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      STELLA

      

      I’ve become something unrecognizable.

      

      My body and mind are split with demands that terrify me. I know the only person who can help satisfy the hunger is the one person I want to kill—Danner.

      

      But I have my own theories, my own intuition that implies someone else can feed me like no other. I’m drawn to him like a spark to his flame. He ignites my spirit but amplifies the excruciating appetite.

      

      Because he won’t give in, and now I’m left in haunting nightmares of temptation.

      

      Hungry. Reckless. Wild.

      

      I’m losing myself to the darkness, but I think I like the destruction.

      

      NATHANIAL

      

      She’s a thorn in my side, that one.

      

      The ever-present pain that agonizes my thoughts and fuels my anger.

      

      She awakens my corruption, stirring my need to dominate and ruin her.

      

      She doesn’t know what I am. She doesn’t understand what I’d be able to do.

      

      But she can never know.

      

      I made a deal with the Devil a long time ago and there’s no going back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The darkness shelters our secrets and keeps them hidden.
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        Spotify Playlist:

        https://geni.us/descentplaylist    
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      “It’s Danner,” she says, and I feel Nathanial tense around me when she utters his name. “He’s an Incubus, and he’s trying to find his Succubus.”

      I’m running.

      Constantly fucking running.

      I’m either awake and seeking out anything that will minimally satiate my hunger for a brief stint in time, or I’m asleep and he’s coming to find me.

      I don’t know how to fight him off. I don’t know how to hide from him while I’m sleeping. So, the night terrors begin every time I fall asleep and I’m tormented until I’m screaming and begging for someone, anyone to save me.

      I don’t know how much longer I can keep saying no and that’s the worst part—the scariest part. Every ounce of my being hates him. I loathe him for what he did to my sister and I’ve been manipulated and groomed to want something so toxic over the last few months that I’m lost in this void, craving someone I want to kill.

      These are the thoughts that plague my mind and worry me the most.

      I do want to kill him. I want his blood on my hands for what he’s done and yet he’s the only person who can satisfy the aching hunger that resides inside my bones.

      “My sweet, Stel-la,” his crude voice scrapes against my mind while my fingers absently twist in the sweat soaked sheets around my body. I’m too hot, uncomfortably so, but I can’t get away from it.

      “Leave me alone,” I grind out mentally. I’m surrounded in darkness, the dream slowly building and coming to fruition around me. It’s always the same place. A dark, cold cellar with that awful, circular, bloodred bed and the same binds laced through black leather straps in each of the four general corners.

      I’m trapped where my conscious mind is overcome by restless nightmares. It’s a gray area in the middle, when I’m perceptive of everything happening within my dream, but I’m still asleep. I’m vulnerable, losing myself to the new Demons who have come to bear home.

      “How can you say no? You remember all of this, don’t you?” His voice drops into a husky flow of filthy secrets that I try to ignore. I still don’t see him, just the sick construct of this fragile nightmare.

      I hate that I ever enjoyed this. I loathe myself for not realizing who he was sooner. I played right into his hands like putty—willingly went to him, slept with him, sought out his touch when he had been involved in capturing and almost killing my sister. My only family.

      I didn’t know, God, I swear I had no idea it was him. But eventually, after meeting Elijah and Nathanial, when they revealed an entirely new world to me, I started putting things together.

      Suddenly, that itch in the pit of my stomach grew into hesitation when I was around Michael—Danner, that is. We only ever went to his place, and he never minded when I went out to clubs or parties without him. Honestly, I should have known then. I should have realized something was changing inside of me as soon as I even wanted to go to a club. That had never been me before.

      I didn’t go out often. I stayed home and watched Netflix, binging the shows that have strangely become a surprising extension of my actual reality. I was the planner, the strategic one. I made conscious decisions and calculated the consequences of those choices. I was cautious, overthinking each detail until I knew, without a doubt, what the right choice was.

      Until I didn’t anymore.

      All of a sudden, Danner was eliciting these strange new feelings from inside of me. I had never been incredibly sexual. I wasn’t afraid of sex, I had plenty of it. But I didn’t seek it out, I didn’t do one-night stands or casual hook ups. Too many risks, not enough reward.

      But the more Danner touched me, the closer we became, the more I sought it out not only from him, but others as well. At first, I thought he would be angry with me. Possessive over our relationship. But he wasn’t. He encouraged me to go out and meet others, as long as it was him I went home to at the end of the night. He was the one who introduced me to Pandora’s Box. He showed me the possibilities and let me take flight from there.

      He gave me the filthy and dark things I craved from sex willingly and awakened the sexual vixen inside of me. Then he fed me, god did he feed me. Until I became addicted to only him. I fed off of sexual tension from others, I had a great time with anyone else I slept with. But only he could give me what I really needed. He was the only who could satisfy me. It was foolproof, truthfully.

      When I’d leave it gave him time alone to plan and corrupt and conspire against the people I had grown to love. I fucked, drank, and lost myself in the aching desire to connect with other people. Then I came home to him almost every fucking night to finish it off. To go to bed on a full belly, if you will.

      Until I met someone else. The one person who gave me the tiniest flicker of hope that I could get away from Danner eventually. Unfortunately for both of us—we hate each other. Nathanial—Elijah’s brother and current stand-in ruler over the Fallen Angel race—stepped in front of me that first moment we met and I was genuinely shocked by how I felt around him.

      It was almost as if I already knew him, and not in the way we later realized was true. This was different, like our souls had known each other before we were ever born. As if we were going to know each other long after we died. Something inside of me was drawn to him. I couldn’t get him off of my mind for the rest of the night, and every day since.

      But it will never be anything more than a constant fight between the two of us. I know he’s hiding something—something important—and I think it involves the condition I’ve found myself in.

      My life began a little rocky, I grew up in foster care with my sister, we were both abandoned as children. But none of this prepared me for discovering I’m half Angel and half Demon. Danner made sure to control my Demonic side. He grew it and fed it until that little vixen became a Goddess, a Succubus who thrives off of the sexual atmosphere around her. While I’d think that would be enough for me to get by—it’s not. Danner is an Incubus and after living off of what he gave me for so long, I can’t be satisfied by anything else. He’s the only Incubus I know and for that reason, is the only one I know without a doubt, can satiate this desolate hunger inside of me.

      I fucking hate him.

      But I need him all the same.

      Even at the end, when I wanted to leave him, when I knew there was something wrong with this relationship, I couldn’t. I still needed him.

      “You’re hungry, let me take care of you,” his hot breath blows on the back of my neck and while goosebumps break out across my skin, my stomach rolls with nausea.

      “Stay away from me,” I say, but the whimper in my tone draws attention to my weakness.

      No, no, no. God, I don’t want to want this.

      “You don’t mean that. I’m the only one who knows what you really need, my Stella.” I feel it, the soft brush of his fingers across my arms. I look down, only to realize that I’m already naked. Of course. I’m always fucking naked in these dreams.

      I step forward and out of his reach, forcing my mind to control the heady demand inside of my body.

      “I can take care of you, Stella. Tell me where you are and I’ll save you. You’ll be strong, so powerful.”

      A bitter laugh rolls out of my throat as he appears before me. He sits on the edge of the bed, his long pale torso is bare and he leans to the side as he trails his fingers across the leather straps.

      “I don’t know where I am,” I say honestly and I’m so thankful for that fact. Elijah and Luna made sure to have Esme place wards around the property of our new home. It disguises the area from Amelia and I, because we’re the only two who would ever compromise our safety, whether we intended to or not.

      He yanks a strap towards him until it snaps in a loud crack around us. I flinch back, but the heat in my blood spikes and travels through my limbs, pooling between my legs in a regretfully sexual memory.

      “Come here,” he demands as his eyes lift to meet mine. His lithe body radiates dominance and control while my aching form begs to go to him.

      “No,” I say, but my voice comes out weaker than I intend it too.

      A smirk tugs at his lips as he stands before me. He’s much taller, towering over my small stature when he takes a step forward. His leather pants are unbuttoned and split against his lower abs. He’s already hard, already ready, and I hate the fact I even looked.

      My heart rate kicks up and I move to step away, but he already knows what I’m going to do. We’ve been here too many times to count. His long, wiry fingers shoot out and grip my hip tightly, biting into my flesh as he pulls me against him. He drops his rough lips to my ear as he begins spinning us, turning so that my back is against the bed.

      “I will find you,” he whispers. “And I will kill anyone to get to you. Don’t ever make the mistake of thinking you’re safe.” One of his hands holds me in place while his other wraps the leather tightly around my small wrist. Tears build in the back of my eyes, breaking free and spilling down my cheeks while a soft whimper slips from my lips.

      I’m always torn, a complete split between what my body is craving and what everything else is telling me—to run. I hate him, I hate this game we play. I truly don’t want it, but I struggle to control the Succubus inside of me from taking what she believes is necessary.

      “No,” I choke out as I attempt to pull my hand from his grasp before he has the chance to secure both of my limbs in place.

      Wake up.

      I feel him—Nathanial. Even though I don’t see him, I know he’s near. He’s the only one who can sometimes permeate my dreams with Danner.

      Wake up, Stella.

      His voice bellows in my head and I cry out as I cling to the sound of him.

      Danner laughs a sick, repulsive noise as he watches me struggle. He knows what’s happening, he enjoys watching me fight to get to Nathanial while he continues controlling me.

      “Help me,” I beg him, hoping he can do something to wake me from this nightmare. End it before it goes too fucking far.

      “No one can help you, sweet Stella. Don’t you know that by now? You’re mine. You’ll always be mine.” Danner wraps the last leather bind around my wrist so that I’m spread out before him. I pull and yank on my hands but can’t break free from the hold they have on me.

      I close my eyes as I feel his weight dip the bed and he slowly moves to hover over my torso, and while my heart races and my skin heats in hunger for him, my mind stays focused on trying to wake myself up from this mess.

      “No!” I shout as he laughs in the space around us.

      Come back to me, Stells. You can wake up.

      Then I feel it, the warmth of Nathanial tucked tightly behind me. It’s the one feeling that breaks through my mind and reminds me this is a dream doctored by Danner himself. Nathanial must be in bed with me, pulling me against him and urging me to wake up. He offers me his strength, reminding me that he’s here and I can be in control of this fucked up disaster I’ve been thrown into.

      “No!” I shout again as I pull my hands free and the entire dream shatters around me. I pry my eyes open while strong hands hold me together. I’m shaking uncontrollably, screaming against his chest when I finally realize I’m free of the nightmare.

      “You’re safe, Stella. I’ve got you,” Nathanial’s deep voice slips into my ears and my fingers dig into the thin fabric of his shirt. I’m sure I’ve scratched his chest in the process, I’m practically burying myself into his warmth while I regain my sanity. His hand is tucked tightly around the back of my neck as his thumb glides possessively across my skin. I savor the feeling of him, in these moments where there’s nothing between us to fight about. When I have a flicker of hope that things could be different one day.

      “I’m never safe,” I mutter, defeat lacing my tone. I don’t want to look up at him, I don’t want to see the disappointment on his face or show him the embarrassment on mine. But I do anyway, because even in the midst of my chaos, I turn to him for comfort. His hard eyes bore into me, a mix of so many emotions I can’t decipher. Frustration and regret are the closest I can recognize, because they’re reflected in my own as well.
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      Three Months Later

      

      I’m starving.

      I’m fucking starving, and there’s little to nothing I can do about it unless I find Danner. But I can’t really do that either. I can’t ever give into what he offers me. I have no choice but to find humans who are willing to let me feed from them.

      Even that hardly takes the edge off though—and I know that everyone in the house is becoming more and more worried about my health.

      Yeah, you aren’t the only one.

      Every morning I wake, every time I step out of that godforsaken bed, I feel like I’m dying. Hell, even when I’m in it, when I’m asleep—I can’t escape the hunger and need. My body has become weaker. It’s riddled with chronic pain from both exhaustion and my lack of satiation. The reduced sleep demolishes my logical brain and causes me to make reckless decisions, resort to things I usually wouldn’t, all in the name of a feeding. I’ve held back so far on most things, but I can feel my self-control dwindling, and I’m terrified to find out what I’ll eventually end up doing in order to feed.

      So, I’ve resorted to having our driver—Alf, who was hired after I snuck out and got lost through the wards around our house too many times—bring me into the city. It would be easier if I found a club that was filled with other supernaturals, but unfortunately, I haven’t had the best luck in nailing one down. Even Pandora’s Box is mostly filled with humans. So, I opt for the slinky, underground bars that generally house other people who simply want to fucking escape. Whether their choice of poison is alcohol, drugs, or sex—we’re all there for the same reason.

      Alf is another Fallen Angel. He’s older, but has been working at the Capital with Nathanial and Elijah. He can’t go out into the field anymore, and he’s become one of their most trusted friends. It was only logical to shift him into a new role once we all moved into our new home. He’s kind, a little timid, and I know he’s afraid of me. He always worries when I ask him to take me into the city. But it’s when I tell him not to wait for my return that he informs the others.

      I’ll either stay the night with whoever I hook up with, or someone from home will undoubtedly show up to drag my ass back. It’s usually Luna and Elijah, because wherever she goes, he’s right behind. Or it’s Nathanial. In which case, I prefer the former.

      Nathanial arouses too many emotions, too much pain for me to stand being around him for long. He lies. I can feel it every time I ask him, beg him even, for fucking help. Because I have this nagging feeling that he can—help me, that is.

      But he refuses. Every goddamn time, he says no. You’d think that eventually I’d get the hint and stop asking. I wish that was case. I hate myself for everything I want and need from the two men who can only destroy me.

      I need to be fed by Danner.

      But I need to feel, need to connect with Nathanial.

      He hardly comes into my room anymore to save me from the nightmares. After he taught me how to fight Danner off and I was able to wake up on my own, he stopped stepping in to help.

      It’s bittersweet knowing I have the strength to push Danner away when he visits me in my dreams. But it becomes harder and harder every time I force myself to say no to him. The hunger inside of my soul grows, it gnaws at my bones and consumes my organs. The starvation laces my blood and I find myself in situations like this, where I’m placing humans in danger because of my own destructive needs.

      After we learned that I was a Succubus, Luna dove into research to find a way to help. Clearly, we haven’t progressed much. I’m surrounded by Fallen Angels, not Demons. No one actually knows the real details of what I’m experiencing, the unending hunger.

      No one understands.

      However, after one encounter at Pandora’s Box, we did learn that if I’m not careful with humans, I can damn near kill them if I feed too much from their essence. If I take and take, they aren’t powerful enough to maintain their strength. I was in a viewing room with a man I had met one night. We were fucking and I was feeding from our tension without monitoring the amount. I didn’t realize I needed too. Thankfully, Nathanial found us at the last moment and tore us apart, showing me how dangerous the effects of my Succubus nature could be.

      The guy lived. Nathanial truly is talented in healing both humans and Angels alike. He made sure the stranger was hydrated and handed him a few Advil, ensuring he believed that his drink had been spiked earlier in the evening.

      Afterwards, he hauled me back home and wouldn’t speak to me for several days. That’s the kind of relationship we stand in now, an awkward painful period of anger and hate where we constantly fight until I’m in enough pain that I beg him for help. Only to be rejected again and again and again.

      It’s been a long few months of us all living together. Amelia hides in her room, hardly communicating with any of us. She’s angry, I can feel it radiating off of her anytime she’s near. Her emotions are so tangible, seeping into each of us and driving a deeper wedge between her and Luna. They clearly hate each other, but at least Luna attempts being somewhat civilized in their interactions.

      Danner continues to visit me every night. I believe he visits Amelia as well, because each day seems to showcase her deprived sleep and restless mind. I can relate.

      Things are becoming harder. I can feel the strength it takes to push him away draining with every visitation. My body yearns for him. My Succubus is angry and vile and forcing her way to the forefront of my mind. All I can think about is feeding—until Nathanial walks into the room. Then all I can think about is feeding from him. When he’s near, everything becomes clearer. My senses sharpen and hone in on the strange internal tether I have to him. But while the fog in my mind dissipates, that aching hunger is magnified tenfold. I feel the brutal agony feasting on my insides every time I hear his dark, husky voice skate across my ears. My mind loses itself to countless images of us together, a torturous reminder of something he’ll never give me.

      I can’t explain it, but instinctually I know things could be different if he’d just let me in. God, I hope they can be different. With each passing day, a little more of me wonders how much more I can take of this. Most of me would rather die than succumb to Danner. But another part of me begs for the satisfaction I’ve only ever gotten from him.

      So, I’m here at an obscure club in the heart of New York City, dancing against a human man who truly is doing almost nothing for my arousal. But that’s how desperate I am, I take every inch I can get in order to soothe the sting inside of me.

      His gentle hands glide across my arms as my back presses against his chest. The loud beat of the music throbs around us in the dark room. We’re in the center, tightly pressed against countless other sweat soaked bodies and I work to feed from even the people around me—from the sexual tension coursing through the room. I don’t draw much, I haven’t learned to pull everything I need from them. Only direct contact, direct arousal sustains me the most. And even then, it’s a crumb in comparison to what I’ve gotten in the past.

      His soft lips dip down against my ear and I arch into his grasp. I lift a hand and let it slide to the back his neck, tangling in his shaggy blond hair as I pull him even tighter against me. His lips fall to mine and instantly I’m searching for his essence—his chi to feed my hunger. I wait for the arousal to pool between my thighs and as his gentle caress pries my lips apart, a sting of disappointment washes through me.

      I hate the sweet ones.

      I’m not here to find a new boyfriend. I’m here to get a nice hard fuck and a goddamn meal so I can have enough strength to fight off Danner tonight.

      I tug his hair lightly, silently urging him to be a bit more dominant. It doesn’t come though, and his hands travel up to brush a lock of my fiery red hair back from my forehead. I reluctantly pull my lips away and plaster a fake, small smile across my face in hopes that he doesn’t see my disappointment. When his hands drop from their hold, I tug them into my own and place them on my hips, guiding him in how I want to be touched.

      He follows my lead—thank fuck—and pulls my hips tighter against his own. He’s already hard, I can feel his cock pressing into the small of my back and that, finally, nudges my arousal a bit. Not much, but at least I can try and make things work from here.

      I close my eyes and lose myself to the music. I’ve been drinking and have a nice buzz going on, so I work to disappear inside of my mind and draw from the tension around me, from the man at my back whose body is grinding against my own.

