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      When you make a deal with a devil, you must prepare to face the consequences…

      MORI

      I’ve loved and lost once before, and it nearly destroyed me.

      One might think I’d be scared to try again, but since discovering the existence of fated mates, I’ve waited on tenterhooks for mine to appear.

      Fate, apparently, is content to keep me in suspense.

      When a nervous human brokers a deal to find his brother, I can’t refuse. My tracking days are over, but there’s something about River that makes me want to get back in the game. Besides, it’ll be a good distraction from waiting for my dream guy.

      It quickly becomes clear that River isn’t all he seems. And even worse…I can’t deny the attraction between us. But can I go there when I can’t promise River forever?

      RIVER

      I’ve always been a liar…but this might be the most dangerous lie I’ve ever told.

      Making a deal with a son of Lucifer to track my brother is a bad idea. Especially since he currently holds the number one spot on Mori’s hit list.

      I’m asking for trouble.

      But I’m out of options. Blaise’s death creeps closer every day, and despite his past misdeeds, I have to save him. Even if it means pretending to be a human, when I’m anything but.

      The more time Mori and I spend together, the harder it is to hide my true identity. How can I when he’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner?

      There’s no point dreaming of a future with Mori. Even if he forgives my deception, he has a fated mate out there somewhere.

      And it isn’t me.

      

      Deal With the Devil is an exhilarating, forced-proximity M/M paranormal romance with a HEA and no cliff-hanger. It is the third book in The Reckless Damned series, which is best enjoyed in order due to the overarching plot. Each book focuses on a different couple and will have a HEA.

      CW: references to off page domestic abuse and anxiety attacks. Includes references to torture and murder. One scene of homophobia, including the use of a homophobic slur.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1922

      

      

      I never thought this day would come. Never thought there would come a time when my brothers and I would stand up to our father and say enough was enough.

      But here we were. The odds of us walking away from this were slim to none, but I’d known the second the command left my father’s lips that I had no other alternative.

      You’re too close to the human. Kill him.

      I hadn’t expected my siblings to support me, but I should’ve known better. Even without the deal we’d made aeons ago to protect each when we were in mortal peril, we always had each other’s backs.

      Refusing to kill the human I was in love with? That definitely qualified as mortal peril.

      Father lounged on his throne, a goblet loosely held in one hand as he lazily perused us. You’d be forgiven for thinking this was a casual conversation…until you looked at any other demon in the room. The inner circle ranged around the walls, weapons already drawn, shields in place.

      They knew what was coming.

      So did we.

      There was no way I was backing down.

      “What do you mean, no?” Father drawled the question like he was completely unbothered by the answer. He couldn’t hide the fury in his eyes though. Once upon a time, it would’ve sent me running for a corner to hide in.

      Those times were in the past.

      “I mean, no. I will not kill Eric.”

      “I can’t understand why you’re refusing this,” he said with faux amusement. My brother, Harlow, bristled next to me. We all knew, Father included, exactly why. This was all a game, an elaborate dance Father was conducting before he unleashed his wrath.

      I wasn’t about to follow the steps. I’d often done so before, but this time, I was dancing to my own tune. “And I can’t understand why you’re asking me to kill an innocent.”

      “Mori’s right,” Cal interjected, stepping forward. As the oldest, he was the one we often let speak for us. “To do so would be to break the treaty with Heaven. We cannot harm an innocent.”

      Lucifer snorted, throwing his goblet against the wall, narrowly missing a demon. She didn’t flinch, knowing better than to give Father a reaction when he was in this mood. “Innocent? Is that what we call fucking a demon?”

      My jaw twitched, but I refused to rise to his bait. “Eric doesn’t know anything about us. He thinks I’m an ordinary human, just like him.”

      Father unfolded his massive frame from the chair like we had all the time in the world. Which I guess, being demons, we did. It was more about the theatrics. He wanted us to take this time to reconsider. To think about what would happen next.

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. I’d known what it would mean the second I’d refused him. He wouldn’t let this go unpunished. I’d bear it though. For Eric. For love.

      It was worth it.

      Part of me wanted to look at my brothers. To plead with them to let me do this alone. Remind them they didn’t need to suffer his wrath for me. But that’d show weakness. So I kept my gaze locked forward and trusted they knew what they were doing. We’d learned a long time ago to hide our closeness. Our love. Just like we’d learned to hide any feelings that weren’t wrath and vengeance.

      I thought I’d done enough to hide my feelings where Eric was concerned. I’d been so careful to keep him hidden from this world, from this part of my life.

      But this was a painful lesson in how I’d failed.

      Father stopped a few paces in front of us, just out of reach of our swords, as he considered us. His coal-black hair fell loosely down his back, disappearing against his wings that were always on display. As he never ventured topside, he didn’t feel the need to hide them. He was proud of who he was, of what he had done. Legend had it that he was once the most beautiful of all supernatural creatures. God’s most revered angel. To look upon his face was to fall in love.

      I’d never been able to look at him and see anything other than evil. Hate. Fear. Rage. And yes, that was likely to be expected, given he was Satan, but to me, that was only the beginning. He was the embodiment of everything I hated. Everything that was wrong with the world. I could never forget that he had taken his innocent sons and crafted them into weapons capable of the most heinous tortures. Weapons only he could wield.

      Well, no more. That stopped today.

      Being topside, meeting Eric, had shown me we could be so much more.

      “If this…human,” Lucifer spat out the word as if it were rotten, “means so much to you, then why haven’t you marked him?”

      Something at the base of my neck tingled as I struggled to keep my face impassive. That was the fucking question of the hour. The one that kept me awake at night, holding Eric tight in my arms as I wondered why.

      The truth was, I had tried to mark him. Several times. But it never took. I had no idea why. It went against everything we’d been taught. We were supposed to be able to mark the being of our choice as our mate, binding them to us for all eternity.

      But with Eric, it hadn’t worked. If it had, this whole situation could’ve been avoided. Mates were sacred. Father could no more command me to harm my mate than he could walk into Heaven.

      I couldn’t admit that to him though. Not only would it be more proof of what a failure I was, but it’d also reveal that Eric could never be fully under my protection. I wouldn’t risk that. “That is none of your concern. Regardless of my relationship with him, Eric is an innocent. I will not hurt him.”

      “Why are you even asking for this?” Harlow fired at him hotly. “What’s one more human life to you?”

      Father advanced on Harlow, but my brother wasn’t afraid. If anything, his smile grew wider as he watched his approach. “It’s not about the human at all. It’s about your brother’s loyalty, which should be with Hell, along with your own. But you already know this. You’re just trying to buy time. Playing stupid with others might work, Harlow, but not with me. Remember, I taught you everything. Gave you everything. And I can take it away with a click.”

      “Then why haven’t you?” Cal drawled, matching Father’s energy perfectly. “It couldn’t be anything to do with the fact you weren’t expecting the rest of us to back Mori.”

      Father stared at Cal, the flick of his fingers the only sign of displeasure. We were so attuned to his tells that it was enough of a signal. The demons against the wall began to ready their attack as my brothers and I poured our powers into our shields, preparing for the onslaught.

      Dagon was shifting next to me, shaking his head slightly. His whole body began twitching like he was trying to knock off a fly. Before I could wonder about it, Father spoke.

      “You know what this means,” he said, taking a step back as his own shield snapped into place. “If you refuse this, refuse me, and I will have to act. I cannot allow insubordination from anyone…even if you are my sons.”

      If any of us dared to move, I would’ve guaranteed we’d all have rolled our eyes. His sons? That hadn’t ever gotten us any preferential treatment—only harsher punishments. We weren’t only used to keep others in line with our skills but to be an example by how Father dealt with us. We’d all heard the whispers—if he could do that to his own sons, imagine what he’d do to us.

      None of us spoke. I began the deep dive into my power, knowing I’d need every ounce of it if I was going to return to Eric’s side.

      “Well…?” Father asked, his own power curling around his fists. “What’s it going to be?”

      This was it. There was no going back after this. The thought was…thrilling. Exhilarating.

      Even if I knew I was unlikely to survive, at least I’d go out on my own terms.

      My voice rang out clearly. “I will not kill him. I refuse to follow your orders. I refuse.”

      He bristled, his jaw clenching. He turned from me, a dismissal if ever I’d seen one. Now, his calculating gaze fell on my siblings. We were on his turf, something that worked to our disadvantage. If we went against him, one on one, we wouldn’t stand a chance unless we were topside. Down here, his powers outstripped ours.

      The four of us going against him? Well, those odds went in our favour. That wasn’t a gamble he was likely to take. Not only that, but he needed at least one of us down here to keep the inner circle under control. He would never admit to it, but he needed us to keep his throne. I could see the deal he would offer seconds before he opened his mouth.

      “Very well. Mori, you’ve made your decision, and your eternal life will be the price you pay. The rest of you, though, if you step aside now, I’ll forget this indiscretion.” Lucifer gestured with his hand like he expected them to fall in line and clear the way to get to me.

      My pulse picked up as I held my breath, waiting for their decision. If it was just because of me, I’d tell them to go. To save themselves and let me pay the price for daring to want something…more. Better.

      But this was just the final domino. Father was knocking it down, not expecting everything else to tumble after it. The four of us had grown to love life topside. I wasn’t the only one who’d discovered there was more to life than hate and torture. None of us could bear to be under Lucifer’s control any longer, Dagon especially. Of all my brothers, he was always the one who’d rebelled the most.

      They didn’t confer. Didn’t so much as exchange a glance.

      No. They simply closed ranks around me. Fierce joy swelled in me at their show of solidarity. We each pulled out our weapons. Even Cal, who preferred to use his bare hands, had deemed the situation dire enough to use a sword.

      “You’ve made your choice then.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I won’t let you hurt Mori, and I refuse to serve you any longer. Hell will have to cope without its butcher.” Cal’s loss would hit Father the hardest, and he couldn’t hide his anger at his eldest son’s declaration.

      Harlow went next. “Even if you hadn’t threatened to kill Mori, which, by the way, will never fucking happen while we are around, it turns out being topside is better than being stuck down here with you pricks. So yeah, you can take your shitty orders and choke on them.”

      Father bristled but turned to Dagon, not even acknowledging that three of his four sons were turning their backs on him. His shoulders had tightened, though, showing he hadn’t missed the whispers from the edges of the room. Without us here, he would be significantly weakened. If he let us get away with this insubordination, he’d open himself up to demons refusing his orders left, right, and centre.

      Essentially, he was between a rock and a hard place.

      Not that I gave a fuck. He was the one who’d backed himself into this corner by making a demand he knew I’d refuse. He’d always seen me as a failure. The weakest of the four. The whispers around the ninth circle were that his hatred stemmed from my taking so much after our mother. I’d secretly suspected he’d been looking for an excuse to get rid of me for centuries.

      Dagon took a shaky step forward, and alarm shot through me when I saw the sweat running down him. To my surprise, he sheathed his sword. His hands twitched like he wanted to grab it back out, but something stopped him. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words emerged. This strange behaviour went on for a moment or two before his shoulders slumped, all the fight going out of him. What the fuck was going on?

      When words finally did leave his mouth, they weren’t what any of us expected. With the twisted bitterness in his tone, something told me they weren’t what he expected to say either. “I can’t let you hurt Mori, and I won’t kill his human for you, but I won’t refuse any other orders. I’ll stay in Hell where I belong.”

      Triumph flared in Father’s eyes. I couldn’t help but whip my head around to look at my brother, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. I glanced over my shoulder to see both Low and Cal looking at him with similarly shocked expressions. Of the four of us, Dagon was the one who hated it here the most. The one who took whatever mission offered, no matter how tedious or dangerous, just so he could escape for a while.

      We didn’t have time to argue or question him, not when Father cracked his neck and let his mouth spread into a dangerous grin.

      “Let’s begin.”
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        1958

      

      

      I landed in my garden and smiled at the dim bulb shining in the window. Eric believed these little trips were related to my merchant business, and every time I had to go away, he would leave a light on for me. Whenever I landed and saw it, I felt so damn happy that I’d decided to stand up to Father that day. Our life together hadn’t been perfect, but there was no doubting our love for one another. Eric was everything I wasn’t—gentle, thoughtful, timid. When I’d first seen him in the park all those years ago, he’d reminded me of a delicate flower. Beautiful, but fragile. I’d immediately felt the need to protect him, and nothing had made me happier. It’s what kept me from telling him about my true nature. I didn’t want anything to ever upset him. I’d even used a mild compulsion over the years so he thought I was ageing at the same rate as him. He groused about his wrinkles and grey hair, but I still loved him then as much as the first day I’d seen him.

      Society was far from accepting of relationships like ours. Thanks to my compulsion skills, I could shield Eric from unwanted attacks or attention. We didn’t often venture out into general society, preferring the cosiness of our home. Our time was spent together or with my brothers and the few friends we trusted enough to be open around.

      We didn’t hide our love, nor did we flaunt it. It made me rage that we had to keep it under wraps when we did go out in public. I knew it upset Eric as well, even if he hid it better than I did.

      Hopefully, one day, we wouldn’t have to hide. I could only dream of the day we’d be able to walk the streets hand in hand without drawing attention or censure.

      The most galling thing was how humans used religion as their reasoning. Taking God’s name in vain was a sin, but they were sure quick to do it when it suited them. It made me laugh when they used the Bible as their justification. Like it hadn’t gone through various translations and rewrites over the years.

      And who was it who wrote it in the first place?

      That’s right—humans. Humans with an agenda and a narrow view of society they would do anything to protect.

      The only thing that stopped me from smiting them daily was knowing what awaited them in the afterlife. Loving someone of the same gender wasn’t a sin…but guess what was? Hate. Judgment. Using God as an excuse to punish others.

      And because of that, my former…associates would one day punish them.

      Even though we’d stepped away from Hell over three decades before, there were times when we needed to get involved in some supernatural drama. This had been one of those times. Normally Cal or Harlow would go. None of us acknowledged it aloud, but there was no denying that Eric was getting older. With every year that passed, I’d offered to go less frequently, and my brothers never asked, not wanting me to miss any precious moments with him.

      This weekend, though, Harlow had been dealing with the aftermath of a vampire killing spree in Cornwall while Cal was in Spain, negotiating a peace treaty between two warring mage clans. When news had come of a werewolf cub in Aberdeen kidnapped by a rival tribe, I’d had no choice. Tracking was my special skill, so regardless, it would’ve made sense for me to go.

      Fortunately, it took less than a day for me to locate the cub and reunite her with her parents. Another hour had me doling out punishment to the wolves as a reminder to not step out of line again before I flew back home to my love.

      “Eric,” I called as I let myself in the back door. “I’m home.”

      There was no response. That wasn’t unusual. Eric was often asleep at this time of the evening.

      That knowledge didn’t stop the sudden foreboding that rushed over me. My instincts, which had always been so silent where Eric was concerned, were suddenly urging me forward.

      I flew through our home, the rugs snagging under my feet. I rushed past all the portraits Eric had painted for us over the years. Scenes of our life together—how we’d looked when we first met, our first home, us with my brothers, looking into each other’s eyes as we laughed—blurred into one as I tore down the hall, shouting his name.

      I looked into each room as I passed, but they were all empty. The drawing room, the library, his studio…each had the curtains drawn. Everything closed down for the evening.

      He’s probably just asleep, I rationalised. He’s shut the house up and gone to bed, like usual.

      My steps slowed as I approached our bedroom door. The buttercup-yellow paint seemed to taunt me, the memory of Eric’s face as he painted it swimming in front of my eyes.

      “See? I knew this colour would be perfect. Even you can’t look at this in the mornings and still be grumpy.”

      He’d grinned up at me sweetly, a smear of paint over his cheek making him look so adorable that I’d tackled him to the floor with a growl. We hadn’t even cared about the mess we made of the paint as we made love on the hallway floor. If I lifted the rug, I knew I’d still be able to see the stains.

      The silver doorknob danced in my vision as I fought back tears. Everything was about to change. I knew, deep down, that this was the moment I’d been dreading. The moment that taunted me each time I’d tried to tie Eric’s immortality to my own and failed.

      I willed my hand to reach up and grab it, but I couldn’t. There was a yawning ache in my chest, like part of my heart had been ripped out, never to return.

      Maybe if I didn’t open it, it wouldn’t be true.

      But I knew that wasn’t the case. Some demonic part of me knew that Eric was gone. That I’d find his body there, but not his soul.

      With a trembling hand, I summoned all my courage and grabbed the handle, opening the door in one swift movement.

      The curtains were open, the lamp he’d left on for me throwing enough light over the bed to see him. He was peaceful in death, just as he’d been in life. His hands were folded over his thin chest, his eyes closed with a serene expression.

      There was no sign of a struggle. No scents of a supe.

      Eric hadn’t been taken from me by my enemies but by his own mortality.

      Because I’d failed him. I couldn’t stop him from ageing. I couldn’t keep him forever.

      No matter how much I wanted to.

      A choked sob broke from me. I crossed the room in a flash, scooping his frail body into my arms. Even knowing it was useless, I tried again and again to give him my mark.

      Just like I had every night since the first day I’d met him.

      But like every other time, it didn’t work.

      Eric was gone. Lost to me forever. There’d be no hell for him, no chance of a reunion in the afterlife.

      I was alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      River

      I was such a fucking liar.

      One day, possibly today, it was going to get me killed.

      I mean, this wasn’t news to me. I’d spent my life hiding something for one reason or another. I’d even done so in situations so risky that, in retrospect, I questioned my sanity. Honestly, I often wondered how I’d made it to the grand age of one hundred and fifty-two with all my limbs intact.

      I had to admit that all those other times made my current plan look like child’s play. It wasn’t every day that you walked into a club owned by the son of Lucifer and proceeded to ask him if you could make a deal to save your brother.

      The same brother he would absolutely kill on sight.

      Justifiably so, to be fair. When I’d heard that Blaise had killed the mate of a demon, albeit accidentally, I’d tried to track him down to knock some sense into him. With our clan being decimated by ghast attacks, I’d been overseas trying to learn something…anything that might save us. My clan and Blaise were the only family I had, and I’d never been someone who lived in solitude. I needed those bonds, that sense of camaraderie, to keep me grounded.

      What I hadn’t counted on was Willow, the mate of our clan leader Anya, being taken. It set off a chain of events that would’ve never happened if I’d been around. And what had it achieved? Nothing. Willow and Anya were dead, the rest of our clan was scattered to the wind, and Blaise had incurred the wrath of the sons of Lucifer. Honestly, I should know better than to leave my twin unsupervised. I definitely got the lion’s share of the intellect when it came to our DNA.

      Even if Blaise hadn’t meant to kill him, you don’t fuck around with a supes mate…especially if said supe is the son of fucking Satan. I love my brother. I do. But he can be a fucking moron.

      Regardless, he was still my brother. And now, the one thing I’d feared had happened.

      Blaise had been taken by the ghasts.

      I had to save him. With the few remaining clan members in hiding—like that would do anything to help them—he was all I had left. I’d do anything to protect him, including making a deal with the devil himself.

      Or, more accurately, his six foot three, tattooed, square-jawed, looks-like-he-walked-out-of-my-wet-dreams son.

      I entered the club with my plan in place. Fortunately, the similarities between Blaise and myself were limited. We were both tall, but where he was bulky, I was all lean muscle. My hair was darker and shorter, always styled, unlike Blaise’s unruly mop. The one thing we shared was our grey eyes, but I doubted the demons would notice such an insignificant detail.

      While I wasn’t concerned with them realising I was Blaise’s twin, being a mage would be enough to get the demons’ guards up. Which was why I didn’t plan on them finding out until Blaise was safely back at my side. I’d used a glamour to hide my true nature, making me appear as an ordinary human. That, coupled with the timid, nervous persona I’d decided to adopt, should ensure that Mori and his brothers never discovered my true powers.

      Which were considerable. Not to brag, but that was another reason I’d volunteered to go on the mission to find out what was happening. I was one of the few mages who could go up against any supe and be confident I’d be the one walking away.

      Was it shitty to pretend to be something I wasn’t in order to get Mori to help me? Possibly. But I’d do almost anything to save Blaise.

      When Mori came across the floor to greet me, everything else, including the role I was supposed to be playing, temporarily faded. All I could see, all I could think about, was him. Thick muscled thighs were clad in well-worn dark denim and tattoos wrapped around his arms, peeking out from his unbuttoned flannel shirt. His full lips curved in a dangerous smile and his rich brown eyes smouldered as his gaze roved wantonly over me. His auburn hair was loose, begging me to wrap my fingers through it as I steered him down to my…

      I jerked back. What the fuck was I doing? No matter how hot the guy was, I couldn’t sleep with him. Not when I was playing the part of a timid and nervous human. That wasn’t a role I was interested in extending to the bedroom, especially not with this Viking lookalike whose muscles seemed primarily designed for wrestling me to the ground. No, I didn’t want to hold anything back if I was to be with him. Unless he was holding me back…using ropes…maybe cuffs… That I could get on board with.

      Focus.

      It wasn’t difficult to fake the tremble in my hands as he drew nearer. The four demon sons of Lucifer didn’t need to know it was from desire as opposed to fear. I’d not met any of them before, but there wasn’t a supe alive on any plane who didn’t know who these guys were. They’d all leapt up at my arrival, moving into defensive positions, which would’ve normally had me raising my shields, but I couldn’t do that here. I’d have to rely on my wits and nothing else.

      I didn’t miss Cal and Harlow sliding into place in front of their human mates. The supernatural world had been abuzz when not one but two of the former princes of Hell became mated to humans. The news had made something ache in my chest. I was ready to settle down, but would I be happy having a fated mate? Someone who cared about you? Someone who would put you first, no matter what? Someone who vowed to love you for the rest of eternity?

      Not gonna lie. That sounded pretty fucking awesome.

      Guilt flared as I caught sight of the man Harlow was crouched before. Tall and blond, with a gorgeous smile that died the moment I entered. I tried to ignore the guilt. He was okay now. Better than okay, given he was mated to Harlow. With the way the demon glared at me like he would rip my spine out via my throat, he had a fierce protector for life.

      “Are you lost?” Mori’s voice was rich velvet mixed with smoke. It settled over my skin like a promise of sin.

      Seeing him up close and feeling the power radiating from him reminded me of what was at stake. Mori was my final shot at tracking Blaise down. I’d tried, but I could only narrow his location to a general area. Without Mori, I had no hope of freeing him before it was too late.

      Shame Mori was so…tempting. Would it’ve been too much for him to look less like one of those moody lumberjack models taking over Instagram? I allowed myself one more indulgent sweep of his tempting form before forcing my persona back into place. Gulping, I spoke in a quavering voice. “Umm…I’m looking for Mori? I was told I’d find him here.”

      “And you found him,” Mori practically purred, charm dripping off him like wax from a candle. I couldn’t deny it. It was working. Well, it would be if I could risk going there. But I had too much at stake.

      I nearly forgot all about that as he trailed his fingers down my arm. Heat flashed under his touch, and I sucked in a breath. My power roiled beneath the glamour, every inch reaching for Mori like it wanted to wrap around him and never let him go. A prospect the rest of my body was very on board with.

      What in the name of the goddess was happening?

      The attraction I felt for Mori increased tenfold at his touch, and I could think of nothing except finding somewhere quiet where we could wrestle each other into submission. The thought sank like a stone when I clocked Mori’s face. A flash of displeasure erased all the desire and flirtation, leaving behind a professional mask.

      Clearly, we’d had different reactions.

      “What can I do for you?” His tone was clipped.

      This is good, I told myself sternly, steeling my spine. The last thing this situation needs is another complication. “I want to make a deal. I’ve heard you’ve got certain…skills. Skills that might help me find my brother.”

      Mori was quiet for a moment as he studied me. “Do you understand what you’re asking?”

      Did I understand that this would likely end with me dying at the hands of the hottest guy I’d ever seen? Yep. I nodded, making my hands tremble so they would continue to underestimate me. “Yes.”

      “Okay, head down to the bar and wait for me there.”

      I nodded once more before turning to do as he asked, pretending not to hear his brothers’ hushed questions. Pretending that my power wasn’t begging me to turn around so I could bask in Mori’s presence for a few moments more.

      I was good at that.

      Pretending.

      By the time Mori met me at the bar, my emotions were fully locked down. Any attraction I’d felt for him had been shelved, and I was focused on the mission at hand.

      Besides, even if we didn’t have a massive Blaise-shaped cloud hanging over us, there was no point acting on the desire humming between us. Not when Mori was rumoured to have a fated mate waiting around the corner. I wasn’t after a quick fuck, even if Mori could give me one to remember. My whoring days were well behind me. All I wanted now was someone to come home to at the end of the night. Someone who cared about me.

      Someone who loved me.

      I was quietly nursing a glass of gin when Mori joined me. Human alcohol wasn’t strong enough to affect me, but if I necked this drink the way I normally did, it’d set off some alarm bells.

      I tried not to look at him as he settled onto the stool beside me. Tried to ignore the way my skin heated at his proximity and how my power sang as though it wanted to reach out to him. “Tell me about your brother.”

      Straight to business then. I could respect that. “He went missing four months ago. No one has seen or heard from him since.”

      “How do you know he hasn’t just taken off for a bit?”

      “Because he would’ve told me,” I said.

      I could feel Mori’s eyes burning into the side of my face. I had decades of practise when it came to lying, yet I couldn’t look him in the eyes while I asked him to track down a man he wanted to kill. I kept my gaze fixed on my drink.

      “How can you be so sure? I don’t tell my brothers everything.”

      “I just am,” I replied. It wasn’t like I could tell him I had felt him the night he’d been taken. That thanks to our shared bond, I could feel his power being stripped from him as time went on. That he was alive but suffering.

      Sharing any of that information would’ve guaranteed me a meeting at the end of someone’s daggers. Probably Harlow’s. From what I’d heard, he was a blood-thirsty little fucker.

      “Talk me through everything you know.”

      So I did, which, to be fair, wasn’t a lot. I told him I’d been abroad until recently but hadn’t heard from my brother. I’d cut my trip short out of concern, only to learn that he’d been missing for over a month. Which was a lie. The truth was that the moment I felt him get taken, I’d hot-footed it to the airport and got on the next flight. By that point, I was too late. I’d immediately began searching for him, but after four months of coming up empty, I was desperate.

      Of course, I didn’t tell Mori any of that. I embellished my story, telling him there were signs of a struggle in his room like he’d been dragged away. As opposed to the truth: he’d vanished in his sleep.

      “And who told you that?”

      “His…housemate.” I could hardly tell him it had been Wilson, our clan’s resident seer. Our leader, Anya, had passed away while I’d been gone, unable to live without her mate. She’d been the lynchpin holding us together…now everyone had gone their separate ways. Wilson had foreseen my return and hung around long enough to connect with me before taking off himself.

      It’d also been Wilson who’d suggested this plan. I’d laughed at first. Demons were among the supes I made a point of avoiding, and there he was suggesting I reach out to the one who’d spent months trying to track Blaise down so he could kill him.

      Once I’d exhausted every possible avenue, however, I’d reluctantly admitted I didn’t have another choice. I couldn’t find where the ghasts had taken Blaise, and Mori hadn’t been able to track him down either. He’d given up now, but only because he assumed he was dead.

      He wasn’t. Not yet. But he was close.

      Together we might have a chance. Blaise was slipping away from me with every day that passed, barely clinging to the remnants of his powers. Yes, he was a dick…but he was my brother. My twin. All the family I had left. We’d had each other’s backs for over a century, and there was no way I was letting him go now.

      Mori was still watching me. “He’s important to you? Important enough to want to make a deal with me?”

      His allusion to the deal suggested I should be running away as fast as I could. “Yes. He is.”

      “Okay,” Mori said, nodding slowly. “It shouldn’t take me more than a few days to track him down. If you can give me something of his, I’ll get straight on it. I’ll report back when I’ve found him.”

      I inhaled deeply before twisting on my stool to face him. This was it. “I need to come with you.”

      Mori’s head cocked sideways. “Why?”

      Because I need to stop you from killing him the second you find him. “My brother, he’s…sensitive. Anxious. If I’m not with you, he’ll freak out.”

      “That’s okay. I can get him back here whether he wants to come or not.”

      My spine stiffened. “No. I’m going with you.”

      Something flashed in Mori’s eyes. “I travel alone.”

      I snorted internally. Yeah, with his sunshine disposition, he probably couldn’t pay people to accompany him. “The deal I want to make includes me going with you. I won’t negotiate on this.”

      “Okay.” Mori shrugged, pushing himself away from the bar and standing. “Good luck with finding your brother then.”

      Shit.

      He was moving away, striding back to the stairs I’d climbed earlier. With my glamour in place, I was stuck moving at human speed. By the time I caught up with him, he was back with his brothers, reaching for his discarded drink.

      “Wait,” I panted. Okay, so I wasn’t out of breath, but given your ordinary bloke would be after tearing through a club and running up a flight of stairs, I was going with it.

      Mori froze, his drink halfway to his mouth. He clearly hadn’t expected me to follow him. His brothers hadn’t paid any attention to my entrance this time. Dagon, the blue-haired one, was leaning over the balustrade and gesturing something lewd to someone on the dance floor while the other two were lost in their mates.

      Even so, I didn’t want to draw their attention to me. Stepping close to Mori, who lowered his drink with a sigh, I spoke in a hushed voice, “Please. You’re literally my last hope.”

      He opened his mouth, and I knew he was going to tell me no again. Risking everything, I put my hand over his lips. His eyes widened at the touch, and I pretended to not notice the way my body reacted to the contrast between his beard and soft lips. “Listen before you say no. Imagine this was one of your brothers. Is there anything you wouldn’t do to save them? Any length you wouldn’t go to?”

      His gaze roamed over his siblings and his shoulders slumped. Bingo. Honestly, when Wilson told me about their bond, I hadn’t believed him. I mean, we’d all heard the story of how they’d stood up to their dad, but I’d always assumed that was due to their desperation to be out from under Hell’s thumb. But Wilson had seen it first-hand last year when they’d met with them to ask for their help.

      Help, I should point out, they refused to give. Rightly so, in my opinion. It shouldn’t take more than two brain cells to figure out that starting the apocalypse wasn’t the trick to solving anything.

      He’d told me how fast Mori had moved to hold Harlow back. How quickly the three of them had snapped their shields into place. How readily they had backed up Cal when he’d made the decision for them. Was that bond something I was willing to manipulate to save Blaise?

      You-fucking-betcha.

      In fact, I’d play every card if it meant I got my brother back. I lowered my hand slowly, biting my lip as I looked at him from under my long lashes. He was only a few inches taller than me, but I made it work. Something told me Mori got off on being the protector, the more dominant partner. I forced tears to fill my eyes, not blinking them away as my voice trembled. “Please?”

      Mori’s gruff face softened. Damn, it was almost too easy. I let a tear fall, to really seal the deal, and whooped internally when he sighed. I had him exactly where I wanted him.

      “If I take you with me, you’ll need to do exactly as we say.” He eyed my sharply put-together outfit. “We won’t be staying in luxury hotels, so you might want to take that into consideration.”

      I bristled inside at the implication but maintained a pleasant expression. I couldn’t admit that I’d spent more nights sleeping on a mat in the great outdoors than in a bed. That’d lead to questions I didn’t have answers for. “Not a problem.”

      He gestured to one of the sofas, and I followed him over and took a seat. “Okay, so you want me to track down your brother.”

      Dagon leaned between us to put his drink on the table before making his way to the stairs. It looked like someone had caught his eye. With Mori’s other siblings thoroughly distracted by their humans, I felt more comfortable laying out exactly what I wanted.

      “And ensure his safety. No harm is to come to him once he’s been rescued.” I wasn’t a stranger to demonic deals. I hadn’t needed to make one in the past, but I knew how specific the language needed to be. “You’ll help me track him down and return him to my care. You’ll let us leave and won’t allow any harm to come to either of us.”

      Mori raised a brow. “Why do you think I would allow either of you to get hurt?”

      I gave a half-shrug. “I’m sure you wouldn’t. But you’re a demon, after all. I’d be stupid to not put some safeguards in place. Who knows what you might do to me once this deal is done.”

      There was a flash of heat in his eyes as though he were considering all the things he might like to do to me, but it was gone in a moment. “You know what we are.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I answered it anyway. “I do.”

      “How?”

      I chose my words carefully. “Someone told me about you and your brothers. What you are. What you do.”

      “Who?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Even though Wilson was the one who pointed me in their direction, I’d already known who they were. “All that matters is that I know and I want to make a deal with you.”

      “And you’re aware this comes at a cost?”

      He’d already asked me this, and the reminder was something I could live without. “Yes.”

      “What are you willing to offer me in exchange for locating your brother?”

      My brain helpfully supplied me with several ideas of how I could pay him. All of them involved far less clothing and something to lean against. Nope. Not walking down that path. Remembering Wilson’s advice to not offer more than necessary, I took a different tack. “How about you tell me what your price is, and we’ll go from there.”

      Mori grunted. I wasn’t sure if it was from irritation or respect. Let’s assume the latter. “I haven’t done many of these…recently.” Since he broke away from Hell, he meant, but I probably wasn’t supposed to know about that. “The old price would’ve been your soul spending eternity in Hell.”

      “Okay,” I agreed quickly. Mages didn’t get an afterlife, effectively making my side of the deal null and void. Our ancient magic meant we were barred from Heaven and Hell thanks to some bullshit decree from aeons ago.

      “No, I wouldn’t ask that of anyone unless they deserved it.” He gave me a small smile. “You don’t seem like the kind of guy who will end up there anyway.”

      It took everything in me to not wince. Yep, I hadn’t done a bad thing in my entire life. Never cheated, gambled, lied, murdered, tortured…

      Given I was currently lying with everything I was worth to manipulate the situation to my advantage, it was clear that was bollocks. But that wasn’t something I was about to let on.

      “It doesn’t sound like somewhere I’d like to visit,” I said, forcing a shudder. I couldn’t push for that without making him suspicious. “What do you want then?”

      He stroked his beard as he considered. “A favour.”

      I stared at him. “That’s…broad. Why would I agree to that when you could literally ask me for anything?”

      He chuckled, his eyes lighting up. Fuck me if it didn’t make him even more tempting. “You’re smart…for a human.”

      I wanted to flash my teeth at him, to taunt him into an argument that would end with us rolling around on the floor and grinding against each other.

      Shame I’d settled on this role already. “Thanks, I guess.”

      The light in his eyes dimmed slightly, almost like he’d been hoping I’d bite. He shifted in his seat, all professional once again. “How about this—you’ll owe me one favour. This favour won’t harm you or your loved ones in any way and will not involve you doing anything illegal. It will not involve you being indentured to me or anyone else, and you can negotiate the exact terms of the favour when I call it in.”

      That seemed…generous. “What if you never call it in?”

      He shrugged, reaching for his drink and taking a swig. “Then you get off scot-free.”

      “Why would you offer something you might not even take advantage of?” My brain was screaming at me to not question it, to take the deal and run, but this type of…fairness wasn’t what I’d expected from a son of Lucifer.

      His gaze dipped to where Cal was sat, lingering on his human mate. “Someone told me recently that there wasn’t much point in breaking away from Hell if we continued to behave like the demons we once were.” His attention snapped back to me. “Now, do we have a deal?”

      I ran over the parameters in my mind, unable to find a red flag. Which was good because I honestly didn’t have much choice. Blaise was fading by the hour, and I needed Mori to help me find him.

      “Deal.”
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      “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

      It was the day after I’d made a deal with the nervous human to help him track down his brother. Honestly, I wasn’t sure why I’d agreed to it. Deals like that hadn’t been a normal part of my routine for a long time. I don’t know what it was about that hot but terrified human, but he’d gotten under my skin and had me extending the terms before I’d even realised what I was getting myself into. Determined to get it over and done with as fast as possible, I’d told him to meet me here this morning.

      My bar manager, a vampire called Toby who’d worked with me for over four decades now, simply rolled his eyes. “Trust me. I’m quite used to you fucking off on a whim by now.”

      “It’s not a whim,” I protested half-heartedly.

      “Hmm,” he said, reaching under the bar to grab more of the top-shelf liquor to replace the empty bottles in the holder on the wall. Several inches shorter than my six-three, he had to stand on a small stool to reach. I used to mock him for it, but after he cut my tongue out for the third time, I decided it wasn’t worth it. “You say that, but I can’t remember the last time you made a deal, especially with a human.”

      I grunted. Fortunately, that was enough of a response for Toby. He was used to my lack of communication skills. It wasn’t that I didn’t have the words needed, but I wasn’t someone who needed to interject their opinion into every conversation.

      Given that I’d grown up with Harlow and Dagon, both of whom could talk for Britain, could you blame me?

      I’d always been the same. Even with Eric, it’d taken me a while to open up. Growing up, my mouth had landed me in trouble with Father more often than not. I’d learned fast that it was better to keep quiet and let people think there wasn’t much going on under the surface.

      Which was funny, given that I was a swirling vortex of chaotic energy on the best days. I just hid it well. And when that didn’t work, I channelled it into tracking, fighting, or fucking.

      Not that I’d done much of the latter recently.

      I’d always known demons could have mates. Hell, I’d tried to give Eric my mark to bond him to me on so many occasions…but it’d never worked. I assumed something must be wrong with me or that, as Lucifer’s son, perhaps it was a gift I wasn’t entitled to.

      Seeing what happened with Cal and Oscar and then Harlow and Bailey, I realised it ran far deeper than that. The belief we’d been fed that it would be our choice who we bonded with turned out to be complete fiction. Our mates were fated, destined to be ours by some unknown power.

      That knowledge both increased and decreased the feelings of guilt I still carried around Eric’s death. Eric was never meant to be mine, but I’d loved him anyway. But I hadn’t been able to save him, and love was still a possibility for me.

      The possibility of having a fated mate had terrified Harlow…until he met Bailey and immediately fell head over heels for the gentle Welshman. Similarly, Cal took to his mate instantly, marking him without even thinking it through.

      And Dagon? Well, he was still mooning over an archangel called Dimitri. Not that he’d admit it. And given how he was fucking his way through the supernatural community, it was something he was trying to forget.

      Me though? I was here for this shit. I wanted nothing more than to have someone to come home to. Someone to wake up beside. Someone who was mine and mine alone. Someone who I could care for.

      Just like with Eric.

      The guilt I still carried over Eric’s death was huge. There were days when I found it difficult to get out of bed. To remember that I had a life I was expected to continue living when his was long over.

      My hope was that once I found my mate, the guilt would magically disappear. I had to imagine that the man destined to be mine would be so perfect for me, so obviously my other half, that it’d finally make sense why I couldn’t mark Eric.

      And until I found that person, I wouldn’t be with anyone else. My brothers might think it was daft, but to me, it was like I was cheating on him. Even though I hadn’t met him yet, I’d still be loyal.

      Which brought me back to the enigmatic man I’d made a deal with. One look at him and my pulse had sped up, everything else in the club fading away until all I could see was him.

      It was happening. Finally happening. After all those nights of watching the door, hoping my mate would walk in, here he was.

      But when I touched him, there was no spark. No magical song telling me to mark him. No desperate desire to make him mine.

      With that, any hope of him being my mate was crushed. I should’ve turned him away, said no to his deal and let him leave. But he’d looked at me with those innocent, trusting eyes, and I’d been a goner. His inability to hide his nerves around me had all my protective instincts screaming.

      And that was without him being my mate. When I finally met that guy, he would have me wrapped around his little finger. There was no distance I wouldn’t go for him.

      I didn’t even know him, but I knew the truth.

      Apparently, fate was content to keep me waiting a bit longer. So, this little trip with…fuck, had I really not asked him for his name? I racked my brain, cursing when I came up empty. Fuck me, a strong jaw and a pair of sad grey eyes and all my common sense had abandoned me.

      That must explain why I agreed to let him accompany me. Even in the olden days, when Hell still called the shots, I drew the line at taking anyone along for the ride. Especially humans. They were too weak, too vulnerable.

      And the guy from last night? He could’ve been the fucking poster child for vulnerability. It practically oozed from him. And there was me, bending over backwards with the barest bit of pressure and agreeing to take him with me.

      I mean, what the fuck even was that?

      “Hello.” Toby waved a hand in my face with a barely concealed grin. “Earth to boss man. You still with us?”

      I shoved his hand away with a scowl. “Of course. I was just thinking about the interviews. Are you happy to do them by yourself?”

      He rolled his eyes, looking so much like a teenager that you’d be forgiven for doubting that he was over three hundred years old. Like me, he had full-sleeve tattoos. That was where any similarities stopped. His dark hair was short but unkempt and his lithe, tight body was always moving. Toby was never still. Even his tongue never seemed to rest, either spouting shit at me or fiddling with his lip ring. “Can I handle interviewing a handful of humans for a position I know like the back of my hand? Also known as part of my job description? I’m not sure, boss. I might need you to cancel your whole mission just to guide me through it.”

      “Wanker,” I muttered, even as the corner of my mouth tugged up.

      “Prick,” he retorted with a smirk before heading back to get more booze out of the storage closet. Since I’d found out about my brothers’ nocturnal activities with their partners, I’d refused to go back there, leaving Toby to fetch things as needed.

      Despite my nagging, I knew Toby would be fine with the bar. I couldn’t help myself. I worried. I might not articulate it often, but I worried constantly. If I were a human, I’d probably be on anxiety medication, given my stress level. As a demon, human medicine did nothing for me. So I just internalised all that stress and anxiety, revelling in the small moments where I got to release it.

      It was another reason I couldn’t wait to find my mate. I imagined they’d be like Eric, someone calm and soothing. Like cool water pouring over the fires of my inner demons.

      This deal would offer at least one form of stress relief. Even without the fighting or fucking, tracking this man’s brother would allow me to stretch my supernatural powers in a way I hadn’t since giving up the hunt for Blaise.

      Blaise. Just the thought of his name had my skin heating as my demon tried to come to the surface. He might not have intended to kill Bailey that day at the school, but there wasn’t a shadow of a doubt that it was his fault. His life would’ve been forfeit just for having the gall to approach him, knowing he was Harlow’s, but with everything that happened after?

      He deserved every ounce of pain we’d planned.

      While Harlow and Bailey reconnected after almost being separated for eternity, my brothers and I had thrown ourselves into our search for him.

      Frustratingly, he’d used ancient magic to cloak his position, which had taken me weeks to break. I’d been this close to finally finding him when we got the news that the ghasts had taken him.

      Refusing to believe it, I finished tracking him to his last location. Sure enough, he wasn’t there, though all his belongings were, along with several unwashed dishes stacked in the sink.

      I’d taken the opportunity to scour his room, which had an odd lingering scent that had me baulking. It smelled like a demon combined with ancient magic but…wrong. Like it had been distorted into something rotten and evil.

      And given I was literally a demon…that was saying something.

      I’d made a note to pass that information on to Dagon, who was spearheading the hunt for the ghasts.

      ”Seriously, what’s wrong with you today?” Toby had returned from the storage closet to find me staring into space again. “I know you’ve normally got this whole silent and broody thing going on, but you’re taking it to the extreme.”

      “Just a lot on my mind,” I grunted. “Can you feed Scratch while I’m away?”

      Scratch was my cat. Not that I was the kinda guy who generally liked pets, but I’d been enamoured from the moment I found him in the skip behind the club a few months ago. The scrawny black kitten had been abandoned amongst the rubbish, hissing and scratching me as I tried to grab him out. It had taken a few minutes of rummaging in the club’s kitchen to find something to tempt him, but eventually, I managed to persuade him I wasn’t the devil.

      I mean…technically, I was—his son anyway—but you know what I mean.

      “Yes, I’ll feed the demonic fucker,” Toby muttered darkly. I bit back a grin. Safe to say Scratch had earned his name.

      “Thanks,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder.

      The sound of the front door opening had us both whirling, Toby reaching under the bar for the stake he kept there.

      Funny story, stakes don’t kill vampires. Nor does garlic, sunlight, or any of that other bullshit floating around in the media. Want to know who started said rumours?

      You guessed it. Vampires. In fact, wooden stakes were their preferred weapons. That’s why they spread the idea it could be used to kill them. All they needed to do was pull it from their chest and turn it on their unsuspecting attacker.

      I didn’t bother pulling out a weapon, instead drawing on my power as I jumped over the bar and faced the door. I felt rather than saw Toby following me. I was tense as I watched the inner door, preparing to face whoever entered.

      Harlow had wards all over the club. Since it wasn’t opening hours, no one other than my brothers and their mates should be able to enter. Given I wasn’t expecting them, that left the possibility that a supernatural had managed to shatter the wards.

      To do that, they’d have to be powerful. And likely, spoiling for a fight.

      When the door swung open, we both relaxed our positions. The guy from the night before looked between us, his warm smile fading. And dammit—he was even better looking in the daylight. Not that my sight was impaired by the club’s dim light, but there’d been enough going on around me to keep me from studying him. Nothing was stopping me now. Dark stubble highlighted his jaw and his long eyelashes framed his unusual grey eyes. His black hair was carefully styled, begging me to run my hands through it and mess it up. “Am I interrupting something?”

      Fuck’s sake. Harlow’s wards must’ve failed for some reason. I’d have to message him to get over here and look into it pronto.

      “No.” I sighed, stepping aside to wave him in. “Wasn’t expecting you, that’s all.”

      “Who were you expecting?” I thought I saw a dash of humour in his eyes, but I must’ve been mistaken. He stepped forward, his shoulders hunched as he came closer. “Never mind, it’s none of my business.”

      As I turned to lead him deeper into the club, I found Toby staring with his head tilted to the side. He was deeply scrutinising my client.

      “You okay?” I asked Toby.

      He didn’t take his eyes off the guy. “This your human?”

      “He’s not my anything.”

      A slow grin crept up Toby’s face as he glanced at me. “Seriously? This him?”

      “I’m River.” Finally, a fucking name. It wasn’t what I was expecting. He looked and acted more like a David. Or a Steve. Sedate and predictable. River suggested wild, free…exuberant. Poor guy. It must be hard living with a name that was the opposite of your personality.

      River stepped forward, extending a hand towards Toby with a cautious smile. His gait was slow, his body tense. That was strange. He was exceptionally timid and nervous, even for a human. It made all my protective instincts rise from the depths.

      Before I could wonder about it, Toby grabbed River’s hand and used it to yank him forward. He whispered something in River’s ear that had the man blanching. Toby released him with a slap on the arm that sent River staggering sideways as he gave a high laugh. “Just remember that, and we’ll be cool.”

      “Remember what?” I demanded.

      “Nothing,” Toby sang, striding away. “You boys have fun now.”

      “What was that about?” I asked River, folding my arms over my chest.

      “Not sure,” River said, wringing his hands. “I think he has me confused for someone else.”

      Possibly. I’d grill him later, but knowing Toby, it was probably nothing. It was likely he was fucking with him for fun. That was the problem with being immortal. You needed to be more creative with how you got your kicks.

      “You ready?” I grunted.

      “Yep.” He nodded rapidly, gesturing at the small backpack on his shoulder. “Got everything I need in here.”

      I eyed the tiny receptacle dubiously. “Really? You’ve got enough in there to last a week or more? Camping in the wilderness?”

      “You really think it’s going to take that long? I thought you were supposed to be good.” The sharpness in his tone had me narrowing my eyes. Where was the nervous guy from a moment ago?

      He backpedalled swiftly. “I mean, sure. If that’s how long you think we will be gone, that’s fine. I’m just worried about my brother. That’s all.”

      “Obviously, I’m hoping we will find him faster,” I said, pointing at my duffel bag that was easily twice the size of his. “But it’s best to be prepared.”

      River kept his eyes on the floor, his voice barely above a whisper. “Trust me. I’m used to travelling light.”

      I snorted as I grabbed my bag and gestured for the door. If this guy had ever travelled farther than London, I’d finally allow Dagon and Harlow to hold that karaoke night they kept going on about. And if he’d slept in a tent before as opposed to a five-star hotel, I’d get up and sing a song of their choosing.

      That was how confident I was about River’s readiness and wilderness skills. But hey, maybe once he realised the reality of this little adventure, he’d fuck off home and leave me to find his brother in peace.

      Because let’s be honest, even though I’d said I wouldn’t sleep with anyone other than my mate, there was no denying my attraction to River. With my mate an abstract concept in my head, the last thing I wanted was to be trapped with someone my cock had decided would be quite fun to play with.

      River was quiet as he followed me to my car, head down, shoulders hunched. One minute he stood up to me. The next, he tried to hide. I really couldn’t figure him out.

      I could’ve flown us to wherever his brother was and had this done in a fraction of the time. But without knowing how far away he was or what shape he was in, that wasn’t a good idea. It made more sense to drive. The red Mustang parked on the side of the club was my pride and joy. Sure, it was a pain in the arse to drive around the city and park, but I’d bought her brand new in 1964, and I wouldn’t part with her for love nor money. It’d cost me a pretty penny to have it shipped over from the states when we moved back to the UK in 1988, but it was worth it. Besides, what else did I have to spend my money on? I had the club, my flat, and investments, but thanks to Harlow’s knack for the stock market, I had enough money to last me the rest of eternity and then some.

      The sight of the car had River perking up. He let out a low whistle as he reverently ran a hand over the roof. “Wow. She’s a beauty. You must’ve spent a long time restoring her.”

      “Mmph,” I grunted noncommittally, getting into the car and waiting for River to do the same. Even though he knew I was a demon, I wasn’t going to mention it was easy enough to maintain a classic car if you’d owned it since before that prefix was added. Humans didn’t like to be reminded that they were in the presence of an immortal, especially one who could kill them with barely a flick of their wrist.

      “How does this work?” River asked as he took his seat. His posture had flipped again. His shoulders were pushed back, his chin high, his eyes alight with interest. “Do you have a special magical object or something? Or is it more like Voodoo? Ooh, do you contact Hell using a Ouija board? Should I have brought one with me?”

      “No,” I said curtly, starting the engine. His questions had alarm bells pinging, but I wasn’t sure why. “You seem remarkably okay with…supernatural stuff.”

      River shrugged nonchalantly, but I didn’t miss that it took him three attempts to click his seatbelt into place. Perhaps I was overthinking things. The guy was clearly nervous. “I’m not even sure if any of this is real. For all I know, my contact is pulling my leg, and you’re going along with it for shits and giggles.”

      “Why are you trusting me then?”

      He stared out the windscreen, his jaw tense. “I figured if you were going to kill me, you would’ve done it last night. Besides, I don’t have another choice.”

      “Yeah, that’s usually how it goes.” Humans didn’t generally seek us out unless they’d exhausted every other possible angle. I didn’t normally care enough to talk to them aside from making the initial deal, but something about River sparked my interest.

      Well, the interest of a part of me anyway, as I’ve already established. There was no denying the guy was gorgeous. Just because I hadn’t felt the rush of…whatever it was we were supposed to feel when we touched our mates, that didn’t mean I wasn’t attracted to him. He’d forgone a jacket, wearing a simple blue shirt rolled to his elbows. Dark hair dusted the prominent veins in his forearms. I wanted to run my tongue all over them, tracing the path down to his hands before sucking his fingers into my mouth and giving him a taste of what I would do to his cock. Or maybe I’d follow them north, teasing his neck until I reached his earlobe. Then I’d take it between my teeth, pulling it until he begged me for more.

      I shifted in my seat, hoping the human wouldn’t see the effect he was having on me. It wasn’t my fault that he was my type. He was even a similar height to me, albeit a slighter build. Nothing thrilled me more than finding someone who could match my size and strength in the bedroom. I wasn’t into dominating my partner…unless ropes were involved. No, what I was really all about was fighting for that control. I wanted someone who would wrestle me for dominance…sometimes quite literally.

      Eric had been the opposite of the kind of guy I was usually attracted to. I wanted someone who could keep up with me. In the bedroom, at least. Outside of it, I was happy having someone I could coddle and protect. There was no denying what I was like in a relationship. I was possessive. Protective. Jealous.

      It took a certain kind of guy to put up with that, and Eric had been perfect. He hadn’t minded me taking control. Hadn’t minded how codependent I was.

      My love for Eric had been enough to ignore the mismatch between us in the bedroom. Hopefully with my mate, I’d be getting the best of both worlds.

      In my peripheral vision, I could see River wringing his hands again, and I suppressed a sigh. Even if I wasn’t holding out for my mate, it was obvious River wouldn’t be a match for me between the sheets.

      If I held on to that, hopefully, it’d help me keep this…attraction at bay.

      “Do you have something of his?” It wasn’t necessary, but having a physical object that belonged to the party in question was helpful.

      “Why?” River demanded, stiffening in his seat. He glared at me hotly. His hands were clenched into fists like he wanted to thump me just for daring to ask him a question.

      I didn’t reply, just stared at him. Seriously, what was going on?

      As if he could read my mind, River blushed and ducked his head. “Sorry, you don’t have to tell me. I shouldn’t be questioning you when you’re going out of your way to help me. “

      “It’s okay,” I said slowly, tapping a finger against the steering wheel as I watched him rummage in his pocket. “It’ll help me…lock onto him. That’s all.”

      The secret to my success was actually very simple. All beings, be they supernatural or human, left an imprint behind. Call it their scent, their power, their soul…whatever it was, it was basically a unique fingerprint that I could detect. Once you learned to read that imprint, no matter how faint it was, it was a matter of sorting through all the imprints until you found the one you were searching for. My demonic instincts generally led me in the right direction, and then when I was close enough, my powers would take over until I found the correct imprint.

      Okay, so maybe it wasn’t that simple. But I’d been doing this for so long now that it was second nature.

      River finally located what he’d been searching for—a silver chain. He rolled it in his hands for a moment, breathing deeply. I checked his neck, and sure enough, its twin lay against his pale skin. Sympathy chimed in me. I knew all too well what it was like when your brother was in danger. Fortunately, mine were capable of looking after themselves in most situations. And if they weren’t? Well, thanks to a deal we’d made aeons ago, one or all of the other brothers would arrive to help. No matter how far apart we were, the deal’s magic ensured we could find each other.

      So the thought that I might know one of them was in danger but not know how to find them? That was intolerable. And that was where River was right now. That knowledge softened me as he held out the chain without meeting my eyes.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, handling the jewellery with care and respect. “I’ll only need it for a moment.”

      River nodded curtly, his knuckles white as he dug his fingers into his knees. He still didn’t look at me.

      Wanting to get it back to him as fast as possible, I cupped the object in my palms and called my power to the surface. I let it slip over the necklace, waiting for the imprint to rise.

      But that’s not what happened.

      I could feel the threads of two different imprints. That’s what I’d expected—River, because he’d been holding it, and his brother. But rather than being two distinct and clear threads, they were…murky. Like I was trying to view them through foggy glass.

      “Are you twins?” I asked abruptly.

      “Yes.”

      “Identical?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw River shake his head. “No.”

      I grunted, pulling more of my power. Being twins complicated things, but at least they weren’t identical. Their threads should be distinct enough to distinguish one from the other. I tunnelled deeper into my power until I could make out two separate strands, one stronger than the other.

      I still didn’t know which was which. My first guess was that the stronger one would belong to River’s twin, but if River had had this necklace on him for a while, his imprint might be stronger.

      Dropping the chain into my right hand, I shot my other out and grabbed River lightly around the wrist. He let out a small bark of alarm, but I ignored him and let my power wrap around him. I was hit by a wave of intense desire. An attraction so strong it made me want to drag him into the back seat and have my wicked way with him.

      It’d been so long since I’d had my wicked way with anyone.

      Pushing that aside, I focused on the task at hand and immediately frowned. Like with the necklace, his imprint wasn’t clear.

      What was going on with my power today? Being a demon on Earth came with certain restrictions, one of which being our powers needing to be…recharged with sin. When we were in Hell, our powers rarely got depleted enough to affect us, thanks to the one hundred percent population of sinners. Topside, however, it was far more common. Fortunately, we were never far away from someone committing a sin. Anything from lust to greed was enough to give me a boost.

      There was no reason for my power to be low. It didn’t feel low. In fact, I could feel the vast depths of it within, slumbering and waiting to be called upon.

      Gripping River’s wrist slightly tighter, I prepared to unleash my power as a wave when his imprint suddenly crystallised. I was right to check. His was the stronger of the two.

      Dropping his hand like a hot stone, I returned my attention to the chain still clasped in my right hand. I focused on it for a second to solidify the feel before silently passing it back to River.

      He pocketed it without a word, watching me pointedly as I turned on the engine.

      I pulled onto the street and realised I had no idea where to head. My instincts were silent, not offering any direction.

      “Scotland.” River’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      I gritted my teeth even as I pointed my car toward the motorway. “I thought you had no idea where your brother is.”

      River shifted in his seat. “I don’t…not really. But we used to spend a lot of time there as kids. On the small chance he has left of his own accord…that’s where he’ll be.”

      “I thought you said he was kidnapped.”

      River’s knuckles whitened again as he gripped his thighs. “I still think that. But we have to start somewhere…right?”

      “Somewhere doesn’t have to be the literal fucking other end of the United Kingdom,” I muttered darkly, but seeing as my instincts remained stubbornly silent, I didn’t have a reason to argue.

      Instead, I pressed the accelerator. The faster we got there, the sooner this would be over.

      And I could get back to waiting for my mate to show up.

      Assuming he actually did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      My pulse was still racing. Mori hadn’t said a word since our exchange about where to head towards. I’d considered making conversation a few times, but the silence was safer, given how close I’d come to exposing my true identity.

      I mean, what was I thinking, questioning him about everything? I never had this much trouble keeping my guard up, but something about Mori slipped under my walls and tripped me.

      When Mori asked for something of Blaise’s, I panicked. Sure, I had his chain with me. It had been the first and only thing I’d grabbed from his place when I’d gone there to see the scene for myself.

      I hadn’t clutched Blaise’s chain in my hand out of sentimentality or because the thought of parting with it was painful, but because I’d needed to put a glamour on it. I wasn’t sure how Mori’s tracking skills worked, but the last thing I wanted was him touching it and realising who it really belonged to. The trace of Blaise on there would be enough for Mori to track him, but hopefully not enough to recognise him.

      I only clocked what Mori was after when he grabbed me. Imprints. He used imprints to track, along with his demonic instincts, no doubt. Most supes weren’t even aware of what imprints were, let alone how to differentiate between them. This obviously wasn’t an issue for Mori.

