

      “Did you ever hurt someone who didn’t deserve it?”

      “No.” It wasn’t a rule that all demons followed, but one that my brothers’ and I followed like law.

      “Did you have a choice?”

      “No. At least, I believed I didn’t. It took a long time, far too long, but my brothers and I woke up and saw the truth eventually.”

      He nodded slowly, his brain processing what I was telling him. He was fascinating to watch. Under different circumstances, I would’ve loved to sit and ask him what he was thinking, to dissect his thoughts and emotions. “So you’re a…demon? What does that mean exactly? What about your brothers? Does that mean angels exist too? And do you really have wings, or is that my imagination going wild again?”

      I couldn’t help but smile as the questions tumbled from his lips. His inquisitiveness was yet another draw for me. “Yes, I’m a demon, and so are my brothers. Unlike our ancestors, we were born in Hell thousands of years ago, but we’ve lived on Earth since 1573. Our forefathers were angels who fell when they questioned God’s rule. Now we exist to punish sinners. To balance the scales of light and darkness. We were sent topside to tempt others away from the path of righteousness, but my brothers and I discovered how much…freer we felt living on Earth. It became our home in a way that Hell never was. And no, your imagination isn’t going wild. I do have wings.”

      His mouth opened and closed a few times as though he couldn’t decide which question to ask first. “Where are your wings now?”

      “I use a small amount of power to keep them hidden. I’d show them to you, but I rather like this shirt, and I’ve already ruined one today.”

      “That’s a shame. I quite like you shirtless.” His face went beet red, and he buried his head in his hand. “Shit, I didn’t mean to say that aloud.”

      A slow grin crept across my face. “Say the word, and I’ll happily strip for you.”

      He lifted his head and rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “No, if you do that, I’ll never finish asking all the questions I have. What did you mean when you said power? Is that like magic?”

      It should’ve felt weird talking about this with a human. I’d spent centuries keeping the reality of my world hidden, and now I was spilling it all. But Oscar wasn’t just a human. He was mine. Even if I would never be his, it didn’t change the fact that he was mine. It felt natural to share everything with him. “Sort of. Every demon has a level of power within them determined by their lineage. The older the family, the stronger the demon.”

      “And your family is old?”

      “The oldest. In practical terms, it means I’m faster and stronger than your average demon. I can summon the fires of Hell with little effort. I can also compel humans to do my bidding.”

      He blanched at that. “Is that something you do often?”

      “No,” I replied. “Only if a human sees something they shouldn’t have, something I need them to forget.”

      He tapped his fingers on the tabletop and tilted his head at me. “What else can demons do?”

      “It depends on the individual demon and who their parents are,” I explained. “Even amongst sibling groups, powers can vary. Take my brothers and me, for example. Mori is an exceptional tracker, while Harlow can set nearly unbreakable wards. The three of us can shield ourselves from attack, and we can always find one another, no matter the distance between us. My power can be released as a burst of energy to knock my opponents from their feet and render them powerless for a few seconds. Harlow is able to do a similar thing, but when he does, it has a far greater…impact.”

      “Huh,” Oscar said, frowning at the table. “There was something else the other…demon said. Something about you guys being princes?”

      I sighed. “Technically, we are princes of Hell. Or we were before we broke away. There’s no throne waiting for us at the end of this if that’s what you’re worried about.” Not one any of us wanted, anyway.

      “I’m not worried,” he said. “I’m trying to understand. You’re kind of shattering my worldview here. I would never have entertained this before…but after what happened earlier, I can’t deny something else is going on. It’s just, this is a lot to take in.”

      “It is,” I said, rubbing his knuckles with my thumb. “Is there anything else you’d like to know? I’m happy to answer any questions you have.”

      “I have one more…” he said slowly, his eyes coming up to meet mine. “How did you find me today?”

      I winced, and his eyes narrowed in response. “I take it that’s a question you were hoping I wouldn’t ask.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Let’s just say I was hoping that one would come later.”

      “Later as in…”

      “As in, you would’ve gotten to know me better, so you wouldn’t assume I’m a perverted weirdo.”

      His lips twitched. “Now you have to tell me.”

      “I may have followed you home when you left my house that night.” He straightened, a wary look on his face, so I rushed the rest before he could freak out too much. “You were shaken up, and I was worried about you. I wanted to make sure you got home okay.”

      His hands went into fists, and I hated that I’d upset him. “Breezing past the weirdness of you basically stalking me, that doesn’t explain how you found me today.”

      “I ended up watching you for a while, and you were really upset…”

      He rubbed a hand over his face and cursed under his breath. “Great. Thrilled to know you saw my private breakdown.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed,” I said, scooting my chair nearer to the table to close the distance between us. “You were hurting. It’s dangerous to repress emotions. It takes a strong person to own how they’re feeling.”

      He didn’t meet my eyes as he gestured for me to continue.

      “Well, this next part is going to make me sound really crazy, but I promise I’m not.”

      “Crazier than being a demon and having wings?”

      My teeth sank into my lower lip. This was going to go one of two ways. I wished there was a way around this, but I’d promised him I wouldn’t lie. “I snuck into your room while you were asleep. You were having a nightmare. You reached out and grabbed me, so I…I stayed next to the bed and cuddled you until you drifted back off.”

      He stared at me, his mouth gaping open. “Wow. Anything else to add to the list of boundaries you shouldn’t have overstepped?”

      Trying not to think about how much hinged on this moment, I rushed forward with a deep breath. “I gave you my mark. It’s formed a supernatural bond between us. You can’t see it, but other supernatural beings, or supes as we call them, can. That’s how I found you today. I can tell if you’re scared or in danger.” I leaned forward, desperate to make him understand. “You wouldn’t tell me what you were scared of, and I couldn’t leave you there without a way of keeping you safe.”

      “Is that all?”

      “You may also have an extended lifespan, faster reflexes, and will heal faster. Oh, and demons won’t be able to compel you.”

      Oscar pushed back from the table in one swift movement, making me flinch. He began to pace, his fingers running through his hair.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said as he continued stalking back and forth across my kitchen. “You followed a hookup from the club home, watched him through his window, broke into his house and cuddled him in his sleep, and then gave him some supernatural claiming mark?”

      I bowed my head. “I did, and I’m sorry. I have no explanation other than my instincts told me not to leave you alone…and I always follow them. I’m sorry for overstepping your boundaries, and I promise you something like that won’t happen again. I’m not sorry for giving you my mark though. I can’t regret something that helped me get to you today.”

      “But isn’t that how they found me? One of them said something about me wearing your mark…”

      I groaned, dropping my face into my hands. “I was hoping you wouldn’t figure that out.”

      “So, now what? I have to run the risk of random supernatural beings jumping me whenever I leave the house?” Oscar’s tone was hot, and he was more than a little pissed. My heart sank. Trust me to have fucked this up before I’d even begun.

      “There is a risk of that,” I said carefully. “But I promise my brothers and I will keep you safe.”

      His lips thinned. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just remove the mark?”

      “It can’t be removed. Once a demon gives someone their mark, it can’t be taken back. And even if I could, I probably wouldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it will keep you safe.”

      Oscar’s eyes bore into mine. “Why do you care?”

      I considered my answer carefully. “Honestly? I don’t know. I won’t lie to you and pretend I’ve cared about humans before because I haven’t. Not particular individuals anyway. This hasn’t happened to me before, but my instincts tell me you’re something…special.”

      He blew out a breath and sat back at the table. “I don’t know, Cal…this is a lot. I didn’t ask for any of this, you know? You didn’t check with me first before giving me your mark. How am I supposed to trust you?”

      Oscar wasn’t holding back, and I was proud of him for not rolling over and brushing it off. “I have no excuse. I can’t expect trust from you, but I can hope to earn it again. I can promise you that I won’t ever do anything like that again. I can’t give you any explanation other than it felt right in that moment. Like you were the missing piece of me I hadn’t realised I had been searching for.”

      His expression was inscrutable. “Tell me more about the mark.”

      I explained what I had been taught at my father’s knee. “It was a gift bestowed on angels, so they could mark their chosen mate with eternal life, meaning they would never be separated. When our forefathers fell, the ability travelled with us. When we bestow our mark, it can be seen by all other supernatural beings. With you, I thought any supe would see it and run in the other direction.”

      “That plan worked well.”

      My nostrils flared. “Don’t worry. They are being dealt with. Any supe with a fraction of common sense or survival instinct would understand the consequences of approaching you.”

      “So you’re saying I’m your…mate? Like a fated mate thing?” He flinched. “Nope. Cannot even discuss this without questioning my sanity. Am I that hard up for sex that I’m hallucinating a romance novel?”

      Sensing he was about to spiral again, I answered his first question. “No, we aren’t mates. And definitely not fated ones because that doesn’t exist. I chose to give my mark to you. I wasn’t forced to. Although a bond exists between us, it’s merely a tool to tell me if you’re in danger and give you an extra level of strength and protection that you wouldn’t ordinarily have as a human.”

      “That’s it?” he asked, an eyebrow raised. “Nothing else you want to tell me about this mark?”

      How did he know when I was omitting information? For centuries I’d been able to hide everything under a mask, but this man saw through it with no effort at all. “We aren’t mated now, but if you accepted the bond, we would be. Our life forces would be entwined for all eternity. That choice is yours though. Nothing else needs to happen. You can walk away from all of this now. My offer from earlier still stands. I can erase your memory, and it’ll be like we never met.”

      He leaned forward to rest his head against the cool surface of the table. “Maybe I am dreaming. There is no way the hottest dude alive is sat talking about mates, marks, and supernatural beings like it’s totally normal.”

      “You think I’m hot?”

      “That’s the bit you focused on?” He lifted his head to glare at me. “Your inflated ego is the only thing grounding this in reality right now.”

      Thinking back to his earlier comment, I waggled my eyebrows. “Will it help if I take my shirt off?”

      He paused as if considering it before shaking himself. “Stop trying to distract me with your body. I have more questions.”

      I inclined my head. “My apologies. Please, ask away.”

      He tapped a finger on the table, his lips pursed. “Demons are supposed to be evil. Do you consider yourself to be evil?”

      I thought for a moment, wanting to give him a truthful answer. “I’d like to say I wouldn’t consider myself an ‘evil’ being. That’s a label given to us by those upstairs who think they are above us. Having said that, I have committed what you would consider to be evil acts. Many, many times.”

      “Did you enjoy doing it?”

      “No.” I paused. “But in the interest of complete honesty, I would’ve enjoyed torturing the demons who hurt you today.”

      His head tilted sideways at that. “Did it make you feel like a bigger man when you were hurting others?”

      I had a feeling I knew why his line of questioning was going in this direction, and my stomach tightened. “Never. If anything, it made me feel weak, like I should’ve been strong enough to disobey my orders earlier.”

      “Would you ever hurt me?”

      I knew that this was the question everything rested on. This would be the one thing that would break anything between us before it even got going. Fortunately, there was only one way I would ever answer it.

      The uncertainty in his eyes and the fact that he even needed to ask that question had me wanting to roar at the skies. I wanted to find the man who had made Oscar live in fear and teach him a new definition of the word.

      But most of all, I wanted to shove this table to one side and fall to my knees in front of this man. I wanted to hold him in my arms and promise that no one would ever hurt him again. That I would spend every second of my damned existence keeping him safe and making him happy if he would let me.

      I was in so much trouble. I should’ve recognised what was happening the moment I laid my mark upon Oscar, but I hadn’t. Harlow was right. I had feelings for this man that went beyond anything I’d ever experienced. There was no point trying to reason my way through this. Satan knew my existence went against logic, so why should I question this?

      Having made this realisation, everything settled within me, and my future was clear. I hadn’t known what I was doing when I’d marked Oscar, but my soul had. My heart had. We’d always been taught that giving our mark away meant giving our heart, and that’s what I’d done. Never before had I bought into the love at first sight bullshit, but with Oscar…everything felt right.

      Realising belatedly that I hadn’t answered Oscar’s question, I snapped my eyes back to him. He’d sunk down in his seat and was looking at me warily. I knew there was no point in fighting this. I was caught: hook, line, and sinker. All I could do now was ensure Oscar lived the happy life he deserved, regardless of whether or not he wanted me to be a part of it.

      Rising slowly from my seat, I walked around the table until I was beside Oscar. Turning his chair to face me, I dropped to my knees, the way I’d wanted to a few moments ago. Our height difference meant our eyes were almost level. I allowed my emotions to show as I took his shaking hands in mine.

      “I swear that I will never hurt you. No one else in this world is safer from me than you.”

      “What is it you want from me?”

      I swallowed, my throat feeling tight. I couldn’t fuck this up. Even though my soul screamed at me to claim him, to make him mine, I couldn’t do it. If I rushed this, if I acted like a demon instead of a human, I could end up pushing him away. I’d observed enough of human society to know that declaring I wanted him in my bed and by my side for the rest of eternity wouldn’t go down well

      “For now? I want to get to know you.”

      “That’s all?”

      I gave him a cocky grin, my fingers tightening on his thighs. “Oh, believe me, the second you give me the green light, I’ll have you naked and writhing under me. I’ll use my hands to erase the memory of any other man ever touching you. I’ll use my lips to make you forget everything except the pleasure I’m giving you. I’ll use my tongue to—”

      “Okay,” he squeaked, trying to push me away so he could stand. “Forget everything else. Let’s do that.”

      “Steady,” I said. I couldn’t resist leaning forward and nuzzling his jaw. “As much as I would love to take you up on that, I think we should wait.”

      He glared at me. “Are you sure you’re a demon? Because I feel like a demon would be on board with railing me until I see stars.”

      I groaned and leaned forward to nip his jaw lightly. “Don’t push me, sweetheart. My restraint has its limits.” I sat back on my heels and looked at him with solemn eyes. “I don’t know what this is between us, but it feels different. I don’t want to start off on the wrong foot. I’ve given you a lot to process, and I think you should sleep on it. Let’s take this slow.”

      He pouted at me, looking so adorable that I considered going back on my words. “Fine, I guess I can’t be mad at you for turning me down when you’re being such a gentleman.”

      “I think that’s the first time anyone has ever called me that.”

      He raised a hand to rest on my cheek. “You’ve not treated me any other way so far…aside from the creepy stalker behaviour.”

      “Shh. I thought we agreed to forget that ever happened.”

      “I promised no such thing. In fact, I’m probably going to bring it up daily.”

      I grinned, leaning my forehead against his. “Something tells me you’re going to be trouble.”

      His laughter faded, leaving a contented smile on his face. “I should probably get going. It’s getting late.”

      My fingers tightened on the back of his neck. “Stay.”

      He looked at me, confusion in his eyes. “But I thought you said…”

      “I know. I don’t mean stay for that.” The thought of him walking out that door, away from me, made my stomach churn. “Like you said, it’s late. You’ve been through a lot, and there’s…there’s more I should probably tell you. You can take my bed, and I’ll sleep on the sofa in the bookshop.”

      He fidgeted in his seat. “I can’t kick you out of your own bed.”

      “I can assure you that I’ve slept in far worse places. The sofa will be fine. And I’ll sleep better knowing you’re only a floor away.”

      He stifled a yawn. “Okay, but only because I’m exhausted, and your bed is super comfy.”

      Within a few minutes, I had him situated in my bedroom with a fresh pair of pyjamas and a spare toothbrush. As I closed the door on him and went down to the bookshop, I felt the first flutter of a feeling I’d never had before.

      Hope.
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      I opened my eyes the next morning to see an unfamiliar face peering at me upside down.

      “My, my, my. Look at those eyes. I can see why Cal wanted to keep you all to himself.”

      I scrambled out from under him with a yell. Tripping over the sheets in my haste to get out of the bed, I didn’t stop moving until there were several feet between us.

      Perched on top of the headboard was a delicate-looking man with high cheekbones and dark hair swept back in a pompadour. With a white shirt hanging open over a shimmery pink crop top and a pair of hotpants, he looked like he’d come straight from a nightclub.

      “Who the hell are you?” I snatched a book from the bookcase and brandished it before me like a weapon.

      The stranger snorted and slipped down until he was lying in the bed that, up until thirty seconds ago, I’d been happily occupying. “Calm down, hun. You’re so far from my type it’s not even funny.”

      I didn’t move from my spot by the door, watching the guy like a hawk.

      The man gave a big stretch before pulling himself into a sitting position. “Urgh, I’m exhausted. I should’ve gone home to catch some rest, but first, I had to meet the man who has my big brother all aflutter.”

      I lowered the book. “You’re one of Cal’s brothers?”

      He gave me a saucy wink. “I’m the only one worth knowing. I’m Harlow.”

      “You were there yesterday?”

      “I was.” He frowned at a chip in his nail polish before looking back at me. “I should thank you for getting caught. I haven’t had that much fun in ages.”

      “You’re welcome?” I said uncertainly. My brain was still fuzzy from sleep. Why was this happening before tea? “Why exactly are you waking me up? Do all demons lack understanding of typical societal boundaries or is that a trait reserved just for your family?”

      Harlow clapped his hands and cackled. “Oh, I like you. We are going to get on famously. Poor Cal, he’s not going to stand a chance against you.”

      I rubbed my brow, struggling to find my feet in the wake that was hurricane Harlow. “Where is Cal?”

      After our talk last night, I couldn’t believe he’d let his brother into my personal space while I was sleeping.

      Harlow leapt off the bed and bounced on his toes. “Well, I know what a protective bear he can be, and I knew he wouldn’t let me meet you yet. So I snapped his neck to give us some privacy.”

      “You did what?”

      Harlow frowned at me, seemingly confused by my reaction. “What? It’s not like it’ll kill him. I just needed to incapacitate him for a few minutes so I could meet you.”

      Before I could process that information, a loud roar rent the air.

      “Harlow!”

      “See”—Harlow gestured to the door, his grin wide—“he’s already awake.”

      Footsteps thundered up the stairs and the door flew open, revealing a furious Cal. His chest was heaving, his sleep clothes bedraggled. Around his neck was a fading set of handprints that apparently belonged to Harlow.

      “You little shit,” he hissed, stepping into the room.

      “Now now,” Harlow trilled, darting out of his reach. “No need to lose your temper in front of Oscar.”

      “You broke my neck while I was asleep!” Cal lunged for Harlow again.

      Harlow moved swiftly until he was pressed against my back. I realised he was shorter than me as he went on tiptoe to peer at Cal over my shoulder. “Protect me from him, Oscar,” he squawked. “It’s your duty as my new best friend.”

      Despite the bizarreness of the situation, a laugh burst out of me. A tiny demon in hotpants was using me as a human shield against his sibling. It was an ocean away from the me of two days ago. The most exciting thing that had happened to that guy was discovering an unopened tub of ice cream in the bottom of the freezer.

      The sound of my laughter stopped Cal in his tracks. He tilted his head to the side, concern on his face. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry about Harlow. We’ve spent centuries trying to train him, but nothing seems to stick.”

      “I heard that.” Harlow’s indignant voice came from over my shoulder, but we both ignored him.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “For future reference, though, I prefer to be woken with tea rather than strange men breathing on my face.”

      Cal’s face darkened as his eyes shot over my shoulder. “You dared go near…”

      “Truce,” Harlow squeaked. “You wouldn’t hurt Oscar’s best friend, now would you?”

      Cal cocked an eyebrow. “Best friend, huh? And I thought I moved fast.”

      “You can’t fight fate, Cal.” Harlow gave him an innocent smile. “You of all demons should know that.”

      A slamming door echoed through the house, cutting off Cal’s retort. It was followed by a familiar voice shouting a greeting up the stairs. The bartender—Cal’s other brother, Mori.

      “I’ll get the kettle on,” Harlow sang as he dipped around me and headed for the door. I pretended not to notice Cal clipping him around the back of the head as he passed. To be fair, he deserved it after the rude awakening he’d given the two of us.

      Then we were alone in the room. Suddenly, I was very aware of the empty bed mere feet away. I swallowed harshly as memories of our brief encounter assaulted me. Memories of his lips sucking me, his rough hands skimming my thighs to cup my arse. The groan he gave as I sank to my knees before him. My cock thickened, the thin fabric of my pyjama bottoms doing little to disguise my arousal. Based on the sexual tension thickening the air and the hungry way Cal’s eyes devoured me, I wasn’t the only one debating how long we had before his brothers came searching.

      “You better not be fucking up there. Hurry up. We’ve got demon duchesses to hunt.” Mori’s voice hollering up the stairs was the equivalent of a bucket of ice-cold water tossed over us.

      “Demon duchesses?” I said faintly, raising an eyebrow at Cal.

      He grunted, adjusting himself in his trousers. I bit my lip at the gesture, fighting the urge to wrestle him to the ground, waiting audience be damned.

      Cal stepped away with a wry smile as though he could tell what I was thinking. “Caffeine first, then we can talk about the shitstorm you’re walking into.”
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      My stomach churned as I tried to process all the information dumped on me over the last twenty-four hours. Dressed, I followed Cal down the stairs. Part of me was still convinced I was lying in a coma somewhere, but as my eyes tracked down the taut muscles of Cal’s back and over his pert firm arse…I realised I didn’t much care. If I was in a coma, the doctors had better keep me there for a bit longer—at least until I got to feel Cal deep inside me.

      Because let’s be honest for a second. As much as I protested that I wasn’t what he needed in a relationship, and I respected that he was taking it slow, I wasn’t a fool. If I got my way, it wouldn’t be long before I was riding that man like the stallion he was. My libido was awake in a way it hadn’t been for a long time, and every inch of it was screaming for Cal.

      When we entered his bookshop, my mind was temporarily distracted from the graphic images dancing through my brain like a slideshow. I’d seen the shop before, of course, but it had been dark, and I’d been…preoccupied.

      Seeing it in the daylight, I was blown away. Shelves upon shelves of books lay before me. My inner English geek shrieked with glee, and I wanted to spend the rest of my life exploring Cal’s shop. Without thinking, I made my way down one of the aisles, my feet sinking into one of the many deep rugs covering the hardwood floor. Running my fingers over the spines in wonder, I kept moving until I reached the space at the end of the shop.

      Unable to stop my gasp, I took in the gorgeous open space before me. Natural light, courtesy of the wide bay windows, caught dust motes floating through the air. Tables covered in books lay dotted throughout, accompanied by groups of comfortable reading chairs. There were even baskets of blankets and cushions scattered around. The books covered all genres, from fantasy to true crime. Unlike chain bookshops, this one seemed like it had been designed to encourage you to read before you bought. To sit and immerse yourself in the environment and simply…be.

      “Do you like it?”

      Cal’s husky voice made me jump. He had a nervous smile, his hands deep in his pockets as he watched me. Was he kidding? “Like it? It might possibly be my new favourite place. You’re going to have trouble getting me out of here.”

      The smile that lit up Cal’s face was heartachingly beautiful. “Nothing would please me more than to have you here. It’s already my favourite place, but knowing you love it makes it even better.”

      I could feel my cheeks heating, so I ducked away, browsing more of the books. I came to a stop before a display of indie LGBTQ+ romances. My happiness dimmed as I fingered the cover of Warwick by Kelly Fox. She used to be a favourite of mine, someone I would avidly one click whenever she announced a new release…but I didn’t even recognise the cover of this book.

      “I take it you’re a romance fan?”

      “I used to be. Not anymore.”

      Cal peered down at me. “What do you mean?”

      I turned away from the books and gave him a breezy smile. “It doesn’t matter. Forget I said anything.”

      I made to push past him, but he stopped me with a gentle touch on my arm. He looked at me like I was a puzzle he wanted to solve. “No. I think it does matter, so I won’t forget it. You were happy, but something about those books made you sad. I want to know why.”

      I sighed. “It’s not a big deal, honestly.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “If it’s not a big deal, then you shouldn’t have a problem telling me.”

      Damn this man and his logic. “I used to love reading romance. I even had a review blog that I ran. It was quite popular too.”

      His face lit up. “That’s fantastic! Reviews are the lifeblood of a book’s success—especially for indie authors.”

      His enthusiasm was twisting me up. I couldn’t tell him what made me stop. Couldn’t explain that it was because of Joe. Because I’d been too weak to stand up for myself. It had been easier to go along with it. Locking away that fanciful part of myself that believed in foolish concepts like living happily ever after.

      I wasn’t ready to share that part of my life with Cal. Not yet.

      Giving him another light-hearted smile to hide the churning inside, I slipped my arm into the crook of his. “Maybe one day. Now, let’s go find your brothers before they come looking for us. Harlow doesn’t strike me as the most patient person.”

      Cal chewed on his cheek, seeming unsure of something. He opened his mouth to speak but stopped himself. Instead, he chuckled, the sound ringing false in the air. “You’re right about that. Let’s go before he starts screeching.”
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      An hour later, I sat at the table with my head in my hands. The two cups of tea I’d necked hadn’t helped me make sense of the clusterfuck of a situation Cal and his brothers had explained.

      “Let me make sure I’ve got this straight,” I said, rubbing my hand over my eyes. “Some demon duchess has been leaving dead bodies in your bookshop because your dad wants you to go back to Hell to squash a rebellion. You can’t do that because there’s a chance he will keep you trapped down there forever. However, you also can’t ignore the situation because creepy Kerine threatened your other brother, who still lives in Hell.”

      Mori huffed. “I don’t know why we have to do anything. Dagon made his choice.”

      Cal’s glare could’ve melted steel. “We’ve been through this. Dagon must’ve had his reasons.”

      “Besides, we vowed to always have each other’s backs, remember?” Harlow chimed in. “We don’t have a choice. We have to protect him.”

      My brow furrowed. “What do you mean you don’t have a choice?”

      “Remember how I said I wouldn’t go back on my word?” Cal gave me a tight smile as I nodded. “Well, I literally…can’t. A demon’s word is their bond. Once we agree to something or promise something, we can’t go back on that. That’s why we love a loophole. You need to be careful with what you agree to where demons are concerned.”

      “It goes both ways though.” Mori’s heavy gaze fell on me. “Humans often forget, but if you make a deal with a demon, there’s no walking away from that.”

      That sounded ominous, and from the way Cal glared at Mori, he wasn’t happy with the warning Mori was giving me. Deciding to leave that sibling drama alone, I continued as though nothing had happened. “What happens if you do go back on a promise?”

      “You die,” Harlow said in a matter-of-fact tone. Cal and Mori tensed at his words, but Harlow didn’t look up from his coffee. “And I don’t mean like Cal did earlier. If you break your bond or are executed by a higher demon, that’s it. It’s one of the reasons why other supes are so afraid of us. There is a moment when we kill, where we decide where to send them. If we execute them, it’s all over. There’s no resurrection, no afterlife. Your soul is erased, and you cease to exist.”

      “Is that the other reason you can’t go to Hell? Because your father could execute you?”

      There was a beat of silence as the three brothers exchanged looks. “May as well be honest,” Harlow said eventually. “You’re the only one in denial about which way this is going.”

      What did he mean? What was Cal in denial about? Before I could ask, Cal cleared his throat. “Yes. Topside—on Earth, I mean—we are substantially more powerful than him. Challenging him on his own turf though…”

      “We stand little chance of survival,” Mori finished.

      “I still say we can’t write that off as an option. With the three of us working together, we could free Dagon and walk away. We did it before, remember?” Harlow was the picture of casual as he leaned back in his chair, balancing it on two legs. I twitched and had to fight the urge to tell him to sit properly before he fell and knocked his head. You could take the teacher out of the classroom, but…

      “And look what it cost us.” Cal pushed his cup away from himself, his jaw tight. “We only just made it out the last time. You were so injured it took you months to recover! And that’s not even going into what it cost you both mentally.”

      Thud. Harlow’s chair slammed back to the floor, and I shuddered in relief. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Cal scoffed, and both his brothers glared at him. “Please. Don’t try and pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. Mori is a workaholic, and you spend your time fucking anything with a prick.”

      “Like you’re one to talk. Until last week, you spent just as much time jumping from bed to bed as I did.”

      “At least I have my bookshop. What do you have to show for how you spend your time?”

      Mori jumped in. His huge arms folded over his chest. “So it’s okay for you to throw yourself into running your business, but because mine is a bar that’s somehow not worthy?”

      Within moments it had descended into bickering as their voices and tempers rose. My head swung between them all, like watching a tennis match. When the three of them pushed away from the table to bump chests in a ridiculous macho fashion, I decided enough was enough.

      Standing on my chair, I put my fingers in my mouth and let out a loud whistle. “That’s enough!” I barked out in my best teacher voice. “The three of you are behaving like children. Now, sit down so we can discuss this like reasonable adults.”

      The three of them looked at me, mouths agape. Harlow recovered first, slipping back into his seat with a pout. Mori followed, scowling, scraping his chair back loudly before slumping into it.

      “Honestly, I have year sevens who behave better than you three.” I tried to keep my face stern, but my lips twitched at their sulky behaviour.

      Cal rushed over with wide eyes, his big hands going around my waist as he clucked at me. “What are you doing up there? Let’s get you down before you hurt yourself.”

      I rolled my eyes but allowed him to help me down. Secretly, part of me glowed at his protectiveness.

      “He’s not going to hurt himself getting down from a chair,” Harlow said with an eye roll.

      Mori kicked him under the table. “Leave him alone. You know Cal can’t help it now he’s marked him.”

      Cal’s hands tensed on me as I frowned up at him. “What does he mean, you can’t help it?”

      Cal shifted uncomfortably. I stepped out of his hold and raised my eyebrows at him. “You promised to tell me the truth, remember?”

      Harlow hooted and clapped his hands. “Called it! Knew he’d stand no chance against you, Oscar.”

      Even Mori was fighting a smile. “Man, you can’t promise the guy you’ve marked that you’ll always tell the truth. Rookie error.”

      “Fuck off,” Cal muttered before turning his attention back to me with a sigh. “He means that I might be a bit…overprotective. Because I’ve marked you, the demon in me thinks you’re mine. Demons can be very possessive and protective of what they consider theirs, and when they mark someone…”

      “It becomes a need they can’t ignore,” Harlow finished when Cal trailed off. “Cal’s soul has chosen you as his, regardless of what you say. All his baser instincts are screaming to keep you safe and protect you from everything.”

      I stepped back at his words, putting distance between myself and the demons. Cal glared at Harlow. “Trying not to scare him off here, Low. How about you take it down a few notches?”

      He shrugged, unbothered by the death stares coming from both his brothers. “There’s no point hiding it from him, Cal. He deserves to know the truth.”

      “And what is the truth?” I addressed Harlow. A muscle ticked in Cal’s jaw, and his hands curled into fists, but he did nothing to stop Harlow from answering me.

      Harlow looked between us for a minute before focusing back on me, his face solemn. “Cal can never love another. By giving you his mark, he’s given you his heart. Even if you reject him, he will never be satisfied by anyone else. He’ll spend the rest of your life working in the shadows to protect you, and when you die—”

      “Enough!” Cal barked. His forearms bunched as he leaned on the table towards Harlow. “You’ve said your piece. What are you hoping to achieve? Are you trying to make him run away?”

      Harlow didn’t back down from Cal’s stance. “I’m trying to make him see what’s at stake before you get your heart broken because you’re too afraid to tell him how you feel. You think we’re the only ones who have issues? I’ve spent centuries watching you push everyone except us away. You’ve got a real chance for happiness here, but I know you, and I don’t trust you to give it a go. Hell, I bet you’ve already offered to wipe his memories so he can go back to his normal life, and you can pretend you’re content with watching him from a distance.”

      Cal’s back tensed at the accusation. I’d thought his offer had been because he’d been worried about me. It hadn’t occurred to me that he might have his own issues.

      Harlow turned to me in exasperation. “All I’m saying to you both is that you should give this, whatever this is, a chance. What have you got to lose?”

      “Have you considered a career as a relationship counsellor?” I quipped at Harlow, but I couldn’t deny his words had shaken me to the core. The tell-tale tingling pricked my fingertips and the band across my chest tightened. What Harlow described seemed like a fairy tale, but what was the reality? Either I entered into a relationship with Cal, or I forgot about him and condemned him to a loveless life of misery.

      Neither option sounded great to me. Not that I didn’t want a relationship with someone as amazing as Cal, but after Joe, I didn’t deserve that. Cal deserved someone whole, someone brave. Not someone who willingly let the person they loved and trusted repeatedly beat them. Not someone who covered their bruises with makeup and trauma with smiles.

      Wanting to move the conversation along, I tried to steer us back to the earlier topic. “Okay, so going into Hell isn’t a good plan. When do you need to come up with something by? Did this Kerine lady give you a deadline?”

      “September second,” Cal said.

      September second.

      The date that had been looming over me for the past fifty-three weeks.

      The date I had been trying to pretend didn’t exist. I couldn’t think beyond it because a large part of me believed I wouldn’t live to see September third.

      On top of everything else this morning, it was the final straw.

      “Oscar, are you okay?” Cal’s hands came up to cup my face. “Breathe for me, sweetheart.”

      “I can’t…” I stammered, pulling at the neck of my shirt. “Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe. Need to move. Need the floor.”

      “Let me help you.” Cal lowered me carefully to the floor as he barked at his brothers to leave. Within seconds we were alone. Cal knelt in front of me, his hands smoothing up and down my calves.

      “It’s all right, sweetheart. It’s just us. Are you okay with me touching you?”

      “Yes. It’s helping. Don’t leave me,” I whimpered as the panic washed over me. Spots danced in my vision and my chest tightened further. Tears rolled freely down my cheeks. “I can’t…I can’t breathe…please stay…”

      “It’s okay. I’m here,” he murmured. He took one of my shaking hands and placed it on his chest. “Feel my breaths. Copy them.”

      He took several deep breaths, and I tried to focus on the movement beneath my fingers. Little by little, my vision began to clear. Oxygen filled my lungs again, but I knew the attack was far from over.

      “That’s good. You’re doing really well. I’m so proud of you.” Proud? Was he taking the piss? I chanced a glance at him. There was nothing but sincerity in his eyes. “Tell me five things you can see.”

      If I could’ve felt anything other than crushing panic, I might’ve been surprised he knew this grounding technique. “Your eyes. The table. Harlow’s chair. The fridge. Your sexy forearms.”

      He glanced down at his arms before smirking at me, but he couldn’t hide the relief in his eyes. “There you are. Tell me four things you can hear and come all the way back to me.”

      “Your voice. Traffic. The clock ticking. The radiators knocking.” I tilted my head, amazed at how fast the attack was passing. “I think you might need a plumber.”

      “You could be right. I spend so much time sorting things out for the bookshop that I tend to put off issues like that until things start literally leaking. Three things you can touch now.”

      “Your arms.” I ran my fingers over the coarse hair there, revelling in the way goosebumps rose under my touch.

      I continued my path up until I reached his shoulders. “The cotton of your shirt.”

      He shivered as I ghosted my fingers up his neck until they rested on his lips. “You.”

      His tongue darted out to swipe at the digits pressed there. “Something tells me the attack has passed.”

      I nodded, lowering my hand. “I still feel…shaky though. Can you…would you hold me? Will you stay with me a bit longer?”

      Before I knew it, I was seated in his lap, his strong arms wrapping me in his embrace. Cool lips dusted across my forehead. “I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart. I’ll be by your side as long as you’ll let me.”
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      Holding Oscar through the remnants of his anxiety attack was one of the worst moments of my life. Watching his brain trick his body into betraying him left me feeling powerless. Thank Satan for the research I’d done on grounding techniques this week. Harlow was right. Subconsciously, I’d known I wouldn’t be able to stay away from Oscar for long.

      I still didn’t know exactly why Oscar was having anxiety attacks, although I could make an educated guess. Not that there was always a logical reason for anxiety. But with the clues he’d dropped here and there, I knew that someone, this Joe, haunted Oscar’s psyche.

      Once I found him, I would haunt his.

      My chin rested on Oscar’s head with his face pushed into my neck. His legs wound around my back, his hands tucked between us and resting on my chest. It struck me how perfectly we fit together, how right it felt to be holding him in my arms.

      Too soon, he pushed away from me, wiping tears from his face, his gaze on the floor as his cheeks coloured with shame. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe you saw that happen. Again.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologise for. I hate seeing you like this because I know you’re hurting, not because I’m judging you. Your brain is tricking your body into thinking something is wrong because you’ve survived something traumatic. Your body’s response isn’t your fault.”

      “Why are you being so nice to me? You don’t even know me.”

      It broke my heart that Oscar didn’t expect basic kindness from others. “I’d like to tell you I’d be the same with any human who was suffering, but we both know that’s bollocks.”

      He sniffed. “Why me?”