      I lift both of my hands and bring them back up to his neck. He bends until I can feel the silky strands of his hair once again. I’ve sworn I wouldn’t do this again, but I end up doing the only thing that can further my arousal.

      I imagine it’s Nathanial I’m with.

      I didn’t realize I was doing it the first time it happened, and then I began to see a pattern in each of my hookups. They all have that golden, tousled hair that plagues my mind. They’re all taller, wider, and thicker across the chest. None of them have tattoos. The only characteristic I find the opposite in is their eyes. Because I can’t look into them and let it go that far. I can’t let my heart and mind truly believe I’m with Nathanial when I’m not. He has gorgeous, aquatic blue eyes that drive through my mind and embed their pain in my existence.

      So, everyone I’m with has any color but. It’s where I draw the line in this toxic pattern I’ve fallen into.

      But right now? I can’t see his eyes. All I can do is feel his long hair and absorb the touch of his strong body behind mine. That in itself is vague enough for me to imagine it’s Nathanial, and all of a sudden, my arousal spikes and heats through my body.

      He feels it, the sudden change, because his lips come crashing back to mine in a heated kiss that scorches through me. Nathanial’s lips drag across my own and I willingly open for him, seeking him out and invading his mouth with my own tongue. I use my hand to guide his farther down my stomach, inching closer and closer to where I’m aching and wanting to be filled.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I demand. It’s not even a question at this point. I’m ready and I need to feed from this moment while I still can. I pull away from him, careful not to meet his eyes and really look at the man, who so clearly isn’t Nathanial, as I lead us to the back of the club and towards the bathrooms.

      It’s dirty and filthy, but I’m so hungry that I could fuck in the gravel behind this old club and be perfectly fine with it. I push the door to the ladies’ room open and see two young women, drunkenly laughing in front of the cracked and destroyed mirror. Their make-up is smeared across their faces, and they can hardly stand but I eye them both with a clear command until they straighten, hurrying past us and out of the room.

      The lighting in here is dark, and the walls are black with countless graffitied terms scribbled across the brick. I’m sure someone has thrown up in here because the rancid smell wafts through my nose and I fight to not let it ruin my arousal.

      Get it over with, Stella. Fuck and feed and move on.

      “Uh, are you sure you want to do this in here?” the man asks behind me, the higher tenor of his voice chips away at my desire to have him.

      “Shh, we’ll be quick. It’ll be worth it,” I coo as I shift us around so that I’m pressed against the wall and he hovers in front of me. I immediately tug his head down and claim his mouth with my own, forcing us back into a moment I can feed from.

      He groans against my mouth as his gentle hands slide up the front of my small black, crop top until he reaches my breasts. He slowly kneads one, letting his thumb brush over the tip of my nipple. I arch into his touch, offering him even more of me. Begging him to take more in the rougher way I’m craving.

      I’m quicker than he is though, and let my hands drop to the button on his jeans as I pull them open and unzip him. His hips thrust forward into my grasp and I slide my hand around his hard length as I begin to slowly stroke him.

      “Damn, you’re beautiful,” he whispers against my lips and I fight the wince that immediately pinches my features. No small talk, no sweet words. I don’t want that.

      “Lift me up,” I say as I tug his jeans down enough to free his erection. I pull a condom out from the top of my shirt and tear it open with my teeth. I’m wearing a long, red flowy skirt that drapes across my feet but has high slits in both sides.

      “Holy shit, you come prepared. I like that in a lady,” he laughs into the empty space between us and with each word I find myself falling farther away from being into this. I can’t imagine it’s Nathanial when he’s talking. I can’t imagine he’s someone else while I have my eyes open.

      I slip the condom onto his shaft and lift my skirt as he does what he’s told and picks me up from behind my thighs. I wrap my legs tightly around his waist and urge him forward with my heels.

      He doesn’t wait, slipping into me in one quick motion. But he also moves slowly as he drags himself out before sliding back in. He’s being sweet, and gentle, easing me into this even though it’s quickly ruining every hope I had from feeding off him. Truthfully, he has what I like to call, a starter dick. It’s all right, it could get the job done if he really worked at it, but otherwise—it’s another let down.

      His head drops to my shoulder as I close my eyes and try to imagine Nathanial in front of me. I let my fingers brush through his hair and envision the golden strands draped around my hand. He continues his slow and steady thrusts, his higher groans breaching the space around us and my head falls back against the wall in complete frustration.

      “Harder,” I moan, gripping his neck and pulling his lips to mine. He hesitates for a second, but then moves forward, only slightly quicker than before. “You can be rough with me. I can take it,” I mumble against his lips. “You can pull my hair, bite my lip, choke me. Hell, pick your poison, dude. I’m good for it.”

      “Wait, do you want that?” He pauses his movements and pulls back to search my eyes. I can hear the tentative tone lacing his voice. He doesn’t know what he’s doing and isn’t sure how to handle this.

      “Yes, I want that,” I answer honestly, trying to salvage this fucking disaster of a hook-up. I take his hand from one of my thighs and slowly drag it upwards to my throat, showing him exactly how I want him to hold me. His eyes flare in surprised heat for a moment, and finally he begins picking up the pace a bit.

      He continues thrusting into me as a needy whimper escapes my lips. He holds my throat for only a few seconds before he drops his hand to my shoulder and whispers into my ear. “You’re so perfect, so beautiful.”

      I fight the immediate urge to groan out in irritation at his kind and soft demeanor. I don’t fault him for it, it’s fine. But it’s not what I need, what I crave. I can’t feed from sweet. But he’s enjoying this, that’s for fucking sure and his thrusts become more frantic as he nears his release.

      Great. Thirty seconds in and he’s already done.

      “Say something filthy,” I pant, frantically trying to approach this from a different angle. His eyes meet mine in confusion before they quickly clear in an assertive realization.

      “You like this? Like this dick you dirty slut?” His face beams nothing but confidence as he speaks the words and literally every possibility of being able to feed shatters around me. I place a hand on his chest to halt his movements as I meet his eyes in surprise.

      “For fuck sake, who in the world taught you that was the right thing to say in bed?” I ask, genuinely concerned for his past sexual encounters.

      He pauses, silence builds between us as confusion furrows his eyebrows. He’s obviously taken aback by the sudden reaction to his comment. “But we aren’t in bed?”

      “Oh my god. All right, please stop talking,” I finally force the words out of my mouth as he resumes thrusting inside of me. I let my head fall to the side when something catches my eye, something bright. Something fucking blue and piercing and painful.

      “Nathanial,” I whimper and immediately my eyes fog over in that creamy white haze that ensures my feeding. It only happens when I’m absorbing something from my interaction. If I’m not truly turned on, it won’t overtake me. But with Nathanial, it’s always an automatic response. It’s as simple as breathing when I see him.

      “Stella,” he states plainly and suddenly the guy I’m fucking freezes his movements to look over his shoulder.

      “What the fuck?” he asks, but I arch my back and urge him to continue while my eyes stay on Nathanial. “Wait, is this some sort of twisted thing you two do? Watch each other fuck other people?” he asks, shock evident in his voice but he continues. I know he’s turned on by the odd interaction, his dick becomes impossibly thicker as he moves inside of me. Points for that.

      “No,” we both say in unison, but it doesn’t make any sense. I know that. I can’t explain it, so I don’t try to.

      “Help me,” I beg Nathanial, drawing from the fact that his eyes have also ghosted over while he watches us. He knows what I’m asking him for. He knows that I’m begging him to step in and take over for the guy in front of me who means absolutely nothing.

      “No,” he replies, and that familiar sting of rejection works its way through me. I feel the tears build in my eyes as my arousal grows and works to peak in the midst of my pain.

      “Then do something. Take out your cock and stroke yourself while you fucking watch,” I grind out between clenched teeth. A moan slips from my lips as my eyes drop to see Nathanial’s already hard cock pressed tightly behind the silky fabric of his black dress slacks.

      “No.”

      “Why not?” I ask as all of the anger and hurt build in my chest. My heart is racing, hammering against my skin while everything else heats with fiery resentment.

      “Because I hate seeing him with you.” His answer is straightforward and firm. It rips through my mind and cascades over me in twisted reminders of how we’re so incredibly fucked up.

      “Then stop him and take over, Nathanial.” Tears well in my eyes and threaten to spill over. I fight to keep my voice steady as I speak to him. The guy in front of me hasn’t even slowed his movements, clearly turned on and believing this is some sort of game we play with each other.

      “No. I know you need this,” Nathanial answers offhandedly and everything inside of me breaks at his response. At the same moment, the guy reaches his climax and comes on his last thrust as I push him away from me and fall to the cold ground.

      “Get the fuck out,” I tell the guy and he stumbles back in bewilderment. He quickly tucks his semi-hard cock back into his jeans before turning and taking a wide berth around Nathanial as he leaves the bathroom.

      Tears spill from my eyes and coat my cheeks as I pull my knees tightly against my chest. Nathanial slowly steps forward and crouches in front of me. His white dress shirt pulls against his powerful chest and strains across his biceps. I close my eyes and let my head fall to the brick wall, forcing deeper breaths in and out of my lungs.

      “I’m starving,” I whisper painfully. My voice cracks at the admittance but I refuse to look and meet Nathanial’s eyes.

      “I know,” he says quietly as he places his palm against my cheek to check my temperature. It’s something he’s been doing lately, making sure I’m not spiking too hot in the midst of my attempted feedings. It’s one of the rare times I can get him to touch me.

      “Why won’t you help me?” I ask, prying my eyes open and blinking away the ghostly fog that had taken over a few minutes ago.

      “I can’t,” he states but I hear the lie in his tone. These are the moments I can practically feel his deceptions coating the both of us, drowning us in whatever disaster he’s trying to avoid. We already have these unexplainable moments between us, the way that his eyes ghost over with mine even though they shouldn’t be able to. Or in the way we’re enigmatically drawn to each other for unknown reasons.

      “Lies,” I spit out as the anger begins slowly boiling in the pit of my stomach.

      Nathanial’s head drops in annoyance before he lifts it to meet my hard gaze once again. “I can’t give you what you need, Stella.”

      “I don’t believe you,” I reply, feeling the rage lace my voice as my heart rate kicks up between us. It’s strange, sometimes these angry moments, when we fight and argue, turn into a heated foreplay that leaves us both panting with white eyes and irritated rejections.

      “Give me something, anything, Nathanial. Please, I’m begging you,” the words slip from my mouth and I hate every single one of them. Because we’re here again, in this singular moment where I beg and plead for him and he pushes me away.

      Only this time he pauses, his eyes raking across my body in an intense motion as he considers what I’m asking him for. It’s nothing new, it’s the same question I always ask of him.

      Suddenly, his hand darts forward and grips my jaw tightly, his fingers bite into my flesh as he holds me roughly against the wall. In a split second my eyes have ghosted and so have his. We lose ourselves in each other and I instantly feel my hunger feeding from our tension. A small, absent smile slips across my lips as I arch my back and push myself in to his grasp.

      “More,” I beg, and he launches forward, his large body hovering over my smaller frame. Our chests are pressed tightly together and my hard nipples brush against his shirt with each rapid breath I take. His other hand slips into my long hair as he grips it firmly, turning my head to the side and maintaining his control over our encounter.

      A soft moan leaves my lips as his face closes in on me. He drags his nose down my cheek and across my jaw, breathing me in and feeding me his strength. It’s the most satisfied I’ve felt since my last night with Danner, the most I’ve ever been given and he’s hardly giving me anything.

      “Nathanial,” I whimper as his lips graze across my neck and down the expanse of my shoulder. My skin is erupting in goosebumps while fire builds and blazes in my blood. His long fingers and strong hold wrap around the base of my jaw in a grip that both claims me and demands submission.

      God, do I want to submit to him.

      In every other area of my life, I fight to be in control. I’ve become more and more independent since being on my own when Luna and I moved into separate apartments. But I lived every moment in calculation, inside my own space of safety and responsibility.

      Now though, I’ve found freedom in risking everything for a few moments of pleasure. That’s what I do now, risk the thin and fragile connection Nathanial and I have for this small moment I could never erase from my mind. I’m breathing easily again for the first time in months. I didn’t even realize how much pain, how uncomfortable, I’ve been in comparison to how I feel now.

      How did I miss this?

      Nathanial’s lips coast back up my neck, grazing my skin in the shallowest of touches. His hot and heavy breath blows across me and wets my flesh in arousal. I shift to turn my face towards him and move closer to his lips, hoping to take his mouth with my own. But he immediately releases me, breaking the frenzied moment we’d fallen into as he moves back and rises to a stand.

      “Never again, Stella,” his voice is impassive. He sounds bitter and while I’m slightly more satisfied than I’ve been in months, the destructive pain of his words tears through my body and racks my mind. I close my eyes in hatred, maybe even self-loathing, refusing to look at him and seeing the regret he has at being this close to me.

      “You fight Danner off tonight and every night he shows up until we figure out a way to get rid of him completely. But I can’t help you. Don’t mistake my pity for affection.”

      It’s those last words that crack the frail façade I’ve forced around myself in protection. I feel the tears spill through my lashes and coat my cheeks as I wrap my arms tightly around my chest. A cold and disconnected smile lifts my lips as I taste the salty trails that fall over my jaw and down my neck.

      “I hate you, Nathanial,” I bite out, keeping my eyes shut and forcing everything inside of me to reject him. I inwardly work to disconnect the strange loyalty I feel for us. I’m drawn to him without any cause and he’s made it clear time and time again that he doesn’t feel that way towards me.

      It’s time I let him go and stop hoping that he’ll somehow become my Savior. He’s an Angel, sure. But he’s Fallen, and I’m the Demon he wants nothing to do with.
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      Stella and I drive home in silence. Her head leans against the glass window and her eyes have fallen shut. She’s not sleeping, but she’d like me to believe she is. I maintain a safe distance from her, intentionally choosing not to glance her way every few minutes, even if I want to.

      This is how it has to be. She has to believe I want nothing to do with her, she has to believe I hold some sort of distaste towards her. I can’t leave any room for misinterpretation. I already know that I took things too far tonight. I should have never given into her demands. I shouldn’t have told her I hated seeing her with someone else, but I do.

      It breeds room for corruption. Touching her at all is a constant reminder of what we have together, something she doesn’t quite understand yet. But I knew it the moment I met her.

      Stella is my Fated. That fact alone has thrown everything I had planned for my life off track. I was supposed to rule over our Fallen race until Elijah was ready to take over himself. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if he’d ever be ready. But now that he has Luna, things have begun changing. His mind is slowly growing to accept the idea he and Luna may be a good fit for the throne. He knows I’d give it up in a heartbeat if he was ready, we’ve had the discussion countless times over the years.

      But no one knows what it would mean if I ever bonded with my Fated. It’s my closest, darkest secret and one I will go to the grave with. Accepting Stella as my bonded mate would be dooming us to a life neither of us would be able to live with. She would be miserable, as would I. And unfortunately, there are no loopholes out of it.

      I made a deal a long time ago. Trade my Fated bond for the life of a Fallen. At the time, Fated couples hadn’t emerged for decades. I didn’t think there was the slightest chance of finding my mate.

      And then Stella waltzed into my life, her colors shining brighter than anything I had ever experienced. Her soft, pink lips pouting in the perfect scowl as her small body slammed into mine. That fiery red hair, bouncing and curling in a chaotic mess that I wanted to pull around my fist. Her curves, God, her fucking curves call to me in an impeccable temptation of sexual destruction.

      How do I continue hurting the one person who was created exactly for me? She’s flawless. In every single sense of the word. Even her smart and sarcastic mouth makes my cock twitch and heats my blood.

      And it’s getting worse. I feel it grow the longer we are living so near each other, sleeping just feet away from each other in the same house. It’s the Fated connection calling, pulling, dragging us together, but the longer we don’t give it what it needs, the more destructive her and I become with each other.

      We fight. All the damn time, over shit that shouldn’t matter. Her emotions run rampant already with her being a newly developed Succubus, but mine mirror hers in a toxic way, growing and morphing into something darker and crueler than I’ve ever intended. I don’t understand it entirely, but I know the longer we stay together without bonding, the worse we’re going to be for each other. But it’s not possible, so I shamelessly damage her, inflicting hurt and pain on the one person I want to save.

      It doesn’t help that I listen to her fight off Danner every single fucking night. I sit in the back of her mind, inconspicuous to either of them, a third person in their private nightmare. I wait, tense and ready to step in if she isn’t strong enough to push him away. But it’s torture, pure unaltered pain that soaks my blood and screams through my mind as I watch them.

      She thinks I’ve completely forsaken her. I choose to let her believe it. But I could never, even if I can’t bond her, even though I can never have her. I will always protect her and place her above everything else.

      So, I gave her a little piece of me tonight. Fed her the tiniest bit I could manage. But I also gave something away that was far more important. I gave her the knowledge that I could actually satisfy her. I revealed the fact that Danner isn’t the only person who can give her what she needs.

      That piece of shit doesn’t own her, and it’s been breaking me to not blatantly tell her she can find someone else. Fuck, half of me needs her to find another Incubus to feed from, but the other half of me demands that it’s only me she comes to.

      I’m constantly at war with myself. Do I reveal my true nature to everyone around me in order to selfishly take her as my own? No. I can’t. Because in sustaining her needs, I simultaneously hurt her by giving in.

      So I continue this toxic cycle of pushing her away and then selfishly dragging her back. I deliberately hurt my Fated in order to keep her safe. But every second of if chips away at my sanity. I don’t know how much longer I can do this to her before I give in to us completely.

      And that would unleash an entirely new complication.

      “Out,” I say harshly as we park in front of the small mansion Elijah and I recently acquired. Stella complies silently, opening the door to my G-Wagon and stepping out into the chilly night air.

      We both walk to the wide door in continued bitter silence. I unlock it and allow her to step in ahead of me. “Take two Advil, drink a full glass of water, and go to bed Stella.” I shut the door quietly behind us as she walks to the circular staircase on the left. The bannister is large and white, framing the path in grand, mock angelic beauty.

      “Yes, daddy,” she scoffs.

      “You know how I feel about that term,” I remind her as annoyance bubbles in my throat.

      “Then stop acting like one.”

      “Gladly, when you stop acting like a fucking child.” I casually slide my hands into the pockets of my slacks and meet her hard gaze over her shoulder.