      It was, however, causing an issue with me. The glamour hid my true imprint showing me to be a mage, meaning Mori couldn’t determine which imprint was mine and which was Blaise’s. Before he unleashed a wave of power on me that would reveal my imprint and wash away my glamour, I’d shoved the doctored version I’d put on the chain to the surface. Thankfully, it’d been enough for him to drop my hand.

      Well, my sense of preservation had been thankful, at least. The rest of me, especially my dick, had positively sulked at the loss of contact. In any other situation, I’d be directing Mori down the nearest back road to test how durable the suspension was on this awesome car.

      Given the speed with which he’d pulled away, Mori didn’t share the sentiment. Which was good because I needed to keep him at arm’s length. Unfortunately, the erection I was now shifting in my seat to hide didn’t agree. My brain knew our priority was to save Blaise, but my dick refused to listen. Thankfully Mori didn’t even so much as glance in my direction.

      I’d been frustrated when it became clear he didn’t know which direction to head in—it confirmed my worst fears. Like me, he was unable to pin down Blaise’s exact location.

      Thanks to Blaise and my bonded powers, I had an approximate location. I’d tracked him within a fifty-mile radius, but that’s where the trail had gone dead. It was like there was a wall around his position, preventing me from getting closer.

      Hence my need for Mori. Besides, if the ghasts were what they were rumoured to be—half-demon, half-spirit—what better supernatural to have bound to keep me safe than the son of Lucifer himself?

      The silence continued until Mori pulled off the M1 and into the services. He parked the car and looked at me expectantly.

      “What?”

      He inclined his head towards the services. “We’ve been driving for three hours, and it’s way past lunchtime. I assume you need to stop for food or a comfort break.”

      “Oh,” I said dumbly. That was…surprisingly thoughtful of him. And a pointed reminder that I wasn’t doing great at pretending to be human. Sure, I still need to eat and all that shit, but I could go a lot longer than three hours. “Thank you.”

      Mori nodded, his attention already on his phone, which he’d thumbed from his pocket. He clearly had no intention of leaving the car.

      I pulled my jacket tighter to ward off the cold March air as I made my way to the entrance. I hadn’t been inside one of these places in years, but nothing seemed to have changed. A small convenience shop, several fast food outlets, a coffee shop…it was all standard. There was even a cleaner mopping the floor—something that seemed to be happening no matter what time of day you visited. Honestly, they must have the cleanest fucking floors ever.

      As expected for an early weekend afternoon, it was rammed with people. Exhausted parents corralling whining children away from the sweets aisle, lorry drivers heading into McDonald’s, and large groups of chattering kids in their late teens all blended together.

      I weaved through the crowds, trying not to focus too hard on the carefree teenagers over by the arcade. It reminded me too much of Blaise and me. Sure, we’d been way past our youth by the time arcades took off, but there was no fun in maturing when you were immortal. Before clan politics took over, before the ghasts, Blaise and I would while away the hours at the 2p machines. It was one of the few games neither of us could use our powers to cheat on, making it the favourite for our sibling rivalry.

      I rubbed my chest. I had to get to him in time. I just had to.

      It was killing me to waste time here that could have been spent getting closer to him, but for my plan to work, I needed Mori to believe I was a helpless human.

      Even if I really was a mage who wanted to fuck his brains out, that attitude was completely counterproductive.

      I wandered listlessly around the shop, picking up various magazines before replacing them on the rack. How much time did I need to kill to seem realistic?

      Deciding it’d been long enough, I grabbed a few snacks and drinks at random before heading for the self-checkout. I stopped abruptly when I spotted the Krispy Kremes fridge. Score.

      Grabbing a box, I quickly chose a Lotus Biscoff and chocolate custard. I was about to grab a second Biscoff to make up the box of three when I stopped. Shit. I should get Mori one. That’d be the human thing to do, right?

      I scanned the selection with my lips pursed. What would Lucifer’s grumpy and utterly fuckable son like in his mouth?

      Aside from my dick, of course. I mean, he didn’t want it now, but give me time.

      Bad River. Thoughts like that would get me in trouble.

      Still, I couldn’t resist fucking with him a little. With a sly smirk, I selected a doughnut for Mori.

      As soon as I stepped through the automatic doors, I spotted Mori watching me from the car. A normal human wouldn’t have been able to see his eyes from that distance, but I could. I had to fight to not preen under his attention, to not add a little extra sway to my hips.

      It’s because he promised to keep you safe, I told myself sternly.

      My inner voice was such a bore. What was wrong with me holding on to the fantasy that he wanted to wrestle me to the ground before sucking my cock like it was his favourite lollipop?

      When I drew closer, Mori’s gaze snapped back to his phone, not looking up until I opened the car door. I bit my lip at his faux surprise, like I’d managed to startle him. Even if he hadn’t been watching me, something told me few beings would be able to surprise him.

      “I got you something,” I said, stowing everything except the doughnuts in the footwell.

      He looked confused. “Why?”

      I bit back the sarcastic remark I wanted to make, instead ducking my head and peering at him from under my lashes. “Do I need a reason? I saw them and thought you might like one.”

      He eyed the box I’d extended suspiciously, like I might be hiding something heinous inside baked goods. Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. I filed it away in case it was ever useful in the future. “Which one is mine?”

      I indicated to the one on the far left. He picked it up carefully, examining it from all angles. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask if he truly thought I’d poisoned it when he said something completely unexpected.

      “I don’t remember the last time someone picked something up for me because they thought I might like it.”

      That comment hit me deep. Mori hadn’t struck me as someone who was lonely, but what did I really know about him? He was close to his brothers. He owned a successful nightclub. He’d broken away from Hell.

      Suddenly, I had lots of questions. Why had he broken away from Hell? Was it really for a human, like all the rumours whispered? If so, where was his human now? Demons marked their mates, granting them immortality. Something told me Mori wasn’t the type to check out other men if he had a mate waiting for him at home.

      Those questions vanished the moment Mori bit into his treat. When the chocolate hit his lips, his head fell back on a groan, showcasing the long lines of his thick neck. I tracked his Adam’s apple as he swallowed, wishing I could chase the movement with my tongue.

      He took a second bite, peering at the filling in confusion. “What’s in the middle?”

      Unable to look at him, I busied myself with my own doughnut. “Cream.”

      “Cream?”

      Don’t say it, River. Don’t say it.

      “You strike me as a guy who likes having cream in his mouth.”

      Fuck. You said it.

      Mori choked on his mouthful, his cheeks reddening above his beard as he grabbed the bottle of water in the cup holder and took several gulps.

      I took a massive bite of my doughnut and gave him the most innocent look I could muster. “You okay there? Was it something I said?”

      He didn’t look at me as he forced the rest of his doughnut into his mouth and shook his head.

      I couldn’t help but risk a tiny glance at his crotch, triumph and lust firing through me at what I found. Either Mori had a choking kink, or my little comment had him thinking of a different type of…cream I could fill his mouth with.

      I ate the rest of my doughnut slowly, taking care to lick every drop of icing from my fingers as I went. What? It was sticky. It wasn’t because every time I did it, Mori stiffened a little more.

      The second I finished, Mori switched on the engine and pulled out of the space. His hands gripped the steering wheel so hard I was half-concerned he would snap it straight off.

      I shouldn’t keep fucking with him. He was my only hope of finding Blaise. If he saw through my disguise, I was as good as dead.

      But I couldn’t help myself.
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        * * *

      

      I managed to behave for the next ninety minutes. Other than the occasional observation of the weather, Mori and I didn’t speak. Nor did his hands relax on the wheel. The bulge in his jeans had been there for so long that I’d be worried about his blood pressure if he were human.

      Not that I was looking. Nope. Totally behaving over here.

      I couldn’t handle this silence much longer. I’d grown up as part of a large clan, with someone always hanging around to shoot the breeze. Not only that, but barely a day passed without some supe or another dropping by. As I’d gotten older and my powers grew beyond all imagination, I stepped into a leadership role.

      Even when I’d been travelling, trying to discover more about the ghasts, I’d interacted with people daily. This…silence was torture.

      Which made sense, with Mori being a demon. Not sure what he could be punishing me for. It wasn’t like he could see inside my head.

      That wasn’t my only reason for wanting to strike up a conversation. I’d spent the journey turning over every possible outcome in my mind, each time coming to an unsettling possibility. If Mori discovered I was really a mage before Blaise was rescued, he’d still have to help me. Now that the deal had been made, neither of us could get out of it. However, it only guaranteed our safety until Blaise had been rescued. Mori’s obligation would end the second we parted, making us fair game. There was a risk he’d come after us…especially once he realised how I’d tricked him.

      Blaise would be in no state to assist me, so I’d have to rely on my wits and powers to get us safely away from him. But…maybe I could get him to trust me. Or better yet, develop feelings for me.

      If he had even the slightest crush on me, I might be able to use that to my advantage. A split-second hesitation on his part could swing the fight in my favour.

      I had nothing to lose by giving this plan a go. Even if I did want to sleep with him, my priority had to be Blaise. I’d do anything to guarantee his safety…

      I cleared my throat, pretending not to notice how Mori’s fingers clenched in response. Man, he was so uptight. Did he even know how to smile?

      “Why don’t eggs tell jokes?”

      Mori’s brows furrowed, but he didn’t respond.

      “Because they’d crack each other up.”

      Mori glanced at me incredulously. “Did you seriously tell me a dad joke?”

      “I’m checking you have a sense of humour,” I replied, keeping my face innocent. “No one can be this grumpy for this long unless they have no sense of humour.”

      Mori grunted, still not replying.

      “How does a taco say grace?”

      Nothing.

      “Lettuce pray.”

      There. A lip twitch. He smothered it immediately, but I’d caught him red-handed.

      Now that the conversation gateways were a tiny bit open, I shoved in my crowbar to gain another few inches. “So, what made you open a nightclub?”

      Mori’s jaw worked like he was trying to figure out the fewest words possible to answer my question. “I like being surrounded by lots of different people.”

      I rolled my eyes internally. Sure, my grumpy lumberjack. You’re in the nightlife industry because you like people. “Really? Because you don’t strike me as a people person.”

      “What gave you that idea?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I quipped, making a show of checking the time. “Perhaps it’s the five hours we’ve spent in near silence?”

      “Maybe it’s just you that I don’t want to speak to.”

      I opened my mouth to rise to the challenge he’d laid at my feet before I caught myself. I hunched my shoulders inwards and folded my arms, making myself as small as possible. “I’m sorry. If it bothers you so much, I’ll keep quiet.”

      Anyone who knew the real me would be rolling on the floor laughing. Mori, however, only knew what I was showing him. “You don’t need to sit in silence. I’m not expecting that.”

      “I’m just so grateful to you for helping me. I’m not expecting you to be my friend or anything. I didn’t mean to pry.” Eurgh, I was laying it on so thick I was practically making myself nauseous.

      Fortunately, it had the desired effect on Mori. He sighed and reached over to pat my knee with one of his big hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m not used to spending a lot of time with people who aren’t related to me.”

      “It’s okay. I’m not offended,” I said softly. “But it looks like we’ll be stuck with each other for a while. I was thinking it’ll be easier if we get to know each other a bit.”

      “You’re right,” Mori said, glancing at me with a small smile. “Well, I’m not sure how much you know about demons…?”

      Quite a bit. But maybe he’d give me something useful that I could use against him when the time came. “Next to nothing, really. I wasn’t even sure if you were actually a demon or if my contact was having me on.”

      “They weren’t having you on. I really am a demon…quite a powerful one. But using those powers takes its toll. In order to operate at my full capabilities, I need to be exposed to sin on a regular basis.”

      “Hence the nightclub…”

      “Exactly.” He shot me a heated look. “Nothing like healthy doses of lust and jealousy to keep me going.”

      Oh yeah. I bet lust and jealousy got him all sorts of types of fired up.

      Behave, River.

      “What about you?”

      Mori’s next question halted the steamy path my brain had been walking along. “What do you mean?”

      Mori’s forehead crinkled like he couldn’t understand my confusion. “What do you do? When you’re not persuading demons to take you along on search-and-rescue missions?”

      “Nothing very interesting,” I said smoothly, having prepared this answer ahead of time. To be fair, my life before all the ghast attacks had been pretty mundane aside from travelling. During the rare times I was in the country, I tended to hang out with Blaise and other clan members. “I’m an accountant.”

      Like that TikTok song said, no one knows what exactly an accountant does…nor do they really care. As predicted, Mori’s expression glazed over. “Do you enjoy that?”

      “Not really.” Because let’s be honest, I doubted many accountants could hand on heart say they loved their job. “But I get a decent salary and lots of time off to travel.”

      “You like to travel then?”

      “Yes, I love it.” Although I’d love it more if I had someone to share it with. Nevertheless, it was a drop of truth to soften the lies. I did love to travel, and a detail that small wouldn’t throw off my story. It was more why I offered it that had me frowning. Why did it matter that I let Mori have a little glimpse of who I really was?

      Worse, I didn’t stop there. “I love to meet different people and learn about their cultures. There’s so much to learn about in this world. I want to see it all. That’s my dream, anyway. To visit every country before I die.”

      Why not tell him more? My brain mocked me. Tell him how you’ve always wanted a family. How you travel because you’re searching for that place that feels like home, but you just can’t find it. Better yet, carry on and tell him about how in recent years, you’ve had to travel to try and figure out why mages are being taken.

      Fat lot of good going abroad had done me. They’d found my clan while I’d been thousands of miles away.

      The only thing we knew about ghasts was that they went after the most powerful of mages, and the mages never returned.

      I wasn’t here. Blaise was taken.

      Want to take guess which of us is the most powerful?

      And that was the fact that gnawed at me the most. I should’ve been the one taken. Not Blaise.

      I belatedly realised that Mori had asked me a question. “Sorry, what was that?”

      “Do you live in Southampton”?”

      “Yes,” I answered absently, tracing my fingers through the condensation on the inside of the window. My mind was still on my brother and what they might be doing to him at that very moment. “We moved there in 1988 from Spain.”
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      Spain. 1988.

      It had to be a coincidence. It had to be.

      “You must’ve been young then, practically a baby.” River looked like he was in his early thirties, so it was a solid assumption.

      “Mm-hmm,” River said, still drawing shapes on the window. I got the sense he wasn’t paying attention to me, which was good because I was fairly sure my freakout was written all over my face.

      “And you’ve lived in Southampton since?” I persisted, sweat beading at my temples.

      “Yeah. Well, aside from when I’ve been travelling. But this has always been home,” River said, finally turning to look at me. His brows drew together. “Are you okay? You look…freaked out.”

      “I’m fine,” I said shortly. “Just…making conversation.”

      I could feel River’s eyes burning into the side of my face, but I refused to acknowledge him. I was too busy processing what he’d told me.

      You see, I also moved to Southampton in 1988…from Spain. Not that odd on its own, I guess, but when you take into consideration what we’d recently learned about mates, it became more suspicious. When we’d arrived in England in the eighties, Harlow had immediately headed for the Welsh valleys while Cal settled in Farnborough. In 2006, Cal moved to Wales to join Harlow before they both relocated to Southampton.

      And guess who else also followed their exact moving patterns?

      That’s right—their fated mates.

      Fate, our demonic instincts—whatever you wanted to blame it on—had ensured my brothers were living within a five-mile radius of their mates from the moment they’d been born.

      That wasn’t what was happening here. River wasn’t my mate.

      This was just a coincidence…a rather cruel one, honestly. It was almost like fate was taunting me by dangling the possibility of River in my face. I could almost feel it whispering, Look at this gorgeous guy…he could be yours. But he’s not.

      River reached over timidly and laid his hand on my thigh. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Yep,” I said, using the excuse of needing to change gears to knock his hand away. I couldn’t have him touching me. It was too much of a reminder of what I could never have. Not with River, anyway. “Time to stop for the night.”

      We could’ve kept going. We were only a few hours outside of Edinburgh. We could’ve been there already, but the weekend traffic had fucked us over. If I had to endure another second with River in this enclosed space, I would lose my mind. Fuck finding a hotel either. As much as I tried to not pay attention to Low and Oscar when they got chatting about romance books, some of it slipped in. There’d be none of this only-one-bed shit happening here. No, we’d camp under the stars. We were in a rural area, not having even passed a car for several miles. That might be enough to send River running for the nearest train station. Maybe without him here, invading the car with his scent, I’d be able to think clearly.

      It wasn’t long before I found an uninhabited field and parked up. It was far from any houses, and with one of my wards surrounding us, we wouldn’t be disturbed. My skills with warding weren’t on par with Harlow’s, but they were good enough to divert disgruntled farmers who’d be pissed off to find someone camping on their land.

      Grabbing my one-man tent from the boot, I ignored River while quickly assembling it. It was only after I shoved my bag inside that I spotted what River classed as camping equipment.

      “You’ve got to be fucking joking.”

      “What?” River glanced around like he had no idea what I was referring to.

      I jabbed a finger at the bed roll and thin sleeping bag River had spread over the ground. “You can’t seriously sleep on that all night. You’ll freeze to death.”

      River shrugged, plopping down on his bag and wriggling around defiantly. “I’ve slept on worse.”

      “Doubtful.”

      “You’re the one who insisted we camp instead of finding a hotel,” River said hotly. “If you’ve got an issue with how I interpret the term camping, that sounds like a you problem rather than a me problem.”

      “You won’t be saying that when it’s three a.m. and four degrees out.”

      There was a fire in his eyes as he glared at me from the ground. “Well, if I get too cold, I can just sleep in the car.”

      “You’re not sleeping in my baby.”

      He propped himself on his forearms so he could glare at me. “What damage do you honestly think I’d do to your car in my sleep?”

      I spread my legs wider and folded my arms over my chest. Cocking my head to the side, I looked at him calculatingly. “You’re very confident all of a sudden.”

      It was like I’d thrown a bucket of ice water over River. The fight left him as he hunched in on himself, eyes on the ground. “Sorry. Really, I’ll be fine sleeping out here.”

      Damn. I shouldn’t have called him on it. Sparring with River could rapidly become one of my favourite activities. I studied River as he stood awkwardly from his mat to rummage for something in his bag. Who was he, really? He flipped personalities faster than Dagon went through fuck buddies, leaving me playing catch up.

      “I saw a pub about a mile or so back,” River said with his back to me, shoulders tense. “Maybe we should grab some food from there before we turn in?”

      His question was tense like he was expecting me to snap at him. My head was spinning. How could he argue with me one minute and then act afraid of me the next?

      Instead of calling him on it, I grunted in agreement. I cast a quick ward to keep our possessions safe and out of sight.

      River was quiet as we walked through the fields, the setting sun illuminating his impassive face. If only I could shine a light inside him, could see what he was really thinking.

      Sensing my gaze on him, River turned his head slightly to give me a shy smile, his teeth sinking into his bottom lip before he hurriedly turned his attention away.

      Yeah, I needed a torch. Not to see where I was going but to see what was going on with River. I needed something that could illuminate what the fuck was really happening.

      Because if there was one thing I was sure of, it was that River wasn’t what he seemed…and he certainly wasn’t being honest with me.
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        * * *

      

      After a mostly silent meal, in which I scrutinised River from the corner of my eye, I was still no closer to figuring him out. It was like he’d shut down, slamming up so many walls I had no hope of seeing over them. As we returned to our improvised campground, I decided to try a different approach.

      “Tell me about your brother.”

      River stumbled with a curse, his ankle twisting in the dirt. I grabbed his arm, dropping it the second he was steady. “Jesus, Mori. Warn a guy before you scare the shit out of him.”

      “I asked a question. It’s not my fault you startle easier than a squirrel.”

      “Have you heard how often you speak?” River retorted. Something in me flared at the ire in his tone. “You can’t blame me. Here we are, walking through a field in the pitch darkness, and out of nowhere comes your thundering voice. For fuck’s sake, it’s more likely we’ll get jumped by an axe murderer than for you to start chatting.”

      I rolled my eyes at his dramatics, but inside I was grinning. This side of River was far preferable to the docile, trembling one he kept reverting to. The question was, which one was real? “You were the one complaining in the car about the silence.”

      “And that one comment made you decide we needed to chit-chat? Four hours later? Do you have issues with timing in all areas or just this one?”

      I ducked my head so River couldn’t see my grin. “Can’t say I’ve had any complaints.”

      This time, I was ready for River’s stumble, my hand catching him before he could turn his ankle again. I wasn’t ready for the smouldering smirk he shot over his shoulder. “My, my. Who knew that a dirty mind lay behind all that brooding.”

      I leaned closer, our breath mingling in the cold night air. “That’s what’s really tripping you up…you pretending you know anything about me.”

      River’s gaze dipped down to my lips. “Likewise.”

      I smirked. Gotcha. “Oh really? What is it I don’t know about you?” I leaned even closer. “What exactly are you hiding from me, River?”

      The shutters slammed down. He pulled his arm from my grip and took several steps back. His whole demeanour changed like he was an actor slipping into a different role. His head bowed, eyes on the floor. “Nothing. I just meant we don’t know each other very well. That’s all.”

      I considered my next steps. He was definitely playing me, but the question was: why?

      Fortunately, immortality had granted me one virtue that none of my other brothers possessed: patience. River was hiding something from me…and not very well. It was only a matter of time before the truth came out. And until then? I’d keep my guard up.

      After all, it wasn’t like he actually posed a threat to me, not physically, at least. And as a human, he didn’t have any powers that could stand against my own. That didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. He could, for example, be leading me straight into a trap.

      Paranoid? Possibly. But you don’t survive Hell as Lucifer’s son without considering all the possibilities, no matter how extreme.

      I could kill him now. It’s not like it’d be the first time I removed a threat before it presented itself.

      But even if I hadn’t made a deal to keep him safe, could I really hurt River?

      I studied him, still standing in that submissive position. The moonlight bounced off his pale skin, highlighting his high cheekbones and square jaw. I wanted to poke at him. Make him argue with me again. Tackle him around the waist, taking him to the floor and wrestling with him until one of us gave in.

      I wanted to do lots of things to him. Lots of things I shouldn’t want to do, given he wasn’t my mate.

      But none of those things involved killing him. My stomach turned in on itself just at the thought. That wasn’t unusual. We never hurt innocents. It was a cardinal rule my brothers and I followed.

      “Okay, so we don’t know each other well,” I said, pushing my hands into my pockets to stop myself from doing something stupid like grabbing River and seeing if I could make defiance flare in his eyes again. “So, tell me about yourself. Tell me about your brother.”

      River eyed me for a moment as though choosing his words carefully. “What do you want to know?”

      He was smart. Smarter than I’d initially given him credit for. Satan, I should not be enjoying this so much. Which…surprised me. This kind of back and forth wasn’t what I usually looked for in a relationship. Unless we were fucking. Anything went then. “Let’s start with his name.”

      “John.”

      I smirked sideways at him. “You’re telling me your parents named you River and lumbered him with a boring name like John?”

      River’s chin tilted up. “Yep. What can I say? I’ve always been the more…interesting of the two. They must’ve known that from the start and named us accordingly.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I had no idea why River was lying to me about something as simple as a name, but I’d go along for now. Wasn’t like I had anything better to do. “So, what’s John like then?”

      River shrugged, turning to continue walking. I fell into step beside him, staying far enough away to keep space between us but close enough that I could grab him again if he stumbled. “He’s…annoying. Like most brothers, I guess. Does stupid things without thinking, and then I have to swoop in to clean up his mess.”

      “Is that what’s happening here?”

      “I don’t know. Like I said before, I don’t know why he’s missing, but I can’t ignore that he is. At the end of the day, he’s my brother. I love him. That’s why I’m trudging through a muddy field in March at eleven p.m. with only a mythical creature to keep me company.”

      “Supernatural,” I corrected him.

      “What?”

      “You said mythical. I’m supernatural, not mythical.”

      “Same thing.” River waved me off impatiently, and I bit back a smile. It really wasn’t, but I couldn’t expect a human to understand the difference.

      “Do you ever get tired of it? Clearing up his messes?”

      River sighed. “Not tired…frustrated, definitely. He never seems to make the right choice or choose the path of least resistance. And he figures it’s okay because I’ll always be there to pick him up again.”

      “What about you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I rubbed my beard, slowing my steps as the tent and car came into view. “Who picks you up? Who looks after you?”

      River frowned. “No one. But that’s okay. It’s not like I need it. Besides, that’s what it’s like for most people…right? I mean, it’s not like everyone has someone who would drop everything for them.”

      “I do. I’d do anything to help my brothers, and I know they’d do the same for me in a heartbeat. If I was in trouble, there’s nothing that’d stop them from getting to me.”

      The words were said lightly, but they were meant as a warning. Given how River’s eyes widened slightly before he cleared his throat, he took it as such.

      With that, I saluted him before ducking into my tent and zipping myself inside.

      Yes, River, you need to pay attention. Because this game just stepped up a gear.

      He wasn’t the only player on the board now, and there was nothing I enjoyed more than a good match.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      Well, fuck.

      I lay on my bed roll, the thin sleeping bag doing bugger all to keep out the chill in the air, and continued to chastise myself.

      How was it that I’d spent decades slipping into one role or another, never breaking character no matter how much pressure I was under, yet twenty-four hours with this demon had me showing my true colours every few minutes?

      And what was all that talk about his brothers? I mean, obviously, it was a warning. I wasn’t that fucking stupid. Just fucking fucked. Because if I’d spooked Mori enough for him to feel it was warranted, his guard was well and truly raised.

      Thankfully, although he was suspicious, he didn’t seem to suspect I was anything other than human. There’s no way he’d be going to sleep mere feet away if he knew the truth.

      The question now was, how could I play this situation to my advantage? It was becoming increasingly obvious that not only was Mori not buying my meek and mild act, but he responded better when I let my true snarky self shine through. Maybe I needed to drop the act and be myself. Which was a fucking relief, to be honest. I’d bitten my tongue so often that I was surprised it wasn’t swollen. No, I needed to take a different approach.

      Not that I was going to tell him I was a mage. I was reckless, not stupid.

      I rolled onto my side, trying to get comfortable as I pondered. I should’ve brought my tent. But with everything else in my head, thinking through proper camping attire wasn’t really where my brain had been when I’d packed. Besides, I hadn’t been lying. I had slept in worse conditions.

      That didn’t mean I enjoyed it. Or got much sleep.

      From the light breathing and occasional movement from Mori’s tent, he wasn’t sleeping either. Was it because he was still trying to figure out what I was up to? Or was it because he was being kept awake by fantasies of wrestling me to the floor and pinning my wrists in one of his massive hands? Teasing me open before plunging inside in one swift movement that would take my breath away?

      Couldn’t blame him if that was the case. It was an image I couldn’t shake, even if I wanted to.

      Which to be clear, I didn’t. I was more than happy to indulge in filthy thoughts about the hunky lumbersnack. Anything to distract me from the clusterfuck that was my current life.

      I smirked as an idea began to form. Maybe I could kill two birds with one stone. I hadn’t missed the way Mori’s eyes lingered on my mouth or how his fists clenched like he was trying to stop himself from reaching for me.

      Time to turn that to my advantage. Based on the very little I knew about the human he’d left hell for, I’d thought he’d find it easier to trust me if I adopted a meek persona. But now that jig was up and a different move was needed.

      Game on, Mori.

      I started by focusing on the cold surrounding me. Using as much magic as I could without lifting my glamour, I focused on the tiny droplets of dew clinging to me, turning them to ice. Within minutes, I was shivering, my exposed skin turning blue. My teeth chattered loudly enough that, even without his supernatural hearing, Mori would be able to hear it.

      I glared at the tent, waiting for it to open. Nothing.

      Pulling on every dramatic inch of my personality, I let out a low groan before dissolving it into a whimper. I thrashed my legs around like I was having a nightmare, letting my voice rise as if in terror.

      I paused to throw a glance at the tent.

      Nothing.

      Nada.

      Motherfucker.

      Grinding my teeth, I gave one more whimper before falling back onto my mat. What a stubborn arsehole. I didn’t believe for a second that he was asleep. He was waiting for me to make a move, to see what I’d do next.

      Well, if he wouldn’t come to me, I’d go to him. I wasn’t a quitter.

      I didn’t bother to call out. It wasn’t like Mori wouldn’t know I was coming. I unzipped the tent and ducked inside. The tent was small enough that I had to stay on my knees to avoid the top. As expected, Mori was wide-fucking-awake. Sprawled on his mat, his hands were under his head, his biceps bulging as he smirked at me. Underneath him was an unzipped sleeping bag. This close, I could see his tattoos were varying Celtic designs. If we weren’t in this situation, would he let me lick them?

      “Trouble sleeping?”

      I glared at him. “Like you couldn’t hear me. You know, the gentlemanly thing to do would’ve been to offer to share your tent.”

      His grin widened wolfishly. “What? And miss that little show you were putting on? No chance. Besides, if I remember correctly, you’re the one who insisted you sleep out there with no fucking tent. I wasn’t about to undermine you by saying, ‘I told you so.’”

      “And yet, you just did.”

      “So what are you going to do now? You’re not sleeping in my car.”

      I let my eyes roam over him slowly, taking in his thick thighs clad in soft cotton pyjama bottoms and the tight green T-shirt stretched over his chest before finally stopping on his face. He probably figured I couldn’t see much in this light, but he was wrong. I saw how he shifted under my perusal. How his cock plumped under the cotton. How his breath caught in his chest and his tongue came out to wet his lips as though his mouth was suddenly dry.

      Join the club, Mori.

      “Given you’ve promised to keep me alive and safe, I figured I’d share this tent with you.”

      “How did you come to that conclusion?”

      “It’s quite simple, really. If I sleep out there and catch hypothermia, I might die. Then your deal would be broken, and you’d die too.”

      Mori went still like a predator, tipping me off to the mistake I’d made before he even opened his mouth. “How do you know that’s the price I’ll pay for breaking the deal?”

      Shitting, fuck, bollocks. Well done, River.

      “Lucky guess,” I said with a breeziness that even I didn’t believe. “It’d have to be something serious in order to make demons follow through, and what do they value more than their eternal life?”

      Mori’s eyes closed, a muscle in his jaw jumping. There was a pause. A moment. Tension grew between us as the truth dawned on me.

      Obviously, there was something…or, more accurately, someone, Mori valued more than his immortality. No doubt, the human he’d given his heart too all those decades ago. The one he’d loved so much that he risked everything to challenge his father and walked away from the only home he’d ever known.

      That realisation shouldn’t have bothered me. I’d only known the guy a day, and I wasn’t looking for anything serious with him. I simply wanted him to like me enough to not kill me when the truth came out.

      So why did I feel like a boulder had been dropped into my stomach?

      I cleared my throat. “So, what’s it going to be? Going to wriggle over so I can squeeze in?”

      Mori’s eyes were still closed, but he let out a grunt that could mean anything, given it seemed to be his preferred method of communication.

      But it wasn’t a no. Seizing the opportunity, I flopped down into the tiny space next to his bed roll so I could wiggle off my jeans. Unlike him, I hadn’t changed, not seeing the point in putting on thinner clothes when I’d been planning to sleep exposed to all the elements. I kicked off my socks, ripped my shirt over my head, and slid beside him.

      As my bare skin touched his arm, Mori’s eyes flew open with a yelp. “What are you doing? Why are you naked?”

      “I’m not naked,” I said with a shiver as I burrowed my way under his arm and against his chest. Sliding my leg over his, I pressed myself as close as possible to his body. “I’m wearing briefs.”

      “Brief is the right word,” Mori said darkly.

      “Aw, I didn’t realise you’d looked.”

      “Hard not too when you’re crawling all over me. Are you going to stay still or keep fidgeting?” Mori’s voice was petulant, but his body told a different story. Even as he moaned about the intrusion, his arm pulled me closer while the other reached down to pull the sleeping bag over us. It was too small to zip around us, but we’d be warm enough with how pressed together we were.

      “I’m comfy now.” With my cheek pressed against his chest, one arm looped over his stomach, and a leg between his, I didn’t think I’d ever been comfier. Already, I could feel the fog of sleep washing over me. “And the lack of clothes is so we can share body heat. If you wanted to keep me really safe, you could strip too. I wouldn’t mind.”

      Mori’s breath huffed out above my head. “I bet you wouldn’t. Brat.”

      “Not the first time I’ve been called that.” My words were punctuated with a yawn.

      “Why am I not surprised.” Mori’s free hand came to rest on my thigh while the one holding me close stroked gently over my arm. “Now, can we get some sleep?”

      “Mmm,” I replied, snuggling closer. He smelled like peaches mixed with whisky, and I couldn’t get enough.

      I had Mori right where I wanted him. Wrapped around me. Unable to think about anything other than me.

      There was one final nagging realisation before sleep claimed me.

      Why did this feel so right?
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        * * *

      

      I woke up the next morning in the exact same position—cradled against Mori’s chest.

      Mori, however, had moved.

      Now lying on his side, his very impressive morning wood was pressed against my own. My breath caught as he twitched slightly, the movement making me want to press back against him, seeking the friction that would get me off.

      But come on. The guy was asleep. Boundaries, people.

      That wasn’t the only thing causing my erection to throb. The other issue was that Mori’s hand was cupping my arse.

      Under my briefs.

      Against my skin.

      I bit back a groan. Dammit, I really didn’t want to wake him. I wanted to lie here as long as possible, revelling in the feel of him touching me, pressing me against him. But I couldn’t risk this going any further. There was an ocean of difference between flirting and fucking.

      One was useful for my plan. The other would lead to pain. Probably mine. Because no matter how hot I found him, Mori would never be mine. Fucking would lead to feelings. And feelings led to complications.

      The last thing this situation needed was more complications.

      “Mori,” I mumbled.

      No response. His face was peaceful, his long lashes dusting his cheeks. His mouth was parted slightly, begging for me to wake him with a kiss instead.

      Behave, River.

      I tried to pull away, but his hand tightened, dragging my crotch against his with a precision that had me groaning.

      Okay, this dude needed to wake up before he had me coming in my briefs like a teenager.

      Lifting a hand to his beard, I gave it a gentle tug. “Mori, wake up.”

      That had the opposite effect. He groaned. His other hand moved to also cup my arse as he ground me against him. I was pinned to him as he started to fuck against me lazily. I nearly swallowed my tongue as his cock rubbed against mine. Fuck, the demon was packing heat. I could imagine just how perfect that would feel deep inside me. My prostate could become besties with a cock like that.

      Nope. Let’s not walk down that road. I needed to get out of this situation before my very fine restraint vanished completely.

      “Mori!” The canvas amplified my shout, finally startling Mori awake. He jumped before freezing against me.

      “What’s going on?” His voice was a mixture of confused and horny.

      Join the club, buddy.

      “I’ve got no idea,” I muttered throatily, “but given you’re the one grinding all up on me, I’m going to blame it on you.”

      “Shit,” Mori said. He ripped his hands from my underwear, pushing me off him with a shove.

      “Oof,” I said, wincing as my back met the cold ground.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry,” Mori said, scrambling to his knees. “I didn’t mean to…well, do any of that.”

      “It’s cool,” I said, spreading my legs slightly so he could see the exact effect his morning activities had on me. “I didn’t say I minded. Hell, I don’t even mind the rough treatment…as you can clearly see.”

      He swallowed hard. Oh, he could see. He was looking. In fact, he couldn’t seem to tear his gaze away from where the uncut head of my dick had decided to slip from my briefs, a drop of precum emphasising just how little I minded.

      The tension bubbled in the air, and I struggled to remember why it was a bad idea for me to climb onto Mori’s lap and crush my mouth to his.

      Just then, a flash of pain shot across my chest. Excruciating pain. Pain like I’d never felt before.

      I cried out, rolling onto my side and pulling myself into a ball.

      Blaise. Blaise. Blaise.

      My power roiled beneath my skin. It could feel our twin being dragged from us, the shared bond of our magic slowly being torn asunder.

      I closed my eyes as the pain punched me again, causing another moan to fall from my lips. He was so close to death, his body barely clinging on as they ripped his power from him again and again.

      Until now, I’d only had brief flashes of the tortures they were putting him through. Moments where I knew they were stripping his power away to make it their own. This was the longest I’d felt him for…which didn’t bode well. It was like our shared bond was trying to warn me, to beg me to move faster.

      Because he didn’t have much time left.

      It felt like my power, my immortality, was being ripped from me too. Another lightning bolt of agony hit me, a scream leaving my mouth as it struck.

      Stop. Stop. Please.

      I wasn’t sure who was speaking. Me or Blaise.

      It seemed to go on forever. A rolling darkness of pain and fear that no light could ever hope to pierce. I clung to it, begging Blaise not to let to go. Whispering to him that I was there. Promising I’d get to him in time.

      The pain finally eased enough for me to roll onto my back. Dragging in deep gasps of air, I tried to remember where I was. What my reality was.

      Because it was all real. That pain was real. Blaise being tortured was real.

      But staying there, suffering with him, wouldn’t save him. I needed to separate my reality from his. I needed to get to him. Now.

      “That’s it, deep breaths for me.”

      Mori.

      My chest was still heaving, my skin pale and covered in a sheen of sweat. I latched onto Mori’s voice and let it guide me home. Mori was leaning over me, speaking in a low voice as he brushed a lock of hair away from my forehead.

      The touch centred me. It reminded me I had a plan. I would save Blaise. I had to.

      No matter what.

      “What hurts?” Mori asked urgently. “Can I touch you? Check you over?”

      “You never need to ask to touch me,” I rasped. Fuck, had I been screaming? I needed water.

      Like he could read my mind, Mori rummaged in his bag for a bottle of water. He uncapped it for me and held it out. I tried to prop myself on my forearms, but I dropped back to the ground the moment I tried, my muscles refusing to hold me up.

      Mori was there in a second, one of his arms looping under me and lifting me. He didn’t stop until I was cradled in his lap like a baby. His face was grim as he lifted the bottle to my lips, carefully tipping the water into my parched mouth.

      After a few mouthfuls, he put the bottle on the floor and frowned at me. “I think we need to get you to a hospital. I don’t know enough about human medicine to be able to help. The little I did try didn’t work. I don’t know why.”

      I stiffened. “What did you try?”

      A muscle ticked in Mori’s jaw. “I tried to compel you to take the pain away. It should’ve worked. I should’ve been able to make your brain ignore it, but it didn’t. I don’t understand why. I’m so sorry.”

      I knew why. Compulsion didn’t work on mages.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I croaked. “Maybe you’re just having a bad day.”

      The words tasted foul in my mouth, but the memory of Blaise’s pain was still too raw to make me feel guilty. I couldn’t risk Mori finding out the truth. Not now.

      “Anyway,” I continued before he could continue wondering why it hadn’t worked, “I don’t need to go to a hospital. I feel fine now.”

      Mori’s lips thinned. “I’d believe that if you hadn’t been screaming in agony a few minutes ago.”

      I stared at him, paying attention to the different shades of red in his beard, the thin lines on his forehead, the strong shape of his nose.

      I couldn’t see anything other than concern in his eyes. I needed to ignore the lightness in my chest from having someone worry about me.

      He didn’t care about me. Not really.

      He didn’t even know who I was. What I was.

      That thought slammed me back to reality, the calculating part of my brain taking over, figuring out how to turn this situation around to work for us. For Blaise.

      And I let it. Because really, what other choice did I have?

      The aftereffects had already worn off, but I let my eyes close on a small moan, nuzzling my cheek against Mori’s shoulder. “I promise…I’m okay. It must’ve been wind…or maybe anxiety. That causes chest pain.”

      That was believable…right? I mean, I couldn’t imagine demons spent much time around humans having anxiety attacks. Besides, chest pain was a legitimate symptom of an anxiety attack.

      “Wind or anxiety,” Mori repeated flatly. “That’s what had you writhing on the ground, screaming in agony.”

      “Yep.”

      Mori sighed, my head lifting and falling with the movement.

      “You’re lying.”

      That wasn’t a question, so I didn’t need to answer it. Unfortunately, Mori didn’t stop there.

      “You’re lying, and what’s more, I know you’re lying. And you know that I know. I mean, on what planet did you think that’d be a believable story?”

      Pushing against his chest, I wriggled until I was off his lap. My stomach flipped repeatedly. Was that an aftereffect of the attack? It couldn’t be guilt. I’d never felt bad about lying before.

      With no room to stand, I was stuck on my knees in front of him. I stared at him, our eyes level. He didn’t hide anything. I could see every hint of suspicion. Every question, every doubt.

      I showed him nothing. Gave him nothing.

      He didn’t let me get away with it though. “Really? You’ve got no explanation?”

      “We have a deal.”

      That’s all I’d offer. A reminder of what we were. Of what we’d agreed. Of what he owed me.

      The corner of his lips curled up ruefully. “You know, I could use my favour for this. Could call it in now and make you tell me everything. Because the longer I spend with you, the more I know you’re playing me.”

      My pulse quickened, but I refused to let my fear show. If he did that, I was as good as dead.

      And so was Blaise.

      Maybe not straight away. He’d have to follow through on his end of the bargain.

      But once he wasn’t held back by that?

      Yeah. Very dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t call in the favour.

      All it took was one look at the raw terror on River’s face, and the words died on my tongue.

      Call me an idiot. Call me a fool. I’d certainly cursed myself with insults far worse than that in the hours since, but I couldn’t bring myself to demand the truth.

      Not when whatever he was hiding was so bad it killed all the light in his eyes.

      My brothers would no doubt have my hide for behaving so recklessly. But hey, we were demons. It wouldn’t be right if we didn’t lean into recklessness sometimes.

      That was my excuse, and I was sticking to it.

      The conversation between River and I was kept to a minimum as we swiftly packed up our meagre campsite and got back on the road. River seemed lost in thought, his attention many miles away, while I was lost in watching him from the corner of my eye.

      What had caused him so much pain? I’d been racking my brain for medical conditions that could have him writhing in agony one minute and feeling fine the next, but I was coming up blank. I’d never seen a human nearly black out from pain caused by trapped wind.

      His anxiety claim didn’t ring true either. Unfortunately, I’d seen my brother’s mate, Oscar, go through anxiety attacks several times. After the first one, Harlow and I had hit the books, well…Google…researching everything from recognising triggers to the best techniques to help someone with an anxiety attack. And once Dagon returned from Hell and witnessed one, he demanded we tell him everything we knew.

      None of us wanted our brother’s mate to suffer. It killed us to see his pain and how that affected Cal. It wasn’t often that I was with Oscar without Cal there, but if the worst happened, I wanted to be able to help him through it.

      I mulled over what happened with River as I overtook a slow lorry. I knew that not everyone experienced anxiety attacks the same way. Chest pain, sweating, intense fear, increased breathing…sure, all were symptoms of an anxiety attack.

      It was more what was…missing that had me doubting his claim. There’d been no sign of a trigger. No signs of an oncoming attack. It had hit out of the blue with no warning. And okay, that could happen with anxiety, but it wouldn’t have you rolling on the ground in agony without even a hitch of a breath first.

      And not only that, but there was the speed at which he’d recovered. Oscar always took several minutes to work through the attack and come back around. Even then, he still felt some of the physical symptoms. He described it to me once as recovering from a bad hangover—your body knew the worst was over, but you still felt weak, shaky, and exhausted.

      The fact that River had been back to normal in under two minutes was another tick against that theory.

      I couldn’t erase the memory of him writhing in agony. The way his mouth had fallen open in a scream. How his fingers had scrabbled at his chest like he was clawing at an invisible attacker.

      I hadn’t felt that helpless in a long time. Not since…not since Eric.

      And just like with Eric, I hadn’t been able to help him. I couldn’t compel the pain away, and I had no idea why.

      The image of River suffering was replaced with the memory of another. This time, it was of Harlow. The way he’d cradled Bailey’s lifeless body. How he’d screamed and gone to pieces.

      It was a reminder of what came with finding love—the risk of losing it. And while I believed it was worth it, seeing River in pain and being helpless to stop it had made me pause.

      If I was this cut up seeing River, a guy I barely knew, suffering, what would I be like if it was my mate in that situation?

      Maybe it was a good thing fate was keeping me waiting. I’d been so caught up in all the good things about having a mate that I’d forgotten about the risks. Being with a demon meant living with a perpetual target on your back.

      There was no guarantee anything bad would happen to my mate…but was it a risk I wanted to take?

      Pushing that thought away for a later date, I surveyed River in my peripheral vision. He really should go to the hospital. It was a good thing he wasn’t mine. If he was, I would’ve had his stubborn arse in accident and emergency before he could even say trapped wind. But he wasn’t, so I stayed silent. He insisted he was fine, and he didn’t seem to be in any pain. Other than being lost in thought and silent, he wasn’t any different from normal.

      But then, what even was River’s normal? I barely knew the man, and the little I did know appeared to be complete bullshit. Thankfully he seemed to have dropped the scared and nervous act. That was the side of him that rang the most false.

      I sighed, rubbing a hand over my beard. Thanks to my stubbornness in wanting to camp at the arse end of nowhere, we’d had to forgo showers. My beard was dry and crackly as I’d skipped using the oil too.

      “We’re here,” I said as we passed the sign at the border between England and Scotland. Thanks to an accident causing a ten-mile tailback, it had taken us hours longer than it should’ve to get here. Hours spent in complete silence. “Any idea which direction I should head in now?”

      “Northwest,” River said quietly, not taking his attention away from the scenery passing as a blur outside his window. “Towards Loch Lomond.”

      I grunted in acknowledgment, not bothering to question how he knew this or why he even needed me there if he seemed to know where his brother was. There wasn’t any point. I didn’t trust River to give me an honest answer any more than River trusted me with what was really going on. All I could do was follow this path he laid out blindly and hope I wouldn’t be getting fucked over at the end.

      Besides, with my instincts silent and still too far away to pick up on his brother’s imprint, I had nothing else to go on. And really, what damage could River, a human, do to a demon like me?

      We’d long since left the motorway behind us, crisscrossing instead down numerous country lanes, when I finally picked up on something. Pulling my car into a narrow layby, I switched the engine off and closed my eyes.

      “Um, why are we stopping?”

      “Shh,” I growled. Finally, finally, my instincts were talking to me again. I whispered that we needed to change course to head farther north, grinning when I felt the imprint I’d been searching for crystalise in my mind. My hope evaporated when I realised how close to the McKenzie territory it’d take us.

      The McKenzies were werewolf shifters. Most packs kept to themselves, rarely straying from the lines drawn for them by the shifter council, but the McKenzies were a force of their own.

      And guess who got called in to deal with them when they got out of control?

      Suffice it to say, my brothers and I weren’t on their Christmas card list.

      I rubbed my beard as I stared unseeing into the distance. We hadn’t dealt with them in decades. Hell, they might even have new pack leaders taking them in a…calmer direction. We hadn’t been called upon in a long time, so it seemed likely.

      Nonetheless, I’d be careful to skirt around the edge of their territory without calling attention to us. The last thing I needed to deal with was a skirmish. If I’d been alone, sure. But with River? When I’d struck a deal to keep him safe and alive?

      Definitely not.

      With a loose destination and plan in mind, I turned the engine back on and pulled back onto the road, facing the opposite direction to take us back the way we came.

      “Wanna tell me what that was all about?” River asked. “Hang on, why are you taking us back this way?”

      I didn’t bother to answer him, focusing on finding the little pub advertising available rooms I’d seen a mile or so ago. Only when I’d pulled into the car park and switched off the engine did I turn to River and respond, “I know where we’re going and roughly where your brother is.”

      River’s eyes widened. “Then what the fuck are you stopping for? Let’s go get him.”

      He reached across me to turn the key again, but I stopped him with a firm grasp around his wrist. His face was so close to mine, and I couldn’t tear my gaze away. That terror from earlier was back, but now it was mixed with anger, frustration, and a hint of desire.

      Oh, there was no doubt he wanted me. But I’d bet you ten quid that he’d take the opportunity to punch me right now over riding my cock.

      Keeping one hand on his wrist, I used my other to grab his jaw. Tugging him gently, I narrowed the small distance between us to a scant few centimetres. His breath mingled with mine, his lips parting of their own accord. I struggled to keep it together as I saw the flash of his pink tongue behind his teeth. Satan, how I wanted to lick it. Maybe even bite it a little. See if I could make him whimper. Make him beg.

      “We’re stopping here,” I said slowly, enunciating every word, “because I don’t trust you. I might be reckless, but I’m not about to walk into a situation blind when I’m hungry, not rested, and with powers that need recharging.”

      River tried to pull his head back, but I tightened my grip, keeping him where he was. I let a little of my demon rise to the surface, reminding him exactly who he was messing with. “You’re playing a dangerous game, River. I hope you’re ready to face the consequences because I never lose.”

      River smirked. “That’s because you’ve never played with me.”

      And in a move I didn’t see coming, one of his hands shot out, grabbing my nipple and twisting sharply.

      I dropped his chin with a hiss, even as the blood rushed to my cock. It hadn’t even hurt, not really. But the touch of pain was just enough to push my lust over the edge of the cliff.

      What was it that was making me lose my touch so much around this guy? If my brothers ever discovered I let a human get the drop on me, I’d never live it down.

      With my hold broken, River was quick to scoot out of the car, the door slamming behind him. I took a few breaths, waiting for my erection to go down so I could get out of the car without showing River how much I’d…enjoyed his little stunt.

      Given the way he eyed my crotch as I got out of the car, I’d been unsuccessful.

      “Brat,” I grumbled as I walked past him, heading for the entrance.

      “You love it,” he retorted, stalking past me with a face like thunder. He really wasn’t pleased about the delay. “One night. That’s it. If my brother’s that close, I want us to be there first thing tomorrow.”

      “Fine,” I growled.

      I trailed River to the bar, leaving him to enquire with the barman about the rooms. The guy looked like he’d worked there since the seventies, and judging by the very dated decor, that was the last time this place had seen a coat of paint. I lifted my boot slightly, wincing at the way it stuck to the carpet before lifting.

      Still, it was only for one night. So long as it had a shower, it’d be fine.

      Anything to avoid having to share a sleeping bag with River again. Apparently, my unconscious self was a horny bastard with no self-control.

      It was only when River requested two rooms that I cleared my throat. Both he and the ancient barman snapped their attention to me. “We just need the one room.”

      “Aw, didn’t know you were so keen to snuggle again,” River said, making the barman’s cheeks redden. His bad mood from being delayed seemed to have vanished with the desire to needle me again.

      “With two beds,” I interjected.

      The barman’s beady eyes bounced between us. “We only have double beds.”

      I sighed. Of course they did. Now I had the choice of getting separate rooms and not being able to protect River if any McKenzies happened to stumble upon us or having to share a sleeping space with him. Again.

      Before I could decide, the bartender spoke in his gruff voice. “You can’t have one of them though. We don’t want your kind here.”

      The few locals in the pub fell quiet, their attention darting between us as they wondered what was going to happen. My attention was fully on River and the tension running through his body. Nope. I didn’t like that. Flashes of the rare times Eric and I encountered homophobic behaviour flashed through my mind.

      There’d been no excuse for it over a hundred years ago, and there sure as fuck wasn’t one for it now.

      River’s hands curled into fists, and I could see he was about to lose it with the bartender. There was no need though. Not when I could do a much more satisfying job with very little effort.

      Squeezing River’s shoulder, I raised an eyebrow at him in question. To my surprise, he nodded, taking a step back so I could slip between them.

      Turning to the bartender, who’d sealed his fate the second he’d started spouting homophobic bullshit, I turned on my most charming smile. Bracing my arms on the bar, I leaned on it casually, like we were just about to have a nice little chat about our day. “Our kind? What kind is that? Decent, hard-working men? Paying customers? English?” I mean, I wasn’t English, but thanks to my time in Southampton, my accent was. “You’re going to have to spell it out for me.”

      I mean, the guy was fucked. Just the fact he’d upset River was enough to make me want to fiddle around in his brain so he would never be able to drink another pint of beer without vomiting. But his next answer would determine to what extent I’d be punishing him.

      Oh, this was going to be fun.
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      Oh, this was bad.

      I was about to get a front-row seat to what happened when you incurred the wrath of a demon. Honestly, I should feel bad about whatever Mori was about to unleash on the ancient curmudgeon.

      Any smidgen of mercy I might’ve encouraged Mori to show was erased when the crypt-keeper spoke again.

      “Homos,” he spat, disgust dripping from his tone. “It’s unnatural. We don’t want you here. You’ll end up in Hell. Just mark my words.”

      Mori’s smile grew, and I’d never seen anything more terrifying. “Oh, I definitely will. And I look forward to seeing you there too. You’ll learn just how unnatural I am.”

      The man blustered, and one of the locals stood as though he was coming to defend the barman’s…honour wasn’t the right word. But clearly, he was on the homophobe train next to the chap now quaking under Mori’s attention.

      I stepped to the side, intercepting the local. The bloke was a big fella, ruddy-cheeked with thick forearms, which he folded over his chest like that would intimidate me.

      I dropped all congeniality from my expression, stepping right into the dickhead’s space. “Something I can help you with?”

      He sneered, giving me a flash of his yellowed teeth. I suppressed a shudder. If only they believed in dentistry with the same zeal they did homophobia. “Yeah, you can go fuck yourself.”

      I stepped even closer, the toes of my shoes brushing against his boots, grinning as he stumbled back. “Why would I do that when I’ve got the big guy over there to do it for me?”

      “River,” Mori barked. I ignored him, not pulling my attention from the idiot whose face was now crimson. Clearly, he was trying to decide between running away so he didn’t catch the gay or trying to beat it out of me.

      How I hoped he chose the latter. Even without using my powers, I’d be able to deliver the arse-kicking of the century.

      Unfortunately, Mori took all the fun away. The man’s eyes glazed over as he spun on his heel and walked out of the pub without a backwards glance.

      I wheeled on Mori. “What did you do?”

      “You’re welcome,” he grunted with an eye roll.

      My temper rose, my hands going to my hips. But before I could say anything, the bartender lost his patience. “Right. That’s it. Out, the both of you. I’m not having you here, and I’m certainly not having you running off good god-fearing customers. Now, be off with you before I call the police.”

      “God isn’t the one you need to be fearing. Trust me.” With that, Mori grabbed the man by the throat, slamming him against the bar. He scrabbled fruitlessly at Mori’s hand, his face turning purple as choked breaths rasped from him. No one else moved to come to his aid. Either Mori was compelling them to stay still, or they wisely realised they were unmatched.

      Mori lowered his head to whisper in the man’s ear. As Mori spoke, his colour leeched until he was as pale as a ghost. His fingernails stopped clawing at Mori’s hold as his hands fell limply to his sides.

      Without warning, Mori relinquished his hold on the man, letting him crash to the floor. His hands were shaking as he scrambled backwards, a wet patch spreading over his crotch.

      “Room number?” Mori asked mildly.

      “Room 4,” the man gasped, pointing at a row of keys.

      “Great,” Mori said, reaching over the bar and grabbing a key from the hook labelled 4. “Glad we could come to that understanding. Remember what I said now.”

      He nodded dumbly, still cowering on the floor.

      I followed Mori up to our room. Like the pub downstairs, it was in desperate need of an update. As promised, there was one bed that looked barely big enough for the two of us. Even worse, it was dipping in the middle, the bedding sagging into the centre. Not that I was expecting to get much sleep, not with Blaise so close yet still out of reach. I’d wanted to scream in frustration when Mori insisted we stop, but I couldn’t tell him the level of danger Blaise was in.

      Not unless I wanted to answer some very awkward questions.

      At least the room was clean and warm. And given the scene we’d caused in the bar, people would hopefully leave us be.

      As soon as the door swung closed behind us, Mori rounded on me. A vein was throbbing in his neck, and if I squinted, I was sure I could see steam coming out of his ears. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

      “Me?” I asked, my eyebrows flying up. “You’re the one who literally made that prick piss himself. What did you tell him anyway?”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “A few home truths about the eternity really awaiting him if he doesn’t clean up his act and start treating people with kindness.”

      “And he believed you?”

      Mori grunted. “The images I planted in his mind probably helped seal the deal. But that’s not what we’re talking about right now. We’re talking about you squaring up to that bloke who looks like he crushes tractors in his spare time.”

      I brushed past Mori, flopping down onto the bed. As expected, it was lumpy as shit. Sleeping on that bed roll would be more comfortable. “No, you’re talking about that. I’m testing out our current living conditions. Are you sure we can’t just sleep in the tent again?”

      “Stop changing the subject,” Mori said, glowering down at me with his arms folded. “That guy could’ve caused you some serious damage. You shouldn’t be putting yourself in situations like that.”

      Right. I’d had enough. Hauling myself to my feet, I shuffled into Mori’s space like I had with the prick in the bar. Unlike him, Mori stood his ground, his nostrils flaring as I got as close as I could. I might not be as built as Mori, but I sure as fuck was as tall as him. “Let’s get one thing straight, devil spawn,” I said, my voice dangerously low. “I don’t want, nor do I need your protection. I’m a big boy, and I’m perfectly capable of standing up for myself. I don’t need you swanning in to fight my battles for me.”

      “Oh yeah?” One of Mori’s red eyebrows raised. “If that’s so, why am I even here? Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re the one who asked for my protection. Excuse me for doing the very thing you bargained with me for.”

      “Shit like this isn’t what I meant, and you know it,” I hissed. “I can defend myself.”

      Before I even knew what was happening, Mori had spun me around, pinning me to the wall with one thick forearm. All my blood rushed south as my dick immediately got on board with whatever the fuck was going on. Mori hovered an inch away from my ear, his breath hot as he spoke in a whisper. “I didn’t say you couldn’t defend yourself. But while I’m around, you don’t need to. You bargained for my protection, and that’s what you’re going to get. That clear?”

      “Crystal.” I forced out between gritted teeth. Really, I wasn’t pissed about him getting involved, but the implication that I couldn’t protect myself. And to be fair to Mori, as far as he was concerned, I was a human accountant with no skills in fighting. “Now, are you going to let me go so we can wash up and eat? Because if you keep me here much longer, my dick is going to think something more fun is happening, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint it.”

      Mori dropped me like a sack of hot coals, and I spun around. He’d already retreated, striding backwards until there were several feet between us. I was gratified when his eyes dropped immediately to my crotch, widening when he saw the physical proof of how much I’d enjoyed him pinning me in place.

      My smirk widened when he swore and reached down to adjust himself in his jeans.