      “Why you? You could ask, why anyone? Like I said yesterday, I can’t tell you why or how I feel this way, but I know it’s something I don’t want to ignore. I can see how this is weird to you. Change happens so often for humans that your instinct is to baulk against it and question if it’s necessary. For demons, though, everything is stagnant. When a change happens to us, we are faster to grasp it, desperate for anything that breaks the monotony of our existence. Seeing you in that club was like a pebble being dropped into a pond—a tiny moment that disrupted my whole being. At first, the ramifications were minute, but you created this ripple in me that I can’t ignore. I can’t explain it, but I won’t sit here and lie to you. I won’t pretend I don’t have feelings for you, that I don’t want to spend every moment by your side, because I do.”

      “But you don’t even know me. I could be a horrible person.”

      I cracked a grin. “You’d be in good company with me then.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean. I’m not interesting.”

      “I beg to differ. I find you very interesting.”

      He huffed a breath. “I’m fucked up. I have enough emotional baggage to sink a battleship. You have no idea what it’s like to be with me. Some days, I can’t bring myself to leave the sofa. I have anxiety attacks over the stupidest things. I’m living half a life. That’s not something you want to subject yourself to. I’m weak and pathetic, and you deserve better than me. No one deserves to put up with my shit.”

      “Can I touch you?”

      His eyes darted down to my hands. “I thought you already were.”

      I leaned my forehead against his. “This okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said, his breath catching in his throat. This close, I could hear his pulse racing.

      “Listen to me very carefully,” I said. “You are not weak or pathetic. I don’t need to have spent much time with you to know that. A weak person wouldn’t have fought back against those scumbags. A pathetic person wouldn’t have sat and demanded answers from me. These thoughts are not your own. They’ve been planted there by someone far eviler than I could ever be.”

      A single tear slipped down his cheek. “But that’s what makes me weak. I let him. I let him tear me down. I let him beat me. I let him nearly kill me. What does that tell you about me, huh?”

      Fury threatened to consume me at Oscar’s confession, my demon demanding retribution. I took a second to smother my impulses. My anger wasn’t what was important right now—Oscar was. My hand slipped up to cup the back of his neck. “It tells me you were abused. That someone took advantage of you. That’s not your fault, Oscar. You were not at fault. What happened was his fault and his alone. You deserve the world. I’ve seen the souls of millions of humans, but none have ever touched me like yours.”

      A sob broke from Oscar, and his anguish threatened to tear me in two. “I want to be loved. I want to deserve it, but I don’t think I do. I’m broken. You deserve better than me.”

      “And I’m telling you that you deserve the world, and I’ll keep telling you that until you believe me. You don’t want to get off the sofa? I’ll sit with you. You’re having an anxiety attack? I’ll talk you through it. No matter what you’re thinking or going through, I’ll be at your side. Nothing about you can scare me away. That’s the good thing about demons. Your darkness cannot contend with mine.”

      He trembled beneath my touch, but I knew I had to make it clear what being with me meant. Leaning back so he had some breathing room, I pulled my hands away from him. It was almost painful to do, but I knew I wouldn’t get through this next bit if I could still feel the heat of his body beneath my fingers. “Even with everything I’ve said, being with me isn’t what you should do. It would paint a target on your back, and while I would fight with every spark of my being to keep you safe, you would have to live with the knowledge that there will always be others who want you dead.”

      I continued before he could interrupt, forcing the words out through gritted teeth. “More than that, you should know that demons are selfish and possessive creatures. When there’s something we want, we won’t stop until it’s ours. If you were mine, if you accepted the bond, I would never let you go. You would become the focus of my life, the being I would put before all others.”

      Harlow had already told him this would happen regardless, but hopefully, the implications hadn’t sunk in. I wanted him to choose me for me, not because he felt like he had no other choice. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not going to rush you into giving me more than you’re ready for. Despite what you think, you do deserve someone better than me. That’s why you should walk away from me before this goes any further.”

      Oscar blew out a shaky breath. “Logically, this makes no sense. I know I should leave, chalk this whole experience up to a fever dream. I don’t know you. You’re basically a stranger.”

      “You’re right. There’s no reason for you to trust me. I don’t expect you to understand what I’m asking from you. It’s so outside of what’s normal in human society that it’s reasonable for you to reject it.”

      “I should leave,” he muttered, almost to himself. “I know I should leave. Why do I feel like I can’t?”

      “You can. I won’t stop you. I won’t come after you. But maybe you feel like you can’t because, deep down, your soul recognises mine. It knows that what’s happening here is…different.”

      There was a beat of silence as a mixture of emotions flooded over Oscar’s face. I remained quiet while he struggled with himself, unwilling to influence him either way.

      “Can I have some time to think about it?” he asked finally. “I’m not saying I want to jump headfirst into a relationship with you, but you’ve made me feel more…alive than I have in a long time. That’s not a feeling I want to walk away from.”

      I pushed down the excitement and hope that flared from his words. “Absolutely. You can take all the time in the world. All the power here is in your hands. There will never be any pressure to move us forward. Even if you decide to have me in your life just as a friend, I’ll be happy with that. Hell, I’d be ecstatic. Anything that makes you happy is…”

      He touched two fingers to my lips, stopping my babbling in its tracks. A small flash of heat coloured my cheeks, making Oscar smile in a wicked way I hadn’t seen before. “Is it sadistic that I enjoy how deeply I affect you?”

      I nibbled playfully at his fingers. “Oh, sweetheart, if you ever learn how deeply you affect me, the whole world will be in trouble.”

      There was a beat as we grinned like stupid fools. Then Oscar bit his lip like he was internally arguing with himself. Bemused, I watched him give a decisive nod before he pushed my arms aside and relocated himself onto my lap. I froze as his arms and legs went around me and his face buried back into my neck.

      “Tell me about you.” His voice was muffled.

      “What do you want to know?” I ran my hands up and down his spine. Now that he was in my arms again, I couldn’t stop touching him.

      “Everything. Start with the bookshop. When did you open it?”

      “About eighteen months ago. It’s not the first bookshop I’ve owned. Ever since we came topside, I’ve been obsessed with books. It’s one of the few things I don’t have to hide my knowledge about. No one thinks it weird that I have an opinion on whether Kit Marlowe or Shakespeare was a better writer because stories don’t age.”

      “Out of interest, who is your favourite?”

      “Marlowe. But I’m biased because Shakespeare was a dick.”

      He leaned back to peer at me, eyes agog. “Okay, I have questions.”

      I nuzzled his face. “You always have questions.”

      He tensed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

      “Hey,” I said firmly, holding his face between my hands so he couldn’t look away. “Listen to me. You have nothing to apologise for. I love how inquisitive you are. I want you to ask me anything and everything. My life is an open book for you.”

      He smiled in spite of himself. “Just for me?”

      And my brothers thought I would be the possessive one. “Only ever for you.”

      “Okay, so, Shakespeare. He was gay. Right?”
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        * * *

      

      The day passed into night too quickly. Oscar peppered me with question after question about my life, the people I’d met, and the events I’d lived through. I was happy to indulge him, but I couldn’t help but notice how he steered the conversation back to me whenever I tried to extract information about his past.

      Take your time, Cal. Oscar didn’t need me pushing him to share when he wasn’t ready. The barrier he’d erected around himself didn’t extend to physical contact, though, which I was all too pleased about. In fact, the only time he left my lap was when I stopped to prepare us food, unable to ignore even the slightest rumbling of Oscar’s stomach.

      Even when I couldn’t hold him in my arms, I noticed how he found a way to constantly touch me. He would trail around the kitchen after me, his hand on my back as he chatted. He tucked himself under my arm as I made omelettes for lunch, his eyes bright as he exclaimed over my tales of living in California during the gold rush.

      The second we finished eating, Oscar plonked himself down in my lap and wound his arms around me as his mind dove into another set of questions, this time about Mori and his club. I don’t think he even noticed he was doing it, and I certainly wasn’t about to point it out. I cuddled him closer, my chest hurting at how touch-deprived he was. If Oscar wanted me to carry him around like a baby koala all day, then you could bet your arse that was what I would do.

      By the time darkness fell and Oscar was fighting yawns, it was easy to persuade him to stay in my bed again. This time, he convinced me to get in beside him, insisting he had too many questions to be left alone.

      Eventually, exhaustion won out over curiosity. I stared down at him as he slept, entranced by how his curls fell over his forehead and his face relaxed while I held him close. I traced every freckle on his skin, every line and facet that made him unique. Even in sleep, he clung to me like a burr. Whenever I shifted, he moved with me, never breaking the contact between us.

      As I gave in to sleep, I was left with one lingering thought.

      I may have given Oscar the option to walk away from me, but all of Hell wouldn’t be enough for me to walk away from him.
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      Once again, I woke up in a bed that wasn’t my own. But this time, I wasn’t alone.

      A warm chest moved under my cheek and my legs tangled with another pair. Strong arms encircled me, holding me close. Despite how he held me, Cal’s body was tense, and the speed of his breathing suggested he was anything but relaxed. It took me about point-five seconds to come to full consciousness and realise why.

      In my sleep-addled state, I’d been grinding my morning wood against his own erection. In my defence, I’d been having a very detailed dream about him bending me over his kitchen table and eating my arse like it was his favourite dessert, so really, it was to be expected. Given how hard Cal was beneath me, he’d no doubt been struggling to keep himself contained and still while I’d used him as my personal sex toy.

      “Sorry,” I said, my face burning. “God, why am I always embarrassing myself around you? I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

      “Uncomfortable isn’t the word I’d have gone for,” he said, his voice thick with sleep. “Don’t be embarrassed. You can’t help what you do when you’re asleep. Trust me when I say that you have my consent to use my body however and whenever you want.”

      I huffed a laugh against his skin. His erection, hot and thick beneath mine, had me so hard I could pound nails. “I’m sure you say that to all the boys.”

      He ran his fingers lightly up and down my back, and I quivered under his touch. “No, I can’t say I do. I may have lived a hundred lifetimes, but this is the first time I’ve felt like this.”

      I twisted so I could peer up at him. “Like what?”

      He swallowed hard, and it was almost like I could see the thoughts racing through his mind. After our conversation yesterday, I knew he was fighting against how honest to be with me. “Like I would do anything you ask. Like I exist only to make you happy. Like I’ve been seeing the world in black and white, but meeting you has turned on the colour.”

      The longer I spent with Cal, the quieter the voices shouting this was too fast became. “Those are some big feelings.”

      “And I have zero expectations of you returning them. I meant what I said, Oscar. I want you to be happy. If you decide you’re happier without me in your life, then that’s what we will do. I will never pressure you or rush you.”

      He was saying things to me that I’d always dreamed of hearing, but even he couldn’t deny that he didn’t really know me. When he learned more about me, he was bound to run screaming in the other direction. Perhaps I needed to make the most of this while it lasted. One day, all I would have left of this time with Cal would be the memories, so why not make them the best memories possible? “And if I want to rush us in…certain areas?”

      His smile turned wicked as his hands smoothed down over my backside. “Sweetheart, you rush us as much as you like. You’re in the driver’s seat. Always.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I breathed, leaning down until my lips hovered above his. “Because I have so many ideas of what I want you to do to me, I’m not sure where to start.”

      “Good thing I do.” His hand wound through my hair at the back of my head, pulling me down until our lips met and everything escalated. Molten heat erupted under my skin as I pushed our bodies together, not leaving a whisper of space between us. His tongue traced the seam of my mouth, demanding entry. I relented with a whimper, the sinful way he moved his tongue leaving me breathless.

      Breaking the contact for a second, I sat up, ripped off my T-shirt, and threw it to one side. My boxers quickly followed, leaving me naked and straddling a bemused Cal.

      “Off.” I tugged at the bottom of his own shirt. “I need to feel your skin against mine.”

      He sat up, throwing one arm around me to keep me seated on his lap. Without breaking eye contact, he yanked the back of his top with his other hand and lifted it over his head before discarding it.

      Pushing his shoulders, I ogled the sight of him splayed out beneath me. He’d been shirtless when he rescued me, but with everything else going on, I hadn’t had time to appreciate the view.

      Boy, did I appreciate it now.

      A knowing smirk danced on his lips as he tucked a hand under his head, making his biceps bulge and stretching himself out for my viewing pleasure. I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. His skin was more golden than it had any right to be, given how crap the weather had been this summer. There was a smattering of dark hair across his chest, tracing down his tight abdominals into a neat happy trail. I licked my lips as I followed it with my fingers, remembering the impressive package it led to. The package currently straining beneath his tight black briefs, begging to be freed.

      Happy to oblige, I wriggled his underwear down, tossing it away as he lay there, grinning at me. “There should be a law against looking like you do.”

      Cal flashed his white teeth, his hands reaching up. Pulling me down against him, we groaned as our cocks met. We humped and ground against each other like out-of-control teenagers, precum lubricating the slide of our erections. Cal nipped at my ear, startling a moan out of me. “Now that you have me naked, what do you intend to do with me?”

      I thrust against him. “Lube?”

      He took my mouth with a snarl. I could hear his hand smacking around on the bedside table. I sniggered against his mouth. “You’d find it faster if you let me go.”

      His arm tightened around me, and he spoke without fully breaking his mouth away from mine. “True, but this is more fun.”

      With an impressive show of strength, he rolled us until I was beneath him. I squawked and clutched his biceps before dissolving into giggles.

      Cal cocked his head as he grinned down at me. “Should I be happy or offended at how easily you giggle in my bed?”

      I smiled back, feeling lighter than I had in a long time. “Happy. Definitely.”

      “Good, because I am.” He sat back, and I took a second to admire him. The early morning sun danced over his shoulders, illuminating the planes in his torso. There was a quiet snick as he opened the lube and poured a small amount on his palm. He didn’t break eye contact with me as he reached down and took us both in hand.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” The effect of his strong, calloused hand holding my cock tightly against his own had my eyes rolling back into my head.

      He moved to cover my body with his, using his pelvis to drive us faster in his grasp. My hips bucked in response until we writhed unrestrained against each other.

      My release built shockingly fast, tingling in the base of my spine. I didn’t want this to end. I wanted to moan and scream Cal’s name. I wanted to show him how he destroyed me. Biting my lip, I fought to hold my moans in.

      Cal ran his tongue over my mouth, waiting for me to open for him. He plunged his tongue in hard and fast, matching the punishing rhythm of his hand and hips. With a gasp, he broke away, leaning his forehead against mine.

      “Don’t hold back from me. Let me hear you.”

      He leaned down to take my nipple between his teeth, and this time, I didn’t stop the moan that fell from my lips.

      “That’s it, sweetheart. Show me everything.”

      “Cal, don’t stop.” I bucked beneath him.

      His hips drove harder, his hand moved faster. Pleasure surged through me. My head flung back against the pillow as I rutted against him, the muscles in my throat tight. Sweat slicked our bodies as we writhed together. It was all too much.

      “Can’t hold on. Oh god…Cal…”

      “I’m right with you, sweetheart.” His dark eyes met mine, his pupils blown with desire. “Let go for me now.”

      At his words, my vision went white. My orgasm barrelled through me with relentless force. Wave after wave washed over me, never-ending.

      The second Cal felt my cum hit his hand, he threw his head back with a roar, following me over the edge. We both twitched as the aftershocks rocked through us. Cal collapsed on me, his weight pushing me into the mattress.

      “Cal, move. You’re like twice my size.”

      “Can’t,” he gasped, nuzzling my neck. “Dead. You killed me.”

      Despite his words, he rolled us effortlessly until I was on top of him. His arms wrapped around me as we both fought to catch our breath.

      “Fairly sure you killed me too.”

      “Yes, but your effort is more impressive given my immortality.”

      “In that case, I’m going to add that skill to my CV.” I propped myself on my elbows so I could grin down at him.

      Cal quirked an eyebrow at me, his hand coming up to play with the short hair on my neck. “And how are you going to phrase that, exactly?”

      “Hmm…” I said, pretending to consider it. “Superior skills in the bedroom that can render even the smuggest supernatural speechless?”

      “That could work,” he agreed. “But you can’t use it.”

      “Oh? Why not?”

      His eyes darkened. “Because it implies you will be using your skills on other supes. And you’re all mine.”

      He ran his fingers through our mixed releases smeared over our abdomens. His nostrils flared, and I could’ve sworn flames flickered in his pupils. “See? Mine.”

      I stared at him with my mouth agape. His face cleared, his eyes returning to normal, and he stiffened beneath me. “Fuck, I’m sorry. Seeing you covered in my cum…brought something out of me. I’m trying to hold back my baser impulses, but it’s hard after sex…”

      “No.” My voice was barely above a whisper. “Don’t.”

      His brows lifted. “Don’t what?”

      I gulped, nervous. Not for what I was about to say, but for what it said about me. “Don’t…hide yourself from me. I don’t want you to censor yourself. I…like it.”

      “You like what?” He pressed his lips to my cheek. “I’m going to need you to be specific here, sweetheart.”

      I hid my face in his chest. “I like it when you say things like that. When you call me yours. It makes me feel…”

      “Feel what?” he whispered, his arms tense around me.

      “Special. Wanted. Like you’d do anything to protect me.”

      Fingers came up under my chin, nudging gently until I was forced to meet his intense gaze. “You are special. You are wanted. And I’m not exaggerating when I say I will burn down the world for you. You are mine, and I am yours, for as long as you want me. How does that sound?”

      “Like I’m in a dream.” He was telling me everything I’d ever wanted to hear, but there was something in me holding back. “I’m not lying when I say I like hearing that from you, but I can’t promise I’ll get there. I’m not in a good place, Cal, and I don’t know if I ever will be again. You’re so certain about me, about us, but what if I end up hurting you?”

      He brushed a stray curl away from my face. “The only thing that could hurt me is you being unhappy. If being with me makes you unhappy, that’s not what I want.”

      My heart felt too big for my chest. I reached up and pressed my lips to his, trying to pour all the feelings I didn’t know how to express into a kiss. He really wasn’t going to push me. That knowledge was enough to make me want to give this a go. To give things with Cal a chance.

      The rest of the day passed in a haze of languid conversations and mutual orgasms. Never before had I met someone with the same insatiable sexual appetite as me. Hell, after Joe, I thought my libido had left me. But being with Cal proved that wasn’t the case. We spent the entire day in bed, only leaving for bathroom visits or to grab food. I panicked when I realised it was Monday and Cal had a shop he should be running, but he silenced my protests with kisses. He assured me that one of the perks of being his own boss was deciding to close on a whim, but I still felt guilty.

      Until he slid between the sheets to wrap his mouth around my cock. Then I forgot that anything other than Cal existed.

      Whenever we were recovering from sex, we exchanged stories about our lives. I told him about my dad walking out on us when I was a baby and how my mum passed away when I was at uni. He confided what happened the day he decided to walk away from the family business and how he’d picked up the pieces after Mori’s lover died.

      We talked about anything and everything, baring our souls to one another.

      Everything, that is, except Joe. I even kept Hannah to myself, not wanting to admit to Cal how weak I’d been where she was concerned.

      That didn’t stop the moments when Joe’s name seemed to hang in the air between us. Whenever I could see the questions forming on Cal’s lips, I would launch into another story or distract him with my body. I didn’t want the ghost of his presence tainting the happiness I felt with Cal.

      Cal didn’t push, but I knew if I wanted us to build something worth fighting for, I would have to show him the full scale of the demons I was hiding. They couldn’t be too much for an actual demon to face…right?

      Either way, that was future Oscar’s problem. I’d spent far too long living in the past and fearing the future. It was time for me to live in the present.
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      “We should go somewhere.”

      “I am going somewhere,” I said as I kissed my way down Oscar’s torso. “Right now, I’m heading for your cock, but feel free to redirect me.”

      “Cal,” Oscar moaned, his head falling back on the pillow. “I mean it. We should probably leave the bed at some point.”

      I nuzzled his balls, breathing in his musky scent. “Should we? Who says?”

      He squirmed under my attention. “I dunno, polite society?”

      I snorted before grinning up at him. “Do you really think demons give a fuck about polite society?”

      He looked utterly debauched as he smirked down at where I lay between his thighs. His hair was in disarray, his limbs loose. He was covered in a thin sheen of sweat, his skin plastered in marks from where I’d been unable to hold back my teeth. The first time I’d done it, I’d pulled back in a panic, terrified that I’d hurt him.

      Oscar had pushed my head back to where it had been, his eyes glazed. “Do it,” he’d whispered. “Nothing makes me hotter than knowing I’ve made you lose control.”

      That had been like a red flag to a bull. I’d been careful to not leave anything where it would be visible and had only applied the tiniest amount of pressure. I didn’t know what Oscar had been through in the past, but he’d given me enough hints to suggest it involved physical violence. If having my marks on him, knowing I’d given them in pleasure, helped replace the memories of pain, then I’d cover him from head to toe.

      I couldn’t help the swell of pride deep within me as he lay covered in my scent and lovebites. My mark alone should have all supes running the opposite direction, but my demon loved the different ways Oscar had allowed me to claim him.

      “We’ve been in bed for three solid days now,” Oscar said. “We need sunlight.”

      And what a perfect three days they had been. Knowing I would be useless to them at the moment, Harlow and Mori had taken charge of searching for a solution to our Dagon problem. Maybe I should feel guilty about allowing them to shoulder the burden—it certainly wasn’t something I would’ve done in the past. But with my head between Oscar’s thighs…at this precise moment, I was finding it difficult to think about anything that wasn’t him.

      “Speak for yourself,” I said, running my tongue up the side of his shaft. “You forget I grew up in Hell. We aren’t big on UV down there.”

      Oscar groaned as I swallowed him down. After bringing him to the edge, I pulled off and hovered above the head of his cock. A drop of precum oozed out, and I darted out my tongue to catch it. Oscar’s breath came in gasps, his hands tearing at the sheets. “Of course I’m happy to stop and take you out somewhere if you want.”

      “Don’t you dare,” he snapped, his hips thrusting up from the bed. “We can go out. Later. After. Finish what you started.”

      Possessiveness surged through me as Oscar bossed me around. Nothing made me happier than knowing I was giving him exactly what he needed.

      Which is why, after I’d yanked another screaming orgasm from him, I suggested heading over to the common for a picnic. The shower set us back an hour, thanks to Oscar’s idea of exchanging soapy hand jobs, but we finally made it out into the fresh air.

      After a quick stop at the local deli for baguettes and soft drinks, we made our way to the common. It was a warm day for the start of August, and the green fields and play park were packed with families and teenagers. Oscar was dressed in another of my shirts paired with some of my chino shorts. He’d had to borrow a belt and notch it on the tightest hook to stop them from falling—a fact I found far funnier than he did. I could’ve taken him back to his flat to change first, but he hadn’t suggested it, and I liked the idea of him in my clothes far too much to mention it myself.

      He brushed his hand against mine as though he was going to hold it but then had second thoughts. I wasn’t having that. Grabbing him, I raised our clasped hands to press a kiss to the back of his before letting them swing between us. He grinned bashfully before giving a happy hum. Oscar had confidence inside the bedroom, and with a small amount of encouragement, wasn’t afraid to tell me what he wanted. Outside of it, he was almost shy…until he got caught up in drilling me for information. I couldn’t deny it. All these different sides to him were fascinating.

      “It’s strange to be here during the uni holidays. It’s still busy, but nothing like during mini heatwaves in term-time.”

      “That’s true,” I said. Southampton had a huge student population thanks to the two universities in the city. During July and August, though, the students headed home, leaving behind a quieter city. Not by much, but enough to be noticeable. I realised that in our earlier conversations, I hadn’t asked Oscar about his education. “Did you go to uni here?”

      “No,” he replied, shading his eyes from the sun. “I went to Cardiff. It’s where I met Bailey.”

      My steps paused, Oscar not realising until his hand yanked against mine. He turned to me with a frown. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Out of interest, what years were you at Cardiff?”

      “From 2006–2010,” he replied. “I had to do an extra year to get my teaching qualification.”

      No. It wasn’t possible. “And before that? I know you said you grew up in Hampshire, but where exactly?”

      “Farnborough,” he said. “Most people haven’t heard of it, but it’s famous for its—”

      “Airshow,” I cut him off. “Yes, I’m aware.”

      “Why do you ask?” He peered up at me, uncertainty on his face. “Are you okay? You look…dumbstruck.”

      I barked out a laugh and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just having a realisation that’s making me rethink the cosmos and concept of fate.”

      Oscar pulled my fingers away from my nose, smoothing the skin with his hands. “Are you going to share what it is that’s freaked you out so much?”

      I looked down at him, tracing the new freckles that had appeared over his cheekbones during our walk. “I don’t know if I want to. If it’s freaking me out this much, it might make you run away.”

      He slid his hands down to my waist, cocking an eyebrow at me. “Well, I haven’t run away so far, so why don’t you tell me, and I can make that decision?”

      I leaned my forehead against his and closed my eyes, not wanting to see the realisation hit him. “Ask me where I lived between 2006 and 2010?”

      “Where did you live, Cal?” His tone was bemused.

      “Cardiff.”

      There was a pause. “And before that? Where did you live?”

      “Farnborough, from 1988 to 2006,” I whispered. “North Camp, to be specific.”

      “The year I was born,” Oscar murmured. “And when did you move to Southampton?”

      “August 2010.” There was a quiet curse in response, and I knew without asking that was when Oscar moved here. Someone was having a laugh at my expense right now.

      “I promise, I’ve not been stalking you. I had no idea that you lived in any of those places. I know what it looks like. I can’t deny that the timing is suspicious.”

      “Cal,” Oscar’s voice was firm. “Look at me.”

      I opened my eyes and was surprised to see a look of amusement on Oscar’s face. “I believe you. There’s no way you’re a good enough actor to fake that reaction.”

      “You’re not freaked out?”

      “No,” he drawled, tugging on my hand to resume our walk. “Of everything that’s happened this week, it’s probably the least weird. I am curious why it’s freaking you out so much though?”

      “It’s hard to explain,” I said, my eyes dropping to our clasped hands. He rubbed a thumb over the back of my hand. “You asked me if this was some sort of fated mates thing, and I said no. But the fact that I’ve lived within five minutes of you your entire life seems…unusual.”

      “Hmm.” Oscar seemed to ponder the information. “What made you move to Cardiff then Southampton? Did your brothers move with you?”

      “No, well, sort of. We all came to the UK in 1987—it felt right at the time. We’d been living in Spain but were ready for something different. Mori chose to settle in Southampton while Harlow and I travelled a bit. For some reason, I decided Farnborough was where I wanted to be, while Harlow chose the Welsh valleys. When I told Harlow I’d decided to move to Cardiff, he announced he was coming with me. We invited Mori, but he claimed he was happy in Southampton. His bar was doing well and he didn’t want to move. The distance wasn’t far, though, especially if we flew.”

      “One day, my instincts told me I needed to move to Southampton. I came home from my bookshop to find Harlow already packing. At the time, we put the sudden urge down needing to be nearer to Mori, but now…”

      “Now you think it was because of me,” Oscar finished. He pulled his hand from mine, pushing both hands deep into his pockets. “I don’t get it. Why is it freaking you out? What if it’s fate pushing us together? Are you upset because you feel like you didn’t have a choice with me?”

      “What? No!” I grabbed his arm and spun him to face me. “Why would you think that?”

      He gave a half-shrug, his gaze fixed on the ground. “I’d understand if that’s why you were upset. I’m not exactly any guy’s dream man. If I’d been tied to someone like me for the rest of eternity and not had a choice about it, I’d be pissed too.”

      “Look at me,” I said, holding his chin firmly between my fingers. “That’s not at all what I was thinking. First off, I chose to give my mark to you. No one and nothing forced me to do that. Second, we aren’t mated—yet. We aren’t tied together unless you decide that’s something you want. And if you decide it’s not, then not even fate or whatever bullshit entity thinks it can shape our lives will change that. And if it is fate that we met, then I will thank them every goddamned day for the rest of my existence that they led me to you.”

      Tears welled in his eyes. Unable to resist, I pulled him to me in a fierce hug. “I was taken aback, that’s all. Sometimes I like to think I know everything there is to know about the universe, then something like this comes and slaps me in the face. It’s humbling, you know?”

      He chuckled against my shoulder. “Yeah, I can see how that would be unsettling. Poor demon, must be tough learning you’re not omniscient.”

      I pressed a kiss on his head before taking his hand in mine and resuming our walk. “Cheeky.”

      He winked at me. “I think you like me this way.”

      “I think I do.”

      A small wrinkle appeared between his eyebrows. “I’ve just realised. Harlow followed you to Cardiff and then Southampton. Perhaps he’s got someone who will appear and demand his mark.”

      Laughter erupted from me so suddenly and loudly that it startled a group of mums sprawled on the grass. Oscar gave them a sheepish wave and mouthed ‘sorry’ to them before turning his attention back to me. “What’s so funny about that?”

      “It’s just the thought of Harlow, the demon who never sleeps with the same guy twice, willingly tying himself down for the rest of eternity.” I gasped, wiping away the tears of laughter. “Satan help the man who gets lumbered with him. I might have to buy popcorn in preparation.”
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      “Do you have to go?” Cal grumbled, his lower lip jutting out.

      “I think I should.”

      “You could always pick up some more clothes and come back here.”

      “We’ve been over this,” I reminded Cal, squeezing his waist. “I haven’t been home since Saturday.”

      “So stay another few days and make it a full week.” Cal’s pout was nearly enough to tempt me. We’d been having this discussion since we’d returned from the common.

      “I have no clean clothes, and you have a shop to run.” I didn’t know why I was so insistent on going home. The thought of returning to my miserable flat where most of my possessions were still packed in boxes left me feeling cold. I’d much rather stay in Cal’s cosy home, surrounded by him and the countless books he had stocked. That would be weird though, right? You didn’t just stay with a guy you’ve known for less than two weeks for an indeterminate period of time. Cal might be pushing me to stay, but he was probably just being nice. No doubt he’d breathe a sigh of relief once he had his space back to himself. “Besides, don’t you and your brothers have a rescue plan to concoct?”

      He waved that off as though his brother’s life wasn’t hanging in the balance. “We have plenty of time, and we can plan while you’re here. Do you want to go?”

      No. “Yes. I think it would be smart for me to have a couple of days alone in my own space.”

      Cal sighed. “Then, of course, I won’t stop you leaving. Just know you’re welcome back at any time.”

      “How about we meet up on Friday? We could go to dinner at The Real Greek?” I could do that, right? Go forty-eight hours without seeing him? My heart screamed at me to fuck social conventions and cling to him like the needy barnacle I was.

      “That sounds lovely.” He busied himself by rearranging some books on the table. “And you know I’m only a phone call or message away if you want to talk.”

      “I know.” I frowned at Cal. Something about the way he wouldn’t meet my eyes aroused my suspicions. “What are you planning?”

      “Nothing,” he replied quickly.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Oh really? So you’re not planning on following me home and then lurking on my roof for the next two days?”

      He shot me a disarming grin. “It might have crossed my mind.”

      “As sweet as it is that you’re worried about me, part of the reason I’m giving us space is so you can focus on your business and Dagon. You can’t do that if you’re stalking me.”

      “I can multitask,” he grumbled, but I could see I was getting through to him. “Fine, I won’t sit on your roof for two days.”

      “Or nights,” I added. “And you can’t follow me home.”

      He glared at me. “Now you’re spoiling all my fun.”

      I nudged him with my shoulder. “You’re the muppet who explained how demon rules work. Now, promise you won’t follow me home, sit on my roof, or generally be around my property?”

      “I promise.” He drew me in for a hug. “I’m sorry. I know I’m a lot. You wouldn’t have to put up with this from a normal guy.”

      “I’ve put up with a lot worse from a normal guy.” The words were out of my mouth before I could think them through.

      Cal stiffened in my arms, then buried his face in my hair. “I hate what you’ve been through. You will tell me about it one day?”

      “One day,” I agreed. “Not today, but soon. That’s my promise.”

      He pulled back to look into my face, his eyes hard. “If I sense you’re in danger or scared at all, I will come to your flat. If I think you’re at risk, all deals are null and void.”

      I shivered. “Trust me, if anything happens like the other day, I’ll be more than happy to see you.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Even if this thing between us doesn’t go anywhere, I will always come if you’re in danger. I will always keep you safe.”

      How I’d love for that to be true. To have someone I could always rely on. The past had proven that wasn’t the case, at least not for me. “That’s a nice sentiment, but you can’t protect me from everything.”

      Flames danced in his eyes as he pulled back and reached around me to open the door.

      “Watch me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first twenty-four hours back in my flat lasted an eternity. Without Cal’s presence, my mood darkened, and I couldn’t bring myself to leave my sofa. Even the sun beating against my windows wasn’t enough to tempt me outside. My only concession to the heat was swapping my duvet for blankets.

      It wasn’t the same though. Not only was the television not holding my attention, but I hadn’t restocked on Ben and Jerry’s since my aborted attempt at shopping led me to Cal’s bed. With no motivation to go to the shop, I had to resort to raiding my freezer. The beige food I kept in there for emergency situations made me miss Cal and his cooking even more.

      The high point of my day had been messaging with Bailey and Cal. I’d kept up a typical stream of conversation with Bailey the whole time I’d been at Cal’s, but I hadn’t let on that I’d been with someone. With Bailey’s exploits through Boston and all the twinks keeping him company, it had been easy enough to keep the conversation focused on him.

      It wasn’t that I was hiding what was happening with Cal per se, but Bailey would worry about me—especially if he realised how fast things were progressing. Not that I thought they were moving too fast. In fact, being away from him proved we weren’t moving fast enough.

      I also didn’t let on to Cal how desperately I missed him. He may have been keen for me to stay, but if he realised how pathetically I was pining after him, it might be enough to change his mind.

      By the time the second day dawned, I was nearly crawling out of my skin at the thought of the lonely day yawning ahead of me. At least I’d see Cal tonight, although a quick glance at my phone showed I had a solid twelve hours to kill before our date. Maybe I should get out and about. I could go and browse the local bookshops…not to see Cal. No, that would be weird. But there was nothing odd about an English teacher supporting the local independent bookshop…

      The sound of footsteps followed by my kettle clicking on had my pulse ticking up. Cal? Was he here? Hope and giddiness shot through me. Was it weird that I was this excited about the prospect of seeing him…even if he had broken into my flat again?

      Scrambling out of bed, I dashed to the kitchen. It didn’t occur to me that it could be someone other than Cal until I skidded to a halt in the living room. “You’re not the brother I was expecting.”

      Harlow tutted, popping teabags into two mugs. “Why not? I’m the best one.”

      Realising I was wearing nothing apart from a pair of red briefs, I dashed back to my bedroom to throw on my robe. By the time I returned, Harlow was putting the milk back into the fridge.

      “Make yourself at home,” I grumbled, sitting on a stool at the breakfast bar.

      “Already did,” Harlow said chirpily, either missing or choosing to ignore my sarcasm. Dressed in light slacks and a gorgeous cream chiffon shirt, he looked like he’d stepped off the catwalk and into my flat. “Sugar?”

      “No, thank you.” I begrudgingly took the cup and watched as he dumped spoonful after spoonful of sugar into his. My eyes bugged when he reached for the fourth one, and I couldn’t hold back my indignation any longer. “Would you like any tea with that sugar?”

      His expression was deadpan as he dropped in the fourth spoonful and went back for a fifth. Lifting the cup to his lips, he took a long sip before smacking his lips together. “Perfection.”

      “You’re a heathen. How could you ruin a perfectly good cup of tea like that?”

      “You say heathen like it’s a bad thing.”

      Yeah, to a demon, that was probably a compliment.

      “Dare I ask how you got in here?”

      Harlow took another sip of his tea and then pouted. “And here I was, thinking you’d be happy to see your bestie.”

      “I think we need to spend more than a couple of hours together before you can claim that title.”

      He put his cup down with a beaming smile. “That’s why we’re going to spend the day together, so we can bond. My brothers are great but sooo boring.”

      “But I had a whole day planned…” I said, trailing off as my eyes fell on the sofa. Maybe going out with Harlow wouldn’t be such a bad idea. It’d be nice not lying to Bailey when he asked…again.

      “Please, you can practically taste the depression in the air.” Harlow wafted his arms around him like one of those women who cleansed places with sage. “Besides, if your plans are anything like what you did yesterday, I’m sure your sofa and Netflix will cope without you.”

      I lowered my mug from my lips and set it down on the worktop with a click. “How do you know what I did yesterday?”

      Harlow made his way over to the mirror hanging beside my door and began fussing over his makeup in the mirror. I had no idea why. It looked flawless to me. I didn’t often wear makeup, but if I could pull off a winged eyeliner like Harlow, it would be a different story.