      She parts her lips to respond, no doubt in another sarcastic retort, but I watch as resolve slides over her features and she simply turns away. She leaves the room calmly and doesn’t turn around to look at me again.

      So, she doesn’t see that my eyes stay glued to her as she leaves. She doesn’t notice the pain pulling at my features or the scowl on my lips. She doesn’t know that I hate doing this to her.

      Just as it should be.

      “You know, someone once told me I was a fucking idiot for pushing my Fated away for so long.” Elijah’s hard voice breaks the silence and I whip my head around to find him resting on the black leather couch in our front sitting room. His jean clad leg is crossed loosely over the other. His black Henley pulls tight across his arms as his tattooed hand rests against his knee, holding a small tumbler of what I assume is whiskey.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say quietly as I move to the bar tucked in the back of the room. I pull a small glass out and fill it with bourbon for myself.

      “You honestly think I’m that stupid?” he asks as he takes a sip of his drink.

      “I truly think that you do not know what you’re talking about. You have no idea what I’m doing with Stella.” I step back to the couch, coming to stand directly in front of him as we both drink in the quiet darkness.

      “So, you do believe Stella’s your Fated?” he seeks confirmation. He knows me too well not to have noticed our strange interactions.

      I scoff, “Brother, I’ve known she was my Fated far before you ever accepted Luna as yours.”

      “Then what is the fucking issue? Is it because she’s a Succubus? As her Fated, as someone who was created specifically for her, you should be able to sustain her needs.” Elijah laughs to himself for a moment. “Unless you can’t. Maybe that’s the problem, you simply can’t give her what she desires.”

      A low growl climbs up my throat at his taunting accusation. As if I wouldn’t be able to provide for her, satisfy her in the ways she requires. He has no fucking idea what I can do for her. But no one knows the truth, and not even Elijah would understand. So, I force the anger back down and grind my teeth together before answering.

      “Sure, go head and believe what you wish.”

      “Well then, that settles it. I’ve already found another Incubus who is willing to help Stella feed and regain her strength for her nights with Danner.”

      My head whips towards Elijah as a furious rage rushes through me.

      He’s been looking for another Incubus?

      “What the hell did you just say?” I bite out, taking a step toward his disinterested form, casually drinking his whisky as if he didn’t just tear a limb straight from my body.

      “You heard me. She needs to feed, Nathanial. You can’t be selfish enough to deny her needs when you can’t provide them. It’s simple, really. Stella will starve without another Incubus. Danner will eventually need to fulfill her, unless we find someone else. I’m not putting Luna in danger when that happens. Don’t worry, you know him. He’s a friend of ours.” Elijah throws back the last of his whisky and stands in front of me, his chest coming to press against mine in his defiant show of dominance. He should know better than to step in between me and my Fated.

      “Who the fuck is it?” I growl, our noses practically touching as anger billows around me.

      “Leon.” He steps to the side, intentionally cutting our conversation short.

      Fucking Leon. An Incubus who recently started working at the Capital with us. There are some Demons who don’t believe in the war between our races, Leon is one of them and chooses to fight on our side of the battle. He specializes in weaponry and training. He’s good, really fucking good actually, and is the top trainer amongst our people.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. He doesn’t have time to take on Stella as a project. She’ll be far too much work,” I explain away the reasons why this wouldn’t be feasible, but in actuality I’m panicking on the inside. Because Leon would do this, and Stella would take him. This would totally work between them, and I will have to sit back and watch it happen.

      Elijah laughs, a true, guttural laugh that tears into me with mockery. “Sex is never too much work, brother. I’m surprised you gave that excuse any validity.” He slaps his hand on my shoulder and walks out of the room, shaking his head as he continues scoffing at my expense.

      Mother fucker.

      “A project, huh?” Stella’s voice harshly bites out from the top of the staircase and immediately, my gut fills with dread.

      “Stella,” I sigh. “How long have you been listening?”

      “Long enough to know I’m just a burden not worth dumping on anyone,” she answers, and the eerie calm to her voice grates over me. She’s separating herself from me, placing walls and barriers between us. I hate every moment knowing she’s doing the right thing.

      I pause, forcing the words to claw out of my mouth as I speak them. “I simply think Leon has many other responsibilities that take priority, but Elijah’s right. He would be a good fit for you. You could learn a lot from him, and you need your strength.”

      The statement feels like gravel in my throat, but I say it anyway, making sure she has absolutely no reason to seek anything else from me. Ensuring that we will never have anything monumental between us in our lifetime.
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      My eyes stay glued to Nathanial as he stands below me. His shoulders are relaxed, ease and affluence radiate from his loose form as if he’s stating nothing of importance. Like he didn’t just tell me to move on with someone else. As though he isn’t showing me exactly how much he doesn’t care.

      Tears prick my eyes and threaten to reappear, but I force them back. I refuse to show him anything more than he’s giving me. I’m done trying to gain his affection. I’m exhausted looking to him for some semblance of hope when he refuses to give it to me. I feel like we should be more than this. More than this weak moment of pain and dismissal.

      “All right set up the meeting,” I state flatly. I brush my hands down the front of the silky shorts I changed into before frustration and annoyance had gotten the better of me. I decided to come back down here and confront Nathanial when I caught the tail end of his conversation with Elijah.

      If he was lying, then he was lying to his brother as well, and that seems a little more difficult to believe. Which leaves me wondering if I’ve had it wrong all along. Maybe he truly does feel nothing for me, maybe I’m the one who was blinded by his strong jaw and handsome features. Maybe this was just a normal crush that I childishly let grow into something more without it ever being reciprocated.

      I turn on my heels and move back down the hallway to my room, leaving Nathanial in the darkness below. Tonight, when Danner comes to me in my dreams, I’ll fight him off on my own with the strength I absorbed from Nathanial, and then when it comes time to feed again, I’ll have someone new. Someone who will willingly help me understand my true nature.

      Suddenly, the soft cries of Amelia drift down the hall. It has to be close to three in the morning at this point and I can only assume Danner is visiting her while I’m still awake. I slowly step past my room and stop in front of her door, pressing my ear in order to make sure she’s okay. We don’t get along, no one does with Amelia. But I would never wish Danner’s nightmares on anyone.

      “I’m sorry,” she cries, and I slowly twist the doorknob to check on her. The lights are off, and I see her hands twisting in the sheets as her head thrashes back and forth. “I’m sorry. I promise it won’t happen again,” she repeats, her voice growing more frantic with each word.

      “Amelia,” I whisper, hoping to gently wake her from her nightmare. I want to bring her out of the fear Danner holds over her.

      “I didn’t mean it. Please don’t, I’ll be good this time.” She chokes on a sob and I rush to the side of her bed. I place my hands gently on her shoulders and attempt rousing her, whispering her name over and over again.

      “No, no, no. I don’t like them, I hate them. I hate them, I promise.”

      “Amelia,” I say it louder this time and her eyes snap open to collide with mine. In an instant her small form shoots upward as her hand grips my throat in one movement. My airflow is immediately cut off and I lift my hand to wrap around her wrist, trying to break her grasp from my flesh.

      Our eyes are glued to each other, but Amelia doesn’t seem present in the moment. Her pale blue gaze is disoriented and unfocused. She doesn’t truly see me, in fact, I think she’s seeing someone else.

      “Let go,” I force the words through the tight hold she has on me, but it doesn’t seem to register. I vaguely hear the sound of her bedroom door being thrown open and see the lights flash on around us.

      I have a feeling it’s Nathanial, he would have been most likely to hear the commotion from below. I hold a shaky arm towards his direction, halting his movements so that he doesn’t interfere.

      I don’t need him.

      “Amelia,” I say again and slip my thumb under the palm she has pressed against the front of my neck. I break her tension just slightly and I see her eyes flicker in mild awareness.

      “Let. Go,” I say the words again, rougher this time as I work another finger under her hand until I’ve broken more of the seal. It takes a moment, but suddenly she releases me, and I fall to the floor as I gasp for breath.

      “I… shit, I didn’t know it was you,” she stammers as she tries to regain control of her emotions. I can see them spiraling through her mind. She doesn’t want to care about nearly choking me to death, but she didn’t realize it was me either.

      My hand lifts to my neck as I massage the painful throbbing away and turn to see who actually entered the room. It was Nathanial, I was right. His face is red, and his jaw is ticking as his eyes move between the both of us.

      “Leave. I don’t need you,” I demand, my gaze focusing on his when I drop my hand away from the injury.

      He watches me for a brief moment, clearly deciding the next best move when he swiftly turns and leaves the room, shutting the door behind him.

      My eyes move back to Amelia as she silently awaits my assumed reprimand.

      “I heard you from the hallway. I just wanted to help you escape Danner’s nightmare.” I shift forward and stand up, dismissing the unintentional aggression.

      She laughs, a bitter chuckle that chills the space around us. “Danner doesn’t visit me,” she states plainly and my brows furrow in confusion.

      “What? Then who—” I start, but she quickly interrupts my questioning.

      “None of your fucking business. However, it isn’t Danner. He’s but the tiniest speck of disgust on my radar now. My nightmares are filled with things you couldn’t last thirty seconds of,” her voice is ice cold. She sounds completely disconnected from the memories, like she’s been here before, forcing them away time and time again. It seems to be a usual occurrence from the sound of her explanation.

      Irritation sparks in my chest at her accusation. She just attacked me, after I tried to fucking help her and yet she feels nothing over it. I shouldn’t be surprised, but after everything that’s happened tonight, I can’t help but feel the sting over another frustrated rejection.

      “Okay, Amelia. Have a good fucking night.” I step away and move towards the door, twisting the golden knob and stepping out when her quiet voice breaks behind me.

      “Wait—” I don’t turn around, I simply halt my steps as I anticipate her next comment. “I—I’m sorry. I really didn’t realize it was you,” she mutters. I can tell that it’s difficult for her to say the words. I know she holds some sort of deep resentment and hatred towards mixed breeds. So even the simple apology is quite a step for her.

      I turn my head slightly towards her, but don’t meet her eyes when I nod in acknowledgement. I step out and shut the door behind me, only to see Nathanial silently waiting in the hall. I meet his eyes briefly and walk past him, into my own room and shut the door behind me without a word.

      I climb into bed and reach over to turn off the light of my bedside lamp before sliding underneath my white, knitted blankets. The soft glow from the hallway shines underneath my doorframe and I don’t miss the dark shadows of his feet as they come to a stop directly in front of my room. He waits for a few seconds before turning and leaving me alone. I shove away the sinking feelings of disappointment, of pain, and remind myself that I can do this on my own. I’ll figure it out, no matter what transpires in the future.

      Every night, I keep my eyes open for as long as I can. I stare at the ceiling and mentally prepare myself for the fight I’m about to enter into. Sometimes I can’t stay awake longer than a few minutes, sometimes it’s hours before I finally lose and slip into my nightmare. But it always happens, every single time I close my eyes.

      This time though, I’m ready for it.
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      The next morning, I stir to the soft sound of Luna’s voice as she urges me awake. My heavy eyelids blink open several times as I clear the sleepy fog from my mind.

      “—breakfast. You need to eat, Stells. It’s nearly one in the afternoon.”

      “One?” I ask as a yawn stretches my voice and I slowly sit up. “How did I sleep that long?” I’m surprised, I usually never get this much sleep over one night. I lift my hands to rub my heavy eyes, wracking my mind over the events of the last evening. I remember the club, the miserable fuck, and even worse rejection I received from Nathanial. But I also remember him feeding me, just barely, and then the easy dismissal from later on.

      What I don’t recall, however, is Danner coming into my dreams last night. I don’t remember any visitation, which would explain how I got so much sleep. It would also be the first night since our separation that he hasn’t come to me.

      Instantly, my stomach sinks in anxious worry and I lift my eyes to meet Luna’s. “Danner didn’t come to me last night,” I say quietly, looking to her for answers I know she doesn’t have.

      “He didn’t?” she asks, surprise lacing her tone.

      “No, and I’m not sure what that means.”

      “He wouldn’t give up looking for you that easily. Not after coming to you every single night over the last few months,” Luna’s voice is tense as she stands and waits for me to join her. “We need to tell the boys. Maybe Amelia knows something.”

      I’m hesitant, unsure if I want Nathanial to have this piece of information. “Can we wait to tell Nathanial? You can tell Elijah and Amelia. But Nathanial’s already focused on several other issues at the Capital, like yours and Elijah’s declaration. I’d rather not bother him with something we know nothing about yet.”

      Luna watches me warily for a moment before nodding her head and turning towards the door. I quickly change into a pair of soft denim jeans and a pale-yellow, crew neck sweater that sits slightly cropped above my waistline. I hurry to follow her out and downstairs when the heady scent of eggs and bacon waft over us.

      A hungry moan slips from my lips as we enter the kitchen and find both Elijah and Nathanial huddled over the stove. Immediately, that milky fog breaches my mind as I take in their shirtless forms. Two complete opposites, one covered in dark and mesmerizing tattoos while the other is completely bare. Both beyond handsome in entirely different ways, but my attention always lingers on Nathanial. His bronze skin is taut and caresses each of his corded muscles in a powerful show of strength. His back flexes and bunches with each movement of his arms as he cooks. He does something so mundane, so domestic and yet the entire experience lights me on fire as if I was touching him myself.

      My gaze falls to the long, jagged scars that stretch over the span of his back, where his wings once were before he Fell. While they stand out so starkly against the smooth flesh surrounding them, I can’t help but find that they simply prove to enhance just how beautiful he truly is. His golden hair is a shaggy mess on top of his head this morning, and his charcoal grey sweats hang dangerously low on his hips. I ache to pull them down just a bit lower, expose and release his incredible—

      “Stells,” Luna’s elbow sharply nudges my ribs as I slowly drag my gaze back to hers. I quickly realize the room is silent and I fight with all of my strength to blink the foggy trance from my mind.

      “Shit. Sorry,” I mumble and turn to take a seat next to Amelia. She sits in the far corner of the room, her legs tucked up underneath her while she watches everyone in silence. She doesn’t look angry or upset, however her face is tight with tension and clear discomfort. Her fingers are lifted to her lips as she chews on her nails and her long sleeves are pulled halfway up her hands. She meets my eyes as I settle near her and halts her movements just briefly. She quickly tears her eyes away again, resuming her actions.

      I glance up, swiftly enough to see that Elijah is casually leaning against the counter, a single, glossy red apple in his hand as he eats away. Nathanial is still facing the opposite direction, but his body has tensed, and he looks uncomfortably stiff as he moves to dish several plates of food.

      Luna steps forward and begins handing out plates to each of us. Amelia hardly ever eats, but my sister always serves her nonetheless. Once we all have our food, she returns to her usual place next to Elijah and Nathanial finally turns to face our small group.

      “I’ve arranged an emergency meeting. It’ll take place at the Capital. At midnight. It’s time Elijah and Luna announce their blood bond and Fated union.” His face is stoic, completely poised in professionalism and responsibility as leader of the race.

      My eyes dart back and forth between my sister and Elijah, seeking her reaction to his announcement. “Tonight? You guys decided already?” I ask, surprise edging my voice. I knew they planned on declaring what they were, but I didn’t realize it would be happening so soon.

      “It’s been nearly four months, Stells. We think it’s time to start transitioning things in a different direction,” Luna responds bravely. Her strength always impresses me. She’s never been afraid, even after everything she’s been through, everything she’s overcome. She’s the strongest woman I know.

      “Does this mean you and Elijah are stepping up to claim the throne?” Amelia’s cold voice cracks the space around us and everyone’s eyes fly to her. Suddenly, she isn’t quite so fidgety and anxious in the small room. It’s as though her familiar, detached persona slips back into place. She returns to her comfortable, dangerous self and puts each of us on alert.

      “Yes, Amelia. After countless long discussions, Luna and I have decided to step into that role. Nathanial is ready to move on and it’s time we accepted the positions.” Elijah speaks the words on a harsh command, actively asserting his dominance around each of us. His arm snakes around Luna’s waist as he tugs her possessively to his side. He emanates authority and leadership, but I know the truth. Luna has talked to me about it several times. Elijah’s concerned about the danger their reveal will place her in. He hates the idea that they will become even more of a target to those who wish to overthrow and eliminate Fated pairings.

      Luna, however, is always the constant reminder of hope and progress. She intends to rule justly and create safe houses for future Fated connections or bonded mates. Her mind is unraveling with ideas and revelations on how we can ensure the safety of our bonds. Allowing the Fated connections to return and thrive amongst the race is a top priority.

      Amelia’s resentful laugh pierces through me and instantly I tense next to her. “Funny how neither you nor Nathanial have ever wanted anything to do with the throne. Neither of you worked for it, sought it out, fucking killed for it. Yet it’s easily handed to you without a second thought.” Amelia stands and steps around the table, meeting their eyes head on.

      “Amelia,” I say, irritation lining my voice at her harsh remark. I watch as she slowly steps towards the edge of the counter, letting her fingers trail across the hilts of several knives resting in their blocks. Elijah shifts in front of Luna slightly and Nathanial takes a quick step forward just as she yanks a knife into her small hand.

      “I worked for this,” she starts, her voice quiet and flat. “I lied and manipulated for the throne.” Her eyes fall to the butcher knife in her hand, her soft finger grazing over the sharp tip. I slowly stand and begin making my way around the table, inching closer behind her lithe body. Nathanial’s eyes flick to me for a brief moment, but I ignore his warning gaze and keep forward.

      “I fucking destroyed for this,” Amelia’s voice breaks just a bit, betraying her supposed stone-like demeanor. “I gave up everything. I lost everything.”

      In a second, I shoot my hand forward and wrap it around her wrist, yanking it back while she turns in an anticipated lunge. The knife she’s holding slips forward and grazes across my skin, coming to an intentional stop as a warm stream of blood licks across my neck.

      I don’t feel it though, the adrenaline coursing through my body is too heavy and I find the strength to drag her small form up against my own. Her eyes meet mine in a chaotic war of power, and I feel the heat racing around us. Nathanial launches forward to tear her away, but I quickly interrupt the commotion with my own words.

      “Do you think a little blood scares me?” I ask quietly as I use my grip on her wrist to press the tip of the knife farther into my flesh. I feel more of that heated blood slip down my skin and glide over my breast through my thin sweater.

      “Stella,” my name is spoken on Nathanial’s deep growl and rattles my bones, but I’m not ready to give up yet.