      “You use the shower first. I’ll find us some food,” Mori said gruffly. Then he was gone, the door slamming shut behind him.

      I sank back against the wall, feeling pretty proud of myself. That was until I remembered why we were here. Blaise. The smirk slid off my face, and I pushed my hands through my hair with a groan. What was it about Mori that had everything else fading away? When I was around him, it was like some primal side of my brain took over, erasing every thought other than the ones that involved how I could get him into bed. Or against a wall. Or the floor. Or the car.

      Where Mori was concerned, the possibilities were endless.

      But that wasn’t what I should be thinking about. Not with my twin’s life hanging in the fucking balance.

      I thunked the back of my head against the wall a couple of times, hoping it’d knock some sense into me.

      Nope. Still wanted Mori. And now I had a headache.

      Shedding my clothes where I stood, I headed for the shower. Like the rest of the place, it looked like it belonged in the Dark Ages. Fortunately, though, the water was hot, even if the pressure meant it took me twice as long as normal to lather and rinse. My cock stayed hard the entire time, bobbing painfully between my legs. Maybe I should just jerk one out. I gave myself a couple of tugs before letting go with a sigh. There wasn’t much point. An orgasm wasn’t going to cut it, not when I was the one doing it. One glimpse of Mori and I’d be in the same predicament once more.

      My stupid fucking libido was fixated on the grumpy cloud of a Viking and nothing else was going to cut it.
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        * * *

      

      We kept our conversation light over dinner. The hours we’d spent in traffic meant the day was almost over. Not trusting the kitchen here to provide anything halfway decent, Mori had nipped to a chippy we’d passed a few miles before. We ate our cod and chips from the newspaper, sitting cross-legged on the bed. With neither of us being small guys, we were constantly brushing against each other. But I wasn’t complaining.

      And, more interestingly, neither was Mori.

      “Curry sauce?” I asked, my nose wrinkling as I watched Mori pour the thick dark yellow sauce liberally over his food.

      “Sorry, did you want some?” he asked, holding the pot out to me.

      “Absolutely fucking not.” I shuddered. “What kind of monster puts curry sauce on fish?”

      Mori gave me a deadpan stare, his fork half raised to his mouth. “Demons, apparently.”

      I choked back a laugh. “Fair enough. I think the fact that this is the most horrifying thing I’ve discovered about you so far says more about me than it does about you.”

      Mori smirked before tucking into his dinner with fervour. We ate in companionable silence. Everything from before—our mission to find Blaise, the bigoted locals, the unresolved sexual tension—faded away in that quiet room. It was like we’d come to an unspoken decision to not mention what happened earlier, both content to enjoy the other’s company with nothing else bothering us. For a few moments, we were just two guys sharing a meal accompanied by a soundtrack of rain hitting the window.

      Of course that didn’t last. Before long, it was time for bed. All it took was slipping between the sheets next to Mori for the three things I’d been ignoring to come screaming to the forefront of my mind.

      One: without Mori, I had no hope of finding and saving Blaise.

      Two: there was a chance he’d try to kill me once the deal was done and he learned the truth.

      Three: despite everything, I wanted this man more than I’d wanted anyone in my entire life.

      I huffed and fidgeted on the bed, trying to find a comfortable position as those three thoughts bombarded me relentlessly. Realistically, there was no scenario where Mori would help me save Blaise, not kill me, then be open to exploring a relationship…

      My brain screeched to a halt. A relationship? Where the fuck had that thought come from? That wasn’t what I wanted here. I just wanted to get some of this sexual tension out of my system before I lost my mind over it.

      And you think once would be enough?

      Punching my pillow, pretending it was my inner voice, before flopping back down with a sigh. Dammit, if it wasn’t speaking the truth. I was ready to find someone and settle down.

      And right now, my cock thought Mori was the perfect candidate.

      “Will you quit with the fidgeting?” Mori’s voice was tense. He sounded about as close to sleep as I was.

      “I can’t sleep,” I bit out, flopping onto my back and scowling into the darkness. “Stupid bed is all lumpy and the sheets are scratchy.”

      “Maybe if you wore actual pyjamas to bed instead of those ridiculous briefs, you’d be more comfortable.”

      “You didn’t seem to find them ridiculous this morning when you had both your hands down them.”

      Mori didn’t rise to the bait. He simply rolled onto his back and released a deep breath. Thanks to the shitty mattress dipping in the middle, his right side was now brushing against my left. Heat emanated from him. I was so aware of every place we touched that his pyjamas might as well’ve been nonexistent.

      Every second that ticked past without either of us speaking eroded what little self-control I had left. Every breath that left our lips erased my memories of why sleeping with Mori was a bad idea. Every brush of his body against mine stripped my determination to keep him at a distance.

      Knowing Mori wouldn’t be the one to break the silence, I decided to tackle a topic that was sure to kill my erection. “Is it true you broke away from Hell for a human?”

      Mori tensed beside me. “What makes you think that?”

      “Just something my contact said.” Along with two-thirds of the supernatural community. “So, is it true?”

      Mori was quiet for a moment. “You know, I don’t think anyone’s asked me that outright before.”

      I grinned, something he could no doubt see, even with the lack of light. “I’m not most people though. Surely you know that by now?”

      Mori snorted. “True. And I’m not sure what’s real about you and what’s not.”

      “Gotta keep you on your toes,” I said breezily. Maybe if I acted casual about it, he wouldn’t ask probing questions I couldn’t answer. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed you’re avoiding the question.”

      “Mmph,” Mori grunted before falling silent. He was quiet for so long that I was sure he wouldn’t answer. I was drifting on the edge of sleep when his voice cut through the darkness.

      “I was in love with a human. His name was Eric. My father asked me to kill him.”

      My stomach hollowed. I knew his dad was the literal devil…but asking his son to kill the man he loved? “Why? Why would he do that?”

      Mori gave a bitter laugh. “Because he could. The official party line was because showing genuine love for a human who didn’t wear my mark was a weakness. It suggested I was weak, which in turn implied he was too.

      “That was bollocks though. He just didn’t want me to be happy. He’d been looking for an excuse to get rid of me for decades. He knew I’d never agree to it, that I’d rather be executed than hurt the one I loved.”

      “Why though? Surely it made more sense for him to keep you alive and on his side.”

      “You’re forgetting I have three brothers,” Mori said darkly. “Father only needs one of us downstairs to keep control. As for why me? I can only speculate. Many people have told me how much I look like my mother. I guess looking at me reminded him of her…and that was enough reason for him to want me gone. Permanently.”

      “What happened to your mother?” I asked gently, reaching out my little finger to brush against his. To my shock, Mori’s hand twitched against mine before he linked his pinky with my own.

      With that tiny connection bridging us, Mori replied, “We’ve never been told the whole story. From the little bits we’ve been able to piece together over the years, she really did love him. Once. But the longer Father spent ruling hell, the crueller he became. Eventually, when we were all young, she decided to flee with us. Her plan was to get topside and hide until we were grown enough to defend ourselves if he ever came looking.”

      “That must’ve taken some guts,” I said when Mori paused.

      “Lying and scheming to escape the evilest being in the universe? Definitely.” Mori’s tone turned colder. “But on the night she planned to escape, she was betrayed. By one of her own maids, no less.

      “My father acted quickly. He might’ve shown her leniency if she’d been planning on leaving alone. But taking his heirs? His succession plan? He couldn’t risk being undermined like that.”

      “What did he do?”

      Mori’s finger twitched under mine, and I moved to take his hand completely. A tremble went through him before he continued, “He took her out on his balcony, the one that overlooks the whole inner circle, and executed her. It reminded everyone watching that no one, not even the woman he claimed to love, could escape his wrath if they stepped out of line.”

      In the darkness, I saw a single tear slip down Mori’s face. I wanted to reach up and wipe it away, but a normal human wouldn’t be able to see that in the darkness. I settled instead for squeezing his hand. I knew the pain he was feeling all too well. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” he said throatily. “I just wish I could remember her. Cal has some blurry memories of her, but he’s the only one.”

      My heart went out to the four tiny boys who’d had their mother snatched from them before they were old enough to remember her properly. Blaise and I had also lost our parents before we were toddlers. But it wasn’t the same because we’d been surrounded with love from our clan. “I can’t imagine how desperate she must’ve been to risk it.”

      “I can,” he said quietly. “I’ve seen that desperation. I’ve lived it. But I wasn’t brave like her. I didn’t have the guts to do what she did until my hand was forced. Until I had something, someone more important than myself, worth risking it all for.”

      “Eric?”

      “Eric.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I had to know. “What was he like?”

      The corners of Mori’s lips lifted, and my heart twisted. I’d never seen that smile before. “He was…nothing like what I expected to fall for. He was quiet and kind. The type of man who’d stop to talk to a beggar on the street or nurse an injured bird back to health. An artist. I saw him in a park one day, and it was like seeing something completely new. He looked at the world through rose-tinted glasses, and for someone who’d only seen the worst of humanity, he showed me a whole new way to live. I wanted to protect that view, make it so he’d never suffer. That no one or nothing would ever hurt him.

      “He saw the best in everything. Including me. No matter how bad things got with my father, I knew it’d be okay because Eric didn’t see any of it.”

      “He didn’t know you’re a demon?”

      Mori blew out a breath. “No. I wanted to protect him from everything, including my world.”

      “That must’ve been hard, hiding your true nature,” I said gently. Fuck, I’d been hiding mine for less than a week and was already struggling. “Why didn’t you just mark him and tell him the truth? That’s what demons do, right? That’s what my contact told me…”

      There was a silence so long and painful that I wanted to call my words back. My question had pulled back the curtain on something he clearly kept private, demanding a look at something I didn’t deserve to know.

      Fuck, I wanted to rewind time a few seconds.  Mori’s tears were heavy now, his hand gripping mine like a vice. I waited, doing nothing more than pressing myself more firmly against him, reminding him I was there. He wasn’t alone.

      After what felt like an eternity, he spoke in a hoarse whisper. “I tried.”

      “What?” My stunned whisper felt too loud, a whip-crack through Mori’s grief.

      “I tried to mark him. I tried so many times.” The hand not holding mine raised so he could cover his eyes with his forearm. “Fuck, River, I failed him every time. Even when he died, I tried one final time. But it never took. Did I not love him enough?”

      “Of course not,” I said fiercely, sitting up and moving so I could cup his face in my hands, my chest covering his. My fingers wound through his coarse beard, holding him firmly. “No one could hear you speak about him and doubt your love, Mori. You loved that man so much that you risked your immortality for him. It was because of Eric that you stood up to your father and left a place you hated. None of that would’ve happened if you hadn’t loved him.”

      Mori pulled his arm away, tears filling his eyes as he stared at me. I had a feeling this was something he’d held on to for a long time, and I wasn’t about to let him chastise himself for it a moment longer. “You loved Eric, Mori. You did everything you could to try and make him your mate, but it didn’t work. And that’s not your fault. Did you make him happy? Give him the life he deserved?”

      Mori’s gaze cut up to the ceiling. “I think so. He never wanted for anything, never doubted that I loved him.”

      “There you go,” I said gently, tugging his beard until his eyes met mine again. “It’s not your fault, Mori. You can hold on to your love for him, but this guilt…you’ve gotta let it go. From the little you’ve told me, I doubt Eric would want you to be beating yourself up over it after all this time.”

      “No, he’d probably sit me down for a quiet but firm talk. Man, those used to terrify me.” He gave a watery chuckle. “Thank you…I’m sorry you had to see all that.”

      “Don’t apologise.” I should’ve removed my hands from his face, but I couldn’t bring myself to yet. “I’m sorry for bringing it up. I didn’t mean to upset you. Although, if this has helped you in any way, I’ll take my apology back and demand payment in the form of you swapping pillows with me. God knows it can’t be worse than the monstrosity they’ve lumbered me with.”

      “It’s all yours. I wouldn’t bet on it being much better though.” He chuckled, wiping the remnants of pain from his face. “I think…I think this did help. I mean, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to fully let go of the guilt…but it’s helped. Finding out our mates are fated helps too. Eric was never destined to be mine.”

      I released his face abruptly, sitting up and twisting around so my back was to Mori. I had no idea why this affected me so deeply, but I knew I couldn’t look at Mori while he confirmed my suspicions. “They are? How do you know?”

      “Yeah. We suspected it after Cal met Oscar and immediately knew he was his. He marked him later that night. It was confirmed when the same thing happened with Harlow…although it took him a bit longer to get around to the marking part.” He snorted. “I won’t be that stupid. He nearly lost Bailey because of it. The second I meet my mate, I’ll be marking him. Even if it takes the rest of eternity for me to win him over, I won’t risk losing him.”

      I could barely pay attention to what he was saying, too busy dealing with the smack of reality he’d unknowingly delivered. “So your brothers knew the second they met their mates?”

      “Yes.” He lifted a hand to touch my side. “Are you okay?”

      I leapt from the bed, unable to stand him touching me. “Fine! I’m good. Just need to go to the bathroom. Be right back.”

      Fleeing the room, I shut myself in the bathroom. Splashing water on my face, I took a few deep breaths before staring stonily at my reflection.

      He’s not yours to want. I told myself sternly. He belongs to someone else.

      I’d known all along that demons had mates. Which had been fine. Although I wanted a lifelong partner, I wasn’t expecting it to be Mori. I just wanted to sleep with the guy.

      But something had changed between us this evening. When he was talking about Eric, I couldn’t help but wonder how it’d feel for someone to love me like that. For Mori to love me like that. When I’d realised he was in pain, the need to comfort him had been instinctual.

      I hadn’t even realised I’d started to perhaps hope that maybe I could be his. That maybe there’d be a way for us to explore something more once this was all over…but Mori’s revelation had crushed that idea.

      If I was his mate, he’d know by now. He’d have known the moment he spotted me in the club.

      I wasn’t his. He wasn’t mine. And there was no way he’d be open to anything resembling a relationship with someone who wasn’t his mate. Not after what he’d been through with Eric.

      I couldn’t even blame him. The guy had experienced enough heartbreak in his lifetime. I didn’t want to add to it. I couldn’t.

      My face was pale in the mirror. I looked like someone who’d just had his whole world gutted, which made zero fucking sense. I barely knew Mori. Even if he didn’t have a fated mate out there waiting for him, there was no chance he’d entertain anything with me once he learned the truth.

      This was a much-needed wake-up call, that was all.

      Splashing my face once more for good measure, I stiffened my spine and reentered the bedroom. Mori sat on the side of the bed, his hair hiding half his face as he braced his arms on his knees. His head snapped up as I entered, his forehead furrowing. “You okay?”

      “Yep,” I said breezily, moving around the bed to slip into my side. “We better get to sleep if we want to be well-rested for tomorrow.”

      Lying on my side, I kept my back to Mori. A few moments passed before I felt the bed shift as he got back in. The mattress dipped under his weight, but I held myself stiff, determined to not roll back into the middle.

      “Don’t you want to swap pillows?”

      I gave a fake yawn, hoping my voice didn’t sound as awake as I felt. “Nah, you’re probably right. Can’t see it being any better than mine. Thanks, though.”

      There was a pause. “Okay. You sure you’re all right?”

      “Definitely,” I said, punctuating it with another fake yawn. “Just tired. Goodnight, Mori.”

      His breath ghosted over the back of my neck, sending shivers down my spine. “Goodnight, River.”

      This time, when we both pretended to be asleep, I wasn’t tempted to break the silence.

      Tomorrow, this would all be over. I’d have my brother back, and Mori could go back to waiting for his mate.

      And I’d be fine.

      Just fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      Something was wrong with River. Ever since our conversation last night, he’d barely looked at me.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have told him about my mum or Eric. He hadn’t signed up to deal with my meltdown. Something I’d said had clearly upset him.

      I wasn’t sure what had sent him running into the bathroom, but the cold, distant mask he wore when he’d exited made me want to pin him against the wall again until he admitted what was wrong.

      But it wasn’t my place to do that. He wasn’t mine to demand anything from. Even though he’d comforted me while I’d broken down over Eric, reassured me I wasn’t at fault, and reminded me exactly why love was worth it…he still wasn’t mine.

      And he never would be.

      I’d seen many sides to River over the past few days, but this silent icy man was the only one I didn’t like. The scariest thing was that it didn’t feel fake, the way his behaviour had at the start. This felt like he was donning a new skin and wearing it with pride. An armour I couldn’t get past, no matter how much I tried. All my questions were met with clipped answers. My barbs with noncommittal responses. My teasing with silence.

      River wouldn’t play with me. And I…didn’t like it.

      Other than outright holding him in place and refusing to let go until he told me what was wrong, I was at a complete loss for what to do.

      My concern over River’s mood paled when we got back on the road and I searched once more for John’s imprint.

      “Dammit.” I slammed on the brakes and pulled the car off the road, hitting the steering wheel with frustration. Rain hammered on the car with no let-up in sight.

      “What’s wrong?” I should’ve celebrated the fact that River’s voice finally had a drop of life in it, but I was too pissed off.

      “He’s moved,” I said through gritted teeth.

      River cursed under his breath. “Can you find him?”

      “Already on it,” I murmured. My instincts were there but fainter than before, suggesting the distance between us had increased. It took me a few minutes, but sure enough, when I finally located his imprint, it was miles away.

      “He’s on an island in the Outer Hebrides,” I said, pulling my phone from my pocket and opening Google maps. River leaned over, wafts of cinnamon washing over me. How did he always smell like a Christmas drink? It made me want to nuzzle his neck and inhale until I was drunk on him.

      “Here, this one.” I zoomed in on the map. “Isle of Barra.”

      River looked at the expanse of water laying between it and the mainland in dismay. “We’ll have to get a ferry over.”

      “That’s if they’re even running today,” I said, eyeing the torrential weather on the other side of the windscreen. Even at a standstill, the wind was buffeting the car, rocking us gently. “There’s an alternative though.”

      “No,” River said sharply.

      “You haven’t even heard my suggestion yet.”

      “I don’t need to. No, you’re not leaving me to fly over there. We made a deal. I go with you.”

      “Fine,” I huffed. Stubborn bastard. “In that case, I can fly us both over. We’d be there within minutes.”

      River bit his lip, staring unseeing through the window as he considered my offer. What there was to consider was beyond me. Why stretch this out for another fuck knows how long when I could have him back at his brother’s side almost instantly?

      “No,” River said finally. “We both go, and we take the car. We don’t know what state he’ll be in when we get there. You might be unable to carry us both back if he’s injured.”

      “If he’s injured so badly that I can’t fly with him, he’ll need an ambulance, not a car.”

      River was shaking his head before I’d even finished. “There won’t be a hospital with an A and E department on an island that small. No, we’ll take the car. If you’re that desperate to get back home, you can fly back once we’ve got him, and I’ll drive us both back.”

      “I’m not the one desperate to get to him. You’re the one who seems to think we need to hurry.”

      “We do. But we take the car. That’s non-negotiable.”

      I sighed, pulling back onto the road. “All right. It’s your deal, I guess.”

      We didn’t speak as we headed for Oban. Google had helpfully told us that was the nearest ferry port with a direct link to Barra. Unfortunately, it couldn’t tell us if they were running. Given the way even I was having to squint to see the road, it was highly unlikely.

      Sure enough, as I pulled into the car park at the port, there was a flashing sign announcing that all boats were cancelled until tomorrow. I turned to ask River what he wanted to do, but he was already opening his door and stepping out into the torrential storm.

      Cursing, I shoved my door open, wincing as I was pelted by the ice-cold rain. River was striding towards the sea wall, his back to me. His hands were fisted at his sides, his shoulders tense.

      He stopped at the very edge. My heart leapt into my throat when I saw how close he was. He went no farther. Just stared across the tumultuous water like he could see his brother on the other side.

      Lifting his head to the sky, he let out a throaty bellow. The rage he released made no sense, but that was the least of my concerns as I realised how high the waves had suddenly become.

      I moved way faster than I should. Faster than any human would be capable of. But I didn’t care. All I cared about was pulling River away from the out-of-control waves hitting the sea wall, smashing him with a wall of freezing water.

      Grabbing his arm, I pulled him back to the car with a snarl. What the fuck had he been thinking? Was he that fucking stupid that he couldn’t see the danger he was in?

      I felt like I was going out of my mind with anger. No…not anger. It was fear. Fear that had hit when I’d imagined one of those waves sweeping River out to sea, away from me.

      I couldn’t let him see that though. Anger was easier.

      Shoving him harshly against the car, I shouted above the deafening weather. “What is wrong with you? Are you insane?”

      River was laughing. Head back against the car, full-on laughing. He brushed the water away from his eyes, and I wasn’t sure if it was rain or tears. “Quite possibly,” he gasped through his laughter. “The jury’s still out on that one. But the evidence is high.”

      Okay. River was unhinged. His laughter had taken on a hysterical edge, but he still didn’t seem bothered by the fact he’d almost been swept out to sea. Nor did the fact he was currently pinned to a car by a pissed-off demon seem to register with him.

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      River’s laughter finally trailed off as his hooded gaze met mine. “No.”

      I growled. “I mean it, River. You’re hiding a shit tonne of stuff from me, and I don’t like being kept in the dark.”

      River’s chin jutted out, his eyes flashing. “We made a deal you’d help me find my brother. That’s it. I don’t owe you any information.”

      I searched his face, trying to see past his defiance for a clue as to what was really bothering him. “Is that all this is to you? A deal?”

      “Isn’t it?” he fired back.

      What had I been thinking, implying this was something more to either of us? Rattled, I stepped back, yanking my hands away from him. I immediately felt the loss. It felt…right to be touching him. Even when I was trying to shake some sense into him. But he was right. Nothing else was happening here. I shouldn’t care about what was bothering him.

      After tomorrow, I’d probably never see him again.

      A sudden numbness settled over me. None of this made any sense. Not River’s behaviour or the despair I felt at the thought of walking away from him.

      But that’s what would happen because he wasn’t mine.

      I wasn’t about to get my heart broken a second time.

      “You’re right,” I said, stepping back to widen the gap between us. “I don’t need to know anything that’s not related to finding your brother. I’ll remember that.”

      Something flickered in River’s expression, his body jerking as though he were going to take a step forward but stopped himself. He swallowed, his eyes flicking to the sea once more before returning to me. “Good. So we understand each other.”

      “Perfectly,” I said, my chest hollow. “Sure I can’t persuade you to fly over?”

      River studied the waves, his teeth gnawing at his bottom lip. Satan, even drenched by the rain and shivering, he was still the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes on.

      He sighed, his shoulders dropping. “No. We’ll head over tomorrow.”

      Reality hit as we got into the car.

      Another night alone with River.

      Knowing I couldn’t touch him.

      Fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      Someone had to be smiling down at me because not only did the nearest hotel have rooms available, but we were able to snag one with two beds. I let out a sigh of relief. Okay, so they were still only a few feet apart, but I needed every spare inch to keep my growing need for River under control.

      We whiled away the storm with a pack of cards I had in my duffel. Neither of us mentioned anything we’d discussed the night before or River’s breakdown at the port. For a few hours, we were just two guys gambling for pennies while the storm raged on.

      It took a while for River to relax, but his walls came down little by little. When he sniped at me for calling his bluff, the wave of relief that hit me was almost overwhelming. I hadn’t let it show, though, scared that it’d send him running again, returning with his mask in place.

      We didn’t want to get wet again, so we ordered room service for lunch and dinner. Gradually our conversations got deeper as we talked about places he’d travelled to, and I told him funny stories about my bar. It felt so normal to lounge around chatting with River.

      Eventually, though, the awkwardness settled back over us like a fog. River excused himself to shower, and I used the time to give myself a stern talking-to. I’d hoped that spending time with River today would’ve shown that we had nothing in common, but it’d done the opposite. The more I learned about him, the more I wanted him.

      But he wasn’t my mate. He was a human I’d made a deal with.

      He couldn’t be anything more.

      I’d almost managed to push my lust back inside its box when a low moan floated through the wall from the shower. I froze, my breath catching in my chest.

      Was that…?

      Another moan. Louder this time with a bitten-off curse at the end.

      Oh fuck. River was getting himself off. Only six feet and a flimsy plasterboard wall between us.

      My cock hardened as I was bombarded with image after image. River with water sluicing down his naked body, his head thrown back, veins protruding from his neck. His muscles tense. One hand around his shaft, the other tugging his balls. Lips parted, eyes closed. Lost in the moment.

      Was he thinking about me? Hoping I’d burst through the door and join him in the shower, clothes be damned? I could see exactly how that would go. I’d slam the door open, not making him jump. Oh no, he knew what he was doing. He’d grin, pushing aside the curtain to make space. I wouldn’t let him off easy, not for teasing me like that. I’d push him against the wall with a growl, nipping my way down his neck as I batted his hands away.

      His orgasm was mine to take.

      Another quiet moan echoed through the air, ripping me out of my fantasy. What was I doing? River didn’t know I could hear him. A human certainly wouldn’t be able to, and there was no reason for him to suspect I could hear noises he couldn’t.

      I couldn’t stay here. Not while he was getting off. It felt wrong, so wrong. Yet, at the same time, it was taking everything in me to not yank the door open and offer him a helping hand. Or cock. Or mouth. Or hole.

      At this point, I’d take whatever River wanted to give me.

      I hovered, unsure whether I should stay or go. I needed to keep River safe, but I wasn’t sure how long my resolve would hold.

      There was another sound, a word this time, and my decision was made.

      I rushed out of the hotel room like I was being chased by hellhounds. But I couldn’t outrun the way my name had sounded on River’s lips.

      Mori.

      Mori.

      Mori.

      He’d been thinking about me.

      I needed air. Needed to get my thoughts straight without my senses being clouded by River. I seemed to lose all control of my faculties whenever he was near.

      Making a beeline for the small patch of woodland behind the hotel, I reminded myself of all the reasons that going back up there and seducing River was a bad idea.

      He wasn’t my mate.

      He was only here because I’d made a deal with him.

      He was hiding things from me.

      After tomorrow, I’d never see him again.

      All the more reason you should fuck him tonight, my traitorous brain provided. No, that wasn’t my brain speaking. It was my cock. And I was far past the age when I let my libido make decisions.

      Wasn’t I?

      I was so deep in thoughts of River that I didn’t hear them until it was too late.

      Something slammed into the back of my knees, taking me to the dirt. Sharp claws pierced my jacket, ripping into my skin without mercy.

      Wolf shifters.

      Instinct borne from centuries of battle kicked in. I got my arms under me, shoving up from the ground as I released my power in a blast. It wasn’t as powerful as if Harlow or Cal had pulled the same manoeuvre, but it was enough to shake the wolf from my back.

      Leaping to my feet, I turned to face my attacker with a snarl. What I saw had me snapping my shield into place, reinforcing it with as much power as possible.

      Because it wasn’t just one wolf attacking me. It was the whole fucking McKenzie pack.

      Against one wolf, there was no question of me being the one to walk away. Hell, I’d feel confident against five of them.

      But twenty full-grown wolf shifters? All baring their teeth at me?

      Fear whispered in my ear. I didn’t fancy those odds.

      There were very, very few things that could kill a higher demon. Unfortunately for me, high quantities of wolf venom ranked up there.

      One bite was survivable. Maybe even two.

      More than that though? That wasn’t a situation I wanted to find myself in.

      “I mean you no harm,” I said, raising my hands to show them I was unarmed. “I’m here on other business. Not for you.”

      There was a ripple of movement as the wolf nearest the front shifted. My heart sank. It was Marcus, a wolf I’d had the serious displeasure of coming across several times before. His long scraggly hair fell over his shoulders as he bared his rotten teeth. Modern dentistry had existed in the UK for decades, but the leader of the McKenzie pack clearly hadn’t bothered to make an appointment.

      I snapped my wings open, preparing to launch into the air, but I wasn’t fast enough. Marcus shot out a half-shifted hand, his claw punching through my wing and holding me in place. Pain lanced from the tear, but I kept my face impassive.

      Marcus sneered at me. “You crossed our boundary earlier today. You know the rules.”

      I cursed internally. I’d been so focused on River that I’d pushed all thoughts of pack territories out of my mind. We must’ve crossed it a few miles back. Now, I needed to buy time because this definitely counted as mortal peril. I could already feel the distant thread of my brothers responding as our deal’s magic whispered to them. If they flew at full speed, they’d get here within minutes. “They must’ve slipped my mind. Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      The wolves barked, the sound oddly like laughter. My hackles raised, but I kept my face impassive. I didn’t want them to attack until I had backup.

      “If any supe trespasses on our land without just cause, their lives are ours to take.”

      “Pretty sure we never agreed to that,” I said, my eyes drifting off like I was bored by the whole thing. In reality, I was cataloguing the exact position of every wolf, looking for any signs of weakness I could take advantage of.

      Marcus hissed, his beady eyes narrowing. “Even though you might think so, you demons aren’t at the top of the pecking order.”

      I bit my tongue to stop myself from daring him to go downstairs to say that to my father’s face. “I’ll take your word for it. Still, I don’t see how me escaping for a cosy weekend in bonny Scotland is any of your business.”

      Marcus stepped closer, the other wolves settling back on their haunches, preparing to attack. I could feel my brothers getting closer, but they still had a ways to go. I had to hold the wolves off for as long as possible if I wanted any chance of walking away.

      “It became our business the second you and that human entered our territory. Tell me, does your companion taste as good as he looks?”

      A murderous calm settled over me as he casually threatened River. “Touch him, and I’ll peel every inch of fur from your body while you’re still alive.”

      Growls echoed from every quarter, hackles raising. Marcus sneered, tongue licking his cracked lips like he was already imagining the taste of River’s flesh. “You’re assuming you’ll still be alive to protect him. No, we’ll take you out first, demon, then your little human will be our reward.”

      A deadly snarl ripped from me as my demon took over. Triumph flashed in Marcus’s eyes as his jaw elongated. Before he’d even transformed, I released a blast of fire in his direction.

      A yelp and the scent of singed fur confirmed I’d hit my target. My victory was short-lived though. I didn’t have time to drag up another blast before I was knocked to the ground.

      Slamming my wings closed and vanishing them, I threw all my power into my shields. But it was no good.

      There were too many of them.

      Teeth snapped ferociously as claws slashed through the air, trying to get at me. They slammed against my shields over and over again. Wolves were tricky to kill but not impossible. But with the amount attacking me? I didn’t have a chance.

      I needed to get up. I couldn’t fight from my back. The snarls were deafening, making it hard to think.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      My brothers were too far away. My shields wouldn’t last.

      I let out a gargled shout, dragging up every ember of my power. Just a little longer. I couldn’t give up now and let them get to River.

      I had to protect him.

      Not because of the deal but because of him. Because of the way he challenged me. The way he asked me questions about my past. The way he listened to me. The way he refused to let me blame myself for Eric’s death.

      I wouldn’t be to blame for River’s. I wouldn’t let them take him from me.

      But that determination faltered when a sharp claw smashed through my shield, slicing through my forearm like butter.

      The wolf didn’t hesitate. I recognised Marcus as he forced his snout through the small opening, ravenous intent in his eyes.

      I stared at him numbly, almost disconnected from my body. My power tried and failed to close the hole. Pain flared all over as wolf after wolf penetrated my shield.

      Marcus was the first to sink his teeth into my flesh, the venom flowing freely, but he wasn’t the last. An agonised roar was torn from my throat, my mind swimming as the pain threatened to drag me under.

      No. No. No.

      I had to get up. Had to protect River. Had to…

      Darkness blurred the corners of my vision. My brother’s fear and fury screamed through the bond, begging me to hold on as they drew nearer.

      But they were too late.

      All I could hope now was that they’d save River. I could die happy knowing that was the case.

      A furious yell erupted through the clearing before the yelping wolves were dragged away from me.

      I knew that voice.

      River.

      River was here.

      Run, run, run. I opened my mouth to shout the words, but blood gurgled out instead.

      The wolves were no longer on me. River’s blurred face blocked out the sky. Even with my distorted vision, I could see his lips part in shock. The stark fear in his eyes.

      “Oh my god, Mori. Hold on. Don’t you dare die on me. You hear me?”

      He ripped at my clothes, the fabric tearing easily beneath his hands. He swore, his eyes widening as he ran them over my body.

      Where were the wolves? Why had they stopped attacking?

      My eyes began to roll back in my head. A hand slapped my cheek, and I forced my eyes open to see River glaring down at me. Murderous intent shone in his eyes. “Hold on, dammit! I’m getting the venom out. Just give me a few more seconds.”

      His voice was shaking, but his tone was calm. He kept talking like I should understand what was happening. “They’ve severed the femoral artery in your thigh. I’m holding the blood in for now. Once the venom is gone, your healing should kick in.”

      My vision cleared suddenly, my power sluggishly sweeping through my veins as the venom was drawn out of me. Gasping, I looked at River.

      Three things hit me at the same time.

      River had been using a glamour.

      He was a mage.

      He was my mate.

      And now my worst fear was about to come true. That was my final thought before consciousness was snatched from me.

      My mate was surrounded by wolf shifters, and there was nothing I could do. I couldn’t protect him.

      I’d failed him before we’d even begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      I regretted my little show in the shower the moment I stepped out of the bathroom to find the room empty.

      Great work, River. I scowled as I dried myself roughly and shoved some clean clothes on. Way to weird a guy out.

      I hadn’t gone into the shower planning to knock one out, knowing that Mori’d be able to hear me through the thin wall. But after a few minutes under the hot water, my imagination got away from me. Flashes of memories from the past few days flicked through my mind like a movie reel. The concentration on his face as he peered at his cards. His eyes lighting up whenever I snarked at him. How he pushed me against the car as he roared his frustration at me. The feel of his hands dragging me closer in the tent.

      Before I knew it, I’d squirted the complimentary conditioner into my hand and used it to slick my shaft. Initially, I’d bitten my lip to keep the sounds in. But the further down the path I travelled, the bolder I got.

      I couldn’t forget that Mori was only feet away. My hand moved faster, chasing the high it knew was coming, even while I wished Mori would hear me. That he’d come bursting in and take over. Force me to my knees to choke on his cock, so desperate for me he wouldn’t even shed his clothes first.

      I came with his name on my lips. It only took a few panting breaths for reality to hit.

      Mori hadn’t come in.

      Yet he’d definitely heard me.

      Way to make it awkward, River.

      What was wrong with me recently? My self-control wasn’t usually great, but it was better than this. Being around Mori seemed to make me lose all sense of reason.

      I paced the room, waiting for him to return. I needed to apologise, obviously. The last thing I’d wanted to do was make him feel uncomfortable.

      When several minutes had passed with no sign of him, I began to get antsy. Something was pulling at me to go find him, to confront this issue before it built into a whole big thing.

      After checking the bar and restaurant and coming up empty, I made a beeline for the outdoors. Fortunately, the storm had passed, the locals already returning to their normal daily activities. Thank fuck for that. It was killing me being so close to Blaise and having him out of reach. I’d been tempted to accept Mori’s offer to fly us over. Once he discovered the truth, though, he’d no doubt leave us stranded.

      If Blaise needed to see a healer, we needed to be on the mainland. Ideally, with access to a car.

      So I’d reluctantly agreed to yet another delay. The great thing about being a water mage is I could control the rain.

      What I couldn’t control was the wind. Given that was the thing stopping the boats from crossing, I’d had no choice but to ride it out.

      I lingered for a split second, looking between the crowded high street and the dense woodland. There was only one Mori would choose.

      My concern grew as I walked into the woods. The ground was wet and boggy, not suited for a long walk. Yet Mori had been gone for a while.

      That’s when I heard it.

      Snarls.

      Yelps.

      Mori screaming.

      I didn’t think.

      I just ran.

      I wasn’t as fast as a demon, but I seemed to fly over the distance like I’d grown wings. My heart nearly stopped at what I found.

      Mori was on the ground, barely visible under the attacking wolves. I couldn’t even count how many, their furs blurring as they snarled and ripped at Mori.

      Mori was trapped beneath them. They’d ripped through his shields. I sucked in my breath when one of them pulled away, giving me a glimpse of Mori’s ruined skin.

      They were biting him.

      Poisoning him.

      Everything stopped. Icy rage descended, and I ripped away my glamour.

      I’d destroy them. Every last one.

      I had to act fast before they realised who…or, more accurately, what had joined the party. Focusing on the wolves closest to Mori, I raised my hands and unleashed my power.

      It took three wolves dropping to the floor, their corpses now hollowed-out husks, before the others clocked my presence. They turned on me in a flash, their hackles raised. Mori’s blood dripped from their maws, sending me into a spiralling vortex of rage and vengeance.

      They moved fast. But I was faster.

      Want to know why water mages are so dangerous?

      It’s because we don’t just control water. We can control all liquid. We can direct the flow of it, call it forth from the earth, send it down our enemies’ throats and drown them on dry land.

      Or…we can rip their blood straight from their bodies. Killing them instantly.

      It didn’t work on all supes. Anyone capable of summoning a shield could survive an attack by a water mage. And wolf shifters might have deadly venom, but that was fuck-all use to them. Not when I could kill them before they got within ten feet of me.

      Which is precisely what I did.

      When the final wolf dropped, I let my hands fall as I inhaled a shaky breath. The ground was soddened, not only from the storm but with the blood of all the wolves who’d attacked Mori. Dizziness overwhelmed me. My body wasn’t used to using so much power at once. I didn’t have time to worry about that now though. I staggered over to Mori, my boots slipping on the slick ground.

      My hands shook as I shredded what little was left of his clothes, leaving him in only his underwear. I needed to see how many times they’d bitten him.

      When I surveyed the damage, panic swelled in my throat, threatening to choke me. There were so many. Too many. This much venom would take out any supe, including Lucifer. How was Mori still conscious? “Oh my god, Mori. Hold on. Don’t you dare die on me. You hear me?”

      Mori didn’t reply, his breath coming in wet gasps.

      My body screamed as I focused my power. I put my hands on Mori, searching out the venom in his blood. The amount I found sent a deadly chill rattling through me. How was he still alive?

      “Shit,” I muttered. The bites weren’t the only problem. One of those bastards had severed the main artery in his thigh. I loosened a strand of my power, forcing it to staunch the bleeding. With the venom stopping him from healing, the blood loss alone could kill him first. Normally that wouldn’t be an issue. He was a demon. He’d die, and a few minutes later, he’d pop back up, good as new.

      But if he died with this much venom in his system?

      There’d be no way he could reincarnate.

      I pulled power from goddess knew where, willing my magic not to fail me now.

      Slowly, so slowly, the venom began to seep from his wounds. I flicked my gaze up to Mori, and my heart nearly stopped when I saw his eyes rolling back in his head. Acting on instinct, I slapped his face and yelled, “Hold on, dammit! I’m getting the venom out. Just give me a few more seconds.”

      There was no way I was letting this fucker die. He had to survive, even if for no reason than me kicking his arse for letting wolves get the jump on him.

      He focused on me, and I could tell he was fighting. I kept talking. If my voice made him hold on, I wouldn’t ever stop. “They’ve severed the femoral artery in your thigh. I’m holding the blood in for now. Once the venom is gone, your healing should kick in.”

      Mori gasped, his eyes widening as though he’d seen a ghost. Obviously, his brain had caught up with what was happening here. I shot him an apologetic look. Hopefully, he’d let me finish removing the venom before giving me the bollocking I rightly deserved for lying to him.

      This might be the last time I’d ever be close to him. The last time he’d look at me with anything other than hatred.

      That thought terrified me almost as much as the thought of losing him.

      His eyes rolled back in his head once more, his consciousness fleeing. This time, I didn’t panic. I could feel his powers reviving, mingling with mine in his veins as we worked to save him.

      My powers were flagging, leaving me drained. I didn’t stop, searching out every drop of venom. Only then could I collapse facedown in the dirt.

      My instincts prickled. Other supes were approaching—and fast. Fuck. How could I protect Mori when I needed my whole focus to keep him alive?

      There were three soft landings behind me, and I groaned as I realised who’d joined us. Relief mixed with despair. At least these supes wouldn’t want to kill Mori.

      They’d certainly want to kill me though. Surprisingly, the thought didn’t worry me. No, all my anxiety was currently centred on the demon fighting for his life.

      “What happened?” Cal’s voice was the first to bark out. He came around me to take in the scene, his face paling at the sight of Mori on the ground. “What are you doing to him?”

      “Obviously not a human then,” I heard Dagon murmur behind me. I still felt no fear. Compared to the thought of Mori dying, the threat of anything his brothers could do to me paled in significance.

      Hopefully, with Mori out of action, the deal wouldn’t kick in. We’d agreed he wouldn’t let any harm come to me, but it wasn’t like he could protect me. He wasn’t in a fit shape to do anything right now. I had to pray that’d be enough for the deal to spare him.

      But if I died, Blaise would too.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      “I’m saving him,” I muttered, concentrating on pulling out the last of the venom. Exhaustion washed over me, but I couldn’t remove my hands until Mori’s leg wound had healed.

      Still on my knees, I looked up at Cal’s murderous expression. Dagon appeared at his side, his eyes flicking over the clearing as though piecing together what had happened. Like Cal, he was shirtless. Harlow was the last to approach, his outfit apparently the only one built to accommodate wings. Something clutched in my chest at how fast they’d come to Mori’s aid. They clearly hadn’t stopped to think, just dropped whatever they were doing to launch into the air.

      No one had ever done that for me. Don’t get me wrong, Blaise would likely help me if he knew about it. But something told me he wouldn’t act as instinctively as these guys had.

      “What do you mean you’re saving him?” Cal said. He dropped to his knees, his eyes widening when he saw the bites. “Shit. Wolves?”

      “Judging by the twenty or so dead McKenzie clan members scattered around, that’s a pretty solid guess,” Dagon replied, knocking one of the corpses with the toe of his boot. “What the fuck killed them? They look like they’ve been sucked dry.”

      Harlow prowled closer. Flames wreathed his hands, making me bite back a sigh. Fuck’s sake. “Pretty sure we can thank Mori’s human…or I suppose water mage would be more accurate.” His head tilted to the side, his lips curling in disgust. “The real question is why he lied. Why he used a glamour to trick us. Who are you really trying to save, and why wouldn’t you want us to know?”

      Either Harlow had attended drama lessons recently, or he just lived for the theatrics. He blatantly knew the answers to all these questions, yet there he was, spouting off like he was performing for an audience. As Blaise’s twin, my scent and imprint were nearly identical to his. Something told me Harlow wouldn’t forget the scent and imprint of the guy responsible for his mate’s death. And judging by his curled fists, I was a good enough alternative for his revenge.

      “Touch me, and he’ll die,” I said. My voice wobbled from exhaustion. I didn’t have the energy to reason with them right now.

      “Is that a threat?” Cal bared his teeth in a snarl.

      “No,” I said baldly. “It’s a fact. His artery has been severed. I’m using my power to stop the blood loss long enough for his healing to catch up.”

      Three sets of amber eyes snapped to my right hand, noting where it hovered over Mori’s thigh.

      Relief shot through me as a groan left Mori’s lips. His brothers crowded around him, each dropping to their knees in the mud. Mori’s eyes widened as he looked between them. He opened his mouth and closed it a few times before any sound came out. When it did, my heart stopped and restarted again. “River? Where is he?”

      “I’m here,” I said, kneeling so he could see my face. “I’m here. You’re okay. A few more minutes, and you’ll be able to move.”

      He nodded, his eyes drifting closed again. His wound was nearly closed. From the way Harlow watched me, I knew he’d pounce the second Mori was healed. I couldn’t really blame him. Mori wasn’t even my mate, but I’d killed every wolf without a flinch. Even those standing guard hadn’t escaped my wrath. They might not’ve attacked him, but they’d been part of it.

      No doubt Harlow felt the same way about me. I might not have been involved in what happened with Bailey, but tricking his brother into helping me save Blaise? That was asking for trouble.

      With my powers used up and exhaustion choking me, I wouldn’t be able to defend myself against one of them, let alone all three.

      This is how it’d end for me. In the dirt, knowing I’d failed.

      A lump formed in my throat as the final part of Mori’s wound healed. Tears welled in my eyes as despair swamped me. Not for me, but for Blaise. After all this, I wasn’t going to save him. He was going to die alone and in pain.

      Hopefully, Harlow would make it quick. The last thing I wanted was for Blaise to feel my death with everything else he had going on.

      Pushing myself to my feet, I took one final glance at Mori. His eyes were open again, this time narrowed in confusion. Even if this was the end for me, I didn’t regret saving him.

      Lifting my chin in Harlow’s direction, I raised an eyebrow. Sure, I was going down, but I wasn’t dying on my knees in the dirt. “I’m all yours.”

      “Low, maybe we should think about this,” Cal said, his eyes flicking between Mori and me.

      “No chance,” Harlow hissed. Fire shot from his hands so fast I didn’t even see him move. I closed my eyes, waiting for the hit.

      It never came.

      “Harlow—no!”

      My eyes flew open when I heard Mori’s voice. My breath hitched when I saw a green shield stretched over me, fire bouncing off it.

      Harlow’s mouth hung open in surprise, the fire dying away. Cal and Dagon stood to one side, gawking at the scene unfolding before them.

      “What the fuck, Mori? Remove your shield,” Harlow said.

      “No,” Mori gasped, stumbling to his feet. He stood in front of me, his hands raised like he was preparing to fight off his brothers. He made quite the sight. Covered in blood and mud, the faded bites still visible, he didn’t seem bothered by the fact that all he wore was a pair of boxers. “Don’t touch him.”

      “His twin killed my mate,” Harlow ground out. “He lied to you, to us, to save him. Now move so I can show him what happens when you fuck with us.”

      Mori held firm, his shoulders going back as his strength returned. He stood taller, his every muscle tense like he was preparing to fight.

      What the fuck was going on? Was this about the deal? It seemed like a pretty extreme reaction.

      The shield around me shone brighter, darkening until it looked like I was watching everything through a filter. “No. You can’t touch him.”

      Dagon grabbed Harlow’s shoulder, yanking him back a few paces as Cal stepped between them. He eyed me curiously over Mori’s shoulder, no doubt noticing the extra protection he’d put around me. “What’s going on, Mori? Is this because he saved you? If so, I’m sure we can talk Harlow down.”

      “Like fuck you will,” Harlow barked, earning a wallop from Dagon.

      “He’s my mate!”

      Mori’s roared words had a heavy silence descending on the clearing. Harlow stumbled back a step, his face blanching. Cal’s and Dagon’s jaws dropped.

      And me? Everything in me went still. My mind was silent, unable to process what I’d just heard.

      Mori’s shoulders were heaving, but he still hadn’t looked at me. That realisation was enough to snap me into action.

      Grabbing his arm, I tried to yank him around, but he held firm. “Mori? What are you saying?”

      His head turned, but he kept his gaze fixed in the distance. “You’re my mate, River.”

      Mate. I was his mate. His other half. The one destined to love him for all eternity. The one being he’d put before all others.

      All the things I’d hoped for, all the fantasies I’d tried to suppress where Mori was concerned, came roaring to the surface.

      Making him smile with my shitty jokes.

      Waking up with him every morning.

      Helping him out behind the bar, just to be close to him.

      Arguing with him just to annoy him…then letting him take his frustrations out on my arse.

      I had a split second of elation about the future. Our future.

      Then Mori snuffed it out.

      He finally met my eyes, and the flatness there had my ribs tightening like my chest was shrinking. “It doesn’t mean anything, River. Not when you’ve lied to me the entire time I’ve known you. I won’t let my brothers hurt you, and I’ll honour the original terms of your deal. But other than that, we’re done.”

      With that, he turned his back on me again, his long strides eating up the ground. My heart cracked as I watched him go, his back tight and hands fisted at his sides.

      Maybe he should’ve let Harlow kill me.

      That might’ve hurt less than watching him walk away from me.
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      Mate.

      River was my mate.

      Fate hadn’t decided to gift me a partner who needed me to care for them, who wanted my protection. No, they’d decided what I really needed was a lethal fucking mage who could drain the blood from multiple supes at the same time. A guy who argued with me about everything. Someone who I simultaneously wanted to throttle and fuck.

      Someone who was a liar who’d used and manipulated me to save someone who hurt my brother in the worst possible way.

      He knew that. He fucking knew who Blaise was to us. I’d seen the resignation on his face as he’d challenged Harlow. He’d known he deserved what was coming. He hadn’t even been preparing to fight back.

      Of course I couldn’t let Harlow hurt him. No matter how pissed I was at him, I would’ve protected him. Even if River wasn’t my mate, I owed him for saving my life.

      Because I would’ve died without him there. That was clear. My brothers wouldn’t have arrived in time to save me.

      My emotions were a chaotic maelstrom as I stalked into our hotel room. Anger at River for betraying me warred with gratitude for saving me. I was in disbelief that my mate was so far from what I’d imagined, furious at Harlow for threatening my mate, and consumed by guilt because Harlow hadn’t known that.

      I couldn’t blame him when I’d only just found out.

      But the most powerful emotion was one I hadn’t been expecting.

      Fear.

      It was one thing when your mate was an abstract concept. When I daydreamed about it, all the terror that went hand in hand with bonding yourself to another was barely a speck on the horizon. The risk of them being taken from you. Of suffering grief on a whole new level. It was there, but it wasn’t something I’d spent long worrying about.

      Being faced with the reality though? That was completely different. Because suddenly, that abstract had a face. A name. A body I’d give anything to fuck. A personality that drove me crazy but also made me laugh.

      I wouldn’t risk marking River, knowing the danger it’d put him in. I couldn’t.

      River was Eric’s polar opposite, which added yet another layer of conflicting emotions to the tornado already ripping through me. It was like fate was taunting me. Mocking me for daring to love someone like Eric when I was destined to be with someone who was nothing like him.

      Here I was, expecting someone I could cherish and protect, and River had already proven he didn’t need protecting…nor did he want it.

      I jumped in the shower, efficiently rinsing the dirt and blood from my skin. I tried not to focus on the healing bites.

      On how fucked I would’ve been if River hadn’t been there.

      When I stepped out, clothed in the first outfit I could lay my hands on, my brothers and River had joined me. River leaned against the wall, Cal mirroring his pose against the door. His arms were folded as he scrutinised River. Dagon and Harlow had each collapsed on a bed. The latter had his phone in his hand, no doubt updating Bailey on the situation.

      I didn’t look at River closely. I couldn’t. Not yet.

      I strode to the window, bracing my hands on the sill as I glared unseeingly. I felt River approach behind me. Now that he’d dropped the glamour, there was no mistaking he was my mate. It was taking everything in me to keep my demon under control. He wanted to mark him, make him mine. Tie him to me before fucking into submission.

      The wood cracked under my fingers. I couldn’t process any of this right now.

      It was all too much. None of this was what I’d expected.

      And now I didn’t know what to do.

      A gentle hand touched my shoulder. My demon roared in satisfaction even as I shrugged River off. “Don’t touch me.”

      There was a pregnant pause before his loud footsteps echoed through the room.

      “Move,” River barked, no doubt at Cal, who was still leaning against the door.

      Silence. Leaning my head against the cool glass, I closed my eyes. “Let him go, Cal.”

      The door opened and slammed, showing he’d listened.

      I thought I’d be able to breathe easier with River out of the room, but it was like he took the oxygen with him. A steel band wrapped around my ribs, suffocating me.

      He’s in pain. Go to him.

      Ignoring my instincts, I shoved off the window and made a beeline for the mini-fridge. Grabbing out the tiny selection, I necked one bottle after the other without stopping.

      Cal came over and squeezed the back of my neck. “That’s not going to help.”

      “You don’t know that,” I muttered, uncapping the final bottle and draining it.

      “We do, actually,” Harlow piped up from where he was sprawled on River’s bed. Part of me wanted to bark at him to get up. Even though River hadn’t slept in it yet, it still held his scent from where he’d sat on it earlier while we played cards.

      How was that only this afternoon? How had my entire world been thrown upside down in such a short time?

      “Alcohol won’t get you drunk, remember? Because you’re a demon.” Harlow gave me a hard look. “And because you seem to be suffering from memory problems, let me remind you that being a demon also means you can’t ignore River. You can’t bury this bond and pretend it doesn’t exist.” His plump lips turned down as he twiddled with a loose thread on the duvet. “Trust me, I tried. You can’t run from this.”

      “That was different with Bailey,” I grunted. “He’s perfect for you. You just needed to win him over.”

      Cal pinched the bridge of his nose like he always did when one of us was pissing him off. “What makes you think he isn’t perfect for you?”

      Where did I begin? The list of reasons why we’d never work was endless. First, there was the fact that River spent most of the time intentionally driving me crazy. It was one thing to enjoy occasionally, but to experience it day in and day out? I’d end up throttling him. He was so different to Eric that they may as well be different species.

      Wait a minute—they already were. Not once when I’d pictured my future mate had I imagined it’d be another supe. Someone who might want to fight alongside me instead of hiding safely at home. I couldn’t imagine walking onto a battlefield at River’s side. There’s no way I’d be able to focus on the task with my mate at risk. Having him there would make me vulnerable.

      We weren’t even in a situation like that, but I already knew River would never stay behind. He wasn’t the type to be told what to do.

      Before I could form a reply, Dagon swung himself into a sitting position and interjected, “Hang on…are you two seriously telling me you’re okay with Mori shacking up with this guy? Have you forgotten his twin is the one who killed Bailey?”

      Harlow’s expression darkened as flames flickered in his eyes. “No, I haven’t forgotten. But I do know what it’s like to be…rejected by your mate. Not only that, but River isn’t Blaise. And sure, obviously, what he did was super shitty, but…he didn’t know you were his mate, Mori. I saw his face when you said it. There’s no way River could fake that. He had no idea. Besides, are we all gonna sit here and pretend we’ve never lied to get our way before?”

      “Harlow’s right,” Cal said, crossing his arms. “You shouldn’t shut yourself off from anything happening with River just because he wasn’t honest with you at the start.”

      “So you’re saying I should forget everything?”

      The logical part of me knew that not accepting River as my mate because he’d lied was a flimsy reason. The reality was that I wasn’t a fun person to be in a relationship with. I was possessive, territorial, jealous, and overprotective.

      That was in a regular relationship. But with a mate? I’d be ten times worse.

      There was no way that River would want that in a partner. The few days we’d spent together proved how often we fought, and that was without him being bonded to me. He was too fiery, too independent, to want to be lumbered with someone like me.

      It was a recipe for disaster.

      It wasn’t his fault that fate had thrown us together. I wasn’t about to tie him into a relationship he had no hope of being happy in.

      And then there was the other part of my conundrum. Even if we did bond, I couldn’t forget that River was a supe. He no doubt had a list of enemies as long as my own. The risk of losing him was so much higher than if he were human.

      Could I risk losing the man I loved…again? It’d been hard enough with Eric.

      With River, with my mate, it would destroy me.

      I tugged at my beard in frustration. Never once, when I fantasised about finding my mate, had I envisaged a situation as fucked up as this.

      I tuned back into the argument Dagon and Harlow were now having. Both off the bed, they were hissing in each other’s faces like feral cats. Cal was pinching his nose again, taking deep breaths.

      Ha. Like that would calm him down.

      “And what about the deal?” Dagon threw in. “You guys seriously okay with Mori saving Blaise?”

      “Obviously not,” Harlow seethed. “But he can’t back out now, not with the deal he’s made. That won’t stop me from killing him when…”

      Go. Go. GO.

      I reacted blindly, the pull too strong to resist. I was out the door before Harlow finished speaking, my instincts leading me straight to River. My heart hammered as I burst onto the stairwell. I didn’t hold back on my speed, trusting my brothers to compel any humans who saw me.

      I raced down three flights of stairs as my instincts urged me to go faster. My heart leapt into my throat when I finally saw him. All my fears were playing out before my eyes.

      This. This right here was why I couldn’t bond with him.

      River was splayed facedown on the concrete landing, his arm twisted at an unnatural angle.

      “Move,” I barked to the humans ringing him, compulsion infusing my words. They scattered, leaving me alone with River.

      “How did he even fall?” Dagon asked from over my shoulder. It was a good question. It’d take more than a set of stairs to down a supe, especially one as powerful as River apparently was.

      The answer became clear when I gently turned River onto his back. His eyes were rolled back in his head, his mouth open in a soundless scream. All his limbs, including the broken one, were jerking. His head knocked against the cold concrete. I quickly shifted to cup his head in my hands, keeping it steady.

      “Hold him,” I barked at my brothers. Dagon was there first. His face set in grim lines. He carefully lifted his broken arm, supporting his shoulder so he couldn’t move the limb and add to the pain.

      Harlow and Cal dropped to their knees. With Dagon and me holding him steady, there was nothing they could do.

      “What’s happening to him?” Cal asked, his eyes wide.

      “I don’t know,” I said frantically, my gut clenching. “This happened before, but it didn’t last nearly this long.”

      “It looks like he’s being tortured,” Harlow murmured, frowning down at River.

      A low keening sound broke from River’s lips as tears began to fall. His face, the pure agony and terror there, made it feel like something heavy sat on my chest. “There must be a way we can help him,” I said desperately.

      “We are,” Cal’s eyebrows were drawn as he no doubt calculated everything we knew. “We can’t compel him, and if the fall didn’t snap him out of it, nothing we can do will. We’re helping him by being here, by making sure he isn’t suffering alone.”

      “Is he still here?” Dagon asked, his brow furrowed.

      “What do you mean?” I didn’t look up, didn’t take my focus away from River.

      “You can feel his imprint, right? Is his soul still here?”

      Pulling on my power, I sought out River’s imprint. Now that he wasn’t hiding it from me with a glamour, it took barely any effort for me to identify it.

      And because he’s your mate my brain unhelpfully pointed out. You’ll be able to find him anywhere.

      I flinched back slightly. “He is, but I can feel Blaise too. It’s like they are both here…but also not.”

      “He’s experiencing what Blaise is going through?” Cal asked. “I know twins share a special bond, but I don’t know enough specifics to even know if this is possible.”

      “Ha,” Harlow said before turning red as we all glared at him. “Sorry. I wasn’t gloating about River hurting. Of course I wasn’t. But you can’t blame me for being happy that Blaise has been tortured like this for the last six months.”

      “No, but you could’ve timed it better, dickhead,” Dagon said heavily.

      River gave a groan before falling still. Unconsciousness fell over him like a flicked switch.