      Cursing, he grabbed a tissue and began dabbing at a non-existent mark on his cheekbone. “Mori filled me in. He was going out of his mind with boredom watching you. He pointed out to Cal that you don’t need a minder if you aren’t going to bother leaving your flat.”

      “Mori’s right. I don’t need a minder. In fact, I specifically remember telling Cal that.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me in the mirror as he pulled gloss from his pocket and swiped it over his lips. “Are you sure? I’d think back over your conversation again if I were you.”

      I pushed my hands through my hair and cursed. He was right. I’d banned Cal from interfering, but it hadn’t occurred to me that he’d rope his siblings in. “Fucking demons and their loopholes.”

      “You need to learn to be real specific,” Harlow said, capping his gloss and returning it to his pocket before turning to face me. “But let’s be real, even if you had been specific and asked for none of us to watch over you, there’s no way he would’ve agreed to that.”

      “Does he really believe I’m so weak that I need a babysitter? I made it through thirty-four years of life without needing him to swoop in and save the day.” Not where Joe was concerned, the snide voice in my mind chimed in. That was beside the point because I had left him…eventually.

      “That’s not it at all. None of us thinks you’re weak. For Satan’s sake, you teach teenagers. Willingly. If that doesn’t show you’ve got a core of steel, I don’t know what will.” Harlow sat gracefully on the sofa, arranging his flowy shirt until it hung just right. “Sit.”

      I flounced to the sofa and dropped onto it with a thud. Without a word, I reached for my blanket, wrapping it around my shoulders.

      Harlow’s lips twitched. “You’re almost as dramatic as me. I love it. I knew I was right to choose you to be my best friend.”

      “Do I get a say in the matter?”

      “Please. I’m never wrong about these things.” Harlow waggled his eyebrows at me. “And for our first piece of bestie bonding, time for some home truths about having a demonic boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I interrupted.

      Harlow wrinkled his nose. “Hello? Who in the fucksticks are you kidding? I’ve been in his flat since you’ve left, and your scent is everywhere. Plus, his level of moping is almost as dire as yours. Is this really the hill you want to die on?”

      I perked up. “He’s been moping around?”

      “And he says they aren’t boyfriends.” Harlow rolled his eyes. “Satan, give me patience for lovesick fools. Yes, since the moment you left, he’s been crabby, miserable, and, dare I say it, sulking. Especially since you put an embargo on him coming over here and checking on you.”

      “Yeah, well, he got around that, didn’t he?”

      “Oscar, it’s really important that you understand this.” Harlow shuffled closer to me, his face uncharacteristically serious. “Demons aren’t like humans. I know Cal has told you some stuff, but he’s afraid of scaring you away. He thinks if you learn too much of the truth, he won’t have a chance with you. I think he’s wrong. I think you deserve to know what you’re getting yourself into—what Cal is risking to be with you.”

      I jolted in my seat. “Risking? What do you mean?”

      “Everything,” Harlow said passionately. “You don’t understand what a precarious position he’s in. Cal has spent his entire existence keeping everyone at arm’s length for a reason. Even myself, Dagon, and Mori, to a certain extent. He’s had dalliances, sure, but he’s never allowed himself to feel more than a passing fancy for someone. He’s known, as we all do, that to do so would make him vulnerable. Out of the four of us, he’s the one who is feared the most. He’s the one demons and other supes would love to take out of the picture—permanently.”

      “But why? Why him?”

      “Because he’s the most dangerous. He’s known as the butcher of the ninth circle—a title he earned over the years, regardless of whether or not he wanted it. The ninth is where the most heinous souls are sent for punishment. His reputation lives on there even though it’s been a century since he’s followed orders. Other than our father, Cal is the most powerful demon ever created. Some want to kill him for credit, others to prove their strength, and the rest to punish him for turning his back on Hell.”

      I tried to reconcile the image Harlow was painting for me of Cal with the gentle and kind man I’d come to know. The man who had talked me through two anxiety attacks. The man who talked me up whenever I put myself down. The man who had put my needs and desires first.

      I realised then that it didn’t matter who he was before. It was who he was now. The way he treated me, the way he behaved with me, those were the things that mattered. “But why is being with me a risk?”

      “Because you’re his weakness. Before, his enemies had to attack him directly. Now, they can get to him through you. His mark acts as a beacon. Supes, especially demons, can sense you over a mile away. You have no defences, no shields, and no powers. Without one of us watching over you, you’re cannon fodder.”

      My stomach twisted. “What if I reject the mark? If we don’t bond?”

      “Then they will still come for you, but when you die, so will Cal.”

      I blinked. “But Cal said I’d only inherit his immortality if we bonded. He didn’t say that he would die when I do if I reject him!”

      “Why would he?” Harlow laughed humourlessly. “I love my brother, but he can be stubborn. He has this warped idea that you need to choose him for him, not because you feel obligated to. Me though? I don’t particularly care about your feelings, so I’ll tell you how it is.”

      “I thought we were going to be best friends?” I aimed weakly for humour and missed the mark entirely.

      “Oh, darling, we will definitely be besties.” Harlow looked at me, and for the first time, I could see him for the demon he was. “However, if it comes down to it, I’ll choose my brother over you in a heartbeat. Cal is the best of the four of us, and he deserves the best. He thinks that’s you, and from the short time I’ve spent with you, I agree. However, I won’t have him dying because he’s too stubborn to tell you the truth about rejecting the bond.”

      “But what if I don’t want to choose him? What if I walk away?” My thoughts started spiralling, the familiar band tightening around my chest. I gasped for air, shaking my hands as if it could stop the numbness from creeping in.

      Harlow was instantly in front of me, taking my hands in his warm slender ones. “Hey, take some deep breaths for me. If you don’t calm down, Cal will come tearing through that door to see who has upset you. Seeing as my makeup is fabulous today, I’d rather my head stay on my shoulders where it belongs. Now, copy my breathing and listen to my voice. Did Cal ever tell you the story about what happened in Mexico?”

      I focused on inhaling and exhaling deeply while Harlow wove a tale so ludicrous that it wasn’t long until my anxiety faded into the background.

      “We woke up, stark bollock naked, surrounded by the entire tribe and their goats. To this day, we have no idea how we got there or what happened to our boat.”

      We both dissolved into laughter, the story one that would stay with me for a very long time. “And it was all Cal’s fault?”

      “Yes, and the last time we let him set the wards. If he ever annoys you, and he will, all you need to say is Mexico, and he’ll go bright red and back off.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind.” I grinned.

      As our chuckles died away, Harlow turned to me with concern in his eyes. “I’m sorry about before. I didn’t mean to trigger you.”

      I ran an uneasy hand through my hair. “It’s okay. Honestly, I’d rather know the truth. But it’s hard to make a decision when I feel like I don’t have much of a choice. I’ve been in a…situation before where I was powerless. I guess I’m scared of feeling like that again.”

      He reached over to squeeze my knee. “The difference here is you have all the power. It just doesn’t feel like it. Ultimately, the only question you need to ask yourself is: do you see yourself walking away from Cal? Do you want to?”

      “No.” I couldn’t believe it after such a short time, but it was the truth. The thought of walking away from what Cal and I could potentially have made me want to scream and tear at my hair. “I don’t want that, but I don’t want to feel like there’s pressure on us.”

      “Which is where my next part comes in.” Harlow sat back on the sofa and levelled me with a look. “There’s no pressure for you to do anything at all—so long as you accept that Cal will be protective over you. Until you’ve taken the bond, you’re too easy of a target. You can counter that by letting the three of us watch over you.”

      “So I was right. I am weak.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      Harlow rolled his eyes again. “Okay, drama-llama, take it down a notch. Any human is weak against a supe. We are literally immortal. But if it’ll make you feel better, we can teach you some self-defence.”

      My head shot up. “You’d really do that?”

      “If it’ll make you feel better, then yes. Not that Cal will let anyone close enough for you to ever need it, but it can’t hurt to have a backup hidden up your sleeve. If you can cope with having us watch your back, there won’t be any pressure on you to make a decision.”

      “Thank you,” I said. Maybe if I’d taken some self-defence classes before Joe, I wouldn’t have ended up in the situation I had. Hell, if Harlow could teach me some stuff now, perhaps Joe wouldn’t succeed on the promises he’d screamed my way in the courtroom.

      “Right!” Harlow clapped his hands together and leapt up. “That’s enough of the serious schtick for today. Let’s get you out of this depression chamber and into the spa.”

      “The spa?” I looked at Harlow in mock horror. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly. I had my heart set on driving to the South Downs and going for a hike. Couldn’t we do that instead?”

      Harlow’s mouth opened and closed several times before his eyes narrowed. “You’re joking, aren’t you? Who doesn’t like being pampered and relaxing? It’s basically a more luxurious version of your current setup.”

      I couldn’t keep a straight face. “Yes, fortunately for you, I’m joking. I haven’t been to a spa in years, but I won’t turn down a massage.”

      Harlow slumped back in his seat, fanning his face. “Thank Satan, you had me going for a minute there. I’m positively allergic to anything outdoorsy. The only way you’d get me in a pair of shoes as heinous as hiking boots is if you’re wedging them onto my corpse.”
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        * * *

      

      Spending the day with Harlow was eye-opening in more ways than one. First off, there was his car, which suited Harlow to a tee. Not only was it an actual Bugatti, a car I’d never seen outside of the movies, but it was an eye-catching electric blue. It positively screamed look at me! The journey to the hotel he’d booked in the New Forest sped past far quicker than it should have done with Harlow in the driver’s seat. After a particularly white-knuckled hairpin turn, I suggested he might want to slow down.

      He’d given a throaty laugh in response, looking away from the road for longer than I was comfortable with. “Don’t worry. My reaction times are a thousand times better than yours.”

      “Aren’t you worried about getting a ticket?”

      “Nope. I’ve had a few before, but all it takes is a quick visit to the local council office and a whiff of compulsion and…ta-da! All gone.”

      Like the car, the hotel had my jaw dropping. With marbled stone columns and a valet, it was fancier than anywhere I’d ever been. “Um, this is a few steps up from a spa day at the Holiday Inn.”

      “Holiday Inn?” Harlow lowered his sunglasses so he could glare at me. “Darling, I have standards.”

      “I think you meant to say I have money.”

      “Potato, potahto.” With that, he’d strutted off to the reception desk, leaving me trailing behind him, mouth agape at the luxurious ambience.

      What followed was a whirlwind of treatments. We were exfoliated, wrapped, massaged, and waxed. Harlow kept up a running commentary of stories about Cal, making me dissolve into laughter several times.

      During one of his stories, Harlow mentioned vampires. My eyes darted nervously at the masseuses rubbing hot lava shells over our skin. Harlow followed my gaze before waving a hand in dismissal. “Oh, don’t worry about that. I compelled them when we entered. They think we are discussing stocks and bonds.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about Harlow compelling other humans just to give us some privacy, but I guess it was something I would need to get used to if I was going to give this thing with Cal a go. “Do you even know enough about stocks and bonds to make that plausible?”

      He winked at me with the eye that wasn’t smushed into the table. “Don’t let my pretty face fool you. I’m the one my brothers rely on to keep our finances afloat. Turns out having an eternal lifespan makes it easier to predict trends.”

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have made a snap judgment. That was rude of me.”

      Harlow snorted. “It would take far worse for you to offend me, believe me.”

      I groaned as the masseuse loosened a particularly tight knot. “So…vampires really exist?”

      “Yep. Arrogant pieces of shit too. They think that just because they’re immortal, they are above everyone else. I mean, hello? Eternal life isn’t a big deal in the supernatural community.”

      My head was spinning. “What other creatures exist then?”

      “Well, angels, of course.” I nodded, Cal having already told me that. “Shifters, sirens, mages, and witches. Dagon reckons he came across a Kraken in the eighteenth century when he decided being a pirate looked fun, but I think he had a rotten barrel of rum.”

      “Dagon’s your brother who’s still in Hell, right?”

      “Yep.” Harlow’s short response suggested that wasn’t a topic he wanted to discuss, but my curiosity won out.

      “Why didn’t he leave with the rest of you?”

      Harlow sighed. “I wish I knew the answer. Cal and Mori have theories, but…I honestly don’t know. I never thought he would turn his back on us like that.”

      “Do you think he’ll leave now? If you can get him out of Hell, I mean?”

      “That’s what I’m hoping for. The others aren’t too sure, but I’m hoping I can persuade him.”

      A comfortable silence fell over us as the massage therapists finished their work. It wasn’t until we were lounging in the hydrotherapy pool that Harlow moved the conversation on to me.

      “Can I ask you something? I promise to stop if it makes you uncomfortable.”

      I looked at him out of the side of my eye. “I see your plan. You wanted me as relaxed as possible before hitting me with the hard questions.”

      “Guilty,” he said, looking anything but.

      “Go for it,” I sighed. “I can’t promise it won’t trigger my anxiety, but I need to get used to talking about it. Keeping it bottled up clearly isn’t working.”

      “The anxiety attacks. Have you always had them?”

      I shook my head. “No. I mean, I used to have the occasional bout of stress and anxiety, but who doesn’t? The attacks didn’t start until…Joe.”

      He cocked his head to one side, looking at me thoughtfully. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No…I haven’t told Cal about it yet. He knows something happened, but not the details. I feel like he should know first.”

      “That makes sense. Can I least know his full name? Or where he lives?”

      “You don’t need to worry,” I assured him. “He can’t get to me now. I’m safe.”

      He snorted. “I wasn’t asking out of concern for you. You’ve got Cal to protect you now, and me and Mori, obviously. No, I want to exact punishment.”

      “Punishment?”

      “Yes. It’s what I do best. That and cultivating daring fashion looks.”

      “I’m afraid you won’t be able to punish Joe. He’s already serving his punishment.” When Harlow looked at me quizzically, I elaborated. “He’s in prison. I brought charges against him…the last time. He was charged with attempted murder, but his solicitor got it down to grievous bodily harm.”

      “There’s a reason solicitors and barristers are some of our best customers.” Harlow’s face wore a mask of disgust. “Prison though? Three square meals a day, free education, and visits from friends and family? That doesn’t even register on the scale of what I could put him through.”

      “It’s better than him being on the streets though.” My chest tightened at the thought of him being free in a matter of weeks. “At least he can’t get me from in there.”

      “I didn’t mean to criticise,” Harlow said, placing a hand on my forearm. “What you did, pushing for a conviction, was super brave. But he deserves to suffer more for what he put you through.”

      Maybe it made me a terrible person, but I couldn’t help but agree with Harlow. Bailey had held me while I’d raged at the injustice of the pitiful sentence he’d been handed. Fourteen months in prison didn’t equate to the broken bones, scars, and anxiety he’d left me with. “Shame you can’t get to him then.”

      “Pah. As if I’d let a little thing like concrete walls and prison bars stop me.” He flashed me a sinister grin. “Give me the name, and I’ll ensure he truly suffers.”

      “I’m not sure whether to be touched or frightened.”

      “Always both,” he said. “Seriously, though, I’d love to exact some revenge on your behalf.”

      “You’re revenge obsessed.” As much as I was tempted to give Harlow his name, a larger part of me wanted to forget that Joe had existed. If I let Cal, Harlow, or Mori get involved, it would allow him more headspace than he deserved.

      “Duh, I’m a demon. We’re all about justice and making people pay. And don’t think I don’t know you’re trying to change the subject. I’ll allow it, but I want you to know I’m here if you ever need to talk or vent.”

      “You’re really trying hard to win that best friend title, aren’t you?”

      “It’s already mine. You’re just living in denial.”

      I chuckled, my mood lightening. “Bailey, my actual best friend, might have a thing or two to say about that.”

      “I can share.” He pursed his lips as though considering it. “No, actually, that’s total bullshit. Sharing and demons go together like black pudding and chocolate ice cream.”

      I mock gagged. “Pigs blood and ice cream? What the actual fuck is wrong with your brain?”

      “Exactly! So, no, there will be no sharing you. Your Bailey will need to settle for second place. Don’t worry. I’ll explain it all to him when you introduce us.”

      I tried to picture the two of them in the same room and suppressed a grin. “I think we’ll hold off on introductions for now. The two of you will either kill each other or end up fucking.”

      “Let’s hope for option two. Now, give me all the details. Is he hot?”
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      “Why can’t we summon him?” Mori threw the ball he was playing with into the air and caught it in his big hands.

      “We’ve been over this.” I pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration. “We can’t summon higher demons out of Hell, just like Father can’t summon us back to Hell.”

      “We used to be able to.”

      “Yes, and we also used to be princes of Hell. And now we’re not.” We’d done more than turn our back on our father that day. We’d turned our back on Hell, too, along with several of our more convenient powers. Fortunately, we’d managed to hold on to our portal keys during our escape, allowing us to travel between Hell and Earth if required. Not that they did us much good in this situation. Going back into Hell ourselves was just asking for trouble. None of us doubted that Father wouldn’t let us walk away a second time. “Maybe we could try the mages again? I know they can cast a spell to send a message…perhaps we just need to come up with something to incentivise them.”

      I’d been going out of my mind since Oscar had left. How I’d gone from not giving a fuck about my hookups to not coping with being away from Oscar for forty-eight hours was beyond me. I couldn’t say I cared though. It was like Oscar’s arrival had switched on a light in my life, and now I couldn’t adjust back to the darkness. In order to distract me, I’d asked Mori to come to the bookshop when Harlow relieved him. We’d spent the time brainstorming ways to alert Dagon to the threat to his life. Best-case scenario, it would be the incentive for him to finally break away from under Father’s thumb and join us topside. Worst case, it would put him on high alert and keep him alive.

      “Good luck with that,” Mori grunted. “Mages are tricky fuckers at the best of times. They’ve already said no once. If we go to them again, it’ll show how desperate we are.”

      “What other option do we ha—Fuck!”

      The emotions slammed into me, one after the other.

      Terror.

      Pain.

      Fear.

      Bolting to my feet, I grabbed Mori’s arm. “Oscar.”

      With no other words needed, we sprinted to the roof. Neither of us stopped to remove our shirts, letting the strips of fabric float to the ground as we launched into the air.

      “What’s happened?” Mori asked as I turned in the direction of the bond, forcing my wings to work harder.

      “I don’t know,” I said through gritted teeth. “All I know is he’s scared and hurting.”

      Mori cursed under his breath. “Harlow must be safe. We’d know if he wasn’t. No matter what’s going on, he won’t let anything happen to Oscar. Harlow knows what he means to you. We all do.”

      I did know Harlow would do everything to keep Oscar safe. It was the only thing stopping the panic from crushing me. I beat my wings faster, cutting through the air quicker than ever before. Mori fell behind, unable to keep up with the punishing pace. With the rage and adrenaline rippling through me, I wouldn’t need the assistance of my brothers when we landed.

      My fury was enough to level mountains.

      Mere minutes had passed since I’d felt the initial pulse of fear across the bond, yet I was already upon them. Diving towards the swanky hotel Harlow had taken them to, I zoned in on the movement on the gravel driveway. My heart stopped as I took in the scene. Oscar was sprawled on the floor, a thin trail of blood running down his cheek. Thankfully, he was conscious, if a bit dazed. Propped on his arms with his mouth agape, his attention was on Harlow.

      Harlow, who was battling five demons. Alone.

      Laughing.

      My crazy-ass little brother had a dagger in one hand and flames firing from the other. Twirling like a ballet dancer, he cackled as he swiped and blasted the demons. I hadn’t seen him have this much fun in a long time. Never going on the defensive, he launched one attack after the other, not a drop of sweat on his brow.

      Sensing my presence, two of the demons broke away from the group with a shout and began to run. The one heading for the fields had a broken wing, courtesy of Harlow, no doubt. Knowing he wouldn’t get too far on foot before we could catch him, I pointed to the one running for the tree line. I knew without needing to look over my shoulder that Mori would intercept her.

      I hit the ground with such force that gravel sprayed in all directions. Releasing the tenuous hold on my power, I let it flow from me with the strength of a tsunami.

      The demons within range were thrown off their feet and left groaning on the ground.

      “Dude, not cool.” In my haste to take control of the situation, I’d taken Harlow to the floor too. “I totally had it in hand.”

      “Really? Then why is Oscar lying on the floor covered in blood?” I hurried over to Oscar, offering him a supportive arm and carefully helping him stand.

      “See, you are a gentleman. Always helping me off the floor.” His voice was weak, but the humour went a small way to calm me. His whole body trembled, his face pale as he avoided looking at the fight still happening between Harlow and the other demons.

      Trying to distract him from the sickening sound of breaking bones behind us, I went in with humour. “Listen, if you want to see my chivalrous side, you only need to ask. How about we restrict me lifting you from the floor to after blowjobs only?”

      He laughed and then gasped in pain, a hand going to his ribs. I put a hand under his knees, lifting him into the air and cradling him to my chest.

      “I’m fine. I’m sure it’s nothing. I’ve been through worse.”

      “I don’t think reminding me of that is the smartest thing to do right now, sweetheart. I’m barely holding on to my control as it is.”

      Oscar lifted a hand to cup my face, his green eyes calm. “I’m okay. I promise.”

      Mori landed beside me before I could reply, his face grim. His hand was white-knuckling the back of the neck of the demon he’d caught. The demon’s wings hung limply behind her, dragging along the ground. Mori must’ve shredded them. Good. Nothing was more painful for a demon than having their wings destroyed. He flung the demon to the floor where she lay, whimpering. She didn’t have the energy to move. Either that or she knew running was pointless.

      None of them would escape my wrath.

      “Kept her alive for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said sincerely.

      “Where’s my thanks?” We turned to look at Harlow, who was sitting on the corpses of two of the demons while he used his dagger and powers to execute the third. It wasn’t like how he’d snapped my neck before. There’d be no returning for these demons, thanks to the power Harlow wielded. One of the few things we could thank Father dearest for. “I did all the bloody hard work!”

      “You executed them,” Mori supplied. “That’s Cal’s right.”

      “And you let Oscar get hurt,” I added, cradling the man in question closer to my chest. “And forgive me if my maths skills aren’t as good as yours, but aren’t you missing one?”

      Harlow cursed and leapt to his feet. His wings snapped from his back, and he shot into the air in the direction the final demon had fled. As I’d suspected, he hadn’t gotten far. When he realised Harlow was in pursuit, he let out a trembling shout and broke into a limping run.

      “You better run, motherfucker!” Harlow hooted, unbridled joy on his face as he stalked his prey.

      “S’not Harlow’s fault,” Oscar murmured against my skin. “Don’t be mad at him. I raced ahead. He told me to wait.”

      “It’s not your fault either,” I reassured him. “Are you okay if I let Mori take you home while I finish up here?”

      He clung to my arm as he stared up at me. The fear that pulsed along the bond was reflected in his eyes. “What if you get hurt?”

      Mori snorted but suppressed his laughter when I shot a death glare in his direction. “I’ll be fine, sweetheart. I need to deal with these bastards. Obviously, letting my brothers handle the last two didn’t send the right message.”

      “What message?”

      I placed a light kiss on his forehead, the gesture at odds with the fury in my tone. “That you do not touch what is mine.”

      He gulped, but something fierce burned in his eyes at my words. “And you’ll be safe? You won’t get hurt?”

      I passed him into Mori’s waiting arms before I spoke, ensuring my brother held him in a way so as not to aggravate his injuries. Satan, he’d only known me two weeks, and he was injured again. Because of me. “I give you my word. Go home with Mori. I’ll be there before you know it.”

      Harlow approached with a pout on his face, the final demon squirming in his grasp. “Little shit gave up way too fast. It’s like you’re all trying to ruin my fun today.”

      With a final smile at Oscar, I nodded at Mori, who shot into the air without a word. A thin scream erupted from Oscar and faded as Mori flew them away. I grinned in spite of myself. My sweetheart would need to get used to flying. I had no doubt he’d get on board with it once I showed him all the fun things we could get up to in the air.

      Now wasn’t the time to be distracted with thoughts of a possible bright future with Oscar. For that to happen, I had to deal with these demons. I had to send a message that messing with Oscar would mean only two things.

      Pain.

      And death.

      Unsheathing the daggers from my wrists, I turned to face the demons, letting my mask fall away to reveal the butcher of the ninth circle.

      “Who would like the honour of going first?”

      Their answering screams were a symphony to my ears.
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      “Judging by the green colour of your face, I’m guessing you won’t be doing that again soon.”

      Mori could barely suppress the amusement in his voice as he led the way from the roof to Cal’s flat. Given how I’d screamed for the entirety of the short journey and clung to his body with a death grip, I deserved any mocking he chose to fire my way. I was grateful he was in front of me so he couldn’t see the way my legs were still wobbling. “Yeah, that’s a hard pass. Did you need to go that fast?”

      He gave a deep chuckle. “Nah, but it was fun making you scream.”

      I glared at him, plotting revenge as he flopped down on the sofa in the living room. “I thought you were the nice brother.”

      He raised both eyebrows at me. “What gave you that idea? None of us are nice.”

      “Cal’s nice,” I muttered, lowering myself into an armchair.

      “To you,” Mori retorted. “Trust me, nice is the last adjective anyone else would use to describe Cal.”

      We fell into silence. I fidgeted in my seat, trying not to stress about what Cal was doing. It wasn’t that I was upset about him killing them—they’d made their intention to kidnap me crystal clear. It’s strange. Once upon a time, I no doubt would’ve clutched my pearls over the thought of anyone suffering. Surviving Joe shifted my moral compass. Now, I was of the opinion that if you could do the crime, you deserved the punishment that followed. And after watching them all go after Harlow in such an unevenly matched fight, I was more than happy to know Cal was erasing them from the face of the Earth. Even if Harlow was more than capable of holding his own, my heart had been in my throat the whole time. Seeing the kind, funny man who was insistent on being my friend leap to my defence without question had touched me.

      No, what I worried about was Cal’s safety. I knew it was daft. Both he and his brother had assured me of his skills and reputation. But until I could see him again, until I could feel his skin beneath mine, I’d be going out of my mind with worry.

      Mori’s voice interrupted my anxiety. “Do you want anything?”

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      “Cal will be all right. He’s dealt with far scarier situations than this one.”

      I shivered. “I’d rather not think about that, to be honest.”

      Mori yawned, rubbing his hand on his beard. “You’ll see. He won’t be long. The only reason he’s not back already is because he’s purposefully taking his time. It’ll be good for him to get it out of his system.”

      Mori was right. Thirty minutes later, two light thuds echoed through the ceiling, followed by rapid footsteps. Cal burst into the room, blood splattered liberally over his skin and clothing. There was a wild look on his face as he scanned the room for me. I stood as he crossed the distance between us in two long strides and leapt into his open arms.

      He held me to him, crushing me in his arms as he buried his face in my neck. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I replied, my voice muffled by his chest. “Are you? Please tell me this blood isn’t yours.”

      He chuckled darkly. “Not a drop, sweetheart.”

      “Ahem.” Harlow cleared his throat. “As sickeningly sweet as this is, we’ve got things to discuss.”

      I tried to pull away from Cal, but his arms tightened. “Later.”

      “But we need to—”

      Cal’s head lifted from mine, and his face was like ice. “I said later. Right now, I’m going to make sure Oscar is okay. Then, and only then, will we be discussing anything else.”

      With that, he swept an arm under my legs and hauled me off the floor. I’d love to say I was embarrassed by his display, but fuck me, if it wasn’t one of the hottest moments of my life. Taking me into his bedroom, he kicked the door closed behind us before gently placing me on the bed. Going to his knees in front of me, he took my face in his hands.

      “How are your ribs? Any pain?”

      Huh, I hadn’t even thought about them since we’d gotten back to the flat. I gave them an experimental poke. “No. Nothing at all.”

      He brushed a lock of hair away and examined my forehead. “The cut has healed too.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “The mark gives you some of my healing skills. That’s why your neck healed so fast too.”

      “I guess…but the bruises on my neck took a full two days to disappear. It doesn’t make sense that I’m back to normal in less than an hour.”

      Cal bit his lip, rubbing his hands on my thighs. “I may have a theory about that.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Well? Don’t leave me hanging.”

      “This is only a theory, but…my guess is that it’s because the bond between us is strengthening. When we are fully mated, you’ll have my full powers and be able to heal almost instantly. It makes sense for the powers to increase gradually as we get closer, I suppose.” He stiffened, uncertainty in his eyes. “Unless I’m reading this wrong, and this is all one-sided.”

      “It’s not.” I rushed to reassure him. “Honestly, I don’t want to come across as needy and desperate, but being apart from you the last two days was…painful.”

      The joy that lit up Cal’s features made him look younger. “If that makes you needy and desperate, then you can give me those labels too.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” He squeezed my thighs and smiled. “You can ask Mori and Harlow. I’ve been a nightmare without you here. And given what I used to do in Hell, that’s saying something.”

      I smirked. “Harlow may have mentioned a thing or two.”

      Cal hummed. “I’m sure he did. And I can’t wait to find out everything else you talked about today.”

      “Nope.” I mimed zipping my lips. “What happens in the spa, stays in the spa.”

      “Oh, that’s how it’s going to be, is it?” He slipped his hands under my shirt, tickling the skin he found there. “Good thing I have ways of making you talk.”

      “Stop, mercy!” I squealed. His hands immediately dropped away and he leaned back on his heels. He chewed his lip for a moment, making me tilt my head at him in question.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “About today. I’m so sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for? You saved me. Again. Well, you and your brothers, I suppose.”

      He grimaced. “But it’s my fault you were hurt. Again.”

      I placed a finger against his lips to quiet him. “Unless you told them where I was and gave them orders to hurt me, none of this is your fault. Besides, I’m starting to believe that being with you is worth the risk.”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Well, how about we both hit the shower, and I can work on strengthening your belief?”

      I pretended to consider it for a second before giving a mock sigh. “I suppose I could use a shower…although I am very drained after everything that’s happened today.”

      Before I registered him moving, I was in his arms once more. Cal looked down at me with an indulgent grin. “If you want me to carry you, sweetheart, you only need to ask.”

      There were so many reasons why being with Cal was a bad idea. Joe. My anxiety. Cal’s enemies. But as we entered the bathroom and he lowered me to the floor, I didn’t care about any of them.

      I cared about him.

      Once he’d turned the shower on and checked the temperature, Cal turned back to me with a slow, wicked smile. Without an ounce of self-consciousness, Cal unbuttoned his jeans and kicked them off. I swallowed when I realised he’d been commando. His cock was already at half-mast, and it twitched under my scrutiny.

      “Can I?” Cal asked, tugging on the bottom of my shirt. Unable to speak, I gave him a nod. With a few flicks of his wrists, I was naked before him. Even though I’d spent the better part of three days in bed with him sans clothing, I had the ridiculous urge to cover myself. Cal stood there, looking like he could moonlight as an underwear model while I could perhaps pass as nerdy chic.

      Before I could get in my head about it, Cal spoke.

      “Fuck, sweetheart. Whenever I picture you in my mind, I think you can’t possibly be as perfect as I remember. Then you stand there like this, and I know the picture is wrong.” He stepped forward, trailing a finger down my cheek, my neck, my collarbone. “It’s wrong because you are so much fucking better.”

      I leaned up and caught his mouth with mine. We stumbled into the shower, neither of us wanting to let go for a second. Hot spray rained down on us as our hands ran over every inch of exposed skin. We touched as though we’d been separated for two months, not two days.

      We broke apart long enough to lather up some soap and wash all the remnants of the fight away, but the instant we were clean, Cal pushed me back against the wall. I flinched as the cold tiles met my warm skin, but the discomfort faded into oblivion as Cal knelt before me. One of his large hands wrapped around my erection as he teased me with slow, lazy pumps.

      “Cal, could you…?” I bit my lip to stop the words from coming out. I couldn’t ask him to do that. What would he think of me?

      Cal stood, rain cascading from his olive skin as he towered over me with a cocky smirk. “Oh, don’t hold back from me, sweetheart. Tell me what you want, what you need, and I’ll happily give it to you.”

      I squirmed, torn between embarrassment and crippling horniness. It was something I’d never had done. There was an intimacy in it that I hadn’t wanted to share before. I wanted it with Cal though. Ever since that dream I’d had the first morning I’d woken up with him, it’d been all I could think about.

      Cal distracted me by dropping chaste, taunting kisses along my collarbone. His hands caressed my sides as though we had all the time in the world. Knowing how old some of the boilers were in Victorian properties like these, I needed to get a move on before the water turned ice cold.

      Cal trailed his tongue up my neck until his breath was hot on my ear. “I promise, sweetheart. You can’t shock me.”

      “I want you to rim me,” I blurted. “And I want you to take charge.”

      Cal’s lips pulled back slowly in a wicked grin. “Thank Satan, we’re thinking along the same lines. I’ve been dying to taste every part of you.”

      Before I could respond, Cal spun me around so my front was against the wall. With rough hands, he yanked my hips back and kicked my legs wider apart. Grabbing my wrists, he lifted them above my head and put my hands flat against the wall.

      “You’re not to touch yourself,” he growled as his teeth snagged my earlobe. “Your pleasure is mine to give. Understand?”

      I gave a shaky nod. All power of speech had left me, Cal’s behaviour reducing me into a puddle of desperation and desire. Outside of the bedroom, his protective instincts went full throttle. But when we were like this, he took me at my word and didn’t treat me like a piece of fragile glass.

      It made me burn for him.

      The first swipe of his tongue over my puckered hole had me whimpering against the wall. Fucking hell. Pleasure began to roll over me in small waves. One of Cal’s large hands came up to span my lower back, pinning me in place. His other arm pushed under my thigh, lifting my leg and draping the weight of it over his bicep.

      I felt like I should be embarrassed about being on display like this for him, but I didn’t. I felt hot. Desired. Desperate.

      And horny. So. Fucking. Horny.

      Fortunately, Cal didn’t leave me waiting. He dove back in, laving his tongue over me with a groan. My eyes rolled back in my head as he went to town. The feeling of his stubble abrading my skin sent me higher.

      “Cal! Oh fuck!”

      He pushed the tip of his tongue into my hole, and I saw stars. My hands scrabbled over the wet surface as I tried to find something to cling to. Incoherent sounds fell from my lips.

      A satisfied rumble came from Cal’s chest as he took me apart with every movement of his mouth. Just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, his hand wrapped around my cock. Using my precum as lube, he jerked me off, his movements matching the thrusts of his tongue.

      Part of me wished there was someone to take a photo of me at that moment—pinned to the wall by the sexiest man I’d ever seen, with his tongue deep in my arse and his hand around my cock. Without it, I wasn’t sure I would believe something like this had happened to me.

      With a few quick movements of his wrist, Cal had my orgasm slamming through me. Cum sprayed the wall in front of me as my head fell backwards and I shouted my release.

      Cal dropped my leg to the floor and stood to press a wet kiss to my back. My chest heaved as I fought to get myself under control. My legs were shaking with the force of my orgasm. It took me a full minute before I could turn and offer Cal any relief. When I reached for him, Cal caught my hand and pulled me to him with a chuckle.

      “I appreciate the offer, but there’s no need.”

      I frowned up at him, blinking water out of my eyes. “But I want to make you feel good.”

      “You did,” he said, reaching behind me to turn the shower off. “So good that I came all over the shower floor when you did.”

      I groaned, snuggling into his chest to stave off the cold that was sneaking in now that the shower was off. “That’s so fucking hot. How about we go to bed for another round?”

      “As much as I’d love to, I’m sure my brothers are still waiting to speak to us.”

      I cringed. “You don’t think they heard us, do you?” He started to answer, but I held up a hand to stop him. “Actually, don’t answer that. You can’t lie to me, and I’m not sure I want to know.”

      His eyes creased with laughter. “Regardless, they wouldn’t dream of saying a word. Not unless they want to spend the rest of the evening reknitting their bones together.”

      I stared at him. “I can’t decide if that’s hot or deranged.”

      He shot me a wink as he tied a towel around his waist. “Always both, sweetheart.”
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      After that epic shower with Oscar, the last thing I wanted to do was have a conversation with my brothers about how to solve our latest demonic problem, but after today, I couldn’t ignore it. There was no guarantee they’d been sent by Kerine, but I wouldn’t put it past her. I’d always hated being dragged back into that world, but with Oscar involved, it both terrified and infuriated me in a way it never had done before.

      When we were both dressed—Oscar again forced to borrow a pair of my sweats and a T-shirt—we made our way into the living room. My siblings were lounging in the armchairs, Harlow scowling as his fingers flew over his phone screen and Mori mindlessly staring at the TV where a new batch of bakers was fucking up Viennese Whirls. I dropped onto the sofa, but Oscar hovered by the door, looking uncertain.