      “I could kill you with a simple kiss, naïve little Stella. But you would like that, wouldn’t you?” Amelia shifts forward, bringing her face only inches away from mine. I watch as her eyes dip to my lips, clearly entertaining the idea of how possible that could be.

      But she doesn’t know me well enough yet. She doesn’t know my game or my intentions. Out of everyone in this house, I could possibly know her the best.

      I twist the grip on her wrist just slightly, but enough so that her hold on the hilt breaks and it falls crashing to the floor below us. I move my lips even closer to hers and for the first time, harness the adrenaline flowing between us to attempt feeding from her chi. I close my eyes, breathing her in until something sweet and filthy slips through my lips as well. I hear her gasp and suddenly the energy in the room shifts to something so much more tangible.

      It’s quick, and all too fleeting but I open my eyes to find her breathing rapidly with surprise pulling at her features. I can play her fucking game too.

      “You and I are the same, aren’t we little Amelia? You’re simply the insulting angelic version of my demonic Succubus.” I release her grip with a shove backwards and she stumbles away from me in irritation. Her face is a mixture of inner turmoil and revulsion, but I don’t miss the hint of intrigue mixed with what seems like relief. She quickly turns on her heels and stalks out of the room, leaving me alone with Elijah, Luna, and Nathanial.
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      As soon as Amelia is out of the small space, the remaining adrenaline and racing tension crashes around me. The stinging pain of the shallow slice across the side of my neck throbs and I lift my hand to instinctually cover the wound.

      “Shit,” I say as I jerk my hand away and come back with a bloody palm.

      “Get out,” Nathanial barks to Elijah and Luna, but his eyes are glued to my crimson neck.

      Luna hurries forward and ignores his order, quickly placing her hand on my chin and turning my head to examine it herself. “Stella,” she says quietly. “You have to be careful. I don’t want Amelia hurting you.”

      “I’m fine, Lun. Promise.” I pull my face away from her grasp and take a small step back as Nathanial comes forward.

      “I said get the hell out.” This time, his voice is lower and darker with a rage that has Elijah immediately stepping into his space. The two men eye each for a moment, silently communicating before Elijah turns and tugs gently on Luna’s arm. I nod to her, letting her know I’ll be fine and the two of them step out of the room together.

      The moment we’re alone, Nathanial stalks forward until I’m backed up against the cold counter. Without taking his eyes off me, his large hands catch me off guard as they grip my waist in a tight hold. He roughly lifts me on to the granite surface and forces my legs apart so that he can settle in between them. Without a word, he grasps my chin and controls my movements, turning my head to the side and tilting it away so that the injured portion of my neck is exposed to him.

      I try to maintain a steady rhythm to my breaths, trying to focus on the pain of my flesh rather than his hard, rippled abs pressed up against my stomach. I try not to let my eyes drift down to the harsh V that leads directly below the waistband of his sweats, or the way his broad chest surrounds me in that heated warmth I crave so much of.

      “I’m fine, Nathanial. Let me go,” I mumble, letting my eyes fall shut so that I can’t see his powerful body in front of mine.

      “What you did was reckless. You should have never pushed Amelia like that,” he says as he reaches to the side of my body and turns on the hot water in the stainless sink. He maintains his grip on my jaw while his other hand wets a warm rag that he rests on the edge of the surface.

      “I can take care of myself, asshole.”

      He scoffs, the smallest smirk tugging at his lips when his eyes fall to my pale-yellow sweater. I look down as well, following his gaze when I realize how much blood has soaked through the thin fabric. It’s ruined, and it was one of my favorite tops but suddenly, I have a stronger urge to do something else with it.

      I slowly drift my hands to the hem of my sweater and pause briefly, waiting for his quick rebuttal. But it doesn’t come. Instead, his eyes lift to mine expectantly before he answers, “Take it off.”

      I do as he says, quick and efficiently as I pull it up and over my wild hair. I drop it to the floor next to us, no use in trying to keep it now. His eyes fall over my body as a raging fire lights inside of them, sparking in my own chest and kicking up my heart rate. I’m sitting in front of him in a light pink bra that barely contains my tits at the moment. It’s a little small, but under my cropped sweater looked fine.

      We both stand in heavy silence. Nathanial’s deep breaths graze across my neck as my body begs to be closer to him. But I don’t offer any movements, I don’t initiate anything that will give him the satisfaction of rejecting me. I wait for him to make any sort of move, which he does. For the fucking thin rag sitting next to my thigh.

      I watch intently as he folds it into thirds and lays the now cold fabric across my leg. His eyes lift back to mine when suddenly, one of his hands drifts up the length of my arm. Shivers race down my spine and I gasp at the contact. Everything feels differently when he touches me.

      His long fingers trail across my shoulder until they brush against the stream of blood that coasted across my chest. His thumb tracks through it, sliding higher and higher until it’s pressed against the wound directly.

      I release a hiss and my eyes squeeze shut as he pushes against it and a sharp pain shoots through me. Abruptly, his lips fall to my ear as his hot breath skates over my flesh. “Does this hurt?” he asks, dark and rough when I’m left breathing heavily at his touch.

      “Yes,” I choke out, but the stinging pain of his assertive grasp is also eliciting much stronger waves of pleasure. He drags his thumb across the cut, soaking his hand in my blood and coating my neck with more of it.

      “But does it feel good?” he asks again, this time his tongue brushes against the shell of my ear and we immediately fall into our familiar milky haze that bears home to both of us.

      “Yes.” A soft whimper escapes me, and his other hand grips my hip tightly as he drags me forward on the hard counter. He slowly rolls his own against mine and I ache when I feel his hard cock brush against my wet core.

      “Taste it,” he commands as his thumb slips up and over my jaw, running the length of my lower lip. He tugs it down, ensuring my own blood is coated over my flesh. I hesitate for a moment, unsure of where this is going, but I’m far too turned on to ignore it. “Stella,” he barks as his heavy hand pulls away from my hip for a moment before coming back to crash against the outer edge of my ass in a rough reprimand.

      I can’t help it, a surprised moan falls from my mouth as I jerk back in reaction. God, I love it. All of it, even the dirty, dominant part of him that demands control. He lifts his hand and grips my hair tightly, pulling my head back as I part my lips for him.

      “Do as I say,” his voice is low, a sexual whisper that covers my flesh and infects my blood. I pull from it, automatically and without reserve as I feed from us together. I let my tongue slip from my mouth and over my lower lip, tasting the metallic flavor of my own blood. I watch his eyes flare in heat as they follow the trail my tongue leaves behind. I turn my head just slightly, taking his thumb further into my mouth as I let my red stained lips close around him. I don’t take my eyes from his as I suck him in further, circling my tongue around the tip and then dragging it slowly downward before coming back up again. I taste his flesh, I taste my own body on him.

      My eyes fall closed as I suck him one last time before letting go and then pushing my face further into his palm. I savor the feeling of his skin against mine, of our breaths working and fighting with each other while the tension around us explodes.

      “Fuck, Stella,” he says and just as his hands fall to grip my hips again, quick steps of heavy feet fly into the kitchen and interrupt our interaction.

      “Oh! Oh! I’m so sorry, I had no idea anyone was in he—Oh! Stella, dear, are you all right?” Alf’s shocked face catches me off guard and I turn towards him. But his eyes instantly drop to my chest and suddenly his own face beams bright red. “I’m so sorry, I’m sorry. I’m going. Please, Nathanial, tell me if I can fetch anything for you.” Alf quickly turns on his heels and races out of the room, effectively shattering everything we had flowing between us.

      I bring my eyes back to Nathanial, but he’s already stepped away and I hate to see the immediate walls that have slid back over his features. He clears his throat without meeting my gaze, reaching for the rag and tossing it to me casually. “Use that to clean up, the cut should heal, if it hasn’t already from what just happened.”

      Confused, I tentatively raise my fingers to my neck and brush over the area that should have the injury. The skin feels smooth and flawless, absolutely no pain—as if it never existed.

      I glance back to him, my brows furrow, and my eyes narrow in his direction. My heart kicks at the idea that maybe what just happened was as simple as a clinical transaction for him.

      “How did that happen?” I ask, fearing his answer.

      “You healed, after a slight feeding. Your body draws what it needs from the tension to restore itself.” His voice is steady and calculated.

      I pause a moment, readying myself to ask the question I don’t necessarily want the answer to. “Is that why you just did that? Simply to heal me?”

      His eyes focus on mine, ripping through me in detached discipline. “Of course.” He steps back and wipes my blood from his hands on a separate towel. Erases me from his body. “Why else would I do anything like with you? I’m a healer, Stella. I’m trained to heal people.”

      I drop my head in irritation, sighing before I jump down from the counter and straighten my shoulders to face him. I step forward, coming only inches away from his bare torso and lift my hard eyes to meet his.

      “Let me give you a bit of advice,” I bite out. I trail a single, slow finger up the length of his arm and across his wide chest, keeping my eyes on the track of goosebumps I leave behind. “Don’t touch me.” My hand drifts higher, until it’s my own that reaches up and grips the back of his neck so he’s forced to look at me. “Don’t fucking help me.” I can see the aroused heat flare in his gaze, and I arch my back so that I’m pressed tightly against his body. That milky haze slowly slips back over his eyes and I know I’ve got him exactly where I want him.

      “And for Christ’s sake, stop fucking feeding me. You won’t even tell me how that’s possible. I don’t need you. Stop playing this game with me where you pull me along and then shove me away.” I release my hold on him and step back, turning on my heel before walking out of the room. “I’ll find someone else. I’m not your burden, remember?” I move to take a step forward but his authoritative voice cracks around us.

      “Stella,” he steps up behind me and dips his head so that his lips brush against the back of my ear. “Find someone else. Fuck someone else. Feed from someone else. I don’t care.” His quiet voice is anything but timid. It’s powerful and painful as he speaks the words I threw in his face. “But you will never escape me.”

      His hand slides forward and brushes across the exposed skin of my stomach, moving lower until his fingers barely slip under the waistband of my jeans. “So, while you’re fucking another Incubus, while you feel him moving inside of you, remember who’s actually claiming you in that moment. It’s not him, it will always be me. No matter who you’re with.” His teeth bite my lobe as he sucks it into his mouth, and I gasp at the painful pleasure while his fingers dip lower. I place a warning hand over his, halting his movements before he goes too far. “I know who you see whenever you’re with anyone else. I know the pattern in your choices. You can deny it all you want, baby girl. But I will always know the truth.”

      Fuck.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say as I pull his hand off of me and step away. He scoffs, laughing to himself as he slides his hands into his pockets, crossing his ankles and leaning against the counter.

      “All right, Stella.” He doesn’t give me a chance to respond, he simply steps around me and out of the kitchen. I’m left alone in the space, drowning in our deranged war of power. We’re toxic and uncontrolled, an evolving chaos that will only leave destruction before it could ever conceive beauty.
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      Stella digs under my skin and constantly grates against my flesh. One second, I want to tear out her hair and tie her up by her wrists, fuck her, and leave her begging for more. The next second? I’m ready to ditch her and head to a bar, get trashed, and forget I ever met her.

      It’s always a war of power between the two of us, twisting and ripping until the other is left in pieces. My mind is already clouded with countless possibilities over how Elijah and Luna’s declaration could go tonight. People will surely be receptive. The council has already had their sights on Luna since she began showing up around the Capital. But there will always be concerns, such as safety and political changes towards the fight, that continuously rages through the Fallen Angel and certain factions of Demon races.

      And then there’s Amelia. We knew there would be backlash keeping her with us. But we’ve kept an eye on her, usually ensuring weapons and anything that she could use against the girls is out of her reach. She’s collapsed within herself, most of the time nothing but an anxious mess. She keeps to her room, quiet and lost in her thoughts, or personal nightmares.

      But every once in a while, that confident, sadistic monster breaks through and takes over, reminding us just how dangerous she can truly be. Stella holds her own though, and she was right in saying the two of them are curiously similar. Two sides of the same succubus coin.

      I stormed out of the kitchen and found Elijah and Luna curled together on the couch. Luna’s small frame is wrapped tightly within my brother while his fingers trail circular patterns across her arms and shoulders. Their quiet conversation comes to a quick end as I stalk towards them and take a seat in the opposing leather chair.

      I drop my head to my hands, scrubbing across the scruff along my jaw as I try to clear my mind in preparation for tonight’s events.

      “It shouldn’t be a huge crowd tonight,” I say as I drag my fingers through the long strands of my hair. “I alerted the council members, and obviously the meeting is open to everyone, but I doubt many will haul their asses out of bed in the middle of the night.”

      “We’ll see. It’s clear that dynamics are beginning to shift within the race. We might be surprised at the turn out.” Elijah’s hard voice rakes over me. He brings up a good point. Word of Amelia and Danner’s attack on Luna has made it through the community. It was hard to keep everything under wraps when Camden worked so closely with all of us at the Capital. Everyone knows of Elijah and his past blood bond with Amelia as well. It was arguably clear that Luna must be special to have caught his attention for longer than a fleeting moment.

      Stella, on the other hand, has remained a bit more inconspicuous. I intend to keep it that way, ensure that no one knows just how important she truly is.

      “True, we’ll have to see how everything plays out. You’ll be maintaining the same council, yes?” I ask, trying to focus on the technicalities and duties that he will be taking over as leader. We’ve talked about this before, switching out a couple of the advisors for others he was closer to.

      “Yes, for now. Unless something changes and I don’t trust them, we’ll keep the four who’ve been advising you.” Elijah sits up, shifting so that Luna is now sitting next to him as he lifts his eyes to meet mine. “Stella will meet with Leon tonight. It’ll be a safe, public place for them to be introduced.”

      I fight to keep my heart rate steady and my eyes from narrowing at my brother. Immediately, an angry heat sears through me and I have to remind myself that I don’t claim her, I don’t own her, despite the words that inadvertently slipped from my mouth just moments ago. This is for the best, the right decision, and when all is said and done, I need Stella to be strong and healthy in order to continue her fight against Danner. I’m quickly reminded that he didn’t visit her last night, a fact that she hasn’t bothered telling me, but one I simply know because I keep a close eye on her.

      I don’t miss how tense Luna is as she sits next to my brother, her small hand clasped tightly within his. They’re always touching, always drawing and seeking from each other through their Fated and blood bonds.

      “You’re right. This will be the best place for their initial meeting. I have several guidelines I need to put in place for Leon as well. This isn’t a fucking free for all, he’s clinically instructing and feeding her.” The tail end of my sentence grinds out of my teeth and tears out of my throat on a husky growl. The corner of Elijah’s mouth kicks up in a sadistic grin and Luna simply looks disappointed as she listens. I’m sure he’s told her about Stella being my Fated, but she knows all too well how you can’t force a bond between two unwilling parties.

      “Whatever makes this easier for you, brother.” He stands, pulling Luna up with him as they begin walking out of the room. “At the end of the day, she’ll still be fucking someone else. No matter how many useless rules you place between them.”

      My body reacts involuntarily, launching from the chair just as Stella rounds the corner and finds all of us basking in tension. She’s still lacking any top, but she’s clutching the ruined yellow sweater at her side.

      “Who will be fucking someone else?” she asks, that sexy little lilt dancing across her voice. She isn’t ashamed of walking out here half-naked. She has no reason to be. She’s fucking gorgeous, and confident, and every single thing I could ever want in a woman. She’s also my entire destruction and complete ruin wrapped up in one pretty package.

      Elijah looks to me expectantly, assuming he’s pushed me into a position of facing this most recent impending disaster with her. Luna glances to her sister and then back to me, clearly awaiting my response as well.

      I clear my throat, sliding back into my casual, give no fucks demeanor. “Me, of course. Haven’t you heard?” I step forward, moving around each of them as I head toward the staircase. “I need to get laid tonight, and you’ll be busy with Leon.”

      Elijah physically chokes on my words, doubling over in mock hysteria while Stella’s eyes widen with anger. “You’re asking for it, Nathanial. Every fucking thing that’s coming to you.” He slaps me on the chest as he walks away, tugging Luna behind him.

      “Leon, the Incubus?” she asks, her eyes quickly clearing of any emotional response.

      “Yes. He’ll be there tonight. You can meet and I’ll lay out the ground rules.”

      Stella’s quiet for a moment—just one moment—before she breaks out into laughter. She bends over, her small arms clutching her incredibly naked waist as her wild hair falls forward and over her gloriously bouncing tits. “Ground rules?” she laughs, standing back up to catch her breath. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      I stare, completely controlled as my eyes narrow on hers. “Absolutely not. You’re not losing control with someone you don’t even know.”

      “Aren’t I supposed to be getting to know him? Isn’t that the entire point of this?”

      “No. The point is to keep you fed and healthy, while teaching you about your Succubus nature and how to control it.” I step away from the staircase, turning to her fully, challenging her again already. Fucking fighting for control again.

      Her smile quickly falls into something much sadder, something tainted with disappointment. “Control it,” she says sarcastically. “Because there’s something wrong in the first place.”

      A genuine sharp pain scratches through my chest at the realization of what I said. I should have known how that would sound, especially with my own personal Demons. “No,” I start. “That’s not what I meant, Stella.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” She steps past me, careful to keep a gap between us as she moves up the staircase and towards her room. “You’re an Angel. It’s only natural for you to see what I am that way. It’ll be good to work with Leon. He’s like me, my kind, and at this point I need someone who understands what I’m dealing with.” She doesn’t turn around before she disappears down the dark hallway and I don’t see her again until the meeting that night.
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      I’ve been to the Capital a few times over the past months. Not often enough to really know where I’m going though, so I sit here in Nathanial’s office while everyone else prepares for the meeting.

      Truthfully, I’m not ready to be around everyone yet. I’m not ready to meet Leon, not ready to meet others of the race, and definitely not prepared to spend any more time around Nathanial than what is absolutely necessary.

      My mind is racing with too many conflicting thoughts.

      I’m frustrated with Nathanial’s dismissals of me. I’m angry with myself for continuously falling into his dark words and dominating aura. I’m so uncomfortably, unquestionably drawn to him and for some reason it’s so much easier for him to deny whatever is between us.

      I’m also curious about Leon and what he can teach me. I don’t want to control this in the way that Nathanial implied. But I do want to learn how I can maximize the benefits, how I can manipulate what I am into advancing me instead of hurting all the fucking time.