      For a moment, I was pulled back to that night so long ago. When I cradled another man, begging him not to leave me.

      I couldn’t go through that. Not again.

      Fate clearly wanted to remind me of the reality of giving your heart away. Love led to pain. To loss. To grief.

      I hadn’t needed more, but it’d cemented my earlier determination.

      I’d never love another but River. But I wasn’t going to allow myself to fall for him either.

      I picked River up from the floor, silently carrying him to our room. I held him as close as I dared, knowing this would be the final time I’d touch him.

      My brothers and I didn’t talk until I’d gently laid River on the bed, propping up his arm with several pillows. I swallowed as I eyed the break. “Why hasn’t he healed yet?”

      Dagon stepped up to my elbow, rubbing his shoulder. “Maybe he’s too drained. He must’ve used all his powers to kill the wolves. I’ve never seen anything like it, not from a mage.”

      Dagon’s words sent a pang of guilt through me. River was weakened because of me. He was hurt because of me.

      Just then, I noticed Cal and Harlow exchanging an uneasy look. “What?”

      “It’s nothing,” Cal said smoothly. Too smoothly.

      Knowing where my best bet lay, I turned to Harlow. “Tell me. Now.”

      Harlow looked at Cal helplessly, and I lost it.

      Crossing the room in two strides, I lifted him by his neck and slammed him into the wall. He let me, which spoke volumes. “Tell me what you’re hiding from me, or I swear to fucking Satan I’ll…”

      Low’s face turned purple as I cut off his airway, but there was no teasing in his eyes at having provoked me. There was only pity.

      Seeing that made me feel like I was the one who couldn’t breathe. Like I was the one being strangled.

      Cal spoke from behind me. “He looks like Anya.”

      I pulled my hand away from Harlow, ignoring him as he dropped to the floor, coughing. “What?”

      Cal gestured at River’s pale form on the bed. He still didn’t look like he was healing. If anything, he seemed to be getting weaker. “Remember when Harlow and I went to kill Anya for the part she played?”

      “She was already dying,” I said slowly, the memory returning to me as my brain raced. “But that’s because her mate was dying. River and Blaise are twins, not mates. The death of one shouldn’t equal the death of the other.”

      “Or,” Harlow wheezed as he got up from the floor, dusting off his clothes, “she was dying because they were bonded. What if the ghasts were draining Anya’s power along with Willow’s?”

      Dagon looked down at River’s limp form in horror. “And if Blaise and River share a bond because they are twins, then…”

      “Then they are stripping him of his power too.” The blood drained from my face. “He’s going to die.”

      Cal’s hand squeezed my shoulder. “Not if we save Blaise first.”

      “That’s if Mori wants to save River.” Dagon held up his hands in apology as I snarled in his direction. “I’m just saying. You didn’t want anything to do with him thirty minutes ago.”

      Cal’s power snapped around me, pinning me in place before I could shred Dagon into tiny pieces. Fortunately, he hadn’t thought to stop Harlow. My tiny brother was across the room in a flash, delivering a hearty punch to Dagon’s gut that had him bent double.

      “Wanna suggest again that Mori doesn’t try to save his mate?” Harlow asked, the sweetness in his tone at odds with the venom on his face. “Because I know you’re not really that stupid. Just because you’re fine letting the guy you love get himself into danger doesn’t mean we all are.”

      “Fuck you,” Dagon spat. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Besides, I don’t love Dimitri, just like Mori doesn’t love River.”

      I wanted to argue, to insist I did love him…but I couldn’t. Because if I walked down that path and even considered loving River a possibility, I’d never be able to look back.

      “Regardless, I don’t want him to die,” I said gruffly. “Even though I don’t want a relationship with him, he’s still my mate. I want, no, I need him to be safe. Besides, I owe him for what he did earlier.”

      I wasn’t about to tell them that seeing River in pain felt like someone was skinning me alive. It was like I was being torn in two. Half of me wanted to mark him now, giving him my strength and immortality, knowing how much safer he would be.

      The other half of me wanted to run far, far away.

      Cal’s arms were folded, his fingers tapping out a beat. “What were the exact terms of your deal again?”

      Like all demonic bargains, the words were burned into my mind. “I’ll help River track Blaise down and return him to River’s care. I’ll let them leave and won’t allow any harm to come to either of them.”

      “Excellent,” Cal said. “Nowhere did you agree he had to take part in the rescue, only that he would help you track him down.”

      I grunted. “And if he comes with us, there’s every chance the ghasts will hurt him. So, in order to keep him safe from harm, I shouldn’t bring him along.”

      “Gotta love a loophole,” Harlow said, flopping down on my bed and pulling out a nail file. “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on River.”

      I hated what I was about to say, but there was no way around it. “You know you can’t kill Blaise once we’ve rescued him, right? River was clear about that when making the deal.” And now I knew why he’d been so firm in how he’d worded that part.

      “Obviously,” Harlow muttered, attacking his cuticles with aggression. “Why do you think I offered to stay here?”

      “Thank you.” I knew what this had to be costing Harlow. He was letting his chance at avenging Bailey go, something his demon was no doubt tormenting him over.

      “S’okay.” He jerked a shoulder in River’s direction. “If that’s the level of suffering the guy has been going through for the last six months, I’ll accept it.”

      “So, we’re doing this?” I reached into my bag, yanking out the weapons I’d stashed there.

      Cal nodded grimly while Dagon stretched, his neck cracking. He clapped his hands together, clearly feeling a level of enthusiasm Cal and I weren’t.

      “Let’s go kill some ghasts!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      It only took minutes for my brothers and me to cross the short stretch of water between Oban and Barra. River’s imprint was still entwined with his brother’s, making it a veritable beacon in the twilight.

      Letting it guide us, we flew along the coast until we came to a small opening in the rock.

      We landed, and the three of us grimly eyed the cave. My boots sank into the wet sand as the salty water sprayed us, but I paid no attention. The deal’s magic and knowing my mate was in danger had me chomping at the bit. I had to get in there. Had to save Blaise. Had to save River.

      Then, and only then, could I think about what the fuck I was going to do about the whole mate situation. Running away and hiding seemed like a solid bet right around now.

      Even though my demon pushed me to get inside and start shredding ghasts, I wasn’t about to storm in without a plan.

      “I can smell them,” Cal said, his nose wrinkling. Sure enough, the ocean’s scent was drowned out by a more concentrated version of the stench in Blaise’s flat.

      “Anything you’ve learned that might help us here?” I asked Dagon. He was the one who’d spent the last several months trying to track the ghasts to find out whatever he could about this dangerous new species.

      Dagon rubbed his shoulder. “They are half-demon, so we have to assume they could have powers similar to our own, including shields. They can drain mages of their powers, which probably makes them stronger. Other than that…I don’t have much to go on.”

      “Well, in about ten minutes, you’ll have a lot more information,” I said darkly, unsheathing my broadsword. Dagon reached over his shoulders to grab his twin blades. Why he kept them there was beyond me—one tiny slip, and he’d slice a wing off.

      Cal didn’t bother with weapons. He preferred a more…hands-on approach.

      Shields in place, the three of us fell into formation, me leading and my brothers covering my back. Normally, Cal would take point, but with the deal’s magic guiding me, it made sense for me to go first.

      The cave was a dank, tiny space. My eyes easily found the narrow opening in the back, even in the darkness. It was such a tight fit that I had to turn sideways to squeeze through. A lesser person might’ve baulked at the way the stone pressed against me and my breath huffed against the rock mere inches from my face. At least shuffling sideways at a painfully slow pace made my progress silent.

      It’d take a lot more to phase me. With my mate at risk, I’d traverse the dungeons under the ninth circle itself without feeling a drop of fear. And wasn’t that a kick in the gut? I wasn’t even sure how I felt about River being my mate, but my demon was certain we wouldn’t let any harm come to him.

      A sliver of light had me slowing to a halt. Leaning forward as much as I could without giving us away, I peered into the space beyond.

      I cursed internally. I could only see a fraction of the cavern, but that was enough to finally reveal the supes causing us such a headache. There were two in my eyeline. Standing around seven feet tall, at first, they appeared human…but a closer look showed they were nothing of the sort. Dull red eyes were sunk deep in their sockets while their black lips stretched wide. Their frames were gaunt, their skin stretched so thin over their bones it was almost translucent. Black veins lined them from head to toe, and even from here, I could see the pulse of blood through their skin. Their hands and feet were elongated, their fingers constantly tapping against one another in a macabre dance. Thin, ragged cloths hung over them as though they’d grabbed the first piece of material they’d come across and never bothered to update it.

      My skin crawled. They were…wrong. Like everything unnatural about the cosmos had been given life in this one hideous species.

      Coming from a demon, that was saying a lot.

      I couldn’t see any others, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. And I wasn’t about to burst in without more information. Letting a thread of my power ease free, I guided it along the remaining few feet of the tunnel and into the open space beyond. It returned in a moment, the news worse than I’d expected.

      With some difficulty, I wriggled up the hand that wasn’t holding my sword and touched Cal’s shoulder. I tapped nine times, mouthing the word ghasts.

      Cal’s eyes darkened, but I wasn’t done. With a further two taps, I delivered the more dangerous news.

      Demons.

      The heat in the tunnel rose exponentially as the three of us rallied our powers to what was ahead. Even while we readied ourselves, questions swirled in my mind. How easy were the ghasts to kill? Why were the ghasts and demons working together?

      But the one question at the forefront of everything else, the one I wished I wasn’t thinking about, was whether or not River was okay.

      If I was this worried about him now, how much worse would it be if I dared to mark him?

      I breathed in deeply and tightened my grip on the hilt of my sword. That conundrum could wait until later. Right now, I needed to focus. It was easier than normal to centre myself and pull my powers to the surface.

      There was a thin scream from the centre of the cavern, the noise spurring us into action. I moved quickly as we emerged from the tunnel, slicing my blade across the throat of one ghast. I didn’t react to the gurgled shout across the room, knowing that Dagon had taken out another.

      Two down within seconds, but there was no time to celebrate. Not when they were the easiest targets.

      Blood dripped from my sword as I quickly surveyed the cavern. My stomach clenched as I spotted the man strapped to a rock in the centre of the cavern. Long scraggly hair covered his face and his frame was as gaunt as the ghasts now circling him. If it hadn’t been for the scar curving along the side of his face, I wouldn’t have recognised him.

      Blaise was barely conscious, blood dripping steadily from his nose and running in a thin line from the edge of his lips. He stared at the ceiling, unseeing, apparently too far gone to realise what was happening.

      The knowledge that I’d left River in a similar state galvanised me into action. Leaving the demons to my brothers, I launched myself at the ghasts. The wave of fire I released bounced off them harmlessly. Shit. Dagon’s guess was right. They were powerful enough to shield. Another burst of fire opened a hole for me, wide enough for a weapon. The ghasts turned all their attention to me, their jaws falling unnaturally wide. I winced as they released unholy screams.

      I didn’t let it deter me. I charged for them, my sword swinging as I demolished their shields with blast after blast of hellfire. I couldn’t help the grin spreading across my face as my sword decapitated the first ghast.

      Unlike Dagon and Harlow, I didn’t live for this supernatural bullshit.

      But I wouldn’t lie…I enjoyed a good fight.

      Sadly though, it was over all too quickly. Without their shields to protect them and no weapons, the ghasts were shockingly easy to kill. They could do little more than raise their hands before I cut them to pieces.

      I was dispatching the final one when Dagon and Cal appeared at my shoulder. Other than an already healing thin scratch across Dagon’s face, they were both uninjured.

      “Man, those things are freaky,” Dagon said with a shudder.

      “And strangely easy to kill,” I said, pursing my lips. “Makes me wonder why the mages aren’t able to defend themselves against them.”

      “Maybe that’s why they take them in their sleep,” Cal mused as he eyed the corpses.

      Just then, the bodies of the ghasts disintegrated, leaving nothing more than tiny piles of ashes.

      We gaped at the phenomenon before Dagon spoke. “Yep, freaky.”

      A small groan startled me, reminding me why we were here in the first place. “Shit.”

      We surged forwards, all of us working to remove Blaise’s bonds. As they’d been keeping him in place with magic as well as ropes, it took a few moments before we had him free.

      He began to slide sideways off the rock, gasping in pain. His big frame had withered into skin and bone, his skin a shade of pale that suggested he hadn’t seen daylight in many months.

      I grabbed his arm, swinging it over my shoulder to take his weight. As gently as possible, I lowered him to the floor.

      His lips were cracked and swollen. When his haunted grey eyes looked up at us, I paused. They were the same as River’s. Same shape. Same shade. “Thank…the goddess.”

      I thought he was thanking us for saving him, and I was about to tell him he should actually thank his brother, when he spoke again. He was fighting for breath, pausing between the words. “Please…make it…quick. No…more. No…more…pain.”

      I stared down at him. His head had slumped back against the rock, peace and relief making all his limbs relax. I exchanged a look with Cal, who shrugged. Apparently, this was my show from here on out.

      Joy.

      “We’re not here to kill you,” I said gruffly. “We’re here to save you.”

      That had him jolting up, and he gasped in pain. “But…why? It was…my…f-f-fault. I didn’t…mean to. But…it’s my fault.” He took a deep breath like he was summoning all his strength for his final statement. “You need to…to kill me.”

      My lips pursed. “A week ago, we would’ve. In fact, we might’ve just set up camp in the corner with popcorn and watched while the ghasts finished you off.”

      “What’s changed?” Blaise asked. His eyelids were dropping even as he pushed through his exhaustion.

      I crouched down so I could meet his eyeline. I tried not to think how I wished I was looking into River’s eyes instead. “It’s a long story, but let’s just say you can thank your crazy manipulative brother for this.”

      Blaise surged forward with a sudden burst of energy. He grabbed my wrist, his eyes wild. “River? Where is he? Is he safe? Did you hurt him?”

      Dagon snorted. “You can relax. There’s more chance of Mori waltzing into Hell and announcing he’s taking over Daddy’s role than of him hurting River.”

      A thousand questions burned in Blaise’s eyes, but before he could ask any of them, a wave of pain washed over him. He lost the fight with his eyelids as he slipped into unconsciousness.

      “Let’s get him out of here,” I muttered, lifting him into my arms and carrying him bridal style.

      “And then what?” Cal asked.

      My throat tightened as I studied Blaise’s face. Even with his eyes closed, I could see enough similarities between him and River to make my chest tight. “Then…we let them go. They can go back to their lives, and we can go back to ours.”

      Cal’s eyes narrowed. “And that’s what you really want? To let your mate walk away?”

      My gaze shot up to him. “Don’t ask me what I want.”

      Because I didn’t have the answer. The problem was I wanted everything. Too much.

      And why should I love him the same way I had Eric? Just because fate said I should?

      I winced. Even thinking that felt like a betrayal of River and this stupid fucking mating bond.

      Cue more guilt. With the amount I now had laying on my shoulders, you’d be forgiven for assuming I was Catholic.

      Cal and Dagon exchanged a dubious look, but I ignored them and strode for the exit. It took some fancy manoeuvring to get the unconscious Blaise through in one piece, but we were back in the air before long. Salty sea spray hit my face as each beat of my wings took us closer to River. Closer to the fulfilment of my side of the bargain. Closer to the moment I would push away my mate.

      Closer to the final time I’d see the man fate intended to be mine.

      But he wasn’t. Not really. There was too much standing in the way of us being together. Too many reasons why it’d never work.

      And I was going to find a way to be okay with that, even if it killed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      My eyelids felt like they were weighed down with lead. It took several attempts, but I finally forced them open. The white ceiling didn’t give me any clues as to my location, but judging by the softness underneath me, I was lying on a bed.

      What had happened? One moment I’d been running down the stairs, desperate to put as much space between me and the arsehole demon who’d rejected me…and the next, I was waking up in a bed.

      I tried to move, but pain zipped up my arm, stilling me. I lifted my head to see the limb resting on several pillows. It was laying at a funny angle, making alarm bells ring. I’d broken limbs many times, but they’d always healed within seconds. I could feel my power working to knit the bones back together, but why had it taken so long? And what on earth had happened to knock me unconscious? That had literally never happened before.

      “Oh good, you’re awake.”

      The chipper voice nearly startled me out of my skin. My head swivelled around to see Harlow perched on the bed beside me. He was so short his legs didn’t touch the ground. Given his compact size, some people probably thought he wasn’t as dangerous as his brothers.

      I wasn’t that stupid.

      “What happened?” I winced as I croaked the words. My throat was sore like I’d been screaming.

      Harlow yawned, stretching his arms high above his head. “You took a tumble down some stairs. When we arrived, you were barely awake, and your arm was broken.”

      I stared at him flatly. “That’s impossible. A fall down the stairs wouldn’t have knocked me out. I’m just as powerful as you guys.”

      Harlow flashed his teeth. “Keep telling yourself that, hun. But you’re right, that wouldn’t do it. It’s only a theory, but we think the ghasts were draining your powers along with Blaise’s.”

      Goosebumps raised on my skin. “Is that even possible?”

      Harlow’s thoughtful gaze dipped to my arm, which was nearly healed. “It must be. It’s the only explanation for why your powers didn’t immediately kick in. If I had to guess, the bond between you flared while you were on the stairs and the pain made you fall.”

      I sat up, ignoring my screaming muscles. Harlow jumped to his feet, his hands held out in alarm. “What are you doing?”

      I glared at him. “I’m going to Blaise. He needs me.”

      Harlow’s lips twitched. “Oh yeah, and how exactly are you going to get across the water with no boats running?”

      “I’ll find a way,” I vowed, stumbling to my feet. The whole room tilted as my limbs protested the movement.

      “Sure you will,” Harlow quipped. “It’s not like you’re so weak I could knock you down with one finger.” He leaned up and poked my shoulder. I gritted my teeth as the small movement sent me sprawling back onto the bed. Harlow’s grin was massive. “Oh, look at that, I can.”

      “You’re an arsehole,” I wheezed from between gritted teeth.

      “Born and certified,” he replied with another enigmatic grin. “Fortunately, my mate loves my dramatics.”

      Mate.

      “Where’s Mori?”

      “Where’d you think?” Harlow said, perching back on the other bed and elegantly crossing one leg over the other. “Him and the others are off saving the day.”

      “They’re rescuing Blaise?” Fear shot through me. “But he was supposed to take me. We had a deal.”

      Harlow rolled his eyes. “Did you? I suggest you run over those terms once again.”

      I racked my brain for the exact wording before palming my face with a groan. “Fucking demons and their loopholes.”

      “Mmm, yes. That’s generally the response.” Harlow said sagely. “I wouldn’t worry though. The fact you’re awake and healing suggests they’re already on their way back with Blaise.”

      “Why are you here? Why didn’t you go with them?”

      “Because even though I’ve agreed to not kill your brother on sight, I don’t want to test my restraint.”

      “You can’t kill him.”

      Harlow’s chin lifted as he gave me a sinister smile. “I think you’ll find I can.”

      “Listen,” I swung my legs over the edge of the bed so I was facing him. The pain was lessening rapidly, making the movement less painful than it would’ve been minutes before. “I get that what he did was unforgivable. Not to mention reckless, moronic, and outright idiotic.”

      “Preach.”

      “But he’s not a killer. Trust me when I say that Blaise isn’t the kind of guy to want to hurt anyone.”

      Harlow leaned forwards, all humanity erased from his face. “Then tell me why he left my mate bleeding out on a classroom floor.”

      “I didn’t say he was smart. If it helps at all, as soon as I heard what happened, I was seething. I was ready to beat the shit out of him myself for being so fucking stupid.” I rubbed a tired hand over my face. “When Blaise gets an idea in his head, he’s like a dog with a bone. He probably didn’t even realise the consequences of what he’d done until he realised your mate was dying. But by the time I got near an airport…he’d already been taken.”

      I dragged my weary eyes up to meet Harlow’s. “No matter what he did, he’s still my brother. I couldn’t let him suffer.”

      “But you didn’t need to manipulate Mori into hunting him down,” Harlow seethed.

      “Can you blame me?” I asked, throwing my arms in the air. “Are you telling me you wouldn’t do the same for your brothers?”

      Harlow studied me for a moment before slumping back with a sigh. “No, I can’t tell you that. I’d do the same. In fact, I’d do worse if it meant saving them. But still, lying to your mate and manipulating him is a shitty thing to do.”

      I huffed. “Believe me, if I’d realised Mori was my mate, I never would’ve approached him with this.”

      Harlow’s brows furrowed. “What? Do you mean you would’ve kept away from him, knowing he was your mate?”

      I grinned as I thought about my hunky lumbersnack. “Oh no, just the opposite. I’d park my arse in his bar every night until he noticed me and made me his.” The grin faded as the promise of what could’ve been was erased by everything that had happened since. “I wouldn’t have lied to him, though, that I can promise you.”

      Harlow studied me thoughtfully for a long moment before nodding. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Okay, I believe you.” His phone chirped, and he grabbed it from the bed and frowned at it. “They’re back and waiting for us by the car.”

      I jumped up ready to see Blaise with my own eyes. Harlow stopped me with a question.

      “Do you like Mori?”

      I paused, shooting him a level glance. “Don’t you think Mori is the one who should be asking that?”

      “In an ideal world, yes. But we’re an interfering bunch of fuckers. It’s probably best that you learn this now. So, do you like him?”

      Interfering was right. “Yes. I like him. Happy?”

      “Ecstatic,” he replied. “So, are you going to let him walk away and pretend you don’t exist?”

      I remembered his cool attitude. The way he’d flinched when I’d touched him. “Pretty sure that’s what Mori wants.”

      Harlow hummed. “Maybe. Maybe not. Mori’s a stubborn bastard at the best of times. He’s been waiting for his mate to show up since Oscar appeared in Cal’s life. Finding out it’s you has thrown him for a loop.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Mori…he’s used to being the alpha in a relationship. He gets jealous. Possessive. Codependent.”

      I snorted. “Doesn’t sound that different to what I’m like if I’m being honest.”

      “But that’s my point. You’re nothing like Eric.”

      I winced, Harlow’s words exposing a nerve I hadn’t even realised was raw.

      “But I think that’s a good thing,” Harlow added hastily. “Mori thinks he needs someone calm. Docile. I don’t think that’s what he needs. I think he needs someone to challenge him. To keep him on his toes. Someone he doesn’t need to worry about. Someone who’s as badass as he is.”

      “I’m not going to keep chasing him if he’s determined to push me away. What kind of moron does that?”

      Harlow stood, pointing at himself. “This kind of moron.”

      My eyes shot up to his in confusion. “What?”

      “My journey with Bailey was anything but straightforward. He was determined he wasn’t good enough to be loved, but I didn’t give up. I knew no one else would love him the way I would, so I kept showing him I wouldn’t walk away until he believed me.”

      My jaw dropped open. From the little I’d seen of them that night in the club, they looked totally loved up. With how Harlow looked at him, I struggled to believe there’d been even a second where Bailey doubted Harlow’s love for him. “So you’re telling me you’re okay with me going after Mori?”

      Harlow’s hand dropped from my shoulder. “Are you going to lie to him again? Hurt him? Manipulate him?”

      I swallowed around the lump in my throat as Harlow ruthlessly laid out what I’d done with my deception. “No. Never again. Now, can we go? I need to see Blaise.”

      “Sure,” Harlow said, gesturing for the door. Finally. My heart sped up as I thought about my twin. And Mori. I couldn’t deny I wanted to see him too. To make sure he was uninjured. To look into his eyes and pray I saw anything other than contempt or rejection.

      Harlow was still talking as we made our way out of the hotel. “He’s going to make you work for it, but don’t give up on him.”

      “You’re awfully invested in his love life.”

      He shot a grin over his shoulder as he led me into the corridor. “Like I said—interfering.”

      We didn’t speak as I followed him to the car park. I spotted them immediately. Cal had his phone in his hands, his fingers flying over the screen. Dagon was lounging on the roof of the car, his wings stretched wide. I barely paid attention to them, though, searching out Blaise. He was unconscious, cradled in Mori’s arms. The tension coiled in my chest since the moment Blaise was taken finally relaxed. Satisfied his death wasn’t imminent, I turned my attention to Mori, searching him for any signs of injury. The coil relaxed further when I found none. Even the bites from the wolves seemed completely healed.

      From this distance, I could see his mouth was set in a grim line, his eyes shuttered. My chest throbbed, and I rubbed at it absently. Now that I wasn’t using the glamour, I could sense what Mori had been talking about. There was a tiny wisp of something in my chest that wasn’t solely mine. A scrap of a bond begging to be connected to Mori.

      Shame he seemed dead set against it. I’d fucked this up so badly. Was this really just about the fact I’d lied to him? Or was there something else going on?

      Was it like Harlow said, that I was too different to his human? Was that what was holding him back?

      If that were the case, this would be over before it started. I wasn’t about to settle for being anyone’s replacement.

      Before I could rush across the car park, Harlow stopped me with his hand on my arm. “Listen, I meant what I said earlier. I don’t think you should give up on him. He’s always been the one of us who wants to be in love. He wouldn’t let me give up on Bailey, and now I’m not going to let you give up on him.” He leaned slightly closer, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Mori hand Blaise off to Cal and take a step in our direction. “Just know that if you hurt him again, there won’t be a single place on Earth that you’ll be able to hide from me.”

      “Understood,” I said, brushing his arm off. My heart sank as I took in Mori’s stormy face as he stalked across the car park towards us. “Somehow, I don’t think it’ll be that way around.”

      There was no time for Harlow to reply before Mori was on us. “All healed?”

      “Yep,” I said, shaking the arm in question, my attention on my twin. “How is he?”

      “Not good,” Mori said shortly. “But he should heal once his power has restocked.”

      “The ghasts?” Harlow asked.

      “All dead.” He didn’t take his eyes off me. “Ridiculously easy to kill too. The demons who were helping them are gone as well. There’s no evidence that there are others. Hopefully, that’s all of them, and you mages won’t have any more trouble.”

      “Let’s hope,” I muttered, but I wasn’t holding my breath. My luck wasn’t generally that good. I stepped towards Mori, my hand lifting to touch his arm. I didn’t want to have this conversation with his brothers looking on, but I couldn’t stand the distant look in Mori’s eyes for a second longer. “Mori, can we—”

      “No,” he said curtly, stepping back. My hand fell uselessly to my side. “I’ve said everything I need to say. I won’t be changing my mind. Now that my side of the bargain has been fulfilled, there’s nothing more for us to discuss.”

      His wings snapped open. “But what about the favour?” I blurted, desperate to keep him with me a moment longer. “What do you want in return?”

      Mori’s lip curled, the disdain there making something in me wither and die. “From you? Nothing. I want nothing from you. As far as I’m concerned, we’re done. You go live your life, and I’ll live mine.”

      With that, he launched himself into the air. My hands were fisted at my sides, my spine tight, as I watched my mate fly away from me.

      It was amazing, really. I’d known Mori for less than a week, and I’d only been aware he was my mate for a few hours. But that didn’t lessen the pain I was feeling. It was like tiny shards of glass had been embedded in my throat, catching every time I swallowed or breathed.

      There was a touch on my arm, dragging my attention away from the diminishing speck that was Mori. “Still going to go after him?”

      I blew out a breath. “Yeah…I think I am. Does that make me crazy?”

      “Probably,” Harlow said, his lips twisting in a rueful grin. “But I think crazy might be what Mori needs.”

      A moan had us both looking towards the car. A small hiss escaped from Harlow before he shot me a guilty look. “Sorry. I know he’s your brother, but…”

      “I get it,” I said. “Why don’t you take off, and I’ll get him home.”

      I waited until he was in the air, his wings taking him in the same direction as Mori, before making my way to the car. Cal was peering down at Blaise with a look of disgust, but he still held him. I wouldn’t ever be able to repay these brothers. Despite all the bad blood, they’d put themselves at risk to save my twin.

      Blaise was awake now, looking around wildly. “River? Where is he? Is he here?”

      “I’m here,” I said, crossing the final feet between us. My heart cracked when I saw how thin he was. One strong gust of wind would probably break him in two. My voice was thick with unshed tears. “Man, am I glad to see you. Even if it’s just so I can tell you you’re a moronic fucking wanker.”

      “Good to see you too.” He chuckled weakly. He looked up at the stony-faced demon still holding him and his face paled further. “Thanks for the rescue and everything…but can you put me down, please?”

      “With pleasure,” Cal replied, disdain dripping from the words. He unceremoniously dropped him on his backside before wiping his hands on his trousers with a sneer.

      Dagon hopped from the roof of the car, landing beside Cal with a soft thump. They both glared at Blaise. Part of me wanted to step in front of him, to protect him from these predators. But I had to trust that Mori wouldn’t have left them with us if they were going to kill him. To do so would definitely be a violation of the deal.

      Plus, Blaise deserved it. I, too, had a few choice words for him. Let’s be honest. Once he was recovered, I’d have those words anyway. Never again would I let him do something so moronic.

      Cal was the one who spoke. “Come within a mile of either of our mates again, and your life will be forfeit. Understood?”

      Blaise gulped, but his eyes were clear as he nodded. He knew he was getting off lightly. “Understood.”

      Cal’s eyes flicked to me before returning to Blaise. “River is the only reason we’re letting you walk away right now. I suggest you thank him.”

      With that, both he and his remaining brother took to the skies. “That went a lot better than expected.”

      “You’re telling me. I deserved a lot more than that,” Blaise said darkly. “Looks like you’ve got quite the story to tell me.”

      The events of the last few days weighed me down, making me feel like I’d aged by several years. “That’s an understatement. Come on, let’s get you in the car and home.”

      I helped him hobble around to the passenger door, checking that he was belted in securely. “Whose car is this anyway?”

      “Mori’s,” I said, ignoring the twist in my chest when I said his name. A quick glance at the ignition showed he’d left me the keys. I remembered how protective he was of his baby. Was he letting me drive it because he trusted me? Or because he’d rather I trash the car than have to spend any more time with me?

      Fuck. I hoped that wasn’t the case.

      I glanced over at Blaise, who was collapsed against the window, his skin ashen. I’d gained my brother back…but something told me I’d just lost my shot at something much greater.

      I’d meant what I’d said to Harlow though. I wasn’t giving up. There was nothing I loved more than a challenge.

      And the challenge to win Mori over?

      That was one game I wasn’t walking away from unless I was the winner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      I made it a whole week before River showed up in my life again.

      The sight of my car parked outside the club had me freezing in the middle of the street. There wasn’t a mark on her. If anything, she was gleaming like she’d been recently washed and waxed.

      Honestly, part of me suspected I’d never see River again. That he’d taken my words to heart and travelled off to some far-flung land, never to think of me. That’s what I told myself I wanted. To forget we’d ever met. To continue living life like he hadn’t turned it upside down like the cocky, smirking disaster he was.

      The fact it’d been seven whole days since I’d seen him had nothing to do with the foul mood I’d been in since returning from Scotland. Nothing. At. All.

      My reaction to the car and believing River was inside the club revealed how much I’d been lying to myself. My heart began racing at the mere prospect of seeing the little brat’s grinning face again.

      But when I tore inside, those hopes were dashed. Toby whistled to get my attention, chucking my car keys at me.

      I caught them easily, staring at them numbly as I realised what they meant. River had been here but hadn’t hung around to see me.

      Which was fine. Great even. Exactly what I wanted.

      I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Did he say anything?”

      “Who?” Toby asked, not turning around from where he was stacking glasses.

      “The guy who dropped these off. Did he leave a message or anything?”

      “Oh, you mean the mage?”

      “He didn’t have his glamour in place then.” That made sense. There was no point in him pretending to be human now.

      Toby snorted as he stacked the final glass. “No, not that that made the blindest bit of difference the first time around.”

      I did a double-take. “What? You knew he was a mage and didn’t think to say anything?”

      Toby smirked. “Where would be the fun in that?”

      “You know what, I spend a few decades thinking you’re okay for a vamp, then you pull shit like this, and I remember you’re really a complete wanker.”

      “Hey!” Toby protested. “I did warn him not to fuck with you. Gave him several very detailed threats about what I’d do if he hurt you.”

      A growl slipped from my lips. “Touch him and die.”

      Toby’s hand froze from where he’d been about to grab a new bottle of vodka. “Ooh. So he did fuck with you then…but in the fun way, not the kind where I need to kick his arse?”

      “Nothing like that happened.”

      “Mm-hmm,” he replied, leaning his weight on his forearms as he stared over the bar at me in bemusement. “If you didn’t fuck him, then maybe you won’t mind if I give him a call.”

      My hand was around his throat before I even realised. Dragging him over the bar, I hissed in his face. “You’ll do no such thing. Touch him, in any way, and I’ll end you. Painfully. Slowly. In a way you can’t recover from.”

      Even with my grip crushing his airway, Toby’s eyes lit up. “Ooh. This is juicier than I thought. What’s going on?”

      I snarled before dropping him. “Nothing.”

      “Wanna try that again?” Toby’s eyes flashed with amusement. “Don’t forget I’ve known you for over three hundred years. You can’t lie to me.”

      I slumped onto a stool, covering my eyes with my hand. The words flooded came out of me. “He’s-my-mate.”

      There was a long pause. “I’m sorry, did you just say that mage is your mate?”

      I nodded once.

      “And you’re just…letting him walk around? Without your mark? Have you lost your mind?”

      I dropped my hand so I could glare at Toby. I don’t know why I expected anything different. He believed filters were for cars and air-conditioning units, not people. “He’s a mage. It’s not like it was with Oscar or Bailey. River’s more than capable of looking after himself without my protection. Besides, if other supes knew he was my…you know…it’d only bring him more trouble.”

      “It’s not about your protection.” Toby was exasperated. “River can undoubtedly handle himself. But he’s your other half, the guy you’ve literally been waiting for. Now that he’s here, you’re just, what, going to let him walk away?”

      I’d already had a similar conversation with my brothers as we flew home from Scotland. “Yes. He’s a liar, and he used me. I don’t have time for that sort of bullshit in my life. And…” My brothers had outright laughed in my face when I’d told them this next part, but maybe Toby would be less judgy. “He’s so different from what I was expecting.”

      Toby stared at me like I’d announced I was going to make amends with my father and planned on summering in the ninth circle. “You cannot be fucking serious. You’re rejecting him because he doesn’t measure up to some bullshit ideal you built up in your head?”

      I sighed. Yeah, don’t know what I’d been thinking. I should know by now that all supes are judgy fuckers by nature. “It’s more than that. You know what I’m like when I fall for someone. I get jealous. I want them around me all the time. River…there’s no way he’d be on board with that.”

      “Have you asked him?”

      “I don’t need to,” I frowned at the bar. “Trust me. We wouldn’t work together. He loves pushing my buttons and winding me up.”

      “You mean, he does the one thing you love inside the bedroom and outside of it too?” The look Toby gave me had me squirming. “Sounds to me like he’s your perfect match. You say you want someone who submits to you, but I know what you really like in the bedroom.”

      I winced. Toby and I hadn’t fucked around in over two hundred years, but trust him to have a long memory. We hadn’t been in a relationship, though, just a mutual understanding because we both got off on power exchanges.

      “That’s different,” I muttered.

      Toby hummed. “Is it though? Because part of me thinks you enjoyed our fights outside the bedroom just as much as inside it. Maybe this is the real issue. River is more your type than Eric ever was, and that’s what scares you.”

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t know what to say to that, so instead, I opted for a subject change. “Did you hire anyone for the bar job?”

      Toby smirked, letting me know he knew exactly what I was doing, but he stuck to his word and didn’t push. “Yeah, a kid called Lucky Seo. He’s only twenty-two, but he’s been working behind a bar since he hit eighteen. He had to work his notice at his old place, so he doesn’t start until next week. He seems like a pretty nervous bloke, but to be fair, most humans are around me. Even with that, he was leagues above everyone else. Hopefully, it was just that and the interview making him squirm. “

      “Let’s hope,” I said. Our staff turnover tended to be pretty low, even though nearly all our employees were human. We ran a minor compulsion on them, making them turn a blind eye to any supe shenanigans. In return, they were compensated far higher than at an ordinary bar, and all the supes knew they were under my protection. None of them would be attacked walking home after a shift, and if a supe ever came across one in trouble, they knew to help them or incur my wrath.

      At least that was one thing I could tick off my list. My heart sank as my eyes caught on my keys still on the bar.

      Was Toby right? Was River really what I was looking for?

      Even if he was, there was no guarantee I was what he really wanted. One glimpse of my jealous, possessive nature would undoubtedly send him running.
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        * * *

      

      A skeleton walks into a bar and says, “Hey, bartender. I’ll have one beer and a mop.”

      The yellow Post-it Note was mocking me. Taunting me. Just like the previous seven, it was stuck to the inside of the front door.

      I hadn’t seen him, but every morning since the one when my car appeared outside the club, I woke to a fresh dad joke. It was like he wanted to leave me little reminders of him.

      As if I could forget.

      Eighty percent of my brain was occupied with various fantasies about what I could do with River in my bed. Or outside of it. I had plenty of thoughts about that too. The other twenty percent was caught in a constant state of anxiety. What was River doing? Was he safe? What if those weren’t the only ghasts? What if there were others just waiting to grab River in his sleep?

      My brothers and I had met and concluded that there were unlikely to be any others. We’d killed so many during the raid, and as far as we were aware, no other mages had been taken since Blaise. But that was only a hunch. There was no guarantee that we’d gotten them all. Meanwhile, Cal and Harlow reached out to old contacts, trying to figure out why demons were working alongside them.

      And Dagon? He’d hung around for a grand total of twenty-four hours before taking off again.

      I had no idea what was going on with him. He didn’t reply to texts or calls. Refused to say where he was going or what he was doing.

      If you asked me, he was doing the same thing he’d been doing since he got out of Hell.

      Running.

      The question was, from what?

      I, however, had nothing to do. Cal and Harlow conveniently left me out of all the planning, telling me to think about the River situation instead. The joke was on them. I did nothing but think about my absentee mate.

      I wasn’t sure which part of my brain was causing me more frustration. The one fantasising or the one worrying. But there was no getting away from it—my brain was one hundred percent fixated on River.

      I yanked the note from the door and, just like the previous mornings, went to crumple it up. But as I had every other time, I stopped just before the bin and diverted to my desk. Opening the drawer on the right-hand side, I added the joke to the tiny pile I’d accumulated.

      Don’t ask me why I was keeping them. At this point, I had no idea what I was doing.

      I needed to deal with River’s little break-ins, but first, I needed caffeine. I moved through the motions of making my drink. Harlow had given me a massive and overly complicated coffee machine several years ago. Given I only drank it plain and black, it seemed ridiculously over the top, but with Harlow, it was sometimes easier to roll with it.

      Speaking of my annoying younger brother, I grabbed my phone and flipped through until I reached his number.

      “Ah, if it isn’t my most cheerful brother!”

      “How are you so chipper in the mornings?” I asked, ignoring his sarcastic greeting. I took a big gulp of my coffee, sensing I would need it. It was too hot, but I’d take the scalds to get the caffeine quicker. Besides, my mouth would heal in seconds.

      “The morning blowjobs help,” Harlow said, making me choke on my drink. “Or maybe having my mate close by helps me sleep better and wake up more refreshed.”

      His pointed comment didn’t escape me. “Out of everyone, I figured you’d be the one telling me not to pursue River.”

      “I already told you I’m fine with it.” Yes, he’d made his opinion very clear on the journey home, to the point where I’d had to tune him out. Luckily I had a lot of practise doing that with Low. “I might not have been on board immediately, but after spending time with him, I think he’s perfect for you. Besides, it’s not like he killed Bailey. It’d be like someone holding everything Father Dearest has done against us.”

      “Which they do,” I reminded him darkly. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree was an expression that was often applied to us. Didn’t matter how we lived our lives now. To some, we would always be our father’s children, with everything that entailed.

      “Still, we’re better than them so we won’t do the same. Now, are you calling to tell me you’re going to stop being a prat and go see that gorgeous boy? Because if not, I’m probably going to hang up.”

      I gritted my teeth and counted to ten. “Your wards are broken.”

      “No, they’re not.”

      “Oh, really?” I drained my cup and put it back under the machine. This was definitely a two-cup kind of morning. “Then do you wanna explain how River has crossed them multiple times? Into both my flat and the club?”

      “Because, moron, he’s your mate. Honestly, did you pay any attention when we learned about warding?”

      “Maybe.” No, probably not. There hadn’t been much point when Harlow excelled at them. “Let’s say I’ve forgotten. What does being my mate have to do with it?”

      Low sighed, and I could practically hear him rolling his eyes through the phone. “River is the other half of you. The ward doesn’t care if you’ve marked him or not.”

      I rubbed at my beard. “Is there no way to keep him out?”

      “No, not unless you want to stop you from being able to cross them too. The magic recognises you as one and the same.”

      Fucking marvellous. I rang off from the call and flopped down on the sofa with a groan. There was an unexpected squeak, and Scratch ran over, batting my leg with an impatient hiss. I jumped up to find a mouse toy I definitely hadn’t purchased. Scratch jumped on it with a purr, using both his paws to play with it.

      So not only was River breaking into my house, he was bribing my cat too.

      “Traitor,” I muttered at the feline, glaring at how happy the toy made him.

      I had to begrudgingly admit that River was smart in taking this approach. If he showed his face, I’d have no problem telling him where to go.

      This tactic was much harder to tackle. It was like we were playing a game…one that I was losing.

      I drained the final dregs of my coffee before heading for my bedroom with a rejuvenated bounce. It was time for me to take up my game piece and make my move. I needed to make it clear to him that we weren’t going to work out.

      Tonight, I was taking the game to River.

      And he’d never see it coming.
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        * * *

      

      I waited until the club was closed before heading over to River’s. Seeing as he had a habit of breaking in while I was asleep, it seemed only right I do the same to him. I didn’t have his address, but that wasn’t an issue. His imprint was burned into all my senses. It took barely any power to lead me in the right direction.

      It was a mild evening, so I chose to walk rather than ruin my shirt by unleashing my wings. My power told me River’s place was close by, and sure enough, I’d only been walking about fifteen minutes before I found myself outside a 1940s detached semi. A small driveway held a battered Vauxhall Corsa. Its condition made me wince, grateful my car had been returned to me in one piece.

      I used my powers to unlock River’s door. Like mine, his property was warded. Time to see if Harlow’s little theory was correct. I held my breath as I stepped over the threshold, letting it out in a whoosh when I passed through unscathed.

      Unwilling to linger on why the wards let me past, I crept through the silent hallway. It wasn’t long before I stopped again. This time, the photos lining the walls captured my attention. Shot after shot of River with different people, in different places. The only thing that was always the same was the way his eyes creased with laugh lines, his face smiling so wide his cheeks must have ached.

      Had I ever seen him smile like that? I didn’t think I had.

      I ran my finger over one of the frames. This one showed River in running gear, an arm slung over Blaise’s shoulders as they both grinned at the camera. Splattered liberally in mud, with sweat shining on their red faces, they looked like they’d never been happier.

      One thing was certain, River had a fulfilled and happy life. He didn’t need a grumpy demon weighing him down.

      That thought propelled me up the stairs, ready to end this once and for all. My heart sank when I stepped onto the landing and spied a door open, soft light falling in a triangle over the floor.

      River must be awake. So much for the element of surprise.

      I pushed the door wider slowly, light falling on the bed against the opposite wall. What I saw there had my breath catching while all my blood rushed south.

      River was definitely awake.

      And naked.

      And touching himself.

      The bedside lamps on either side were turned on, casting shadows over his long lines and rippling muscles. His eyes were lidded, suggesting he was either extremely turned on or had only just woken up.

      His fingers lazily stroked his thick shaft as though he had all the time in the world. Like me, he was uncut. Did he like having his foreskin played with? A small thatch of dark hair surrounded the base, and I nearly growled at the thought of burying my nose in it.

      “Are you going to come in or just watch?” River’s voice startled me. I felt heat rise in my cheeks as I realised I’d pushed open his door before gawking at him like a teenager seeing porn for the first time.

      “What are you doing?” I blurted, my voice coming out higher than I would’ve liked.

      One of River’s eyebrows raised. “What am I doing? I’m not the one who’s broken into my house in the middle of the night. It’s my house. My bed. My cock. I’m perfectly entitled to knock one out if I like.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell River it wasn’t his cock. It was mine. Mine to touch. To play with. To make come. For me, and me only.

      Thankfully I caught myself at the last moment, instead blurting out. “Yeah, well, you’ve been breaking into my house.”

      River’s other hand slid down to slowly circle his nipple. Amusement danced over his face. “So what if I have? Does that give you the right to break into my house and watch me masturbate?”

      I’d be mortified over his implication if it wasn’t for the smirk he shot my way. The little git was playing me. He was fully expecting me to turn on my heel and leave.

      “You don’t have to stay,” he taunted. “But if you do, you will have to stand there and watch…because I have no intention of stopping.”

      He’d have to do better than this if he wanted to beat me. I reached behind me for the door, not taking my gaze away from River’s face. There was a flash of disappointment, his hand stilling as he waited for me to leave.

      Instead, I nudged the door fully closed. Stepping back, I leaned against it and folded my arms. River’s hand was frozen mid-stroke as he gaped at me.

      “Well?” I asked, lifting my chin, calling his bluff. “What are you waiting for?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      I woke the second Mori broke the lock on my front door, a satisfied smile curling my lips. I’d wanted to return his keys personally, but Blaise was so weak that I didn’t want to risk leaving him for long. It had taken until this morning for him to heal completely. I hadn’t been able to leave him for longer than it had taken to leave my little messages for Mori.

      I’d spent the whole time since we’d been back from Scotland torn between wanting to nurse Blaise back to health and pursuing Mori. The only thing keeping me sane was seeing him during my nightly visits. Plus, his cat was freaking adorable. Once I’d convinced him I wasn’t about to put him in a stew, he’d warmed up to me, letting me pet him whenever I visited. I’d finally returned to my own place this afternoon, planning on hitting up The Closet tomorrow.

      But now, I wouldn’t need to. Mori had broken first. I wasn’t sure how he’d react when the notes finally pushed him over the edge, but this was a pretty good outcome.

      He’d come to me. He was in my space.

      Now, I just needed to keep him interested. To see me not just as the guy who’d lied to him but as his equal. Someone who could keep up with him. Someone to keep him on his toes.

      Someone he desired.

      Because although he was attracted to me, that wasn’t the same as wanting me. I needed him out of his mind with desire, believing no one was more suited for him than me.

      And there was one surefire way to guarantee that.

      Seeing as I was already naked, it was nothing to grab a squirt of lube, kick the covers away, and wait for Mori to come exploring.

      He took longer in the hall than I expected. Just knowing he was here, after not seeing him awake for over a week, was enough to have my orgasm creeping up on me. When I finally heard his footsteps on the stairs, I had to wrap my hand around the base of my shaft to stop myself from shooting off early.

      By the time he was at my door, I’d managed to compose myself enough to begin teasing. I’d fully expected Mori to turn tail and run.

      So when he leaned against my door and folded those magnificent forearms over his chest, I was momentarily frozen. He watched me like he was a predator and I was his prey.

      That thought had my hand moving again and my thighs falling open. I was not prey.

      I was at the top of the motherfucking food chain.

      We’d see how long he could control himself. I’d give him thirty seconds of me jacking off before he pounced.

      “You’re welcome to join me,” I purred, spreading my legs wider. His tongue swept over his lips as he studied the movement. “This doesn’t need to be a solo show.”

      “I’m fine here, thanks,” he said, sounding bored. I almost snorted at his effort to pretend I wasn’t affecting him. If the fact he’d stayed wasn’t enough of a clue, the steel erection trying valiantly to punch through his trousers would’ve sealed the deal.

      “Suit yourself,” I murmured.

      I didn’t take my eyes off Mori as I squeezed more lube onto my fingers. There was no way I was closing my eyes. For the first time since I’d met him, I didn’t have to rely on my imagination while getting off.

      I walked the fingers I’d just lubed casually down my chest while my other hand resumed the stroking motion on my cock. Mori’s eyes narrowed with every flicker of movement, like he was trying to will me to go faster.

      I bit back a chuckle. Poor Mori. He’d learn I liked to do things on my schedule…unless he took the control away from me.

      Something I was very much on board with.

      When I circled my hole with a finger, Mori jerked like he was going to step forward but stopped himself. I didn’t stop the chuckle that time. Mori’s chest began to heave, the whole room heating as his demon came to the surface.

      “This would be more fun with your hands,” I taunted.

      But still, he didn’t move.

      A throaty groan erupted as I slipped a finger through the thick ring of muscle. Before long, I’d worked myself up to three fingers. “You looking closely, Mori? Pretty sure I’m ready for your cock now.”

      Mori’s jaw bunched, his pulse jumping in his neck.

      With every thrust, another sound escaped me until I was moaning like a porn star. My hand flew over my shaft, and with Mori’s eyes on me, I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.

      I couldn’t resist throwing one more shot at him. “Are you sure you don’t want to get in on the action? Last chance.”

      Mori’s hands dropped to his sides, clenched into fists. His nostrils were flared, his whole body vibrating like it was costing him everything to not cross the room. I wished he would. Wished he’d yank my hand away with a snarl. Shove his trousers down just enough to free his cock and balls. Lube himself quickly before burying himself in me and showing me exactly who I belonged to.

      My vision went white as that thought sent me over the edge.

      “Mori!” I couldn’t stop myself from shouting his name any more than I could stop breathing.

      When my vision cleared, Mori was no longer in front of the door. He was beside the bed, his chest heaving. His gaze smouldered as he stared down at me. Desire, lust, and frustration warred on his face.

      He reached down and grabbed my wrist, yanking my hand towards him. Cum was running down it, dripping from my palm and fingers onto the sheet below. Never in a million years could I’ve predicted what happened next. His gaze never wavered from mine as he bent until I could feel his hot breath on my fingers. His tongue dipped out, and he licked a stripe up the centre of my palm.

      And he didn’t stop until he’d licked every inch of me clean.

      My jaw was agape, my cock valiantly stirring as Mori finished with a satisfied smirk. After nipping lightly at my fingers, he straightened and took a step back. With that tiny bit of distance, the reality of what happened seemed to hit him, his face hardening.

      “Now we’re even,” he said gruffly, avoiding looking at me. “Stay out of my place, and I’ll stay out of yours.”

      He turned on his heel, but he didn’t even touch the door handle before I was on him. Shoving him against the door, I pinned him with my forearm against his shoulders. Pushing my knee against the back of his, I moulded my naked body against him, wishing we didn’t have several layers between us.

      “Get off,” Mori said, but he didn’t put any effort into pushing me away.

      “No,” I breathed into his ear. Not a chance. Not now that I had him where I wanted him. “You don’t get to dictate how this goes. I was an idiot. I’ll be the first to admit it. I shouldn’t have lied to you…but can you honestly tell me you wouldn’t have done the same thing in my position?”

      He was silent, his forehead pressed against the door like he could ignore the truths I was laying out for him.

      “So, I’m going to keep chasing you,” I continued, running my tongue up the column of his neck. He shuddered at the touch. “Buckle up, Mori, because I don’t give up that easily.”

      With that, I released him and turned around, heading for my en suite.

      When I returned, Mori was gone.

      I got into bed and settled back with a satisfied smile.

      I hope Mori had been paying attention to my warning because until he outright rejected me, there was no way in hell I was backing off.

      Looked like my club night was back on after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      I’d half expected Blaise to be in bed when I showed up at his place the following morning. He hadn’t had the stamina to be up for more than a few hours at a time. Our hours had been spent bingeing the latest seasons of Umbrella Academy and battling it out on Call of Duty. To my surprise, not only was he up, but he was lifting weights in his home gym.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      Blaise grunted, his muscles straining as he did one more repetition before lifting the bar back into the frame. Sweat slicked his chestnut-brown hair to his head, showing he’d been at this for a while. “You’re going to have to be more specific because that list is several miles long.”

      Shaking my head, I went to the tiny fridge in the corner and grabbed a bottle of water. Blaise had swung himself into a sitting position, his head hanging low between his shoulders. “Here. Drink this.”

      I waited until half the bottle was drained before crossing my arms and glaring down my nose at him. “You were almost dead a week ago. What made you think this was a good idea?”

      Blaise shot me a crooked smile, but there was no hiding the exhaustion. His limbs were shaking, his muscles having wasted away from months of inactivity. “The key word being almost.”

      “And you’ll be right back there if you keep pushing yourself like this.”

      Blaise shrugged, his face darkening. “It’s what I deserve.”

      This wasn’t the first time he’d said something similar to this. I sighed, crouching so we were face to face. “You made a mistake. Yes, it was a pretty fucking major mistake, but a mistake nonetheless. Did you mean to kill him?”

      Blaise’s hollow gaze met mine. “You know I didn’t. I’d never hurt anyone, not unless they deserved it.”

      “Exactly. Although, why you thought about even threatening the mate of the son of Lucifer is beyond me.”

      Blaise squeezed his eyes shut as he mumbled something.

      “What?” I barked. Oh, he didn’t just say what I think he did.

      “Because of you.”

      Yep, that’s what he said. I stared at him in disbelief. “What kind of twisted logic made you come to that conclusion?”

      Blaise huffed. “You’ve always been, you know….the useful one. You’re the one they sent to track them down, the one everyone looks to for advice and guidance. Me? I’m just the spare. River’s stupid twin.”

      “Don’t call yourself stupid,” I snapped. “So it’s not really about me at all. It’s about your ego.”

      “No,” Blaise countered hotly. I raised an eyebrow at him, and a sheepish look crossed his face. “Okay, well, maybe a bit. But that wasn’t the main thing.”

      “Then what was it?” I threw up my hands. “Because, to me, it looks like you went looking for trouble for no other reason than to make yourself feel important.”

      “Next to Willow and Anya, you’re the most powerful mage in our clan. Possibly the most powerful in Europe.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck uncomfortably. “I wouldn’t say the most…”

      “Bullshit,” Blaise said flatly, cutting me off. “Once they took Willow, I knew it’d only be a matter of time before they came after you. Even I’d noticed how it was the most powerful mages being taken. I had to do something…anything to stop that from happening.” He blew out a breath. “I wasn’t thinking straight. It’s not an excuse, but it’s what happened.”

      I grabbed the back of his neck and squeezed it lightly. “I can’t say what you did is okay because it isn’t. But I get it. I’d do anything if it meant protecting you.” I thought about the way I’d used and manipulated Mori. All right, it hadn’t led to anyone dying…but now I had a fated mate who didn’t want anything to do with me. “But you can’t let this define who you are from now on. You can’t punish yourself endlessly.”

      “Something tells me your new mate might disagree,” he bit out. “I know I’m the reason he won’t mark you.”

      I winced. I hadn’t planned on telling Blaise everything that had gone down between Mori and me. Unfortunately, halfway through the journey home, Blaise became conscious enough to start asking questions. It hadn’t taken much for me to break, the whole story tumbling out before I could stop myself.

      “Even now, I’m still fucking everything up.”

      “Hey,” I said firmly. “You are not the one who fucked up things between Mori and me. That’s on me.”

      “But if I hadn’t have—”

      It was my turn to interrupt. “If you hadn’t done what you had, chances are Mori and I wouldn’t have even met. Besides, don’t write me off yet.”

      The corner of Blaise’s lips twisted, his dimple flashing. “You’re really going to go after him?”

      “Yep. I really am.”

      “You sure he’s worth it?”

      I thought back over the few days Mori and I’d had together. How rewarding it felt to tease a grin out of him. How he’d opened up to me about Eric and his mum. How he lit up whenever I challenged him. How he pinned me to whatever surface was nearby when he lost his cool.

      “Yeah.” I stood and grinned down at my twin. “I really think he is.”

      Blaise’s grin stretched to match my own. “In that case, he’s got no hope.”

      I hung out with Blaise until it was time to head to the club.

      Mori was at the front of my mind as I flicked through my wardrobe. Although I wasn’t one to normally care about fashion, that didn’t mean I didn’t have several outfits designed to bring guys to their knees.

      My eyes fell on one such example and I smirked. The shimmery material was so sheer that it could barely be called a top, but it showed off my muscles perfectly. Seeing as we’d taken whatever opportunity to wrestle with each other, reminding Mori of my strength and build could only be a good thing.

      Whoever said only twinks could get away with dressing like this had clearly never seen my bubble butt in a pair of hot pants. They took some effort to get on, but when I surveyed the overall look in the mirror, I knew it was worth it.

      I was whistling when I got to the club. The way I saw it, tonight was going to go one of two ways.

      Either Mori was going to take one look at me and realise what he was missing.

      Or I was going to dance with someone else until he took the hint that if he didn’t make a move, he would miss out.

      Secretly, part of me hoped it would come to that. Was it bad of me to like a bit of jealousy? To want to drive Mori so out of his mind that he’d go all caveman and stake his claim on me?

      If that made me bad, I never wanted to be good. I wanted to be owned. Possessed.

      And Mori was the only one I wanted to do it.

      I pushed my way through the crowds towards the bar. More than one hand brushed against me, but I shook them off. I was on a mission. No other man would do, not when the temptation of Mori was only metres away.

      When I squeezed into a tiny space, disappointment hit when I realised Mori wasn’t there. Mori’s bar manager was making a fancy cocktail a few feet away. He spotted me and smirked, putting the glass down and waggling his fingers in my direction. The very graphic threat he’d whispered before I’d left with Mori for Scotland still rang in my ears, so all I offered in return was a brief nod. Apparently, glamours didn’t work on vamps. Why he hadn’t spilt all to Mori was beyond me. Maybe if he had, we could’ve avoided all this mess. I would’ve been forced to remove the glamour, and Mori would’ve sensed we were mates.

      Of course, then Blaise would likely still be being tortured, with my life also hanging in the balance.

      “Can I help you?”

      My attention snapped to the bartender politely waiting for my order. The Asian guy barely came up to my chest. The human had such a baby face that it was on the tip of my tongue to ask him if he was old enough to be working there. But I knew Mori wouldn’t do that. Not only that, but there was something about his eyes that suggested he’d seen more than his young face suggested. There was a wariness behind the polite facade, making it seem like he was waiting for the situation to backfire. Like he was used to being in circumstances where he needed to be ready to bolt at a second’s notice.

      Maybe I was reading too much into it, but something told me this guy hadn’t seen the best of humankind during the few short years he’d been on this plane.