      Given how he’d spent all of his previous visit welded to my lap, I knew where he wanted to sit. No doubt he was feeling awkward with Mori and Harlow being there. I wasn’t having that. If Oscar wanted to sit on my lap, that’s what he would do. Fuck my brothers if they had an issue with it.

      Frowning at Oscar, I crooked my finger until he crossed the room with a roll of his eyes. When he was within arms’ reach, I yanked him onto my lap. He looked at me with flushed cheeks, but I knew from the small smile on his face that he was where he wanted to be.

      “Someone pass the sick bucket,” Mori muttered while Harlow giggled.

      “I feel like we should get a camera. No one will believe how gone Cal is unless we have photographic evidence.”

      Oscar stiffened in my lap at their teasing, but I ran reassuring hands over his thigh. When he was relaxed again, I narrowed my eyes at my brothers. “Just you wait until you’ve marked someone. We’ll see who’s laughing then.”

      “Never going to happen,” Harlow sang as Mori grunted in agreement. “There are far too many delicious specimens to sample for me to tie myself down.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” I said, enjoying the way it made the skin on Oscar’s neck flush.

      Oscar cleared his throat. “So, about today…”

      Harlow’s face turned serious. “I’m so sorry, Oscar. I should’ve been quicker.”

      “Yes, you should have,” I bit out, but Oscar waved me off.

      “Don’t worry about it, Harlow. You told me to wait, and I wandered off. It’s not your fault.”

      “What I don’t understand is how they didn’t sense your presence, Harlow.” Mori was frowning at Harlow, who’d suddenly taken a great interest in examining his manicure.

      “You’re right,” I said slowly, pinning Harlow with a glare. “They would never have attacked if they knew you were there…what did you do?”

      Harlow flapped his hands dismissively. “Okay, let’s not overreact…”

      “How about you tell us what you did, and then we can decide how much to react?”

      “Well, after Mori told me about how many supes he caught skulking around Oscar’s flat—”

      “What?” I barked out, jumping to my feet. My fast movement had Oscar slipping to the floor with a squawk. “Shit. Sorry, sweetheart.”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “How about we sit back down and listen to what your brothers have to say? Calmly?”

      “Of course,” I replied, doing as he asked. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Mori and Harlow sniggering. They were lucky Oscar was here, or this would have descended into an all-out sibling war.

      If I was honest, there was still an eighty percent chance of that happening.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about there being supes near Oscar?”

      “Because I had it under control, and there was no point worrying you.” Mori’s face was bored.

      “You did the right thing,” Oscar told Mori.

      “He did?” I asked him in disbelief.

      Oscar shot me a look over his shoulder that had me biting my tongue. “Yes. Mori did as you asked and protected me. I was never in any danger, and you didn’t end up getting worked up over nothing.”

      Mori grunted as if to say see? I fought the childish impulse to poke my tongue out at him.

      “Harlow, why don’t you continue?” Oscar ran his hand over my thigh, distracting me from the stress that had been building.

      “So after Mori told me that, I thought it would be a good idea to mask my presence.”

      I goggled at him. “On what planet did you think that would be a good idea?”

      Harlow heaved a sigh, speaking slowly like he was explaining it to a five-year-old. “Because, brother dearest, we were able to see exactly who and what we were up against. I’ll admit, five was a tad more than I was expecting, but I had it under control.”

      I gritted my teeth and forced myself to count backwards from twenty while reminding myself that decapitating Harlow in front of Oscar could be traumatising. “Oscar got hurt.”

      Harlow winced. “Yes, and I’m sorry about that. I did ask him not to leave, but—”

      “But nothing,” Oscar interrupted before I could, squeezing my forearm firmly. “I’m completely healed and no worse for wear. Plus, like Harlow said, there are five fewer playing pieces on the board now you’ve taken them out.”

      I shot Harlow a look that told him we would be revisiting his recklessness later, but the little git rolled his eyes, totally unbothered. One of these days, he would roll his eyes so far back in his head they would get stuck there.

      “Have you guys figured out a way to get to Dagon yet?” Oscar asked.

      “No,” I said. “Everyone we’ve turned to for help has said no, and every other idea we’ve come up with ends with one of us going downstairs.”

      “What about the duchess—Kerine? Is she still lurking around?”

      Harlow grimaced. “I imagine so. She’s been suspiciously quiet since Cal met with her. Probably because she’s waiting to see if other demons are successful in nabbing you. She’s not the type to exert herself unless absolutely necessary.”

      Oscar frowned. “Why wait for her to do something? Can’t you just…kill her? Not that I’m condoning violence, but…”

      I chuckled. “You’re worrying about the wrong crowd, sweetheart. Killing is our go-to response when someone pisses us off. Unfortunately, Kerine is a slippery sort. We’ve been trying to track her, but she keeps evading us.”

      “That’s frustrating. Well, at least we have a few weeks to come up with something.”

      My brothers and I exchanged a look. Oscar twisted on my lap so he could frown at me. “What was that look about?”

      “What look?”

      He rolled his eyes. It was much cuter when he did it. “I’m a teacher, Cal. I know when people are trying to hide something from me.”

      I sighed. “It’s just, the longer it takes us to get to Dagon, the more the attacks will step up. Father’s summons is tantamount to declaring open season on the three of us. Now that it’s common knowledge that you carry my mark, every demon who wants to win Father’s favour will be planning to attack and kidnap you. If they can drag you into Hell, they know nothing will stop me from following you.”

      “You wouldn’t need to do that.” Oscar’s eyes were wide with alarm. “I wouldn’t want you risking anything for me.”

      “Sweetheart, if you were in danger, the whole of Hell wouldn’t be enough to stop me from getting to you.”

      Oscar caught my mouth in a fiery kiss. We lost ourselves in the sensations until Mori cleared his throat, and Oscar broke away, blushing.

      “Sorry,” he muttered.

      “I’m not,” I said smugly, tugging Oscar closer.

      “The point Cal was trying to make,” Harlow said, “is that until we’ve resolved this whole situation with Dagon, you need to be kept safe. You need to be with one of us twenty-four hours a day so we can usurp any pesky kidnapping plots.”

      Oscar nodded slowly. “I think you might be right. Watching you fight off those demons today…there’s no way I would stand a chance.”

      “It wouldn’t need to interfere with your normal life,” I was quick to tell him. “You can stay at your flat, and we can protect you at a distance like Mori was.”

      Oscar fidgeted on my lap, not meeting my eyes. “Wouldn’t it be easier if I just stayed here with you?”

      My heart leapt in my chest at the thought. Having Oscar in my space, being able to keep him safe and make him happy twenty-four hours a day, sounded like a dream come true. Careful not to let any excitement seep into my tone lest it influence him, I replied, “That’s certainly an option, sweetheart, but only if you feel comfortable with it. Don’t choose to do that because you believe it will be easier for us. We are happy to protect you anywhere.” My brothers nodded emphatically, supporting me like always.

      He nibbled on his lower lip. “Do you…do you not want me to stay here?”

      A giggle burst from Harlow’s lips before he could stop it. “Bestie, time for another demonic boyfriend lesson. If Cal had his way, he’d chain you to his bedpost and wait on you hand and foot for the rest of eternity if that kept you safe. He’s trying to be more…human, for your sake.”

      “Oh,” Oscar said, his brows lifting in surprise as he looked at me. “Is that true?”

      “Possibly,” I muttered.

      “Okay. Then yes, I’d love to stay.”

      Joy shot through me. “Really?”

      “Really,” he said. He leaned closer so only I could hear. “If we’re being honest, I was miserable at my flat without you. Here with you feels more like home than my flat ever has.”

      I searched his eyes and could only find utter certainty. “If at any time you change your mind, just say the word, and we can mix things up.”

      “Noted. I don’t think I’m going to get bored here.” There was a mischievous gleam in his eyes.

      Mori and Harlow groaned. “Can we keep the sickening sex talk to the bare minimum, please?”

      Oscar turned to Harlow with a look of mock outrage. “Speak for yourself. I was talking about the many different books I plan on reading.”

      “Sure, hun. I don’t need to be a demon to see through that bullshit. Come on, Mori, let’s leave the lovebirds in peace. We can meet tomorrow for another pointless brainstorming session.”

      The two of them gave us a quick farewell before leaving the flat. Once we were alone again, I turned to Oscar.

      “Now, how about that date?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We had a couple of hours to kill before our reservation, so I went with Oscar to collect some clothes from his flat. While he was packing a case, I took the opportunity to have a little nosy around. Like the first time I had been there, it struck me how little he had in terms of personal effects. The place looked like he’d only recently moved in—a theory compounded further when I discovered several unpacked boxes in the second bedroom.

      “Have you lived here long?” I called to Oscar, who was rummaging around in the main bedroom.

      “About eleven months,” he called back. His face red with exertion, he emerged from his bedroom, lugging a suitcase. I rushed to relieve him of it, and he gave me a grateful smile. He looked behind me at the boxes, and the smile faded away. “Ah, yeah. I haven’t gotten around to unpacking everything yet.”

      “I’m happy to give you a hand if you need it?”

      His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “No…I’m fine. I’ll get around to it.”

      He was holding something back. It was a reminder that, despite everything I’d shared with Oscar, I knew very little about his life. All the stories and titbits he’d told me had occurred in his childhood or during his days at uni. Any questions outside of that timeframe, unless they’d related to his job, had him clamming up.

      I knew what he was hiding involved the man who had hurt him so badly he now had anxiety attacks, but what I didn’t know was why. Something was holding him back from sharing it with me, but what? Was he embarrassed? Ashamed? Scared of my reaction?

      Whatever the reason, I had to let Oscar know he could tell me anything. I didn’t want to rush him to tell his story, but we couldn’t move forward when he had such a massive cloud hanging over him. I wasn’t a fool. I wasn’t expecting him to tell me and then him miraculously feel better. But he needed to know I could be a safe space for him.

      Most importantly, I would have to shove down my demonic instincts. If I allowed myself to react to whatever he had to tell me in the way I usually did, Oscar would never confide in me again.

      As I watched Oscar pat down his pockets and then turn to me with a beaming smile, I knew I could do it.

      Because I wouldn’t do anything that risked him walking away from me.
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      The meal at the Greek restaurant was wonderful. It was a mild evening, so we opted to sit on the terrace, people-watching during the lull between courses. We ordered from the mezze menu and shared several dishes ranging from salt cod to grilled aubergine, falafel to moussaka, lamb meatballs to chicken skewers.

      The pièce de résistance though was the dessert. Normally, I’d go for the baklava, but tonight I fancied something different. The filo custard pie was served warm with vanilla ice cream, and it was one of the best things I’d ever put in my mouth. Each mouthful made me moan with pleasure, my mind already planning when we could come here again. It wasn’t until I licked the final portion from the spoon that I noticed Cal watching me with hungry eyes.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Did you want some?”

      “No,” he said, reaching a hand across the table to take mine. His fingers moved over my palm in distracting circles. “I was just wondering what else I could do to make those sounds come out of your mouth.”

      My hand shot up to flag down a waiter. “Can we get the bill, please?”
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        * * *

      

      We got an Uber back to Cal’s flat, me on his lap once again like the night we left the club. I had a sneaking suspicion that Cal might’ve used his powers on the driver to keep him from noticing our shenanigans, but as I ground against Cal’s thick erection, I didn’t much care.

      When we exited the Uber into the cool night air, I expected to go straight in and jump into the fun stuff. To my surprise, Cal tugged on my hand, pulling me along the street.

      “Let’s go for a walk. It’s a lovely evening.”

      I looked dubiously at the cloud-filled sky with not a star in sight. “Sure, if you say so.”

      His raspy chuckle made me shiver. “Humour me, sweetheart. There are things I want to discuss with you, and we can’t do that in the flat. The second I get you against a flat surface, I plan on staying there for several hours.”

      “That is a plan I can get on board with,” I said, looping my arm through his. We started to stroll down the street, heading for the nearby park. Normally, I wouldn’t go near the city parks at this time of night. With Cal at my side, however, I knew I didn’t need to fear even the most hardened criminals. “What did you want to talk about?”

      “That depends on you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if you’re feeling ready, I have some questions I’d like to ask you. Questions about Joe. But if you’re not ready, we can talk about something else.”

      I stared down at the ground. I wanted to tell Cal. I did. But I couldn’t deny that I was scared of his reaction. “What if you don’t like what you hear?”

      “I don’t imagine I will like it, but I promise you, nothing you tell me will change how I feel about you. The only reason I’m pushing you on this is because I get the impression you’re bottling it all up inside, and believe me when I say that that is not a healthy approach.”

      I blew out a breath. “You’re right. Bailey knows the full story…but that’s about it. I thought that by not talking about him, I would forget, but it’s made it worse. He was pretty horrific in person, but in my mind, I’ve built him into this terrifying being that has the power to shatter everything—including my psyche.”

      Cal released my arm and wrapped his around my shoulders. When I was securely tucked in, he spoke, “Why don’t you tell me how you met him?”

      I nodded and drew in a shaky breath. “At a party. It was Halloween, and Bailey and I had gone as Captain America and Bucky.”

      Cal quirked an eyebrow. “Marvel?”

      I snorted. “Bailey is a huge fan. Naturally, I was Bucky.”

      “The hotter one.”

      “See, I knew you’d get it! Everyone is always drooling over Chris Evans, but the truth is that Sebastian Stan is where it’s at.”

      We exchanged grins before Cal’s fell away. “And that’s where you met him?”

      I nodded. “Joe had just moved to the area and had tagged along with his cousin. He wasn’t in a costume—told me he was dressed as an Average Joe, but not to worry, nothing about him was average.”

      Cal winced. “Oof. That’s a shitty pickup line.

      “It was, but correct me if I’m mistaken—didn’t you ask me if I liked what I saw and then offer to practise with me all night?” My tongue was in my cheek as I watched Cal flush.

      “Consider me called out,” he drawled. “I regret nothing though. It got you where I wanted you.”

      I pinched his side. “I hate to break it to you, but that was down to your looks. Your charm had zero impact.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, is that how it is? Perhaps I won’t put out later until you admit you find me charming.”

      I patted his arm. “Aw, cute how you think you can resist me.”

      He pushed a kiss to my forehead, giving me an indulgent smile. “I like this side of you.”

      “I like this side of me too. I’ve missed it if I’m being honest. It makes me so happy to know I can tease and make jokes with you, and it’s not going to lead to any pain.”

      Cal stopped and spun me to face him. “I would never hurt you. You could carve out my own heart and crush it beneath your boot, and I would still thank you for your time and attention.”

      “I know,” I whispered. “Being with you, I feel like I’m…safe to be the person I want to be. And that’s why I want to finish telling you about Joe. You’re right, it’s festering inside me, and I don’t want to be scared anymore.”

      We started walking again. Tucked under Cal’s arm, I felt steady enough to continue my story.

      “We hit it off immediately. He was good-looking, charming, charismatic. It was the start of the half-term break, and I was looking to blow off steam.

      “After spending the night together, I sent him on his way, not expecting to see him again. I’d made it clear I wasn’t looking for a relationship—all my spare time was filled with lesson prep and marking. The little time I had left over, I used to meet up with friends, read, and write my blog reviews. Joe seemed fine with it the night before. He hadn’t given me any hint that he’d been looking for more.”

      “I’m guessing he changed his mind.”

      “Yep. We’d exchanged numbers, and he started small, sending me little messages good morning, asking how my day had been—that sort of thing. That escalated to him having roses delivered to my work or turning up at my flat with a takeaway when he knew I’d had a rough day. It made me feel like he cared, like he was concerned about me.” My tone turned bitter. “Turns out, he just doesn’t like to hear the word no. Because I’d turned him down, I became an obsession in his mind, something he had to have.”

      “I’ve had the pleasure of working with such individuals,” Cal said. “Well, when I say working, I mean torturing.”

      His words broke the heaviness in the air as a laugh huffed out of me. “If you want to return to your former profession where Joe is concerned, then I won’t protest too loudly.”

      “Don’t worry. The moment you give me the go-ahead, I’ll delight in showing this Joe exactly how skilled I was at my job.”

      I shivered. “Does that make me a bad person? Wanting that to happen?”

      “Wanting justice for the hell he put you through? No, sweetheart. It doesn’t.”

      Something about the promise of violence in Cal’s eyes, a darkness I knew would never be aimed at me, gave me the courage to continue. “It wasn’t long before I agreed to give us a shot. Our romance was a whirlwind of dates and nights out with friends. When my lease was up, Joe persuaded me to move in with him. Bailey thought it was a bad idea, but Joe’s reasoning made sense. It was closer to work, and with me living there, we would half the amount of rent we were paying.”

      I paused, strengthening myself for the next bit. Cal rubbed my arm reassuringly, reminding me he was there for me. “It wasn’t until after I moved in that things started to change. It started off small. Joe suggested we open a joint bank account so we could save up a deposit for our own place. We’d both had a nightmare with landlords in the past, so I thought it was a great idea. I arranged for my salary to go into the account and didn’t think anything of it.

      “Before I moved in, we used to go out a lot. Because Joe was new to the area, he didn’t have any friends, so my circle welcomed him. A few of them tried to warn me about him, saying Joe had flirted with them or made derogatory comments about me behind my back. Whenever I confronted him about it, he went on the defensive. He said they were jealous because they wanted me for themselves. He said it was because of my ‘pretty face’ and I was encouraging them with how friendly I was. Eventually, he suggested having more nights in to save money for the house deposit. I agreed because it was easier than facing my friends and admitting I’d taken Joe’s side over theirs.”

      “The fact they were trying to warn you suggests to me that they would forgive you,” Cal said gently. “Joe manipulated and abused you. They won’t hold that against you.”

      “That’s what Bailey said, but I’m not so sure. Anyway, slowly Joe encouraged me to cut ties with everyone, claiming that the only people we needed were one another. I didn’t even realise that’s what he was doing until the day Hannah sat me down and told me she was worried about me.”

      Cal’s brow furrowed. “Who’s Hannah?”

      I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “My older sister. When Mum died, she’d been working in Dubai in marketing. The second she heard the news, she flew back to England and took a much lower-paid role in Cardiff—just so she could be close to me while we both grieved. When I moved to Southampton, she applied for a transfer to her company’s south coast office so we didn’t have to live too far apart.”

      “She sounds like a special human being.”

      “She is.” A tear slipped down my cheek. “She waited until the summer holidays, knowing Joe would be at work. She took a morning off to come speak to me alone. Where I couldn’t see how controlling Joe had become, Hannah could. She begged me to leave him, pointing out how I never went anywhere, didn’t see any of my friends, couldn’t access my own money. Hell, she even threw one of my romance books at me, asking when the last time I’d read was. She knew I hadn’t been blogging, but I don’t know how she knew I wasn’t even reading by that point.”

      “Why did you stop blogging?”

      I huffed. “It seems so stupid now, looking back on it. Joe believed that reading books with sex implied that he wasn’t satisfying me. When he discovered my blog, he lost his cool completely. He said I was intentionally humiliating him in front of our friends by bragging online about what I’d been reading.”

      “That’s…quite a stretch.”

      “I never said Joe was logical. The most ridiculous thing was the way I listened to him. At this point, I’d sunk so much time into the relationship that I didn’t want to walk away. Joe always loved to point out how I’d never find another guy like him—one who would put up with my long hours and heavy workload without complaint.”

      “I’m sure many thousands of married teachers would disagree with him, but I can see why that would’ve affected you. What happened with Hannah?”

      “We argued. I got defensive, telling her that Joe was looking out for our best interests. That I was finally growing up and being an adult and that life wasn’t about going out partying all the time.” My face flamed as I recalled my parting words. “I told her that she wasn’t my mum and that she needed to stop pretending she ever would be. That I hadn’t asked her to make the changes in her life that she had. That she wanted me to leave Joe because she was jealous of how important he was to me.”

      Tears were freely flowing down my face now, dripping off my chin. I didn’t bother to wipe them away. There was more to come. “I’ll never forget how upset she was. She looked at me like I was a stranger. Even after everything I’d thrown at her, she still begged me one more time to leave Joe and go and stay with her.”

      A white handkerchief carefully wiped away my tears. “It’s because she loves you.”

      I sniffed. “When Joe got home, I was mad and upset. I ranted to him about it, telling him everything she’d said. I thought he’d be glad of how I’d defended him, but he got angry. He blamed me. He said I must’ve been bitching about him behind his back. Otherwise, why would she think we had issues? He refused to believe it was the first time she had spoken to me about it, claiming that it must’ve been going on for months and I hadn’t been sticking up for him—for us.

      “No matter how much I tried to explain, he wouldn’t listen. The more he talked over me, the more I began to see the version of Joe that Hannah had been trying to show me. I started to defend her, pointing out that she was being protective, that she cared about me.”

      “I can’t imagine he liked that.”

      “No.” My voice cracked. “That was the first time…the first time he hit me.”

      There was a long pause following my words, and I could feel Cal trembling against my body. His face was a blank mask, giving none of his emotions away. With an exhale, he stopped to kiss me. The feel of his lips against mine grounded me, giving me the courage to finish this tale.

      “Sorry,” Cal said gruffly. “I just…I needed to remind myself that you’re here. You’re safe.”

      “I am.” I brushed my hand over his stubble. “I always am with you.”

      He cleared his throat. “I’m…good now. You can continue.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He looked at me as though I were mad. “Sweetheart, you had to live through it. I can make it through listening to it.”

      “Okay, well…the next morning, I woke up determined to leave him. When Joe came in and found me packing, he burst into tears. He begged me on his knees for forgiveness. He told me things about his childhood, stories he’d never shared before, and blamed his reaction on that. He swore on his life that he would never again lift a hand to me in anger.

      “He seemed so heartbroken, so devastated, that I agreed to give him another chance. For the next few weeks, he was the best boyfriend ever. He was kind, attentive…I thought everything was going to be fine. Then he found out he was passed over for promotion. He got drunk, came home, and hit me again.”

      A sob shuddered out of me, and Cal enveloped me in his arms, whispering words of comfort. “It’s okay. I need to finish this. Can you…would you hold me? While I finish telling you?”

      “Always,” he vowed.

      “After that, it fell into a pattern. He would apologise, I would forgive him, and it would get better again. Eventually, though, the time between the attacks got shorter and shorter, and I knew I needed to get out. The problem was that all my money was tied up in the account with Joe. He had alerts set up on his phone, so I knew I couldn’t withdraw or transfer anything out without him realising something was up. He wouldn’t let me walk away. He made that very clear. Whenever he was in one of his…moods, he would describe in great detail what he would do to me if I left him.”

      “Fucking hell,” Cal swore, his arms shaking as he held me tighter. “I’m so grateful you’re safe now. How did you get away?”

      “Bailey. It turned out I wasn’t doing as good a job hiding my bruises as I thought. He told me later that when he realised I was pushing away anyone who criticised Joe, he decided to keep his opinions to himself so he could stay a part of my life and support me in whatever way he could. Even though we had drifted apart a bit, he refused to give up. Since we worked together, he made it his mission to seek me out at break times and after school. He was my tiny reprieve in the storm.”

      “Why didn’t you tell him what was happening?”

      I gave a humourless laugh. “I thought that because I was a man, I should be strong enough to fight back or walk away. I imagined telling Bailey and him looking at me like I was pathetic.”

      “That’s not true at all! Plenty of men are victims of abuse—at the hands of men and women. It doesn’t make them weak. Abusers are dangerous and manipulative. They understand what pressure points to hit and when.”

      “I know that now,” I reassured him. “Bailey and I went to a few support groups after. It was Bailey who gave me the strength to make the decision to walk away. He noticed my black eye and some marks on my neck and confronted me. He promised he wouldn’t judge me and would help me no matter what. I broke down and told him everything. We came up with a plan. I was going to pack my things while Joe was at work and go and stay with Bailey at his place.”

      I closed my eyes, trying not to let myself slip back to that night. “Bailey was fetching his car while I finished packing my things when Joe came home early. I’d thought he’d be in a meeting until late, but it got cancelled. When he found me…he lost control. I tried to fight back, tried to defend myself, but he was so much bigger than me…”

      My words faded into sobs, my shoulders shaking with the force of them. Cal didn’t say a word as he held me closer and rocked me. “The next thing I knew, I was waking up in the hospital with Bailey in the chair beside my bed. Turns out, he arrived to find Joe still laying into my unconscious body. He tackled him away from me and knocked him out before calling an ambulance.

      “As I lay in that bed and listened to the doctor list off my injuries…I knew I had to press charges. From what Bailey told me, Joe had no intention of stopping. He wanted to kill me, and he nearly did.”

      “Was he charged?” Cal’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      I nodded brusquely. “Yes, but his solicitor convinced the judge to lower the conviction to grievous bodily harm. He was given a fourteen-month sentence.”

      Cal exhaled. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. The justice system in this country, and several others, is totally fucked. If it helps, he will get what’s coming to him in the afterlife. We have a whole circle of Hell reserved for scum like him.”

      “That actually does help, thank you.” I let Cal wipe away the remainder of my tears while I finished. “After that, I moved in with Bailey, and he helped me get back on my feet. Because I needed the money, I accepted a promotion I’d been offered to take over as head of English. It took me a month or so to save for a deposit for a new place, but I knew I couldn’t stay with Bailey forever. I was cramping his style where hookups were concerned. I moved into the flat and tried to move on with my life.”

      He looked at me, understanding shining in his eyes. “You tried to move on, but you haven’t, have you, sweetheart? Because Joe is still in your head. That’s why you haven’t unpacked, why you pushed me away that first night. Because you’re scared that Joe will get out of prison and tear it all away from you.”

      I gave a half-shrug. “Can you blame me? Fourteen months is such a short time. And I know that Joe will come after me as soon as he’s released. He made that clear the day he was convicted.”

      Cal’s expression was cool. “Now that you’ve met me, I can promise you that won’t happen, sweetheart.”

      “Well, at the time, I didn’t know I would have three scary demons fighting in my corner. Looking back on it now, I should’ve moved away, packed in my job and relocated to Scotland or something. I did think about it, but then I realised how Joe had taken almost everything from me, and if I allowed him to take the job I loved and Bailey too, I really would have nothing left.”

      “I’m so glad you didn’t go,” Cal whispered. “Although if our theory is correct, I would’ve found myself following you up there. I don’t think I would’ve minded. It’s the home of whisky and my legs look rather dashing in a kilt.”

      A weak giggle bubbled out of me. “Now I am regretting it.”

      “I know you’re joking, but from this moment on, I don’t want you regretting anything about your life. You’ve been through enough, and you deserve to be happy.”

      “Being here with you is making me happy.”

      No more words were spoken as we embraced, Cal holding me as though he would never let me go.

      I was starting to believe that I didn’t want him to.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          

      

    

    






CAL

        

      

    

    
      It had been a week since Oscar shared his story, and fury was still pulsing through my veins. My power had never been so close to the surface for such a prolonged period. Even Oscar had commented on how hot my skin was, worrying that I had a fever.

      I’d agreed that I wasn’t feeling right—utter bullshit given human germs couldn’t affect me. It wasn’t a lie as I wasn’t feeling okay, and I hadn’t been since the first tear slipped down Oscar’s cheek. But what else could I do? I didn’t have the heart to tell him I was still reeling from what I’d heard. I’d kept my emotions fairly locked down at the time, and the last thing he needed was to know how hard I struggled to not track down the prison Joe was in and break him out early.

      Knowing I needed to do something to burn off the tension, I shot off a text to Mori to meet me at the gym and slipped out of bed. Oscar looked so peaceful, cuddling my pillow, his curls in disarray. Whereas that night had sent me into an anger spiral, it’d had the opposite effect on Oscar. He seemed more relaxed, quicker to laugh and tease. He’d thrown himself into helping me on the shop floor, despite my insistence that he didn’t need to. When I’d tried to encourage him to take it easy, reminding him he was on holiday, he simply rolled his eyes and nudged me out of the way to serve the next customer.

      I couldn’t deny how happy it made me to have him working alongside me. Any trace of shyness evaporated the moment he started talking about books, and I loved seeing his teacher side come out. He dragged customers who wanted recommendations all over the shop, piling their arms high with books and making them promise to come back and tell him their thoughts.

      I couldn’t help but notice that the one section he never lingered over was romance. I caught him touching the books several times, lifting one of two to read the blurb. Even though he took a different book to bed with him every night, it was never a romance.

      An idea popped into my head as I pulled on my gym clothes. Tiptoeing down the stairs, I entered the shop on a mission. Harlow stirred on the couch as soon as I entered, but I ignored him as I gathered my supplies. After a quick stop in the kitchen, I went back to the bedroom and quietly arranged everything on the bedside table beside Oscar. Dashing off a short note, I leaned it against the books and kissed his head.

      When I got back downstairs, Harlow was hiding his bedding in the chest that Oscar thought didn’t open. Since the day he’d temporarily moved in, Mori and Harlow had been taking it in turns to sleep in the shop overnight. We’d all agreed that the chances of Kerine leaving another gift were high, especially as more time passed without us retaliating. Not wanting to risk her breaking in again, we decided it was safer to have someone downstairs. Oscar would protest if he knew they were sleeping on the sofa, so we decided to keep that information to ourselves. They made themselves scarce before he got up, so he was none the wiser.

      “Where’s lover boy?” Harlow quipped, dragging himself over to the coffee machine.

      “Asleep,” I grunted, reaching for my own cup.

      “You need to stop exhausting him.” Harlow’s voice was full of innuendo.

      I didn’t bother to reply, needing coffee before I could deal with him. The truth was that we hadn’t moved much past using our hands and mouths. Oscar hadn’t broached the topic of penetrative sex since our first hookup, and knowing my brothers were downstairs, I wasn’t keen to bring it up either. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love nothing more than to sink inside Oscar’s tight body, but if all he wanted to do for the rest of eternity was what we were doing now, I’d be content.

      “I need you to stay here this morning,” I said, shoving Harlow aside so I could get my caffeine fix. “I’m going to hit the gym with Mori.”

      “What about the shop?” Harlow said with a yawn.

      “It’s Sunday,” I reminded him.

      “Why don’t you open on Sundays again? I know it’s not because you’re going to church.”

      “How do you know that?”

      We stared at each other before cracking up at the thought of me sitting piously in a church pew. The idea that a demon would burst into flames upon entering sacred grounds was a myth, but that didn’t make you more likely to find a demon there. Why would we worship an entity that had condemned us to an eternity of suffering because of our father’s sins?

      Harlow clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll look after your boy. Give Mori an extra wallop from me.”

      “Will do.” I drained my cup and headed for the door. “Catch you later.”

      The morning air was cool. August in England wasn’t what most people would consider summer, although kids were off for their summer break. More often than not, August was rainy and mild, with the odd warm day. With misty rain hanging in the air, today would not be one of those odd days.

      The early hour meant there was little traffic on the roads. Using a touch of compulsion, I allowed myself to walk at my preferred rate. It felt good to not hide that part of myself for a few minutes. Even with using my powers, Mori still beat me there. Mind you, he could’ve been there before I even messaged. If he wasn’t at the club or with Harlow or me, you could guarantee he would be in the gym.

      Without a word to Mori, I ducked under the boxing ring ropes, knowing he would be behind me. Throwing out a wave of compulsion to keep everyone distracted, I rolled my shoulders to loosen up. Neither of us bothered to wrap our hands. Our pain tolerance was higher than humans, and our rapid healing meant our injuries would vanish before we left the gym.

      Mori raised an eyebrow as he shook out his arms. “How hard are we going?”

      “Hard. I want us both limping out of here.”

      Mori’s lips twitched in a rare smile. “That’s what he said.”

      “For that, you’re taking the first punch.” I didn’t give him time to respond before my fist swung at his face.

      To my frustration, my knuckles met with thin air, Mori having side-stepped my attack. He tutted. “You’re going to have to be faster than that, brother. What’s the matter? Your little human wearing you out?”

      My control snapped.

      With a growl, I launched myself at him. He met me head-on. We grappled, moving faster than the human eye could see. We exchanged punch after punch, kick after kick, tackle after tackle. My body screamed in protest, but my powers sang, relieved that I wasn’t holding back.

      Eventually, we exhausted ourselves. Falling back onto the canvas, our chests heaved with exertion and blood dripped from our knuckles. I groaned as my nose clicked back into place. Glancing at Mori, I could see him wincing as his jaw did the same.

      Noticing my attention on him, Mori turned to look at me, sweat running down his face. “Better?”

      I nodded. “Much. Thanks.”

      “How are your powers now?”

      “Settled. I no longer feel like I’m one arsehole comment away from burning down the world.”

      Mori snorted. “Dude, that’s where I spend most of my life.”

      Hauling myself off the floor, I extended a hand to Mori to help him up. “I’ve got Oscar to consider now. He’s been quite chill about the demon thing, but that opinion might change if I start smiting everyone who looks sideways at him.”

      Mori grabbed his water bottle, emptying it in one go. “What about the guy?”

      I tensed. I hadn’t told Mori, not wanting to betray Oscar’s confidence. “What guy?”

      Mori looked at me like I’d lost my marbles. “The arsehole he used to date? The one who fucked him over?”

      I grabbed my water bottle, fighting my temper as it threatened to rise again. “How do you know about that?”

      “Oscar told Harlow a few things. Not many details, just enough to get an idea. Harlow gave me a heads-up just in case he had an anxiety attack around me. I’m sorry, man. I didn’t know it was a secret.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “It’s fine. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want Oscar to think I’d been gossiping about him.”

      “He wouldn’t think that. Is that what’s had you so het up this week?”

      I nodded. “Oscar finally told me the full story the night we went out for dinner.”

      “Why haven’t you found the guy and taken your anger out on him? You know your demon won’t be satisfied until you’ve avenged Oscar.”

      “I know.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “The dickwad is in prison.”

      “So? That’s hardly an issue. Hell, Harlow could break him out in under a minute without anyone noticing.”

      “I know,” I repeated. “The things I’m planning on doing to him, though, I need to have the time to spend on him. With everything going on with Kerine and Dagon, I can’t risk leaving Oscar for long enough. There’s no point in avenging him if he gets hurt again because I’ve left him.”

      Mori nodded, throwing his bottle from hand to hand. “When this is all over, it’ll be my pleasure to rip him apart with you.”

      “Thanks,” I said. Our conversation had destroyed any sense of calm that sparring with Mori had given me. My temperature rose and my hands twitched as my power begged for a release.

      “Come on,” Mori said, steering me towards the ring. “Let’s get back in there.”

      Grateful that Mori was happy to be my outlet again, I followed him and let everything go once more.

      One day, Joe would be mine to destroy. And on that day, my brothers would be alongside me.

      Oscar was safe. He was happy.

      That’s what I needed to focus on. For now.
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      I stretched with a yawn, my hand reaching out in search of Cal, but all I found were cool sheets. Sitting up with a frown, I looked around blearily to realise I was alone in bed. Normally Cal woke me, either for an unhurried blowjob or simply to hold me close for a while before he needed to open the shop. As it was Sunday, it wasn’t like he needed to be up for that.

      Looking at the nightstand, I noticed several things that hadn’t been there the night before. There was a small stack of books, spines facing away from me, a lemon and sultana pastry on a small plate and a note with my name written in elaborate lettering.

      Reaching for the note, I unfolded it carefully, my eyes racing over the contents.

      Sweetheart,

      Apologies for leaving you in bed this morning. You looked so peaceful and I didn’t want to disturb you. I’ve gone to join Mori at the gym for a workout. Harlow is downstairs, but I’ve given him strict instructions not to wake you this time. If he disobeys, I will hold him still while you torture him. (Hint: he cannot stand being tickled.) Do give him a shout when you’re awake. He will get the kettle on.

      As the shop is closed today, I thought you could maybe do that ‘relaxing’ thing you keep threatening to do but never seem to get around to. I’ve brought up a selection of books I thought might be of interest to you.

      Take your time, sweetheart. Nothing would make me happier than to get home and find you in bed, reading and relaxing.

      Cal

      Stretching my arm out, I turned the books to face me. My heart felt heavy as I ran a finger across the titles. I recognised all of them from the table downstairs. One by one, I slowly lifted them onto my lap, taking a minute to read each blurb before setting it to one side.

      The final one, Unhinged by Onley James, had a Post-It on the cover with the same handwriting as the note.

      This series is one of my favourites. It’s a little darker than the other books, but something tells me it will appeal to you too.

      A tear slipped down my cheek, splashing on the hot guy on the cover. There was a sharp knock at the door before Harlow entered, holding a cup of tea.