      Amelia came with us tonight, obviously. Elijah and Nathanial have been on high alert since her fiasco in the kitchen. I’m not worried about it. Strangely enough, I feel a sort of kinship to Amelia. I hate her for what she did to Luna, but the more I’m around her, the more I hear her crying in the darkness of her room, the more I begin to realize that she may be as much of a victim as the rest of us are. A direct reflection of whatever it was she had to endure growing up.

      I drop my feet from resting on the edge of Nathanial’s large, black oak desk. I’ve been reclining in his chair, my fingers intertwined across my lap as I made myself comfortable. I figure I might be alone for a little while longer and why not make the most of this opportunity?

      So, I stand and move towards the corner of his office, where the small space houses his medical supplies, a small shelving unit of books and personal items, and the narrow hospital bed he uses to treat his patients. I assume he spends a lot of his time here, doing the work he’s most passionate about and for some reason, that part of him calls to me. He hasn’t been here quite as much recently, not since the Danner incident. He still comes and goes as he pleases, but he ends up spending most of his time in his office at home.

      I trail a finger across the soft cotton of the bed, slowly stepping towards the worn wooden shelves that carry things more personal to him. I immediately notice a framed picture of him and Elijah, both smiling slightly, not too wide or too cheerful. Neither of them are great beams of fucking sunshine, that’s for damn sure. Maybe at one point, when I first met Nathanial, I thought he was the happier one of the two—more playful. But the longer we’ve been around each other the more I realize how incredibly wrong I was in that assessment.

      Directly next to the frame sits two deep red wrist bands and I immediately recognize them as mine and his from our night at Pandora’s Box so long ago. The date is stamped across the edge in faded black ink. I’m confused why he would keep them, that night was not one I want to remember. It was the night Camden took Luna, the night she nearly died after Amelia strung her up and stabbed her. I had been beside myself, uncontrollably crying while Nathanial tried to calm both me and Elijah down. We searched for her for hours—I truly thought I had lost her. Thankfully, Elijah was able to use his Fated bond to find and heal her when their blood connection had been blocked.

      “Ah, so you’re the little Succubus.”

      The deep, masculine voice catches me off guard as I whip my head around and quickly pull my hand away from the shelf. A tall, intimidating man stands in the doorway. His stature is powerful, engulfing the space in his darkness. His broad chest leads to a narrow torso, where his hip casually rests against the frame. He’s dressed in a fitted set of distressed dark wash jeans paired with a stark white cut off hoodie. His sinewy arms are crossed indifferently around his chest, and his sleek auburn hair is cut close on the sides, deliciously long on top. His jaw and lower face are darkened in a shadow of scruff.

      He’s adorned with jewelry and his tattoos trail down his biceps and wrap around his wrists. They look to be some sort of intertwining flames that compliment his entire demeanor. Dark, blazing, intense.

      He doesn’t come off like a Fallen Angel. No, there’s nothing angelic about him. He’s rougher around the edges, something a little more anarchic about him that lingers below the surface. He’s dark and chaotic. Unease rolls through my chest at the sight of him. But I’m not afraid—no. I’m intrigued by him even more because of it. Hell, even Elijah, covered in his countless tattoos and piercings has a softer edge than this guy.

      He’s incredibly attractive, but I’m not drawn to him in the same way my body calls to Nathanial. However, I can absolutely get down with the idea of him being my mentor.

      “You must be Leon,” I say, taking a step away from him and leaning against the small counter in Nathanial’s medical corner.

      “Your incredibly talented, deliciously sexual, tragically charming educator on all things Succubi?” he says confidently as he moves from the doorway and stalks towards me. “Yeah, that’s fuckin’ me.”

      “Humble, too? Wow, how did I luck out with you?” A slight smile tugs at my lips. I’m already captivated by our familiar banter.

      “Now that, darling, is the real question, isn’t it?” He towers over me, placing each of his large hands on either side of my shoulders against the counter. His fingers are covered in rings, some small and thin while others are bigger, housing beautiful gemstones I couldn’t even begin to identify. He taps them in a rhythm that chimes and ticks through my blood. He dips his head lower, bringing his lips close to my ear. “I’m such a busy man, how will I ever find the time to handle you?”

      The way he phrases his question causes my heart rate to kick in my chest and a sweat to break out across my skin. “You couldn’t handle me,” I bite out, leaning back and meeting his fierce gaze with my own. He scoffs, his eyes dancing between mine as he tries to read me.

      “Oh Red, how I beg to differ.” He smiles, something devilishly handsome and I can’t help but smile right back. He’s already given me a nickname, taking privilege over some odd sense of familiarity we hold within each other. But I know to be careful, I haven’t spent much time around other Demons outside of Danner.

      “How do I know I can trust you?” I ask hesitantly, tilting my head to the side as I inspect him closer. His lips are rosy, ripe and swollen as if he’s just finished kissing someone else. Which, I guess wouldn’t surprise me. But they draw me in even more when his long, sharp tongue slides out and runs along his lower lip.

      “Easy,” he says darkly. “You don’t.” He lifts his hand and drops it to my shoulder, his thumb runs harshly along my collar bone and instantly, my body tunes in to his sexual energy. “However, if you want to make sure I’m truly an Incubus, I’ll gladly let you in, Red.”

      His fingers slide to the back of my neck as he tugs me forward, dropping his forehead against mine. Fuck, his eyes. They’re like the night sky. Dark and so near black that they almost suck you into a cosmic abyss. They’re harsh, cold, and sharp as they cut through me and an electric shiver immediately bolts down my spine.

      I draw in a breath at the nearness of him and the immediate heated tension that blooms between us. I feel that milky fog slip over my eyes and he releases a quiet, but demonic laugh.

      “Oh babe, we’re going to have to fix that,” he says before pausing for a brief moment. I’m not sure what he’s referring to, but suddenly I’m eager to learn everything he’s offering me. “But for now? Fuck it.” I watch as his eyes ghost over and his grip tightens around the nape of my neck. “All right, close your eyes and push out in your mind. You can slip into mine rather easily, I’m not fighting you.”

      “I don’t understand. I’ve never done anything like this before,” I whisper the words quietly, somewhat embarrassed at my lack of ability as a Succubus.

      “You can feel me. Focus on my touch, on the feel of my breath against your lips, on the sound of my voice as it slips through your ears.” His voice drops several decibels, coming out in choppier, sexier bits and I try to focus on how that causes my body to respond.

      I tilt my head back and forth a bit, feeling his long fingers press against my skin as he steps just a bit closer, bringing our chests flush against each other. My heart is thundering inside of me, kicking and throbbing to feed from our tension.

      I mentally reach out, tentatively seeking his own mind with mine until I finally, gently breach his barriers. It’s like stepping into a place I’ve already been before. I’ve never met him, but I know this. This hungry ache that seeks the connection of others, constantly looking and searching until it’s fully fed.

      Breathing in deeply, I taste the familiarity on his breath, his similar gridwork that reminds me of my own and of Danner’s. But I’ve never intentionally sought anything like this out before, and instantly another similarity races through my mind.

      “What’s your kink, Red?” Leon’s raspy voice cuts through my thoughts and distracts me.

      “What do you mean? I don’t have one.” I enjoy sex. In general, all kinds of sex really. I’m not too picky.

      “Everyone has a kink. Especially Incubi and Succubi. Sure, we feed off of any and all sexual tension. It’s everywhere, constantly aching and begging for attention. But we, darling, have specific needs and desires that stroke us in ways everything else doesn’t.” His lips brush against my jaw and my head tilts on its own, seeking more of his touch, more of what he’s giving me. “Let’s see, is it role-playing? You like pretending that you’re someone else when you fuck?”

      I laugh, lifting my hands and dragging them up his arms. “No.”

      “How about Electrostimiluation?” he says as he bites my ear and tugs it into his mouth. “Not my favorite, along with foot fetishes, but fuck. If I have to in order to release your ultimate Succubi, I guess I’ll bite the bullet.”

      “Oh my god, no,” I gasp, surprised at everything he’s listing.

      “I’ll tell you mine,” he whispers, temptation lingering in his words. “More than one.” Quickly, his hands roughly grip my hips as he suddenly flips me around and presses his incredibly hard erection into my ass.

      “More than one, what?” I urge him, pushing back against him and feeling his hot breath coast across my shoulder.

      “More than one lover. Doesn’t matter who, guy or girl. Doesn’t matter how they’re involved. They can watch, fuck, join in, control it. I don’t give a shit, but when there’s more than one, that’s when I’m really fucking turned on.” One of his hands grips my hip tightly as the other slides up my back and into my hair. I feel it as the long strands wrap around his fist and he jerks my head back towards him. A heated whimper falls from my lips on command and I physically feel my body relax into his hold.

      “Ah, that’s interesting.” His voice is harsh and quiet against the soft skin below my ear. “Is dominance your thing, Red?”

      “What the fuck is going on in here?” Nathanial’s hard voice booms around us and my eyes immediately snap open. I pull out of Leon’s grip on my hip and he reluctantly releases my hair when I step away. I can’t help but notice the way Nathanial is tense and breathing heavily as he stands in the door to his office.

      “Exactly what you think is going on,” Leon answers for us, turning to face him as he places himself directly next to me. No shame, no embarrassment, and I fucking love him for it.

      “You’re supposed to be teaching her how to feed, how to use her Succubus nature for herself. Not snagging random hookups in my fucking office.”

      “And how exactly, did you think I’d be teaching her to do all of that? Did you honestly think I could show her how to feed from others sexually, without being sexual with her myself? Come on, Nathanial. You aren’t that fucking stupid.”

      A low and unnerving growl radiates from deep within his chest as he steps forward and directly into Leon’s space. They are both large men, standing nearly the same height, with Nathanial just a bit taller. Both ripple with tense and constrained muscles and a tick settles deep in Nathanial’s jaw. But Leon has an air of flippancy about him, like he couldn’t really care less about what’s taking place. He’s alert, and ready, but his lax features and crossed ankles show me the detachment he has in all of this.

      I actually fucking appreciate it.

      Because I don’t want strings. Strings are messy, they get tangled and knotted and pull too tightly when I need to break free. I just want to learn and fuck and not worry about the emotions behind it.

      Besides, I’m already tangled too tightly with someone else, and I’m waiting for those ties to snap and leave me crashing to the ground.

      I push the thought away and maneuver myself in between Nathanial and Leon, facing towards the former. I place my hands on his chest and feel the power he’s holding back with each labored breath. “Nathanial, you know this is the right thing. He wasn’t doing anything I didn’t invite into my space. We’re good here.”

      “Yeah, we’re fucking great here.” Leon snaps out behind me, letting the words roll off his tongue and linger in the tight space between each of us. Nathanial tenses and crushes his body into mine as he leans his face closer to Leon’s.

      “I’d watch your fucking mouth if I were you.” The boiling anger threading tightly through his voice sends a bolt of heat and worry washing through me. I can’t let myself feel anything in response to this supposed possessiveness he’s showing, because the second I let myself go there, I’m reminded that he actually doesn’t want anything to do with me.

      “All right, all right dickheads. Both of you take a step back and fucking breathe. I don’t want to babysit either of you,” I chirp the words out as I gently push Nathanial away and step forward, placing a solid foot in between us all.

      “Nathanial, for fuck sake. I’m not your guys’ bitch, but if I have to listen to Elijah complain about Luna’s safety one more fucking time, I’m going to kill you a—” Amelia’s voice sounds from the hallway just as she turns into the office and appears before us. But her sentence is abruptly cut off as soon as her eyes land on Leon.

      I glance back to him and notice that his entire demeanor has changed. Everything. He’s standing straight, his full height being magnified by the fact that his arms and legs are incredibly tense with restrained strength. His eyes are hard and narrowed, and his brows are furrowed in what looks to be a mix of disbelief and resentment.

      “Leon,” I snap my fingers in his face, trying to gain his attention when I feel Nathanial step to my side in order to watch the odd interaction as well. Leon doesn’t even flinch in response to my hand in his face and when I look back to Amelia, her entire body is vibrating with tension and fear. I can see it in the way her eyes are shimmering and wide as she watches him.

      “Fuck,” she whispers as she turns and immediately launches out of the room.

      “Out of my fucking way,” Leon grinds out as he darts past us and after Amelia.

      I immediately follow after, confusion and surprise pulling at my own features. I shake off the remaining fog that had drifted through me when Leon and I were alone and let my mind focus on what’s happening now.

      As I round the corner and emerge into the hallway, I hear Nathanial’s heavy steps behind me. I feel his presence as our eyes land on the intense conversation taking place between Amelia and Leon.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you right this fucking second,” Leon’s voice is heavy and dark as he pins Amelia’s small frame against the wall. He has his tattooed fingers wrapped tightly around her throat, lifting her inches from the floor while her toes reach down to allow her some sort of support. But she’s quick, and even while he has her cornered in his grasp, she has her hand pressed against the side of his throat, a small razor blade breaking his skin just slightly enough to leave a trail of blood flowing down beneath the collar of his sweatshirt.

      A brief thought flashes through my mind, curious how she somehow obtained a razor blade when we’re all so focused on keeping weapons away from her. A sadistic smile spreads across her face, but I don’t miss the way her eyes are pooling slightly with tears. I can’t tell if it’s due to lack of oxygen or from their interaction in general.

      “Because I’m quick. And I’ll kill you first, Demon.”

      Nathanial casually leans against the wall behind me and I glance back, widening my eyes and nodding towards the two of them in hopes that he steps in to break it up.

      “At this point, I prefer they kill each other. So, I’m simply here to watch—Red.” He uses the nickname that Leon gave me with a bitter bite to his tone and I roll my eyes in annoyance at his blatantly careless remark. I turn my attention back to Amelia and Leon when I hear his voice drop into a dangerous territory—vicious, cruel, vengeful.

      “I’d love for you to try, bitch. It’s about time I get my fucking revenge for Ny—“

      Immediately, Amelia uses all of her strength to shove Leon away from her. She digs the blade even further into his neck and catches him off guard as he stumbles back. She falls to the floor, clutching her throat and staring up at him.

      “Don’t. Don’t ever fucking say her name around me again.” She sucks in a ragged breath and I step forward, but Nathanial’s hand wraps tightly around my elbow as he pulls me back and against his chest. I try to keep my focus on the two ahead of me, but his hand slips down to my waist and instantly, I’m distracted by his heated touch. His lips fall behind my ear as he speaks quietly against my skin. “Let them fight.”

      I surrender to Nathanial’s commend when I watch Leon slowly crouch down before her, leaning forward and placing himself directly into her space. I can tell she’s warring between mixed emotions, one second she looks ready to fight him head on and the next second she’s inching away from him as if she’s afraid.

      “Nya,” he says quietly as he slips his fingers into the back of her long, white hair. She squirms to get away from him, but he drags her forward until her face is only inches away from his. “Nya,” he speaks the name even louder this time and I watch as her eyes shut tightly while she blocks him out. There’s something heavy coursing between them. It’s thick and strong and while I wonder if it’s simply fear and a clear past between the two, I can’t help but feel something else lingering there as well. Maybe it’s the Succubus in me, after tuning into Leon’s grid just moments ago, perhaps I’m having an easier time observing the both of them together. But it’s there, faint and refusing attention, however apparent none the less.

      What the hell?

      “Nya,” he shouts this time, so loudly that her eyes snap open and I flinch in Nathanial’s hold. “Fucking hear it. Remember it. Feel it. Because babe, now that you’re in my grasp, I’m going to make you pay for everything you fucking did. I’m going to make your life a living hell. Demons will be the last thing you’re afraid of, because you’ll only ever see me in your fucking nightmares.”

      He releases his hold on her harshly and she falls back to her elbows. She holds his gaze as she inches forward and spits on the ground at his feet.

      “Fuck you, Demon,” she bites out, but her eyes are reflecting something else entirely. Pain, regret, fear.

      “Oh Millie, don’t even get me started on that fucking catastrophe.”
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      “Okay, not sure what the fuck is going on between the two of you. But let’s get this shit over with,” I quickly say, hoping to distract and diffuse the strange tension radiating between the two of them. I don’t care for Amelia, obviously, but I can’t deny the odd draw within me to be a barrier between the two of them.

      I step forward, wrapping my hand around Leon’s thick upper arm and drag him down the hallway, leaving Nathanial and Amelia to follow on their own. We walk a few paces in silence, I can practically feel the anger rolling off of Leon in heavy waves and heating the air around us. I don’t bother asking what’s going on though, I don’t know him well enough to offer any sort of comfort.

      We both turn to the left and enter the sanctuary where the council meeting is being held, meeting the eyes of several older men and women who are seated around a long, marble table. It’s rectangular and narrow, allowing each of them to face each other and maintain the intense discussion they are clearly having. Elijah sits casually at the head of the table, leaning far back in a large leather chair. He has one heavy leg loosely thrown over the other, his black biker boot resting on his jean-clad knee. His black hoodie is layered over a deep burgundy tee and the long sleeves are pulled up to his forearms, exposing the thick expanse of tattoos covering his flesh and trailing down his fingers.

      Luna walks towards him, heading to the seat next to his when his arm darts out and wraps tightly around her waist, tugging her down and onto his lap in a possessive and protective hold. I can see her eyes widen for a split second, clearly questioning whether that was okay or not, but I know Elijah. He doesn’t give a fuck what other people think of him, and he’ll always choose to put Luna above the rest of them.

      Leon and I stand in the back, leaning against the white wall of the cathedral. To our left is a set of intricately carved angels, with scripture delicately showcased below in gold ink. It’s beautiful. However, I can’t help but notice the incredible ironies in this entire situation as I’m surrounded by a mix of Fallen Angels and Demons.

      “A Fated pairing? How is that even possible? We haven’t seen a confirmed case in decades,” a man at the far end counters, disbelief written across his wide eyes and pinched brows.

      “I don’t know how it’s fucking possible. But it is, clearly. Luna is my Fated and I’m not putting this out there lightly. I don’t give a fuck if any of you believe it, but—”

      “What he means is—” Nathanial’s deep voice rumbles from my right as he steps into the room and comes to stand behind Elijah. “—is that it was a surprise to us as well. But Luna is indeed his Fated. I attempted initiating a bond with her before Elijah did so and she refused me.”

      The elders all respond in a mix of gasps and shocked expressions. Luna had explained to me earlier that blood bonds usually weren’t refused unless a Fated was near and their blood was drawn to the other, which is why she couldn’t accept Nathanial while Elijah was present. I hate it, but a ping of jealousy erupts in my chest at the thought her being with Nathanial rather than his brother.