      He cleared his throat, making me realise I’d been staring. A blush crept up his neck, and I chuckled. He was a stunning man. You’d think he’d be used to men staring at him, especially working in a bar like this. There seemed little point in telling him my type was currently limited to the grumpy motherfucker who was his boss. “Sorry, I was miles away. Can I get a gin and tonic, please? Double.”

      He gave a curt nod before stepping aside to mix my drink. Before he could hand it over, a massive hand clamped onto his shoulder, startling him into spilling some of the liquid.

      “I’ve got this one, Lucky. You head down the other end.”

      Fuck. Mori was looking extra hot tonight. His long hair was pulled back in a bun, his beard neatly trimmed. A tight white tee put his muscles and tattoos on full, glorious display.

      The lad nodded, shoving the glass into Mori’s hand before scurrying away without a glance in my direction.

      Mori put the glass in front of me before leaning his forearms on the bar and glaring. “Are you hitting on my staff?”

      I copied his stance, my grin widening at the mere thought of playing with him again. “And what if I was?”

      Mori looked like he was chewing glass. “Lucky’s just a kid.”

      I took a sip of my drink before replying, “He’s old enough to be working here.”

      “I don’t want you hitting on him.”

      The rest of the club faded as we glared at each other, caught in a stalemate.

      Leaning across the bar, I closed the distance between us, angling my mouth over his as though I were about to kiss him.

      “Are you jealous, Mori?”

      Please be jealous.

      Fire danced in his eyes. “No. I just don’t want my staff having to deal with unwanted advances from the customers.”

      “Liar,” I whispered before pulling back. Time to step it up a notch. “So you’re saying you’d be okay with me hitting on someone? Just so long as they don’t work for you?”

      Mori’s fingers dug into the bar so hard I suspected there’d be dents when he lifted them. “Yep.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Sure about that? Let me be clear—I’m more than happy to wait for you to finish your shift and take me home.”

      Mori straightened and stepped back, folding his arms over his chest. “I told you, nothing is going to happen between us.”

      “Okay.” I drained my glass and placed it on the bar as I pretended Mori’s rejection hadn’t shredded my heart to pieces. “Just remember, this was your own doing.”

      Even with my parting shot, I still lingered for a second. I had no doubt my desperation was written all over my face, but I wasn’t ashamed. Unlike Mori, I had no intention of fighting this.

      A muscle in Mori’s jaw jumped as he stared at me. He jutted his chin, indicating I should leave.

      Fine.

      Spinning on my heel, I pushed back through the crowd until I found myself on the dance floor. Within seconds, a bouncy young thing was gazing up at me from under his fluttering eyelashes. I barely saw him, my attention still fixed on the demon behind the bar.

      The demon who still hadn’t taken his eyes off me.

      Even with everything he claimed, he couldn’t look away. He watched as I spun the twink around and pulled him against me.

      He watched as we began to grind to the beat, my chest pressed against the guy’s back.

      He watched as his hands came around my neck, lips pouting in my direction.

      He watched. And he watched.

      But he didn’t act.

      Not until I moved.

      Never taking my gaze off Mori, I slid my hands from the twink’s hips to his flat stomach. I hadn’t gone farther south than the guy’s belly button, but a sudden flare of heat at my wrists stopped me in my tracks. I looked down to see cuffs of fire around them. The human in my arms was none the wiser, continuing to grind on me with abandon.

      Mori leaned against the bar, his nostrils flared and his forearms bunched.

      I smirked at him as I used my powers to douse the flames, the water turning them to steam.

      If Mori wanted me to stop touching this guy, he would have to come over here and rip him from my arms.

      I winked at Mori tauntingly before lowering my lips towards the guy's neck. I had zero intention of actually kissing him, so I just tilted my face to give the impression that was what was happening.

      Mori’s eyes went wide, and before I could blink, he vaulted over the bar. He landed effortlessly, his legs eating up the ground. You could practically see the steam coming out of his nose as he stalked towards us.

      He stopped in front of us, his eyes not leaving mine even as he growled at my dance partner.

      “Move.”
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      The human apparently had a better sense of self-preservation than River, scuttling off the second I barked my command. I hadn’t even needed to compel him.

      Probably because I looked like I was about to murder someone.

      Which was accurate. If River’s hands had ventured any farther south, I would’ve.

      My belief that River would be turned off by my jealous nature was rapidly being proven wrong. As I’d leapt over the bar, he’d looked like the cat who’d got the cream. I hadn’t even considered what I was doing. That there were humans there who’d no doubt wonder how I’d managed to make the move so agilely. All I could think about was that River was touching someone.

      Someone who wasn’t me.

      The fact I knew he was taunting me was irrelevant. He didn’t even look down at the guy in his arms. I doubt he’d be able to pick him out of a lineup.

      But the second he’d lowered his lips to kiss him, I’d lost it.

      My demon didn’t care that I’d told him to go for it. Didn’t care that he was pushing my buttons. Didn’t care that this was exactly what River wanted.

      All my demon cared about was that River was mine. No one else was allowed to touch him, and he sure as fuck wasn’t allowed to touch anyone else. My demon thought River needed to be taught a lesson about what happened when he pushed me.

      I wished I could say I disagreed, but with the jealousy still coursing through me, I knew it was bollocks.

      “Problem, Mori?” River raised an eyebrow, his hands going to his hips. The action pulled the sheer material tighter around him, the lights casting shadows over his physique. My mouth watered. I wanted to run my tongue along the V of his abs. To follow the thin trail of hair south to the erection those shorts were doing little to hide.

      “Problem?” I echoed darkly, stepping closer and nudging my thigh between his. “Yes, River. You are a fucking problem, one I don’t know how to solve.”

      I silenced his retort with my mouth.

      I’d heard people describe kissing someone they loved like the world stopping. Everything getting quieter. That wasn’t what happened when my lips met River’s. Instead, all my senses dialled up to eleven. Every nerve came alive.

      For the first time ever, I felt…complete.

      River wasn’t docile under my kiss. He met me beat for beat, his lips opening and tongue duelling with mine. One of my hands went to the back of his neck, the other to his arse, yanking him closer.

      There was a pulling sensation at my scalp, and suddenly, my hair was loose from its bun. River buried his hands in it with a satisfied snarl, using it to angle my head so he could take me deeper. His hips began to rock, thrusting his erection into my hip as he rode my thigh.

      I couldn’t take it any longer. Ripping my mouth from his, I swallowed oxygen like I was starved.

      River’s pupils were wide with lust, his lips shining from where I’d tasted them. His hands were still in my hair, and my arms were wrapped around him.

      I couldn’t let him go yet. Not after seeing him with another man. Not after that kiss.

      I couldn’t fight this anymore.

      Something in me had unleashed. I felt like I was losing my mind, and touching River was the only thing that could restore my sanity.

      I inclined my head towards the doors, the question on my face clear.

      Relief was followed quickly by lust as River nodded. I slid my hands down his arms, revelling in the way he shivered, before taking his hand in mine. His thumb moved in lazy circles over my palm, his shoulder brushing against mine as we walked. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to drive me to distraction at this point or if he couldn’t help himself any more than I could.

      We made it onto the street before one of us broke. All it took was a sideways glance from River and I had him pushed up against a wall between the pharmacy and the bank, my tongue back in his mouth. It took several minutes of kissing before I was able to pull away again—and even then, it was only the thought of getting him somewhere more private that allowed me to do so.

      When we reached my flat, I let go of him for a second to grab my keys. River took the opportunity to wrap his arms around me from behind. His hands slid up my shirt at the front, roving like he couldn’t get enough. My hands shook as I tried to get the key in the lock, a task near impossible with River placing hot open-mouth kisses up and down my neck.

      His teeth latched onto the juncture between my neck and shoulder, sucking hard as he left his mark on me.

      The key snapped in the lock.

      Fuck it.

      Breaking the door open with a swift bang of my hand, I threw up a quick ward to protect my neighbours. I’d fix it tomorrow. Right now, I needed to get control of this situation before River ruined me completely. I wasn’t supposed to be enjoying this. I was supposed to be showing him what happened when you messed with me.

      Still…maybe I could enjoy it. Enjoy him.

      Just this once.

      I shot my hand backwards, grabbing River and leading him up the stairwell way faster than any human would be able to manage. My flat was on the top floor, a fact I now regretted. I didn’t have the patience for the ancient contraption the building owner called a lift on a good day, let alone when River was begging for me to teach him a lesson.

      When I led the way into my home, River’s gaze turned predatory. Thankfully, Scratch didn’t appear, obviously too busy sleeping somewhere.

      River didn’t seem curious about my space, which made sense given how many times he’d broken in recently, but something told me he couldn’t see anything apart from me.

      The thought sat like lead on my chest. While my demon was celebrating this turn of events with visions about what we could do now, I felt uneasy. All this time, I’d thought I was waiting for my next great love—my mate.

      Now he was here, stalking towards me…

      And I was frozen.

      His hand wound its way into my hair again as he pulled my mouth towards his. But I stopped myself.

      I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kiss him.

      Was this what I really wanted? To run the risk of falling in love only to lose him all over again?

      I made my decision in the split second before River’s lips made contact. Snapping my hand up between us, I shoved him backwards, not stopping until he fell onto a kitchen chair.

      I needed to remind both of us who was in control here. Perhaps then River would understand why this would never work between us.

      To my surprise, River didn’t seem deterred by this turn of events. If anything, the desire on his face burned more brightly. He spread his legs wide, and I couldn’t help but sneak a look at the way the material of his shorts moulded around his erection.

      “Stay there,” I ordered. River smirked, his teeth sinking into his lower lip, but he didn’t argue.

      It only took a few moments to retrieve what I needed from my room. When River saw the black rope I was twisting in my hands, his head fell back with an audible groan.

      I stood between his spread thighs, lazily pulling the rope through my grasp. “That a good groan or a bad one?”

      “Good,” River rasped. His pupils were blown with lust, demonstrating how on board he was with this idea. “So fucking good.”

      “You know the traffic light system?”

      River looked like he was about to combust. He had to swallow a couple of times before he was able to get his words out. “Yes. Red to stop completely, yellow to slow down, green for go.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Fate was pulling a fucking blinder with River. Here I was, determined to show him how incompatible we’d be, and here he was, happily submitting to me.

      What would he be like if it was the other way around? If I was the one tied down and helpless?

      I shook my head, focusing instead on securing River’s top half to the chair using a series of intricate knots. I didn’t claim to be a Shibari expert, but I’d picked up enough over the centuries to create something of a design.

      A layer of tension seemed to fall away from River with every gentle tug of the rope. I was careful not to make them too tight. Not that it would hurt him. In fact, I had no doubt that he was strong enough to break the bonds with little effort. Just like I didn’t need the ropes. My powers alone could’ve held him in place.

      But this wasn’t about that.

      The ropes were a visual reminder that I was in control…for as long as River allowed it. All it would take from him was one word, and this would all end.

      Why did that thought leave me feeling so empty?

      As I finished the design and tied off the final knot at his back, I prowled around to face him. The sight of him bound in my ropes, chest heaving and eyes lidded, threatened to undo me completely. I closed my eyes and exhaled slowly, pretending that image wasn’t one I’d be getting off to for the next several centuries. I needed to pull myself together before I forgot why it was a bad idea to mark River.

      You wouldn’t be doing this if you didn’t want him, my internal voice hissed.

      That wasn’t the problem. Satan, of course, I wanted him. What I didn’t want was all the risk that came with it. Of River hurting me. Of River getting hurt.

      River might think he wanted this with me, but what if he ended up unhappy? What if I bound us together, and he eventually wanted out?

      All the reasons why this was a bad idea rattled around in my head.

      Then River cleared his throat, making my eyes snap open.

      “You going to make me wait to taste you?” he asked, one eyebrow rising.

      Lust ran over my skin like a flame, burning away the other emotions I’d been grappling with until it was the only thing left.

      I grabbed River’s throat, squeezing lightly. Leaning down, I nipped his bottom lip until his mouth fell open. I plundered his mouth with my tongue. I dominated him with swipe after swipe, controlling the kiss until he gasped beneath me.

      “Yes,” I said after I pulled back.

      “Yes, what?” River’s eyes were glazed, his limbs loose beneath the ropes.

      “Yes, I’m going to make you wait.” I lowered myself to my knees slowly. When they met the cold tiles, I ran my hands slowly up his legs until they came to rest against the bottom of his shorts. I looked up at him questioningly. “Colour?”

      “Green,” he rasped. “So fucking green.”

      I flashed my teeth at him before running my hand over the front of the material, taking care to miss his erection. I’d kept the ropes to his upper body, not wanting anything in the way of me being able to taste him. I repeated the move several times, ignoring River’s indignant grunts as I touched him everywhere except the one place he wanted.

      “Did you mishear me?” he exploded after I spent a long minute exploring his calves. “I said I’m green. Now get me off.”

      I looked at him, my voice carrying a note of warning. “I might be the one on my knees, but let’s not forget who’s in control here.”

      River sneered, his eyes flashing. “I could end this with one word.”

      My lips twitched with amusement. I removed my hands, sitting back on my heels. “Go on then.”

      The silence stretched into several seconds as River struggled with himself. Eventually, he let out a sigh and rolled his eyes. “Fine. But next time, you’re the one tied to the chair.”

      I huffed even as my hands began caressing him again. Now that he’d given me the go-ahead, I couldn’t resist touching him. “There won’t be a next time. This is a lesson in what happens when you tease me.”

      River’s lips twitched with amusement as a knowing gleam shone in his eyes. “Oh, I get it, you’ve tied me up as…what, a punishment? So I can’t touch you, but you’re free to tease the shit out of me.”

      I grunted in confirmation, bending to run my tongue along the exposed skin of his thigh. When I realised River was shaking, I stopped, pulling back in alarm. When I realised why, that alarm was replaced with indignation.

      “Are you laughing?”

      “I didn’t mean to,” River gasped, finally letting the sound he’d been holding in free. “But fuck me, Mori. You really don’t get it.”

      I glared at him. “Get what?”

      “You really think me being tied up by you and edged is a punishment? Dude, I’ve literally fantasised about this.”

      My mouth fell open, but River wasn’t done.

      “And as for it not happening again.” He bit back a laugh as he looked smugly down at me. “You’ve just told me the one thing I can do that guarantees it will.”

      I frowned, and he smirked as he elaborated. “Make you jealous.”

      “I wasn’t jealous.” Such a fucking lie, something River also knew, given his chuckle as I yanked his shorts down forcefully and chucked them aside. Thankfully, he didn’t say anything else.

      I’d gotten a pretty good look at his cock when he’d put on his little show the other night. That had been one of the best and worst moments of my life. How I’d kept myself against that door while he taunted me to join him, I’d never know.

      The memory of how his cum tasted had my mouth watering. I didn’t know if it was because he was my mate or if it was just him, but I’d do just about anything to taste him again.

      But if River was expecting me to get straight down to it, he was sorely mistaken. I spent the next fuck knows how long teasing him. Ghosting my breath over his shaft. Burying my face between his thigh and groin and breathing in his scent. Attacking his balls with tiny flicks of my tongue that I knew would never quite satisfy him. Nibbling on his foreskin before pulling away.

      River’s moans and murmurs started quiet, but the longer I teased, the louder he got. He was straining against the restraints now, his veins protruding and his cock an angry red. A drop of precum rolled down his crown, and I chased it with my tongue.

      “Mori!” His shout threatened to undo me. “Please. Please.”

      I wrapped my hand tight around the base of his shaft, making him writhe in his seat. Well, as much as the ropes would let him. “Begging, are you?”

      “If it gets this moving, I’ll do just about anything. Want me to beg? Want to untie me and force me down onto my knees and make me gag on your cock? Because I will.” The smirk had finally left his face as he stared down at me. “I’ll do anything you want me to.”

      A chill went down my spine at the stark honesty in his eyes. He wasn’t lying. I had a feeling I could ask him to take down my father himself, and all River would ask was what weapon I preferred him to use while he did it.

      No one had ever looked at me like that.

      Not even Eric.

      That thought had me moving. I needed to finish this quickly and get River out of my space. I couldn’t think with him here. Couldn’t remember all the reasons why we couldn’t go there.

      River let out a relieved groan as I wrapped my lips around him. The weight of him against my tongue felt so right that I wanted to weep. I didn’t give myself longer than a second to enjoy it though. I took him deep, not letting up on the suction as my head bobbed. River’s hips thrust as he tried to match my pace. I threw my arm across his lap, pinning him in place as I devoured him.

      In no time at all, River shouted as his release pumped into my mouth. Even with my desire to get him out of there as fast as possible, I didn’t waste any. I suckled at his crown, my hand milking every last drop from him.

      “Fuck.” River laughed as I finally pulled off him. “I’ve fantasised about that a lot over the last couple of weeks, but that was better than I imagined.”

      “Good,” I said shortly, standing and adjusting myself. My cock throbbed painfully, but I ignored it. It was about to be a whole lot more pissed off at me.

      Affection shone on River’s face as he lazily looked me up and down. He looked completely relaxed as he offered me a lopsided grin. “Please say it’s my turn now.”

      I didn’t answer him. I couldn’t. The way he was looking at me terrified me. What was I thinking? No one had looked at me like that before.

      Not even Eric.

      It terrified me.

      My shaky hands began to undo the knots.

      “You can leave me tied up,” River said huskily. “I’d quite like to be helpless while you make me choke on your cock.”

      Oh, Satan, how I wanted that. But it’s what would come after that was the problem. I’d want to take him to my bedroom, explore his body until neither of us could take it anymore before falling asleep with him in my arms.

      I hadn’t done that since Eric. It was one of the things I’d been looking forward to when I met my mate.

      But now? With this man looking up at me like I’d hung the moon and the stars just for him?

      If I did that, if I let River into my life, I had no doubt he would consume me. I’d be able to think of nothing but him. Nothing else would exist for me other than him.

      Which, in theory, I had no issue with.

      But with that, there was a risk of it being ripped away. Or of River walking away once he learned what the reality of being with me was like.

      I wouldn’t survive loving and then losing it. Not again.

      “No,” I said, untying the final knot and letting the ropes fall to the floor.

      “What do you mean, no?” River sounded confused, but I didn’t look at him. I grabbed his shorts and threw them in his direction.

      “I mean, no. This is over. You need to leave.” I strode into the kitchen, pretending to busy myself with the kettle.

      From the corner of my eye, I watched River slowly pull on his shorts. “Wanna tell me what’s going through your head, big guy?”

      “No,” I squeezed my eyes shut. Please leave. Please, just go.

      Of course, that’s not what happened.

      “Hey.” River’s voice was softer than I’d ever heard it. His hands came up to squeeze my biceps. It took everything in me to not twist around and pull him into my arms. “Are you okay? Is this about Eric?”

      The name of my former love coming from River was a sucker punch. A reminder of how much it’d hurt to love and then lose it. It hardened me to do what I needed to keep our hearts safe. Fuck, this was going to hurt him, but it was the only way I could think to get him out of my life. Maybe with some distance between us, I could pretend I was okay with this.

      “Yes,” I said, keeping my eyes closed and my back to River. “I just…I just realised that even though you’re my mate, you can never be him. I’ve given away my heart already. I can’t give it to you now. I’m sorry.”

      I heard River’s breath hitch as his fingers tightened painfully on my skin. “What if we gave it time? Maybe eventually—”

      “No.” Satan, why wouldn’t he leave? Every second he stayed, my resolve weakened. “I will never love you. I’m sorry. I know you didn’t ask for any of this. But please, I need you to go.”

      The lies were poison. Dripping from my mouth and killing everything between us.

      And I knew then that I was going to lose it anyway. I’d been kidding myself about not being close enough for this to hurt.

      Because watching River leave was going to cripple me.

      River’s hands dropped away and something inside me died, knowing that was the last time he would touch me.

      Because you’re a stubborn, terrified bastard, my brain screamed at me. But I didn’t listen. I’d made my plan, and I was sticking to it.

      “You sure?” River’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Because if I walk out that door, I won’t come back. There will be no chasing from me, no little reminders left in your flat. I won’t come to the club, won’t try to make you jealous. I’ll disappear from your life, and it’ll be like I never existed.”

      The relief I’d expected to feel didn’t come. But this was what I wanted.

      Right?

      No, no, no.

      I had to find the words. Had to tell River I’d been lying. This was all a mistake because I was a stubborn, weak bastard. Beg him to forgive me. Plead with him to give me another chance.

      But the words didn’t come.

      I was silent for too long. River expelled one shaky breath before his heavy footsteps thundered through the flat.

      The door opened. Slammed closed.

      And I was alone.

      More than alone. My heart and soul had gone with River, leaving nothing but this empty shell behind.

      What the fuck had I done?
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      I opened my eyes and gasped. I was standing in a room I knew as well as the back of my hand. But I also knew it no longer existed.

      This was the kitchen in the home I’d shared with Eric. Everything looked the same, from the gleaming aga to Eric’s treasured crockery displayed in the Welsh dresser.

      How was this possible?

      The house had been demolished in the eighties to make way for a high-rise. I hadn’t been in the country at the time, but I’d kept tabs on it, nonetheless.

      The day Eric died, I’d walked out and never gone back.

      I walked slowly through the house, running my hands over the back of the furniture in wonder. There was the sofa we would snuggle on. The paintings Eric had used to document our life together. Everything felt real, but how could it be?

      Just then, my name was called.

      I started running.

      “Mori?”

      That voice was one I hadn’t heard in sixty-five years, six months, and three days. That didn’t matter though. I’d recognise it anywhere.

      I skidded to a stop in the doorway to Eric’s studio, and a small sob broke from me.

      Sat at his easel, tongue poking out in concentration, was Eric. Warm sun filtered through the window, casting a heavenly glow over him. He wasn’t the old man he’d been when he left me, but the man I’d met that day in the park.

      He finally pulled his attention away from the canvas and looked at me. Pure joy lit his face as he crowed. He jumped to his feet and launched himself into my arms.

      I caught him, holding him fiercely as I breathed him in.

      Finally, I had the moment I’d been dreaming about since he died…but something was wrong.

      Something didn’t feel right.

      I was no longer filled with the crazy desire Eric used to inspire in me. I didn’t feel the urge to kiss him until we were breathless. Holding him like this was enough.

      Anything more felt like a betrayal.

      A betrayal to River.

      It was a reminder of how badly I’d fucked up. I’d pushed him away when I should’ve held him closer.

      Eric pulled back and looked up at me, a sad smile on his face. “See? It was never meant to be me.”

      “No,” I said harshly. “I loved you. I still love you.”

      Eric patted my arm. “Oh, my darling, I’ve never doubted that for a second. But you’ve got to let me go. You’ve got to let yourself be happy.”

      My cruel words to River echoed in my mind. “I don’t know if I can.”

      Eric sighed. “Maybe that was the wrong phrasing. You don’t have to let me go completely, but you need to let yourself be open to loving another. We will always treasure one another, but that doesn’t mean we can’t make room in our hearts for someone else.”

      I glanced around us at the room that held so many memories of our former life together. “Is this real?”

      Eric tapped my nose mischievously. “Real is such an abstract term. Let’s just say I’ve learned a lot in the afterlife.”

      “Is this Heaven?”

      Eric snorted. “No. You would’ve burst into flames already if that was the case.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck sheepishly. “Ah…so, you know?”

      “Yes.” He sighed. “And although I understand why you didn’t tell me…I still wish you had.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He waved my apology off in the same way he did whenever I fucked up during his life. “It’s fine. We don’t have much time. Dimitri set this up because I needed to…”

      “Dimitri?” My head was spinning. “How do you know Dimitri?”

      Eric raised an eyebrow, and I clamped my mouth shut.

      He led me to the chaise lounge under the bay window. Like I’d noticed earlier, soft light filtered in, but there was nothing outside the panes except mist. “The day I…died and came to Heaven, Dimitri found me. He explained that not everyone handles the transition to the afterlife well. Knowing what I was to you, he wanted to make sure I was doing okay.”

      I gaped at him. Dimitri and I had never been close. He’d been too tangled up with Dagon for centuries to have much time for the rest of us. So the fact he’d gone out of his way to look after the man I loved?

      That was a lot to get my head around.

      “Anyway,” Eric continued, his hand patting my leg. “I’ve been watching over you for all these years, and even though I’ve hated how lonely you’ve been, I never particularly worried. Especially when your brothers found love. I knew that when it came for you, you’d embrace it with both hands.”

      Shame reddened my cheeks as I realised where Eric was going next. I should’ve clocked this the second he led me to the chaise. I’d lost count of how many times he’d sat me here for little chats when I’d fucked up somehow.

      “Imagine my surprise when that divine young man turns up in your life, only for you to run in the opposite direction.”

      “You don’t understand,” I said, squeezing the back of my neck. “River is…”

      “Sexy? Challenging? Perfect for you?” Eric waggled his eyebrows. “Stop lying to yourself, Mori.”

      “I’m not,” I said, reaching out to take his hand in mine. “He is all of those things. But he lied to me.”

      Eric fixed me with a steely glare. “And you lied to me. For decades. Are you saying I should hold that against you?”

      I gave a shaky chuckle. “Satan, I’ve missed you.”

      “I know,” he said softly. “But it’s time to move on. I’m happy, and I want you to be happy too.”

      “But what if…” The words dried in my throat, and I had to swallow several times before I could get them out. “What if I fall in love and something happens to River? I’d never be able to forgive myself.”

      “Isn’t that one of the beauties of being mates? If one of you dies, so does the other. Besides, I think River has proven he’s more than capable of looking after himself.”

      I blew out a breath. “But I don’t want to risk him being hurt. And what if he gets with me and realises I can’t make him happy? What if he ends up resenting me?”

      “Isn’t that a decision he should make?” Eric looked at me solemnly. “Love is always worth the risk, Mori. But taking that choice away from River? That’s a shitty thing to do.”

      “Eric!” I was shocked. I’d literally never heard him curse.

      He blushed softly before laughing. “Whoever said that angels are innocent beings has clearly never met one. My vocabulary has been greatly extended since being in Heaven.”

      The sound of our joint laughter faded. I’d made up my mind the moment I’d watched River leave, but something in me wanted Eric’s blessing. No, needed it. “So you think I should go for it?”

      “Yes.” Eric’s answer was instant. “If you don’t, I’ll be tracking Dimitri down again so I can come down there and haunt you until you come to your senses.”

      I pushed a gentle kiss against his palm before smiling at him. “You’ll always have a piece of my heart.”

      “I know.” His eyes shone with unshed tears as he held something out to me. I took it from him but didn’t take my eyes off his face, drinking him in. “And I’ll always treasure it, but the rest belongs to River. It always has. You just didn’t know it. Now go and get him.”

      I sat up in bed, my heart racing as I gasped in deep lungful’s of air. It took a few moments for my pulse to settle.

      Oh, Satan, how I’d missed Eric. In all the time that had passed since his death, I hadn’t had a single dream about him. The fact I had one now, with everything going on, was just plain weird.

      It wasn’t until I lifted my hand to rub my face that I realised I was clutching something.

      A paintbrush.

      The top was still wet with cerulean paint, the wood of the handle chipped and tarnished.

      I knew this paintbrush. I’d seen Eric use it many, many times.

      It hadn’t been a dream.

      I cradled it for a few moments, holding it to my chest. Eric was right. I was behaving like a fucking idiot. Somehow, though, having Eric give us his blessing removed the final obstacle.

      I kissed the brush before opening my bedside table drawer. Reverently placing the paintbrush inside, I ran a finger over it while saying a silent goodbye to the first man to own my heart.

      With that, I leapt out of bed and into the shower.

      It was my turn to do the chasing…and likely a shit tonne of grovelling.

      For River though? I’d live my life on my knees if that’s what he needed from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t remember the journey from Mori’s place to mine.

      One second I’d been storming out of his flat, blood pounding in my ears, and the next, I was waking up and staring at my ceiling.

      How had the night gone from him sucking my soul out through my cock to ending things before they’d even begun? Had I misread the situation so badly?

      I rubbed my chest. I’d had a strange ache there since I’d left Mori’s. It’d been so painful overnight that, if I were human, I would’ve been down at the hospital requesting an ECG.

      Since it couldn’t be an actual heart issue, it was somehow connected to the bullshit mating bond. I thought about the joy I’d felt when I’d learned Mori was my mate. Even with him keeping me at a distance, I’d still had hope for us. For every fantasy I’d had of us in bed together, I’d had just as many about our future. Going on trips together. Hanging with his family. Hiding shitty jokes on Post-its, knowing how much he’d groan and then laugh when he found them. Helping him behind his bar because neither of us could bear to spend time apart. Going to sleep wrapped around him every night, knowing he’d still be there when I woke up.

      But it was all bollocks. I’d been a fool to dream.

      Mori had rejected me, and I’d promised not to continue chasing him. So now I was lumbered with a bond to a demon who didn’t want me for the rest of my days.

      I sighed, pulling myself into a sitting position and pinching the bridge of my nose. This was ridiculous. I had no right to be this cut up over a guy I barely knew.

      I needed to work off some excess energy before I did something stupid. Like hammering on Mori’s door less than twelve hours after he’d forced me out of it.

      That’d go down like a lead balloon.

      It was either that or book a flight to a far-flung destination. I couldn’t do that while Blaise was still recovering.

      As soon as he was well enough, that’s exactly what I’d be doing. I wasn’t about to hang around here desperately hoping Mori would change his mind.

      Throwing some workout clothes on, I Googled the location of the nearest gym. Normally I’d use Blaise’s equipment, but the last thing I needed right now was to rehash everything that had happened. I wanted to avoid anyone and anything even remotely connected with Mori.

      Google informed me there was a new gym called Fitness on Fire less than half a mile away, and even better, they had a boxing ring. Maybe there’d be some beefed-up human I could persuade to go a few rounds with me. I wouldn’t be able to use more than a fraction of my usual strength and speed, but it might be enough to work this frustration off.
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        * * *

      

      My relief at finding the gym faded the second I crossed the threshold and my gaze fell on a familiar smirking face.

      “Fuck.”

      Harlow’s smirk grew wider. “Not the first time I’ve been greeted that way.”

      Nope. Absolutely not. The last thing I needed this morning was dealing with Mori’s meddlesome sibling.

      I spun on my heel to leave, but a large hand wrapped gently around my arm. I glared over my shoulder to see Harlow’s mate. He was dressed in loose basketball shorts and a shirt emblazoned with Fitness on Fire, a warm smile on his face. “Hello. I hope you aren’t going to let Harlow scare you off?”

      “He doesn’t scare me,” I muttered, ignoring Harlow’s snort of derision.

      “Ignore him,” Bailey advised. “Now, let’s get you inside, and I’ll show you around.”

      “Actually, I was thinking…” My voice trailed off when Bailey fixed me with a hard stare, making me cringe internally. “You know what, sure. Let’s do that.”

      Bailey nodded and stalked off into the distance. I looked at Harlow questioningly, so confused about what was happening.

      “It’s his teacher stare,” Harlow said with a shudder before turning to rearrange some paperwork. “It’s only hot when we’re in the bedroom. Otherwise, it’s fucking terrifying. I’ve learned it’s easier to just do what he asks.”

      I couldn’t comment on the bedroom aspect, but if it was anything like what happened when Mori glared at me from between my thighs, I could see why Harlow was so on board.

      Loathed to get on Bailey’s bad side, I hurried after him. Bailey’s voice was kind as he showed me around the fixed equipment, free weights, and studios. There was even a pool with steam rooms and saunas attached.

      “This place is amazing,” I said. If Bailey and Harlow didn’t work here, I’d already be signing up for a membership.

      “Thank you,” Bailey said, his chest puffing out. “It’s taken a lot of work, but I’m proud of what Harlow and I have built.”

      “Built? You guys own this place?”

      “Yep.” He rubbed his chin, looking around with a grin. “I still come in every morning feeling like I need to pinch myself. But yeah, it’s all ours. Harlow made it happen, and now, I get to spend all my time with him instead of grumpy teens. Mind you, he can be hard work. Never grumpy though—I think Mori got all those genes.”

      I swallowed hard at the mention of Mori, rubbing absentmindedly at the ache in my chest. I’d never been jealous of someone else’s happiness before, but the way Bailey lit up when he talked about Harlow made me want to vomit.

      I needed to get out of here.

      “Thanks for the tour.” I stepped back, thumbing over my shoulder in the direction of the exit. “I think I’m gonna take off.”

      Bailey frowned, his arms crossing. His stance looked so much like Mori’s that my chest clutched again. “Why? Is this because of everything that happened with your brother? Because you need to know I don’t hold that against you. Either of you. Harlow told me what happened, and…yeah. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, shoving my hands in the pockets of my shorts. “It’s not that though…I mean, obviously, it’s good to know you don’t have any hard feelings, but…”

      “Ah,” Bailey said with a slow nod. The brothers were clearly gossiping gits as well as interfering ones. “Mori.”

      I stared down at the floor. “Mori.”

      Bailey’s sigh dragged my attention back to him. He had pity in his eyes. I wanted to tell him he didn’t need to feel sorry for me, but I couldn’t get the words out.

      He cocked his head towards a door. “Come on. I think this room might help you out.”

      Tapping a code into the door, he shouldered it open, revealing the boxing ring I’d seen on the website.

      However, it wasn’t empty.

      Sprawled on his stomach on the canvas was Cal’s mate. Even though he was dressed in gym clothes, he clearly wasn’t here to work out. He was too busy concentrating on the paperback he was holding. From here, I could see it was called Budding Attraction by Saxon James. The guy on the cover was hot. Would he lend it to me when he was finished?

      Mori rejected you, remember? There’d be no exchanging books. No hanging out with these guys. No making friends. No extending my family.

      Just a fucking boulder of a bond weighing me down until I finally did something reckless enough to get me killed.

      I couldn’t remember the guy’s name, but when Bailey cleared his throat, he scrambled into a sitting position.

      “Oscar, this isn’t what I gave you a gym membership for.”

      Oscar was red-faced with embarrassment even as he glared at Bailey. “I told you I wasn’t going to use it.”

      “I’m not forcing you to. I didn’t make you come here.”

      He scowled, getting to his feet and shoving his book in the bag at his feet. “No, Harlow guilt tripped me into it. I felt bad, but there’s no way I’m going to work out.”

      Bailey’s lips twitched. “I’ve heard it’s healthy for you.”

      Oscar rolled his eyes as he ducked under the rope and walked over to us. “Hardly an incentive when I’m immortal.”

      That made me chuckle. Oscar’s eyes lit up as though he’d only just realised I was there. “Oh, hello. Have you been badgered into joining the gym too? Bet you didn’t realise being mates with a demon came with interfering siblings who know how to guilt trip.”

      “We’re not mates.” It came out harsher than intended, and I winced when Oscar paled. “Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      “No, it’s okay,” Oscar said, stepping closer and putting his hand on my arm. “I didn’t realise things weren’t…settled. Toby told us you guys left the club together last night, so we assumed you were…together.”

      “Nope.” I aimed for a smile, but judging by the looks of concern on Bailey’s and Oscar’s faces, I missed it by a country mile. “Not going to happen.”

      Bailey and Oscar exchanged an unreadable look.

      “Is it because he’s a demon?” Bailey asked finally.

      “No,” I said, my shoulders tightening under their scrutiny. “It’s not me that has the issue.”

      Both their eyes widened. Bailey spoke first. “Ah, in that case, why don’t you spend some time with my friend over there? You look like you could use the release.”

      I followed his gaze to the heavy bag and felt my muscles relax. “Don’t you need me to fill in a membership form or something?”

      Bailey clapped me on the shoulder as Oscar gave a little wave before disappearing through the door. “No, we don’t worry about things like that for family.”

      My eyes were flinty. “I’m not family.”

      Bailey winked as he walked backwards towards the door. “Not yet.”

      I didn’t think it was possible, but my heart sank even further. Bailey was wrong.

      There was no hope for us now.
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        * * *

      

      Time passed in a blur as I let punch after punch fly. I hadn’t bothered to wrap my hands, wanting to feel the pain. The abrasions would only last for more than a few minutes, thanks to my supernatural healing.

      Not that I was giving them time to heal right now. My muscles ached as I let all my frustration, anger, and pain flow through me into the heavy bag.

      I hadn’t realised someone had joined me until I hit the bag, and instead of swinging away and back, it stopped.

      I frowned, my brain slow to catch up. Only when Mori stepped to the side did I realise what had happened.

      The pain in my chest receded at the mere sight of him, making me feel even more pissed off. What right did he have to look as fucking good as he did? Wasn’t it enough that he stomped on my heart last night? Why did he need to come here and rub in what I could never have?

      “Hi,” he said. His expression was cautious like he half expected me to throw a punch at him instead of the bag.

      Couldn’t really blame him, given that’s exactly what I was thinking.

      Instead, I stepped back and grabbed my water bottle. I stared at him as I emptied it in a few gulps. He watched me warily like he wasn’t sure what to expect.

      “Why are you here?”

      Mori cleared his throat, stepping away from the bag. He didn’t try to come closer, though. “I want to talk.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I said harshly, shoving my bottle back into my bag. “You said all you needed to last night. Don’t worry, I won’t be coming here again. I meant what I said last night too. I won’t chase you anymore.”

      “River, wait.” Mori grabbed my arm, and I glared at his hand until he dropped it, ignoring the rush of joy from his touch. He gave a heavy sigh. “That’s the opposite of what I want.”

      My whole body seemed to vibrate with his nearness. I wanted to launch at him, but he wasn’t mine. He never would be. “I can’t do this now, Mori. Please, just let me leave.”

      He took a step closer, determination in his eyes. “No, not until you’ve listened to me.”

      “No?” That was the final straw. Blood pounded in my ears as I saw red. I dropped my bag with a snarl, shoving his chest with my hands, gratified when it forced him to take a step backwards. “What the fuck is with you thinking you can tell me what to do, Mori? I’m no fucking pushover. I might be your mate, but I’m not yours. You made that very fucking clear.”

      He staggered back another step like my words had delivered a more powerful hit than my hands. “But that’s what I want to talk to you about. I was wrong, and…”

      “Save it,” I snapped. “I’m so pissed at you now that I can’t even think straight, let alone talk about it.”

      Mori nodded slowly before kicking off his shoes. His shirt followed, pooling to the floor and revealing the soft fuzz covering his chest and abs. Fuck him for looking so good, even when I was mad at him.

      “Come on.” He tilted his head towards the ring.

      “What?” I replied, thoroughly distracted by his half-nakedness.

      “You said you’re too angry to talk,” he said conversationally before climbing onto the canvas and ducking between the ropes. “So let’s not talk. Let’s fight it out.”

      I stared at him. “You can’t be serious.”

      He leaned his head from side to side, cracking his neck. “I am.”

      “You want me to come up there and fight you?”

      He crooked a finger at me, beckoning me forward as a dangerous grin split his face. “Yes. Unless you’re scared of losing.”

      Oh, it was so fucking on.

      Like me, Mori hadn’t bothered to wrap his hands or don gloves. Fuck, the thought of his knuckles being bare while we sparred should not be turning me on this much. Something told me he wouldn’t hold back, which was good because I wouldn’t either.

      He bounced on his toes and stretched out his arms as I ducked under the ropes. His hair was pulled back in a tight bun. That was a shame.

      Because I could use that against him. Not because I liked the feel of it between my fingers.

      Bad River.

      My attention lingered on his bare chest as a thought occurred to me. My shirt was sweat-sodden thanks to the exercise I’d gotten in before Mori’s arrival. Cool air hit my skin as I shed the material, chucking it onto the floor outside the ring.

      Satisfaction purred in my chest as Mori’s eyes darkened with hunger. His hands twitched at his sides like he was fighting himself to not reach out and touch me.

      Good. If I was going to be distracted by having his ridiculous physique on display, it was only fair I did the same to him.

      He cleared his throat, attention still on my chest as he settled awkwardly into a defensive stance. Stupid demon, was he really going to go easy on me?

      “Ready?” Mori asked.

      I frowned, my gaze floating over his shoulder. “What’s that?”

      I had to fight a chuckle as Mori spun around, leaving his back unprotected. Poor demon. I was about to destroy him.

      With a swift kick to his knee, he fell forward with a surprised grunt. Before he could catch himself, I took out the other knee and then leapt onto his back.

      The momentum had us both careening to the canvas, the sound loud in the quiet room. Not giving Mori a chance to recover, I looped my arm around his neck, pinning him in a chokehold.

      “I thought this was supposed to be a fight,” I said conversationally as Mori struggled and cursed under my grip. “Are you holding back, or are you genuinely looking to get your arse kicked?”

      Mori stilled and gave a low chuckle.

      Then my arm was no longer around his neck, and I was whirling through the air.

      Now it was me pinned to the canvas, Mori’s arm a hard bar across my throat. His eyes were feral as he grinned at me. “What were you saying?”

      I snarled, bringing my knee up to meet his groin. Not too hard. I wasn’t saying I was about to forgive Mori, but I still wanted him in full working order. You know…just in case.

      He rolled over enough for me to push him off and jump to my feet. It only took him a split second to recover, and then he was facing me, arms lifted in a typical boxing stance.

      But it was the look on his face that scared me the most.

      Joy. Passion. Hunger.

      He wore it all honestly, and it terrified me. Not because I didn’t want it but because I did.

      I wanted all of Mori. Wanted everything he could give me.

      But I knew he couldn’t. Not when he’d already given it all to another.

      There was no time to worry about that now, not with Mori’s fist swinging in my direction. With no time to block it, I took the hit to my chin. My head snapped sideways, and my temper rose. He was holding back.

      Something told me I needed to show Mori how much I could take. I wasn’t a delicate piece of glass that would fracture under the tiniest bit of pressure.

      I delivered a swift uppercut to his chin, making him reel back. I paused to spit out a mouthful of blood before turning on him with a glare. “Stop holding back. I won’t.”

      Mori shook his head quickly, not meeting my eyes. “I can’t.”

      I stalked over, grabbing him harshly around his neck so he was forced to look at me. “I’m just as strong and powerful as you. I’ll heal within seconds. You want to give me what I need?”

      He nodded, and judging by the erection I could feel against my thigh, he wasn’t averse to the chokehold I had him in.

      “What I need right now,” I said slowly, “is to work off some of this excess energy so I’m in the right frame of mind to have this discussion you apparently want. So if you want that to happen… Stop. Holding. Back.”

      I didn’t feel the hit coming, but it was strong enough to send me sprawling onto my back.

      I flashed my teeth at Mori as I clambered to my feet. “That’s better.”

      The next few minutes passed in a flurry of punches, kicks, and grunts. I let every ounce of frustration and anger pour out of me, and I knew Mori was doing the same.

      Some might say this was unhealthy, but we weren’t like humans. We needed the release. And knowing we weren’t actually hurting each other made this the perfect outlet.

      When the punches were no longer enough, we began grappling. It didn’t take long before we were rolling around on the canvas, neither allowing the other to pin them for longer than a few seconds.

      I didn’t know exactly when the grappling moved to grinding, but before I knew it, I had Mori pinned to the canvas as my groin rubbed against his. The friction from my shorts had the movement bordering on painful, but I didn’t want to stop. Our sweat-slicked chests were sliding together, the feel of him against me driving me wild. All pretence of fighting vanished the second his teeth sank into the tender skin at my neck, sucking a bruise there. Fuck, how I loved that. I couldn’t forget what had happened the night before…but maybe I could push it aside long enough.

      Long enough to enjoy Mori. Just this once.

      “Mori,” I groaned, my hands running down his chest. “More. I need more.”

      He groaned, his gaze wild as he looked up at me. “Tell me.”

      “You inside me,” I panted. “I want you to fuck me raw. Pin me down and claim me. Make me scream.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      I froze at his words.

      Closed my eyes.

      Counted backwards from ten.

      Because with those words and the wild hunger on his face, I’d almost lost control.

      When I felt calm enough to open my eyes, River was cautiously watching me. I realised belatedly he might’ve misread my actions as reluctance, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

      I couldn’t blame him, though, not when I hadn’t had the chance to explain how drastically my thoughts towards him had changed. He didn’t know I wanted him to be my mate. That he was making all my dreams come true. That I was quite possibly falling in love with him.

      I’d come in here intending to lay all of that at his feet and see how he reacted. When I’d seen him throwing punch after punch at the bag, my heart had sunk. And when he’d looked at me with a mixture of fury and resignation, I’d known I’d have to change my plans.

      It had physically hurt me to throw punches in his direction…but how could I deny my mate anything he asked for? If he needed an outlet to work out his aggression, then I’d be that for him. Whatever he needed me to be for him, I’d be. It was as simple as that.

      Can’t say this is where I’d expected it to go, but I wasn’t complaining.

      Desperate to reassure River about how in this I was, I flipped us so he was pinned beneath me. I could feel his heat even through the material of our shorts.

      “As much as I’d love that,” I growled, punctuating each word with a kiss, “we don’t have any lube.”

      River writhed beneath me, his eyes rolling back in his head as he forced out several words. “Wallet. Bag. Left-hand pocket.”

      I grinned wolfishly against his mouth. My demon liked that I’d robbed River of the ability to speak in coherent sentences.

      He protested when I lifted my weight off him. I moved fast, hating that I needed to get up as much as he did. I grabbed the lube and shucked off my shorts, leaving me naked. I was about to climb back into the ring when I paused, remembering how River’s hands found their way into my hair at any given opportunity. I yanked my hair tie out, sending it flying in the direction of my clothes.

      I knew that was the right decision when River looked up at me with a predatory expression that made my knees week.

      I took a second to enjoy the sight of him sprawled at my feet. I thought he’d looked like perfection last night, bound in place by my ropes. But now, with his nostrils flared, chest heaving, and pupils blown, he was temptation brought to life.

      I wanted to tear him to pieces. To teach him all the best ways to sin.

      There wasn’t an inch of him that I didn’t want to explore with my tongue. Acres of creamy skin dusted with hair. Lean muscles drenched with sweat.

      My mouth watered when I remembered the weight of him on my tongue the night before. If he hadn’t just begged me to fuck him hard, I’d be going for a repeat.

      River was hungrily eyeing me, searching out every detail like he was committing it to memory. When his gaze snagged on my cock, his tongue darted out over his lips. Did he like what he saw? I’d never had any complaints, but I’d also never wanted to impress someone as badly as I did River.

      Given the way his erection twitched, he liked what he saw. He couldn’t stop staring at my cock. I smirked, running my hand over myself in leisurely strokes, pulling the foreskin down to reveal more glimpses of what awaited.

      That was enough to snap River out of his hypnotic state. His hands scrabbled at the tie holding his shorts up, but he seemed to make the knot worse. I bit my lip to stop my smile when he growled in frustration.

      “Let me help.” I dropped to my knees between his thighs. Shooting him a quick wink, I ripped his shorts in two.

      “Hot,” River gasped, his hand shooting up to grab the back of my neck and yank me down. “So fucking hot.”

      I dropped all my weight onto him, our lips meeting in the middle. We grappled for dominance of the kiss, the sweat making the glide of our bodies easier as we wrestled for control. River’s hands went into my hair as he used his grip to tug me to where he wanted me to be. I groaned into his mouth. Never before had I been with a partner who matched me beat for beat.

      I couldn’t stop touching him. Every caress made me crave another. Every kiss breathed new life into me.

      It was never going to be enough.

      River wrestled me until I was on my back, with him straddling me. I gave a small sound of protest when he broke the kiss but quickly swallowed it when he shimmied down my body. He didn’t stop until he was kneeling between my legs,

      “What are you doing?” I looked at him from under hooded lids.

      River smirked as he leaned down and ran an experimental lick up my shaft. “I’m collecting what I missed out on last night.”

      My head fell back with a thud as I tried to think about anything other than my mate's mouth on me. I’d just managed to calm myself down when River began to gently tease my foreskin.

      My curse echoed off the gym’s walls.

      River gave a low chuckle before finally sucking me into his mouth. All teasing was gone. He didn’t stop moving, sucking, tasting. It was sloppy. Messy. Like the taste of me was driving him out of his mind, and he couldn’t get enough.

      It was perfection.

      I hoped River wasn’t expecting me to be quiet. I let every moan and groan free without an ounce of shame, my legs writhing against the canvas. The bedroom was the only place I could be counted on to be vocal, and with the way River drove me crazy? It was a lost cause. Hopefully, Harlow would keep everyone away from this room because, like hell, was I stopping now.

      What I’d said to him last night had done a lot of damage. I didn’t blame him for outright refusing to talk to me. I could only hope he’d let me explain everything after this.

      But if this was my only chance to be with him?

      I’d savour every second.

      Because there was no after River for me. Even if we didn’t seal the bond, I knew deep in my soul that I’d never love another.

      My heart ached. If only I’d realised this last night, we wouldn’t even be here now. We’d be waking up in my bed, River probably wearing my mark and nothing else.

      Now, I couldn’t mark him. Not in the way I wanted to. Not until we’d talked and he’d given me his consent.

      River pulled off, kissing his way up my stomach and chest until his mouth found mine again. After taking my fill of him, I rolled him onto his back and sank my teeth into his neck, sucking hard.

      If he was going to walk away after this, he could do it with my bruises on him. Make him remember this every time he looked in the mirror until they faded. It was a poor substitute for my true mark, but at this point, I’d take whatever I could get.

      River’s cock rubbed against mine. I had to get inside him. I couldn’t wait any longer.

      Sitting up, I grabbed the packet of lube I’d dropped on the canvas. Supes had no need for condoms. I imagined the feel of taking River bare and had to grab the base of my shaft tightly to calm myself down.

      “You sure about this?” I asked gruffly, my voice an octave lower than usual.

      His response was instant, his own voice raspy. “More than anything.”

      I ripped the lube open, pouring a generous amount on my cock.

      “Want me to prep myself?” River offered, reaching for the packet.

      I glared down at him in mock outrage. “No. Don’t you take my fun away from me.”

      River, the brat he was, grinned and spread his legs wider. Putting both his hands behind his head, he leered tauntingly. “Oh, by all means, be my guest.”

      Ha. Well, if he thought I would be quick in prepping him, he couldn’t be more wrong. The only thing I did fast was lubing my fingers. After that, I teased and stretched River’s hole for what felt like an eternity. His smug expression was long gone, replaced by one of desperation. The litany of begging falling from his lips was my favourite prayer.

      “Hurry up,” he whined, but I just chuckled and continued my torture. It wasn’t only about teasing him. I didn’t want this to be over.

      Because once it was, he might walk away from me.

      And that was the one thing I wouldn’t be able to handle.

      But when I’d worked him up to three fingers, River meeting me thrust for thrust, I knew I couldn’t stretch it out any longer. His cock was leaking so much precum there was a chance he’d shoot before I got inside him.

      Gently removing my fingers, I replaced them with the head of my cock, easing it in by an inch. His tight heat made me pause instantly, a huff of breath escaping as I tried to keep myself under control.

      “Okay?” I breathed, searching River’s face for any sign of distress.

      “Fuck yes,” he hissed, his eyes rolling back in his head.

      I didn’t take my eyes off him as I eased myself the rest of the way in. His head was thrown back, the bruises from my mouth shining on his neck. His hands were in my hair, his legs around my waist.

      I paused, bracing my weight on my forearms. My hair fell like a curtain, shielding us from the world. We stared at each other, a million unspoken words passing between us as the frantic desire was replaced by something more intimate. More vulnerable.

      River swallowed hard, and I couldn’t help but check in with him again. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. This is…it’s just a lot.”

      “I know.” He didn’t mean the actual sex. Like me, he knew doing this was forging something deeper between us. Now wasn’t the time for a grand declaration, but I couldn’t help but reassure him. “I’ve got you. We’ve got each other.”

      His reply came in the form of a kiss. Slowly, I began to rock my hips, River meeting each thrust. The desire built again until my pace grew urgent.

      Wanting to make River come apart, I rose onto my knees and lifted his hips. This angle dragged my cock straight over his prostate. He began to make small keening sounds, and I knew he was getting close.

      His hand came down to grab his dick, but I batted it away with a snarl. “Mine.”

      River flashed his teeth at me, an amused gleam in his eyes. But he didn’t protest as I took him in my grip and began to stroke.

      He was panting and groaning within seconds as his arse tightened around me like a vice. He was coming.

      My hips stuttered as I followed him over with a roar.

      I didn’t pull out until my cock began to soften, wanting to stay inside him as long as possible. When I finally had to slip free, I made up for the loss by dropping my weight back down on River. His arms wound around me as our lips met.

      I have no idea how long we lay there. Our kisses were tender now that the edges of our lust had been sated. I couldn’t help stroking him. His face. His hair. His torso. His shoulders. I wanted to map every line of his body so as to never forget.

      “That. Was. Intense.” River punctuated each word with a kiss like he also didn’t want to pull apart for too long.

      I met his gaze, hiding nothing. “It was everything.”

      His grey eyes narrowed slightly like he didn’t quite believe me. That was okay. I didn’t expect him to trust me after last night. I’d spend as long as he needed showing him he could trust me with his heart.

      All eternity, if that’s what it took.

      He cleared his throat, his body stiffening under mine, and I knew reality was settling in. “It’s okay. You don’t need to say that.”

      He tried not to look at me, so I leaned my forehead against his, not giving him a choice. “I meant it. I’m sorry. About everything. I don’t deserve a chance to make things right, but I’ll do just about anything to earn that opportunity.”

      River studied me for a long moment. “All right. I’ll hear you out.”

      Relief and joy warred within me, my demon jumping with excitement. I gave him a tender kiss, trying to convey how happy he was making me by giving me this chance. “Thank you.”

      River shoved at my shoulders, indicating he wanted me to get off. “Don’t thank me yet. I’ve said I’ll listen, that’s all.”

      “And that’s enough,” I said, nuzzling his neck once more before rolling off him. I had to fight the urge to whistle a happy tune. Okay, so River was still pissed. And rightly so. But given how hard he’d been chasing me, I had no doubt I’d be able to win him over.

      That probably sounded arrogant, but if he felt even a tenth of what I did, I had this in the bag.

      I refused to consider a different option. If River gave an inch, you could fucking bet I’d take the whole mile.

      We cleaned up and pulled our clothes back on, River grabbing a spare pair of shorts from his bag. Part of me wanted to take River into the changing room showers for round two, but this talk was more important.

      I’d just finished using the materials Bailey kept in a corner cupboard to clean the area we’d sullied when Harlow entered.

      “Is everyone decent?” He held his hand over his eyes, the other waving in front of himself comically. “The last thing I wanna see is my brother’s hairy arse.”

      I whacked him upside the head. “My arse is not hairy.”

      River snorted and raised an eyebrow at me, making my cheeks colour. All right, so it was a bit. Oh shit, did he not like that? Would I have to wax for him?

      That showed he was really my mate because even though the thought of letting one of those terrifying ladies at the salon near my posterior made me shiver with horror, I’d do it if he asked me too.

      I’d do anything he asked of me.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered in my ear. “I like it.”

      I grinned softly at him before yanking him against me for a kiss.

      A throat cleared, reminding me we weren’t alone. “Do you mind?”

      Reluctantly, I let River go so I could glare at my brother. “You knew we were in here.”

      Harlow put his hands on his hips as he made a great show of looking around the room. “Oh, I’m sorry. Is this your bedroom? I could’ve sworn it was a room in Bailey’s gym and not a private fuck space for the two of you.”

      River’s face flamed red as the reality of where we’d fucked hit him. “Shit, I’m so sorry. We shouldn’t have…”

      I cut him off by putting my hand over his mouth. “We have nothing to apologise for.”

      “The boxing ring would claim otherwise,” Harlow said, scowling.

      River’s eyes glazed as I kept my hand in place, his tongue darting out to flick my palm. My cock began to thicken again. Damn Harlow and his timing.

      I arched a brow at Harlow over my shoulder. “Really? You wanna tell me how many times you and Bailey have fucked in the storage closet? At least we did the decent thing and cleaned up after ourselves.”

      Bailey chose that moment to enter, blushing as he heard my statement.

      I shook my head in exasperation. That storage closet had seen more action than a porn set.

      “Umm…we haven’t done it in there often,” Bailey said, shuffling his feet. Harlow shot me a glare, clearly pissed at me for embarrassing Bailey.

      “Still, this makes us even. Right?”

      Poor Bailey still looked like he wanted the ground to swallow him up. He gave us an awkward wave before exiting the room with his head ducked.

      Fuck, I hadn’t meant to make him feel uncomfortable.

      Before I could make things right, Harlow was advancing on me.

      There was a flash of silver.

      A pain at my throat.

      Then darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      It took me a second to process what had happened.

      But when Mori collapsed at my feet, blood gushing from a deep gash over his throat, I didn’t think.

      I reacted.

      Fury doused every other emotion. I took a running leap, knocking Harlow to the floor. His head cracked back against the concrete, his eyes widening in surprise. Snarls fell from my lips as I hit him again.

      And again.

      And again.

      I couldn’t even see Harlow’s face, only Mori’s. His mouth parted in shock. His beautiful eyes empty and unseeing.

      “He’s going to be fine,” Harlow choked out between hits. “He’s only temporarily dead!”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I snarled, my knuckles splitting on his chin. The rage was burning so brightly it was almost blinding. “You hurt him.”

      Harlow took hit after hit with a slight smirk on his face, not even raising his hands to block them. It threw fuel on the fire of my rage.

      Big hands wrapped around my middle, tugging me away.

      “Come on, Riv,” a voice said with warm amusement. “Leave him now. I think he’s learned his lesson.”

      Mori.

      His words were like a bucket of ice water over me. My hands fell loose, and I let him drag me away.

      Harlow dragged himself to his feet, his bruises and cuts already healing. I glared at him from the safety of Mori’s arms, still pissed.

      Harlow held up his hands sheepishly. “Truce?”

      “Touch him again, and next time, I’ll drain your blood before making you choke on it.”

      Harlow clapped his hands, looking bizarrely pleased about the whole situation. “Aw, Mori! You’ve got yourself a protective one. He’s so cute.”

      Mori shifted until he was beside me, his arm keeping me tight to his side. “That’s right.”

      Something fiery ignited in my chest as I gaped at Mori. “What?”

      His eyes darted between his brother and me. “Let’s go somewhere quieter and talk. Without nosy fuckers listening in.”

      “Spoilsport,” Harlow muttered, smoothing out his outfit.