      “Morning, sunshine! I heard movement, so I brought you some tea…why are you crying?” Harlow put the tea down on the table before putting his hands on his hips and glaring down at me. “What did my dickhead brother do? Tell me, and I’ll go and kick his arse for you.”

      Harlow’s indignation had me chuckling. “No, these are happy tears. But thank you. After seeing what happened at the spa, I know that’s a threat you’re capable of backing up.” Harlow might look like a delicate flower—he was anything but.

      “Good.” Harlow sniffed before perching on the edge of the bed. “Why are you crying happy tears then? I’ve never understood why humans do that. Surely, if you’re sad, you cry. If you’re happy, you laugh?”

      “You’ve never cried happy tears?” I asked, aghast.

      “No,” Harlow said, tapping his lips with a manicured nail. He’d gone for a deep-red polish this week, claiming he’d been inspired by how the blood looked on his hands after the fight. There were times when I forgot Harlow was a demon, and then he sailed in with a comment like that. “In fact, I don’t remember the last time I cried.”

      I squinted at him. “That can’t be healthy.”

      “Who cares if it’s healthy? I’m immortal. It’s not like I’m going to die from suppressing my emotions.”

      “No, but you also won’t be happy either.”

      “Psh,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Happiness is overrated. I just shove all those pesky emotions down deep, and—voilà! Life continues as normal.”

      I took a sip of my tea and peered at him over the rim. “That attitude will come back to bite you in the arse one day. I can’t wait.”

      Harlow rolled his eyes. “Keep telling yourself that. Anyway, what are you going to do today?”

      My eyes fell on the book in my lap, and my chest clutched.

      “I think I’m going to read.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time I finished the book, it was past lunchtime. My heart felt so happy. I couldn’t remember the last time I had spent the morning in bed reading. Cal was right. I loved it.

      Cal had popped his head in after being in the gym, but I’d waved him off with a kiss, unable to tear my eyes away from the page. After chuckling and ruffling my hair, he’d left me in peace to read, only coming back in with tea refills and snacks.

      Realising he probably hadn’t actually meant for me to laze around all day, I jumped in the shower and got dressed. Making my way to the living room, I wrung my hands as I looked for Cal.

      “Hey, sweetheart.” His face lit up when he saw me. Sat on the sofa with his legs up, he had a book on his lap. He was dressed in a pair of low-rise jeans and a worn blue V-neck shirt, and my mouth watered at the sight of him. How did he look that good, even in casual clothes?

      “Hey, I’m sorry about this morning. I didn’t mean to…” My cheeks were red as I stammered out my apology. “I shouldn’t have wasted so much time reading. I’m so sorry.”

      Cal was instantly on his feet, pulling me into his arms. “Why are you apologising?”

      “Because I was being lazy.”

      He held me closer. “Sweetheart, those words in your brain aren’t yours.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He gestured back at the book he’d dropped in his haste to get to me. “Are you judging me for spending the morning reading? I might’ve been in a different room, but I was doing the exact same thing.”

      “No, of course, I wouldn’t judge you for that.”

      “Then why are you judging yourself?”

      My jaw snapped shut and my shoulders slumped. “It’s not the same.”

      “It is,” he said, tilting my face so he could look me in the eyes. “Sweetheart, it’s exactly the same. The difference is that someone has made you feel ashamed for spending your time reading in the past, for relaxing. It’s his thoughts making you feel this way, not yours. It’s his voice that you’re hearing in your head. But that’s okay. I’ll keep telling you it’s all right to do those things until the other voice is drowned out.”

      I exhaled. “I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you.”

      “Something bad, I imagine,” he quipped.

      “Why would you say that?”

      He grimaced. “Because I’m a demon. I have a lot of enemies. Being with me is dangerous. You should be with someone better, someone normal.”

      I scowled at him. “You are the best person I’ve ever met, demon or not. If I can’t put myself down or apologise for who I am, neither can you.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Touché. As long as I’m making you happy, that’s all I care about. If not putting myself down makes you happy, that’s what I’ll do.”

      I stepped away, putting a bit of space between us. “That’s not what I meant. If this is going to work between us, we both need to be happy. You can’t spend our entire lives trying to please me. You need to get something from this relationship too.”

      “I am. I’m getting you.”

      I nearly growled in frustration. “But you need more! Your happiness cannot revolve around how I’m feeling.”

      “You need Harlow to give you more demonic boyfriend lessons. He’s probably better at phrasing it than I am. Can we sit?”

      I followed him to the sofa, perching next to him instead of on his lap as I normally would. He frowned slightly but didn’t comment.

      “For the hundreds of years I’ve been alive, I’ve been solely focused on myself. The only other beings I’ve ever taken into consideration are my brothers. I’ve chased down my own pleasure, not caring for the happiness of others. And until I met you, I didn’t realise how lonely and…unsatisfied I was. Making you happy, seeing you smile, and knowing it’s because of me, fulfils me in a way I can’t explain. After centuries of thinking of myself and what I want, I don’t want to think like that anymore. It’s like you’ve flicked this switch in me, one that makes me want to be the person you deserve.”

      I ran my fingers through his hair, revelling in how he leaned into my touch. “That’s a lovely sentiment, and I get it. But what will make me happy is knowing we are equal partners in this. I want to do things you like to do, go places you like to go. If you make this relationship revolve solely around my desires and needs, it’ll be over before it begins.”

      He smirked at me. “It’d make me happy to have you in my lap right now.”

      I rolled my eyes and fought a smile as I crawled into my usual space. “You get what I’m saying though, right? The way you make me feel…it’s special. I want this to work. I want us to last. I love that you want to make me happy, but I want you to be happy too.”

      “I understand. I’ll try to remember that.” He reached up to caress my lips with his. “It makes me very happy to know you want us to last.”

      I took his lips again, deepening the kiss until we were both gasping for air and rutting against each other. I was about to suggest taking this to the bedroom when a question occurred to me. “I just realised I’ve never asked you how I accept the bond.”

      Cal bolted upright, his eyes searching mine. “Do you want to?”

      I fidgeted on his lap. “I’m not sure…I mean, it’s probably where this is heading, but can I have some more time to think about it?”

      Cal brushed his lips over my knuckles. “Of course, sweetheart. There’s no rush. I’ll be here whenever you’re ready.”

      “So, how do we…you know, when I’m ready?”

      “Oh, it’s very straightforward. We have to wait until the full moon, and then we exchange vials of our blood mixed with semen. Once we’ve drunk that, the bond is complete.”

      There was a pregnant pause as my mouth fell open and I goggled at Cal’s earnest face. “Um…that sounds…”

      Cal’s left eye twitched, and realisation dawned. “Oh my god, you’re winding me up? You motherfucker!”

      “Actually, fatherfucker would be more accurate,” Cal said as he laughed. “Your face was a picture. Blood mixed with semen…demons might be fucked up, but even we have our limits.”

      “That’s mean,” I pouted. “I thought you couldn’t lie to me.”

      “Ah, it’s not lying if I’m making a joke,” Cal said, lines creasing the corners of his eyes as he grinned at me.

      “Fucking loopholes,” I muttered, glaring at Cal. “Am I going to get a sensible answer, or do you not want us to get to sex this afternoon?”

      Cal nipped at my earlobe, and I fought the urge to moan. “Don’t make threats you can’t follow through on, sweetheart.”

      “Spoilsport,” I gasped, arching my neck to give him better access. “And you still haven’t told me.”

      “You tell me you accept the bond.”

      “That’s it? It’s that simple?”

      “Yes,” he said. “But I don’t want you to say the words until you are one hundred percent sure I’m what you want for the rest of eternity. Because once you tie yourself to me, there will be no going back.”

      “Understood. Don’t worry, I have no intention of rushing this, not after what happened…before.” I nipped at his bottom lip. “Now, I know I’ve only just gotten up, but how do you feel about going back to bed?”

      I was in Cal’s arms and moving across the room before my brain could catch up.
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      We didn’t make it all the way into the bedroom.

      Oscar’s arms were around my neck, his hands entwined in my hair as he kissed me passionately. His hips were gyrating against my stomach as his legs wound around my back. Small moans fell from his lips as our tongues fought for dominance. Unable to wait any longer, I swung to the left and rested his butt on the console table.

      “This okay?” My voice was gruff as I yanked my top over my head.

      “Fucking me on a table? Hell yeah, it’s okay.”

      I paused. “You…you want that?”

      Oscar dropped his head against the wall, looking at me through half-lidded eyes as he slowly smirked. How I’d ever thought he looked innocent was beyond me. “Do I want you to fuck me hard on this table? I’ll repeat: hell yeah.”

      Shoving his top over his head and flinging it away, I leaned forward to grab his jaw as I ran my tongue up his neck. Stopping by his ear, I whispered, “I promise you, no part of this will be hellish.”

      His eyes devoured me as I stepped back to drop my trousers and underwear. “That’s a shame. Something tells me you’d be quite good at being hellish.”

      Naked, I pushed his legs open wide and stepped between them. My hands ran slowly up his thighs. “Oh, sweetheart, if you want that, just say the word.”

      My hands went to his waist, my fingers sliding under the band of his sweats. I teased his skin, dipping lower with every pass but never going quite far enough. I ghosted my mouth over his, taunting him as he repeatedly tried and failed to catch my mouth.

      Oscar whined with impatience. “If this is what you mean by hellish, I think I’ll pass.”

      Within moments, I had him naked beneath me. I groaned when his legs wrapped around my waist, making his dick rub against mine. The temptation to rut against him was high, but now that Oscar had dangled the idea of me sinking my cock into him, I couldn’t get that off my mind. Sliding a hand up his chest, I tweaked his nipple while my other hand curled around his erection.

      Oscar’s head fell back against the wall with a thud as his hips moved with a rhythm of their own. “Fuck, Cal. Hurry up and prep me. I wanna feel you inside me.”

      Satan, I loved the way Oscar demanded what he wanted when he was turned on. He wasn’t quite desperate enough yet though. He hadn’t had penetrative sex in over a year. There was no way I was rushing this and risking hurting him.

      Dropping to my knees, I ran my hands up his inner thighs, spreading him open for me. I moaned at the sight of his beautiful dick already leaking precum for me. As much as I wanted to sink down on it, I knew what I needed to do to drive Oscar crazy.

      At the first swipe of my tongue, his hips came fully off the table. Reaching up, I pinned his hips in place using my forearm. Returning to his arse, I licked and sucked at his pucker until it softened enough to allow me entry. I groaned at Oscar’s musky taste, not stopping until he was babbling incoherently.

      Pulling open a drawer on the left side of the table, I scrambled around until my hand fell on the prize. Oscar’s face was quizzical as he looked at what I’d pulled out.

      “When did you hide lube in the console table?”

      I shot him a wink. “The morning after our first hookup. I knew then that if I ever got you back in here, we wouldn’t always make it to the bedroom.”

      “So you’re telling me you’ve hidden travel-size bottles of lube all over the flat?”

      I stood and looked down at him, splayed over the table with his chest heaving. One of his heels was on the table's edge, leaving him totally exposed to me. His skin was flushed pink, a light hue covering him from head to toe. I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Do you want to discuss this now, or would you rather I get on with actually using it?”

      “The second one,” he rasped. “Definitely the second one.”

      I hesitated, suddenly realising we needed to revisit a conversation from once before. I knew we’d forgone protection for oral, but it didn’t feel right to move to this step without checking where Oscar’s head was at. “Sweetheart, should I grab a condom? I can’t catch or transmit any human illnesses or diseases, but I’m happy to wear one if it makes you feel more comfortable.”

      Flames of desire smouldered in Oscar’s eyes. “Feeling you inside me was already going to be a dream come true, but having you bare…” He grabbed the base of his shaft and squeezed. Seeing him so close to the edge made me want to go feral. “Fuck. I could come just from the thought. No condom—please.”

      Coating my fingers in a generous amount of lube, I lowered my hand to circle his hole. Already soft from my tongue, I slipped one finger in with relative ease. Before I pushed the second in, I lowered my mouth to his, distracting him with kisses.

      It didn’t take long before Oscar was thrusting himself back on my fingers, riding my hand. “Give me another. I’m ready.”

      Trusting Oscar knew what his body could take, I pulled out my fingers and added a third before gliding them back in and scissoring them to open him. The extra addition seemed to send him spiralling to a new level of pleasure. As I brushed over his prostate, his lips fell away from mine as he arched his back. “More, please, Cal. I’m ready.”

      “I’ve got you, sweetheart.” Withdrawing my hand, I quickly ran lube over my shaft before holding it at the base. Directing it to his opening, I glanced up to check Oscar was ready. “All good?”

      “I won’t be if you don’t get that thing inside me within the next ten seconds,” Oscar said between clenched teeth.

      With a raspy chuckle, I pushed past the first ring of muscle. Oscar inhaled sharply. I grabbed his cock, giving it a few easy pulls to keep him in the right headspace. Taking my time, I eased into him one inch at a time. When I was fully seated, his tight heat had my eyes rolling back in my head.

      “Fuck, Oscar!”

      “Cal, I need you to move.” His voice was a high whine.

      Shit. I’d been inside countless men, but none had ever felt like this. Whether it was because I’d marked Oscar or it was unique to him, I didn’t know. Whatever it was, I wasn’t about to question something that felt this fucking right. When I was sure I could move without immediately coming, I eased my hips back and plunged deeply into him, hitting his prostate head-on. Oscar’s fingers dug into my forearms, my skin whitening under the pressure.

      “More.” He moaned. “Don’t hold back. Give me everything.”

      I slammed into Oscar again and again, each lunge taking us higher and higher. Sweat slid down our bodies as our hands and lips traced over everything they could reach. Oscar met every one of my thrusts, his body responding in a way that had me entranced. The console table squeaked in protest, and the pictures on the wall banged with every one of our movements, but we were too far gone to care.

      Leaning forward, I sucked a mark on Oscar’s neck. A litany of swear words fell from his lips, his nails scratching into my back as he pulled me deeper into him.

      “Cal,” he groaned. “I’m so close, baby.”

      I moaned into his neck as I reached down to grab his cock. “Me too, sweetheart.”

      Jerking him roughly, I changed the angle to hit his prostate with every movement. Oscar tensed almost immediately, the veins in his neck standing out as his mouth fell open in a soundless scream. Cum spurted from his cock, hitting his chin. The instant I felt his hole constricting my cock, I followed him over the edge.

      Slamming into him with choppy motions, I rode wave after wave of my orgasm. Leaning forward, I licked Oscar’s release from his face, the taste sending another shot of pleasure through me.

      We leaned into each other as we came down from our respective highs. Oscar pushed his hands into his hair, giving a breathless laugh. “Please tell me that was just as insane for you as it was for me.”

      Resting my forehead against him, I fought to catch my breath. “And then some. Fuck.”

      There was a loud crack as the table chose that moment to give up. Fortunately, my arms were still holding Oscar. Lifting him away, we silently stared at the broken front leg.

      “It died for a worthy cause,” Oscar intoned in a serious voice.

      “We’ll give it the burial it deserves.”

      We both stared at each other before we burst out laughing. We didn’t stop as I carried him into our bedroom and dropped him on the bed. After locating a washcloth, I rinsed it under warm water and used it to clean Oscar up, peppering him with tender kisses as I went.

      It may have been the first piece of furniture we’d broken together, but I doubted it would be the last.
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        * * *

      

      Our hallway sex had awoken a monster in Oscar. I’d thought we’d had an intense connection before, but it was nothing on this. If there were no customers in the shop, Oscar considered me fair game. Something I was fully on board with and very much encouraged. We were insatiable, going at each other like animals the second one of us even looked sideways at the other.

      No place was safe. I fucked him over the kitchen counter, in the shower, on the sofa, and even once against a bookshelf in the shop. The only times we managed to have sex in the bed was when we first woke up, our bodies seeking each other out automatically. As much as I loved our fast and furious couplings against the nearest flat surface, those cuddly early-morning sessions were my favourite. Slow and full of lingering kisses and caresses.

      My brothers had taken to sneaking in once we’d finally dropped off to sleep and dashing off the moment they heard us stirring. I should probably have cared more about scarring them, but I couldn’t think past Oscar and the way he made me feel.

      It took a full week before my brothers lost their patience. To be fair, I was grateful for them allowing us that much time, given our looming September deadline.

      Gratitude was not what I was feeling, though, when they made their unannounced arrival. The shop had been closed for a few hours, and Oscar was curled on my lap, his eyes glazed from our after-dinner activities. Thank Satan we’d stopped to pull on sweats before collapsing on the sofa to watch Great British Bake Off. Our eyes flew to the door as Harlow swept in, Mori close behind him.

      “Time for fuckery is over, my huns,” Harlow said, clapping his hands. “We have demons to slay and dipshit siblings to save.”

      Oscar settled back against my chest with a yawn. “That’s fine. So long as you don’t expect me to get up.”

      “Hell forbid we separate you for a second,” Harlow said blithely. I shot him a look to remind him I wouldn’t tolerate Oscar being mocked. He ignored me, as per usual.

      “Any news?” I asked, aiming my question at Mori, from whom I could expect a more reasonable and shorter answer.

      “Some,” he said, scratching his beard. “There’s been a lot more supernatural activity at the club.”

      “Demons?” I ran my hand mindlessly over Oscar’s back, reminding myself he was safe with me.

      “Mostly. But also several vampires and witches.” He paused. “And an angel.”

      My hand stopped moving as I gave Mori my full attention. “Who?”

      “Dimitri.”

      I stared at him for a long time. “That’s not possible.”

      “That’s what I would’ve said if I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes.”

      Giving Oscar a peck, I lifted him off my lap and deposited him where I had been sitting. I needed to move. This development was one I hadn’t expected.

      “Why would an archangel go to a club owned by a demon?”

      “That was the first question I asked him.”

      “What did he say?”

      “I need to speak to you and your brothers.”

      I spun to face him. “That’s it.”

      “Yep.” Mori popped the p. “I pushed him on what he wanted several times, but he refused to talk unless all three of us were there.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Do you think this is a trap?”

      “I don’t think so,” Harlow answered, leaning forward with his chin in one of his hands. “Out of all the archs, Dimitri has always been the most amenable where we’re concerned.”

      “Except for Dagon,” I reminded him. “Satan, the fights the two of them used to have. I always thought they would level a whole city one day with the way they used to go at it.”

      “Whereas I always thought of it as foreplay,” Harlow mused.

      The three of us stared at him in confusion. Oscar was the one to ask the obvious question. “You thought their fighting was foreplay?”

      “There’s a thin line between love and hate, and those two have been dancing along it for centuries.”

      I flicked through my memories of Dagon and Dimitri interacting in my mind and couldn’t remember seeing anything other than thinly veiled hostility. “I think you’ve been reading too many of those romance books that Oscar likes.”

      “Enemies to lovers is a top trope,” Oscar said. “It could have merit.”

      “Can we drop this whole do they wanna fuck theory and focus on the situation, please?” Mori cut in. “I can’t have archs hanging around The Closet. It’s bad for business.”

      I dropped onto the sofa and pulled Oscar back onto my lap. He snuggled in immediately, fighting another yawn. “You better get a cup of coffee, sweetheart.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it looks like we’re going clubbing, and right now, you’re about forty seconds from falling asleep.”

      Oscar’s head shot up. “I’m going with you?”

      “I’m not leaving you here alone. You’ll be safer at the club with me. Mori and Harlow will be there too, and no one would dare approach you. Besides, it might be fun. After I’ve finished taking care of business, we could have a few drinks, hit the dance floor…”

      Lust filled Oscar’s eyes, and I could almost see him running the play-by-play of the last time we were on a dance floor together. “I’m up for that.”

      Mori and Harlow were heading for the door, no doubt fleeing from the sexual tension filling the room. Mori called a parting farewell over his shoulder. “No fucking in my club!”

      I waited until I heard the door close behind them before running my hands over Oscar’s body. “That’s one deal I’m never taking.”

      “Thank fuck for that,” he breathed as his lips crashed into mine.
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OSCAR

        

      

    

    
      Cal was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. Like the first night I’d seen him at the club, he was dressed in a sharply tailored suit, but he’d forgone the suit jacket in favour of a deep-blue waistcoat. His midnight hair was styled with a touch of gel, and when he turned to check it in the mirror, I was given a front-row view of the way his trousers sculpted his firm buttocks.

      My mouth watered as I descended the last few steps. “Actually, I’ve changed my mind. Let’s stay in.”

      “I’d love to, sweetheart, but we promised…” He twisted to face me, and his words trailed off. His eyes ran hungrily over my outfit, which was far more…daring than anything I would normally wear. Being around Cal had me finding a confidence I thought I’d lost long ago. I’d gone for a pair of high-waisted denim hotpants and teamed them with a red crop top with a mesh overlay. My red Doc Martens matched my top, and I’d even dabbed on a touch of lip gloss to complete my look. I didn’t often wear makeup, but tonight I was in the mood to go all-out. Given the way Cal was devouring me, he appreciated the effort.

      “Fuck it,” he said, loosening the tie at his neck with a growl. “I’m sure Harlow and Mori can persuade Dimitri to talk without me there.”

      We crashed into each other, lips locked and hands roving over each other. Cal lifted me into his arms, but before he took a step, the sound of a throat clearing stopped us in our tracks.

      “Looks like Mori was right to send me over here to collect you.” Harlow’s tongue was in his cheek as he swung his car key around a finger. “Haven’t you had enough sex today? Cal, give the poor boy a break.”

      “Don’t give the poor boy a break,” I whispered in Cal’s ear.

      Cal gave a deep groan. “Fuck, you’re killing me here.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, kissing his cheek before wriggling down from his arms. “We promised them we’d go. We can wait until later.”

      “So you say,” Cal replied sulkily, adjusting himself in his trousers.

      It took us a few minutes to resituate our clothing to where it should be. I was about to walk out of the door when Harlow stopped me, holding out a tube of lip gloss.

      “You might want to fix that.” He gestured at my face.

      “Thanks.” Reviewing the damage in the mirror, I was glad I’d gone for gloss over lipstick. Fixing my face, I handed the gloss back to Harlow.

      The journey to the club was just as white-knuckling as the previous time Harlow had been in the driver’s seat. Fortunately, Cal was on hand to provide distraction in the form of kisses and teasing words about his plans for us when we got home.

      Harlow screeched into a spot directly outside the club doors, the clubgoers waiting in the queue turning to gawk at his ostentatious car. After Cal’s teasing, I had to give my erection a second to calm down before I could get out without humiliating myself.

      Cal took my hand in a firm grip as we walked towards the bouncer. “You should be totally safe in here, but I would prefer you to stay in sight of myself, Harlow, or Mori.”

      “No problem.” If I got my way, I wouldn’t be going farther than Cal’s side for the entire night.

      The bouncer opened the door as we approached, bowing his head as we passed. “Master Harlow, Master Cal, Master Oscar, welcome.”

      My mouth fell open. “How does he know my name?”

      Cal’s normally congenial expression had been replaced with a cool, threatening mask. He nodded to people who greeted us as we passed but didn’t stop to chat with anyone. “By now, everyone in the supernatural community knows I’ve marked a human. I imagine Mori informed his staff of your name so if you ever came here without me, they knew how to properly address you. Not that it would’ve mattered. The mark shows you are mine, so they would’ve granted you entry regardless.”

      He turned to look over my shoulder and gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “If you’re ever in trouble and in this part of town, come here. Harlow’s wards are all over the place, so even if none of us is here, we will be alerted to your presence the moment you trip them.”

      “Noted,” I said. “Let’s hope I never need to do that though.”

      “Not if I have any say in the matter you won’t. Call me a pessimist, but I’d rather have an option for all eventualities.”

      Cal led the way up the stairs, and we entered an area I assumed was reserved for VIPs. When we reached the top, the music faded into the background until it could barely be heard. I looked at Cal in confusion.

      “Simple shielding ward,” he said. “It means we can speak in normal tones and hear each other. It also stops any unwanted guests joining us.”

      “Impressive,” I murmured.

      He nipped at my jaw. “Sweetheart, you haven’t seen anything yet.”

      Three deep velvet sofas were clustered around a low table on which sat an ice bucket containing bottles of various spirits and mixers. Despite the lavish setting, the tension in the space was thick enough to cut with a knife. Mori was perched on the edge of one of the sofas, his fists clenched on his knees. Harlow moved around us to join him. Both turned to glare at the occupant of the other sofa, their faces a mask of haughty disdain. Cal also stared at him as though he were something offensive on the bottom of his shoe.

      This looked like it was going to be a fun meeting. I followed Cal to the empty sofa, directly between Mori, Harlow, and the stranger. Once I was seated, I turned my attention to the visitor. His countenance couldn’t be more different to the brothers. Slouched back, he was the image of relaxed with one ankle resting on his knee and his arm outstretched across the back of the sofa. I didn’t know how I expected an archangel to look, but it certainly wasn’t like this. Dressed in a leather jacket and torn jeans, he wouldn’t have looked out of place in a motorcycle gang. Iridescent blue tattoos peeked from underneath his sleeves at his wrists. His eyebrow was pierced, and when he raised his whisky to take a sip, I glimpsed the tell-tale flash of a tongue bar. Long dark hair fell in messy waves to his shoulders, almost covering his hazel eyes. After nodding to Cal and Harlow in greeting, he looked at me next. His head tilted sideways as though he were a predator trying to decide whether I was prey. His gaze made me want to shrink away and hide, but Cal was next to me. I didn’t need to be intimidated or afraid.

      “You know, I didn’t believe it when I heard the news that you’d marked someone, Cal.” His voice was slow, the hint of a Texan drawl hiding there. “And when I heard that someone was a human…I told them they must be dreaming. But here you are, ready to prove me wrong.”

      Cal stiffened next to me. “If this visit is so you can cast aspersions on my choices and Oscar, you are wasting your breath.”

      “Calm down, Cal,” he said mildly. “I’m not here to judge…I was surprised. I never thought any of you would settle down, but I’m happy to have been proven wrong.”

      There was an awkward silence as Cal, Mori, and Harlow exchanged glances. When they returned to glaring at him without speaking, I decided to take matters into my own hands.

      “Hello, I’m Oscar,” I said, reaching a hand out for him to shake. “If I wait for Cal to introduce us, we might be waiting a while.”

      Cal murmured an apology, but I waved him off. Dimitri blinked in surprise before unfolding himself to scoot to the edge of the seat. Instead of shaking my hand, he turned it so he could place his cool lips to the back of it. “Dimitri, at your service. Aren’t you the charming fellow? If you ever decide you get tired of playing with bad boys, maybe you could come and visit me upstairs.”

      Cal’s growl was so loud that it made me jump. Mori and Harlow also glared at Dimitri like they were imagining how he would look minus an appendage. Delicately removing my hand from his grasp, I lowered it to Cal’s thigh and rubbed it comfortingly. He softened under my touch, but he still glared at Dimitri. Grabbing his chin, I forced him to focus on me. “Ignore him. He’s trying to get a rise out of you.”

      The anger on Cal’s face cooled a fraction, and he nodded. Without taking my hand away from Cal’s face, I turned to Dimitri. “Thanks for the offer, but I’d rather play with actual bad boys as opposed to ones who dress up like them. At least with them, there are no false pretences and you know where you stand.”

      Dimitri raised his glass to me in a mock salute. “Well played, little one. Don’t let their stories fool you. We’re no more inherently good than demons are inherently evil.”

      Cal’s eyes narrowed at that statement, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mori and Harlow exchanging confused glances. “Why did you want to meet with us?”

      “I heard you’ve been summoned back to Hell, Cal.”

      That wasn’t a surprise. From what Cal had told me, most of the supernatural world knew about what his father had demanded.

      “I fail to see what that has to do with you.”

      Dimitri’s jaw bunched several times before he spoke again. “There are rumours that if you don’t answer his summons before St Ingrid’s Day, Dagon will pay with his life.”

      That certainly wasn’t common knowledge. I tensed, and Cal’s hand drifted to my thigh. He gave it a gentle squeeze, and I relaxed under his grip. None of the demons had given away any surprise, clearly more practised at hiding their responses than I was.

      “Why would you care?” Harlow said, leaning forward and pouring himself a flute of champagne. Settling back with it in his hand, he raised an eyebrow at Dimitri over the rim. “Unless you’re here to make sure that’s what happens. It’s not like we haven’t witnessed the animosity between you and Dagon over the years. Perhaps you see this as a golden opportunity to be rid of him once and for all.”

      Dimitri’s face transformed, and he finally looked like the avenging angel the brothers had described. Cal tensed beside me, and Mori began to edge in my direction. “Don’t presume you understand anything about me or how I feel towards Dagon. I want to save him, not see him killed!”

      Harlow gave him a saucy wink before sipping on his champagne. “Fabulous. Unresolved relationship issues for the win. Oscar and I totally called it.”

      Realising he’d been played, Dimitri buried his face in his hands. “Shit. It’s not like that. It’s just…”

      All three brothers had mocking grins. Deciding to take pity on the angel, I jumped in. “You want him safe.”

      He exhaled. “I do. More than anything. I can’t cross the Styx, not without triggering the apocalypse.”

      “Triggering the apocalypse?”

      Cal explained. “If a demon enters Heaven or an angel crosses the river into Hell without an invitation, it’s seen as a declaration of war. And a war between Heaven and Hell would only have one outcome for Earth.”

      “Spoiler alert: it isn’t all of humanity living forever in eternal bliss,” Harlow added darkly.

      “It’s something all of us want to avoid,” Dimitri said. “Which is the only reason I haven’t marched into Hell over the last century and dragged your brother out by his wings.”

      Mori was staring hard at Dimitri, his fingers drumming on his knee. “That’s not technically true, is it?”

      Dimitri’s face shuttered. “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

      My head darted between them as they had some sort of unspoken argument. “Well, I’m completely clueless if either of you feels like filling me in?”

      Mori’s gaze flickered to me. “That’s not the only way for Dimitri to get into Hell. He could fall.”

      “Fall?”

      “Become a demon,” Mori said. “But you wouldn’t debase yourself like that, would you, Dimitri?”

      Dimitri’s knuckles tightened on his glass to the point where tiny fractures began to appear. “Do not speak of things you cannot understand,” he forced out between gritted teeth. “You know nothing of the choices I’ve made and the prices I’ve paid. There is more at work here than you know.”

      “Then why don’t you explain,” I said. “Otherwise, this seems like a somewhat pointless meeting. All you’ve achieved so far is a supernatural version of a dick-measuring contest.”

      Harlow snorted into his champagne, and I saw amusement ghost over Cal’s lips before he hid it by rubbing his hand over his mouth. Even Mori looked like he might be flirting with a smile.

      Dimitri showed no signs of mirth. His eyes were unfocused, staring at the floor as though he were someplace else. He opened and closed his mouth several times, the muscles in his neck bunching like he was physically fighting with himself. His reaction had the brothers straightening, all looking at each other as though a puzzle piece was falling into place.

      Eventually, Dimitri gave up, sagging back against the sofa.

      Cal leaned forwards on his knees. “Dimitri, did you make a deal with Dagon?”

      He stared at him levelly. “I cannot answer that.”

      “Do you know why he has stayed in Hell?”

      The light in Dimitri’s eyes dimmed and his head dropped forward. “I cannot answer that.”

      “Did he have a choice?” Harlow said, sadness in his eyes.

      Dimitri fought with himself but was able to force an answer out. “Yes. And no.”

      The brothers exchanged another look, understanding dawning in their eyes. Finally losing patience with their silent conversations that made no sense to me, I interjected, “Again, can someone fill me in on what I’m missing here, please?”

      Cal squeezed my knee. “Dimitri made a deal with Dagon that he cannot tell us about. A deal that likely explains why Dagon chose to remain working for Father when the rest of us walked away. From what Dimitri just said, I imagine Dagon had an option but believed he didn’t.”

      “He can’t leave willingly,” Dimitri said, his voice hoarse. “That much I can tell you. Even if you figure out a way to get a message to him, he cannot walk out of Hell without breaking his deal with me and forfeiting his life.”

      “Shit,” Cal cursed. Mori looked ready to murder someone while Harlow’s face paled.

      “Can’t you break the deal?” I asked. “Like, let him off the hook?”

      All four of them shook their heads, but it was Cal who spoke. “Once a deal is made, there’s no going back on it for either party.”

      “There are two options left,” Dimitri said carefully. “Cal, you could answer your father’s summons.”

      I shot to my feet. “No.”

      Cal pulled at my arm, trying to get me to sit. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We can’t abandon Dagon. We have to consider everything.”

      “No. It’s not fucking okay. Over my dead body, will you be walking into Hell and handing control of your life back over to your sperm donor.”

      He stood so he could hold my face in his hands. “We might not have another choice. My brothers and I are bound to Dagon. We made a vow long ago to not turn our backs if one of the others was in mortal danger.”

      “There must be another way,” I whispered, leaning my head on him. “I’ve seen your face when you talk about your old life. You don’t want to go back to that, to being that person.”

      “As touching as this all is, I did say there were two options.” Dimitri’s drawl interrupted us. His earlier relaxed countenance was back. I now recognised it as a mask similar to the ones the demons donned around other supes.

      Cal sat back on the sofa, pulling me onto his lap this time. His arms went around me, and every bit of tension ebbed away from us. “What’s the other option?”

      He eyed us all. “I had a theory that you had a deal to protect each other. Dagon never confirmed it, but I suspected it was the case. The way you always appeared when fights were going sour but never until the situation became perilous. It was as though you had a psychic connection between one another…or a deal at work.”

      Cal tilted his head in confirmation. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Because it works both ways.” Understanding dawned, and my gaze snapped to Dimitri. “That’s what you’re getting at, aren’t you?”

      Dimitri flashed his teeth at me wolfishly. “Well done, little one. You catch on faster than the demons. Yes, it works both ways. You’re all obligated to save Dagon, but if he senses one of your lives is in mortal peril, he will be able to leave Hell to save you.”

      “And your deal?” I questioned.

      “Will be negated because ours was made first,” Cal said slowly. “Shit, this could actually work.”

      My brows furrowed. “Hang on. Am I the only one seeing an issue with this?”

      Four blank faces stared back at me, answering my question.

      “One of you needs to be in mortal peril. Isn’t that a bit of a risk?”

      “Cute that you care, bestie,” Harlow quipped, sipping his champagne. “But where demons are concerned, mortal peril is less of a once in a lifetime scenario and more of a once in a decade kinda thing.”
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      The plan was a simple one.

      One of us would use a portal key to go to the entrance of Hell and launch an attack on the guards at the perimeter. The distance from Earth meant that Dagon would be the closest brother, strengthening the deal’s magic to force him to come to the rescue. Once he was outside of Hell’s borders, Dimitri was confident Dagon would be able to return topside without breaking the terms of whatever deal the two of them had made.

      So long as we didn’t allow ourselves to be dragged across the river Styx and into one of the main circles, Father would not be able to get to us.

      Mori volunteered to be the guinea pig. Harlow and I argued, but he wouldn’t budge. Neither of us was comfortable with the plan, but if we accompanied Mori, we ran the risk that the situation wouldn’t be perilous enough for Dagon to be able to overcome his deal with Dimitri and leave Hell. We set the date for a couple of weeks later. It would allow Mori enough time to build his strength, but not too much for the date to get leaked and Father to plan a counterattack. With not long before the deadline, none of us wanted to leave it much longer.

      With a tentative plan in place, Dimitri swept from the club, but not before shooting a wink at Oscar. I growled at him again, but Dimitri was unbothered, firing a middle finger over his shoulder as he hit the top of the stairs.

      “I always knew Dagon had to have a reason,” I said.

      “Why would he make a deal with Dimitri?” Harlow asked, refilling his flute. “Especially one that kept him locked in Hell. Out of all of us, he was the one who hated it the most.”

      I curled my arm around Oscar, resting my chin on his shoulder. “There’s more at play here than we know.”

      “Doesn’t matter why,” Mori grunted. “The goal is still the same: to get Dagon out of Hell in one piece.”

      “What’s Dagon like?” Oscar asked, fiddling with a button on my shirt.

      Memories of my estranged sibling flashed through my mind, most of them filled with laughter. “He’s the…joker of the four of us.”

      Oscar’s head snapped around. “I thought that title belonged to Harlow?”

      Harlow rolled his eyes. “No, hun, I’m the fun one. In other words, people want to be around me because I spice things up. Dagon…people don’t want to be around him because he’s a wind-up merchant.”

      “As you can tell, he and Low have zero sibling rivalry,” I said solemnly, ignoring the middle finger Harlow flicked my way.