      Amelia catches my attention as she stalks all the way to the other side of the sanctuary, taking a place in front of one of the giant stained-glass windows. I don’t miss the nervous and surprised glances that drift her way from the others sitting around the table.

      “I do agree that having a Fated union lead the race would be beneficial in countless ways, but this is quite the transition from the role you’ve played in the past Elijah. Are you ready for this?” asks a woman this time, older as well, and from the expressions on the faces around her, it’s obvious that she is well respected within the race. Elijah nods at her question, acknowledging her concern when Luna stands from his lap and places a hand on his shoulder.

      “I know I haven’t been involved long, hell, this is all incredibly new to me. However, I do know that Elijah dismissed the idea of leading for a long time now. I want to mention that in the few months I’ve known him, he’s exceeded all of my ideas and expectations when it comes to taking over his brother’s place. He’s invested himself in everything Nathanial’s been teaching him, he’s been working on countless projects and ideas to ensure safety among the race, different ways we can help discover more Fated’s in an approach that promises protection and growth rather than fear and terror.” Luna’s strong voice breaks the barrier between everyone, and I physically watch as several sets of shoulders relax and hope springs in their eyes while they listen to her.

      Elijah sits forward and places his elbows on the table, clasping his hands in the center before he addresses everyone. “It’s true, I was against leading for years before now. Truthfully, I wasn’t ready to accept that responsibility. I was angry and detached. I’m beyond thankful to my brother for taking that weight on his shoulders and leading you all in a way I wouldn’t have been able to come close to prior to now.” He tugs Luna back into his embrace before he continues, “But Luna has changed me. She’s become everything I realized I was missing and fulfilled me in ways I didn’t know were even possible. She’s shown me the importance and necessity of this role to our people and I’m finally ready to accept it as my own. But I’m not alone, Luna has her own plans in place to help house our newly Fated pairings. We’ve got intentions to further train and advance those who are willing to fight alongside us. Especially Fated’s who need to know how to protect themselves against Cambions.”

      I glance across the room, looking to find Amelia when I notice her eyes are shut and her head is leaning back against the glass window. Her breaths are coming in heavy waves, her shoulders rising and falling in an inconsistent pattern. I look over to Leon, who watches her intently and whose breathing pattern mimics hers. But his eyes are filled with something so toxic and complex that I can’t help but wonder if she’s intentionally avoiding his dark gaze.

      While the discussion continues ahead of us, a slow and irritatingly subtle vibration begins in my fingertips. I instantly begin rubbing them together, trying to shake the insatiable itch that begins working its way up my forearms and into my shoulders. I look over to Leon, hoping to see some kind of recognition that he’s feeling the same thing. But his eyes have narrowed into something that looks slightly more confused than angry. I follow his gaze and find Amelia, with her hands raised in front of her face as she incessantly rubs them together.

      “Something’s wrong,” I whisper, and Leon’s gaze meets mine right as Nathanial turns to face my direction. I look over to him as a wave of uncomfortable pricks unravel through my body and my knees immediately weaken. Leon’s hand grasps my arm and Nathanial lunges forward, but we all quickly crouch as the sound of shattering glass explodes around us.

      My knees crash to the ground as I look up and find the entire room has blown into chaos. Elijah has Luna already up and over his shoulder, yelling at the council members to flee the area immediately. Everything happens in the blink of an eye. Nathanial shouts for Elijah and Luna to leave, urging them to protect the one Fated bond our race currently has. But Elijah refuses to stand down and races to drop Luna with myself and Leon before he and Nathanial run towards the other side of the room.

      My eyes search for the source of destruction and I fall back against the wall when my ears are suddenly screaming in pain at the sound blasting around us. Luna reaches up and lays her hands over my ears, layering them on top of mine as the pain rips through me.

      I try to pry my eyes open and frantically search around us to understand what could possibly be happening when I’m met with a scene that terrifies me. Through the broken window comes a massive creature, easily twelve feet tall and wider than anything I’ve ever seen. Its flesh is reddened and sunken into its body, shaping around each bone and muscle that protrudes in strange and deformed angles. It has arms that are thin and look frail, but no doubt house more power than I could even imagine. They fall down past its bony knees and each limb sprouting from the ends contorts in a way that resembles fingers, but are closer in identification to sharply pointed claws.

      But it’s head is what has me pressed tightly against the wall and clinging to Luna while Leon inches in front of both of us. Its head is nothing but a black hole of split portions, harboring hundreds of rows of razor sharp teeth. When each portion comes back together, it forms a distorted head of rotten flesh that bears no eyes. But then opens again to release that piercing sound of high screeches that rip through my flesh and burrow into my mind. I can vaguely hear Amelia screaming in the distance, her own sound adding to the direct pain that scorches through me.

      I try to find Nathanial and Elijah but can’t see either of them when I finally spot Amelia’s weakened form on the ground below the creature. Her back arches off the floor as her hands cling to the sides of her head, tearing and pulling at her hair that’s now covered in blood.

      I try to lean forward, hoping to find the strength to somehow step in and pull Amelia to our side. As much as I hate her, I can't watch her get slaughtered by the monster that's wreaking havoc on our sanctuary.

      Somehow, I realize Leon has slowly moved forward, he must be having the same thoughts as myself. "Leon," I whisper loudly, struggling to shift forward and follow him. I turn back just as Luna comes beside me and I immediately nod for her to stay back. She's far more important than the rest of us right now.

      "Sorry, Red. If anyone's killing Amelia, it's going to be me. You stay the fuck back," Leon's harsh voice quickly rips through me and I halt my movements. I'm caught off guard by his declaration at killing Amelia, and by the fact that he thinks he can tell me to hold off.

      Fuck that.

      I pull my heavy body from the ground and force myself to settle low on my feet. My entire form is ringing and throbbing with the nearness of this monster, it's sound somehow works its way through my skin and stings my blood with a chalky poison that grates against my insides.

      I swallow back the bile that rises in my throat and quietly step forward, moving past Leon without a second glance. I vaguely hear the sound of him cursing behind me as he hurries to follow, but our steps are quickly cut off by the returning sickening screech of the creature.

      I collapse to the ground in agonizing torture and cling my fingers to the side of my head again. I can't stop the scream that rips from my throat as I force my eyes shut and try to block out whatever chaos is thrashing through my body.

      In a quick second, my mind settles just slightly as another pair of larger, heavier hands come to rest over mine. I struggle to open my eyes again and when I do, I'm met with Nathanial's strong, piercing blue gaze as he watches me intently.

      "You need to run, Stella," his voice is low and reprimanding as he shouts the words above the anarchy that's exploding around us.

      "Not happening. You know I don't fucking run… not when I can help it," I spit back as I strain against the pain that washes through me. I sit up and climb back to my feet, only to find Leon already holding Amelia in his arms as he rushes back towards us.

      "I told you, not even that vile monster gets to hurt her before I do," Leon grinds out through tight lips as he moves past us and to the back of the sanctuary.

      "How the hell do we fix this?" I ask as doubt and worry begin plaguing my mind. I have no idea how to make it out of this scenario and the creature has suddenly turned its body towards Nathanial and I.

      "Fire," he states simply. I turn to look at his incredibly confident face. A small smirk tugs at his lips before his eyes turn to meet mine and everything around us shifts into darkness.

      Complete and total obscurity engulfs the entire room when the sound of the monster crashes through the empty space. But it sounds slightly different this time, a little higher, a little stronger and maybe slightly confused?

      I feel the heat of even more blood slipping down my neck as it coats my ears and I instinctually cover them again when Nathanial's hands come back to mine. He acts as a barrier, something thicker and more powerful that at least somewhat dampens the pain of what the monster inflicts.

      Once the sound has ended and Nathanial removes his hold on me, I watch as tiny sparks of fire light around the area we're trapped in. My heart thunders against my chest and I reach behind myself in search of Nathanial, in search of anything familiar while I'm caught in this warped reality.

      "Is this—" I quietly whisper, hoping not to bring awareness to myself. My hand continues searching when I find the area where Nathanial should be—empty. I turn quickly and look behind myself but am only met with more eerie darkness.

      Fucking dick, how the hell am I supposed to know what to do?

      "Elijah and Luna, yes." His voice suddenly comes back to me, surrounding me in a husky and dangerous vibration that erupts in my chest. But I still don't see him, I don't feel his presence or the heat of his body near mine.

      More flames. Larger this time, jumping and sparking in waves that send a fiery blaze washing through the room. I don't understand it though. If it's my sister and her Fated's ability, how can they physically warp the reality we're experiencing in a way that we can all substantially feel? Elijah and Luna have been training every single day that they spend together. I knew they’d been getting better, altering their realities in even more detail than what they used to before. But this is new even to me, they can physically manifest so much more together now. Their ability has been growing and strengthening.

      The piercing screech tears through once again and I'm met with an abundance of exploding flames. Suddenly, the monster is illuminated in front of me and I’m terrified to realize that it's closer than I thought. I’m immediately thrown back as the blast of fire emits in a mess of radiating heat.

      I cry out as my skin is licked and burnt from the surprising warmth. I'm so caught off guard and my heart is hammering so strongly in my chest, I'm unsure of the full extent of pain I'm in. The adrenaline is coursing so vibrantly through my blood that I find the strength to turn and crawl away from the screaming monster behind me. My hands and knees feel sore and torn apart in ways I don't understand. My entire body feels heavy and weak. I know I've lost blood, simply from the torturous sounds the creature's been making, but I'm worried to find out how much farther the damage extends.

      I can't see ahead of me, everything is still incredibly dark. I can't find Nathanial, his voice no longer reassures my mind and his presence isn't tangibly near. I search ahead for Luna, Leon, or even Amelia but don't see any of them, so I continue crawling until my body is so tired and worn that I collapse from exhaustion on the floor.

      I'm far enough away from the creature now that it's screams only illicit a painful sting inside of my mind, but it doesn't go farther than that. My eyelids become heavy, so incredibly weighted that they fall shut several times as I try to keep them open. I can't fall asleep, I can't lose consciousness. Not right now. Not while I don't know exactly what kind of danger I'm really in.

      But pain and fatigue gain the upper hand, and I’m swallowed in darkness with the echoes of the monster’s deathly screeches impaling my mind.
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      Elijah and Luna shift our reality back to the sanctuary just as the Cambion in front of us dissolves into a whirl of black, filthy ashes. I immediately turn and scan the room for Stella, finding her curled into a fetal position in the farthest corner available.

      Good. She managed to crawl away when I lost sight of her during the fabricated vision Luna and Elijah created. My heart thunders in my chest as my breaths fall out, rapidly and heavily while I climb to my feet and stalk towards her.

      When everything went black, I knew my brother was uniting with his Fated to create the fire that would destroy the Cambion. We knew something was amiss the second both Stella and Amelia began responding in uncomfortable twitches while the meeting was still taking place. There’s only one reason a Cambion would affect someone before it even arrived, it had to have been sent here for the two of them personally, seeking out their very souls. And there’s only one person who would be idiotic enough to dispatch one—Danner.

      “Stella,” I shout loudly as I continue stepping toward her until I’m crouched directly in front of her small figure. God, she looks helpless in this moment and I can’t help but reach out and lift her into my arms. Her pale neck and wild hair are coated in a thick layer of blood. It’s dried in places from the first screech and still wet and slick in others from the most recent screams while it died. An angry rage boils in the pit of my stomach and branches outwards, cascading through my arms and settling in my chest as I hold her frail body against mine.

      “Stella,” I say again, gritting the words out while my hand shakily drags against her hair. I attempt pulling strands away from her tightly shut eyes. I lean down, fear suddenly taking root at her lack of response while I lay my lips against her cold skin. I speak quietly this time, knowing her body is sore and injured from the attack. “Wake up, Stells. Come on.”

      For a moment, I worry that I’m going to have to heal her. As an Angel turned Incubus, as her fucking Fated, I know I can. I made that deal with the Devil a long time ago, ensuring I Fell with Elijah and Amelia in exchange for something potentially valuable to me. But no one knows the secret I keep closely guarded. They believe I Fell after interfering in Luna and Stella’s lives along with my brother and our best friend at the time.

      But it wasn’t true.

      I held a little more value than Elijah and Amelia all those years ago. I was the race’s Healer in Arcadia, I tended to the wounded and I’m damn good at my fucking job. So good in fact, they were willing to keep me above despite my indiscretions. So good, they refused my Fall and forced me to stay behind while my brother was exiled after I convinced him to interfere in the lives of assumed humans. He wouldn’t have Fallen if it weren’t for me. Elijah was too disinterested, he stayed in line and kept to himself.

      If it weren’t for me, he wouldn’t have gotten involved in the first place.

      So, I had to. I would never have stayed in Arcadia without him. I traded my Fated for something that would ensure I was never allowed entry into Arcadia again. I was transformed, injected and tainted with the essence of an Incubus. Esme is the only one who knows of my true nature because she was the witch black mailed into performing the spell.

      She has her own Demons, which placed her right into the hands of Lucifer himself. He demanded payment, and her punishment was to dip her toes into the black magic that would make this possible.

      It’s the reason I can feed Stella in the ways that she needs, and also sustain her as her Fated mate. But I can never bond with her, that was what I gave up in trade. And if we do, it dooms us to a life neither of us wants to partake in.

      I traded our connection so carelessly because at the time, Fated pairings weren’t prominent. They had been slaughtered and wiped out of our race. I didn’t think I’d ever find mine, especially once I Fell. It wasn’t a tangible price for me, until Stella walked into my life alongside Luna.

      Everything has changed since, and now I’m forced to push her away so that I can protect her from an even darker future than she’s already drowning in. But now, in this moment, my body yearns to help her and feed her in the way I know she needs from me. In a way I can give the Succubus that resides inside of her.

      “I’ve got this,” Leon’s quiet voice berates me. He doesn’t say it territorially, but I’m quickly pulled out of the dark corners of my mind and brought back to the present. Do I want Leon to heal Stella? Fuck no. He can fucking die and leave her to me.

      But should I let him? The possessive side of me is screaming at me to say no. But the logical, reasonable part of me reminds me that I gave this up for a reason and by pushing her towards Leon, I’m saving her in the process.

      A low growl builds in my chest before I can stop it and Leon’s eyes narrow at me in confusion. “Why the hell are you—”

      “Don’t. Don’t fucking ask. I don’t have the goddamn answers for you. Fix her, I’ll check on the others,” I say as I reluctantly pass Stella off to him. He takes her in his arms and sits back against the wall, positioning her in a way that allows him more access to her while carefully handling her.

      Immediately, my body tenses and shifts into a stance of defense as I watch him with her. He shouldn’t be the one holding her, the one touching her, the one she sees when she stirs and opens her eyes. She should know that I was the one here first.

      But she won’t, and that’s how it should be.

      I force my eyes away from them and turn to seek out the others. Luna and Elijah are together and walking towards the back entrance of the cathedral. He looks to me and nods in acknowledgement, letting me know he’s taking care of Luna himself and away from the eyes of others.

      That leaves Amelia. Who is clearly hurt and leaning against the wall that’s across from the rest of us. She’s alone, like usual, and how I believe she prefers to be. But unless one of us is the one stabbing a knife through her gut, I’m not going to let her die at the wasted hands of another.

      Besides, it’s in my nature to heal people. In a completely different sense than the way I feel towards Stella. I’ve always been drawn to helping others. I feel a connection in physically healing someone else, not to them personally, but to the space around me. To the atmosphere and magic, to the world itself, if that makes sense. It’s an intrinsic craving that I love to fulfill.

      So, I quickly make my way over to her, refusing to look back over my shoulder at the one person I actually care about. Amelia is on the ground, her back pressed tensely against the wall as her head leans back and her eyes shut in clear discomfort.

      “Amelia,” I state flatly, urging her to look at me. “I’m going to need you to tell me what’s going on and how you feel.”

      “Leave me alone, Nathanial. I’ll be fine, believe me. I’ve survived a lot worse than a fucking Cambion attack.” Her voice betrays her though, it’s shaking with what I can only assume is fear and pain from the injuries to her body.

      I crouch down in front of her, careful to maintain a small distance between us. “Open your eyes, Amelia. Look at me and say that again,” I demand, knowing she won’t be able to keep her composure with open eyes.

      I may hate Amelia for what she’s done over the last several years, to both my brother and Luna. But I know her. I’ve known her for a long time, and I know when she’s lying to my face. She won’t be able to hide that.

      Slowly, her eyes pry open and she meets my hard gaze with an even icier one of her own. She’s learned how to close herself off to the people around her, to the emotions warring inside of her body. But the pain makes it more difficult, I know she’s fighting through the physical agony in order to hold her walls in place.

      “Leave. Me. Alone.” She states the words on harsh intervals, but I refuse to listen. I launch forward and take her hands in mine, flipping them over and choosing to begin my quick perusal there.

      I casually move to her wrists, straightening her arm and sliding my fingers over to shift her sleeves upwards when a sharp hiss slips from her mouth and she roughly jerks her hand out of mine. My eyes shoot to hers, confusion and surprise widening my gaze when I see the hot anger simmering in her own glare.

      “I said, leave me the fuck alone.” This time, her words are quiet, but no less brutal and toxic. They slam into me like a personal attack, but I don’t fuck with that and in an instant I have her pinned back against the wall with my hand wrapped around her throat.

      “I’m doing you a fucking favor, Amelia. Despite everything you’ve done. Do you realize that? I’d shut your goddamn mouth unless you’re uttering the words ‘thank you’, and let me do my fucking job.” I release my hold slightly when her face inches closer towards mine. I watch as her eyes quickly slip to the side, looking over my shoulder before her body presses against my chest and she moves to shift me backward.

      Confusion washes through me, but I’m not stupid and I know she’s dancing along some dangerous line in order to make a point. I have the strangest feeling that the point isn’t for me though, so I cautiously allow her to move closer. I maintain my hold on her throat, using my strength to remind her that I could break her in a second if I need to.

      Her eyes narrow just slightly, those ice blue daggers boring into me as her lips part slightly and she takes a slow breath inward. Immediately, I know she’s pulling from my essence, looking to sustain herself by drawing from me. I wouldn’t usually allow it, but after the attack and with how chaotic the last couple of days have been, I’m slower on the defense than I should be.