      Bailey came into the room, still blushing slightly, a stack of towels in his arms. He took in my bloody knuckles, Mori’s arm keeping me still, and Harlow’s face. He hummed, putting the towels down before turning to Harlow with his hands on his hips. “What did you do?”

      “Me?” Harlow asked dramatically, his eyes going so wide he looked like a cartoon deer. “Why would you think it was me?”

      Bailey raised an eyebrow, waiting.

      “Fine,” Harlow said, throwing up his hands. “I might’ve killed Mori for embarrassing you.”

      “Which I’m really sorry about,” Mori added gruffly. “I honestly didn’t mean to make you feel that way.”

      “It’s no problem,” Bailey said, shifting on his feet. He gestured to Harlow and me, his eyebrow still raised. “You guys good now?”

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “Sorry, Harlow.”

      “Water under the bridge,” Harlow said, waving it off with a massive grin. “Besides, you didn’t actually hurt me. And I’m glad Mori’s got someone at his back.”

      Now it was my turn to blush as Mori squeezed me tighter. I couldn’t think of what to say, so I simply nodded.

      “Any time you wanna get in the ring with me, just say the word.” Harlow’s grin turned devilish. “Fair warning, next time, I’ll fight back.”

      I grunted in acknowledgment. I’d been amazed I’d been able to get in as many hits as I had.

      Harlow wasn’t finished surprising me though. Grabbing me from Mori’s grasp, he pulled me into a tight hug and whispered, “Welcome to the family.”
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        * * *

      

      The tension was high between us as we walked from the gym to my place. We walked close enough for our hands to brush, but neither made that final move. Loaded glances were exchanged. What was Mori thinking? Did he really want to be with me?

      Everything that had been said, everything that hadn’t been said, filled the space between us. For once, I didn’t feel tempted to tease a smile out of Mori with a cheesy joke. Whatever this was felt too fragile, too brittle. Like one wrong word might make it shatter.

      I’d never wanted anyone like I wanted Mori. I didn’t care if it was because of destiny, fate, or whatever.

      I wanted him.

      Forever.

      To me, it was that simple.

      What I didn’t want was to play second fiddle. I couldn’t compete with a dead guy. Mori would always love Eric, and that was fine. But if he couldn’t love me just as much?

      Then I wasn’t sure I could do this.

      My stomach churned as I unlocked the front door and stepped back to let Mori in first. He went straight to my wall of photos, his gaze travelling from one to another like he saw something new in each one.

      I stared at his back with a fear I’d never felt before as my life was laid bare before him.

      What if Mori couldn’t ignore the bond any more than I could? What if he wanted to have a relationship because he felt he had no other choice?

      Was he going to offer me the broken remnants of his heart and hope it’d be enough?

      Because it wouldn’t. I was selfish enough to want it all, even if he’d already given a part away. That, I could live with…

      So long as the rest was mine.

      “Tea? Beer?” I grunted, pushing past him into the kitchen.

      “Beer, please,” he replied distractedly, tracing one of the photo frames. It contained a photo of me on the Southsea seafront, a cone of chips in hand.

      By the time he’d managed to tear himself away and join me in the kitchen, I’d necked my first bottle of beer and opened my second.

      Wordlessly, I held out Mori’s to him, not meeting his eyes as I took a long dreg of the cold liquid. I wasn’t sure what had me so thirsty—the exercise, the sex, or the upcoming conversation. Or maybe it just helped to have a distraction so I could pretend Mori wasn’t standing in my kitchen, looking at me like I was something precious.

      Fuck, that was a thing I’d never thought I wanted to be. Couldn’t deny the way it lit me up inside though.

      “I thought I was supposed to be the grumpy one.”

      I took another sip of beer. “You’re the one holding all the cards, so forgive me if my usual sunny disposition has fucked off into the distance.”

      A laugh barked out of Mori, making me finally look at him with a scowl. “Sorry, did I say something funny?”

      Mori cleared his throat, his lips still twitching with amusement. “It’s just funny how you think that when really I’m at your mercy.”

      “I don’t see how that’s the case. I told you I wasn’t going to chase you anymore, and I meant it.” I took another sip of beer before discarding the bottle. “I’m a bit confused about what’s going on, to be honest.”

      “That’s fair. Let me clear a few things up for you.” Mori put his untouched bottle next to mine before moving in front of me. His hands went to the counter on either side of me, pinning me in place. He wasn’t touching me, but he may as well have been. Having the promise of him this close made it hard for me to think. His amber eyes were solemn, tension lining his face. “Everything I said to you last night was a lie.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Be specific.”

      “I lied when I told you I didn’t want you. When I told you my heart wasn’t mine to give away. That you can never be Eric. I mean, that’s true. But I don’t want you to be like him. I want you. Just you. Exactly as you are.”

      “Why did you lie?” My words were blunt enough to make Mori wince, but I held firm.

      “I shouldn’t have.”

      “Then why did you?”

      “Because I was terrified!” His answer exploded as he pushed back from the counter and began to pace. “You came out of nowhere like you were designed to drive me crazy in all the best possible ways, and I didn’t know how to deal with it. I’ve been searching for my mate, but I didn’t realise something vital until I saw you writhing on the ground in pain.”

      “And what was that?”

      He sighed as he looked at me with bleak honesty. “That if I allowed myself to fall in love with you, I risked being hurt all over again. If you were my mate, you’d be my everything. And if something happened to you…”

      I folded my arms. “If we were mates and something happened to me, you’d die too. Sounds more like you’re looking out for yourself, to be honest.”

      “I deserve that,” he said quietly. “But believe me, that thought didn’t even cross my mind. In fact, I didn’t even consider that would be the case until after you left last night.”

      “And, what, now you’ve decided I’m worth the risk?”

      He growled and was on me in a flash, his body pinning me to the counter again. “You have always been worth the risk. Believe me, it’s my own stubbornness that’s been standing in my way.”

      I laughed bitterly. “So you’re telling me that you were too scared of losing me, so you made me leave? Genius plan.”

      “It wasn’t just that,” he muttered. “I’m…I’m not an easy person to love. I’m jealous. Needy. Possessive. I didn’t think…didn’t think that was something you’d want. I didn’t want you to bond with me and end up regretting it.”

      “And last night didn’t give you a hint that I like that in a relationship? Even if I didn’t, shouldn’t I be the one to make that decision?”

      “You’re right. I have no excuse. I was an idiot,” he said softly. “A terrified, stupid idiot.”

      His words made my anger flare. I flipped our positions so he was the one pinned still. “Do you think you’re the only one who was scared? Fuck, Mori. Mates are rare for mages. And there I was, trying to rescue my brother and finding out the guy I’d been lying to was literally the other half of my soul? Do you think that was easy to get my head around?”

      “No.” Mori gave me a wry smile. “You’re far smarter and braver than I could ever be. And I don’t doubt this will be the only time you’ll need to call me on my bullshit.”

      I took a step back, my hands pulling at my hair. “It’s not that simple. I was spread wide open for you, Mori. I would’ve given you anything you asked. But you turned your back on what we could’ve had when you told me you could never love me. Why should I give you a chance when I know how you really feel?”

      “Because I lied!” He flipped us again. There was a desperation on his face that I’d never seen before, like he would keep me trapped until I listened to him. “I lied when I told you I could never love you. It’s the biggest, most hateful lie I’ve ever told in all the centuries I’ve been alive.”

      Lead sat in my chest. I wanted to believe him. I did.

      But my bruised heart was reluctant to listen.

      “Those are some pretty words,” I drawled. “But I’m not in this to play second best. I can accept you’ll always love Eric, but I won’t be any man’s consolation prize.”

      He dropped his forehead against mine. “You’re not. That’s what was scaring me the most.”

      “What?” I could scarcely believe what I was hearing. Had Mori knocked my head harder than I remembered during our bout?

      “The feelings I have for you are already much deeper than what I felt for Eric, even though I’ve only known you a few weeks. And that…that terrified me. You’re right. I’ll always love him.” He exhaled a shaky breath. “But you’re the one I want to give the rest of my heart to. I think I’ve known that all along. Even before you dropped your glamour, I was drawn to you.”

      His hands rubbed my frozen arms. “That’s what was scaring me. I’ve spent years waiting to fall in love again. I thought I was ready. But the depth of my feelings for you? The speed at which I fell? It sent me into a tailspin.”

      “Maybe you’re not ready,” I said, closing my eyes. I couldn’t look at him while I said this. “It sounds like you’re still holding on to a lot of guilt over what happened with Eric. Maybe you should take some time to work that out.”

      “I was,” he said. His thumb stroked my cheek, making me open my eyes. Unshed tears filled Mori’s eyes as he continued in a husky voice, “But I’m not anymore. I know you won’t believe me, but I’m in this. You’re what I want. The only one.”

      “Really?” I whispered.

      “Really.” His lips twisted in a crooked smile. “You know exactly how to push my buttons. How to keep me on my toes. How to make me laugh. You’re everything I’ve ever needed and wanted, and I didn’t even realise that until I met you.”

      Despite all my doubts, I felt a smile turning up the edges of my lips. “I shouldn’t love pissing you off as much as I do.”

      “And I don’t want you to stop.” His tentative grin matched my own. “I have to ask though—why the break-ins and Post-it notes?”

      Should I tell him? He’d been so vulnerable with me. Maybe I could offer him this sliver of honesty. “Because I couldn’t stay away. The only time I felt comfortable leaving Blaise was when he slept, so that’s when I’d break in. I spent most of the night sitting by your bed, watching you sleep.”

      “That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. But never tell my brothers you did that,” he murmured, nuzzling my neck. “They’ll never let either of us live it down. Why the jokes though?”

      “Because I like to make you smile,” I said hoarsely. “And I knew once you got over your annoyance, you’d smile. You love my shitty jokes.”

      Mori kissed me gently, his beard catching against my stubble. “You know what? I really fucking do.”

      An emotion swelled in me, so big I couldn’t name it. Instead, I pulled Mori back to me, losing myself in his kisses again.

      When we finally broke apart, both of us panting and hard, Mori stroked a thumb down my face. “Give us a chance. Please.”

      I willed my hands to stop shaking as I nodded. Maybe I shouldn’t be opening myself up to more hurt, but I never claimed to be smart. “Okay. But if you push me away again, we’re done. And I don’t want you marking me until I know you’re sure about me.”

      “I’m already sure,” he grumbled.

      “Then prove it.” My tone was firm. I wasn’t about to be budged on this. It was one thing knowing he was my mate whether he wanted it or not, but I wasn’t tying myself to him for eternity until I knew he was truly in this. “We’re both practically immortal, so it’s not like either of us is working against a time limit here.”

      “Even if it takes all eternity, I’ll prove to you I’m worthy.”

      “How about you start right now?” I trailed my hand from Mori’s face until I cupped his rapidly swelling dick.

      Mori’s eyes darkened, a growl rumbling up from his chest. “Any particular requests?”

      “Well, I don’t think you fucked me hard enough earlier,” I said conversationally.

      “Oh really?” he drawled, grinding himself into my palm. “You think you can take more? Because with the way you were moaning in the boxing ring, I have my doubts.”

      “I know I can.” I took his earlobe between my teeth, drawing a hiss from him. “So how about you shove me down on the kitchen table and show me what you’re really capable of?”

      Mori snarled, and there was a loud tearing noise followed by a second one.

      I gaped down at my now-naked body. “Did you just rip my clothes off? Again?”

      Mori grabbed my throat, using it to manoeuvre me to the table. “You got a problem with that?”

      I gestured at my very erect cock with precum leaking from the tip. “Does it look like I have a problem?”

      Mori flashed his teeth before spinning me and shoving me forwards until I was bent over the table, my arse in the air. “Don’t move.”

      There was a whisper of air as Mori left the room, no doubt to hunt down lube. Part of me was tempted to switch to a different position just to fuck with him. But there was no denying how much I wanted this. My hips were humping into the empty air, my empty hole throbbing at the promise of what was to come.

      “What do we have here?” Mori’s amused drawl washed over me before his hands spread my cheeks, opening me for his perusal. “Look how loose you are. So ready for me. I could slip right in.”

      I whimpered, rising on my toes and thrusting my arse back at him. To my eternal annoyance, he didn’t take the bait. Just chuckled before his slicked fingers began teasing the puckered skin. “Tempting as that is, I don’t want to risk it. Not when I have many plans for you.”

      “I don’t need it.” I probably did. Mori’s size was no joke, but I was burning with the need to have him inside me again.

      “Trust me,” he slid a second finger in. “You do for what I’m about to do to you.”

      A few minutes later, I was scratching at the table and snarling at him. “If you don’t get inside me in the next five seconds, I swear to fucking go—”

      My words were cut off when Mori’s fingers were replaced with the head of his cock. He entered me so swiftly that all the air was forced out of my lungs.

      He leaned down, his body covering mine as he fully seated himself. “Remember—you asked for this.”

      And then he let loose.

      Keeping me pinned to the table, he rutted into me like the demon he was. He held nothing back, making all my nerves sing. I was helpless beneath him, torn between pain and pleasure.

      It was the perfect place to be.

      Mori was an animal unleashed. He took no mercy as he slammed home repeatedly, holding me in place with one hand on my back. I was nothing more than a toy for him to use.

      And fuck, how I loved it.

      Screech. Screech. Screech.

      The sound of our fucking was accompanied by the noise of the table scraping against the tile every time Mori thrust into me. At this rate, we’d be in the living room by the time we came.

      I was past caring though.

      “Hard enough for you?” he asked, his skin slapping against mine.

      I smirked against the cool wood. Mori had tried to sound calm, but the thin thread of desperation hinted at how close he was to unravelling.

      I rolled my hips as much as I could. “Nah. I think I can take more. You’re not…quite hitting the spot.”

      The sound Mori unleashed was feral. He hauled me up until I was standing, my back leaning against him. “You’re a fucking brat. You know that, right?”

      Oh god. This position had him ringing my prostate like a bell. My eyes rolled back in my head as he pounded into me relentlessly. His hand came down to jerk my shaft with rough, choppy strokes. It was too much.

      I came with a shout. As soon as it was over, Mori shoved me flat onto the table, lifting my hips and pumping his release into me. His teeth sank into my neck, no doubt leaving another bruise. I groaned at the thought.

      All my muscles ached as Mori slipped out of me. My voice was raspy when I spoke. “Yeah, I am.”

      “You’re what?”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Mori, who was grinning down at me with a mix of tenderness and exasperation. “A fucking brat. You love it though.”

      He smiled slowly. “I’m definitely starting to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      I’d been all for taking River to bed for the rest of the day to see how many more orgasms I could coax out of him, but his plans to check on Blaise scuppered that idea. Unwilling to let him be away from me for too long, I’d extracted a promise from him to come to the club that night while he was still pinned beneath me.

      Might’ve been playing dirty, hitting him with the request while he was still coming down from the high of his orgasm, but hey, I’m a demon. I’m all about playing dirty.

      And there were so many dirty ways I wanted to play with River.

      I tried not to show my reluctance to leave as River led me to the front door, but given the way my mate took one look at me and laughed, I’d failed miserably.

      “It’s just for a few hours,” he laughed, pulling me into an embrace.

      “That’s too long,” I grumbled, nuzzling his neck. He smelled like cinnamon mixed with sex. It made me want to lick him all over. “I warned you’d I’d be like this, don’t chicken out on us now. Maybe I could come with you?”

      River sighed, his hand rubbing my beard. “Normally, I’d love that, but…Blaise isn’t in a good place right now. I don’t think seeing you would help.”

      I grunted. Part of me, the part loyal to my siblings, was pleased he was still suffering. But that part was drowned out by the knowledge that Blaise’s pain upset River.

      And upsetting River? That was unacceptable.

      Unable to resist him, I pulled him in for several more kisses before sliding to my knees.

      River groaned, his hands already shoving his shorts out of the way for my mouth. “I guess I can be a few minutes late.”

      It took more than a few minutes before River came in thick spurts down my throat, but neither of us was complaining. Besides, being still able to taste him made leaving marginally easier.

      Not that I’d gone far. My plan was to follow River to Blaise’s at a distance, then tail him back.

      Now that I knew River would be mine, my demon didn’t want him out of our reach until he was marked.

      And I couldn’t say I disagreed.

      Taking a leaf out of my siblings’ notebook, I found a comfy spot on his roof to while away the hours, knowing he was close by.

      My plan was scuppered when a loud clatter echoed through the air and the silver rungs of a ladder appeared against the roof’s edge.

      Fuck.

      I peered cautiously over the edge to see River halfway up the ladder. His eyebrows were raised in judgment. “Stalk much?”

      “You broke into my house,” I muttered. “What’s a little roof lounging?”

      He winked. “But I do it without getting caught. Ergo, I win, and you need to leave.”

      “Spoilsport,” I said, spreading my wings and leaping off the roof. Hovering behind him, I looped an arm around River’s waist, taking a moment to press a kiss against his neck. He let out an indignant huff as I plucked him from the ladder and lowered him gently to the ground.

      “I’m capable of getting down by myself.”

      “What if you slipped?”

      River flashed his teeth at me. “Supe, remember?”

      I grunted. I remembered. I also remembered how he’d looked in that stairwell, wracked with pain and mouth open on a silent scream. Just because he could take risks didn’t mean I’d be happy with him doing so.

      A sudden chill went up my spine as I remembered the ghasts. Had we really taken all of them out? What if there were more?

      I made a mental note to reach out to my brothers for an update before pulling River in for a blistering kiss.

      All of eternity wouldn’t be enough for me to sate my need for him.

      When we broke apart, River waggled his eyebrows at my wings. “What buttons do I need to push to get you to fuck me with those out?”

      I groaned, my dick perking up once again. My refractory period had always been better than a human’s, but this was getting ridiculous. “Let me come back inside, and I’ll show you.”

      River bit his lip, his eyes heating before he stepped back with a resigned sigh. “No, if you come back in, I’ll never make it over to Blaise’s.

      “Sounds good to me,” I said hopefully, but River was already shaking his head.

      “No…I need to check on him.”

      I softened. I could understand needing to look after your brother. “Tonight though?”

      “Yes, tonight,” he promised with a soft grin. “Now fuck off home. No more stalking.”
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        * * *

      

      There were still several hours before opening, but Lucky was already behind the bar. He’d lived up to everything Toby had seen in his interview, proving himself to be quick on his feet, capable, and eager to please.

      Other than that, though, I knew fuck-all about him. The kid volunteered even less about himself than I did. Even Harlow hadn’t been able to pry much out of him when he’d visited the bar with Bailey last week, which was saying something.

      “Hi,” I greeted him, reaching down to help him finish unloading beer bottles into one of the many fridges behind the bar.

      “I’ve got it,” he said, face flushing. There was no irritation in his tone though. It was almost like he was uncomfortable with someone helping him.

      “Didn’t say you didn’t,” I said mildly. “But I need something to keep me busy.”

      He gave a single nod before returning to the task.

      We worked together in comfortable silence until the box was empty. I waited while he fetched a tray of glasses from the kitchen before helping him unload those into the racks. We tried to get as much prep done before service began. The last thing you wanted was to run out of clean glassware with a six-deep crowd waiting to be served.

      “So, Lucky’s an unusual name.”

      He snorted, his hair falling over his eyes. “An ironic nickname.”

      He didn’t volunteer more. Normally, I wouldn’t bother trying to get to know my staff past the surface level, but my instincts were tickling at me. One thing we’d all learned at an early age was to never ignore our demonic instincts. Right now, they were pushing me to learn about Lucky. To find out what I could about his life.

      Naturally, my instincts didn’t tell me why this kid was important, but I had nothing better to do until River arrived. “Grow up around here?”

      “Here and there,” he said, still stacking glasses.

      My lips twitched. The guy could teach me a few lessons in being evasive. “Got family nearby?”

      The glass in his hand slipped slightly before he caught it. “Nope. No family.”

      I frowned. “No family nearby? Or no family at all?”

      “At all.” His tone was matter-of-fact, his stacking not slowing. “Parents came over from South Korea when I was a few months old. Killed in a car accident. Went into the system as a baby and bounced around care homes and the odd set of foster parents until I aged out.”

      “Shit, man,” I said. The way he rattled off the facts in a clipped manner told me just how deep his scars went. “That sucks.”

      Lucky gave a half-shrug. “It is what it is.”

      His tight lips and stiff posture showed me how uncomfortable he was talking about it, so I didn’t push him further. It was only when we’d completed the prep for the night that I addressed him.

      “You can take off for a bit if you like,” I said, checking my watch. “We’ve got a few hours until opening.”

      “Can I stay here?” He was shuffling on his feet, his eyes darting everywhere but my face. “I won’t touch anything or make a mess.”

      “I know that,” I said slowly, trying to figure out why he’d want to waste his time hanging around in an empty bar. “I mean, you’re welcome to. But don’t you have somewhere else you’d rather be?”

      “Nope.” He grabbed a rag, scrubbing a nonexistent spot on the bar.

      “Okay,” I frowned, unsure why my instincts were encouraging me to keep a close eye on the kid. It wasn’t like he was my mate. But my demon was happier knowing he’d be inside the wards for the next few hours. “You can hang out here as much as you’d like. Toby is usually upstairs, so if the door’s locked, you can buzz up, and he’ll let you in.”

      Lucky’s hand trembled as he shoved the rag under the counter, giving a stiff nod. “Thanks, man.”

      I took a step closer. “Listen, are you in trouble or anything? Is there something going on that you need help with?”

      He shook his head, backing away so furiously that I knew I’d hit a nerve. “No. I just need some quiet for a few hours. That’s all.”

      Sensing my line of questioning was about to make him bolt, I held up a hand to stop him. “No problem. I won’t ask anything else. But I’m here if you need anything.”

      “Thanks,” he muttered, not looking at me before he scurried through the door that led to the staff area.

      There was no way he’d ask me for help with whatever was bothering him. And hey, it wasn’t my problem. I had enough on my plate without getting involved in the mundane lives of my human employees.

      Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was important. Not necessarily to me, but to my family.

      And that meant I couldn’t let it go.
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        * * *

      

      I swear, time had never moved slower than the few hours I spent waiting for River to arrive at the club.

      “What’s got your goat?” Harlow was annoyingly chipper as he slid himself onto a stool in front of me. I’d take that any day over the moping arsehole he’d turned into when everything with Bailey went to shit. There was only room for one grumpy fucker in this family, and I’d called dibs centuries ago. “Thought you’d be happier given the state you and River left the boxing ring in yesterday.”

      I grunted, not taking my eyes away from the door as I leaned on the bar. What was taking him so long? Was he drawing this out to fuck with me? Or had he changed his mind about us?

      “Ah,” Harlow said, tapping his nails on the bar as he fixed me with a penetrating stare. “He hasn’t allowed you to mark him.”

      I reluctantly pulled my attention from the door to focus on Low. “No. Not yet.”

      Not wanting to see the sympathy on my brother’s face, I busied myself making Harlow the cocktail he currently preferred.

      “Thanks,” he said, taking the glass from me and sipping the fruity concoction. “Has he said how long he’s going to make you wait?”

      “No,” I said, slumping onto my forearms. “Just that he doesn’t believe I’m fully in this. I fucked up massively. Made him think that he’d never fill the hole Eric’s death left in my life.”

      Harlow whistled. “Fuck, man. That’s pretty low.”

      “Tell me about it,” I pulled on my beard in frustration. “It’s total bollocks. The second the words left my mouth, I wanted to call them back. But I couldn’t.”

      “Why’d you say them then?”

      “Fear.” I had no problem admitting this to Low. “Fear of losing him like I did Eric.”

      “I can understand that,” Harlow said solemnly. “But if you don’t mark him, you could lose him. I waited with Bailey, and it was the biggest mistake of my life.”

      He stared down at the drink between his hands, and I knew he was reliving that night. I wasn’t the one he needed right now. I searched over his shoulder, feeling relief when I saw Bailey’s massive form cutting through the crowd. No doubt he’d felt Low’s mood change through the bond and come running.

      Bailey’s arms looped around Low as he pulled him back against his chest and held him tight. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing now.” Harlow nuzzled back against Bailey before his eyes met mine again. “Just making sure Mori understands the risks of what he’s doing.”

      “I do.” I reached across the bar to pat Low’s arm. “This is different though. River isn’t human. He’s a powerful supe in his own right. Satan, he took down a whole clan of wolf shifters without even batting an eyelid. It’d be riskier to pull a Cal and mark him without his consent. He already thinks he can’t trust me. If I do that? It’ll be game over.”

      Harlow’s reply was lost as the door swung open and River entered. His outfit was plain—a dark-green button-down with rolled sleeves and a pair of tight jeans. Despite its simplicity, my mouth watered at the sight of him. It hugged him in a positively indecent way, making me want to rip them right off, just like I had that morning.

      He found me behind the bar immediately, his whole face lighting up as he cut a path through the crowd.

      Too impatient, I made my way around the bar. There were several bartenders working tonight, including Lucky. With Toby there to oversee everything, I was surplus to requirements. I’d needed something to keep me busy while I waited, but now with River here, all thoughts of everything but him faded away.

      We met on the edge of the dance floor, River’s lips curving in a massive grin. “Hey, big guy.”

      I didn’t respond verbally. Instead, I tugged hard on his arm, making him fall against me so I could trap him in my embrace. Wasting no time, my lips descended on his, not letting up until we both gasped for breath.

      “Can I expect to be greeted like that every time?” River’s eyes were glassy, but his voice was full of humour.

      “You can if you expect me to cope with being apart from you for several hours,” I grumbled, running my hands up and down his back. “It’s been torture.”

      River chuckled, his fingers pinching my side teasingly. “As a demon, I’m pretty sure you know that wouldn’t even come close to being classed as torture.”

      “Felt like torture to me.” I nibbled my way up his neck, my teeth pulling at his earlobe and eliciting a throaty groan from River.

      “In that case”—River thrust his hips forward, his hard cock rubbing teasingly against my own—“maybe later I’ll show you what real torture is. Maybe I’ll get those ropes out and see how you like being tied down.”

      I growled, but before I could tell him how much I approved of his plan, someone clearing their throat had me pulling back. Cal, Oscar, Harlow, and Bailey were arranged in a ring around us. The only one missing was Dagon, still not back from wherever he’d fucked off to this time. Judging by the undisguised glee and curiosity on their faces, I wouldn’t be able to spirit River away any time soon.

      I pulled back from River with an eye roll, subtly adjusting myself in my jeans. When I saw River do the same, it took every ounce of supernatural patience I’d learned over the centuries to not throw him over my shoulder and carry him somewhere more private.

      “Well, River,” Harlow chimed, slipping an arm through his as Oscar did the same on his other side. “Why don’t we head up to the VIP area so we can all get to know each other better?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      My arse had barely hit the sofa before they turned their attention to me. Harlow had warned me that they were all interfering, but nothing could’ve prepared me for the onslaught of questions they flung at me.

      “How old are you?”

      “Do you like reading?”

      “When you said you could drain my blood and make me choke on it, is that something you can teach me?”

      “Did you know Mori was your mate the whole time?”

      Cal asked the final question, and I could tell by the look on Mori’s face that he didn’t like where this interrogation was headed. Threading my fingers through his, I squeezed gently to let him know I had this. To my relief, he nodded and leaned back in his seat, happy to let me fight my own battles. My heart swelled. Was this guy ever going to stop being perfect?

      “No, I didn’t know Mori was my mate.” I answered Cal first, sensing this was their biggest contention with me. Cal painted a threatening picture with his power suit, dark good looks, and intimidating stare. And that was before his reputation as the butcher of the ninth circle was taken into consideration. The effect was rather diminished by the tender way he cradled his mate on his lap and the sappy grin he got whenever Oscar looked up at him. “We can’t sense things like that like you can. I only realised there was a bond between us when the glamour was lifted and Mori pointed it out.”

      Cal nodded, apparently satisfied with the answer I’d given.

      Mori looked worried as he whispered in my ear. “Just say the word, and I’ll make them back off.”

      “I’m fine,” I reassured him. “It’s better to get all of this out in the open now if we have any hope of them accepting me.”

      “It’s all right if they don’t. We don’t need anyone’s approval.” He meant these words. I know he did. But I also knew how much it would kill him if his family wasn’t a big part of his life.

      I wasn’t about to settle for anything less than Mori’s total happiness.

      The realisation hit me like a sledgehammer. But it was the truth. Even with everything that had happened, all the hurtful words he’d said to me the night before, I’d do whatever it took to keep that smile on his face.

      Determined to keep the conversation moving, I shot Bailey a small smile before answering his question. “I’m one hundred and fifty-three, so practically a baby compared to this lot.”

      Oscar laughed. “You’d think they’d behave better considering their age, but if anything, I think immortality has made them more immature.”

      “Hey!” Harlow said in faux outrage.

      Oscar raised an eyebrow at him. “Really? Remind me again, how do you deal with conflict with your siblings?”

      I shuddered as an image of Mori’s lifeless body flashed through my mind. Even though I’d known he’d be okay, it wasn’t an experience I wanted to repeat.

      “That’s not immaturity. It’s a utilisation of my unique skill set.” Harlow sniffed.

      “Keep telling yourself that,” Mori drawled. I hadn’t answered the other questions, but apparently, Mori was done. “Any other urgent questions for my mate? Or can we leave now?”

      His casual use of the word mate sent a rush of warmth through me. I yearned to have that bond with him. Could I trust him not to hurt me?

      All signs were pointing to yes, so why was I hesitating?

      “Just one,” Harlow asked. “How long are you planning on keeping Mori on the hook before you let him mark you?”

      This time, Mori didn’t let me answer. His hand squeezed my shoulder in reassurance as he stared Harlow down. “That’s between me and River.”

      “You know why I’m asking,” Harlow said slowly, something I didn’t understand passing between them.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, my gaze bouncing between them suspiciously.

      “Nothing,” Mori muttered. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      The weird tense moment was forgotten the moment we stepped outside the club. Both of us knew what was about to happen, the tension building with each sideways glance and brush of our arms. Unlike last time, there were no hurried stops to taste each other. We were too wired. Too desperate to get to the main event.

      How was that only yesterday? We might’ve been walking the same route as the night before, with plans to get down and dirty at the forefront of our minds, but that’s where the similarities ended.

      Now, we were both on the same page. Or, we would be once I could get over my mental roadblock. Even though I didn’t want to be hung up on it, I couldn’t forget what Mori’d said about never being able to love another.

      What had happened to change his mind so fast?

      I took a breath and pushed the thought out of my mind, focusing instead on what I was going to do to Mori.

      He might’ve been in control during our previous encounters.

      But now, it was my turn.

      As soon as we were in his flat, I backed him up to the wall. Pinning him in place, I breathed him in. Immediately I felt calmer, more centred.

      “When we do this, the same safewords apply.”

      “I don’t need one,” Mori’s voice was rough as sandpaper.

      I flashed my teeth at him. “No safeword, no playtime. It’s up to you.”

      He rolled his eyes before giving a muttered, “Fine.”

      I ground my hips against his. Mori responded instantly, his pupils dilating as he moaned. That was all he was getting though. I winked and stepped back. Shucking off my clothes under his hungry eyes, I uttered one simple question. “Rope?”

      Mori’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. He answered by striding into his bedroom, returning with several lengths of thin black rope. I recognised them as the same ones he’d used to bind me to the chair the night before.

      He cocked his head, his long hair falling over his shoulder as he wound the rope around his hands. “Where do you want me?”

      I considered the chair. The poetic justice of binding and taking him apart in the spot where he’d done the same to me was appealing…but it’d restrict what I could access.

      And for what I had planned, there wasn’t a part of Mori I wanted out of my reach.

      “Bedroom,” I growled before prowling in that direction.

      My cock stiffened further when Mori silently followed my order. He trailed after me, stopping beside the bed to drop the rope at my feet. He looked at me expectedly, waiting for my next instruction.

      Fuck. It was like he’d been created solely to tempt me.

      “Don’t move.” My voice was more clipped than I’d intended due to the sheer amount of control I was exerting over myself. If I let even a drop of my restraint slip, this would end far too quickly.

      With brisk hands, I unbuttoned his shirt and shoved it off his shoulders. His jeans got the same treatment, his belt clip hitting the floor with a quiet thud. He’d gone commando, and the sight of his hard cock jutting up from the tight thatch of auburn hair made my mouth water. It wasn’t time for tasting yet.

      Not until I had him where I wanted him.

      Mori was like a statue while I worked. The only hint of how much it cost him was the shake in his hands and the fire in his eyes.

      “Step out of your jeans and lie on the bed.”

      He did as instructed, his long legs sprawling over the bedspread. His flame-red hair fell around him like a twisted halo, his tattooed arms resting above his head.

      I swallowed hard as I stripped myself efficiently and grabbed the rope from the floor. Climbing onto the bed, I started slowly working the bindings up his lower half. I left plenty of slack in the knots, ensuring he could still spread his legs when needed.

      Mori wasn’t silent as I worked my way up him. Tiny whimpers escalated into full moans as I passed over his cock with barely a whisper of breath. Precum bloomed on the mushroom head, but I ignored it for now.

      I wanted Mori begging before I gave him any relief.

      My own cock caught teasingly on the ropes as I worked. I even stopped a few times to rock it against Mori’s skin, biting back a groan at the friction.

      Mori behaved impeccably, turning this way and that as instructed, allowing me to bind him exactly as I had pictured. It was only when I bound his wrists to the headboard that he spoke.

      “Are you not going to let me touch you?”

      I leaned down, tugging his lower lip with my teeth before letting it go with a snarl. “Oh, you’ll be touching me all right…just not with your hands.”

      Mori groaned, and I sat up with a chuckle. Straddling his hips, I admired my handiwork. The thin black ropes were wrapped in an intricate pattern all up his body, his skin white beneath them. It’d been a long time since I’d played with another supe, but not having to worry about circulation was a huge bonus. Judging by how hard Mori’s cock was, he wasn’t averse to having a bit of pain.

      I started slow. Dropping gentle kisses over every inch of skin not covered in rope, I worked my way down his body before heading back up to his mouth.

      Oh, did I say every inch? Yeah, I might’ve missed several rather important inches in the middle.

      Oops.

      I swallowed Mori’s curse with my tongue, rewarding him for his good behaviour with one dry jerk of my hand.

      “Colour?”

      “Green.” His reply was instant.

      “Good.”

      This time, I added my teeth to the mix. Small nips became full-on love bites as I traversed Mori’s skin with my mouth. When I reached his cock, I couldn’t resist burying my face under his balls, groaning at the musky scent. Mori groaned loudly as I teasingly ran my tongue over his balls, pausing for a second to gently suck one into my mouth.

      “Fuck, Riv! You’re going to kill me.”

      I gave one final suck before letting it fall out of my mouth. “I like it when you call me that. Now stop moaning. I’m pretty sure you’re immortal.”

      He glared down at me, sweat glistening on his chest. For the first time, he writhed against the ropes like he wanted to grab me and take this at his own speed. “Pretty sure you’re going to test that theory to its limit.”

      I smirked. “Only if you’re very, very good.”

      I didn’t give him a chance to reply before my mouth moved south. I licked my way along his taint, parting his cheeks with my hands to reveal his hole. I didn’t hesitate, dipping my head to tease along the puckered skin.

      “Fucking-Satan-and-all-his-demons,” Mori chanted. His legs pushed against the bonds, opening himself up to me as much as possible. “Please, River. Please.”

      Pride swelled in me. It was me making this Viking god of a demon curse. Me, he was begging for. Me, who was driving him crazy.

      My tongue moved faster as he softened, thrusting in and out. Mori moaned so loudly we’d probably have his neighbours complaining.

      If that was going to be the case, I might as well give them something to really complain about.

      Going to town on his hole, I treated it like it was my favourite flavour of ice cream. I licked, sucked and fucked it with my tongue until Mori was a whimpering mess beneath me.

      “Please, Riv. Please let me touch you.”

      I looked up, my swollen lips twisting in a smirk as I took in Mori’s debauched state. Sweat covered his body. His skin was red where he’d been pushing against the ropes. But best of all, his pupils were so blown his eyes looked almost black. With his red hair framing him, he’d never looked more like a demon than he did now.

      “River, come on,” he begged. Fuck, I didn’t think he could be more perfect. But the sound of my name on his lips like a sinful prayer?

      That was a form of worship I could get behind.

      I hovered over the tip of his cock, letting him feel no more than the promise of heat my mouth offered. “Colour?”

      Mori snarled. “Fuck you. Stop teasing me.”

      I sat up, dropping back on my heels as I raised an eyebrow. “Colour?”

      Mori’s glare was mutinous. “Green. But it’ll only stay that way if you let me touch you, taste you…something.”

      Tempted as I was to drag this out even further, I didn’t want to risk pushing Mori too far. “Tasting, you say?”

      Mori’s tongue flicked over his lips. “Yes. Straddle my face. Sit on me. Suffocate me. Let me bury my tongue deep inside you while you ride my mouth.”

      Well, when he put it like that, it’d be rude not to.

      Within seconds, I was lowering myself over Mori’s face, smirking at his satisfied purr. That smirk quickly fell away when I felt the scratch of his beard on my cheeks. His tongue chased a path between them, swirling around my hole and setting me alight.

      “Shit,” I swore, falling forwards and catching myself on my hands. The rope was coarse beneath my fingers, and I gripped it to keep myself grounded as Mori showed me how talented his tongue was.

      The time for teasing was well and truly past. I leaned down, taking Mori’s straining cock into my mouth and sucking him hard. The action pulled my weight off Mori slightly, but he could reach enough to keep me satisfied.

      Apparently, though, it wasn’t enough to satisfy him. He sat up, the motion making me drop his cock with a yelp.

      “What—” I squawked, trying to regain my balance.

      There was a snapping noise followed by a whoosh of wind. I glared over my shoulder at Mori, wings out, ropes laying in tatters around him. When I said I wanted him to fuck me with his wings out, this wasn’t what I’d meant. “Hey! No fair. You ruined my fun.”

      “And you’re ruining mine,” he snarled, his hands grabbing my hips and yanking me down. “Now sit back down properly so I can taste you.”

      I groaned, not doing a thing to stop him as he pinned me against his mouth. One tattooed forearm came up over my hips, holding me in place. The other wrapped around my cock, the palm slick suggesting Mori had licked it before jerking me.

      In this position, I couldn’t do anything other than hold on for the ride. My eyes rolled back in my head, my hips gyrating wantonly over Mori’s sinful tongue. Even if I wanted to hold on, nothing could’ve stopped my orgasm from racing through me.

      The aftershocks had barely settled before I took Mori back into my mouth. With a few efficient sucks, he was shouting his own release.

      “Fuck,” I said, falling onto my back and trying to catch my breath.

      Mori chuckled and propped himself up on an elbow, humour sparkling in his eyes as he ran a finger lightly over my chest. “I think we’re going to need more rope.”

      “Stronger ones,” I added with a faux scowl. After the orgasm he’d just given me, I didn’t want him to think I was actually annoyed.

      “Deal,” he said before taking my mouth in a punishing kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      “So what was all that about with Harlow last night?”

      River’s question had me freezing, butter knife half in the marmite jar. Shit. I should’ve known better than to think he’d forgotten about it. I busied myself with spreading the marmite over my toast. Something told me I needed fuel for this conversation. “What was what?”

      He waited until I’d finished making my toast and taken my seat opposite him at the kitchen table. The remnants of his breakfast were discarded on his plate, his hands wrapped around his mug of tea. I needed caffeine in my system before hitting breakfast, but apparently, River liked to eat the moment he woke up. It had satisfied some long-dormant part of my psyche to provide my mate with what he needed—even if that happened to be something as simple as a ham and cheese omelette.

      How many times since Eric’s death had I yearned for simple domestic moments like this? Going to sleep with them. Waking up wrapped around someone. Making them coffee and food.

      I’d been on cloud nine since we’d entered the kitchen.

      And then, River’s question dropped me screaming back to Earth.

      “You know what I’m talking about,” River drummed his fingers on his mug, eyeing me thoughtfully. “Why does Harlow care about how long I’m making you wait?”

      “He’s an interfering git,” I muttered.

      “He is,” River agreed thoughtfully, “but I think there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      I sighed. “I’m not hiding anything from you, honestly. You know what happened with Bailey last year?”

      River’s face paled, his lips thin as he nodded.

      “Well, he’d asked Harlow to mark him. But Harlow decided to wait.”

      “Wait? But Bailey’s human. Surely he wanted to give him as much protection as possible.”

      “He wanted to make it a special moment for Bailey. He hasn’t had much romance in his life, and Harlow wanted to give him some.”

      I took a sip of my tea, knowing we were walking on dangerous ground. “And he wasn’t expecting your brother to go after Bailey directly. He had every area Bailey frequented warded. One of us tailed him constantly. He was never alone. Not until your brother tricked us into heading downstairs while he lured Bailey outside of the wards.”

      The colour raced back into River’s face as fury stormed his features. He jumped up from the table, and I tensed, preparing myself for whatever he was about to throw my way.

      “Fucking stupid idiot,” he said, pacing the kitchen and shoving his hands through his hair. “I knew I should never have left him. I should’ve made Anya send someone else to find out about the ghasts.”

      “Wait, what?” Now I was on my feet, alarm coursing through me. “You were hunting ghasts?”

      River stopped his pacing to face me. “What? You don’t seriously think I’d leave the fate of my kind in the hands of Anya and Blaise, do you?”

      I tugged on my beard, my gut roiling at the thought of the danger River could’ve been in. “What if you’d been caught?”

      Even as he rolled his eyes, River slid his arms around my waist. “You remember what I did in the woods, right? I’m pretty badass.”

      “Humph.” I pulled him tighter, burying my face in his neck. “Still don’t like it.”

      River sighed. “It’s not like I’m searching for them now. You and your brothers took care of them, and now we can relax.”

      I tensed as my thought from the night before returned. “What if we didn’t though?”

      River pulled back, his brows drawn together. “What, do you think there are more?”

      “Maybe. There was nothing suggesting they were the only group.”

      “There’s nothing to suggest there were more either.”

      I dropped a kiss on the end of his nose. “I’m always going to be suspicious about things like this. Blame it on my upbringing. And with you being my mate and not knowing if they’re still out there…”

      Understanding dawned on River’s face. “That’s why Harlow doesn’t want you to wait to mark me. He doesn’t want you going through what he did if something happens to me.”

      The thought was enough to take my breath away and make the room spin.

      “Hey.” River’s hands went into my beard, pulling my attention back to him. “Stop spiralling. This is a totally different situation. I’m a supe, remember?”

      “So was Blaise,” I said. “Look what they did to him. Fuck, Riv, they nearly killed you too.”

      “But they didn’t.” River brushed a kiss over my lips. “Because you found him in time. Look, there was never any evidence of there being more than one group. But let’s worst-case-scenario this. Say there were more. Say they did take me. Or even someone else did. I imagine there’s a Bible’s worth of enemies eyeing your back, and my list isn’t much shorter. Imagine one of them gets hold of me. What then?”

      I could barely speak around the rage and despair choking me. “I’d track you down, not resting until I found you. Marked or not, there’d be no corner of Earth where they could hide you from me. And they’d pay with their blood, a drop spilt for every minute they kept you from me.”

      “See?” River spoke hoarsely, his eyes searching my face. “You’d find me. And when you did, there’d likely be no blood left to spill. Because I would’ve drained it from their bodies just for the stress and fear they’d put you through.”

      Love that I had no right to feel this early rushed through me. I had no doubt that River meant what he said. That he would also do anything to protect me.

      That had to be a good sign…right?

      “Go on a date with me.”

      River’s lips twitched at my question. “A date? Pretty sure we skipped that step.”

      “I’m serious,” I said, squeezing his sides. “We didn’t get off to the best start. Let me make this right.”

      “You don’t have to make things right,” River started, but I stopped him with a kiss.

      “I want to. Okay?”

      “Fine.” River sighed dramatically. “Well, if you insist, you better make it something spectacular. I’m a hard guy to impress.”

      “Oh, really?” I dropped my hand to cup his rear, squeezing one of his globes and making his hips thrust forwards. “Pretty sure I could do the bare minimum and have you coming in your jeans.”

      Sparks flew from River’s eyes. “Now that’s an idea I can get behind.”
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        * * *

      

      Seven hours later, I threw my phone down on the bar, dropping my head into my hands with a loud moan.

      “No luck?” Toby could barely conceal his amusement. Apparently, seeing me tie myself in knots while trying to come up with ideas to impress River was his new favourite form of entertainment.

      “Why is this so hard?” I complained. “Every idea I’ve come up with doesn’t feel right.”

      “What about the group chat?”

      I snorted, gesturing at my phone’s dark screen. “Fat lot of good they are. Harlow and Oscar are too busy squealing over me finding my mate, and everything Cal and Bailey have suggested is too…formal for me and River. He’s not the kinda guy who needs fancy hotels or swanky dinners.”

      “What about Dagon?”

      “He hasn’t read the message.”

      Toby’s lips pursed. “Do you even know where he is?”

      “Nope.” I tugged at my beard. “Last we heard, he was in Germany, fuck knows why. It feels like he wants to put as much distance between us as possible.”

      “Distance from you? Or from Dimitri?”

      I gestured around us. “Take a look around. It’s not like Dimitri’s hiding in a corner.”

      “Sure…but remind me again, what happens when one of you gets pissed off with him?”

      Flashes of Dagon being killed by one of us flickered through my memory. It was a surefire way of making Dimitri appear at high speed.

      “He can’t avoid us forever. Or Dimitri.”

      “And he won’t,” Toby said, his eyes flicking to the door as it opened. It was Lucky arriving early for his shift, as always. “But give him time.”

      “Hi.” Lucky was quiet as he passed, head down and eyes fixed on the ground. I frowned at him. He wasn’t the most verbose bloke at the best of times, but something about his demeanour was…off. His lips were tinged blue, his nose red. Unsurprising, given it was four degrees out and snowing. What was surprising was the fact he was dressed only in his uniform. No coat. No gloves. No hat. It had alarm bells ringing. Lucky wasn’t stupid or lazy enough to leave the house ill-equipped.

      “Hold on.” I threw out my arm to stop him. “Where’s your coat?”

      “Forgot it,” he muttered, trying to step around my arm. Toby stepped up beside me with a wide smile, blocking his path.

      “Somehow, I doubt that,” Toby said smoothly. “Now, why don’t you tell us what really happened.”

      “Nothing, man. Just like I said.” He shrugged, the movement making his shirt slip slightly and revealing the base of his throat.

      I stiffened, feeling Toby do the same next to me. Without thinking, I reached up to gently tug the material to one side, revealing the full extent of the bruising. Marks like that would only have been put there by someone’s hand around his throat. “What the fuck is going on, Lucky?”

      Lucky knocked my hand away with a scowl, stepping back so he was out of our reach. “I told you it’s nothing. I came here to work, not to be interrogated.”

      Toby stepped forward, raising a hand to calm him. I let him take charge. Of the two of us, he was the one with better social skills. Some even called him charming on occasion. Okay, so they were rare occasions, but still. “Lucky, if you’re in trouble, you can tell us. We look after our staff. If something’s going on…we can help.”

      “It’s fine.” Lucky kept his attention on the floor, scuffing the ground with his shoe. “There’s nothing going on.”

      Toby sighed and raised an eyebrow at me. I knew what he was suggesting. I could compel Lucky into telling us, but my instincts told me that was the wrong approach, so I subtly shook my head.

      “Well, if you really won’t tell us,”—Toby stepped to the side to let him pass—“we won’t force you.”

      “We mean it though,” I added. “If you need us, any time, any place, just call. You’ve got our numbers, and we can be there quicker than you can imagine.”

      Lucky was already nodding and walking away, shoulders still hunched.

      We watched him go, waiting until the door swung closed behind him before exchanging a loaded look.

      “I want him watched at all times,” I said, pointing at Toby. “We’ll come up with a schedule, but I want him monitored around the clock.”

      Toby shrugged. “I mean, sure. But why do you care?”

      I stared at the closed door. “I don’t really know…but my instincts tell me we need to look after him. I’ll rope Cal and Low in too. Between the four of us, we should be able to keep him safe.”

      Toby nodded. “Shame Dagon isn’t here. Another pair of eyes is always useful.”

      The thought of my erstwhile brother had me tugging my beard again. Honestly, what was it about brothers? They might know you better than anyone, but that just meant they knew how to push your buttons better than anyone else too.

      Just then, inspiration struck, and I knew what held the answer to my date conundrum.

      Or, more accurately, who.
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        * * *

      

      As I couldn’t come up with a good enough excuse for why I needed to speak to Blaise alone, I found a spot on a nearby roof to wait for River to leave.

      When he eventually did, I gripped the tiles to stop myself from flying down for a quick kiss. He swaggered down the road in the opposite direction, phone in his hand as he tapped a message.

      A second later, my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out, smirking at the text from an unknown number.

      You didn’t fuck me hard enough. I can still walk.

      I saved River’s contact info before sending him a reply. I’ll have to try harder next time…literally. Date tonight? And how did you get my number?

      You left your phone out so I swiped it. You’re surprisingly trusting for a demon.

      I chuckled. I wasn’t even mad. River could demand I cut open my chest and hand him my still-beating heart, and I’d do it in a second. Only for you. Tonight?

      River disappeared around the corner, and I stood, ready to get this over with. With a compulsion net already in place, it was just a case of stretching my wings and gliding down onto the pavement.

      My phone vibrated, signalling another text. Yes, big guy. Tonight. Whatever you’re planning, make sure you leave enough time to ruin me properly this time. I’m starting to think you’re all talk.

      I cursed, falling back heavily onto my arse. The mouth on him was filthy enough to guarantee him a permanent spot in the second circle: lust. Not that mages could enter Heaven or Hell without disintegrating immediately.

      But River would never need to worry about that. As my mate, he’d live as long as I did.

      So long as he eventually gave in and let me mark him.

      When I finally had my libido under control, I made my way to Blaise’s front door and knocked briskly. I could hear Blaise grousing before the door even swung open.

      “River, I told you, I don’t need you fussing—oh.” He frowned at me, one hand still on the door. “River’s just left.”

      “I’m not here to see him,” I said, gesturing to the house. “Can I come in?”

      He eyed me warily. He’d gained a bit of his usual bulk back, but he still looked gaunt compared to before. Deep dark circles lay under his eyes, his skin a pallid colour. The guy looked like he needed a good meal and several hours outside. “Depends. You going to kill me?”

      I folded my arms. “No. We’ve already told you you’re safe from us.”

      Blaise stepped back, allowing me to enter. “I know. But I can’t help but feel like it’s only a matter of time before one of you takes me out.”

      I waited for Blaise to close the door before following him into the kitchen. He filled the kettle, pulling out two mugs without asking me if I even wanted tea. That was what happened when you spent several decades in one place. The culture started to rub off on you.

      Just woken up? Make tea.

      Struggling to sleep? Tea.

      Feeling cold? Tea.

      Feeling happy? Tea.

      Feeling sad? Tea

      Unexpected guest? Tea.

      Need to kill some time before you get murdered? Tea.

      You get the picture.

      “I know you’ve got no reason to trust me,” I said as Blaise busied himself with the kettle. “But we won’t hurt you because you’re River’s twin.”

      “And he’s your mate,” Blaise said matter-of-factly. “But if he wasn’t?”

      “Then you would’ve died in the cave that day.”

      Blaise nodded stiffly. “Fair. I know I’ve said it already, but I didn’t mean to hurt Bailey. That doesn’t make it okay, and I really can’t blame you all. I’d be the same if the situation was reversed.”

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the mug he offered. “Like I said, you don’t have to worry about any of us. Well, I’d avoid Harlow for the next…several centuries.”

      “Noted,” he said dryly, taking the chair opposite me and sipping his tea. “No offence then, but…why are you here?”

      “I need some advice. I fucked up with your brother pretty badly, and I want to make it up to him.”

      “Judging by how he was squirming in his seat yesterday and today, I don’t think you need to be too worried.”

      Ha. I knew River had just been baiting me. Was I about to be proud that my skills had outrun his healing abilities? Of course I was. “It’s not about sex. It’s showing him how serious I am about him. I want to do something that’s uniquely him. Something that’ll prove I want him because it’s him, not just because he’s my mate.”

      “But that is why you want him though, right?”

      “I won’t lie to you. A big part of this is because he’s my mate, but…” I thought about his smirk. The way he taunted me. How he kept me on my toes. The lengths he went to protect the ones he loved. “Even if he wasn’t my mate, he’s exactly who’d I’d choose to spend eternity with.”

      An approving smile crept up Blaise’s face. “In that case, I’ve got the perfect idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      “And you’re really not going to tell me where we’re going?”

      “Nope,” Mori answered cheerfully. I was so used to his frown that his constant smiling was an adjustment. Not that I was complaining.

      We were back in his beauty of a car. Having had the pleasure of driving her back from Scotland, I could appreciate it for the work of art it was. I hadn’t known what to expect when Mori had floated the idea of a date. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d take me out for a fancy meal or to the theatre. Which was great because I’d never been that guy either.

      His instructions on my clothing hadn’t helped either. Casual, comfy clothing suited me fine. But it meant we could be doing literally anything.

      “Can’t believe you’re keeping me in the dark,” I groused. We were driving along the M27, but again, that provided little help.

      Mori gave me a fond look. “Wow. You really don’t like surprises.”

      I grunted, making Mori laugh.

      “I can’t decide if that makes me want to surprise you more or less,” Mori mused. “As your mate, I want to make you happy…but as your partner, I can’t deny that I enjoy winding you up.”

      His casual use of the word mate made my insides feel all squiggly. Ever since Mori had laid his cards on the table, it was like I was being torn in two. Half of me was wary, cautioning me to wait longer to be sure of his intentions. But the other half was getting louder with every moment spent in Mori’s company. That half wanted me to say fuck it and dive into the bond with both feet, trusting Mori would be there to catch me.

      I pushed the internal dilemma to one side, instead focusing on the latter half of his statement about winding me up. “Careful, big guy. That street goes two ways.”

      His gaze was heated as it slid over me. “Oh, don’t I know it.”

      I bit my lip, wondering how much I could work Mori up while he was still driving. That was yet another benefit to being a supe—our reaction times were much faster. So, in theory, if I decided now would be a good moment to unleash Mori’s cock from his jeans and take him into my mouth, we shouldn’t crash.

      In theory.

      Sadly, before I could test it out, Mori flicked on the indicator and took the next junction towards Southsea. A warm sense of home settled over me as hundreds of memories washed over me. It was one of my and Blaise’s favourite places to visit. We’d spent countless hours in the arcades before grabbing a cone of chips and devouring them while walking along the seafront.

      Was it the most glamorous place? No. Was it the most adult activity? Also no.

      Did we enjoy the fuck out of it every time?

      Absolutely yes.

      Could I persuade Mori to squeeze a quick arcade visit into whatever plans he had? I tapped my fingers on my knee before dismissing the idea with a sigh. No. No matter how I framed it, chilling at the 2p machines before hitting up the chippy wasn’t romantic in anyone’s book.

      Mori pulled into a car park by the seafront, piquing my interest. He still wasn’t forthcoming, though, merely shooting me a grin before getting out of the car. Up ahead was a small complex of restaurants and a cinema. If I had to guess, that’s where we were going.

      His hand slipped into mine as we walked along the pavement. I jolted in surprise before tightening my grip around his.

      “You know, I used to spend a lot of time here with Blaise,” I commented as we passed one of several arcades. It wasn’t my favourite. That was down the next street.

      “Huh, fancy that,” Mori said cryptically. When we came to the corner, instead of crossing over like I was expecting, Mori tugged me left.

      I frowned. “You sure this is the way you meant to go?”

      “Yep.” Mori’s grin was so big that his cheeks had to be complaining. After decades of maintaining his grumpy facade, his muscles probably had to be wondering what the fuck was happening.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, humouring him. “There’s not much down here. Just an arcade.”

      “Huh,” was his repeated reply. I rolled my eyes. Fine, if that was how he wanted to play this, I’d go along.

      We drew level with the arcade, and Mori stopped abruptly. He had a sheepish grin. “We’re here.”

      I gaped, glancing between him and the open storefront in confusion. “What?”

      Now it was Mori’s turn to roll his eyes. “Seriously, how could you not have guessed?”

      “This isn’t what I was expecting for a first date.”

      Mori’s smile fell, and the action was like a punch to my gut. “Shit, did I get it wrong? We can do whatever you like. Just say the word. Fuck I’ll even fly you over to Paris if you’d prefer?”

      “No,” I said, quickly stepping closer to him. “That’s not what I meant at all.”

      I gave a shaky laugh, shoving a hand through my hair as I gestured awkwardly at the arcade. “This is actually…pretty perfect.”

      Mori’s grinned. “Good. Because I have a bag of 2ps in my pocket with your name on it.”

      I melted against him, hiding my grin against his chest. “Way to bury the lede.”

      “Come on.” Mori grabbed my hand, leading me into the arcade.

      The familiar sights and sounds washed over me. A cacophony of blaring music, coins falling, and teens shouting. Flashing signs proclaimed prizes varying from toy cars to real ones.

      Some people probably found it overwhelming, but it was just the right level of chaos to satisfy my brain.

      I headed straight for the coin pushers clustered in the centre. Mori followed, amusement shining in his eyes.

      I cracked my knuckles before giving him a wolfish smirk. “Get ready to lose, big guy.”
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        * * *

      

      It took several hours to exhaust Mori’s coin supply, but even then, it was our hunger that had us reluctantly leaving the arcade. We might not need to eat as often as humans, but we still need occasional sustenance.

      Once again, Mori’s hand enveloped mine like it was the most natural thing in the world. Any shaky resistance I had about accepting the mating bond was being eroded away. Every casual gesture he made showing me that he was in this quieted those doubts he’d planted with his ill-spoken words.

      “Please tell me we’re getting chips.”

      He put on a faux scandalised look. “Do you really think I’d bring you all the way to the seaside and then deprive you of your cone of chips? What kind of monster do you think I am?”

      I leaned sideways to nip at his earlobe. “The kind who’s going to find a quiet lane on the way home, I hope.”

      His eyes darkened. “Oh yeah? And what kind of monstrous activities are you thinking of doing?”