      “So he doesn’t take things too seriously then?” Oscar asked.

      “No,” I said, my brow furrowing. “That’s what was so weird about what happened that day. Out of the four of us, he was the one most desperate to make an escape. I never understood why he chose to stay. But if it’s because he had a deal with Dimitri, then…

      “Then, like you said, something is going on that we don’t know about,” Harlow said, draining his drink.

      Mori slapped his thighs before standing. “The main thing is that we get him back where he belongs—topside with us. You can nag him for all the reasons after, but for now, I’ve got a bar to get back to.”

      With Mori gone, the ward screening the VIP area dissipated and music filtered through. Oscar began to tap his foot, singing along with the lyrics. Suddenly, he turned to me with a grin.

      “This song makes me think of you.”

      I tilted my head to the side. It wasn’t a song I recognised, but I was at the club so often that I tended to block out the music. It was slower than the music that was normally played, but I could see the crowd going wild for it. “Why? What is it?”

      Harlow jumped to his feet, yanking Oscar to his feet. Throwing their arms over each other’s shoulders, they belted out the chorus about how the singer could be a better boyfriend than the one their love was currently with and how she wanted to steal the woman away for herself.

      Amused, I stood and pulled Oscar into my arms. Harlow raced off to the dance floor, no doubt having spotted a lonesome bear. “Technically, sweetheart, I didn’t steal you from anyone. And I’m fairly sure we aren’t the intended audience for this song.”

      Oscar put his arms around my neck, staring up at me. “Are you telling me that you wouldn’t have pursued me if I was still with Joe?”

      “No, I definitely would have. Would you have come with me?”

      “In a heartbeat.” Oscar swallowed as his eyes searched mine. “That’s not what I meant about the song though. You’ve given me everything he couldn’t, in every way. Things I didn’t even realise I was looking for. The only regret I have is that you didn’t steal me from him, that I didn’t meet you earlier. Joe made me think he was the best I could ever get, the best I deserved, but you’ve shown me what a pile of bullshit that was. I’m not trying to compare you because, let’s face it, there is no comparison. But being with him, I felt like I was trapped in the darkness. Even after I escaped him, the darkness was still there. Meeting you, being with you, is like standing under a spotlight. The shadows are lurking, but you’re enough to keep them away. So long as I have you at my side, I can live in the light.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I could do nothing except kiss him thoroughly. I tried to pour all the emotions I was feeling into the kiss: hope, joy…love. Because even though I’d never experienced it before, I knew I was falling in love with Oscar. I just had to hope he’d be there to catch me.

      We broke apart, a thousand unsaid words hovering between us.

      Oscar’s voice was raspy. “Dance with me?”
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        * * *

      

      After a couple of hours on the dance floor, Oscar and I had teased each other into a frenzy. Unwilling to wait until we got home before I got my hands on him, I waited until Mori was distracted at the other end of the bar before dragging Oscar to a door marked Staff Only.

      Oscar giggled, rushing to keep up with my fast pace. “Cal! Mori said we weren’t to fuck around in here.”

      Locating the storage closet Harlow had bragged about hooking up in wasn’t difficult. Satan, I hoped Mori’s cleaning crew were thorough with their work. Breaking the lock on the door with a flick of my power, I pulled Oscar in and closed the door behind him. The space was small, shelves drilled into the wall holding bottles of liquor, glasses, and other bar supplies. A small light swung from the ceiling, illuminating Oscar’s face like he was on stage.

      He stepped back from me, his hands pulling his top over his head. Considering his protests a second ago, I was surprised at how fast he was getting into this. Twisting around, he wiggled off his tiny shorts and kicked them away along with his shoes. Biting his lip, he turned to face me. His cock was erect and flushed.

      “Now that you have me here, what are you going to do with me?”

      A growl rumbled up from my chest. “If you don’t stop me, I’m going to destroy you.”

      He tipped his chin up in challenge. “Promises, promises.”

      I was on him before the final syllable fell from his lips. We came together in a crash of tongues and teeth. Cupping my hand around the back of his head to protect it, I backed him up until he was pushed against one of the shelving units.

      Running my tongue along his jaw, I paused to pull his earlobe with my teeth. He let out a loud moan, his hips thrusting against mine. “How loud can you get for me, sweetheart? Do you think I can make them hear you over the music?”

      He pushed on my shoulders impatiently. “Less threatening and more doing.”

      Deciding to do what he wanted, albeit on my own schedule, I slowly made my way down his body. Kissing and caressing every inch of him, I took my time. I mapped his torso with my hands and traced his abdominals with my tongue.

      When I thought he couldn’t stand it anymore, I dipped lower…bypassing his dick entirely. Going to my knees, I ran my hands over his calves, loving the feel of the coarse hair under my fingers.

      “Dammit, Cal.” Oscar glared at me, his chest heaving and his cock painfully erect. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      I didn’t answer, but I smirked internally. Ignoring his protests, I pressed hot, open-mouthed kisses in and around his groin, making sure to miss his cock and balls with every pass. Oscar’s breath came in pants, his hands pulling at my hair as if he could direct me to where he wanted.

      I’d never been so glad for my supernatural strength and high pain threshold. I didn’t think he had any idea of how hard he was pulling, but it was turning me on beyond despair. I wasn’t going to give in too soon though. I had a promise to follow through on.

      Pushing my face into Oscar’s groin, I inhaled deeply. His cock was against my cheek, but I ignored it in favour of his arse. Sucking a finger into my mouth, I reached around to ghost my touch along his crack, flirting at the edges of his hole.

      “Please,” Oscar gasped. “Please, oh god, please give it to me.”

      “Always so polite,” I chuckled, still not doing as he asked.

      “Fuck you, you fucking torturous demon.” He glared down at me. “Is that better?”

      I nipped at his thigh with my teeth, still teasing him with my fingers. “Anything that comes out of your mouth works for me.”

      He groaned and his head fell back as my finger finally rubbed over his hole. Reaching into my trouser pocket with my other hand, I extracted the travel sachet of lube I’d hidden there. Even with Mori’s warning, there hadn’t been a flicker of doubt in my mind that our night would end here. Honestly, what did Mori expect? Telling a demon not to do something was the equivalent of presenting a toddler with a chocolate cake and telling them not to eat it.

      Never going to fucking happen.

      Oscar whimpered as I withdrew my hand to coat my fingers with lube. I responded by leaning forward to tease the slit of his cock with my tongue. Returning my hand to his rear, I started to prep him while driving him crazy with my mouth. I sucked and teased his foreskin, never taking him farther than the very tip of his shaft. His hips rocked into me as he unconsciously tried to get deeper. I moved with him, never giving him what he was after.

      Eventually, he couldn’t take it anymore. Huffing in exasperation, he glared down at me, his pupils blown with lust. “Seriously, are you actually trying to kill me?”

      “No,” I replied, pushing my fingers deeper into his arse and scissoring them wide. “I’m trying to destroy you. Tell me, how am I doing?”

      Realisation dawned on his face. “You little shit.”

      “I told you, I keep my promises.” Withdrawing my fingers, I sat back on my heels and offered him a smug grin.

      Grabbing the material of my shirt, he hauled me up and devoured me with a kiss. “How about you destroy my hole with your cock?”

      “I think I like this naughty side of you,” I said, my hands flying up to unbutton my shirt. Before I could do so, his hands halted me.

      “Leave it,” he said roughly. “I want you fully dressed while you fuck me. Like the first time we were together.”

      “I was wrong,” I said, reaching down to finally free my cock and smear the remainder of the lube on it. “I don’t like this side of you…I fucking love it.”

      Oscar turned, leaning his upper body against a shelf as he bent forward and presented his tempting rear to me. Shooting me a hot look over his shoulder, he quirked an eyebrow. “Try not to break any bottles.”

      “Mori can send me the bill.” Oscar didn’t know that I’d been using my power to stabilise the shelf since the moment I’d pushed him into it. I wanted this encounter to be hot, but not at the risk of Oscar getting hurt by falling glass.

      Notching the head of my cock at his entrance, my eyes met his. “You ready for me, sweetheart?”

      He answered by pushing himself back on me, spearing himself on my shaft. We both moaned simultaneously. The feel of his hot, tight hole enveloping my cock made me take deep breaths to try to hold off my orgasm.

      Starting slow, I edged myself out of Oscar before pushing back in. The heat between us built with every shove. I could feel the sweat running down the back of my shirt as I kept my movements controlled. Everything in me was screaming to rut into Oscar and spill my load, but I had other plans.

      Reaching my hand around Oscar, I took his cock in my grasp and began pumping him firmly in time with my thrusts. Gradually increasing my pace, I paid close attention to Oscar’s body—listening to his moans intensify, watching how he drove back on me, and feeling his hole tense around me.

      When I sensed he was approaching the edge, I let go of his shaft and pulled out of him.

      “No!” Oscar looked over his shoulder, panting in disbelief. “Are you fucking joking with me right now?”

      I couldn’t help but smirk. “Sorry, sweetheart, were you close there?”

      Before he could respond, I plunged back inside him, hitting his prostate head-on. Returning my hand to his cock, I pounded into him relentlessly.

      And the second he tensed again, I withdrew.

      “Fucking, cunty, bastard, evil demon.” The litany of insults was spat from Oscar’s lips as his hips humped the air helplessly. “So fucking help me, if you don’t finish the job this time, I’m doing it myself.”

      “Now, now,” I replied, pushing back into him mercilessly. “We both know it’s going to be worth it in the end.”

      “If I ever get there,” he muttered darkly. I chuckled. Who knew Oscar would be this fun to edge? Most of our escapades had been fast and desperate, which I also loved.

      But this, seeing Oscar wild for me, took it to a whole new dimension.

      This time, I didn’t touch Oscar’s cock. I was going to take him to the precipice one final time before sending him flying. Grabbing his hips, I plunged into him with all my strength. His skin whitened under my grasp, but the tighter I held him, the louder he moaned. Thank Satan for the ward I’d used to mask the sound. I’d teased Oscar about making him loud enough to hear over the music, and while I doubted that would be the case, any staff passing in the corridor would’ve had a front-row seat if I hadn’t masked it.

      And although I wanted to give Oscar the illusion that we might be heard, the danger of discovery, I wouldn’t risk it actually happening.

      Oscar’s pleasure was mine, and mine alone.

      Tilting his hips to get a new angle, my cock slid against his prostate with every thrust. Oscar inhaled deeply, his whole body tensing as I pounded into him relentlessly.

      Then, with a scream, he was coming. Hands-free. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. His cum rocketed out of him, covering the shelves in front of him. The force of it was so strong that a few drops even splattered over his face.

      Disbelief filled me even as my own orgasm roared over me. Stars burst behind my eyes as the waves threatened to pull me under. His channel clamped around my cock, milking every drop from me.

      Oscar looked at me over his shoulder, his eyes wide. “Did you make me come untouched?”

      I blew out a breath. “I mean, I thought edging would be fun…but I wasn’t expecting it to be that fun.”

      “That’s literally never happened to me before.” He suddenly started giggling. “Oh my god, I’ve just realised something.”

      “What?”

      “We just fucked in a closet. In The Closet. If we get caught leaving here, the irony might kill me.”

      I kissed my way up his neck. “I love how much puns amuse you.”

      He groaned as I gently withdrew from him. Reaching into my pocket for a cloth, I tried to clean him up as best as possible.

      “You really were hoping something was going to happen tonight,” he said with a smirk.

      I gave him a lazy half-smile as I finished and twisted him around for a gentle kiss. “Where you’re concerned, I’m always hopeful.”
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OSCAR

        

      

    

    
      Days later, the memory of what we had gotten up to in the storage closet still played on a reel in my mind. We’d managed to sneak out of the closet and escape the club without Mori catching us. Although he did shoot us a death stare as we raced past him, me giggling and Cal wrapped around me like a barnacle. With our reddened cheeks and ruffled clothing, it didn’t take a genius to work out what we’d been up to. Cal’s hands and lips were roving over me as we left the club and jumped in an Uber. After edging me beyond the point of no return, his level of affection had been turned up even higher.

      Now we were more loved up than ever. With nothing to do about the Dagon situation until the date they had decided on, we used the time to spend together. Whenever we weren’t dealing with a customer or with one of his brothers, we were wrapped up in one another. The evenings were my favourite times. Once the shop was closed and dinner was done, we would curl up together on the sofa, my feet in his lap, both of us reading. I’d devoured the series Cal had recommended and was steadily making my way through the rest of the pile.

      And the best thing of all? I hadn’t had a single anxiety attack. There were still the odd times my anxiety snuck up on me, the hours when I wanted nothing more than to sit on the sofa and wallow, but as promised, Cal was there beside me. He talked me through my panic and held my hand when I felt blue.

      There was no denying it. I was falling for Cal. Hard and fast. It surprised me how little caution or fear I felt. Every moment in his presence solidified what a kind and wonderful person he was.

      All we had to do was get through the next few weeks, past everything with his dad. The deadline was hanging over us regardless of how much we tried to ignore it. But once it was over, we could explore what we wanted.

      Together.

      Closing my book, Always, a fabulous brother’s best friend story by Loren Leigh, I gave a satisfied sigh. Cal looked at me over the top of his book. “How was that one?”

      “So good. Like a warm snuggle of happiness.”

      “Hmm,” Cal said, lowering his book to his lap. “Have you thought about starting your blog up again?”

      I twiddled with a loose thread in my jeans. “I mean, yeah, I’ve thought about it.”

      Cal’s large hand wrapped around my ankle as he drew soothing circles on my skin. “There’s no rush. It’s something you enjoyed before, so it might be worth exploring.”

      He didn’t push me on it anymore, but when I woke the next morning, there was a beautiful notebook and antique pen on my bedside table.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you think she’ll come?”

      Cal hugged me closer, his hand rubbing my arm reassuringly. “Sweetheart, she said she’ll be here. She was so happy to hear from you, remember?”

      I did remember. In fact, I don’t think I’d ever forget the way Hannah cried when she’d answered and heard my voice on the line. After getting up the courage to restart my blog, I’d sat down and re-evaluated everything I wanted from my life. With Cal gently nudging me along, I’d gotten the confidence to leave the house, to dance, to have sex, to be in a relationship, and to explore my hobbies. And I was happier than ever for it.

      Except for the gaping Hannah-shaped hole in my life.

      Seeing Cal’s easy relationship with his brothers, even the way they all spoke about Dagon even though he’d abandoned them, had me missing my sister. After several long talks with Cal that had gone long into the night, I’d drummed up the courage to dial her number. Convinced she was going to hang up on me, I’d been stunned into silence when she instead began to sob. When she’d eventually gotten her tears under control, we’d agreed to meet at a café down the road from the bookshop. I’d asked Cal to come with me but sit at the counter. I needed to speak with Hannah alone, but I wanted to know he was nearby, ready to pick up the pieces if it went wrong.

      “Come on,” Cal said, nudging me towards the door. “Let’s go in so you can grab a table. We’re ten minutes early anyway, and you told her you’d meet her indoors.”

      Letting Cal steer me in, I sat numbly at the table as he went to place our order. I’d told him to get Hannah a caramel frappé, but now I was questioning myself. It’d been two years. What if she didn’t drink those anymore? What else would’ve changed? Was she married? Did she have kids? Had she moved away?

      The realisation of everything I could’ve possibly missed had tears pricking the backs of my eyes. Before I could let them fall, Cal’s large hand was squeezing my shoulder. Setting Hannah’s drink in front of the empty chair, he added my vanilla latte and two enormous Nutella cookies to the table. Crouching down next to me, he took my face in his hands and rested his forehead against mine.

      “You’ve got this,” he said. “She wants to be back in your life. You just have to open the door.”

      “What if she doesn’t?” I whispered. “I said such horrible things to her, Cal. What if she’s decided she’s better off without me in her life?”

      “She hasn’t,” he said firmly. “No one can walk away from you, Oscar. Believe me.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I will be. You’ll see.” He stood and pressed a kiss against my head. “I’ll be sat right over there. If you need me, I’ll be here in a heartbeat.”

      Grabbing his hand, I kissed his palm. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, sweetheart. Anything for you.”

      I watched him walk away and take a seat at the counter. The gorgeous twink of a barista lit up, sashaying over and leaning across the counter to bat his long lashes at Cal. My eyes narrowed, not liking the way the barista was eyeing Cal like he was one of the yummy desserts on display.

      Before my annoyance could get too high, Cal leaned closer to the boy and whispered something. The barista’s reaction was instantaneous. He straightened, a shocked look on his face. Shame flushed over his cheekbones as he scuttled to the other end of the counter, his eyes firmly on the ground.

      Confused, my eyes darted back to Cal. As if sensing my attention, he turned to fire a wink at me before turning back to his coffee.

      The door opened and tears filled my eyes as I looked at my sister for the first time in two years. Her dark curls were massed on her head in a messy bun, tendrils escaping to frame her heart-shaped face. She had her nose piercings in today, having chosen a hoop for one side and a stud for the other. Hannah had always been effortlessly cooler than me without even trying. She’d spent her life yo-yo dieting before finally embracing her natural body shape five years ago. Her outfit was one she wouldn’t have worn back then because it showed off her curves, but now she was proudly rocking a tight white T-shirt and tight cut-off denim dungarees.

      She hadn’t changed a bit.

      Her teeth worried at her lip as she scanned the café looking for me. Standing, I raised a shaky hand to catch her attention.

      She broke into a run, her voice catching on a sob as she barrelled towards me. Tears blurred my vision as I stepped around the table, opening my arms to catch her. Her smell hit me, a mix of detergent and Marc Jacob’s Daisy perfume. The familiarity of it had me breathing her in deeper, unable to believe I was hugging her.

      I don’t know how long we stood there, crying into each other’s arms. When we finally pulled apart, both wiping at our eyes, we’d caught the attention of several other patrons. There was only one face I cared about, though, and my eyes sought him out immediately. Cal’s body was tense like he’d had to fight not to come over and comfort me.

      “You okay?” he mouthed.

      I gave him a watery smile and nodded back. Satisfied, Cal flashed me thumbs-up before turning to give us privacy.

      “Sorry,” Hannah said, dabbing at her eyes with a napkin. “I didn’t mean to sob all over you. Your poor shirt.”

      I glanced down at my blue button-down that was now sporting several wet patches mixed with mascara. “No worries, kinda sure half these stains belong to me.”

      Hannah spotted the frappé and her face lit up. “Is this for me?”

      I nodded, pushing it towards her.

      “I can’t believe you remembered my favourite drink.”

      “I didn’t forget anything about you,” I said quietly. “You may not have been in my life, but I still thought about you. Every single day.”

      “Me too,” she replied. Reaching across the table, she took my hand in hers and squeezed. “I cannot tell you how happy I am that you called me. I reached out to you so many times, but you never answered.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I told her. “I didn’t want you to know what was going on. After…when everything was over, it had been so long since we’d spoken that I was scared to pick up the phone. What I said to you, Hannah, you have to know I didn’t mean any of that. You gave up everything for me, and I threw it all back in your face when you were trying to help. I am so desperately sorry.”

      “I know.” Her eyes were kind. “Those weren’t your words, Oscar, and I didn’t hold them against you for a second. You were hurting and confused, and you lashed out. I don’t blame you for that

      “You should,” I said, slumping down in my chair. “God, what I wouldn’t give to go back to that day and listen to you.”

      Her hands squeezed mine until I looked back up at her. “Can you tell me about it now? About what happened? I’m hoping you reaching out means you aren’t with him now.”

      “Fuck no.” I shook my head vehemently. “No, I can say with confidence that Joe is out of my life for good.”

      She gave a tentative smile. “You have no idea how happy it makes me to hear that. Now tell me everything, from the beginning.”

      Taking a deep breath, I launched into the same story I told Cal. Hannah’s hand twitched under mine several times and the colour leeched from her face as my tale went on.

      She held it together until I got to the day of her visit…the night when he’d first hit me. Hannah pushed her chair back from the table with a loud scrape, her elbows going to her knees and her face into her hands. Cal’s head snapped around, and he half-stepped off his stool in concern before I waved him off. He returned to his seat with a nod, but his eyes stayed on us.

      Pushing my chair back, I hustled around the table until I was crouched in front of Hannah. Her shoulders were heaving under the force of the sobs wracking her body. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m okay. Everything is all right now.”

      “But it’s not,” she hiccupped between sobs. “He hurt you, and it’s my fault.”

      My eyebrows met my hairline. “In what fucked-up version of the universe was this because of you?”

      “I should’ve forced you to leave with me that day. I should’ve camped out on your doorstep until you listened. I should’ve done something…anything.”

      I pulled her hands away from her face until I could see her eyes. “You did do something, Hannah. You did everything you could. I wasn’t ready to listen, and there wasn’t anything you could’ve done to change that. Joe had his grip on me too tight. He’s a master manipulator, and I was in too deep to see that. It took me a long time, but eventually, I saw the truth. You couldn’t have rushed that. It was a path I needed to walk on my own.”

      She gave a small nod and accepted the proffered tissue with a choked giggle. “Fuck, the state of me. Okay, I’ve got it together now. Tell me the rest.”

      Returning to the other side of the table, I fidgeted with my mug. “Are you sure? It gets worse.”

      She fixed me with a determined look, her chin lifting. “I’m sure. I need to know what you went through. Please.”

      Unable to look her in the eye, I focused on my untouched coffee as I told her the rest of the story. Hannah didn’t speak, allowing me the space to vent everything Joe had done to me and the events that followed.

      After she’d been silent for more than a minute after I’d finished, I chanced a glance at her. Her lips were thin, her eyes empty. Her hands were fisted atop the table and her chest heaved.

      Alarmed, I reached out to her. She didn’t respond to my touch. “Hannah, are you okay?”

      “Am I okay?” Her voice was brittle. “No, Oscar, I am not fucking okay. He put you in hospital. He tried to fucking kill you. And you’re telling me he only got just over a year in prison?”

      Her voice had risen to a near shout by the end of the question, drawing several people’s attention, including Cal’s. Although realistically, he’d probably been monitoring the whole conversation, even if he’d pretended otherwise.

      “I know it’s not fair,” I said quietly. “Believe me, I was just as angry as you when he was sentenced.”

      “What about when he gets out?” she asked, her eyes going wide. “Shit, does that mean his sentence is up next month?”

      Next month.

      Next month.

      The attack hit so suddenly there was no way to stop it. Sweat sprouted on my brow as I fought for breath. I heard Hannah’s voice raise in panic, but it was muffled like someone had clamped their hands over my ears.

      Darkness filled the edges of my vision, creeping in until all I could see was a pinprick of light.

      Before I could stop myself, my body pitched forwards, the cool tiled floor rushing up to greet me.
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      The entire time Oscar had been speaking with Hannah, I’d watched him out the corner of my eye. When Hannah had pushed her chair back, I’d been ready to intervene, but Oscar had waved me off.

      I was so grateful he’d asked me to come with him today. I could’ve easily kept him safe from outside, but knowing he wanted me nearby to support him had touched me.

      The step he had taken in reaching out to Hannah was huge. I’d tried not to push him to phone her, but it was hard when I could tell how much he missed her. He mentioned her often, his voice thickening as he told me a story from their childhood. Oscar was happy staying with me at my flat. He was reading and blogging again and seemed to love working alongside me in the shop.

      But it’d been obvious he was missing something—someone. There were times when I would catch him staring into space with a faraway expression. Knowing he wouldn’t be happy until Hannah was back in his life, I’d talked it through with him and gotten to the root of why he was scared until he had the confidence to make the leap.

      Because it was fear that he’d been feeling. I’d seen enough of it in humans during my lifetime to recognise it. And I got it. He’d been scared of rejection. Scared of her walking away. Scared her life would’ve changed so much that she would no longer have room for him in it. I could tell him that wasn’t true until I was blue in the face, but until it had come from Hannah, it’d meant nothing.

      Once he’d returned to his seat after Hannah’s outburst, I’d watched his body get tenser and tenser as he continued talking. He was no longer making eye contact with her, fidgeting with a napkin. Pushing my coffee away, I turned in my seat and put my feet flat on the floor.

      When Hannah’s voice raised to a shout, I let loose a wash of compulsion that hit everyone in the café except the two siblings to whom my eyes were glued. The rest of the customers struck up conversations with one another or found themselves more interested in their phones than what was happening at Oscar’s table.

      I couldn’t blame Hannah for her reaction. It was tame compared to what I had wanted to do when I’d heard the paltry sentence that bastard had received. The only reason I’d been able to hold it together in front of Oscar was because I knew Joe would get what was coming to him.

      Hannah had no way of knowing that, and I could see her stress was getting to Oscar. Her words floated over the air to me.

      “Shit, does that mean his sentence is up next month?”

      All colour leeched out of Oscar’s skin. He started rubbing at his hands, the way he always did at the start of an anxiety attack.

      I was already moving when his body slipped from the chair. My arms dove out to catch him before he could hit the floor. Lifting him into my arms, I sat on his chair and arranged him so he was straddling my lap, facing me.

      “Oh my god!” Hannah was up and yanking at my arm. “Who the fuck are you? Put him down!”

      “It’s okay,” I said quickly, knowing Oscar needed me. “I know him.”

      Sparks flew from her eyes as she tugged on Oscar’s arm to try and lift him from my lap. It was no good. I wasn’t letting him go, and even only semiconscious, Oscar was holding on to me like a leech. “I’m not going to let a stranger manhandle my brother after what he’s been through.”

      “Look,” I said through gritted teeth. I wanted to make a good first impression on Hannah, but right now, she was stopping me from helping Oscar. His breathing was way too fast, his chest moving erratically against mine. “He’s having an anxiety attack. I need to help him through it.”

      Her hand fell away and her skin paled. “An anxiety attack? He’s never had those before.”

      “He never used to,” I corrected her. “But he has ever since Joe.”

      Understanding washed over her face. She tilted her head up, but her chin was trembling. “Tell me what I can do to help.”

      I jerked my head towards the counter. “Ask for a glass of cold water. He’ll need something sweet after, but there are still cookies left.”

      As she dashed off to fetch the water, I eased a trembling Oscar back slightly so I could cup his face. His eyes were wide and darting in every direction.

      “Oscar, sweetheart, I’m here. Feel my breaths.”

      Lifting one of his hands, I put it on my chest. “There you go, sweetheart, copy my breaths.”

      I could see him fighting to get back to me. He followed my breathing pattern for a few moments, but before long, they sped up again.

      “Sweetheart, look at me.” I grabbed his chin and forced his eyes onto mine. “There you are. Stay with me now. You are safe, and no one is going to hurt you. No one is ever going to hurt you again.”

      His eyes cleared slightly and he gulped. I continued speaking, not breaking eye contact. “Keep breathing with me. Feel my chest go up and down. Breathe in. Breathe out. There you go, you’re doing it.”

      He let out a small whimper, and I used my thumb to rub comforting circles on his chin. “Tell me five things you can see.”

      “Your eyes.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “Your stubble. Your shirt. A clock over your shoulder. A window.”

      “Fantastic, sweetheart.” I praised him. “Four things you can hear.”

      We made it all the way to taste before he was fully back with me. His shaking hands came up to cup my neck as he pulled me down for a kiss.

      “Thank you for helping me find my way back,” he murmured.

      “Always.”

      “Ahem.”

      We both turned to see Hannah, water in one hand, hip in the other, levelling us with a stern glare.

      “I think there are a few things you neglected to tell me, Oscar.”

      He tried to get off my lap, so I helped him stand, knowing his legs would be weak. Once he was settled in his chair, I stepped back so Hannah could give him his water. While Hannah clucked and fussed over him, I grabbed a spare chair and joined their table. Pulling one of the two untouched cookies towards me, I began to break one into smaller pieces.

      “Hannah, really, I’m fine.” Oscar was getting exasperated. “Please stop fussing and sit down.”

      The glare she shot him was one I’d seen on Oscar’s face so many times. Apparently, they only looked alike when they were pissed off. But she didn’t argue with him, stomping around the table to take her seat. She narrowed her eyes at me as I took a piece of cookie from the plate and held it up to Oscar.

      He leaned forward and nipped it from my fingers. His gaze darted around the café, relief washing over him when he realised I’d hidden his attack from everyone except Hannah. His eyes came back to mine, shining with gratitude. “Thank you.”

      I winked at him before pushing the plate with the rest of the cookie towards him. Turning to Hannah, I held out my hand. “Sorry we couldn’t meet under better circumstances. I’m Cal.”

      She pursed her lips as she considered me. Eventually, she shook my hand. “Hannah. And I’m guessing you’re Oscar’s boyfriend?”

      I darted a look back to Oscar. Technically, he was so much more to me than a boyfriend, but I could hardly tell his protective sister that I planned on keeping him for all of eternity. As we’d still yet to define our relationship, I decided to leave that ball in Oscar’s court.

      Oscar finished his mouthful of cookie and took a sip of water before answering Hannah. “Yes. Cal is my boyfriend. I asked him to come with me today because I was worried you might reject me.”

      “Oscar.” Hannah’s face softened as she reached out to take his hand again. “No matter what you do, you will always have a place in my life. I would never reject you.”

      “That’s what Cal said, but I didn’t believe him.”

      Hannah side-eyed me. “Sounds like Cal might be smarter than the last one. So, why don’t you tell me about yourself? How did you meet my brother?”

      “Hannah,” Oscar said warningly. “Cal doesn’t need or deserve the third degree.”

      “It’s fine.” I squeezed his knee under the table in reassurance before giving my attention to Hannah. “I own a bookshop a few streets over. We met at my brother’s nightclub. I saw Oscar over by the bar and knew I had to introduce myself.”

      “A bookshop?” She waggled her eyebrows at Oscar. “No wonder you like him. He looks like a fucking wet dream and he owns a bookshop?”

      “Hannah!” Oscar hissed, covering his eyes with his hand.

      I chuckled and rubbed his shoulder. “It’s okay, sweetheart. You should know by now I’m impossible to embarrass.”

      Hannah wasn’t done. “Are you close with your brother?”

      “Yes. I have three brothers. Two of them live here in Southampton, and the third…well, I’m hoping he will move here soon too.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “Dead,” I lied smoothly. It’s not like Hannah would ever discover the truth. There would be no cosy brunches with the in-laws in our future.

      Her forehead creased. “I’m so sorry. It’s hard to lose your parents, especially when you’re young. I’m glad you have your brothers to lean on.” Her eyes drifted back to Oscar. “Why do you like Oscar?”

      Now that was a question I could answer easily and truthfully. “For so many reasons. I love how inquisitive he is. He has hundreds of questions about every topic. I love how he seems shy at first, but once he’s comfortable in a situation, he comes out of his shell. I love how when he reads, he glares at me if I interrupt him. I love how he interacts with my brothers and keeps us all on our toes. I love how he wants to be constantly touching me. I love how he curls up on my lap after dinner and lets me carry him around the house. Most of all, I love how he’s brought a light to my life that I didn’t know I was missing.”

      Both Oscar and Hannah were staring at me, mouths agape. I winced, looking at Oscar. “Sorry, was that a bit of an overshare?”

      Hannah recovered first, clearing her throat. “Um, no. That wasn’t an overshare at all. I wanted to know if things were serious between you, and you’ve certainly answered that.”

      “What do you mean?” Oscar spluttered.

      “Hello?” Hannah gestured to me with a hand. “I asked him what he liked about you, and he literally said the word love over and over again.”

      Oscar’s face turned scarlet. “That doesn’t mean…”

      “It’s okay,” I said, resting my hand on the back of his neck. I did love Oscar, but I didn’t intend on telling him for the first time in a crowded café with his sister gawking at us. “Hannah, do you have any more questions for me?”

      She tapped her finger on the table. “What would you say if Oscar wanted to come to mine for the evening?”

      I stared at her blankly. “Um…have fun?”

      “Good. How about if I said I was taking him to a nightclub, and you weren’t invited? What would you do then?”

      “Again, I’d tell you to have fun. I might suggest Mori’s club because I could open a tab for you behind the bar.” And Mori could keep an eye on any pesky supes who might be stupid enough to go on the attack. But if Oscar wanted to go somewhere else, I wouldn’t stop him.

      She leaned forward on the table, her hands clasped in front of her. “You wouldn’t follow us? Wouldn’t lecture him when he returned? Wouldn’t interrogate him over who he danced with?”

      “Hannah, that’s enough.” Oscar’s teacher voice came out, a sure sign he was pissed. “I get that you’re worried, but Cal has done nothing to deserve these questions.”

      A glimmer of shame flashed over Hannah. “Sorry. It’s just, maybe if I’d asked Joe more questions, you would’ve seen the truth about him sooner.”

      “It’s okay,” Oscar said, his anger ebbing away as quickly as it had arrived. “I get why you feel that way, but nothing about the Joe situation was your fault. Nothing you could’ve said or asked would’ve changed what happened.”

      She pursed her lips. “I did ask him one question.”

      Oscar cocked his head to the side in confusion. “Oh? What?”

      “I asked him what he liked about you. Do you know what he said?” She turned her piercing blue eyes to me. “He sat there and told me he liked Oscar’s tight arse. That was it. That was all he could come up with.”

      I brushed a kiss against Oscar’s knuckles and painted on a smile. I wanted to show how angry I was that Joe hadn’t appreciated everything about Oscar, but that wouldn’t help this situation. ““Sorry, sweetheart. You do have a great arse, but it’s not even in my top five favourite things about you. And even if it was, I wouldn’t have told your sister that.”

      He groaned. “Fine, yes, Joe was a terrible choice. I get that now. Can we all agree that I levelled up with Cal and drop the Spanish Inquisition?”

      Hannah and I spoke at the same time. “Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition.”

      There was a pause while we both looked at each other, simultaneously cracking up.

      Oscar looked at me in dismay. “You didn’t tell me you were a Monty Python fan.”

      I shot Hannah a conspiratorial grin. “He’s not the Messiah. He’s a very naughty boy.”

      “It’s just a flesh wound!”

      We cackled with laughter while Oscar shook his head mournfully at us.

      “I can’t believe there’s two of you now.”

      We stayed in the café for hours, Hannah and Oscar catching up on stories from the past two years while occasionally exchanging the odd Monty Python quote with me. When Hannah declared she had to leave to go to a Pilates class, she pulled Oscar into a rib-crushing hug.

      “You’re not getting rid of me again,” she said. “You’re never to pull this sort of shit again. I need you to promise we will always be a part of each other’s lives.”

      “I promise,” he said, hugging her back just as tightly.

      To my surprise, when she broke away from Oscar, she threw her arms around me. “Look after my brother. If you hurt him, you’ll have me to answer to.”

      “Noted. But you don’t need to worry. I would never hurt Oscar—physically or emotionally. I just want him to be happy.”

      “Good. But if you forget that, I’ll hurt you.”

      I leaned down to whisper in her ear. “If I forget it, my brothers will pin me down for you and show you all my weak spots.”

      Her laugh was rich and loud. “Yep. It’s official. I like you.”
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      All too soon, the day Mori would go down to the gates of Hell arrived.

      Standing in the empty nightclub, I couldn’t help but marvel at how different it was during the day. It seemed so much bigger without the crowds of writhing bodies on the dance floor. The overhead lights were on to compensate for the lack of windows, and I was pleased and relieved to see how clean the place was.

      Mori stood to one side while Harlow and Cal placed shields over him. They’d made it sound far cooler than it looked. Which was essentially them putting their hands on him and frowning while he stood still.

      Catching my eye, Mori winked at me. Apparently, knowing he was about to risk his life by fighting off legions of demons was enough to change him from a grumpy dickhead to a fucking sunbeam. Once Harlow and Cal were satisfied with their shields, he clapped them on the shoulders and began strapping a vast multitude of weapons to his body.

      “Is the scythe necessary?” I squeaked as he secured it in a hook over his back.

      “Nope,” he said cheerfully. “But it goes with the image, don’t you think?”

      It was official. Happy Mori was fucking disturbing.

      “I don’t like this,” Cal said, handing him a pair of daggers. “I don’t think you should do this alone. It feels reckless.”

      “We’re demons, Cal,” Mori replied. “We were created to be reckless.”

      “There’s recklessness, then there’s idiocy,” Harlow said under his breath.

      “Preach,” I muttered, bumping Harlow’s fist when he raised his to mine.

      “You all need to relax. I’m going to go down there, cause a bit of a stir, and return with Dagon.” Were those ninja stars he was clipping to his wrist?

      “Maybe you should let me go,” Harlow said. “I have more experience fighting multiple demons.”

      I shivered, remembering the attack outside the spa. “Harlow has a point.”