      She takes a taste, a small one before I quickly cut myself off from her, pushing her back and placing that distance between us again. A quick flash of surprise coats her features before a slow, slick smile tugs at her lips. “That’s interesting, you taste—”

      “Like nothing. Like not one goddamn thing, Amelia. You fucking remember that.” I turn to look over my shoulder, readying myself to stand and walk away from her, knowing she’s at least partially healed from the quick feed she stole from me, when I my eyes collide with Stella’s harsh gaze.

      Her face is unreadable, completely impassive as her eyes bounce back and forth between myself and Amelia. I intentionally hesitate my movements for just a moment, allowing her to watch and let her mind make whatever assumptions she’d like to from this little encounter. Leon sits behind her, his arm wrapped tightly around her waist as he also watches us tensely. A flare of possession breaches through me, but I choke it back down, along with any other toxic thoughts I have of Stella.

      Her and Leon are perfect for each other. He can fucking have her.
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      It’s been four days since the attack, and I can honestly say that I’m ninety-eight percent sure both Nathanial and Elijah have lost their God forsaken minds.

      The house has gone on complete and total lock down and the boys are basically refusing to sleep. We also haven’t left the vicinity in four days, which means we’re all literally driving each other up the fucking walls.

      Nathanial and I have been at each other’s throats, constantly arguing about one thing or another. Luna tries to keep the peace but hell, if you throw Amelia into the mix it turns into an all out world fucking war.

      And don’t even bother asking Elijah to step in. Fuck no, he sits back and enjoys the damn show, eating his shiny ass apples and pulling Luna out of the chaos in order to keep her for himself.

      “We’ve got to do something—please. I’m fucking hungry, I need to feed and I’m dying for some fun.” It’s getting hot too, so the radiating warmth outside is dampening my skin and making everything extra sensitive. My attitude, and my physical touch are on all new levels of annoyance.

      “Shut the hell up and sit the fuck down. You aren’t going anywhere, how many times do we have to have this fucking conversation?” Nathanial’s growl doesn’t surprise me anymore, but it licks across my skin and frustrates the hell out of me. Sometimes I wonder if I pick fights with him simply to hear those lethal commands. It’s twisted, I know.

      “As many times as we need to have it before you say yes. I’m not staying in the house indefinitely. I’m not running from Danner, no matter what he sends our way,” I bite back, standing up from the black leather couch in our sitting room. After the attack, the guys immediately set up a conference meeting with the council members who had been present—over video of course. The Cathedral has been under construction over the last couple days to fix the destroyed window and internal damage, so no one has spent any extra time there. Everyone also agreed they believed Danner had sent the Cambion, explaining that he was able to specifically target myself and Amelia through connections he holds with the Underworld.

      Elijah and Luna are watching the interaction with bored expressions. Luna tends to wait it out a bit longer before stepping in and Amelia is upstairs, hiding away from all of us.

      I’m wearing a pair of cropped black leggings and a bright pink sports bra. It’s all I could manage in this heat. The windows are open and there is a light breeze, but it’s not enough. My skin is itching with so much hunger and boredom that it’s clawing through my mind and making me irritable.

      Nathanial’s clearly had enough and launches to his feet from the lounger he was sitting in. His rippled abs and powerful chest are on full display, as he ditched his shirt in this heat as well. But his thinly distressed light denim jeans ride dangerously low on his hips. The black band of his Calvin’s peek out from the top, just enough to have my eyes dropping low before darting back up to his angry glare as he stalks towards me.

      “What are you—” I start, but just as quickly his long arms circle under my ass as he lifts and throws me over his fucking shoulder.

      “Nathanial!” Luna jumps up, running towards us just as Elijah grasps her arm and yanks her back to him, laughing.

      “Put me the fuck down,” I shout, slamming my fists against his muscular back.

      “Not a fucking chance, Stells. I’m sick and tired of your bullshit. I’m locking you in your goddamn room.” His voice is hard, not even a crack in the sentence he just threw at me.

      He’s got to be kidding. No way in hell is he treating me like this.

      We’re already up the stairs and in the hallway when I burst out laughing in both complete shock and absolute frustration. It’s a war of anger and surprise rocking through me as I throw my head back and try to jump free of his grip. But his arm tightens around my legs and his other hand flies up to literally smack my ass.

      “What the fuck!” I yelp as my back arches up and I collapse against him again. The sting and forbidden pleasure ignite an entirely different frustration raging through me.

      Another smack.

      “Language, baby girl. I told you, I’m locking you in your fucking room until you understand that you aren’t going anywhere. Stop complaining, stop trying to change it. It’s not going to happen.” He’s not even joking, I can hear the anger rolling through his tone as he speaks to me. As if he has the right to order me around like this.

      He kicks open my door and drops me to the ground as soon as we enter, but after his tone and rough touch breached my overly sensitized barriers, I can feel the white haze slipping over my eyes. I’m pissed about it, truthfully. I hate being this transparent. My eyes betray me when I can’t hide how much something is turning me on. So, I quickly turn around and face away from him. I don’t care if it looks like I’m throwing a fit, I don’t care if he thinks I’m being childish. I just don’t want him to see the effect he has on me.

      “Come on, Stells. Are you serious? How do you not understand that we’re doing this to keep you safe. It’s for no other reason than protection.” The annoyance grows in his tone as it falls thickly around me in waves.

      “I know. I get that, doesn’t change how I feel though. I can take care of myself. Leon’s been training me. You’ve seen it.” I attempt to logically reason with him. It’s true, Leon has been training me. He’s come over almost every day since the attack—that’s how I knew Nathanial and Elijah were seriously worried, they gave him our location. He teaches and guides me on how to physically defend myself in fights and also as a Succubus.

      Well, today he’s supposed to be coming and helping me with the Succubus portion. The phase, as he likes to call it, where I’m ghosted over like I am now and can’t control it. And in this moment, I wish more than anything that he had taught me that bit earlier.

      “Turn around.” Nathanial’s voice drips darkly behind me, but I try to fight it, refusing to give him the acknowledgement. “Stella. I said, turn the fuck around.” This time, I feel his body come up behind mine. He’s hot and heavy, his power radiates and envelops me until my heart is racing in my chest and I’m struggling to control my erratic breaths.

      His hand falls to my shoulder and instinctually, I shift out of his grasp, but he’s far quicker and his other hand lands tightly in the space between my neckline and collar. He holds me in place roughly with his fingers cutting into my skin. His strength is evident in his hard touch and my body immediately wants to respond to him.

      He dips his head behind me and his lips drift across the shell of my ear. “When are you going to start obeying, Stella?” He grits the words out through his bared teeth and my skin sparks up in need of his touch. I can’t help the whimper that slips from my lips and instantly his fingers are grasping my chin, quickly turning my head toward him so that I don’t have a choice but to meet his gaze.

      My chest is rising and falling in quick intervals as I watch him, trying to decipher the expression on his face. My body arches on its own, pressing myself even farther into his hard form, feeling his solid cock move against the small of my back. Jesus, I’m a glutton for punishment.

      Becoming a Succubus, or embracing my Succubus, has been a full out war inside my mind. My body wants one thing, constantly fighting to take control while my mind works and struggles to remain firm. Sexual tension is my fucking catnip. I’m like a druggie who is continuously being tempted when I haven’t built the restraint to say no yet.

      The hand on my chin drops to my stomach and he splays his fingers wide across me. He halts my movements, completely restricting my actions while his free hand slides up and around the front of my shoulder, further locking me in place.

      “You keep pushing me like this and we’re going to have fucking issues.” The hand that holds me tightens, just barely. “Do you understand?” he asks, his voice a deep, sadistic injection that screams to my blood, calling me out and reaching every part of my mind, body and soul.

      “Yes,” I lie, knowing the right answer to say, but also realizing that I am very likely to intentionally push these boundaries again. I can’t help it.

      “Yes, what?” He pushes back just as he uses his hold on me to quickly flip me around and yank my body securely against his. Now we’re facing each other, but a hand moves to my neck in order to control me. His eye’s drop to my lips, watching and waiting for my response.

      Somehow, in some unspoken, illogical way, I know what he wants me to say. The word he wants me to use. Because it’s always there between us, maybe in jokes, maybe in silence, but lingering none the less.

      “Yes—”

      "All right, where's my sexy little Succubus?" Leon's voice bursts through the tense space as he throws my bedroom door open. He stops and looks at the both of us, just as Nathanial drops his hand and takes a step back.

      "Tsk tsk, Red. If this was a closed relationship, I'd think you were cheating on me." A look of mock disappointment flashes across his face and my eyes immediately dart to Nathanial, but he doesn't look amused.

      "Come on, I need you to teach me how to hide my eyes," I cut through the tension with my own voice as I step away and toward Leon, taking his hand in mine and pulling him out of the room. Nathanial doesn't respond, he simply watches us leave with narrowed eyes and a mild tick settling in his jaw.
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      Leon steps in front of me and takes the lead so that I follow him downstairs and into the large living room. Long, sheer white drapes hang from the tall windows, cascading down and gathering on the floor. There's one large, dove grey couch in the center—the one from Elijah's home—and two sable brown leather chairs that frame the windows—from Nathanial’s.

      He steps into the center of the room, pulling me along with him until I'm standing in front of his taller frame. We're alone, Nathanial didn't follow us down and I assume Elijah and Luna are still in the sitting room.

      "Okay, first things first. Let's fix this phase issue you've got going on." He turns me around so that my back is pressed against his front, his arms come to circle my waist as he tugs me tightly against his chest. "For one, you're showing everyone around you, the public, strangers, that you're different. You're asking for someone to attack or kidnap you and pry you apart until they find out why you are the way that you are."

      My breath catches in my throat as his hand slides across my bare stomach, his fingers dragging along my skin in a sensual touch. "Secondly, you're showing other supernaturals a part of you that they don't deserve to see. You're showing them your vulnerability, a piece of yourself that you can keep guarded."

      He's right, I don't want every single person to know what's turning me on. I don't want Nathanial to see it unless I'm intentionally choosing it for him. I want the choice to show others, not have it broadcasted for an audience without my consent.

      "How do I hide it? It happens without my control," I ask quietly, feeling his touch drift upwards and over my shoulders. His fingers graze across my skin, the tips brushing along my collar bone and my heart rate kicks up a few notches in response. It begins slowly, that ache that forms in the pit of my stomach, the Succubus knowing and expecting something to feed from.

      "You can feel it coming. It builds in your mind, under your skin before it slips across your eyes. It's subtle, but it's there. So, you'll know ahead of time in order to hold it back. Clearly, you'll know pretty quickly when something is turning you on, you just have to catch the phase before it fully connects." One of his hands slips into my hair, wrapping a few strands around his fist before he sharply pulls my head back against his shoulder.

      Done. Ghosted. I fucking feel it.

      "Fuck." I say, frustration lining my tone when he releases me and steps back. I shake my head several times, his light laughter echoing in the background before I turn to look at him with clear eyes.

      "Again," I demand, and he immediately steps forward, jumping into my space with his large and intimidating stance.

      "Pay attention. Feel it before it happens, Stella. It's thick and heavy, it rumbles just below the surface before rising to the top." His hand darts out as he grabs my jaw line, pulling me toward him when our bodies collide together. I fight the surge, feeling it billow just slightly underneath the toxic wave of lust that rides through me. It's hardly tangible, something so mild but distinct enough for me to feel. "Good," he says, a small smirk tugging at his rosy lips. But as he pulls my face closer to his, he leans forward and nips my jaw with his teeth before kissing along my skin.

      Ghosted.

      "Mother fucker. You haven't even known me a week and you basically have me figured out," I say, pulling out of his reach and burying the palms of my hands into my eyes until the fog clears.

      "I've been an Incubus for a lot longer. I've fucked around for a hell of a lot longer. Besides, I can pick up on your kink pretty easily." He steps towards me, not giving me another second’s break before he starts in for a third time. "Again."

      This time, one of his knees comes between my legs as his hands roughly grip my waist and he pulls me against him. A hand reaches up and fists my hair, pulling my head backwards and exposing the long column of my neck. I feel the surge immediately, building under my blood and begging to take over my sight but I push back, just as his lips connect to my throat and coast towards my jaw.

      "That's it, you can still feed from this without phasing. Push back with your mind while your Succubus draws from the interaction." His words come out low and raspy against my skin, lighting more of me on fire while his other hand trails up my stomach and towards my chest.

      "I'm going to lose it," I say quickly, feeling the thick fog breach the outer edge of my eyes. His hand pauses its pursuit, but his knee shifts between my legs instead, causing a delicious friction to grind against my core. "Leon," I start, but my voice cracks just a bit as my hips rock forward against him.

      "Keep fighting, Red. You can do this. Pull from me while you hold your barriers in place." He releases the grip on my hair and drops it to the nape of my neck, pressing his forehead against mine with open eyes. He watches me intently while he works his leg between my thighs. One hand grips my hip as he drags me along his the span of his leg and I struggle to fight the fog from slipping over.

      I can't help it, a quiet moan falls from my mouth and I drop my hands to his chest, fisting his shirt and pulling myself against him even further. I take a tentative breath in, seeking him out, his essence while I maintain the fragile hold on my barriers. I'm barely holding everything together, but it's enough to let me take a taste from his chi, breathing it into my lungs and feeding from our sexual tension.

      A smile begs to pull at my lips and Leon laughs in response, our mutual success lightening this experience and dissolving some of the heat that was radiating between us. I break off, stepping back and taking a second to catch my breath when Leon slips his hands into the pockets of his dark wash jeans.

      "Good job, Red. Now that you know how it feels, we practice until it's second nature for you." I look up to meet his gaze and find the challenge in his eyes, he's enjoying this, clearly. And I have to admit that I am too.

      I step forward first, moving into his space, directly against his chest and speak the word that puts us back into motion.

      "Again."
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      I fight the fog back, pushing it away and breathing in at the same time that Leon moves against my body, his hands wrap tightly around my waist as he grinds against me to the beat of music blasting around us. We realized pretty quickly that music turns us both on—the beat thrumming through our veins while our bodies move against each other to the rhythm.

      When the song ends, I step away, pride filling my mind and spiraling through my chest. We've been working at this for a couple of hours and I think I'm really starting to get the hang of it. But I'm exhausted, emotionally, physically, and mentally.

      “Oh shit, I forgot I had something for you,” Leon says as he pats his hands across the pockets of his dark jeans. I’m caught off guard at the fact that he has anything for me, we’ve hardly known each other long at all. “Ah—here it is.” His hand slips into his left pocket as he pulls out a dark, black velvet choker. It’s seductively narrow and showcases a gorgeous purple amethyst that drips from the center.

      “What? Leon, you don’t need to give me this,” I say as I step back, putting a hand in front of myself to stop him somehow. I don’t know the significance of this, and all of a sudden, my usual cautious nature forces herself to the forefront.

      “Oh, shut the hell up, it’s nothing special. Esme gave it to me and we both thought of you.” He steps forward, coming directly in front of me and wrapping it around my neck without giving me another chance to refuse. “So, think of it as a gift from the both of us.”

      Esme. Her and I have always gotten along, since day one when we met at Elijah’s party and she drove my drunk ass home. I know she would never do anything to hurt me, I do trust her. And I do love this fucking choker. It’s gorgeous.

      “All right, in that case—thank you. I really do love it.”

      Leon isn't finished though. He nods in acknowledgement and steps backwards.

      "All right, let's step it up a notch," his voice is heavy with subtlety, hinting at something he must have hidden under his sleeve.

      I sigh. "Step it up? How much higher can we go? I'm already dying to fuck," I say breathlessly. My body is heightened with strain and frustration, even through the exhaustion, I'm craving that connection and release I've been denied through this training.

      Leon steps out of the living room, moving toward the staircase before he lifts his hands to frame his mouth. I know he's about to yell, so I quickly run up behind him to stop whatever he's going to say. "Nathanial!" he shouts just before I throw my hand over his lips to cut him off.

      "What the hell are you doing? I don't want to do this with him," I whisper loudly, tugging at his arm and pulling him away from the stairs.

      "You have to do this with him though," he urges before turning back and yelling again, "Nathanial. Get the fuck down here."

      My heart begins hammering in my chest for several reasons. Partly, because there's no way in hell I'm going to be able to fight off the haze with Nathanial, but I'd be lying if I said I didn’t want to know if I could.

      "Ah, there you are. Come on Nate, we have work to do," Leon beckons as he turns and drags me back to the living room by my elbow.

      "Don’t call me that," Nathanial sounds bored, but reluctantly steps down the stairs and follows us into the living room. He maintains a safe distance away, keeping to himself in the far corner of the room. I turn to face him, and his eyes fall to the choker on my neck. They narrow briefly, darting up to meet my gaze as if he wants to say something, but decides against it.

      "Leon doesn't listen to anything anyone says," Amelia chimes in as she follows down the stairs, annoyance written clearly on her rolling eyes and stiff frame. She steps into the living room and leans against the wall, watching us all interact.

      "First, if I'm not calling you Nate, I'm calling you something colorfully descriptive and I doubt you'll want that." Leon's gaze darts to Nathanial and taunts him. "Secondly, Millie. As if instructions, or directions, or laws ever resounded within your nature as well. Don't kid yourself."

      "Well, well, what's going on here?" Elijah rounds the corner, another goddamn apple in his hand while he drops to the couch and casually leans back. Luna follows shortly after, wrapped in a big thick, tan blanket that falls around her shoulders.

      "Jesus, Lun. A blanket? It's hot as Hell in here," I say, surprised at how she could possibly need one.

      "I'm always cold," she explains as she takes a seat next to Elijah and presses directly into his side, snuggling into his warmth in addition to the blanket.

      "It's also definitely not hot as Hell in here, Red. Sorry to break it to you," Leon's low demonic voice interjects as he comes up behind me and lays his hands on my waist.

      My attention is quickly caught by Amelia as she turns to leave the room silently, assumedly not wanting to partake in this dreadful fucking display.

      "Don't even think about it, Millie. Sit your ass down and enjoy the fucking show." Leon's gaze snaps to her, effectively locking her into place with surprised eyes and tight shoulders. I watch as she sucks her bottom lip into her mouth for a second, chewing on it while clearly considering her options before she finally submits and takes a seat on the far end of the couch.

      "How long have you and Amelia known each other?" I ask, hoping to delay this even further and curb the conversation into a different direction.