      Yanking on his hand, I backed him up until he was pressed against a wall. Covering his body with mine, I snaked a hand between us to palm his cock even as he nipped at my jaw. A thrum of power washed over me as Mori cast a compulsion net to hide us from passers-by. The knowledge had me wanting to drop to my knees to blow him out in the open, but there was a lot to be said for getting him all hot and bothered and then making him wait. He’d made me chase for long enough. And you know that saying: payback is a bitch.

      I slid the heel of my palm over his throbbing erection as I dropped a trail of kisses along his bearded jawline before chasing the scruff down his neck. I growled when I couldn’t access enough of his skin. I wove the hand not on his cock into his hair and yanked sharply.

      Mori’s head hit the wall with a groan. His hips were thrusting forward, grinding himself against my hand. “Fuck, River. You’re driving me insane.”

      “Perfect,” I said, kissing down his neck as I pressed myself firmer against him. “Now tell me. How’d you know about this place?”

      “I may have paid a visit to Blaise.”

      My throat tightened as I tensed. It was one thing for him to agree not to kill Blaise, but to willingly seek him out? For something as small as learning what will make me happy?

      “That must’ve been interesting,” I managed to choke out.

      “It was fine,” he murmured soothingly. “He’s a big part of your life, Riv. Which means he’s a part of mine.”

      My mind was reeling. Was there anything Mori wouldn’t do for me?

      I was still tense in his arms as I processed this new information. Mori must’ve misread this because his arms wove around me. They were like bands of iron holding me in place. Like he was preparing himself to stop me from fleeing.

      Joke was on him. There was no getting rid of me now.

      What he’d done for me today might not seem like much. But to me, it was everything. He could’ve just taken me out to dinner and called it done. Instead, he’d taken the trouble to plan something unique to me. Something he knew no one else would come up with.

      And how had Mori known that?

      Because he’d gone to the one person he knew could tell him that. The person he was supposed to hate for eternity. Because he wanted to build bridges. Wanted to prove how serious he was about us.

      Because without him being comfortable around Blaise, there’d be no future for us.

      And suddenly, I knew that’s what he saw for us.

      A future.

      “River?” Mori’s voice was uncertain, jolting me back to the present. Shit, I’d been frozen against him while I’d had this epiphany, probably making him think the absolute worst.

      I knew what I wanted to do.

      Sinking my teeth into the tender skin where his neck met his shoulder, I sucked hard. A harsh curse slipped from Mori’s lips as his hips rocked more urgently against mine.

      I pulled back to survey my work, satisfied with the deep-purple bruise I’d left on Mori’s skin. “There.”

      “There what?” Mori asked dazedly. Judging by his glassy expression, he was still riding the endorphins my little bite had sent coursing through him.

      I traced the outline of the bruise with my finger. “Now that I’ve marked you, I guess we need to talk about you marking me.”

      That got Mori’s attention. “What? Are you serious?”

      “I know I’m not serious often, but I wouldn’t joke about something like this,” I said softly.

      Mori searched my face. For what? I wasn’t sure. But I held his gaze, not hiding anything from him.

      I’d wanted him to mark me before the disastrous incident at his place. Now, with my fears about where his head was at put to bed, it was time to get back on that path.

      “Come on. You promised me chips and a walk along the seafront.”

      I had to tug on Mori’s hand to get him walking. He was slow to react, his feet stumbling before he righted himself. He kept glancing at me, a thousand questions on his face. He respected my wishes, though, biting his lip to keep himself quiet.

      I wasn’t having the same issue. Now I’d made my decision, I felt…calm. Centred. For the first time ever, I knew what lay ahead of me.

      Me and Mori. Together against the world.

      I couldn’t wait to greet it.

      We queued silently to get our cones of chips. Thank the goddess Mori wasn’t one of those weirdos who used the little wooden fork to eat them. Everything about that was wrong as far as I was concerned.

      The tide was in, so we didn’t go down to the small beaches, instead choosing to walk along the high sea walls. We ignored the wind that battered us as we ate our supper. That was yet another bonus of being a supe—the nuclear temperature of chips eaten this way meant we weren’t running the risk of burning our mouths. Which was a good thing because I had very little patience and self-control.

      My pursuit of Mori had proven that.

      We discarded our rubbish and continued to walk. The setting sun cast a glorious golden glow over everything. Even with the spectacular scenery, we were alone on the path, no doubt thanks to the howling chilling wind.

      “So…” Mori said eventually, keeping his eyes on the horizon. “Did you mean what you said earlier? Do you really want me to mark you? Really want me for all eternity?”

      “Yes.” I pulled him to a stop, and he turned to face me, taking his hands in mine. “It was never a question of me wanting you, Mori. I made it pretty clear from the start that you only needed to say the word and I’d jump in feet first. But after everything that happened…I had to make sure you’d be there to catch me.”

      Mori winced. “That’s fair. Honestly, I behaved like a complete pillock.”

      “You did,” I agreed with a smirk. “But I have zero doubt we will both be complete pillocks at one point or another. Seeing as we’re talking about eternity here, it’s probably better we just accept that we’re going to piss each other off occasionally.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” His hand cupped my face as he studied me seriously. “I spent so long waiting for you and expecting someone else. I thought I wanted someone I could protect. Someone calm who would balance me. But I couldn’t have been more wrong. I need someone who will push me. Someone who will challenge me. Someone who won’t let my bullshit off with a shrug.”

      “I’m certainly all those things. And I can guaran-fucking-tee I’ll be letting you know when you’ve pissed me off.”

      “And that’s what I need. I need you, River. More than that—I want you. No one else. Even if you walk away from me now, there’ll never be another. Not for me, at least.”

      I leaned my forehead against his, his hair whipping around us in the wind. “Then it’s a good thing I don’t intend on turning you down. Can’t have you becoming as celibate as a Catholic priest—what would your father say?”

      Mori huffed a laugh. “Oh, many things, no doubt. But seriously, if we do this…you’ll never have to doubt my love for you. I’ll spend every day of the rest of eternity trying to make you happy. I can’t promise I’ll always hit that goal, but I can promise I’ll never stop trying.”

      “You love me?” Tears filled my eyes as I pulled back to look at the demon laying his heart on the line. Which was fucking ridiculous because I never cried. Then again, before Mori, I’d never imagined a situation where someone offered to bind their immortality to my own…just so we’d never be parted.

      “I do.” Mori’s eyes were also suspiciously glassy. “Fuck knows it shouldn’t make sense given how long we’ve known each other, but I do. Everything I already know about you shows you’re meant to be mine, and I can’t wait to learn the rest by your side.”

      “I love you too,” I said, swiping my hand over my eyes. Fucking wind. That’s what it was—the wind making my eyes leak. “I’m ready. I want you to mark me.”

      Mori’s hands wrapped around me, resting his forehead against mine. “You sure you wanna be tied to my grumpy arse for the rest of eternity?”

      “More than anything.”

      Mori kissed me, but there was no heat, only sweetness. A promise of a kiss, knowing we had centuries ahead of us.

      Together.

      Then he kissed a trail down to my neck, gently pulling my clothing out of the way until the skin at the base was exposed. The exact place I’d marked him.

      My powers rose in response to his as he pressed his kiss there. I wasn’t sure what humans felt when a demon marked them, but to me, it was like Mori’s fire swept through me. Where I thought it might douse my powers, it entwined around them, strengthening them.

      I knew enough about markings to know what came next, but I wanted to look him in the eyes when I accepted the bond. Wanted him to see how serious I was about this. About him. About us.

      Because from this moment forward, this bond was the only thing that mattered. Nothing and no one would ever come before it, for either of us.

      Cupping Mori’s chin, I lifted his face so his gaze was level with mine.

      “I accept the bond.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      Emerald shot out from my chest at River’s words, surrounding us in an intricate web of light. The bond slammed into place, and suddenly, I could feel him everywhere. It was like he’d settled into my skin beside me, his emotions weaving through my own.

      Love.

      Joy.

      Certainty.

      Excitement.

      The flood of emotions washing through the bond erased any lingering fears about whether he wanted this. He sucked in a breath, and I knew he was also adjusting to the new sensations.

      I kissed him tenderly, savouring this moment. This right here was all I’d ever wanted.

      And now, I had it.

      There was no fucking way I’d ever let anyone take it away from me.

      Suddenly every irrational behaviour my siblings displayed towards their mates made perfect sense. I could become addicted to feeling River’s happiness inside my chest.

      Everything that had brought us to this moment, all of the pain I’d suffered, none of it mattered. It had brought me to River.

      And for that, I’d live through every heart-breaking moment over and over again if I needed to.

      “I love you,” I whispered as we finally broke apart.

      “I love you too,” he replied.

      The green light faded into nothing, the only reminder of the momentous step we’d taken now hidden between our souls.

      A throb of lust along the bond gave me a quick heads-up about the direction River’s thoughts had taken. This was going to take some getting used to. It was one thing springing an erection because my mind had taken a diversion down a fun path. It was another thing entirely for it to happen because River had had those thoughts.

      But that meant I could figure out exactly what drove River to the highest points of pleasure…

      And then use it to torture him.

      Yes, I wanted him to be happy. But we both knew how much we loved to tease and be teased.

      “Given neither of us are romantics…wanna go find that country lane to test out the suspension in your car?”

      I was moving before he’d finished speaking, more than ready to seal this bond in every way possible.

      We didn’t stop touching each other the whole way back, our hands groping over whatever body parts we could reach. When we finally got to the car, I didn’t even get a chance to unlock it before River shoved me against the cold metal.

      “Better get a compulsion net up unless you want an audience.” That and a filthy smile were the only warnings he gave me before sinking to his knees.

      I hurried to do what he said, letting my power unfurl and hide us from curious eyes before returning all my attention to the man on his knees before me.

      My mate.

      My mate.

      River’s hands stilled on my fly as his smile softened. “I can feel it, you know.”

      “What?”

      “Your happiness.” He swallowed hard. “It’s pretty fucking great.”

      “Ditto.” I grinned. “Now, how about you make me really happy and continue with what you have planned.”

      “Oh, it’s like that, is it?” He raised an eyebrow, but I noticed his fingers quickly got to work.

      “If you think about it, I’m doing you a nice thing.”

      His lips twitched. “By letting me suck your cock?”

      “By letting you be the first to experience an orgasm through the bond.”

      “How magnanimous of you.” River paused, rocking back on his heels with mischief shining in his eyes. “If that’s the case, maybe you should give me a blowjob first. I don’t want to deprive you of such a unique experience.”

      I growled, grabbing him by his hair and steering his cocky face back towards my crotch. “Or, we could stick with the original plan, and I’ll agree to not edge you for hours in the backseat of my car.”

      River quickly unfastened my jeans before shooting me a wink. “Look at us resolving conflict using communication. See, five minutes in, and we’re already smashing this whole mating thing.”

      I barked a laugh, but before I could respond, River’s tongue darted out to dance along the slit of my crown. My head fell back on a moan as he stopped teasing and enveloped my shaft with the warm heat of his mouth.

      Chatter erupted as a group of walkers passed not six feet away from us. The moment was completely surreal. There I was, in public, getting head from my mate.

      While strangers passed us, practically within touching distance.

      And even knowing they couldn’t see us, the thought that they might made the whole thing a thousand times hotter.

      River was all business as he sucked me down. One of his hands cupped my balls, tugging and rolling them, taking me higher and higher with each movement. His other hand went to my backside as he encouraged me to fuck his face.

      My hands twisted in his hair as I gave him what he asked for. My cock hit the spongy back of his throat, making him gag before he relaxed and took me deeper. He groaned, and if that wasn’t enough to tell me how much he was enjoying this, the pure lust humming from his side of the bond would have.

      “Riv…fuck. You’re so perfect.”

      His response was to take me even deeper, his gorgeous grey eyes watching my reaction from under long lashes.

      That heated look was all it took for me to explode. River swallowed every drop of my release, moaning like it was the most delicious thing he’d ever tasted.

      I was still trying to catch my breath when he stood, swiping his thumb at the corner of his mouth to catch an errant drop before sucking it into his mouth. His eyes were hungry as he reached past me to grab the door handle.

      “Now, I believe you’ve got a promise to deliver on.”

      I don’t know how I managed to get us to the country lane River knew of in one piece. I could probably thank my supe instincts for it because there’s no way we would’ve made it with the high I was still riding.

      I hadn’t taken into account River and his motherfucking hands. Apparently, he’d decided he should explore every single inch of me while I was trying to focus on not crashing.

      Not that we would’ve been hurt, but I would’ve been pissed if my car got introduced to a tree.

      We screeched to a stop and flew out of our doors at supernatural speeds. We moved in sync, yanking and tearing off our clothes until we were both naked. River dove into the back seat while I cast a quick compulsion net before following him in.

      We crashed into one another like boulders. Hands in hair, teeth clashing, snarls filling the air. There was nothing sweet about it as we wrestled for dominance. I won this time, River bending to my will until his naked body was trapped between me and the car seat.

      “You make me crazy,” he bit out, eyes wild as his nails dug into my back. “Now hurry up and get inside me.”

      I paused as something we hadn’t discussed hit me. “Wait, is that really what you want?”

      River looked up at me in amusement, rolling his hard shaft along my own. “I’m pretty sure I’m giving you clear signs that it is…”

      I nipped at the end of his nose. “Brat. No, I meant, do you want to top?”

      It wasn’t like I never bottomed, but it wasn’t my preferred role. But I would happily do it every day if it was what River wanted.

      “No?” The uncertainty in River’s voice echoed in the bond. “I prefer to bottom if that’s okay with you? Let’s face it, I’m very capable of being bossy in this position.”

      Relief washed over me. Even in this, we were perfectly matched. “I don’t doubt it. You’ve got power bottom down to a tee. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before.”

      “Cheeky.” River punctuated his point with a hard slap to my arse. “Now get to it before I take matters into my own hands.”

      Just like that, all humour was erased by lust as desire came roaring to the forefront once more. Taking River’s mouth with a growl, I fumbled in the side pocket for lube. It wasn’t even mine. I’d discovered it after loaning my car to Cal and Oscar for the weekend. I’d been so horrified that I’d quickly shut the door and tried not to think about it again.

      Now, the only thing I was feeling was gratitude.

      And horniness. Obviously.

      Moans cascaded off the tin shell as I worked River open. I only got so far as two fingers before he demanded more.

      “I’m ready. Give me your cock.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The look River gave me was the perfect mix of exasperation and love. “You won’t. Supe, remember? Besides, I want to feel you tomorrow.”

      My cock throbbed warningly, and I groaned. River meanwhile lifted his right foot to rest on the back of the seat while he pinned his other to his chest.

      He was splayed wide open for me. Just for me. Only ever for me.

      How did I get so lucky?

      That thought slowed down my lust, turning into something infinitely more tender as I slowly eased my way inside River. When I was fully seated, I rested my head on his as we breathed each other in.

      “My mate.”

      “Yes.”

      “Always.”

      “Always,” River vowed, his chin lifting. “Fucking always, Mori.”

      River began undulating his hips, encouraging me to get moving. I started off slow, but River growled when I didn’t go faster. Only when he was writhing beneath me did I give him what he wanted.

      I slammed into River over and over, lifting his hips to ensure I caught his prostate in the best possible way. His cock rubbed against my abs, precum liberally flowing from the head.

      The heat and breath coming from us fogged over the windows. The car creaked beneath our movements, making me glad for the extra hours I’d spent strengthening the suspension.

      “Mori, Mori, Mori.” River was chanting my name like a blasphemous prayer. His eyes never left mine, and the molten heat in them was almost my undoing.

      But in the end, that wasn’t what catapulted me over the edge. Nor was it his nails digging into my back. Or the way his skin gleamed with sweat, making me want to lick it off. Or how his shaft rubbed against me, the dripping precum slicking my skin.

      It wasn’t even the way his eyes widened as River fell over the edge. Or how his veins popped in his neck as he bellowed my name.

      I was undone by the bond. The surge of pleasure that coursed through it as River found his release had my vision whiting out. My hips pistoned forwards as the primal part of my brain took over.

      River was my mate. Mine. I was the one to give him that pleasure.

      Me.

      It was my final coherent thought before my orgasm barrelled through me.
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        * * *

      

      Night had well and truly fallen by the time we got back to my flat. After an hour or so of cuddling and talking in the back seat, we’d recovered enough for another round. This time River rode me reverse cowboy style while holding on to the steering wheel.

      I’d never be able to drive my car again without picturing it.

      But we eventually had to head back. I hadn’t asked anyone to feed Scratch, and the last thing I needed was to give the little fucker another reason to be grumpy with me.

      Honestly, I had no idea where he got it from.

      The second River entered, Scratch ignored me and began fussing over him. He purred loudly as he made figure eights around River’s legs.

      “Hey, buddy,” River said softly, immediately bending to scoop him up. I narrowed my eyes at him. Just how much time had he spent winning my cat over during his little breaking-and-entering spree? “Are you hungry? I bet you are. Your naughty daddy forgot to feed you. Bad Daddy. I’ll spank him for you.”

      I jabbed a thumb at my chest incredulously. “Me? I wasn’t the one sliding down on my dick and begging for another round when I mentioned heading back.”

      River ignored me, tickling Scratch under his chin, making him purr in contentment. “Don’t you listen to him. I’d never neglect you. And lucky for you, I’m going to be around a lot more often. Now, let’s go find your food.”

      River bustled past me, heading towards the kitchen, chatting nonsense to the cat the whole way.

      “Don’t mind me. I’m just the guy who rescued him from a skip and nursed him back to health,” I muttered, kicking off my shoes. Despite my grumblings, I was beaming on the inside. It made me as happy as Lucifer when a war was declared to see River making himself at home here. Yes, I wanted River for all the big moments in life, but mostly I wanted to experience these small ones with him. The everyday domestic ones, where we were so entrenched in each other’s lives that our love became ordinary. Expected.

      But never taken for granted.

      After fussing over the cat for an obscene amount of time, River stalked back into the room and plopped onto my lap.

      “Oof,” I said. “Stop throwing yourself on me like you’re a twink. You’re literally the same size as me.”

      Did I really mind? Fuck no. Did I love winding him up? Fuck yes.

      “Shut up,” River replied, nuzzling his cheek against my beard. “You know you love it. Besides, I didn’t hear you complaining earlier.”

      “I do love it. I love you too, you know.”

      “And I love you, you crazy, thoughtful, grumpy bastard.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      The next week passed in a blur of sex and talking. On the rare occasions that Mori had to show his face at the club, I’d either go with him or spend a few hours visiting Blaise. My brother was a shadow of his former self, refusing to leave the house or see anyone except for me. It was driving me crazy, not knowing how to help him.

      I was never able to stay away long though. All it took for my fragile self-control to snap was feeling Mori’s longing tugging on the bond. Within moments, I’d find myself saying goodbye to Blaise and jogging over to The Closet. Seeing Mori light up when he spotted me was pretty great. But feeling that delighted surprise in my chest when he felt my presence?

      That was fucking spectacular.

      Sadly sex, Blaise, nor the club were on the agenda tonight. Cal had summoned his brothers for an urgent meeting at the bookshop, something I apparently was automatically included in as Mori’s mate.

      I’d still declined initially. We hadn’t seen any of them since we’d become mates. Mori said they’d be delighted about it, but I was still…wary. It was one thing to want to be a part of their little group, but did they actually want me there?

      That didn’t mean I’d gotten away with it though. It turned out Mori’s siblings weren’t the only interfering fuckers in the family.

      Mori had just texted Cal to say I wouldn’t be going before we settled on the sofa to watch the latest episode of The Apprentice. There was something about seeing self-proclaimed business gurus behaving like utter cockwombles that was really satisfying.

      Within minutes, I was distracted by my phone pinging with a new WhatsApp notification.

      It was titled Mates. I frowned as I clicked on it. Who was adding me to a group chat?

      The answer became obvious when I opened it, but really, I should’ve figured it out from the title.

      Bailey: Um, Oscar? Why have you called the chat ‘mates’? That’s the cheesiest thing I’ve ever heard.

      River: Seconded.

      Oscar: What else would you have liked me to call it: Dudes Trapped with Reckless Idiots for all Eternity? Men Who Like Demonic Cock? Wing Whores? Really, I’m here for all your ideas.

      Bailey: Ffs. Are you able to answer a question without sarcasm?

      Oscar: I don’t know what worries me more…that you don’t expect the sarcasm from me or that you aren’t used to it from living with Harlow.

      I chuckled, shaking my head at the screen.

      “What?” Mori asked, dragging his attention away from The Apprentice to look at me.

      I gestured at my phone. “Oscar’s added me to some group chat with Bailey. I’m not sure why, but it’s pretty funny watching them argue.”

      Mori rolled his eyes. “They do that a lot. It’s nice of them to include you.”

      “Yeah,” I said, a small smile on my lips, a pang echoing in my chest. “It is nice. I don’t have many friends outside of the clan.”

      “Looks like you’ve gained two more,” Mori said as my phone pinged again.

      I clicked the screen to scan through the new messages.

      Bailey: Why are you even messaging us? We’re seeing you in a couple of hours.

      Oscar: Actually, that’s exactly why I’m messaging. River isn’t coming.

      Bailey: Why not?

      I scratched at my head, confused.

      River: I didn’t realise anyone would even notice if I didn’t go. It’s not like I’m part of the family. I’m just Mori’s mate.

      Oscar: …which makes you part of the family.

      Bailey: And in this family, you don’t leave anyone behind.

      Oscar: You especially don’t ditch out on the other mates. With this lot, we need all the help we can get.

      River: I’m not sure what help you think I’m going to be…

      Bailey: hahahahahahaha

      Oscar: Stop laughing at him.

      Bailey: I’m not laughing at him. I’m laughing at how pissed off Mori will be when you shatter River’s illusion.

      What were they talking about?

      River: ????

      Oscar: River, Mori will literally do anything you ask of him

      River: Wait, what?

      Bailey: It’s this weird demonic thing they’ve got going on with their mates. They find it really difficult to say no to us.

      Oscar: We don’t abuse this power…much. But this is why we need you to come tonight.

      River: …I’m not following

      Oscar: Well, if they decide to do something stupid, Bailey and I can convince Cal and Harlow to see the logic. Mori and Dagon, however…

      River: Ah, I see. You think Mori will listen to me.

      Oscar: Yes! Exactly!

      River: I think you’re overestimating how strong our bond is in this area. Plus, I hate to break it to you, but I’m more likely to agree with Mori. I’m probably even more reckless than he is.

      Bailey: Even if that thing is something that puts Mori at risk?

      Bailey’s question jolted me, and even though I immediately knew the answer, it took me several attempts before I could type it.

      River: No. I wouldn’t want him doing anything that would put him at risk.

      Oscar: Excellent! So glad you see it our way. See you in a few hours.

      With that, they both went offline. I stared at the screen, utterly confused by what had just happened. As bizarre as it’d been, I couldn’t help but be secretly happy at being included.

      Mori’s hand squeezed my knee. “Everything okay?”

      I nodded slowly. “Apparently, I’ll be going with you.”
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        * * *

      

      We found Cal, Harlow, Oscar, and Bailey arranged around a table in the bookshop. Oscar was perched on Cal’s lap, his arms gesticulating wildly as he bickered with Harlow about something. Bailey watched the interaction with amusement, a possessive arm around Harlow’s shoulders as he sipped his beer.

      “Where’s Dagon?” Mori asked in lieu of a greeting.

      “Upstairs,” Cal replied.

      Mori grunted. “So he can pull his head out of his arse occasionally then. Good to know.”

      Aware that all eyes were now on us, I gave a halfhearted wave. Mori led me over to one of the chairs. He grabbed the one next to it, dragging it close enough he could rest his hand on my knee. It was such a small gesture of ownership but fuck how I loved it.

      “Aw.” Harlow had literal hearts in his eyes as he batted his lashes in our direction. “You two are just too cute.”

      Mori and I glared at him but didn’t bother to rise to the bait. It was hard when I was practically preening under Mori’s attention.

      Cal rapped his knuckles on the table. “Yes, welcome, River. Congratulations, Mori. As much as I’m sure you’d love to share all the nitty-gritty details, we have another matter that requires our attention.”

      It wasn’t Cal’s words that had alarm ringing in my mind, but the reaction of the others around the table. Oscar stiffened, his fingers fiddling with the stem of his wine glass. Harlow reached up to grip the back of Bailey’s neck like he was reassuring himself he was still there.

      “What’s going on?”

      Cal stroked Oscar’s back soothingly before he answered me. “We caught a higher demon, Sal, outside Oscar’s school today. We think he was trying to make another piss-poor kidnap attempt.”

      The heat in the room rose noticeably, no doubt from the three very pissed-off demons. Couldn’t blame them. I didn’t know much about Oscar, but going after a supe by trying to attack their more vulnerable mate?

      Total dick move.

      One Blaise made.

      That thought had me wincing. Having a mate of my own, I was even more pissed at Blaise’s stupidity. If he wasn’t currently torturing himself in every way possible, I’d be tempted to do it for him.

      “You caught him.” Mori wasn’t asking a question.

      Cal inclined his head. “Harlow felt him the second he tripped the wards and got there first. I was seconds behind. Oscar didn’t even know about it until much later.”

      The man in question raised his wine glass to his lips, and there was no mistaking the trembling in his hands.

      There had to be a story there. I exchanged a glance with Mori, who gave a grim nod. Poor Oscar. Whatever he’d been through clearly still plagued him.

      Harlow stood and wrapped his arms around Oscar, squeezing him fiercely. The move was a bit awkward with Oscar still on Cal’s lap, but he made it work. “Don’t worry, bestie. We won’t let anyone get anywhere near you.”

      Oscar gave a thin smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I know…it’s just…”

      “I know.” Harlow ruffled his hair before stepping back. “But now we get to go and play. Think of what a great mood we’ll all be in after.”

      He winked at Bailey, whose response was to take a long draw of beer, his cheeks flushed.

      “Okay, well, you guys stay down here, and we’ll come and get you when we’re done.” With a peck on Oscar’s cheek, Cal deposited him on a seat and stood. Mori got up too, moving to join his brothers. When I got up, they all turned to stare at me.

      “What? You think I’m going to stay down here and miss out on all the fun? No chance.”

      Mori rolled his eyes, but I could feel his affection and amusement through the bond. No, he hadn’t for a second expected me to do that.

      Cal sighed. “Forgot you are a supe for a second. Sure, the more, the merrier.”

      Meanwhile, Harlow looked delighted. He bounced on his toes and clapped his hands. “Ooh, excellent. Your power is water, right? I bet we can do some fun stuff with that.”

      “Definitely. Oh, do you think we could try and weave your power around mine? We could burn him and freeze him at the same time.”

      Harlow’s eyes lit up as Mori slid his hand over my mouth. “Don’t encourage him.”

      Harlow glared at Mori as I licked his palm until he wriggled away and freed me. “Which one of us are you talking to there, big guy?”

      Mori looked between our matching glares before looking at Cal for help. “Can we get this started before I land myself in any more shit?”

      “You love me really,” I whispered in Mori’s ear as we followed Cal up the stairs, leaving Bailey and Oscar in the bookshop. “And it’s a good thing if your brother likes me.”

      He huffed. “There’s liking you, and then there’s the two of you teaming up and causing fucking chaos.”

      “Sounds like an excellent plan to me,” Harlow called from behind us.

      Mori grumbled, but there was no heat in it. “The only thing worse is if you decide to include Dagon…”

      His words trailed off as we entered the flat. The furniture had been pushed back against the walls, leaving only a dining room table in the centre. I wasn’t sure what colour the table had originally been. The little I could see of it underneath the barely conscious demon was now stained blood red. Tall and lanky, his dark hair was wet with sweat and blood. He was struggling against invisible bonds, his mouth open but no sound coming out.

      Mori’s blue-haired brother whistled tunelessly as he inserted a thin rod under one of the demon’s fingernails. Sal roared, but his voice was hoarse like he’d worn it out over time.

      It took a moment for Dagon to realise we were there. He nodded before turning back to his captive. “Look who’s finally decided to join us. Now it’s time for the real fun to begin.”

      “I won’t tell you anything,” Sal gasped, blood bubbling from his mouth.

      Dagon chuckled sadistically, removing the rod and wiping it casually on the guy’s trousers. “Oh, you might not tell me. You might not even tell Mori or Cal.”

      Harlow stepped forwards as Dagon spoke, his eyes gleaming.

      “But Harlow? You think you can keep your secrets when he’s the one wielding the tools? I haven’t even progressed to the interesting ones yet. I was saving them for him. He’s the most talented, after all.”

      “Aw, you flatter me,” Harlow cooed, stepping closer to Sal and trailing his fingers lightly over his face. He pressed his fingers against the cuts Dagon had left there, making the demon hiss in response. “But yes, I do love to play. And even better, I’ve brought a new friend with me today. Would you like to meet him?”

      Mori squeezed my shoulder and murmured in my ear, “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I know.” I grinned back. “But I want to.”

      Oscar and Bailey were right. This was my family now.

      And no one got away with threatening what was mine.

      “Hello,” I purred, leaning on the table and giving Sal the widest smile I could manage. “Look at you all laid out for us. It’s practically too easy.”

      Sal stilled, scrutinising me. “You’re not a demon.”

      “No,” I mused, touching some of the blood on the table. Using my powers, I made the droplets rise into the air. They formed several balls, spinning before me as I twirled my fingers idly.

      I tilted my head sideways, letting the predator in me show. “I’m so much worse.”
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        * * *

      

      It took twenty-seven minutes for Harlow and me to break Sal.

      Once he started speaking, he couldn’t stop. With every horrifying truth he revealed, I half-wished he would.

      When it was clear he’d be no more use to us, Cal dispatched him efficiently. There’d be no return to the afterlife for him.

      None of us discussed what he’d told us, but nonetheless, his words were heavy on the air. Cal showed me to one of the bathrooms so I could wash up while Harlow did the same.

      The hot water beat down on me as I watched Sal’s blood swirl down the drain.

      More ghasts.

      Uprising.

      Armageddon.

      Lucifer’s downfall.

      It was so much worse than any of us could’ve predicted.

      After slipping on a pair of joggers and a T-shirt that Cal had handily left out, I slunk downstairs to join the others. They sat around the table with humans on their mates’ laps like they didn’t want them out of reach.

      I couldn’t blame them after what we’d just heard.

      Mori was the one I focused on. His face betrayed nothing other than his usual grumpiness. I was learning that this was an expression he donned to hide how he was truly feeling.

      With our bond, he no longer had that luxury with me. I could feel every ounce of fear, terror, and frustration.

      I hesitated by the empty seat beside him. He glanced up at me, and just for a heartbeat, there was a crack in his facade. The devastating bleakness had me shoving the chair aside and instead straddling him, facing his chest. Ignoring what his siblings might think, I wound my arms around his neck and hugged him close.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I whispered. “There is not a single fucker on Earth, in Hell, or in Heaven that can take you from me. I promise you that.”

      Mori didn’t answer. He just held me tighter as his uncertainty throbbed in my chest.

      “Okay, I think you need to tell us what’s going on.” There was a hitch in Oscar’s voice.

      I spun on Mori’s lap until I was facing the table. His arms wrapped around my waist, his chin hooking over my shoulder.

      Cal cleared his throat. “There might not be anything going on. There’s nothing to say that Sal was telling us the truth.”

      Dagon tapped his fingers on the table. “But he was. There’s no way he could’ve come up with such a convincing lie under those circumstances.”

      I met Harlow’s gaze. Torturing alongside him turned out to be more fun than expected. The little fucker was way more creative than me. Once this was all over, I intended to get lessons from him.

      “Will you just tell us what’s going on?” Oscar was full-on glaring at Cal now.

      “Sorry, sweetheart,” Cal murmured. “I just don’t want to believe it. That’s all.”

      “There’s an uprising against our father,” Harlow said flatly.

      Oscar looked confused. “Again? I thought that all stopped after Kerine was killed.”

      I’d learned from Mori that Kerine was the demon who’d posed as Harlow and dragged Oscar into the underworld.

      Unsurprisingly, she’d paid with her life.

      “We thought so too,” Cal continued, his voice heavy. “But apparently, it just drove the movement underground. They took the presence of angels in limbo to be a sign that Lucifer has lost his influence.”

      Bailey paled. “Angels? Shit, is that from when you guys went down there for me?”

      Harlow nodded, stroking Bailey’s arm. “Yes, but this would’ve happened regardless.”

      “Indeed,” Cal said curtly. I couldn’t help but note that he and Harlow were carrying the conversation. It made sense though. With the level of emotion emanating from Mori, if he opened his mouth, he might lose the small amount of control he had over it.

      And Dagon? He was staring off into the distance, his thoughts so far away it was like he wasn’t even with us.

      “When these demons discovered the existence of ghasts, they realised they could control them. They can be compelled easier than humans. Not only that but the more power they drain from mages, the more powerful they become.”

      “Fuck,” Oscar swore. “But you killed them all, right? When you rescued Blaise?”

      “Apparently not,” Mori’s voice rumbled through my back. I didn’t need the bond to tell how upset he was over this little detail. “By the sounds of it, there are dozens more. Hundreds, even.”

      Oscar’s eyes swivelled to me in alarm. “Shit. Does that mean they can kidnap you for your powers?”

      Mori tensed under me as I answered. “No. That was probably the only positive that came out of all this. He was pissed to learn we were mated. After some…persuasion from Harlow, he confessed it meant I was protected. They can’t drain my powers because of the bond.”

      “Well, that’s something,” Bailey said, rubbing a hand over his chin. “As for the rest, I hate to sound like a dick but…so what?”

      Everyone stared at him in confusion until he elaborated. “I mean, yeah, he’s your dad. But he’s also a complete cunt. Does it really matter if he’s killed?”

      “No,” Dagon answered, apparently back in the room with us. “Only in that someone has to sit on the throne in hell. But the uprising believes that, despite everything, we’d fight alongside him.”

      “You would never—” Oscar spluttered, Bailey looking just as agitated at the idea.

      “Nope.” Dagon rocked back on his chair. “But they don’t want to take the risk. They think it’s safer to wipe all the players off the board.”

      There was a beat of silence. I knew the instant Oscar and Bailey clicked onto Dagon’s meaning. The moment they realised what I had while Sal’s blood dripped from my fingers.

      They were coming for our mates.

      And there was nothing we could do to stop them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      We’d faced a lot of shit in the past, but this had to be the worst. Not because of the actual threat but because we had so much more to lose.

      And that meant we were going to fight. We couldn’t stop them from coming for us, but that didn’t mean we wouldn’t prepare for it. I’d known without even asking my brothers that we’d go down swinging to save our mates. Literally, one of the only positives to come out of this whole thing was the knowledge that River was safe from the ghasts, thanks to our mating bond. Plus, we had a heads-up of what was coming and a list of the ringleaders’ names.

      We got to work right away. The following weeks held a flurry of meetings, strategising, and hunting.

      Sal hadn’t given us much to go on. We knew those involved in the uprising planned on hitting us all at once before heading downstairs to take out Lucifer. They believed that killing us would weaken him, reminding any demons loyal to him that he had no succession plan. However, we also knew the attack wasn’t imminent because those uprising were still building their strength. The more mages the ghasts captured, the more powerful their army would be.

      Still, that didn’t stop us from getting to work. River and Harlow had extracted several names and locations from Sal before breaking them. Using my tracking skills, Cal and I hunted them down before extracting whatever information we could. Frustratingly that was…little.

      Dagon had volunteered to break into Hell to see what he could find out. Turned out River wasn’t only a pro at glamouring himself, but also other supes. The magic River used on Dagon meant he could sneak downstairs without our father being any the wiser.

      Meanwhile, Harlow strengthened the wards around all the places our mates frequented along with our own properties. Again, River got in on the action, adding his own magic to create another layer of protection. No one other than my siblings, our mates, and Toby could cross them without us knowing about it.

      River had even stepped in to help Harlow train Bailey and Oscar. Being mated to a demon meant we’d started self-defence lessons with them both several months before, but this threat on the horizon meant stepping up their abilities another notch.

      Seeing the seamless way he blended in with my family made me love River more. He could’ve taken one look at the shitstorm the demon laid out for us and gone running into the distance. Instead, he’d jumped in with both feet, determined to help us in any way he could.

      Even so, I felt like tearing my hair out in frustration over the whole situation. Why was life never straightforward? This was supposed to be our honeymoon stage. We were supposed to spend days in bed, fucking and talking.

      Not preparing for an attack that we knew far too little about.

      I’d just returned from dispatching another name on the demon’s list and was more than ready to hold River. I wanted to hold him close, to feel some peace and solace in his arms for a few hours.

      I landed outside his house and crept inside. I knew he was asleep, thanks to the bond, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to be near him.

      He was sprawled across the bed, dressed in a pair of red pyjamas. Turned out all his talk about only sleeping in briefs was bollocks. His mouth was parted, his chest rising and falling with each deep breath. I stroked his hair away from his forehead, taking in the dark circles under his eyes with a frown. He’d been working too hard. We all had. Even with our supernatural skills and stamina, the past few weeks had been a lot.

      There was no way I would wake him up. He needed all the rest he could get. I’d strip off and spend the night cuddling him. Satan knew I could use the sleep too.

      That plan was curtailed by my phone buzzing in my pocket. Ducking out of the room so as not to wake River, I glanced at Toby’s name on the screen before answering the call.

      “What’s up?”

      “Hey, boss. I know you’ve got a lot going on, but…”

      Toby’s voice trailed off, and I sighed. “I do but tell me anyway.”

      “Lucky was late. By a few hours. He’s got a split lip, two black eyes, and marks around his throat again. He’s refusing to go to the hospital or home. What do you want me to do?”

      “For fuck’s sake.” I tugged on my beard in frustration. With everything else going on, we’d had to stop monitoring Lucky. And now this had happened. It was all my fault. “Keep him there. I’m coming. I’ll compel the little fucker into telling us the truth if I need to. I’m not having my employees treated like this when I have the skills to do something about it.”

      “Gotcha. Does that mean River is going to come and hang?”

      I rolled my eyes. Despite their rocky start, Toby and River now got on like a house on fire. Unsurprising, really, given their favourite hobby was winding me up. I’d come clean about my and Toby’s former fuck-buddy status straight away. Fortunately, River had laughed it off, telling me I was allowed to have a past so long as he was the only one in my future. “Nah, he’s shattered. I’ll leave him sleeping, then come back when I’ve dealt with Lucky.”

      After a few more words, I hung up with Toby and pocketed my phone. Sneaking back into the bedroom, I smiled tenderly at my mate. He’d kicked off the duvet and was now shivering slightly. Grabbing it from the floor, I draped it over him gently and tucked him in. He sighed, a twinge of sleep-shrouded contentment echoing from his side of the bond.

      I knew how he felt. Even with the storm heading our way, this was still the happiest I’d ever been.

      He was my rock, and I could weather any storm with him anchoring me.

      I headed straight out, wanting to get back to River as fast as possible. Lucky was busy behind the bar when I arrived. I noted the various injuries Toby had detailed with a scowl. Not wanting to cause a scene in front of the customers, I headed back for Toby’s office. Hopefully, he’d be there, and we could devise a plan of action together.

      I’d just opened the door and was about to greet Toby when the hairs on my arms stood on end. I frowned down at them, confused. What was going on? Then my instincts roared to the surface. For a second, it was like I was taken out of the room as my powers searched frantically for something. There was nothing though. Just a sense that something was wrong.

      Very wrong.

      Nausea rolled through me as my muscles bunched, preparing to fight off a threat. But where was it coming from?

      I took a breath, trying to calm myself. River was okay. The bond told me he was still sleeping peacefully. There was no doubt that danger was coming—but from where?”

      A heartbeat later, my phone rang. I put it to my ear without checking the screen or offering a greeting.

      “Something has tripped the wards at River’s.” Harlow’s voice was grim, the sound of his wings booming through the phone. “I’m on my way.”

      Dread sat like ice in my stomach. I fell against the wall in a daze, the phone crushed to my ear. Toby crossed the room and grabbed my arm, trying to read the panic on my face. “Who can cross your wards without breaking them?”

      Silence filled the line. I knew the answer as well as Low did. Ghasts. They could cross mage’s wards, so it made sense they could cross ours too. “I’ll meet you there.”

      “I’m twenty seconds out,” Harlow said. He continued, but I was no longer listening.

      I couldn’t hear anything beyond the ringing in my ears. It got louder and louder, drowning out all thought. Fire roiled over my skin, my demon panicking. I tried to take a step towards the door, but I couldn’t see anything. It was like I was moving through syrup.

      That’s when it hit.

      Pain and terror screamed through the bond. I fell to my knees, my fingers clawing at my chest. Pulse after pulse pulled on my power, ripping it from my core.

      River’s pain echoed mine. He was out of reach but suffering beside me.

      He was being taken.

      I couldn’t get to him. I needed to get to him.

      Then, everything went black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke with a gasp. My hands scrabbled at my chest, clawing at the space where I could feel the bond.

      It was still there. I could still feel River. Tears sprang to my eyes. He was alive.

      Relief kicked in, which was daft, really. If he was dead, I would be too. That’s how the bond worked.

      Now I had to get him back before that became a very real possibility.

      I wasn’t losing someone I loved. Not again. I didn’t care that my life would also be forfeit. There’d be no point to my existence without River.

      But no one was taking him from this plane. No one.

      Toby shook my shoulders, his eyes wide. “Boss, wake up.”

      I sat up, brushing him off and staggering to my feet, trying to ignore the swaying room. “River’s been taken by ghasts. I need to get to him.”

      A wave of dizziness hit me, sending me careening into the wall. My legs refused to cooperate, wobbling like jelly.

      “Sit,” Toby said, steering me firmly to a chair. “Whatever just happened has clearly fucked you up. If you try and fly now, you’ll crash back into the ground and put yourself out of action for even longer. You need your strength to get River back.”

      I pulled at my hair, letting out a roar of frustration. “How could this happen? Sal said they couldn’t use him like that.”

      Toby slapped me before yanking my head backwards with a harsh handful of hair. It stung, my nerve endings firing rapidly. It was just the sensation I needed to ground me. “Pull yourself together. Clearly, that little fucker lied. It’s happened. Worry about the how later. Right now, we need a plan.”

      “You’re right.” My shoulders sagged forwards, and I inhaled shakily. Toby released his grip. “Thank you, I can’t…”

      Shouts from the hallway cut off my words. Toby frowned, stepping towards the door, but it burst open before he could touch the handle. Blaise entered, eyes wild and covered in sweat. Like me, he was swaying on his feet, barely able to keep himself upright. “He’s gone! They’ve taken River.”

      Lucky entered right behind him. “I’m so sorry. I tried to tell him he couldn’t come back here, but…”

      Blaise snarled, turning on Lucky. He had him up against the wall by his throat in a flash. “Listen here, you little shit…”

      There was a blur of movement, and then Blaise was on the floor, leaving Lucky gasping and shaking against the wall.

      Toby was straddling Blaise, his stake at the mage’s throat. When he spoke, there was no malice in his voice. If anything, he sounded….amused. “Hello, young one. We haven’t been introduced. My name’s Toby.”

      Blaise’s mouth opened soundlessly as he no doubt tried to piece together what had happened.

      Toby tutted gently, sliding his stake along the scar that ran across Blaise’s face. “Now, this is where you’re supposed to introduce yourself. Did no one teach you manners when you were growing up?”

      Blaise gulped, not taking his gaze off the stake that was now dangerously close to his eye. Wisely, he stayed quiet.

      “Lucky for you, educating bratty boys on how to behave happens to be a speciality of mine,” Toby continued. “Consider this a free lesson. Touch a member of staff again, or even look at them negatively, and I’ll castrate you in such a way you’ll never regrow anything back. Understood?”

      “Yes,” Blaise finally rattled out. He looked dazed like Toby had put some sort of spell on him.

      “Good,” Toby said. He ran the tip of his stake over Blaise’s scar once more before springing to his feet. Using his weapon, he pointed at Lucky, who was still pinned against the wall in terror. Unsurprising given he’d just been throttled, seen two men move faster than humanly possible, and then watched his boss threaten castration using a stick. “Now, apologise to that sweet boy and make it sound sincere.”

      To my surprise, Blaise clambered clumsily to his feet, his face red with shame. “I’m so sorry. I should never have touched you. I was panicking, but that’s no excuse.”

      Toby squeezed his shoulder and beamed at him. “See? Look how easy that was.”

      Another bolt of pain hit through the bond, making me fall from my chair with a yell. I clawed at my chest again, tears of agony streaming down my face. My vision filled with red, and all I could feel was River.

      My pain was nothing compared to his.

      I had to get to him, and fast.

      When it passed, I opened my eyes to see Blaise on the floor beside me, gasping and shaking. “River. They’re taking your powers too?”

      “Looks like it,” I said, shoving awkwardly to my feet as Blaise did the same. All my limbs screamed like I’d gone ten rounds fighting a hellhound.

      “What’s going on?” Lucky asked, his hands twitching at his sides. “Is there something I can do to help?”

      “There is, actually,” Toby replied as he caught Blaise before he fell and shoved him into a chair. “We’re about to have another few visitors…any second now, I imagine. They’ll all have the same frantic look about them as Blaise. Please lead them straight back here.”

      Lucky nodded curtly, but before he could leave, Toby called out his name. “Keep what you’ve seen to yourself.”

      Lucky reeled back slightly like he’d been struck. “Of course, I’d never.”

      “I know,” I said heavily, my mind still with River. I needed to start tracking him, but I was so weak I wasn’t sure I could move just yet. Where were they taking him? How long did we have before they decided to take all of his powers? Would it be enough time for me to save him? Satan, it had to be. “But we can’t be too careful.”

      He inclined his head understandingly before hurrying out.

      A heavy silence filled the room. Blaise and I had our heads in our hands, trying to pull ourselves together before the next inevitable blast hit. The second I could, I’d be in the air and hunting them down. Hopefully, the others would arrive soon and come after us.

      Something told me we’d need all the help we could get.

      “Why aren’t they dragging it out?” Blaise muttered eventually. “When they took me, they didn’t take from me more than once a day. They liked to let my powers rebuild slightly because they got more that way.”

      “It’s because of me,” I replied heavily. “They want my powers too…yours are another bonus. And they know the longer they have River, the more likely I am to find them.”

      “You will, won’t you?” I looked up at Blaise as his voice cracked. “You’ll find him?”

      “Yes. Even if it costs me every drop of my power, I’ll find him.”

      The door slammed open, revealing Cal and Harlow in the doorframe.

      I frowned at them, noticing who was missing. Typical. “Where’s Dagon?”

      “Flying here as quick as he can,” Cal began before a low growl cut him off.

      We all swivelled our attention to Harlow. Daggers were in his hands, a familiar murderous gleam in his eyes.

      And he was staring at Blaise.

      My chest constricted, making me gasp. They were taking yet more from my mate.

      My final words before I collapsed to the floor, my body convulsing, were aimed at Toby.

      “Protect Blaise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know how long I was out for that time, but it was enough time for all hell to break loose.

      The wooden floor was cool under my cheek, a stark contrast to the heat of the flames being thrown around my office.

      Before I moved, I checked on the bond. Even with whatever chaos Harlow had apparently unleashed, my priority was River. Fortunately, his pain had passed too. He was still unconscious.

      Part of me hoped he’d stayed that way until I got there. Satan knew what horrors they’d put him through once he awoke.

      One thing was clear though. With the frequency of the attacks, we were running out of time.

      I had to get to him. Had to save him.

      Drawing on every bit of immortal strength still in my veins, I shoved to my feet, shaking my head at what I saw.

      Blaise was limp on the floor, no doubt having been taken down at the same moment as I was. Stood before him, sword in one hand and stake in the other was Toby. He was crouched defensively, watching Harlow like a hawk. Several healing scratches covered his face and arms, no doubt courtesy of the daggers embedded in the wood behind his head.

      “Let me pass,” Harlow roared at Cal. My eldest brother had him pinned to the wall but was struggling to keep him there. A thin wall of flame had been erected between them and Toby, no doubt from Cal to keep away whatever flames Harlow chose to throw.

      “You need to snap out of this,” Cal shouted. “Stop letting your demon control you. You don’t want to do this.”

      “Yes, I do!” Spittle flew from Harlow’s mouth. His face showed how far gone he was. His need to avenge his mate overriding all rationalism.

      He managed to kick Cal off him, but before he could reach the flames, I was there. Fighting through the weakness still clogging my limbs, I swung a fist, catching him in his stomach.

      It didn’t even slow him down. He jabbed a hand out, knocking me on my backside with his power alone.

      Blaise chose this moment to wake up. He took in the scene with a panicked gasp before scrambling to his feet. “No, no, no.”

      He waved his hands, summoning a shield. But when it materialised, we all froze.

      Including Harlow.

      Blaise had had a split second to save himself. But the glimmer of fire instead shone around Toby.

      Not only that, but he took a deep breath and stepped sideways, leaving himself completely unprotected.

      Toby raised his hand to the shield, his eyes wide, touching the flames and scanning his unharmed fingers in disbelief.

      It threw Harlow enough for Cal and me to get our arms around him. We dragged him back several feet while he kicked and yelled.

      “Stop,” I panted. “I know he hurt your mate, but my mate is in danger right fucking now. I need you to pull yourself together so we can save him.”

      Harlow snarled, more demon than human. He was thrashing, making it nearly impossible to hold him.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Toby berating Blaise, his eyes narrowed. “Why did you do that?”

      Seeing we had Harlow momentarily contained, Blaise dropped the shield. His answer wasn’t what I’d expected. “I don’t want anyone else getting hurt because of me.”

      Just then, the door opened, and a big hand pulled on my arm. I let out a sigh of relief, stepping backwards so Bailey could take my place.

      He cupped Harlow’s face, ignoring Cal, who still pinned his arms down. “Low, look at me.”

      Some of the fog cleared from Harlow’s eyes as they landed on his mate. “Bailey?”

      “That’s right, Low. I’m here. I’m safe. You saved me. Everything is okay.”

      Harlow’s lip trembled. “Why are you here?”

      “Because I knew you needed me. I could feel it. I know you’re upset and angry right now, but I need you to let it go.”

      I rubbed my chest, feeling where my own mate was still unconscious, knowing the pain that was undoubtedly going to hit him the second he awoke. We didn’t have time for this.

      Harlow’s gaze drifted over Bailey’s shoulder to where Blaise stood. He was scowling at Toby, who’d resolutely moved to stand in front of him again, his weapons ready and a deadly scowl on his face. “I don’t know if I can.”

      I stepped forward, my anger bristling. Yes, Harlow’s demon was in control right now, but that didn’t mean I would let this continue any longer. Not when my own mate’s fate hung in the balance. Bailey saw my movement and shook his head.

      I ground my teeth in frustration. Fuck it, I could do this alone.

      Before I could leave, Bailey spoke again, “Anyway, you can’t kill him. We have a deal, remember?”

      Cal and I exchanged incredulous looks. On no plane would Harlow have agreed to not kill Blaise.

      Harlow’s demon receded further as his confusion took over. “What? No, we don’t.”

      “We do,” Bailey’s voice was firm. “You agreed to not physically hurt anyone who has been a prick to me in the past. That includes Blaise.”

      “But…” Harlow’s face clouded. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Right, in that case, I will be taking all my frustrations out on your arse when we get home.”

      Bailey flushed maroon. “You know I’ll never complain about that.” He’d dropped his voice, not that that mattered, given he was the only human in the room. The rest of us pretended to find the ceiling very interesting.

      Harlow’s jaw worked for a moment before he let out a long exhale. “Fine.” He glared at Blaise over Bailey’s shoulder. “This isn’t over, and you’re not forgiven.”

      “Understood.” Blaise nodded. “I’ve not forgiven myself, so there’s no way I’d expect you to have.”

      Bailey kissed Harlow before spinning on his heel. He strode over to Blaise. Toby took a subtle step closer, his hand tightening around his stake. His caution was unnecessary though. Bailey hovered in front of Blaise for a moment before shoving his hand out. Blaise looked down in shock, his mouth falling open.

      “You guys might not be up for forgiveness,” Bailey said gently, “but I am. No hard feelings, okay?”

      Blaise lifted his own trembling hand and clasped it around Bailey’s. “You’re a better man than me.”

      Bailey gave a crooked smile, looking around the room. “Well, someone has to provide some humanity around here. Might as well be me.”

      “Now that’s done,” I said, rubbing my chest again. “Can we focus? River’s been taken, and we need to get him back before it’s too late.”

      Harlow’s face flushed with shame. “Fuck, I’m such a prick. I can’t believe I let myself get carried away—”

      I cut him off with a gesture. “It’s done, and now we need to get going. What did you find at River’s?”

      “No sign of a struggle,” he said with a scowl. “They must’ve left seconds before I got there. I tried to track them, but I couldn’t get a hold on their imprint.”

      “No problem. I can track River.” My instincts told me they’d taken him south. It was just a matter of flying in that direction until I detected his imprint. Given he now held half of my soul, that’d be easier than ever.

      The question was what would be awaiting us when we got there.

      “I hate to say this, but don’t you think this is a trap?”

      We all turned to look at Cal, who elaborated. “I’m just saying, it seems suspiciously timed, that’s all. We discover an attack is imminent and begin taking out the key players. Suddenly Mori’s mate is kidnapped but not immediately killed? Let’s face it, they know we will go for him. There’s no question of that.”

      “Exactly,” I ground out. “So why does it matter?”

      Cal’s eyes filled with pity. “Don’t mistake me. I’m not saying we shouldn’t go after him.”

      I stepped closer, my own demon dangerously close to the surface. “What are you saying then?”

      “That we go in prepared. We take a few minutes to stock up on weapons and make a circuit around the club so our powers are full.” Demons recharged their powers on sin—something a club full of horny, drunk dancers had in spades.

      Cal’s gaze then came to rest on Toby and Blaise. “And we take a couple of supes they won’t be expecting.”
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      It took less than an hour to ready ourselves for battle and track down where they were hiding River. In that time, Blaise and I had been hit by two more attacks on our powers. Through the bond, I could feel River weakening, his fear now trickling through as often as his pain. The only bonus was that he wasn’t staying conscious, giving him a reprieve from the terror.

      Thanks to Cal’s insistence on a brief run through the club, my powers were better able to withstand the hit. Blaise, however, was a different story. His skin now held a pale green sheen and his hands trembled around his weapons. He seemed to be staying upright through sheer determination alone. Toby was sticking close to him, casting him worried glances out of the side of his eye every now and then.

      Cal, Harlow, Toby, Blaise, and I stood looking at the dilapidated house where River was being held. Even shrouded in darkness, I could see the shutters hanging off the windows and the mould creeping up the external walls. We were on the Isle of Wight, a short flight from Southampton. We’d left Bailey in the heavily warded club, Oscar having been flown over by Cal to join him. After everything that happened last year, we weren’t taking any chances. Despite their protests, we’d locked them in Toby’s office with weapons and even more wards. Even Blaise had added an extra shield, something that had surprised Harlow.

      We were armed to the teeth. Our breath was hanging in the air, all of us braced for what we’d find inside.

      I guided my power into the building. It sought out River immediately, wrapping around him for a second. He was unconscious, his power substantially drained.

      My demon roared, wanting to storm in and claim our mate, but I knew better than to charge in uninformed. It took immense effort, but I pulled my power away to search the rest of the property. I left no corner unexplored, searching out every nook and cranny to be sure.

      “It’s a trap,” I said baldly as my power returned, bringing only bad news. “Eighteen ghasts in the basement with River. There’s another mage in the basement. His imprint is familiar. I don’t think he’s a threat. He’s out cold. Then there’re nine lower demons on the ground floor and two higher. Seven higher demons on the first floor. One duke, one duchess.”

      Dukes and duchesses were part of Father’s inner circle and among the most powerful demons. It was an indicator of just how far the rebellion stretched.

      Harlow let out a low whistle, rolling his neck. “Thirty-six supes versus three higher demons, a vamp, and a mage. Sounds like my kinda party.”

      “Four demons,” Dagon said, prowling out of the darkness towards us. Another figure tailed him, his wings booming loudly through the air.

      “And an angel,” Dimitri said, his arms folding over his chest as they came to a halt beside us.

      “I told you I don’t want you here,” Dagon hissed.

      “And like I told you, you gave up the right to care what I do a long time ago.” Dimitri turned his focus to me, his lip twisted sardonically. “What’s with you demons and your mates? If I had a mate, there’s no way I’d let him be taken from me.”

      I snarled, tempted to rip Dimitri’s head from his shoulders just for the satisfaction, but the look on Dagon’s face stopped me. He looked…devastated. Like Dimitri’s glib remark had sliced his chest wide open, leaving his broken heart exposed for all to see.

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Cal took a casual step in front of Dagon, giving him a moment to pull himself together. “So you’re with us?”

      Either Dimitri hadn’t noticed the effect of his statement, or he didn’t care. “I’m in. Where Dagon goes, I go.”

      My brothers’ faces mirrored my confusion. How could Dimitri speak of finding his mate in one breath and then refuse to let Dagon walk into danger alone in the next?

      I shook it off. We could wonder what the fuck was going on with them later, when River was safely back in my arms. That was a when not an if. I wouldn’t accept any other outcome. “Okay, I’ll take the basement, but I’ll need someone to clear me a path.”

      Cal pursed his lips. “I’ll hit the basement with Mori. Harlow, you take point with Toby. Focus on taking out the higher demons first, then the lower ones. Dagon and Dimitri, you hit the first floor. Duke and duchess first, then the others. Everyone converges in the basement when done. Questions?”

      “Yeah.” Blaise cleared his throat and stepped forward. “What about me?”

      Cal and I exchanged a look. If any of the ghasts got their hands on Blaise, they’d strip his power in a flash. Even if that wouldn’t kill River, he’d be pretty pissed if he found out his brother was killed trying to rescue him. We hadn’t had the heart to make Blaise stay at the club.

      We knew all too well what it was like when your brother was in danger.

      “I want you to stay out here and set up a fire perimeter,” Cal said finally. “Don’t let any of these fuckers escape. Focus your powers through the windows. Take out any demon you can. Leave the ghasts to us.”

      Blaise’s jaw worked like he wanted to argue, but a sharp look from Toby had him nodding. He stepped back a few paces, shaking out his hands. Sparks danced around his fingers, and he nodded to show he was ready.