      Mori checked a magazine chamber before shoving it into a handgun and slotting it at his hip. “We agreed it was going to be me. I’ve spent the last week cruising casinos and fucking any guy who would let me to ensure my powers are at their peak. I’m ready for this.”

      “Are you though?” Cal put his hands on his hips. “Are you sure this isn’t some crazy suicide mission?”

      Mori froze. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because you haven’t been the same since Eric. Maybe you’re so happy right now because you’re going down there and not planning on coming back.”

      Mori looked between all of us. “Is that what you all think?”

      Harlow shrugged. “You can’t blame us. You were very insistent on taking on this mission alone.”

      Mori grabbed his brothers by their necks, pulling them into a hug. From the way they both stiffened, they hadn’t been expecting it.

      He raised an eyebrow at me and dipped his head to his front. “I don’t have another hand, Oscar, so you’re going to have to fit yourself in here. Come on, family hug.”

      Touched that he considered me part of his family, I squeezed myself into the tiny gap, trying to not feel pathetically small while surrounded by the three of the most dangerous creatures I’d ever come across. Harlow may be smaller than me, but I’d seen him in action. He was scarier than the other two combined.

      “Now, listen carefully because I’m only going to tell you fuckers this once,” Mori’s voice rumbled. “I am going down there, and I am going to bring Dagon back with me. You’re right. I did have an ulterior motive in putting myself forwards, but it’s not what you’re thinking. It’s because it’s my fault we were all separated, so it’s only right that I’m the one to reunite us.”

      Both Harlow and Cal tried to pull away in protest, but Mori’s massive biceps held them still. I sniggered at their powerlessness against him and was rewarded with glares.

      “And yes, once upon a time, I might’ve been that reckless fool who wanted to throw everything away…but that was when I was grieving. And while I did love Eric”—his voice thickened with emotion—“it’s not the same as what Cal feels for Oscar.”

      I pulled back, able to escape because Mori’s arms might be stronger than a human’s, but they were the same length. “Cal?”

      Mori let go of his brothers, and he and Harlow turned to stare at Cal, who was glaring at Mori. “Cheers, mate. Not a conversation we’ve had yet.”

      I gawked at them all. Did he mean…no, surely Cal couldn’t be falling for me the same way I was for him?

      Could he?

      Cal inhaled deeply, his eyes swimming with emotion as he approached me. But before he began to speak, Harlow dashed in front of him, his arms swept wide. “Oh no, you don’t.”

      “Harlow, let the man talk,” I said, trying to push him aside.

      Harlow held his ground. “Nope, invoking my bestie rights. You deserve to have this conversation somewhere romantic and at a time when you aren’t operating under a deadline.”

      Cal hesitated before offering me a half-shrug. “I think he’s right, sweetheart. We don’t have to do this now.”

      I pouted, and Harlow sighed. “Okay, look at it this way. Don’t you want to have privacy the first time he tells you and you accept the bond? And something for him to fuck you against? A wall, perhaps? Or maybe a sturdy table?”

      I hid my face with a groan, which meant I heard rather than saw Cal whack Harlow upside the head.

      “What? We have ears, Cal. You aren’t as discreet as you like to think.”

      I lifted my head in time to see Mori stepping between the two of them, his hands raised. “Simmer down, boys. The point I was trying to make is that I’ve seen the way you look at Oscar and the happiness he’s brought to your life and…well…I want that for myself.”

      The three of us were stunned into silence. Mori came to me and chucked his knuckles against my chin. “Thank you for making my brother so happy. If I can find even an ounce of what you guys have, I’ll consider myself a very lucky demon.”

      It wasn’t the same as a declaration of love from Cal, but I would take it.

      “Right, time for emotions is over,” Harlow said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s finish getting ready.”

      By the time Harlow and Cal had finished strapping weapons to Mori, he was a walking armoury.

      “How do you get to Hell?” I asked.

      “Using a portal key,” Cal said.

      “What’s that?” I said, picturing some fancy ancient key being put into a creepy Gothic mansion-style door.

      Mori rummaged around in his pocket, pulled out a small object, and threw it through the air. Catching it in one hand, I peered down at it. Covered in what appeared to be runes, it was about two inches tall. With five straight edges and made of solid gold, it felt heavier than it ought to in my hand. There was a feeling of dread coming from it…it felt plain wrong.

      As if he could sense the discomfort it made me feel, Cal moved close to me, taking it gently from my hand and showing it to me while he held it. “Only higher demons have one of these. It takes an immense amount of power to operate it. If you use it on top of a fault line, it opens a portal to Hell.”

      He threw it back to Mori, and I couldn’t repress the relief I felt once it was safely back in his pocket and out of sight. “What’s a fault line? And what’s the difference between a higher demon and a lower one?”

      Cal looked at me with a soft smile, and I blushed as I remembered what he told Hannah about loving my questions. “A fault line is a break between the realms of Earth and Hell. They were formed during the battle when the original fallen angels turned their backs on God. When they were defeated, God confined them down there in punishment.”

      “And a lower demon,” Harlow piped in, hopping up to sit on the bar, “is basically a run-of-the-mill demon. They don’t have wings and are pretty much confined to the borders of Hell. They have limited powers and skills because they aren’t descended from an ancient bloodline.”

      A question popped into my mind. One I couldn’t believe I’d not asked until now. “Wait a minute, Cal, you said you were descended from the oldest bloodline.”

      The three of them exchanged a dark look. “That’s right.”

      “Who…who exactly is your father?”

      There was silence, and then Mori whistled, clapping his brothers on the back. “Now seems like the perfect moment to make my exit. See you in a bit and have…fun answering that.”

      When he’d left, I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucifer.

      They were literally sons of the devil.

      I mean, I should’ve put it together from context. I was an English teacher, for fuck’s sake. I taught whole schemes of work on inference and reading between the lines.

      “Does that change anything?” Cal asked, stopping a healthy distance away from me. The uncertainty in his eyes caused a crack to appear in my heart.

      “What? No!” I closed the space between us and wrapped my arms around his middle. “Nothing could change how I feel about you. I was surprised. That’s all.”

      “No big declarations,” Harlow hollered from behind the bar. “I told you both, save it for later.”

      He came out with three bottles of water and a small towel. I raised an eyebrow at him. “What are you planning?”

      He put them on a table and came to face me. “Well, we have a few hours to kill, and we need to keep ourselves occupied, and it occurred to me that I haven’t given you those self-defence lessons I promised.”

      “Really?” I bounced on my heels the same way Harlow was. “Let’s do it!”

      “Are we sure this is a good idea?” Cal asked, stepping between us.

      “What, making sure he can defend himself if we aren’t around?”

      “That will never happen,” Cal said between gritted teeth.

      “Is that a risk you want to take?”

      My head swivelled between the two of them. I touched Cal’s sleeve. “I want to do this.”

      His head slumped in defeat. “You do?”

      “I do. It’ll give me confidence, I think.”

      He sighed and nodded. “Fine. But, Harlow”—his hand went around his brother’s neck—“hurt one hair on his head, and I will break every bone in your body, wait for you to resurrect, and then do it all over again.”

      My eyes widened, but Harlow was unruffled. Brushing off his brother’s hand with a roll of his eyes, he turned to me. “By the time we’re finished, you’ll know all the most fun ways to bring a man to his knees…all the ones you don’t already know anyway.”

      The next hour passed in a flash. Harlow taught me how to break out of various holds and the different pressure points that could be manipulated to fall a man or woman of any size. Even Cal joined in eventually, working with Harlow to show me how to escape multiple attackers.

      I was far from an expert, ending up on my back more often than not, but even the small moves I mastered boosted my confidence.

      Cal had my hands pinned behind my back, a position I was trying very hard not to get aroused by, and Harlow was in front of me, explaining what to do next. All of a sudden, they both tensed. Cal’s arms dropped me. Harlow’s head snapped backwards, his eyes staring unseeing at the ceiling.

      Whirling around, my stomach dropped as I saw Cal in the same position. Their bodies trembled slightly like electrical volts were passing through their body. It felt as though they were caught like that forever, but in reality, it was only a few seconds before they dropped to their knees. Their eyes were wild, and they were sucking down oxygen like they were starved.

      “Mori…”

      “We have to go…”

      They spoke at the same time before looking at me.

      “Go,” I urged. “Mori needs you.”

      Harlow shot through the door immediately, but Cal didn’t. He got to his feet, but even as he spoke, I could see him fighting the deal’s power. “I can’t leave you.”

      “You need to,” I said, swallowing my fear for him as I kissed his cheek. “I’ll be safe in here. You told me yourself it’s shielded. Go and help your brothers before it’s too late.”

      His arms swallowed me and his voice was gruff when he spoke. “I hate this. I feel like I’m choosing between you and my brothers.”

      “That’s not what’s happening,” I told him as I loosened his grip and nudged him towards the door. “You don’t need to choose me because I am safe. Your brothers, however, are not.”

      His eyes searched mine. “Are you sure?”

      I growled at him. “If you don’t get your arse out that door in the next five seconds, I will throw you out myself.”

      He grabbed my chin in a firm grip, flames smouldering in his eyes. “You lock the door behind me and do not open it for anyone other than me, Mori, or Harlow.”

      “Okay.”

      “Promise me,” he said urgently. “No one else.”

      I kissed him one final time. “I promise. Now go!”

      In the blink of an eye, he was gone, and I was alone.
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      Do you know what slows down time like nothing else?

      Knowing that the love of your life, the man you’ve recently realised owns your whole heart, is off fighting hordes of demons while his father—one of the few beings who can actually kill him—lurks across the border.

      And you didn’t tell him you loved him before he left.

      Yep, that would do it.

      In an effort to distract myself, I spent half an hour on a video call with Hannah as she showed me around the house she’d moved into a month earlier. After that, I caught up with Bailey over messenger, hearing more about his travels. This time, I didn’t hide Cal from him. I couldn’t even if I’d wanted to, and I didn’t want to. I wanted to shout it from the rooftops that this man, this wonderful, gorgeous, caring man, had chosen me. Wanted me. I couldn’t wait to properly introduce him to Bailey in person, but it would be hard to keep the whole…demon thing quiet. But that was future Oscar’s problem.

      After talking to Bailey, I opened the Kindle app on my phone and tried to lose myself in a book. It was no good though. My concentration was shot. The more time that passed with no word from Cal, the more my stomach tied itself up in knots.

      Loud banging had my head snapping up. Confused, I looked to the back of the club. It sounded like someone knocking. Following the sound, I debated whether or not this was a good idea. I was the type of person who shouted at the character in a horror movie who went to investigate bumps in the night, but there I was, skulking through the kitchen and peering through the little window to see who was making such a racket.

      Intense relief flooded through me at the sight of Harlow’s face peering back at me. Flinging the door open, I beckoned him inside. “What happened? Is Cal okay?”

      “Cal’s okay, but I need to take you to him.” Harlow didn’t make any move to come in, instead stepping back and gesturing for me to follow him. “You need to come, now.”

      “Okay,” I said, stepping over the threshold. “Should I lock up or…?”

      “No, no,” Harlow said, grabbing my wrist and yanking me after him. “That’s what the wards are for. Come on, we don’t have any time to lose.”

      Terror filled me at the thought of what might have happened to Cal. What was so bad that it would’ve prevented him from returning and sending Harlow in his stead? “Harlow, what’s going on?”

      “I’ll explain everything when we get there,” he said, steering me towards his car parked by the front of the club.

      “Why didn’t you come to the front door if you were parked here?”

      “Long story,” Harlow said. His eyes were darting everywhere, making me uneasy. I clambered into the passenger seat and clicked my seatbelt into place as Harlow positioned himself behind the wheel.

      “What happened? Why do you need me to go with you? Is Cal really okay? Is Mori? Did Dagon escape?”

      “Everyone is fine,” Harlow responded as he dropped a gear and swung a hard right. “We just need to get you to Cal.”

      I held on tight as Harlow took every corner at breakneck speed. Man, he really needed to take a speed awareness course.

      Screeching to a halt in front of a large skyscraper, Harlow was out of the car and moving for my door before I’d even unclicked the seatbelt. “What are we doing here?”

      “It’s on a fault line.”

      I stopped walking. “You’re taking me downstairs? But I thought Cal said I was to never…”

      Harlow was in my face in an instant, his lip curled back over his teeth. “Do you want to help my brother or not? I thought you loved him.”

      “Of course I do. That’s not what I meant.” What was I doing, wasting time questioning him? The only thing that mattered was getting to Cal and helping him in whatever way he needed.

      “Good,” Harlow breathed before pasting a smile on his face. “Let’s go then.”

      I followed him silently into a building and then a shiny elevator. Harlow reached into his pocket and pulled out a key similar to the one the brothers had shown me earlier. The only difference with this one was it was silver instead of gold. He placed it on the elevator wall and pressed the middle. I jumped as five points shot out from the sides, making a perfect pentagram. What looked like red lightning coursed over Harlow’s skin and into the key, lighting up the whole elevator in crimson spiderwebbing.

      A second passed, and the light faded. Harlow stepped back, standing to attention like he hadn’t just used his powers to open a portal to Hell.

      The elevator began to move, descending faster than felt natural. Opposite where we stood were mirrored doors, and I could see in the reflection that one of Harlow’s eyeliner wings was smudged, the ink smeared across his cheek. He didn’t seem to have noticed it, staring ahead as though nothing was amiss.

      You’re being paranoid again, my inner voice chided me. He’s worried about Cal. Of course he’s not going to be noticing his makeup.

      Still…something felt off. Shifting on my feet as the elevator descended past floor after floor, I paid more attention to Harlow. He stood very still and silent, his hands stationary at his sides.

      “Hey, Harlow?”

      “Yes?”

      I drew in a shaky breath, trying to imagine I was standing in front of a class, keeping my tone neutral. “Before I forget, for our hike next weekend, did those boots I loaned you fit?”

      “Oh yes,” the demon replied. “They were a perfect fit. Thank you. I’m so excited to explore the wilderness with you.”

      “Fabulous,” I replied faintly.

      I was beyond fucked. Whoever this demon was, they weren’t Harlow.

      “Where did you say we were meeting Cal?” I asked.

      “I’m taking you to the ninth circle,” Not-Harlow replied. “Cal will meet you there.”

      Shit. Yep, if this demon dragged me into the ninth circle, I had little doubt that Cal would follow the second he realised. I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t let his father sink his claws into him again. Or worse, execute him.

      My mind raced as I searched for options that ended with anything other than one of us dying. The elevator gave a soft ding, indicating we’d reached our destination. The doors glided open smoothly, the action at odds with the scene they revealed.

      The heat hit me first. Pulses of relentless warmth had me backing up against the elevator wall, my hands coming up to shield my face.

      Next, I heard the screams.

      Screams of pain. Screams of anger. Screams of frustration.

      They all blended together into a symphony of terror, the sound never ebbing.

      “Come,” the demon said, inclining his hand towards the doors. I edged out after him and gasped at the sight that greeted me. We’d stepped into a desolate wasteland, the elevator blinking from existence as the doors closed. An unfathomable structure stood before us, so massive that the edges seemed to blend into the flame-filled horizon. The formation was built of dark stone circles stacked atop one another. An entire city appeared to have been built into each circle. City was the wrong word. Slums would be more appropriate. Even from this distance, I could see how the buildings were crammed in, stacked on one another, some crumbling, others in total ruin.

      Squinting into the distance, I could make out a spire reaching into the storm-filled clouds from the uppermost circle. I wasn’t a betting man, but something told me that was where we would find Lucifer.

      Surrounding the circle, and standing between us and our apparent destination, was, I assumed, the river Styx. Instead of water, lava aggressively crashed between the banks, splatters of molten fire spitting into the air. The noise rivalled the screams, a cacophony of sound that had me wanting to cover my ears.

      I searched the horizon and banks desperately for any sign of Cal, but there was none. I couldn’t wait for him to swoop in and rescue me. I would have to take matters into my own hands. A warning bell rang deep inside me, telling me that if I allowed myself to be taken into the ninth circle, I would never come back out.

      Taking a beat to survey my surroundings, I surmised that I wouldn’t be able to escape from the demon on this side of the river. Nothing surrounded us except an open, barren wasteland as far as the eye could see. My best option would be to make a break for it when we entered the first circle. Hopefully, I’d be able to hide somewhere until Cal found me and returned us to Earth.

      “How do we cross the river?”

      “Normally via Ferryman,” Not-Harlow said. A great pair of wings burst from his back, shredding his shirt as he continued. “But he’s…otherwise occupied. We’ll fly across.”

      I quelled the rising fear, fighting to keep my tone neutral. “Are you going to fly us into the ninth circle?”

      “No. The wards prevent us from entering and leaving that way. We need to go the long way around.”

      Thank god for small mercies. That meant my escape plan had a tiny chance of working…if I could be fast and smart enough to evade my captor.

      Okay, so it wasn’t a watertight plan, but it was the best I had right now.

      As the demon grabbed my waist and launched me into the air, I struggled to keep calm and not fight against his grip. The only thing working in my favour right now was that he didn’t know I’d seen through his disguise.

      Fortunately, it wasn’t long before we landed on the other side, our shoes squelching in the thick mud. Making our way towards a pair of giant gates, I took deep breaths to force myself to be calm.

      Cal will find you. Keep yourself alive and don’t go into the ninth circle, and Cal will find you.

      I flinched as I got a closer look at the gates before they swung open. They were a dirty ivory colour, covered in soot from the river. But that wasn’t what shocked me. It was the fact that, up close, I could see it wasn’t made up of slabs of something like marble but from thousands upon thousands of bones that had been pressed together.

      The street the demon led me onto was bustling with activity. There were fights, fucking, and gambling happening on every corner. Every now and then, I spotted someone paler than the rest and often screaming. They must be the human souls, I realised with a wince.

      As we turned the corner, more and more souls appeared. They were being openly tortured, often by several demons, while others looked on, shouting suggestions for what they should do next.

      “What is this circle for?” I asked the demon marching at my side in a faint voice. He hadn’t been distracted by anything we’d passed, his eyes fixed ahead and his face a mask of boredom. Demons and human souls fled from his path. Was it because of who he actually was? Or was it Harlow’s reputation they were running from?

      “Lust,” he said.

      That would explain the sheer amount of fornicating happening around me, but maybe that was common through all of Hell? Hopefully, I would never find out.

      I couldn’t help it. My inquisitive nature forced out the question before I could wonder how much I should be talking. “What about the first circle—limbo?”

      “That’s on the other side of the river. Where the elevator left us.”

      I thought about the desolate fields and suppressed a shiver.

      The street opened into a big square packed to the rafters with demons and souls. Spotting my opportunity, I slowed my steps until I lagged behind Not-Harlow by a few feet. When the distance was great enough, I knew it was now or never. Taking a deep breath, I skirted to the left.

      The crowd swallowed me instantly. Moving quickly, I headed for one of the walls, only focusing on putting as much distance between me and Not-Harlow as possible. To my surprise, no other demons tried to grab me. In fact, they shrank away, some spotting me and running, which was…odd.

      With no time to ponder it, I sped up until I was running. An alleyway appeared ahead. Turning my feet towards it, I put on a burst of speed. Hopefully, there would be a doorway or something that I could hide in until—

      Thwack.

      The impact hit the small of my back, sending me sprawling on the floor. My palms grazed across gravel. Whatever had hit me had knocked all the air from my body. Gasping for air, I tried to scramble up.

      I wasn’t fast enough.

      A weight dropped onto my back, crushing me to the floor once more. A hand yanked my head up by my hair, making me bark out in pain.

      “What a slippery fellow you are,” a cruel female voice taunted me. “Not many people can see through my disguises. What gave me away?”

      “Fuck…you…” I spat from between gritted teeth.

      She gave a throaty laugh, making my skin crawl. “Sadly, I don’t think I’m your type.”

      There was a shift in the air, and suddenly a very different, very familiar voice was whispering in my ear. “How about this? Is this more to your liking?”

      Hearing Cal’s voice, even knowing it wasn’t actually him, made me pause instead of panic. Think, think. What would Cal do?

      My lessons with Cal and Harlow that morning came screaming back. Forcing my body to relax, I slumped to the floor, feigning defeat.

      “You humans are pathetically easy to control,” Cal’s voice coming from the other demon’s lips was several shades of wrong.

      Slamming my head upwards with as much force as possible, I smashed my skull into the demon’s face. She fell backwards with a shout, probably more from surprise than pain, but it worked.

      Rolling onto my back, I was able to bring my hands up in time to shield my face before the demon threw herself back onto me. Cal was gone, the demon now a beautiful woman. Straddling my hips, she pinned my wrists to the ground, her thick auburn hair coming loose from her bun as she snarled over me. She wore no armour, clad only in a detailed royal-blue tunic and tight leather trousers. “I was supposed to deliver you to Master in one piece, but he won’t punish me too harshly if you’re missing a limb or two. Think how Cal will react when…”

      I didn’t get to hear her prediction of how Cal would react.

      She gasped, her eyes widening as she looked down at the thin silver point of a sword piercing her chest. Blood bloomed on her tunic, spreading at an alarming rate.

      A handsome face popped over her shoulder to peer down at me, grinning widely. “Hello, you must be Oscar!”

      The stranger had electric blue hair falling in soft waves to his ears. Green eyes shone with kindness as he shoved the demon's body away from him and extended a hand down to help me off the floor. Dressed in armour with a pair of wicked swords peeking over his wings, he looked like he was prepared to walk into battle.

      “Who are you?”

      He sketched a mock bow. “Dagon, at your service.”

      I eyed his hand dubiously, staying on the floor. “Prove it.”

      He scratched at his head. “Um…okay. Have you heard the story about Mexico?”
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      To say things were going badly when Harlow and I arrived would be a gross understatement.

      Mori was pinned to the ground, fighting off countless demons. Blood streamed freely from his body, which wasn’t a good sign. It meant he was being injured faster than he could heal. He was totally overwhelmed. The only reason he’d likely lasted this long was that there were no higher demons among the attacking hordes. No doubt, these ones had been sent to knock him unconscious before dragging his body to the ninth. Mori hadn’t given up though. His arms were still swinging, one holding his scythe and the other blasting weak shots of fire.

      The smell of the river crept under my skin like a virus, making all my muscles tense. What was the opposite of homesickness? Because whatever that was, that’s what I felt as I glowered at the circles of Hell.

      “Where the fuck is Dagon?” I growled as we shot into the air, our wings flung wide.

      “I don’t know,” Harlow said with a huff as he brought his hands up in front of him. Moving them in a complicated pattern, he drew his energy from inside him and released it in a blast, eviscerating a third of the demons in an instant. Upon seeing us approach, several demons turned and ran in the other direction. “Focus on getting to Mori first, then we can worry about Dagon.”

      Letting out a roar, I sank into that place deep inside that was coated with blood and horror. Unsheathing my daggers from my sleeves, I threw myself into the melee.

      It didn’t take long for us to cut our way through to where Mori still fought. Relief shone on his face when he spotted us, and he began to attack with more fervour. The three of us moved in a synchronised dance of death. Bones were shattered, throats were slit, our power constantly pumping from us to ensure they didn’t get back up.

      Time passed in a blur of blood and screams. But the demons kept coming. And coming. At first, I didn’t pick up on anything else being wrong. My fear for my brothers, coupled with the adrenaline thrumming through my body, made me miss the early warning signs.

      It wasn’t until Oscar’s terror roared through my body with the force of a freight train that I realised something was seriously wrong. Pulling my dagger from a demon’s eye, I tugged on my power and released it in a rush.

      Demons around us were knocked to the ground, momentarily stunned. It would only buy me a few seconds, but it was enough for me to get my brother’s attention.

      “Oscar’s in danger! Harlow, is he in the club?”

      Harlow decapitated a demon with a snarl before his eyes went misty. They cleared, fear now shining there. “No. He’s not. He crossed the wards about ten minutes ago.”

      “Fuck!” I roared, pulling at my hair in desperation. “Why would he leave?”

      Mori’s hands came down on my shoulders and squeezed hard. “Cal. Pull yourself together. Use the bond. Find him.”

      Taking a deep breath, I reached for the thread that bound us, following it to the end. When I got there, all the blood drained from my face.

      “He’s here.”

      Harlow cursed as he swung his machete up and prepared to face the demons who were now getting back to their feet. “Is he hurt?”

      I shook my head in frustration. “No, but that won’t last long if he makes it across the river.”

      “On the plus side, he won’t be able to do that unless he’s flown across.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked Mori while simultaneously blasting fire at a few demons who were getting too close. I needed to cut a way through the demons to get to Oscar.

      Following the point of Mori’s sword, I cursed when I saw Ferryman approaching. A higher demon, he was normally relegated to transporting souls across the river. Dressed in a heavy black cloak which he claimed was to protect him from the heat of the river, he was the demon who had inspired the legend of the Grim Reaper. Harlow always joked that he wore the cloak because he was, and I quote, ‘fuck ugly’. None of us knew the truth. What I did know was that his arrival didn’t bode well. We needed to get out of here and find Oscar. Fast.

      “Dibs!” Harlow yelled, a wicked smirk carving his face.

      Mori and I moved to cover him, clearing a path as he ran directly at Ferryman. The two met in a clash of power and steel. They moved so fast that it was difficult to tell them apart. Ferryman had once dumped Harlow over the side of the raft mid-journey…it had taken his face days to heal.

      From the maniacal way Harlow was now swiping at the other demon’s face, he still held a grudge.

      My heart tapped out Oscar’s name with every beat, urging me to go to him. The arrival of Ferryman seemed to have galvanised the lower demons with extra confidence, and they swarmed over me like ants. Easily squashed, but so many in number they overpowered me. They were packed so close I couldn’t even get my wings open.

      “I could use some help over here,” I hollered, my blade singing as it cut through a demon’s neck.

      “Little busy myself,” Mori shouted back. Glancing over, I could see him blasting away demon after demon, each replacing the last in the blink of an eye. Harlow was too busy fighting Ferryman to answer.

      Another pulse of fear shot along the bond, making me want to scream in frustration. Oscar needed me. Now. I had to find a way to get to him.

      A bolt of lightning struck the ground.

      Everyone paused before snapping into action once more.

      Mori, Harlow, and I broke away from our fights as our opponents began to flee. Our shields reinforced themselves, scaling over our bodies like armour as we turned to face a new threat. Even Ferryman dropped into a defensive crouch, his azure shield shimmering atop his cloak.

      Only an archangel had the power to drop into limbo without using the portal. And generally, the arrival of an arch meant very bad things for any demon in the vicinity.

      Fortunately, as the smoke cleared, I recognised the man holding a shimmering sword in one hand and a whip in the other. As he strode over to us, his lips curved in a satisfied smirk as he eyed the backs of the fleeing demons.

      “Dimitri,” I said, sagging in relief as he drew closer. “I never thought I’d say this, but fuck, am I glad to see you.”

      “Dagon?”

      “We don’t know where he is.”

      “He didn’t answer the summons?”

      The three of us shook our heads. “Oscar is here though. I need to go…”

      Dimitri’s eyes widened in alarm, and he made a shooing gesture with the whip. “What are you waiting for? Go and save your man. We’ve got this from here.”

      Without another word, I spread my wings and soared into the sky. Below me, Harlow and Ferryman resumed their sparring while Mori and Dimitri cut through the few demons dumb enough to remain.

      Another beat of emotion fluttered across the bond, but I couldn’t tell what it was. As Oscar hadn’t accepted the mark, pain and fear were the only things strong enough to come through clearly. What did that mean though? What was happening to make him feel something strongly enough to send a message across the bond?

      I beat my wings harder, crossing the river and heading straight for the second circle. So long as Oscar wasn’t hurt, I had time. I had to get to him. There was no other option. And it wasn’t because my life would be forfeit if Oscar died, but because the world would be worse off without Oscar in it. In fact, it would be good if my soul departed with his because if I was here and he wasn’t, I would burn Heaven, Hell, and Earth to ashes out of spite.

      I’d promised I’d always keep him safe, and nothing, not even Hell itself, would make me break that promise.

      I slammed to a halt in mid-air. The bond told me Oscar was heading right for me—and fast.

      Sure enough, a figure shot out of the second circle, wings wide and black as night. My soul honed in on the smaller man clinging to my brother’s waist for dear life.

      Oscar.

      Darting forward, I snatched Oscar from Dagon’s arms. The second he was pressed against my chest, I felt like I could breathe properly for the first time since I’d left him in the club. He huffed a sob against my chest, his fingers digging into my skin as he pulled me closer. We clung to each other, suspended in the dark of the eternal night, praying never to be parted again.

      Running my hands all over him, I noted the cuts on his palms and the lump on the back of his head. When I lifted his chin, fury burned within me as I saw his black eye. When I spoke, my voice was deathly calm. “Who did this to you?”

      The answer came from my brother. “Kerine. Don’t worry. I dealt with it for you.”

      Tucking Oscar under one arm, I encircled Dagon with the other. I tried to pour everything I was feeling into the hug. Joy at seeing him after all this time. Grief at being apart from him for so long. Gratitude for saving the other half of my heart. I didn’t know if he got all of that, but there would be plenty of time for us to talk once we were back topside.

      “Thank you,” I whispered hoarsely. “Thank you for saving Oscar when I couldn’t and avenging him for me.”

      “Anytime,” Dagon said.

      I let him go so I could turn my attention back to Oscar. “Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      “Me?” he asked, his eyes filling with tears. “I’m fine. You’re the one who’s covered in blood. Are you okay? And Mori and Harlow?”

      I kissed his lips gently before answering. “We are all present and accounted for. No one is missing a limb, and Harlow even got to dish out some vengeance on a centuries-old grudge he’s been carrying around. It might not have gone to plan, but with Dagon here, we can go home. Father will have nothing to hold over us. We need to go now, though, before any other higher demons arrive.”

      Dagon cleared his throat, one hand rubbing his shoulder uneasily. “About that…I can’t leave.”

      Both Oscar and I frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I made a deal,” he said, his mouth turned down at the corners as he looked longingly at our brothers on the opposite riverbank. “I can’t leave unless one of you is in mortal peril. And you’ve just said it yourself. You’ve got it all tied up over there. Don’t worry about me though.” He gave us a wan smile. “I’m happy I got to see you again and meet Oscar, of course.”

      “No…surely we could…there must be something we can do?”

      Dagon shook his head sadly. “Don’t worry about me, brother.”

      No. We couldn’t be parted like this. Not again. Not when we’d only just gotten him back.

      Oscar cleared his throat. “Dagon, could you give us a second?”

      He inclined his head. “Of course.”

      When he’d moved a few feet away, Oscar spoke to me in a low whisper. “I have an idea, but you’re going to hate it.”

      “Then we aren’t doing it.”

      He stared deep into my eyes. “Do you trust me?”

      “Without question.”

      “Good,” he breathed. As he explained his plan in quick whispers, my grip got tighter and tighter around him.

      “Absolutely not,” I seethed. “There is no fucking way I am going to…”

      “Cal.” Oscar stopped me by pressing his fingers over my mouth. “I promise you, this will work. Trust me. We don’t have any other options. Please?”

      I sighed, but he was correct. We didn’t have any other options. As much as I hated this, I had to trust that Oscar knew what he was doing. “You better be right,” I said warningly. “You ready?”

      He gave me a shaky smile. “No, but let’s do it anyway.”

      Waving Dagon closer, I pressed a final kiss against Oscar’s forehead. “I hate that I’m doing this, but I love you. I love you for offering. I love you for risking everything to save my brother. I love every fucking thing about you, and I don’t want to wait another second to tell you. I love you, Oscar, and once this is over, I’m going to tell you every minute for the rest of eternity.”

      His eyes filled with tears and he opened his mouth to reply. I didn’t give him the opportunity, knowing that if he spoke what was in his heart, I wouldn’t be able to follow through with what he’d asked of me.

      Using all my strength and going against my every instinct, I launched Oscar into the air. He sailed wide, easily clearing the river. His face was grim and determined, but his terror echoed my own as he raced towards the stony ground in a freefall.

      Looking at Dagon, I spoke one word. “Loophole.”

      With my heart in my throat, I launched myself in the opposite direction.
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      Several thoughts floated through my mind as I soared through the air.

      First, Cal loved me.

      Second, Mori and Harlow were too far away to reach me in time.

      And finally…this was a stupid fucking plan that better work. Otherwise, Cal and I were about to be wiped from the face of every plane.

      It would work. It had to.

      Sure enough, several feet above the ground, a pair of arms encircled me once more, slowing my descent until I dropped to the ground with a gentle thud.

      “That fucking bastard!” Dagon’s eyes were wild as he released me. Mori and Harlow rushed over, their faces not much happier. “What the fuck was he thinking, throwing his mate into the air like that? What if I hadn’t been quick enough?”

      “It was the only way to get you across the river,” I explained. “You said the only way you could get around the deal’s magic was if one of your brothers was in mortal peril. Because I haven’t accepted the bond, if I die, so does Cal. Your magic recognised that and allowed you to save me.”

      “It was still a reckless plan,” Cal said as he landed softly beside me. He tucked me under his arm, his hands shaking slightly. “Even if you are secretly more reckless than the rest of us combined, I love you nonetheless.”

      There were quiet murmurs as Mori and Harlow took turns embracing their long-lost brother. They dashed unshed tears from their eyes as they held one another close.

      Leaving them to their reunion, I wound my hands around Cal’s neck. What I had to say couldn’t wait a second longer.

      “I love you, Cal. Before you, I was living half a life, but you have made me whole again. You’ve given me the confidence to embrace everything I once loved and the courage to be the person I want to be.” I took a deep breath, unsure if there was a protocol or something I should be following. Fuck it, I was just going to go with what felt right. “I’m honoured that you chose me to give your mark to, and nothing would make me happier than accepting your bond.”

      There was a hushed silence as though all of Hell was holding its breath. Three sons of Lucifer watched with fierce, tender grins while the fourth—the one I had just pledged my eternal life to—gaped at me in shock.

      “Really?” Cal whispered.

      “Really,” I said, going on tiptoes until I hovered an inch away from his lips. “I choose you, Cal. You are mine, and I am yours. I accept the bond.”

      Ruby-coloured light ensconced us as Cal pressed his lips to mine. Warmth rushed through me, and I gasped as I felt something new in my chest. Something joyful, light, and free.

      “Is that…?” I pressed a hand to my chest in wonder.

      “That’s the bond,” Cal murmured. “You can feel me, and I can feel you. We are connected. For all eternity.”

      There, on the outskirts of Hell, we bound ourselves together. Cal’s joy mirrored my own, thrumming through my body like a song. Nothing had ever felt more right.

      “As touching as this scene is, it’s not much better than doing it in the club,” Harlow interrupted, making me jump and blush. I’d forgotten anyone else was even there. “How about we get out of here before any other demons decide to come investigate?”

      A new voice spoke. “That won’t happen with all of us here, but I agree, we need to move out.”

      Dimitri joined our little circle, looking as battle-worn as the rest of them. He eyed Dagon warily, but beneath that, there was a desperate yearning.

      Dagon stared back at him, different emotions flickering over his face. Love. Hope. Pity. Sorrow. Regret. Betrayal.

      And then anger.

      Without speaking a word, he crossed the short distance between them. A flash of hope bloomed in Dimitri’s eyes.

      And was immediately extinguished as Dagon swung back one massive fist and punched him in the face.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, after a long shower with Cal, during which we both came twice, we all convened around Cal’s dining room table. With only four chairs available, I tucked myself onto Cal’s lap, his arms winding around me as though reassuring himself that I was there. No matter what might be thrown our way, so long as Cal was at my side, I knew everything would be okay.

      After knocking Dimitri to the ground, Dagon had marched off to the portal entrance without another word, leaving the rest of us in the dust. Dimitri had left soon after, unable to hide the pain in his eyes.

      By the time Dagon joined us at Cal’s, his affable charm was back. Watching him as he chatted with his brothers, I wondered how much of it was pretence. Something I’d learned about demons over the last few weeks was that they hid behind as many walls and barriers as humans did.

      With the bond, that was something Cal and I no longer had the luxury of. Instead of looking at it as a lack of privacy, I saw it as a wonderful thing. We would never need to guess how the other was feeling, never have to worry if we were doing something wrong. Even though Cal had gone to great pains to reassure me in the past, feeling the truth of it through the bond was special.

      Once the brothers had gotten the pleasantries out of the way, Harlow turned to Dagon and started in on the inquisition. “Why didn’t you come to Mori’s aid earlier?”

      “I was on my way,” Dagon said, rubbing his shoulder. “The moment I felt him at the gates alone, the other deal’s magic loosened its grip on me. But before I even got out of the ninth…it was like some instinct told me to go to the second. I knew, somehow, it was related to Oscar. That his life would be in far more mortal peril than Mori’s.”

      “But Mori left ages before that demon showed up at the club.” I bit my lip in confusion. “Why would the deal’s magic tell you to go to the second circle before I got there?”

      “Because it wasn’t the deal’s magic,” Cal explained, looking to Dagon for confirmation. When he nodded, Cal continued, “Demons are taught from a young age to listen to, and rely on, their instincts. That’s what made Dagon change course.”

      “And by the time I got there, you were obviously with Kerine because the deal didn’t stop me from trying to get to you. It didn’t divert me and send me to help Mori instead because you were in greater danger.”

      “I’m still confused,” I admitted. “Why would saving me negate your other deal? I’m not one of your brothers.”

      “You are,” Dagon said gently. “You wear Cal’s mark. My magic and soul recognise you as one of us. Now that you are bonded, you are as much a brother to me as the rest of these morons.”

      A lump formed in my throat. “That…that means a lot. Thank you. I don’t have much in the way of family, but I’d be honoured to call you my brothers.”

      In an uncharacteristic move, Mori reached across the table to pat my hand. “The feeling is mutual, Oscar. You coming into our life has changed everything for the better…and my instincts are telling me this is only the beginning.”

      “Brother isn’t bestie,” Harlow sniffed, “but I’ll take it.”

      “What are you going to do with yourself now that you’re topside?” Cal asked.

      Dagon scratched at his neck. “I was thinking I might find a place around here. I can’t see why you all picked Southampton. It was a trash heap a century ago, and I doubt it’s improved much since then.”

      “Yeah, I don’t imagine it has,” I said.

      Cal pinched my side. “Might I remind you that you chose to live here?”

      I batted his hand away. “Yes, because I fell in love with the school. Not because I love the area. Okay, so the common is nice. And there are lots of restaurants, cinemas, shops…all right, I take it back. Southampton isn’t that bad.”

      Dagon eyed me with humour. “Glad to hear it because I don’t want to be too far from these idiots for the foreseeable future.”
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        * * *

      

      “What time is he getting here again?” Cal asked, pulling the lasagne out of the oven and putting it on the side. Without pausing, he tossed the salad for the third time in five minutes, checked on the garlic bread, and bustled to the dining room to check on the table. His anxiety flickered across the bond as he bounced from task to task.

      It was a week after our little trip downstairs, and that was child’s play as far as Cal was concerned compared to what we were doing today. I’d never seen him this nervous, and it was freaking adorable. Following him into the dining room, I wrapped my hands around his waist and forced him to stop flitting around. “He’ll be here any minute now. Relax, he’s going to love you.”

      Cal blew out a breath. “But what if he doesn’t? I know how much Bailey means to you, and now you’re stuck with me for eternity. If he doesn’t like me, it’s going to make things awkward for you, and I don’t want that. I don’t want our relationship causing issues between you and Bailey.”

      I silenced him with a kiss. “The fact that you’re worried about it tells me that Bailey will love you. He wants me to be happy, and you make me very, very happy. Besides, you’re not the demon we need to be worrying about. It’s Harlow who needs to watch out. Bailey won’t stand for him stealing his bestie crown.”

      The doorbell rang, and Cal tensed up. “Shit, does he drink white wine? I only bought red.”

      “He drinks red,” I said, rubbing his chest. “In fact, why don’t you pour us all a glass while I go and let him in?”

      Leaving Cal to do that, I hustled down the stairs, cutting through the closed shop to the back door. Swinging it open, my heart leapt at the sight of Bailey on the doorstep. His blond hair was slightly longer than when he’d left, flopping across his forehead. With a crisp, golden tan, he looked as though his trip had stripped away years of stress. A grin split his face from ear to ear, his eyes lighting up as he took me in.

      “You’re here!” I threw myself at him. He caught me in his giant arms, sweeping me into a crushing hug.

      “Missed you, man.”

      “Missed you too,” I said, wiping away a few errant tears as he put me down. “God, so much has changed.”

      “I can tell,” he said, gesturing at me with a hand.

      I looked down at my outfit, one he’d seen me in a million times before. So far as I was aware, nothing physical had changed while he’d been away. “What do you mean?”

      His eyes were swimming with an emotion I couldn’t pinpoint. “You’re…glowing, Oscar. I’ve not seen you look so happy or relaxed in…well, in a very long time.”

      I blushed, stepping back through the door and indicating he should follow. “I guess you should meet the reason for that.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      Right. After telling Bailey about Cal, he’d insisted on meeting him at the earliest opportunity. Although they’d met briefly at the club, it didn’t really count in the same way. Normally, Bailey and I liked to give each other space in new relationships, not pushing to meet the partner until we knew it was serious. But after Joe, I could understand where Bailey was coming from.

      Besides, what Cal and I had was as serious as it got. Leading him up the stairs, I prepared to introduce my best friend to the demon I’d bound my eternal life to.
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      I breathed in through my nose as I heard Oscar and Bailey chatting on the stairs. I hadn’t been this nervous about meeting Hannah, but that was probably because I hadn’t planned on meeting her. If it hadn’t been for Oscar’s anxiety attack, that introduction would’ve been pushed back to a later date. And although I’d weathered the storm of questions she’d thrown my way, I suspected Bailey would be a harder nut to crack. I couldn’t blame him. He was the one who’d picked Oscar up after Joe and pieced him back together. That was something I’d be forever grateful for. I knew from speaking to Oscar that their relationship was special, and no part of me wanted to affect that in any way.

      Bailey entered the room a few steps behind Oscar. His eyes travelled over the set dinner table, the wine glasses, and the lasagne before falling on me. He was taller and broader than I remembered. He could probably give Mori a run for his money in the size department. Wearing a tight white V-neck shirt and slouched jeans, he didn’t look anything like the PE teacher I knew him to be. I’d half expected him to turn up in gym clothes, which shows why you shouldn’t stereotype.

      I crossed the room to greet him, stretching out my hand. “Hi, Bailey. It’s nice to meet you again.”

      “Likewise,” he said, reaching out to shake my hand. His voice had a hint of a Welsh accent that I’d missed that night in the club. I knew he and Oscar had met at Cardiff, but judging by his accent, Bailey had been a local boy. “Is that lasagne? It’s my favourite.”

      “Oscar may have mentioned something,” I said. “Don’t mistake this meeting as anything other than a total attempt to butter you up.”

      “Not something I’ve been offered outside of a hookup,” Bailey quipped, making me laugh.

      Oscar, however, was looking at his best friend in horror. “Please tell me you’ve never used butter as lube?!”

      “Less of the judgment, please. I’m not the one who had to be taken to A&E because he was too scared to buy a dildo, so he used a shampoo bottle instead.”

      I hooted at the scarlet flush on Oscar’s face as we took our seats at the table. “Tell me everything.”

      Oscar groaned, dropping his face into his hands. “Why did I think this dinner would be a good idea?”

      The evening passed in a flash as Oscar and Bailey regaled me with stories of their uni days. Over dessert—Oscar’s homemade tiramisu, which was so good I’d bring forth the apocalypse to protect it—Bailey filled us in on his travels over the summer. Oscar wiped tears from his eyes as Bailey described sneaking out of a guy’s apartment as his boyfriend returned.

      “It wasn’t funny,” he insisted as Oscar and I roared with laughter. “He didn’t tell me he had a boyfriend – there’s no way I would’ve gone home with him if I’d known! I didn’t have time to get dressed, so I climbed down the fire escape in my boxers. I lost my good Vans!”

      When the laughter died away, I fixed Bailey with a thoughtful glance. “You know, I was expecting you to have more questions about me. About us.”

      Bailey shrugged as he pushed his bowl away. “I’m a big believer in actions speaking louder than words. Oscar’s already told me about how you talked him through several anxiety attacks and encouraged him to start reading again. Hell, you even managed to get him to reach out to Hannah. That’s something I couldn’t do.”

      “That was all Oscar,” I said, reaching out to rub Oscar’s arm. “I didn’t do anything special.”

      “See, that right there,” Bailey said, turning to Oscar. “That’s what makes this guy different. He could’ve claimed all the glory for himself, but he turned it back to you. Fuck, man, he even made me my favourite meal to impress me. Most of your exes couldn’t even remember my name.”

      “He is kind of special,” Oscar said, giving me a sweet smile. His happiness radiated through the bond like early morning sunshine.

      Bailey snapped his fingers. “I forgot. I brought you a souvenir.” Digging in his pocket, he pulled out his car key, holding it out to Oscar. “Would you mind running down and grabbing it from my car? I think I left it in the boot.”

      “What did your last slave die of?”

      “Please,” he said, giving him big puppy dog eyes. “I’m way too full after the food.”

      Oscar took the key with a sigh. “I’m not stupid. I know you’re doing this to get me out of the way.”

      Bailey put a hand to his chest, and I had to fight the urge to snort at his faux hurt expression. “Moi? Would I do such a thing?”

      “Only on days ending with Y,” Oscar called over his shoulder as he left the room.

      When he was gone, all humour fell away from Bailey’s face. “Listen, I don’t know how much Oscar has told you about his ex, Joe—”

      “Everything,” I interrupted him. “He’s told me everything.”

      He blew out a breath. “Okay, that’s good. Joe is due to be released from prison next week, and I’m sure knowing what he did to Oscar to be put in there, you’ll understand why I’m…concerned.”

      I tapped my finger on the table. “You’re worried about him going after Oscar.”

      “Yes,” he said. “He was very…vocal to Oscar about what he would do if he testified against him. Something tells me he won’t have undergone some marvellous character reformation in the time he’s been in prison.”

      “I agree. Abusers like him rarely change.”

      “Exactly. Now, I can keep an eye on Oscar at work—walk him to and from his car and things like that. But I’m worried about when he’s at home…”

      I leaned back in my chair, folding my hands on the table. “I’m not going to ask you if I can trust you. Oscar trusts you, which is good enough for me. However, I will ask you if you would like to know what I’m about to tell you.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “That’s some cryptic shit right there. How will I know if I want the information before I get it?”

      “The information will make you satisfied that I will be keeping Oscar safe from Joe, but if you know about it, it might make you feel uncomfortable around me.”

      “Hit me with it. If it keeps Oscar safe, I honestly couldn’t give a fuck what you’re about to tell me.”

      Picking up the wine, I topped off our glasses before speaking in a matter-of-fact tone. “Once Joe’s released from prison, he won’t make it past the end of the road.”

      Bailey gave an awkward laugh which drifted into silence as I sipped my wine. “Wait…you’re serious?”

      “Deadly.”

      He rubbed a hand over his head. “What, are you in the Mafia or something?”

      “Something like that,” I said vaguely. “I can’t give you any more details, but trust me when I tell you that no one is better equipped to protect Oscar than I am.”

      Bailey exhaled heavily. “I can respect that. I’m not going to cry any tears over the guy. When I found him pummelling Oscar even though he was unconscious, I could’ve killed him. If I didn’t have my mum relying on me, I probably would’ve. I do have one question though. Will your…profession…put Oscar in danger? From either the authorities or anyone else?”

      “Never from the authorities,” I said. “From others…possibly. What I will say is that Oscar is better protected than you know. It’s not just me looking out for him now. I have three brothers who see Oscar as part of our family. They rival me in terms of protectiveness, and any of us would dive in front of a bullet for him.”

      “Good,” he said. “The more people Oscar has to love him, the better. God knows he deserves it.”

      “Agreed.”

      Oscar flew back into the room, a bottle in his hand and his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What are you guys talking about?”

      “Nothing,” we both chirped, matching smirks on our faces.

      Before Oscar could push us, there was the sound of a slamming door, followed by Harlow’s voice floating up the stairs.

      “We’re up here,” Oscar called back, putting his bottle of rum from Bailey on the sideboard before giving him a hug in thanks.

      Harlow’s voice entered the room before he did. “What smells so good? Honestly, I’m starving. I didn’t eat yesterday because I was too busy riding the most gorgeous specimen…”

      His voice trailed off as he entered the room and realised we weren’t alone. His eyes landed on Bailey, travelling over his biceps that were straining at his shirt sleeves and the stubble on his jawline. He gulped, seemingly lost for words.

      Bailey also stared at Harlow, his mouth slightly agape and eyes wide. Oscar and I exchanged bewildered glances. I’d never seen Harlow struck silent at the sight of a man, even one who ticked his boxes like Bailey. And from what Oscar had told me about Bailey, he wasn’t exactly shy when it came to men either. Yet, both were staring, caught in a bubble of tension neither was moving to break.

      Unable to stand the weird staring contest any longer, I stood to introduce them. “Bailey, this is my brother, Harlow.”

      Bailey shook his head, shaking off the stupor he’d sank into when Harlow had entered the room. His face broke into a sensual smile as he crossed the room and extended his hand to Harlow. “It’s lovely to meet you. I’m Oscar’s best friend.”

      Oscar snorted, no doubt waiting as I was for Harlow’s witty comeback about how Bailey had competition for that spot, but there was nothing. Harlow swallowed, his eyes not leaving Bailey’s face as he shook his hand. “It’s lovely to make your acquaintance,” he said finally.

      Oscar looked at me with eyebrows raised, and I shrugged, just as confused. Harlow never spoke so formally, but he was greeting Bailey as he would the Queen of England.

      “Harlow, are you okay?” Oscar asked.

      Oscar’s voice seemed to snap Harlow out of his reverie. Dropping Bailey’s hand like a hot stone, he backed up to the door. “Good. I mean…I’m good. Yep. Just remembered…I need to…”

      Before he could come up with an excuse, Harlow turned and bolted from the room and down the stairs. Barely a second passed before the door slammed shut behind him, showing he’d been so rattled he’d forgotten to move at a human speed.

      Bailey stood looking at the empty space where Harlow had been, looking like someone had just hit him in the face with a frying pan.

      Oscar looked at me and asked exactly what I was thinking.

      “What the fuck was that?”
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      The morning after Bailey’s visit, the shop was closed as it was a Sunday. Cal had agreed to go and view a house with Dagon. They’d invited me along, but I’d refused, insisting I go back to my flat and get some work done. The new term was lurking on the horizon, along with Joe’s release date. Strangely, that didn’t give me the same anxiety it once had. He’d held so much power over me, but that had changed. After everything I’d seen in Hell, nothing Joe could do scared me.

      “Sure you don’t want to come? Or I could cancel…” Cal offered, brushing light kisses along my jawline as I buttoned my shirt.

      “You can’t cancel. You promised Dagon you’d go with him. He doesn’t know the area, and fuck knows he can’t drive a car.” After having his wings on permanent display for a hundred years, Dagon was loathed to fly anywhere if he could avoid it. “And I have to get these schemes of work finished before term starts.”

      “What’s a scheme of work?”

      “It’s the plan for the term of what we are going to teach. Because I’m head of English, I have to design one for each unit, for every year group. Then the individual teacher plans their lessons based around it and differentiates for students with different abilities or needs.” I pecked him on the lips. I was tempted to go for a longer kiss, but if I did that, we would never get out of here, and Dagon didn’t strike me as the type to wait patiently outside. “If I don’t get the schemes finished this week, the teachers won’t be able to plan their lessons, and I’ll have a mutiny on my hands.”

      “Do you enjoy it? Being head of the department?”

      My nose wrinkled. “Honestly? Not really. The planning side of it is really interesting but labour-intensive. The management and admin sides of it are a complete ballache. I spend more time analysing data and preparing reports than I do actually teaching.”

      “Why don’t you go back to being a classroom teacher?”

      I sighed. “Money, Cal. My rent isn’t cheap, and I have bills to pay.”

      “Move in with me.”

      I drew back in his arms. “What?”

      “Move in with me,” he repeated, his thumbs rubbing my shoulders.

      “I can’t move in with you just because I need to save money,” I said. “And believe it or not, it’s not your job to solve all my problems.”

      “Believe it or not, it is my job. Your happiness is my job. Anyway, that’s not the only reason I want you to move in. You practically live here anyway, and I know you hate your place.” He tapped his nose, pretending to be deep in thought. “I’m sure there’s another reason…ah yes! You should move in with me because I’m desperately in love with you and the thought of you sleeping in a different bed makes me want to peel my skin off.”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “And here I was thinking Harlow got all the dramatic genes. Do you really mean it?”

      “I’ve willingly bound myself to you for all eternity. What makes you think I wouldn’t mean it?”

      Joy leapt in my chest, and I threw myself into his arms, my legs wrapping around his waist. “Every day, I thank my lucky stars you decided to stalk me home.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” he said. “I don’t care though. I would’ve stalked you every night for the rest of your life if it meant keeping you safe.”

      “I should probably tell you that’s crazy because it is,” I whispered. “But for some reason, your brand of crazy is fucking hot.”

      “Let’s hope it stays that way because you’re stuck with me for all eternity now.”

      “And thank fuck for that.” There was a banging at the door. “That’ll be Dagon. You better get that.”

      “I don’t know why he doesn’t let himself in like the other nosy gits. Are you sure you can’t work here?”

      “I can’t. My laptop and all my resources are at my flat. There’s no need to worry though. You said it yourself. Now that we’re bonded, I’m pretty much indestructible. Your dad has backed off, and Joe is still locked up in prison. I’ll be fine. Besides, look at it this way, the faster I pack up my flat, the faster I can move in here.”

      The grin that lit up Cal’s face was blinding. “I’ll come over tonight, and we can get your things together.”

      With that, he swept me up in a kiss, not breaking off until Dagon banged on the door again. I smiled at the demon who had saved me: heart, body, and soul. “I’ll see you tonight then. Now, go and let your brother in before he breaks down the door.”
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      Opening the door to my flat, I was expecting to need to push away a pile of post. It’d been a good few weeks since I’d been back. Strangely though, the door swung open freely. That was a bonus—no bills waiting for me. I stepped inside and closed the door, my nose wrinkling at the musty smell. I needed to get some windows open and air the place out.

      Dropping my duffel on the floor, I pulled my wallet and phone from my pocket, dropping them on the side table along with my keys. I froze, my fingers still outstretched over the table. There, next to my keys, was a neat stack of post.

      Unease prickled up my spine, and then there was hot breath on my ear as the voice of my nightmares began to whisper.

      “Have you missed me, pretty boy?”

      Cal’s presence slammed through the bond, reacting to my fear. I knew he was on his way. Joe couldn’t kill me now. I just needed to keep him busy until Cal got here.

      Then he’d get what he truly deserved.

      Joe’s hand came up to grip my biceps, and Harlow’s lessons kicked in. Jabbing my elbow back with as much force as I could muster, I lifted my foot and stamped on his instep.

      Joe stumbled back with a howl. I didn’t stop to look at him. Running to the kitchen, I scanned for anything I could use as a weapon. I zeroed in on the knife block, and my stomach baulked. I wanted Joe to hurt, but could I really do that myself?

      Hearing his heavy footsteps clomping across the floor, I realised I was out of time. Steeling my spine, I snatched the chef’s knife from the block and turned to brandish it at Joe as he entered the room. Prison didn’t look good on him. His expensive preppy hairstyle had grown long and greasy. His face was gaunt and his normally impeccable clothes were creased and stained.

      “Stay back,” I ordered, my voice hard.

      Joe’s face morphed into one of faux concern. “Pretty boy, what’s going on? I thought you’d be happy to see me. I went to so much trouble to persuade your neighbour to let me into the building. I even went to the effort of learning how to pick locks while I was…away. Look how useful that was. It’s almost like you didn’t want to see me. Don’t worry, baby. I’m here now.”

      He crept closer to me, backing me towards the counter. I kept the knife between us. “Why the fuck would I want to see you? You tried to kill me.”

      “That was a misunderstanding. I was scared. I didn’t want you to leave me.”

      “So you thought beating me to death was the way to go?” My voice raised in incredulity.

      “I never wanted to hurt you,” he crooned, stretching his hand out as if to grab my arm. I swiped the knife at him. “How can you stand there and accuse me of wanting to kill you when you’re the one holding a knife?”

      “We both know the reason I’m holding this is because you plan to hurt me.”

      “That’s not true, baby. I love you. I came here to remind you how good we can be together. I mean, look at this place.” He gestured in disgust to my tiny flat. “You can’t be happy here. You haven’t even bothered to unpack all your boxes. I know you’ve been waiting for me, baby, and I’m here now. It’s okay. I’ll take care of everything.”

      A bark of incredulous laughter came out. “You’ve got to be shitting me! I would rather die than get back together with you.”

      Joe’s face transformed, all benevolence dropping as evil took its place. “Well, that’s something we can arrange.”

      He moved fast, but I was faster. As he grabbed my arm holding the knife, I rammed my knee into his balls. When he doubled over, I drove my knee up again, this time into his nose like Harlow taught me. One thing I’d learned about demons during my self-defence lesson? They didn’t fight fair. Joe howled in agony, his hands flying up to cover his face. “You little fucking bitch! You’re going to pay for that.”

      Not bothering to give him a response, I grabbed a fistful of his hair and yanked him into a standing position. Pressing the knife against his throat with a snarl, I walked him backwards until his back hit the kitchen door.

      There was a flicker of fear in his eyes. “What are you going to do now, huh? You won’t kill me. Deep down inside, you know we belong together. Who else is going to put up with all your bullshit? You’re weak. You’re pathetic. No one else will ever want you.”

      That was where he was wrong. Cal had shown me how strong I was. He’d reminded me of the man I used to be…and that man would not be walked over by anyone ever again.

      I leaned forward to hiss in Joe’s face. “I’m not the weak and pathetic one here. You only had power over me because I allowed it. That will never, ever happen again. I am strong and worthy of love, not the piss-poor joke you thought you were showing me. You treated me that way because you were scared that one day I would wake up and see you for the garbage piece of shit that you are. Well, guess what, Joe? I’m wide awake now, and I’m not scared of you. You are the weak one. You are the pathetic one.” I felt a giddy sort of freedom rush over me at realising how little power Joe held over me. “You only feel powerful when someone doesn’t fight back. Well, here I am, fighting back. You can’t control or hurt me anymore.”

      He bared his teeth at me, his eyes spitting venom. “You think that now, but unless you slit my throat, you will never be free of me. We both know you aren’t going to do that. You don’t have the balls to. You will spend the rest of your days looking over your shoulder for me because you are mine.”

      “Actually, you’re wrong on both counts.” Cal’s voice spoke from behind me, more demon than human. His warmth covered my back, and I sagged against him. “Oscar is mine. He was never yours to begin with. You were just a mistake on his journey to meeting me.”

      Joe’s eyes flitted over my shoulder, and I couldn’t see the expression on Cal’s face, but whatever Joe saw there had him trembling in terror. Cal’s hand came up to take the knife from me. I dropped my hand away, letting him remove it. Cal tugged me gently to one side, putting himself between Joe and me.

      A glimmer of relief flickered in Joe’s eyes, but that was doused the second Cal pushed him back against the door. Pressing his body to Joe’s like a lover, Cal wrapped his hand around the back of Joe’s neck and began to apply pressure. Joe’s eyes widened in horror, his mouth falling open in a silent scream.

      “Oscar is more than capable of killing you,” Cal said conversationally, continuing to crush the bones in Joe’s neck. “But why would he, when he has me to do it for him?”

      Blood began to drip from Joe’s ears. His nose. His eyes. Cal brought his lips to Joe’s ear. “This isn’t the end. The only reason I’m not dragging this out longer is because you’ve got a whole eternity of pain awaiting you, and I can’t fucking wait for you to get to it.”

      With that, Cal closed the fist wrapped around Joe’s neck, snuffing his life out instantly.
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      Removing my hand, I turned to Oscar. He was frozen against the counter, his eyes bulging as he watched Joe’s body slump to the floor. His emotions ran through the bond at such a speed that it was difficult to grab onto them.

      “Sweetheart?” I said, approaching him cautiously with my hands raised. Perhaps killing Joe in front of Oscar hadn’t been the best idea, but when I’d entered and seen that bastard taunting him, I’d lost all sense of reason. If I’d scared or hurt Oscar, though, I’d never forgive myself. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have killed him here. Are you okay?”

      “Am I okay?” he asked slowly, his eyes lifting to mine. “No, I’m not okay.”

      My head dropped forward as regret surged through me. Oscar’s hand went under my chin, lifting my eyes to meet his.

      “I’m not okay,” he whispered. “I’m so much better than okay. I stood up to him. I fought him off. He doesn’t have any power over me anymore.”

      I pulled him to me in a rough embrace. “I’m so fucking proud of you, sweetheart. I couldn’t have asked for a better man to wear my mark.”

      “Thank you for killing him for me,” he whispered against my chest. “I could have done it…I would have, but…”

      “But you don’t need to. Killing leaves a stain on the human soul, even if the person in question deserves it.” I leaned my forehead against his. “My demonic soul, however, is a different story.”

      There was a pregnant pause before Oscar spoke again. “Does it make me a bad person that I’m happy he’s dead?”

      “No. It makes you human. Trust me when I tell you I’ve seen souls like Joe’s a million times in Hell. Abusers never change. Even if he left prison and never looked you up, eventually, he would’ve done the same to someone else. It might sound harsh, but some people don’t deserve to live. Joe was one of those people.”

      “And now he will be properly punished?” Oscar’s eyes sought mine out in confirmation.

      “He will, for the rest of eternity.” Especially once I had a few demons reach out to those downstairs with some special requests. They wouldn’t do it to help Dagon, but to punish a deserving sinner? That’s something they would be able to get behind.

      “Good,” he muttered before wincing. “Wow, that makes me sound like a horrible person. Guess there are no pearly gates waiting for me.”

      I kissed him gently. “Oscar, there’s no Heaven or afterlife waiting for you at all. Just a long, happy eternity here on Earth. With me.”

      He smiled up at me sweetly. “That’s where you’re wrong because an eternity with you at my side is my idea of Heaven.”
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      SIX MONTHS LATER

      Bidding my therapist goodbye, I made my way out into cold winter’s evening. Even though it was only five p.m., it was already dark outside. Pulling my coat around me, I shivered as I dreamed of warm summer days.

      My eyes fell on a shadowed figure leaning against the wall of the building opposite. Raising my hand in greeting, my lips curved up in a grin as I rushed across the road to push a kiss to Cal’s mouth. I tamped down on my excitement, not wanting Cal to sense it through the bond and suspect anything.

      “How did it go?” he asked, the same way he always did. Several months ago, when he’d realised the reason I wasn’t going to therapy was because of the extortionate waiting list, Cal had immediately booked me in with a private therapist. When I’d protested at the cost, Cal simply showed me one of his several bank accounts. Turns out Harlow was right. When you have an unlimited life span and a brother who understands stocks and investments, you really don’t need to worry about money. Not that I allowed Cal to spend more on me than necessary. I accepted his help with the therapy because I understood how important it was to look after my mental health. Cal’s refusal to accept any rent from me also meant I was able to step back into a standard teaching role at Christmas. I was finally back in the classroom full-time, and the weight it had lifted from my shoulders was astounding.

      “Good,” I replied. “It was really useful. We talked through some more stuff about Mum.” Liz, the therapist I’d been working with, had helped me get to the root of my anxiety and what had happened with Joe. I’d been amazed to discover how much grief I’d been holding on to after the death of my mum. With her help, my anxiety attacks were practically non-existent. Don’t get me wrong, I still had bad days. But as he’d promised, Cal was by my side during all of them.

      “I’m glad,” he said, tucking me under his arm. We made our way through the quiet streets, exchanging stories of our day as we went. He told me about an up-and-coming romance author booked in to do a signing, and I made him laugh with a story about my year elevens.

      “It was all going okay until Emma asked when they turned colour on.”

      Cal stared at me, his brow crinkled with confusion. “What does that mean?”

      “That’s what I asked her. She said, ‘well, all the photos I’ve seen of Elizabethan England are in black and white, so when did they turn the colour on?’”

      “Oh Satan,” Cal said, a hand coming up to cover his eyes.

      “It gets better,” I said with a grin. “One of the other students said they didn’t have colour photography until the twentieth century. I was about to point out that photography didn’t exist in Elizabethan England when Emma piped up again. She said that’s not what she meant. She meant when did humans start seeing in colour.”

      Cal stopped walking, his head falling back as his rich laugh washed over me. “She did not.”

      “She did,” I said. “Bless her heart. She honestly thought the world was black and white until, one day, someone turned the colour on. She’s very intelligent, but she occasionally comes out with corkers like this.”

      “Did you go back and explain about the lack of photography equipment?”

      I gave an indulgent grin, thinking about how great my students were. “No, there wasn’t time. Not one person mocked Emma for her question. Instead, we dove straight into a debate about how we know if we perceive the world in the same way.”

      “They’re lucky to have such an awesome teacher like you,” Cal said, squeezing me to him.

      “I don’t know about that,” I said, flushing. “Anyway, I’ll build in a starter next week about historical context. Good thing I have your brains to pick, old man.”

      My heart picked up as we approached the bookshop. It had taken me a while to put together, and trying to hide anything from Cal with the bond between us was damn near impossible. With Bailey and Cal’s brothers' help, we’d pulled it off. Bailey wasn’t here tonight though. He’d originally offered to help set up, but once he’d heard that Harlow would be there, he’d dipped out.

      None of us knew what had happened between them, but they were both frustratingly tight-lipped. All we knew was that Bailey tensed up whenever Harlow was mentioned, and Harlow had been moping around ever since. They claimed nothing had happened, but their behaviour and lack of bed partners for both of them over the past few months suggested otherwise.

      Shucking our outerwear and shoes off on the porch, I stepped back to let Cal enter the shop first, smiling as he came to an abrupt stop. Lil Nas X’s ”That’s What I Want” filtered quietly through the air and hundreds of tealight candles were scattered around the shop, casting a dim glow over everything. I was sceptical about the risk of doing this in a bookshop, but Harlow assured me he could use his powers to stop anything catching alight.

      “What the—”

      “I know you say you’re not a big fan of romance,” I said, stepping around Cal to take his hands in mine. “But I think you’re a sneaky liar. I know for a fact that you read as many romance books as I do, and the way you are with me, the way we live our lives…you show me how romantic you are with every heartbeat.”

      Cal was speechless as I led him over to the rug by the romance section—the one he’d needed to replace several times due to the dead bodies Kerine kept leaving there. Since our visit to Hell, the rug had stayed unsullied. As the brothers had predicted, without Dagon downstairs, Lucifer had nothing to threaten them with. None of us was suffering under the illusion that he had gone away forever, but it was something we tried not to worry about. And now that I was bonded to Cal, I was as difficult to kill as he was. No other demons had come calling, and life had been…calm. Happy.

      Laid out on the rug was a steaming pot of chilli—the first meal Cal had ever cooked for me. Plates and cutlery awaited us, along with a generous bowl of grated cheese. Naturally.

      “This is…” Cal said softly. “You didn’t need to do all of this for me.”

      “I know I didn’t. But I wanted to. You spend every day trying to make me happy. You give me everything I’ve ever wanted, everything I’ve ever needed.” I took a deep breath, holding his hands tight in mine. “That night when I came to the club, this song was playing. I remember standing there, wishing I had a partner I could come home to after work. An equal who would support and challenge me but never threaten me. Someone who would lift me up, not crush me beneath his heel. And then, before the song finished, I met you. You are all of those things and so much more. You’re all I ever wanted, and I thank my lucky stars every day that Bailey dragged me out that night.”

      “That day in Hell was one of the worst of my life. The fear I felt over possibly losing you is something I hope I never experience again. However, it was also one of the best because it’s when I stopped fighting this, stopped fighting us.” Dragging in a shaky breath, I dropped to one knee. Cal gasped, his hand covering his mouth as tears filled his eyes. Pulling the ring box from my pocket, I opened it, revealing the platinum ring nestled inside. “It occurred to me that while you chose to mark me, and I chose to accept the bond, that wasn’t the same as me choosing you. You hold my heart and soul in your hands, and I will spend every day of the rest of eternity trying to make you happy in the same way you do with me. So this is my way of showing you that I choose you too.”

      Tears were falling freely down both our cheeks now. “Cal, I will choose you every day, over everyone and everything else. Will you do me the honour of becoming my husband?”

      “Yes.” His voice was thick with emotion. “I want to be yours in every way possible. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      The moment I slipped the ring on his finger, Cal had me in his arms. Pressing me against the nearest wall, his mouth was hot and hungry as it met mine. Our tears mingled as we poured all our love into our kiss, and I knew I’d never been happier than in that moment. Cal’s joy echoed mine through the bond, overwhelming me with its intensity.

      Before we could go too far, cheers from the shelves reminded me we weren’t alone. Cal broke away and looked at his brothers. Dagon and Mori had huge shit-eating grins on their faces while Harlow dabbed at his eyes with a white handkerchief. “We’re getting married!”

      “Congratulations, man,” Dagon said, clapping him on the back before pulling me into a hug. The moment he released me, Mori caught me in a bone-crushing hold.

      “Thank you for making him so happy,” he whispered in my ear.

      Stepping back from his embrace, I faced a crying Harlow. When I opened my arms to him, he dramatically flung his hands around my neck. I patted his back. “Hey, what’s this for? I thought you didn’t ever cry!”

      “I’m just so happy,” he said between sobs. “What you guys have is special. I’m trying not to be jealous…honestly.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, Harlow, you wouldn’t be you if you weren’t a bit jealous. And don’t worry, your person is out there waiting for you.”

      He pulled back sadly, shaking his head. “No. Love like this isn’t on the cards for me.”

      Before I could contradict him, Cal pressed his body against me from behind. Lust hit me through the bond, Cal’s desire for me pulsing like an electrical current. The heat of his erection burned into my lower back, and I groaned in response, my hands coming down to cover myself.

      “As thrilled as I am that you were all here to witness this,” Cal drawled at his brothers, “you have twenty seconds to see yourselves out before you witness more than you bargained for.”

      There was laughter and shouts of congratulations as they heeded Cal’s warning. Alone in the shop, Cal kissed his way down my neck, his hands moving to strip me of my clothes. My head lolled back against him, revelling in his touch. No matter how much I got of him, it was never enough.

      When I was naked before him, Cal continued mapping my body with his mouth. Working his way down my back, he planted hot kisses that had my pulse racing. Without a word, he pushed gently on my back until I was leaning on a nearby chair, my arse in the air.

      He ran his hands over my rear in a caress. I looked over my shoulder to find him kneeling at my feet. His eyes were hungry, almost feral. “You’re mine.”

      “I’m yours,” I panted. He parted my cheeks, leaning in, and I almost swallowed my tongue. “And you’re mine.”

      “Always,” he breathed over my hole. Then he dove in.

      Within minutes, he’d reduced me to a babbling, boneless puddle of need. At some point, he managed to locate some lube, and his hands joined his tongue in destroying me.

      “Cal,” I gasped, a familiar tingle shooting down my spine. “Close. I’m too close.”

      His hand shot up to wrap around the base of my cock, stopping my orgasm in its tracks. Frustration shot through me before I could stop it, and Cal’s hand loosened.

      “I can make you come like this if you’d prefer?” he offered, running his tongue over my hole in a gentle caress.

      “No, I want you inside me. I need you inside me. Now.”

      He nipped at my cheek before withdrawing and standing. Ripping his clothes from his body without a care for the material, he swept me into his arms and brought his lips to mine, not breaking away as he lowered me to the rug.

      We’d had sex in so many ways and in so many positions, but it had never felt quite like this. There was a newness, an intensity in the way we worshipped each other, there on the floor of his shop.

      Cal breached me in a swift movement, his body covering mine. Skin to skin, our bodies moved together in a heady mix of lust and sweat. Lowering his weight to his elbows, Cal joined our hands together over my head. I brought my legs around his back, my ankles joining together and pulling him closer to me. There wasn’t an inch between us as we moved in tandem, my cock grinding against his stomach, adding another level of pleasure. His tongue thrust in time with his hips, taking me higher and higher with every motion.

      “I didn’t think I could love you more,” Cal rasped against my lips as his pace increased. “But seeing you there, on your knees, choosing me, I think you stole my heart all over again.”

      His words propelled me over the edge. My head fell back as my orgasm slammed into me, whiting out my vision for a second. Cal followed me over the edge with a roar, sagging down on me as he often did.

      When I’d caught my breath, I stared deep into his eyes, seeing my own heart reflected back at me.

      “I will choose you every day for the rest of eternity.”

      His lips met mine once more, and everything else faded away.
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        Thank you for reading Devil’s Mark. As Cal says, reviews are the lifeblood of an indie author. So if you have time, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Cal and I would be eternally grateful…
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