      Those of us with wings released them, knowing they’d improve our balance. Shields clicked into place. Weapons found their way into hands. Light filled the air as various powers were summoned.

      And we were moving. To save my mate.

      Dagon and Dimitri launched into the air. Each of them had their own shields sparkling over them but also wore the tell-tale colours of the other.

      I exchanged a look with Harlow. Nothing going on there, my arse.

      Toby was another with a shield that wasn’t his own. As a vamp, he couldn’t summon one. Yet a thin covering of flame coated his skin, no doubt courtesy of Blaise. I saw him throw an exasperated look over his shoulder. It wasn’t that one of us couldn’t shield him, but having seen him in action, he really didn’t need one.

      As we neared the front door, all thoughts of the others slipped from my mind. All my focus was on River.

      River, who was now stirring.

      Cal kicked down the front door in one swift shot, and we swarmed in without hesitation. Two female demons leapt out, swinging swords wildly with incoherent shouts.

      Harlow barely had to raise a hand before they disintegrated into dust.

      As he and Toby launched forward to engage the demons, Cal and I skirted around the edges.

      River.

      River.

      River.

      My instincts were leading the way. There, that was the door. Down there, River was waiting.

      I just had to get to the door.

      But the ghasts moved faster.

      I fell forward with a howl, clutching at my heart. Hot acid filled my veins, clawing at my power. I felt like I was drowning and burning at the same time. The bond in my chest began to fray as it was attacked over and over again.

      “Move,” Cal barked in my ear, yanking me forward.

      I tried to focus on him, but I couldn’t. I could feel River’s back arching, feel his bones cracking as his power was dragged from him. Hear his scream.

      Hear his scream.

      I could hear him.

      “River,” I bellowed. Adrenaline and desperation raced through me like a stampede, propelling me past Cal and towards the basement door. The pain was still there, but rather than hold me back, it shoved me forward. River needed me. They were hurting him.

      Nothing they could do would keep me from him now.

      Flying down the stairs, I barrelled into my power. I siphoned off a portion into a shield for River, launching it into the corner where he lay. The imprint of the second mage tapped at my powers, reminding me they were alive…barely. Without a thought, I extended it to cover them too. The rest, I coiled within, ready to pounce.

      The second I hit the bottom step, I unleashed.

      Hellfire straight from the ninth circle filled the basement. It was a power unlike anything I’d been capable of before. Bloodcurdling screams were quickly drowned out by the fierce roar of the flames. I stood, my brother at my shoulder, watching them burn.

      When the final creature fell lifeless to the ground, I ran to where River lay motionless. My flames still burned around us, my emotions too unfocused by having River in reach to be able to call them back. They let me pass unaided, keeping a wide berth from River and the other mage.

      River was curled in the foetal position, small whimpers coming from his lips. Even with the ghasts destroyed, I could feel his pain ringing through the bond. That final feeding had taken its toll. River’s soul was fading away.

      “I’m here,” I murmured, my voice thick with tears. “I’m here, my love.”

      I pulled him onto my lap, holding him close even as the house burned around us. His pyjamas were ripped and torn, his skin showing in too many places. I tried to run my hand through his hair, choking on a sob when it caught in my fingers. It was matted with sweat and blood. “River, please. Come back to me.”

      I rocked him on my lap, pain growing in my chest. The feel of him through the bond was getting fainter, the fraying edges stretching as River’s breath grew shallower.

      All around me, the flames started to burn out. My own lungs struggled to fill, my muscles screaming with the effort to hold River to me.

      He was leaving me. At least I knew I’d follow shortly after.

      Devastation mixed through the bond with the pain, like he knew what was happening. Like he was also struggling to hold on. Like he was reaching back to cling to me.

      “River, River, River,” I murmured his name over and over. Begging him to open his eyes.

      One last time.

      In the distance, I heard my brothers’ panicked yells.

      More incoming.

      At least three dukes and a duchess.

      Establish a perimeter.

      I closed my eyes, resting my head against River’s. I’d led my brothers into this trap. Where was the guilt I should be feeling? The fear about what lay ahead for them? The pain over them possibly losing their lives for me?

      All those things I should be feeling…but I didn’t.

      Not as my mate lay dying in my arms.

      All I felt was grief.

      My breaths coming in wet gasps, I leaned down and pressed a final shaky kiss to his forehead. I sent a silent prayer to whatever fucking being might take pity on the son of Lucifer. Then I played my final card.

      “You can’t die, River. You made a deal with a devil, and now it’s time to pay up.” I squeezed him tighter. “I’m calling in my favour. Come back to me. Open your eyes. Come back to me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      You made a deal with a devil.

      Time to pay up.

      Calling in my favour.

      Come back to me.

      Come back to me.

      There was nothing but darkness and Mori’s voice.

      Come back to me.

      Come back to me.

      I clung to the bond with both hands. My power and life were drifting away, flaking off me like dried pieces of paint as I groped along the bond.

      But I’d made a deal.

      That magic was just enough to show me the way back to Mori.

      Back to life.

      Come back to me.

      Come back to me.

      I didn’t really care if this was my time to die. I’d lived a long and happy life, and I’d even experienced true love right at the end of it.

      But letting Mori die too? No. There was no way.

      So I groped my way along in the darkness, focusing on his voice.

      Come back to me.

      It felt like it took an eternity, but eventually, I reached the end of the bond. There was a rushing sensation like I was inside a rocket catapulted skywards. With a slam, I landed back in my body.

      I gasped, immediately wincing at the pain in every inch of my body. My lips were crusted with blood and my eyes were difficult to open.

      But I was alive.

      I was no longer dying.

      And more importantly, neither was Mori.

      I forced my eyes open. Mori stared down at me in shock, his mouth open. “Holy shit, it worked.”

      “Couldn’t have us dying and missing out on all the fun,” I replied, my voice hoarse. Sounds of the ongoing battle reached my ears. I knew the others were mainly here for Mori, but just the thought that they’d come for me too made me feel all warm and fuzzy. “Thank you for coming for me.”

      “Like I’d let you get away that easy,” he quipped. “Anyway, we need to—”

      Everything happened in slow motion.

      Mori’s words cut off.

      His brows drew together as we both looked down.

      At the sword sticking through his chest.

      The silver vanished as quickly as it appeared.

      My heart leapt into my throat as I felt Mori’s end of the bond flutter. It stayed steady, though, as his eyes rolled back in his head and he crashed backwards onto the floor.

      That was good. Whoever had snuck up on us wasn’t powerful enough to end him permanently.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to make them pay.

      My power was returning quickly, no doubt boosted by Mori’s magic. I stood from his lifeless body, dark malevolence on my face. A couple of feet away, a demon sneered at me, all stringy hair and thin-lipped.

      “Don’t know what all the fuss is about,” he leered, jabbing the sword in Mori’s direction. “He’s not hard to kill.”

      Letting my power gather, I flashed my teeth at the demon. “Fortunately, neither are you.”

      With a snap of my fingers, the demon’s blood drained from his body and pooled in the air in front of me. Before he’d even hit the floor, I’d gathered the liquid into a ball and shoved it down the throat of another lower demon trying to sneak around a corner.

      While he choked to death on the blood of his comrade, I shoved Mori back against the wall. I needed to keep him safe until he reincarnated. If a higher demon showed up before he came around and I couldn’t fight him off, we were both fucked.

      I scanned the dim basement. It was full of noise and bodies. Cal, Harlow, and Dagon were fighting off multiple higher demons. An angel stood back to back with Dagon, striking down anyone who came within six feet of them, using his whip and a wicked-looking sword.

      Even Toby was here. I watched as he proved just how effective he was with his stake. Even though he couldn’t kill them permanently, he could incapacitate them long enough for one of the demons or Dimitri to make the killing shot.

      Fire lined the ceiling, illuminating the chaotic battle below. Occasionally it shot down, seeking out weak spots in the enemy demon shields. I was confused though. Who was doing it? It couldn’t be one of the demons, not with them fighting using all of their wits.

      Then I saw him.

      Standing on the stairs, sweat dripping off his face, was Blaise. His features were contorted in concentration, his hands trembling with the effort.

      I surveyed the fight, trying to decide who needed my help the most. My heart sank when I realised how fucking overwhelmed we were. With the tight space, the demons’ powers were limited. I’d heard stories of Harlow decapitating demons without even touching them, but he wouldn’t be able to do that without risking hitting one of the others. Like everyone else, he was fighting off multiple attackers. All of them were blood-spattered and weary, yet refusing to back down.

      Unlike the demons, I didn’t need room for my powers to work.

      I shook out my arms, knowing what I had to do. I wasn’t sure if I’d regenerated enough power to pull it off, but you could bet your arse I was going to try.

      If I failed, it’d leave me vulnerable. Weak enough for a lower demon to kill me with little effort.

      But like I’d once told Oscar, I was nothing if not reckless.

      Breathing in deeply, I focused on everyone in the room who wasn’t on our side. I tunnelled down into my power, not stopping until I reached the bottom. Once I did, I pushed off, dragging my magic with me.

      I raised my hands and breathed out.

      My magic rushed from me with a howl.

      There was a pause.

      Then the bodies began to fall.

      The brothers, the angel, and the vampire all gaped at their foes. They were now lifeless on the floor where they’d been battling seconds before.

      I let the blood I’d drained from them fall to the ground. As one, all the supes turned their shocked expressions to me. Only Blaise didn’t look surprised. He had the gall to snort and roll his eyes like he knew I’d take all the glory.

      “Kill them all now before they reincarnate.” My vision filled with dots, my power now completely empty. “You’re welcome.”

      With that, I collapsed. As I crawled over to lay my head on Mori’s stomach, the sounds of blades and magic sang through the air as the brothers went to work.

      I’d never heard anything more beautiful.

      That was until Mori’s eyes cracked open, and he croaked out my name.

      “River.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      I leaned down and kissed Mori. He whimpered under my lips before opening to let me in. Tears filled my eyes as I recognised how close this call had been. I didn’t try to stop them this time. Just let them fall. They hit Mori’s cheeks, mixing with his own.

      When we’d slaked some of the urgent need to reassure ourselves that this was real, we broke apart. I rested my forehead on his, breathing him in.

      “I nearly lost you,” Mori whispered. “We came so close. Too close.”

      “I know,” I murmured. “And trust me, going forwards, I’m not going to take even a minute with you for granted. But even if shit like this happens again, we’ll find a way through together. You can save me, then I’ll save you. That’s the way it’s going to be with us. You don’t need to carry all the weight. Not anymore.”

      Mori grinned up at me. “I’d like to think I can still be some use.”

      I eyed the room. “Well, not to sound arrogant, but you kinda missed all the fun here.”

      Mori frowned, sitting up and scouting out the room. His brothers had finished dispatching the last of the bloodless demons and were now stacking the bodies in a pile in the middle of the room, ready to burn them. My little trick meant it took them longer than usual to reincarnate, giving Harlow, Cal, and Dagon ample time to finish the job. Dimitri was also getting in on the action, even though he seemed injured. He was limping, favouring his left leg heavily. Blood was pouring from a wound on his head, but he was ignoring it as he hefted yet another body.

      “Was this…did you do this?” Mori’s voice was filled with awe.

      I smirked at him. “What? Can’t have you guys thinking you’re the only ones with powers.”

      Cal snorted from a few feet away, having heard my comment. “Trust me, not one of us thinks that now.” He raised an eyebrow at Mori. “Wouldn’t recommend getting on his bad side…and maybe don’t let him play with Harlow or Dagon too often.”

      “Hey!” all three of us protested simultaneously before exchanging mischievous grins.

      Something told me being a part of this family was going to be hella fun.

      There was a loud bang as Dimitri hit the floor face-first. His wings were stained red with blood. He must have a wound underneath them that we couldn’t see.

      “Dimitri!” Dagon’s yell was agonising. He was a blur as he moved to Dimitri’s side.

      “Shit,” Mori said as we scrambled to our feet. We rushed to join the others who were ringed around the fallen angel.

      Dimitri’s eyelids fluttered as he struggled to hold on to consciousness.

      Dagon was on his knees beside him, his hands searching out his wounds. When he spoke, the terror he was obviously feeling didn’t show in his voice. “Retract your wings, Dima. I can’t help you like this.”

      Dimitri gave a low groan, his brow furrowing. Then his wings slowly pulled inwards, revealing the myriad of wounds on his back. His eyes rolled back in his head as he fainted, like the small action had stolen the last of his strength.

      Dagon yanked a strip off the bottom of his shirt, using it to dab away the worst of the blood.

      “He’s healing,” Mori said gently. “You don’t need to do that.”

      The look Dagon shot Mori was murderous. “I know I don’t need to.”

      I dropped to my knees and shoved my sleeves back. The angel would be completely fine in about three minutes without any assistance. But if shaving that time in half stopped Dagon from taking his fear out on Mori, it’d be worth it. Fortunately, my powers were replenishing fast, thanks to my bond with Mori. “Here, let me help too.”

      Dagon glared at me for a moment before giving a jerky nod.

      I held my hands out over Dimitri’s back, letting my power flow over him. I sought out the worst of the wounds, stemming the blood flow and encouraging the liquid to clot. Dagon followed along, cleaning as much blood from his back as he could.

      I couldn’t help but watch the demon’s face as I worked. I didn’t know him well, but everyone in the supernatural community had heard the rumours. No one could agree as to whether they were lovers or enemies…but watching how he silently tended to Dimitri’s wounds, I realised it went much deeper than that.

      Once all the wounds were closed, I sat back on my haunches and offered Dagon a tight smile. “That’s all I can do. He should wake up any moment now.”

      Dagon nodded, biting his lower lip.

      A low groan from the corner had all of us, apart from Dagon and his angel, leaping to attention.

      “Shit, I forgot about the other mage,” Mori said in alarm.

      Mage? My heart rate sped up as I leapt to my feet and ran in the direction of the sound. Blaise was a second behind me. In the darkest corner of the basement, a pair of feet stuck out from under some collapsed pallets. They must’ve been thrown there during the fight.

      “Help me,” I threw at Blaise, grabbing a pallet. They weren’t heavy, but their size made them difficult to move alone.

      Blaise immediately grabbed another, but he wasn’t the only one. Mori, Cal, Harlow, and Toby were there, reaching for the rest.

      When the last one was lifted away, Blaise and I shouted and fell to our knees. My chest constricted painfully and tears filled my eyes. “Wilson!”

      Wilson was one of the last remaining members of our clan. Even though we weren’t particularly close, seeing him barely clinging to life was still a kick in the gut. He was the one who’d set me on the path to finding Mori. A seer, he’d always been a revered part of our clan. Had he foreseen this happening? Fuck, I hoped not. It was one thing to suffer through what he had, but to know it was coming? That was somehow far worse. And there was no denying that he had suffered. His hair was matted to his head with blood, his skin a sickly pale green. He bore evidence of physical torture as well, his skin littered with burns and cuts that he was too weak to heal.

      Wilson looked at me with clouded eyes, his cracked lips pulling into a smile as he spotted me. “River.” He squinted sideways, his expression softening further as he smiled at my twin. “And Blaise. Am I hallucinating?”

      “No,” Blaise choked out. “We’re here. You’re going to be okay now.”

      I checked Wilson over, my heart sinking. Blaise looked at me questioningly, and I gave a tiny shake of my head. It took a lot to kill a mage, but there was no coming back for Wilson. Not now. The ghasts had drained everything from him. It was only a matter of time now before death claimed him.

      Mori must’ve felt my sadness through the bond, his hand coming down to squeeze my shoulder. I took a shuddering breath, drawing strength from his touch before pasting a big smile on my face. “That’s right. You’re going to be okay now.”

      Wilson gave a wheezing chuckle, a small bubble of blood forming at the corner of his lips. “You’ve always been a liar, River. But thank you for trying to give me some comfort. Will you…will you stay with me?”

      My throat thickened. I grabbed one of his hands as Blaise took the other. “We will. Until the last moment. I promise.”

      And that’s how it was. In that dark, dank basement, my twin and I knelt beside Wilson, holding his hands while he took his final breaths. The demons and Toby stood vigil in a ring around us, their faces solemn. The only supe missing was Dimitri, still unconscious from his wounds. We all understood what a momentous moment this was. Like all supes, mages rarely died. And when we did, that was it. There was no afterlife for us. No Heaven. No Hell.

      Just endless nothingness.

      It was one thing to die in battle, but like this? Drawn out suffering there was no recovering from?

      This was something else entirely.

      Wilson’s breath rattled in his chest now. His gaze was wandering, seemingly unseeing. That was until they landed on Dagon on the other side of the basement. The change in Wilson was immediate. He stiffened and tried to sit up, reaching for Dagon, his mouth opening and closing as he tried to speak.

      Blaise and I held him down gently. “You need to lie down,” I urged him.

      “Dagon,” he rasped. “The demon…”

      Dagon’s eyebrows were raised, clearly wondering what was going on. I gestured for him to join us, not wanting Wilson to exert himself and cause more suffering.

      Blaise got to his feet, letting Dagon take his place. His face was kinder than I expected. He even took Wilson’s hand in his own, resuming Blaise’s stroking. “Hi, Wilson.”

      Wilson stared at Dagon as his mouth opened and closed soundlessly. He was more focused than a few moments before, like he was drawing on all his final strength to get his words out.

      “You’re the answer,” he finally gasped. “You, the angel, the human. You demons leaving hell are the cause, but the three of you will be the solution.”

      “What?” Dagon asked, his brow furrowed. I didn’t blame him. Wilson wasn’t making much sense. I exchanged a look with Mori over my shoulder. He was as confused as I was.

      Wilson gasped, blood spilling from the corner of his mouth. Even so, he tugged on Dagon’s hand, pulling him closer. “You. The angel. The human. You are the solution.”

      “Human? What human?”

      Wilson’s head fell back, his eyes unseeing.

      “What human?”

      But it was too late. Wilson’s chest was still, his hand limp in mine. Sadness enveloped me, my fingers trembling as I gently closed his eyes and said a silent farewell.

      “What was he talking about?” Dagon demanded, looking at me. “The solution to what? And what does a human have to do with Dimitri and me?”

      I shrugged helplessly. “Honestly, I have no idea. He is…I mean, was…a seer. I guess he saw something to do with the three of you.”

      “Sounded like he was talking about the ghasts,” Mori rumbled above me.

      “I agree,” Cal added. “He said you demons leaving Hell are the cause. We know they started being created when we left, so that would make sense.”

      Dagon pushed his hands into his hair in frustration. “But what did he mean about the three of us being the solution? And what fucking human was he talking about?”

      We were silent, none of us knowing the answer.

      “Dagon?”

      Dimitri’s groggy call had Dagon shooting to his feet and rushing to the angel’s side. He was already sitting up, rubbing at his eyes in confusion.

      “Dim—Dimitri, are you okay?” Dagon bit his lip. He’d called him by a nickname earlier. Why was he stopping himself from using it now?

      “I’m fine,” he said, leaping to his feet. He grabbed Dagon, searching him all over. “Are you hurt? What happened?”

      “I’m not hurt,” Dagon snapped. “You’re the one who died.”

      Dimitri gave a dismissive wave, still checking Dagon out like he didn’t believe him. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      Dagon’s face reddened, and he shoved Dimitri’s hands away. I instinctively took a step back, and Mori’s arms came around me reassuringly. Not that I was scared of Dagon, but you’d have to be a special kind of stupid to put yourself in a demon’s path when they lost their temper. “Not worry about you? Can you hear yourself right now?”

      “What?” Dimitri looked confused, which only seemed to enrage Dagon further.

      “You’re constantly telling me I don’t need to worry about you, but you can’t stop yourself from interfering whenever you think I’m in danger.” Dagon’s finger poked Dimitri in the chest, causing the befuddled angel to take a step back. “How many times do I need to tell you that we are equal? This is why it’ll never work between us.”

      Dimitri’s mouth fell open, devastation in his eyes. But before he could retort, Dagon was gone. He marched out of the basement, the thunderous beat of his wings filtering through the air just seconds later.

      Harlow cleared his throat, looking around. “Well, on that dramatic note, should we get moving?”
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          MORI

        

      

    

    
      When the adrenaline wore off, River seemed to realise what little protection his torn garments gave him. His teeth were chattering, his skin tinged with blue. Before we ventured outside, I’d wrapped him in my coat, yanking him against my body to keep him warm. When we took to the skies, River with his legs wrapped around my middle and arms around my neck, I decided to make a couple of stops before meeting up with the others. Cal had nodded when he spotted the direction I was heading, knowing we’d find them back at the club when we were ready.

      Because after what we’d just been through, River and I needed a few extra minutes to just…be. To hold one another. To know we’d been tested and got through it.

      Together.

      Thanks to the state of his clothing, we stopped at his place first. River took the fastest shower known to man before chucking on a warmer outfit.

      In no time at all, we were airborne again. We hadn’t discussed where we were going. River seemed happy to go along with whatever I had in mind.

      River rested his head on my shoulder, lips pressed against my neck. He wasn’t kissing me. It was like he just wanted to be touching whatever part of me he could. I certainly wasn’t complaining.

      We’d come so close to losing each other. To losing everything.

      But we hadn’t. We’d made it through.

      Together.

      The wind had died down by the time we touched down on the Southsea walls. River slipped from my arms, a small smile dancing on his lips as he took in where we were. “Perfect.”

      “Just like you,” I said, taking his hand in mine.

      River made a fake gagging noise. “No, I’m sorry. That’s way too fucking cheesy.”

      “My bad,” I said as we began to stroll along the front. “You suck cock like a machine. Is that better?”

      River threw his head back and laughed, the sound lighting up the dark night. “No, but it’s certainly more on my level.”

      We fell into a contented silence as we walked hand in hand. There was something so calming about the sea at night. It was just us and the moonlight dancing over the white-tipped waves. Images from the last few hours flickered through my mind. All of them were of River. His pain. His joy at realising I’d come for him. His relief when I’d reincarnated. His sadness at watching his friend die.

      It was all him. That was how it would be from now on—only him.

      And I was so good with that.

      “You’re calmer than I thought you’d be,” River mused.

      I hummed, my thumb stroking over the back of his hand. “I think it’s because the worst has happened, and we survived it.”

      “What do you mean, exactly?”

      I stopped, turning to face River, taking his other hand in mine. “All this time, I couldn’t move past the fear of you dying. Of you being taken from me and not being able to save you.”

      Understanding dawned in River’s eyes. “Like with Eric? Oh, Mori. You know that won’t happen with us. Even if I am killed, I’ll be dragging you along with me. We won’t ever be separated, not even in death.”

      “I know,” I replied quietly. “But there’s a difference to logically knowing that and actually believing it. It wasn’t until I was holding you in my arms, until I felt myself leaving with you, that I realised just how powerful the bond is. There really isn’t anything that can part us.”

      “There isn’t,” River said, stepping closer. “And even without the bond, it’d take your dad himself or her upstairs to keep me from you. I’m a stubborn bastard like that.”

      “Damn straight,” I said with a grin. “But even then, I wouldn’t give up on you. On us. I’ll always be there to save you.”

      “You don’t need to be the one doing the saving all the time,” he reminded me. “I’m just as capable of pulling your sorry arse out of the gutter when needed.”

      I thought of the desiccated bodies littering the basement and snickered. “Oh, trust me, I’m well aware of what you’re capable of. As are all my brothers now. If Harlow gets his way, you’ll be accompanying him on whatever missions he gets sent on.”

      Mischief danced on River’s face. “Now that sounds like my idea of fun.”

      I pulled him into my arms, leaning down to bite his earlobe. “Well, don’t count on it any time soon. The second I get you back into my bed, I don’t plan on letting you leave it for at least a few weeks.”

      “Who says we need to wait until then?” River teased, his hand reaching out to palm my erection. “And who even needs a bed? Where’s your sense of adventure?”

      I growled into his ear. “You better have lube.”

      “What do you take me for? I grabbed some when we stopped at mine.”

      I reached into his back pocket, extracting his wallet and locating the travel sachet. “So resourceful.”

      “That’s me. Mr Resourceful.”

      I focused on this moment, not what had happened earlier that night. If I thought about it too hard, thought about the way I’d nearly lost the man I loved a second time, I’d wrap River in bubble wrap and never let him out of my sight again. No, this was better. River was right—he wasn’t some fragile piece of glass to be put on a shelf and revered. He was like his namesake, a wild waterway that couldn’t be controlled or sheltered. He made his way through the world, carving the path he wanted to follow and not letting anyone stop him. You just had to jump into his current and hold on tight.

      It was one of the things I loved most about him.

      River’s eyes blazed as he grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me to him. His lips were fierce as they devoured me. As his hand unbuttoned my jeans, I cast a hasty compulsion net. There wasn’t another soul in sight, but the last thing I wanted was to be disturbed.

      River was right. We needed this. After everything, we needed to remind each other we were okay. That we were still here.

      He pulled my erection out from the confine of my jeans, his fingers toying with my foreskin and making me groan. “What do ya say, Mori? You gonna bend me over this wall and fuck me with this big cock?”

      “You fucking bet I am.” I was already shoving his trousers down to his knees. When goosebumps appeared on his skin, I paused. “You sure about this? It’s practically Antarctica out here.”

      “Who knew demons were such delicate flowers?” he mocked, pushing away from me and bending over to put his hands on the wall. Canting his arse up, he wiggled it in my direction. “I’ll be fine…but maybe make it quick. I don’t want your junk freezing and falling off.”

      “It’s not my junk I’m worried about,” I said as I dropped to my knees.

      “What are yo—oh!” River’s voice melted away into a groan as my tongue swiped over his cheeks. “Fuck, yes. That’s a good way to warm me up. Give me more.”

      I’d give him anything. All he had to do was ask. I buried my face between his cheeks, my beard no doubt abrading his skin. He’d be feeling me for days in every sense of the word.

      Covering my fingers in lube, I introduced them into the mix, fingering River open while still using my tongue to drive him wild. I wanted to take more time, but the wind really was biting. There was no point in edging River if he couldn’t keep it up due to the cold.

      “Hurry up and get inside me,” River whined, his hips riding back on me.

      I stood quickly, holding my cock against his entrance. “You only had to ask.”

      With that, I thrust home in one movement.

      “Fuuuuck,” River moaned, going up on his toes as I filled him. “Yes, Mori. Yes.”

      We found an easy rhythm, our bodies moving together like we’d been fucking for years instead of weeks. The mutual build towards our orgasms ricocheted through our bond, pushing us higher and higher.

      Unwilling to wait any longer, I hauled River up, using my power to pin him to my chest. He wriggled against the bonds, letting out a satisfied groan when he realised he was my captive. “Oh, goddess. Yes. Don’t let me go.”

      “Never,” I vowed, bucking into him. My hand grabbed his cock, pulling him closer to the edge with me. “Never letting you go.”

      “Mori!” River’s shout was carried over the waves as he came. His hot cum poured over my hand, his hole pulsing around my shaft. I gave one final thrust before giving in to my release.

      “Never letting you go,” I murmured into his hair. With my urgent need for him sated, intense relief at having him in my arms took its place. “You’re mine. Always mine. Only mine.”

      “I know,” he said, nuzzling his face into my neck. “Nothing can keep us apart now.”
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        * * *

      

      When we finally landed outside the club, I was surprised to see Dagon drop beside us. “I thought you’d already be inside.”

      “I was waiting for you,” Dagon’s hands were balled, his jaw bunched. “I wanted to let you know I’m going to take off for a while.”

      I let River slide to the floor. He squeezed my arm in understanding. “You guys talk. I’ll meet you inside.”

      I nodded, grateful he’d read the situation correctly. I didn’t know how honest Dagon would be in front of River. I waited until he was safely inside the wards before stepping closer to my brother. “Listen, I don’t know what’s going on, but you don’t need to run. Not from this. Not from us.”

      “It’s not…” He blew out a breath, looking at the sky in frustration. “It’s not you guys. I just…need to get my head on straight.”

      I tugged at my beard. I was all about giving people space when they needed it, but that was the last thing Dagon needed. Since escaping Hell, he’d spent all of his time fucking, fighting, or fleeing. None of that seemed to be working for him. Out of all of us, though, I was the most ill-equipped to persuade him to stay. I didn’t have the calm logic of Cal or Harlow’s silver tongue. Which was probably why he’d waited to speak to me rather than face the others. “Why don’t you come inside? We need to discuss what Wilson said. Plus, there might be another attack coming. There’s no way those were the only demons in the uprising.”

      But Dagon was already shaking his head and stepping back. “No. That’s the last thing I can do. That’s what my instincts are telling me, so I need to go.”

      I cocked my head. As demons, we were trained to always trust our instincts over everything else. “Your instincts are telling you not to go into the club?”

      Again, he shook his head. His wings spread out wide as he prepared to take off. “No, the opposite. They are telling me to go into the club.”

      More confused than ever, I hurried forwards, grabbing his arm to prevent him from flying away. “Wait, you shouldn’t be ignoring your instincts.”

      Dagon shook me off with a bitter laugh. “Tell me, when have they ever led me right? Because of my instincts, I’ve spent centuries pining for an angel who won’t give me what I want. Because of them, I spent a hundred years alone in Hell. Since I’ve been topside, they’ve led me all over the place, never giving me a chance to settle and catch my breath. So, no. I won’t go inside. I’m sick and tired of my life being decided by supernatural bullshit. I’m done. I’m done with Hell. Done with Dimitri. Done with all of it.”

      “You don’t mean that,” I protested.

      Dagon’s face hardened. “Yes. I do. If you guys need me, then I’ll be there. But until then, I need space. I need to figure out who I am…what I really want.”

      I studied him for a moment before giving him a curt nod. “Okay, if that’s what you really want, I won’t stop you.”

      “Thank you.” Dagon lingered, his eyes on the door to the club. Then, he shot skywards, nothing more than a blur in the darkness.

      The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Lucky squinting into the night. “Boss? Everything okay?”

      “Yep,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing,” he said vaguely, still staring at the stars. “I just thought…never mind.”

      “Good,” I said, grabbing the door from him and fixing him with a hard stare. The sight of his split lip and black eye reminded me of Toby’s earlier call. Had that really only been tonight? It felt like a lifetime since then. “Because you and I are going to have a little chat, and you’re not going anywhere until I get some answers.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      The club had been closed for an hour already, but that hadn’t stopped Cal and Harlow from raiding the bar. I’d followed the sound of their laughter to find them sitting in the VIP area with their mates, where I’d met them that first night.

      Oscar and Harlow were dancing to Taylor Swift, bellowing the lyrics to ‘Don’t Blame Me,’ while Bailey and Cal watched their mates from their respective sofas. Toby was there, but Blaise was nowhere to be seen.

      I waved to the others before dropping down next to Toby. “Where’s Blaise?”

      He was picking the label off his beer bottle, frowning in concentration. “I tried to persuade him to come in, but he thought he wouldn’t be welcome.”

      Harlow stopped mid-lyric, clearly having heard us. “I told him I wouldn’t do anything.”

      Bailey stood, pulling Harlow to him and kissing the side of his head. “No, Low will behave if Blaise wants to hang out. He’s your twin, River. We know he’s going to be around, and we’re fine with it.”

      Harlow’s grumpy expression suggested fine was a bit of a stretch, but I was touched by the effort they were making. “Thanks, guys, seriously. I’m not sure if I’d be so forgiving if the situation was the other way around.”

      “Don’t worry,” Bailey said, leaning down to nuzzle at Harlow’s neck. “I’ve got ways of keeping him in line.”

      “He means sex,” Harlow supplied helpfully.

      Everyone else groaned, Cal going so far as to cover his ears. “None of us wants to hear that.”

      “And I didn’t wanna see you fucking Oscar in the bookshop, but here we are,” Harlow said breezily, grabbing a shot from the table and knocking it back.

      Oscar turned scarlet, retreating to Cal’s lap. The look Cal shot Harlow implied he was only one comment away from more blood being shed.

      Eager to keep the peace, I pulled the conversation back to me. “I’ll let Blaise know he’s safe to hang out.”

      Toby waited until the others were distracted, their noise covering the sound of his voice. “Not sure that’ll make much difference.”

      “What do you mean?” I frowned at him.

      Toby put the bottle down and shrugged. “I mean, he’s clearly depressed. If you ask me, he’s using the whole Harlow thing as an excuse to not be social. He couldn’t get away from here fast enough. You’re his twin. Surely you’ve noticed?”

      I thought back to his odd behaviour since we’d rescued him from the ghasts. Sure, he’d not gained as much weight as I’d expected. And he’d been more lethargic than usual…but that didn’t mean he was depressed, did it? “He’s been a bit down, but…”

      Toby peeled off the final part of the label, putting the bottle on the table before shooting me a penetrating look. “When was the last time you saw him outside of his house? Before tonight, I mean.”

      I searched my mind, guilt slamming into me when I realised I hadn’t. Every time I’d seen him recently, it had been because I’d invited myself to his house. If I hadn’t made the effort, I wouldn’t have seen him at all. “Fuck, how could I miss this? I’ve been worried about him, but I figured he was laying low to avoid Harlow.”

      “And that might be all it is,” Toby said slowly. “But I think there’s something more going on. There was a moment tonight when…” Toby’s voice trailed off. He grabbed the bottle from the table and took a long swig. “You know what? Never mind. All I’m saying is you need to keep an eye on him. Okay?”

      “Of course,” I said, irritation flaring at the implication that I’d leave him suffering now that I knew. “He’s my brother. I’d do anything for him.”

      “Good,” Toby said, standing to leave.

      “Wait,” I grabbed his arm. “Why do you even care?”

      He gave me a tight smile. “I don’t.”

      “And here I thought I was the liar around here.”

      He shook loose of my grip, shooting me a wink. “Haven’t you heard? We’re all damned. Doesn’t matter if we lie, not going to save us anyway.”

      With that proclamation, he sauntered off, leaving me more puzzled than ever. My thoughts immediately went to Blaise. First thing tomorrow, I was going to his and dragging his arse out of the house. Now that Toby had pointed out the problem, I was going to try and fix it.

      Mori’s entered the VIP area, a very mutinous Lucky tailing behind him. I narrowed my eyes at the bartender, my focus homing in on the multiple injuries that littered his skin.

      Judging by the fact the only noise was now the music playing in the background, I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed.

      “Sit,” Mori barked, pointing at the spot next to me. Lucky did as he said, and I noticed that despite his thunderous expression, he was trembling.

      I bit back a sigh. Knowing Mori as I did, I knew he was all bark and no bite. Well, unless you were one of his enemies. Or me in bed with him. But I digress.

      All I could feel through our bond was Mori’s anxiety over Lucky’s injuries and his desire to help him. But looking at him without knowing that, you’d think he was about to steamroll the poor guy.

      Cal came to stand next to Mori, looking equally threatening. “What happened to you?”

      “Fell down the stairs,” he muttered, not looking up at them.

      “Try again,” Cal said. I’m sure he didn’t mean to sound like he was about to start breaking people, but he was failing miserably. Poor Lucky had no idea it wasn’t aimed at him but rather at whoever had done this. I was quickly learning how protective all the demons were, not only over those they loved but anyone who was included in their inner circle.

      Which, whether Lucky wanted it or not, he was. I didn’t know why Lucky was so important to these guys…and what’s more, neither did Mori. But their instincts told them he was, so that’s all that mattered.

      “It’s none of your business,” Lucky said, his nostrils flared. “I promise it won’t bring any trouble to your door.”

      “That’s the last thing we’re worried about.” Harlow snorted, coming over to perch on the arm of the sofa. “We’re worried about you.”

      “So tell us what’s going on, and then we can fix it.” Mori spoke through gritted teeth, his frustration at a boiling point.

      “You can’t fix it,” Lucky exploded, jumping to his feet. “No one can, so back the fuck off.”

      “Okay,” I said, getting to my feet and clamping a hand on Lucky’s shaking shoulder. “Mori, Cal…you guys take off. Bailey, you too, unless you’ve got anything useful to contribute.”

      “Nah, man, this is all you,” Bailey said affably, dropping a kiss on Harlow’s cheek. “See you downstairs in a bit.”

      Mori and Cal glared at me, their arms folded and brows raised. I bit back a smirk. I’d never thought they looked anything alike. Turns out they both had the same pissed-off look when they didn’t get their way.

      Too bad for them that it did nothing to scare me. “Downstairs, now. You aren’t helping.”

      Oscar came to stand next to Cal, rubbing his arm. “River’s right. You really aren’t.”

      The two demons bickered and rolled their eyes some more, but eventually, they went downstairs and left us to it. Oscar was right. We really could get them to do anything.

      That knowledge was dangerous. For Mori. For me, it meant a fuck load of fun lay in my future.

      “Sit down,” Oscar said gently to Lucky. “Ignore them. They’re a bunch of worrywarts.”

      Oscar, Harlow, and I all sat back down, busying ourselves with pouring drinks. I’d let Harlow stay because he was as good at extracting information gently as he was with weapons. I learned that in the hotel in Scotland. And Oscar? I couldn’t imagine anyone feeling uncomfortable around him. His kind presence might be the thing to get Lucky to open up.

      Lucky watched us all cautiously for a minute before perching on the very edge of the sofa. He was tense, like one wrong comment would send him running for the stairs.

      “River, did I ever tell you about my ex?”

      Oscar’s question threw me. Weren’t we supposed to be figuring out what was going on with Lucky? The look in his eyes told me to go with it, so I did. “No.”

      “I didn’t think so.” He fiddled with his straw. “I was in a relationship…way before I met Cal. His name was Joe.”

      Tension zipped through the bond, and I realised that wherever he was, Mori could hear us. Whatever Oscar was going to tell us wasn’t good.

      Harlow got up, plonking himself next to Oscar. Without saying a word, he took his hand and sipped from his drink.

      “He…wasn’t a good person. Not that I knew that at first. No, I thought we had the perfect relationship. Gorgeous man, a nice flat, money in the bank…what more could I want?”

      There was darkness unfolding in me, coming from Mori.

      “Things started out small,” Oscar continued in a quiet voice. “Little digs here and there. Wanting to know where I was at all times. Then it went further. Suddenly he didn’t like me going out with other people. Didn’t like me spending time with my friends or my sister. He claimed it was because he wanted us to spend all our time together…but I eventually realised he wanted to isolate me. He even persuaded me to put all my salary into his account so we could save for a house.”

      Nausea rolled through my stomach as I realised where this was going. “My sister tried to make me see the truth, but I defended him. I told her I loved him and that he’d never abuse me. When he came home that night, I told him about the argument. He turned it around on me, laying the fault at my feet. He claimed I must’ve been bad-mouthing him, saying there was no smoke without fire.”

      My power roiled as my fury rose. How could someone hurt a person as gentle and kind as Oscar?

      The man in question took a shuddering breath before steeling his shoulders. “That was the first night he hit me. But it wasn’t the last.”

      Lucky was frozen beside me, his mouth slightly agape as he stared at Oscar. The heat in the club was becoming unbearable. Cal must be somewhere nearby, not only hearing Oscar recount this but feeling all of his emotions through their bond.

      “I felt like I couldn’t escape,” Oscar said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “He made sure I knew he’d kill me if I left. So, I convinced myself that it was just my life now. I covered my bruises with makeup and tried to get through every day. And every day, I’d wake up thinking it was my last. That it would be the day he’d finally snap and go too far.”

      Oscar’s voice trailed off, his eyes glassy. When it became clear Lucky was too shell-shocked to ask, I jumped in. “What happened then?”

      Oscar shook himself slightly, giving a wan smile. “Bailey. I literally owe him everything. He came to me one day and made me see sense. He offered me a place to stay, a way out.”

      The way Harlow tensed told me this story didn’t end as easily as that. “But Joe came home early and found me packing.” Oscar stared at his drink for a moment, leaving us to fill in the blanks. “If Bailey hadn’t arrived when he did…Joe would’ve killed me.”

      Cal appeared at the top of the stairs, his face a storm of emotion and hands fisted at his sides. Oscar held up a hand, indicating he should stay there. “I ended up in hospital and, eventually, Joe went to jail. But even then, I felt like I couldn’t escape him.”

      Lucky was so pale now that I thought he’d faint. Oscar seemed to realise this, getting up and crouching in front of him. He didn’t touch Lucky, just looked at him solemnly. “I had panic attacks every day thinking about him. About what would happen when he got out of prison. Of the pain he’d put me through. But do you know what happened?”

      Lucky shook his head mutely, staring at Oscar like he’d never seen him before. I couldn’t blame him. Just hearing what he’d been through made me want to hunt this Joe guy down and make him choke on his own blood.

      “I met Cal,” Oscar said simply. “He told me what he just told you—that he’d fix it. That I had nothing to worry about now that he was in my life.”

      “Did you believe him?” Lucky breathed.

      Oscar chuckled. “Fuck no. The panic attacks kept coming as the day of Joe’s release crept closer. It turned out I was right to worry…he broke into my flat the day he was released.”

      Lucky swayed, and I reached out a hand to steady him. Oscar looked at me uncertainly, unsure if he should continue, but Lucky needed to hear this. Because I knew Joe wasn’t alive now. Cal wouldn’t have let this go unpunished. This story was the only way Lucky would learn how seriously the demons took threats like this.

      “I fought him off. I got a knife to his throat…I could’ve killed him. But I didn’t want to.”

      Lucky’s eyes were like saucers. “So you just let him go? After everything he did to you?”

      Oscar glanced at Cal, his face softening. “No. I didn’t need to kill him. Cal did it for me.”

      Lucky tensed, eyeing Cal warily. Mori had come to stand behind him, apparently having decided that if Cal was going to blatantly eavesdrop, he would too.

      Lucky swallowed hard before looking back at Oscar. He suddenly looked exhausted, like the weight he was carrying threatened to crush him to dust. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I’ve been where you are.”

      Lucky shook his head. “I’m not being abused…not by a partner. This is completely different.”

      “Is it?” Oscar asked fiercely. “I felt trapped. Like I couldn’t escape. Like there was no solution to the situation other than dying. You’re telling me it’s that different?”

      A tear slipped down Lucky’s cheek. “It is different because you had Cal. I don’t have that. I don’t have anyone.”

      “But you do,” I interjected quietly as Harlow nodded, backing me up. “That’s what we’re trying to tell you, even if those morons over there did so with the tact of a bull in a china shop.”

      Mori scowled, flipping his middle finger at me. I blew him a kiss before turning my attention back to Lucky.

      “Why though?” Lucky choked out. “Why do you care? I’m no one.”

      “You’re someone to us,” Harlow said firmly, gesturing to himself and his brothers. “We can all feel it.”

      “What does that even mean?” Lucky asked, throwing his hands up in exasperation. “What even are you guys? There’s some seriously weird shit going on around here, and that’s before we even get started on what happened tonight.”

      We all exchanged looks. Technically, humans were kept in the dark about supes unless they were mated to one. But was it fair to demand the truth from Lucky if we weren’t going to offer him the same?

      Before anyone could come to a decision, there was a loud bang. The door had been flung open and someone stomped inside.

      “Dagon!” Dimitri’s shout echoed through the empty club. “I know you’re here. Don’t make me come and find you, or I swear to god, I’ll beat your arse from here to the next century.”

      Lucky bolted up, his eyes wide with alarm. “Who’s that?”

      “Don’t worry about him,” Mori said dismissively. “Come on, let’s take this downstairs before Dimitri decides to take his temper out on my furniture.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

          MORI

        

      

    

    
      “Where is he?” Dimitri stormed across the dance floor before coming to a halt in front of me. He was vibrating with fury, his limbs tense. “I know he’s here, Mori. He can’t run from me forever.”

      “He’s not here,” I said flatly, folding my arms across my chest as everyone else filed down the stairs behind me. For fuck’s sake, all I wanted to do was take River home, tie him up, and make him beg for me all over again. But no. There was always drama to deal with. “I don’t know where he’s gone.”

      “Bullshit,” Dimitri spat. “I’m having this out with him once and for all. He thinks that if he can avoid me for long enough, this will all just go away. But he’s wrong. I’m not letting him walk away, not this time.”

      “He’s not here. And if you’re going to throw a tantrum about it, you need to leave.” I felt my brothers join me, Harlow on my left and Cal on my right. Deep down, I sympathised with Dimitri. If River was acting like Dagon, I’d probably be tearing my hair out in frustration. But Dagon was my brother at the end of the day, so my loyalty lay with him.

      Even if he was being a douche.

      “I can feel him,” Dimitri said, thumping his chest. “I know he’s here.”

      I exchanged a confused look with Cal. “What do you mean?”

      Dimitri flashed his teeth. “Don’t pretend you don’t kn—”

      His voice cut off abruptly, his gaze shooting over my shoulder. He stumbled back a step, all colour leaving his face as he shook his head. “No, it’s not possible.”

      I twisted, following his gaze to see what had caused his reaction. He was staring at Lucky. The kid was frozen on the final step, his hand hovering over the banister as he stared at Dimitri.

      “But…” Dimitri stepped forwards, confusion and disbelief on his face. “But…how?”

      “Any idea what’s happening right now?” River whispered to me under his breath.

      “Not a fucking clue,” I muttered.

      We all watched as Dimitri crossed the space to stand in front of Lucky. Because he was still on the bottom step, they were of equal height.

      There was a tense silence as they stared at one another, both pale as ghosts. I was about to intervene, but Cal stopped me with a hand on his arm. He shook his head sharply, his mouth in a grim line.

      “Hello,” Dimitri finally said. His affable charm slid over him as he extended his hand for Lucky to shake. “My name’s Dimitri. Who are you?”

      “Lucky.” He eyed Dimitri’s hand nervously before taking it and shaking it once.

      There was an audible gasp from Dimitri as they touched, sending him skittering backwards several feet. He gulped, pushing his long hair away from his face before releasing a barking laugh.

      “Has he gone mad?” River murmured.

      “He’s in love with Dagon, so it’d explain a lot,” Harlow threw in quietly.

      “I can’t believe it,” Dimitri said, still laughing. “I can’t fucking believe it.”

      Lucky looked more unnerved than ever, shuffling on the step like he was considering fleeing upstairs. “Umm…what’s happening?”

      His voice stopped Dimitri’s laughter, flipping his mood in an instant. All business, he walked back to Lucky and raised his hand to his lips. I started forward as he kissed it, not sure if Lucky would be okay with that. Before I could get close, Dimitri had pulled back several feet, shooting his trademark lazy grin in Lucky’s direction.

      “You have no idea how great it is to meet you,” Dimitri said to Lucky, his voice shaking slightly. “I’ll be seeing you again real soon.”

      Lucky flushed scarlet, looking at me in confusion. I shrugged. I didn’t have any more idea what was happening than he did.

      “Mori, Cal, Harlow, a word,” Dimitri barked, striding off towards the corridor that led to my office.

      I sighed, gesturing to my brothers. Yet another roadblock in my journey to try and get River home. It was a good thing we were immortal because at the rate this night was going, it’d be several more years before we got out of here. “Come on, we might as well see what’s going on.”

      “You go, Bailey and I will escort Lucky home,” Harlow said.

      “You don’t need to do that,” Lucky said hurriedly. “I’m perfectly capable of getting myself home safely.”

      “And I’m perfectly capable of stalking you if you say no,” Harlow said cheerfully, looping his arm through Lucky’s. “So let’s save us both some time. Anyway, it’ll give Bailey and me a chance to get to know you better.”

      Judging by the look on Lucky’s face, that was something he’d prefer to live without, but he wisely didn’t argue any further.

      “I’ll wait for you here, Cal,” Oscar said, dropping onto a chair and grabbing his phone from his pocket. “I have Cosmic Spells and Vampire Lairs by Mia Monroe to read. I’ll take fictional paranormal over reality any day of the week.”

      “Suit yourself,” River said. “I’m going with Mori.”

      “You don’t have to,” I told him.

      He gaped at me. “Are you joking? This is better than a Netflix drama. There’s no way I’m missing this.”

      With that decided, River, Cal, and I went to my office. Dimitri was pacing the small space, muttering and giving an occasional disbelieving laugh.

      “Okay, this is where you explain what’s going on.” Cal tapped his fingers on his arm, frowning at the angel.

      “What’s going on?” Dimitri stopped and pushed his hair back again. “I have no fucking idea. And the little I do understand, I can’t tell you. Not yet. Not until I’ve seen Dagon.”

      “Why did you want to speak to us then?”

      Dimitri rubbed his chin. “That man, Lucky? Tell me what you know about him.”

      Cal tilted his head mockingly. “Bit rich of you to demand information from us when you’re not willing to give any up yourself.”

      There was a flash of movement and a snarling Dimitri had Cal up against the wall. I raised my eyebrow at Cal, silently asking him if he needed me to intervene. He gave me an imperceptible headshake, telling me to step down.

      “You’ll tell me what you know, or I’ll…”

      “You’ll what?” Cal drawled. “Please, I’m all ears. Let’s hear how creative your methods are compared to mine.”

      With an exasperated sigh, Dimitri released him. “Please. Just tell me something. Anything.”

      Taking pity on him, I stepped forwards. “He’s a bartender here. Twenty-two. Keeps to himself but is eager to please. Turns up with bruises and injuries far too often.”

      “What?” Dimitri’s head swivelled around, murder in his eyes. “He’s injured? How?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t notice? The guy’s got a split lip and a black eye.”

      “Fuck! I was too distracted,” Dimitri cursed, heading for the door.

      Cal stopped him. “He’s not here. He’s gone home.”

      Dimitri bristled. “Alone?”

      “No,” River interjected. “Harlow and Bailey are taking him there.”

      “Good,” he breathed out, starting to pace again. “Good, he’ll be safe with Harlow. Why is he injured? Is someone hurting him?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t know. He won’t talk. He was about to open up when you showed up and interrupted him.”

      “Okay…” Dimitri blew out a breath, nodding like he’d come to a decision. “Okay…I need you guys to keep him safe until I get back.”

      “Why?” River asked. I could feel his curiosity in my chest. He was finding this whole thing more intriguing than I was.

      “I can’t tell you, not yet. Will you do it or not?”

      “Yes,” I replied simply. “But not because you’ve asked us to. We were going to keep an eye on him regardless.”

      “So long as he doesn’t come to any harm, I don’t give a fuck why you do it,” Dimitri said. “I’ll be back soon.”

      With that, he strode out of the office. Cal leaned out the door and shouted after him, “Where are you going?”

      “To find your stubborn-as-fuck brother and give him one helluva wake-up call.”
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        * * *

      

      After what felt like hours of discussion, Cal and Oscar finally left. The second the door closed behind them, I hauled River over my shoulder and marched towards the back of the club.

      “Whoa, big guy,” River huffed. “I thought we were going home?”

      “No time,” I said, kicking open the door to the storage closet. I knew all too well what my brothers got up to in here. I’d sworn I’d never do it myself.

      But desperate times called for desperate measures. With every minute that had passed, the need to be inside River again had increased.

      And I wasn’t waiting a moment longer than needed.

      I slid him down the front of my body, my mouth latching onto his. His hands were jerky as they went to my jeans, yanking them open and shoving them down.

      He fisted my cock, once. Twice. Then he started playing with my foreskin.

      Little shit knew exactly how to drive me crazy.

      I shoved away from him and yanked my shirt off in one smooth movement. Ignoring River’s satisfied smirk, I started rummaging behind the bottles. I knew there had to be lube in here somewhere.

      Sure enough, there was some hidden behind a bottle of Jack Daniels. I winced as I grabbed it, trying to not think about which of my erstwhile siblings had hidden it there.

      When I turned back around, River was completely naked. He jumped onto the small metal table where we organised the stock. Leaning against the wall, his feet were on the edge of the table, his knees falling to the side and leaving him completely open to me. My desire turned feral when I saw his slick hole, still loose from our expedition to the coast.

      River’s eyes were hooded as he stared up at me. His strong hand was idly stroking his cock, his hips raising like he was imagining me there.

      “You’re perfection.”

      He smirked smugly. “I know.”

      I chuckled, swiping a finger over his hole and pausing as he hissed. “Too sore?”

      He lifted his chin defiantly. “No. You obviously didn’t go hard enough.”

      “Really?” I said mildly, prepping him even as I glared at him in mock annoyance. “You wanna push that button right before I go back inside you?”

      River’s tongue darted over his lips. “I sure do. You’re all talk, big guy.”

      “I’m not the one who doesn’t know when to stop running my mouth,” I drawled, rubbing lube over my cock before grabbing the back of his knees. With a snarl, I yanked him to the edge of the table. “Hope you’re ready to spend tomorrow standing up.”

      River and I groaned simultaneously as I sank into him. Despite my words, I wasn’t going to risk hurting him. Yes, he healed faster than a human, but I didn’t want him in actual pain.

      That was until he opened his mouth, flashing his teeth at me in a wicked grin. “See. All talk. Stop making love to me and fuck me.”

      Trusting River knew his body's limits, I pulled out to the tip before slamming deep. I set a punishing pace, focused on nothing except River. The way his eyes rolled back in his head. How his gorgeous lips chanted my name. His hips that bucked beneath me, meeting me thrust for thrust.

      It wasn’t long before River was coming in thick spurts. The sight of his cum dripping down his abs was enough to send me over the edge too.

      I collapsed on River, ignoring the sticky mess rubbing uncomfortably against my chest hair.

      “Was that hard enough for you?”

      “Getting better,” River wheezed, his fingers toying with my beard. “But I think we should keep practising. Just to be sure.”

      I leaned my chin on his chest, grinning up at him. “That won’t be a problem. I’ll practise with you as often as you want for the rest of eternity if that’s what it takes.”

      River’s eyes shone with affection. “It’s a good thing we have that long because I don’t think even that will be enough to satisfy me where you’re concerned.”

      The feeling of love coming through the bond was almost overwhelming. A lump formed in my throat. I grabbed River by the neck, yanking him forward to kiss him. “I love you.”

      He smirked back. “Love you more.”
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        Three years later

      

      

      I landed in our garden and smiled at the light shining in the hallway window. We’d moved into River’s house a week after his kidnapping. His place was bigger, something Scratch was very happy about. For such a tiny beast, he sure liked to have a variety of spots to laze in.

      I wasn’t often called away to deal with supe business these days, and even when I was, River generally accompanied me. However, with his brother’s wedding around the corner, he’d been needed here. Blaise was driving his groom and just about everyone else crazy with the planning, so River had decided to stay back to stop anyone from killing him.

      Literally.

      A small still-treasured corner of my heart ached as I stared at that light. It’d been almost a century since that night when I’d looked up at the light Eric had left on for me. I’d entered the house, not knowing the heartache awaiting me.

      That wasn’t something I needed to worry about tonight. The bond reassured me that River was safe and waiting for me to get home. He’d undoubtedly heard my arrival but was giving me needed space.

      That was one of the things I loved most about River. He never showed any jealousy or discomfort over what I’d shared with Eric. If anything, he ached for the grief I’d been through.

      But River knew that while a part of me would always love and miss Eric, my heart and soul belonged to him now.

      Ready to be back inside and snuggled up with him, I headed for the back door. A yellow Post-it Note fluttered on it, my lips automatically lifting before I even read the shitty joke.

      I don’t trust those trees. They seem kind of shady.

      I laughed, shaking my head, letting my bemused affection fill the bond. River’s satisfied amusement echoed in return, along with a pulse of urgency.

      I wasn’t the only one ready to cuddle and reunite.

      I’d only been gone for forty-eight hours, but that was approximately forty-seven and a half hours too long. As I’d suspected, I wanted River close at all times.

      Fortunately, River felt the same. He spent most of his nights working the bar with me, so we didn’t have to be apart.

      As I walked through the hall, my attention snagged on River’s wall of photos. New ones were scattered among those I’d seen on my first visit. Shots of us on the wall at Southsea, under the northern lights, outside the hotel in Scotland where we’d visited last year, and even a few from Cal and Oscar’s wedding.

      It was a tapestry of the life we’d built together. My absolute favourite had pride of place right in the centre. I loved it so much that I had a smaller version in my office. I wasn’t the only one either. Each of my brothers displayed one in their homes, work, or, in Dagon’s case, wallet.

      It was a casually posed photo of my brothers and me with our mates and a few important others. Blaise and his fiancé had been dragged into the shot, despite their protests. It was hard to believe they were now such a big part of our family, but with everything they did for us, we wouldn’t have it any other way. Ferry and his mate were standing at the back beside Toby’s cousin Sebastian and his husband. The four stood slightly apart but were still an undeniable part of our little crew.

      I stroked the edge of the frame with a finger. Who would’ve thought that all the sons of Lucifer would be happily mated?

      Certainly not me. Especially not after what had happened. How we’d come so close to losing everything.

      This photo was a reminder to not forget. To remember what we’d been through. To treasure every moment because it could be our last.

      I took one final look at the image, tracing over the laughing faces, before taking the stairs two at a time.

      Outside our bedroom door, I was once more struck by the memory of Eric. How I knew opening that door would change everything.

      I turned the knob and threw it open with a grin. I never needed to be scared again. Nothing could or would take River from me.

      And if they did? I’d always get him back.

      River was sat in bed, holding one of Scratch’s toys so he could bat at it. When he spotted me, his whole face lit up. “You took your time.”

      “Sorry,” I said, shedding my clothes as I stalked across the room. Grabbing Scratch under his belly, I gently put him outside the bedroom door. “And sorry, but you need to go. What’s about to happen here will scar you for life.”

      I closed the door and turned back to my mate. Grabbing the rope from the hook on the back of the door, I twisted it around my hands. “Ready?”

      Mischief danced on River’s face. “For you? Always.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading Deal with the Devil!

        If you have time to leave a rating or review on Amazon, the Reckless Damned boys and I will be eternally grateful.

      

      

      

      
        
        Ready for Dagon?

        Preorder here: mybook.to/lotdrd

        Coming May 2023

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STALK ME

          

        

      

    

    
      Join my Facebook group for the latest news, exclusive teasers and promos, and to witness me generally screaming into the abyss as I write (it’s fun, I promise. Well, fun for you, not necessarily for me) - Romance Larks (Lark Taylor Author group)
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      NEWSLETTER

      Want a sweet and spicy bonus scene involving Cal, Oscar, and a bookshelf? Sign up for my newsletter here:

      
        
        larktaylorauthor.com/about-me

      

      

       

      
        
        www.larktaylorauthor.com
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