      "Too fucking long," I hear Amelia mutter under her breath as Leon simply looks at her. His expression is toxic though, filled with rage and disgust while she avoids his gaze all together.

      "Anyways, Nathanial. Stella is doing a pretty great job at not slipping into her phase, but I need you to push her even further. Let her fight against giving into it again." Leon steps back and releases his hold on me, motioning for Nathanial to take his place.

      "You don't need me for this," Nathanial says as he starts to turn and walk out of the room. My heart sinks in my chest just a bit, but is quickly replaced with relief at not even having to attempt refusing him.

      "I think you know that you are needed for this. Unless you'd like me to fuck her myself and I'll push her—" Leon grips the back of my neck and pulls me toward him, angling his face so that our lips are only inches apart. "—all the way on my own." His voice drops a few decibels as he dips his head closer to mine when both Amelia and Nathanial move in separate directions.

      In one instant, I'm roughly pulled out of Leon's grasp and hauled backwards against Nathanial's chest. But Amelia is quickly leaving the room just as Leon turns and launches for her, catching her long blonde hair in his fist and yanking her back. She's quick, and turns in his grasp, even though it stretches and pulls her scalp in what must be incredible pain. Her hands wrap around his throat, but he doesn't seem put off in the slightest, in fact, a dark smile spreads wide across his face.

      "Where do you think you're going, Millie?"

      "Bite me, Demon," she spits at him, attempting to push him away and gain a bit of space between them. She struggles, and he eats up the entire thing, smiling and dragging her back against his hard body.

      "You'd like that, wouldn't you? Fulfill some fucked up fantasy you have about getting off with a Demon?"

      He grips her by her neck and pushes her back down to the couch, slowly crouching in front of her while she breathes heavily. "Sick fuck." 

      "Well, even though this looks like an absolute blast, I'm definitely leaving," Luna states flatly, clearly uncomfortable with the chaos taking place. She quickly stands and walks out of the room, Elijah hot on her trail while they leave the four of us alone.

      I'm so caught up in Leon and Amelia's dark interaction, that I've hardly noticed the way Nathanial's hand has continued resting possessively against my hip this entire time. But I notice it now that Leon has stood and turned back to face us.

      "Now where were we, yes. Nathanial, make her fight for it."

      "Wait, I'm not going to be able to do this with hi—"

      Nathanial's fist quickly slips through my hair from behind, tangling his fingers in the strands as he wraps it tightly around and yanks my head back against his shoulder.

      "Fucking Hell—" I start, my voice jumping in pitch at the pain that sears through my scalp.

      Asshole.

      "Not your turn to speak, baby girl." His voice is hard and low as it grates across my flesh. It ignites a new blaze inside of me, something stronger and more feral than I experienced before. This is why it's so hard for me to fight it with him. He's different. We're different. And I'm not sure how to overcome it.

      His other hand reaches forward to grab my wrist in his and he pulls it around my hip, bringing it towards my other so that he can firmly brace both of my hands at the small of my back. I'm arched for him, completely at his mercy and that thick, heavy surge starts vibrating under my skin.

      "Fight it, Red," Leon breaks through my fog and reprimands me.

      "Yeah, fight it, baby girl. You going to let me break you?" Nathanial's lips skim my ear, dropping lower to the sensitive skin at my neck.

      "No," I say quietly, pushing with all of my strength to keep the fog at bay. But my body reacts differently, seeking out more of Nathanial's hard and demanding tone.

      "Excuse me?" His voice dips lower and the grip he holds in my hair tightens even further as he stretches me out for him. I'm momentarily distracted when Nathanial releases my wrists briefly, reaching around to snag something from Leon. However, I suddenly realize what it is when I feel the thick band of leather wrap tightly around my wrists, replacing his hands at my back. The belt pulls as he works behind me, wrapping it several times until it's biting harshly into my skin and he can secure the buckle.

      "I said, no," I repeat myself, playing into this insane tension that's working through my body on every level. I'm so fucking ready and willing to feed from this, but I'm shoving all of my strength at the phase in order to hold it back. "Is that a word you don't hear often?" I push harder, dangerously curious to see where Nathanial takes this.

      "Wrong answer," he snaps, and his hand comes down hard on my ass in punishment. "I'm seconds away from ripping these pants off of you and showing you exactly what the word no will get."
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      "Apologize," Leon's command rips from this throat as he casually sits back on the arm of the leather chair. He slides his hands into his pockets and watches us intently.

      "What?" I ask, confused as to who is he is talking to.

      "You. Stella, apologize to Nathanial."

      "You're kidding, right?" I ask, astounded at his conclusion that I should be the one apologizing. However, my Succubi nature perks up with the heat erupting from the command.

      Nathanial laughs darkly behind me, his chest rumbling against my back as his fingers slide across the front of my stomach and he pulls me against him. "Did you hear that? Say you're sorry like a good little girl and maybe I'll give you something you want."

      He’s tempting me. Dangling that drug in front of my face because he knows I’ll bite. Lust and hunger collide inside of my chest, dripping and seething through my blood as it infects every part of my body. I'm wet, I know it and I can feel the heat through the thin fabric of my leggings. 

      "I'm sorry," I say quickly, just as Nathanial's hand travels up toward my chest. I want to look down and watch his fingers as they trail across my skin, but he has his hold so firmly on my head that I can't look anywhere but at his harsh face. 

      "Good girl," he whispers as his lips fall against my shoulder and begin drifting up my neck. My heart thunders, rushing so loudly that I swear he must be able to hear it. He stands soundly though, as if he's hardly effected by this encounter. I don't know what to make of it, but I'm working my ass off to take everything I can from this without giving into the phase. 

      If I give in, if I ghost over, I'll lose this moment with him. 

      His lips continue working over me until they reach my ear, and he sucks it into his mouth before biting down on the flesh. An indulgent whimper escapes my lips and I attempt turning my face closer to his, but he doesn't allow it. 

      "Say something to her," Leon instructs. "Push her farther. She needs to hit that edge."

      Surprisingly, for a split second, I see a flash of hot rage come across Nathanial's face as he looks up at Leon. It's dark and possessive and I know he's fighting something in himself as well, something he's forcing back and out of this moment.

      "Enjoy this now, because it's the closest you're ever going to get to having any sort of control over Stella and I,” he speaks harshly, venom and authority emanating from his entire demeanor. It’s clear that he’s simply allowing Leon this moment, permitting him to offer any sort of instruction on what’s going on between us.

      Nathanial returns his attention to me as he releases my hair and brings both hands to my narrow waist. He resumes sliding one upwards, brushing his thumb against the underside of my breast as he speaks quietly in my ear, so only I can hear what he’s saying.

      “You know who’s actually in control, right Stella?” he asks, that same authoritative tone sweeping through me. My flesh heats up, warming to his touch and aching for more.

      I nod helplessly, losing myself to this moment but holding on enough to continue fighting the phase.

      “Say it, baby girl. Tell me who is in control.”

      I submit to his demand, amazingly withholding the phase from breaking through. But my strength is dwindling, and I feel a new sort of wave wash across me. It’s hardly there, incredibly subtle, but it vibrates parallel to the phase that also seeks release.

      “You. You’re in control,” I whisper, just as his hand moves over my breast and he kneads me. My breaths become sloppy and erratic, releasing in uneven patterns while that ache twists tightly inside of me. I need more, need the relief that so many different aspects of my body are craving.

      “That’s right, good girl.” He rewards me as his lips move along my jaw line, nipping and biting before his tongue soothes the same spot. My skin is on fire, goosebumps break out across my shoulders as my hands strain against the binds at my back. I arch into his chest, urging him to touch me more, give me fucking more.

      “You like this, Stella? Do you like the way I tie you up and touch you?” he asks as he grips my wrists in his hand and gives me a harsh yank, reminding me of my disadvantageous place before him. “This isn’t even the beginning of what I would do to you.” He pauses, roughly grinding his rock-hard erection into my ass, making me moan and whimper while slipping the hold over my phase just slightly. He’s pushing me farther all right, and it’s almost painful trying to hold it back. “God, I’d taste you first. Have you laid out before me, tied up and stretched wide while I fuck you with my tongue.”

      His own strength is weakening, I can feel it as his cock continues grinding into me. Fuck, I’m losing my own control, whimpering at his words and struggling to keep my eyes open. His filthy ideas blow through my mind in vivid images, broadcasting exactly what it would like to be with him. To have him fuck me and fill me in the ways I crave.

      Before I even realize it, Leon is standing in front of me, crowding my space and forcing me even tighter into Nathanial. I feel him tense briefly behind me, his eyes dart up and possessively watch Leon as he slides a hand through my wild hair and tilts my head slightly so that he’s speaking into my other ear. I have Leon pressed firmly to my front and Nathanial holding me from behind. Two hard bodies, two massive cocks, grinding against me and sexually torturing me in ways I couldn’t imagine. I vaguely remember that Amelia’s in the room, and I want to tell her to leave but I’m instantly distracted by Leon’s voice.

      “I bet you’re fucking soaked right now. So, fucking wet, aren’t you Red?” His lips brush against the soft skin under my ear as he speaks, his hands landing firmly on my waist as his hard cock drags against my pussy.

      “Tell us,” Nathanial commands in my other ear and my head drops back against his shoulder as I begin losing myself to the two of them touching my body. “Tell us how wet you are.”

      “So wet,” I moan, my body arching and riding the both of them at the same time. My eyes fall closed as I willingly surrender, suddenly losing any and all desire to hide my phase. I don’t give a fuck anymore.

      Leon’s hand quickly grips my hair as he tugs my head back up. “Eyes open. Fight it, Red. Don’t give in.” His voice is hard, a clear demand but I honestly don’t care. So, I keep my eyes shut, feeding and seeking out my own release as I grind against them. My nipples are hard, sharp and aching while Nathanial tugs one, rolling it between his fingers. My skin is on fire with each bated breath and filthy word.

      But I’m caught off guard by his other hand harshly gripping my jaw. He shakes my head roughly and then gives my cheek a light slap, not hard enough to cause any damage, but enough to gain my damn attention as his voice bites through the air. “Open your fucking eyes, Stella.”

      I respond, snapping them open and fighting to push my barriers back in place, fighting to clear the fog that had already crept across my eyes. But there’s so much strain and power and energy vibrating through me that it begins building in a chaotic mess of emotions.

      For one, I’m fucking pissed that I’ve been on the edge of an orgasm all goddamn day without one. Secondly, I can’t trust Nathanial or Leon to give me what I fucking want, what I fucking crave and that makes me even angrier. They’re both feeding into my kink, this dark desire of being dominated, and yet both of them are holding back on me.

      And then there’s multiple strings of ache and power and need warring inside of me. I don’t fully understand it, but along with my phase is something else, another power. It’s separate and individual of anything else I’ve ever felt. It’s almost as if Nathanial is anchoring it, he’s the power and strength behind it while Leon is dragging it forward, beckoning and calling it to the forefront while I struggle to keep it in place. But the two of them are pulling it out of me, yanking and wrenching it until it shapes into something I can’t recognize.

      “There you are, keep fighting. Come on, you’re doing it,” Leon encourages as he slides his hand down toward the apex of my thighs.

      “Don’t even fucking think about it,” Nathanial snaps, immediately halting his movements and pulling me away from Leon. “This is as close as you’re getting. Touch her pussy and I’ll tear your fucking arm off.”

      Leon smirks at the clear line Nathanial draws between us, but steps back up against me and lays his hand on my neck instead, tilting my chin so that I’m looking at him directly. “You want someone to fuck you, Red?”

      “I know what you’re trying to do,” Amelia finally interrupts, but her voice doesn’t slow the quickly building power inside of me. Nothing can slow it at this point, and I keep inching closer and closer to an edge I know nothing of. “She can’t do it. You’re wasting your time.”

      “She can do it,” Leon cuts her off harshly, forcing my attention back to him and Nathanial as their hands continue over my body. Nathanial’s drops lower, his fingertips slipping under the waistband of my leggings and for one, glorious moment, I have a fleeting hope that he’s going to let me come.

      “Please, Nathanial,” I resort to begging. Because I’m drunk off an entirely new form of lust and power that’s coursing through my veins.

      “Is that what you want, baby girl? You want me to fill you up and make you come?” Nathanial bites my neck as he speaks, eliciting a painful yelp that splits with equal amounts of pleasure and pain. My entire body is electric, building and raging into a wild mess of destruction that I can’t control. I’m losing every ounce of strength I had at keeping the phase at bay, it’s shifting over my eyes and I falter in pushing it back.

      “Yes,” I say shamelessly, owning it. Fucking needing him inside me, anything he’ll fucking give me. “I want you.”

      “Fuck, I should bend you over right here. Fuck you from behind until you’re screaming, and begging and calling me—”

      His filthy words rush through me and I snap. Everything breaks, spiraling out of control so quickly that I lose every bit of solidity I was scraping to hold on to. I’m speaking before I even know what I’m saying, moaning the word I know he’s about to speak himself.

      “Daddy.”

      And then I’m gone. The chaotic battle of conflicting influences that were burning inside of me spill over, seeping through my skin and infecting the air around us as I collapse to the ground. But at this point, I don’t actually feel it. I see it. I visibly watch it happen from somewhere else in the room.

      Because somehow, by some insane stretch of reality, I’m no longer in my own body. I’m outside of it, watching the wreckage unfold above my unconscious form.
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      “What the actual fuck just happened?” I shout, my eyes shooting to Leon’s as I catch Stella in my arms before she hits the ground. She’s unconscious, right on the edge of whatever the hell we were doing and now I’m absolutely clueless how to fix this.

      Leon makes me want to kill him, because the look on his face is full of pride and confidence. Piece of shit that he is, doesn’t even fucking care that we don’t know what the hell is happening.

      Amelia steps up beside him, tilting her head and crossing her arms over her chest as they peer down at myself and Stella. My hands wander over her face, down her neck as I check for her pulse and her temperature. Everything seems normal, a strong heartbeat, even breaths. She’s flushed—but that’s to be expected. She’s passed out without any logical reason.

      “I’m actually impressed,” she states flatly. “I didn’t think you were going to pull that off before she gave in to the phase or Nathanial killed you for touching her.”

      “I might still kill you if you don’t tell me what the fuck is going on,” I demand, standing up and lifting her against my chest.

      “Stella can astral project,” he reveals. “We simply had to push her until she broke.”

      “Astral project?” I repeat his words. I know exactly what that means, the dictionary definition. However, I don’t know what it means in regard to Stella personally, or to a Succubus.

      Before answering me, Leon steps away from us and slowly scans the room, his eyes searching for something I don’t understand yet. “Stells, I’m assuming you’re still here. I don’t think you’re able to throw yourself very far yet, with this being your first travel. But pay attention to what I’m saying, and we’ll get you back inside your physical form.” He turns to me, motioning towards the couch. “Lay her down there. She’s fine, I promise.”

      I don’t fucking trust him, that’s for damn sure. But at this point, he knows more about what’s going on than I do. Of course, at this perfect moment, Elijah peeks his head around from outside the room and his brows lift in surprise.

      “Ah, you did it. Didn’t think you were going to be able to honestly.” He sounds bored, but the knowledge in his tone instantly irritates me.

      “What the hell, you knew?” I ask, demanding his answer.

      He simply shrugs in that noncommittal way of his, like this isn’t some big fucking deal. “I had a feeling. I know that many Succubi and Incubi can astral project, so I wondered if Stella could. And when Leon wanted you to push her even farther, I realized what he was going to try to do. But no way in Hell was Luna going to watch that shitshow unfold.”

      In that moment, Luna peeked out from around Elijah and her eyes fell to Stella, unconscious on the couch. Surprise and worry etch across her features as she darts forward, coming to Stella’s side before whipping her head back to me. “What the hell is going on?”

      I look to Elijah, urging him to explain to his Fated when he simply holds his hands up in mock surrender. “You know I’m not good with words,” he says sarcastically, reminding of another time he forced me to handle impossible explanations to Luna.

      “For fuck sake,” I mutter under my breath before scrubbing a hand down my face. “It’s a long story, but Stella’s fine.” I pause, glancing around the room. “Stella, I swear to God if you’re in here and watching this clusterfuck, you better jump back in that little body soon. Before I fucking destroy you.”
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      “Yeah, because tempting her with a good time is really going to have her crawling back,” Leon laughs, and I can’t help but notice the arrogant smirk that pulls on Elijah’s lips. I glance over to Nathanial, who’s entire demeanor radiates annoyance and frustration, as he stands stiffly at my lifeless side.

      Accurate. Leon’s right, somehow in this strange way my soul is detached from my body, I’m able to embrace my truths a little more. Like they are detached from me as well, I can admit them without fully succumbing to them.

      And in this moment, I’m free to say and acknowledge the fact that I fucking want Nathanial. I always have. From the moment he ran into me outside Elijah’s house, from the first dickish comment he made, and with every threat he throws my way. I fucking want it.

      So, I’ll keep this my little secret, I’ll watch from this invisible position on the far side of the room. I’ll admire him, his strength, his power, the way his broad chest rises and falls with each heavy breath he takes. His thick biceps lead down to his corded forearms, and don’t even get me started on those abs. His strength is like steel, wrapped tightly in his smooth flesh, caving in every dip and valley of that glorious stomach.

      He lifts his heavy arms and brings them up to rest on top of his head as he looks down at me on the couch. His eyes crease as they narrow before he glances back up to scan the room again. He doesn’t even realize he’s looking right at me, like he’s somehow picked me out of this unobserved dimension.

      But I feel it, in the second his bright eyes come clashing to mine, I feel the tether that begins pulling us closer together. I want to stop it, fight it back and not surrender to this untouchable magnetic draw that we have between us. But without consent, my feet move me forward, slowly and steadily, as I pass Leon and Amelia.

      Nathanial steps forward as well, and the rest of the room falls silent as they watch him. I pause my steps and wait, anxiously looking to see what he does next. He walks forward a few steps, completely zoned in on the space where I’m standing, but he can’t see that. No one can see me while I’m like this.

      It’s a weird, vacant feeling I’m experiencing. I feel sound, like this isn’t a dream, it’s reality. But I also feel feather light, truly as if I have no substance within my frame. Nathanial takes another step closer to me, his eyes continue the vague stare in my direction until they settle downwards, falling closer to my face as if he’s drawn there.

      I take a step forward, coming directly in front of him as I look up to meet his gaze. His eyes work through me, in an intoxicating wave of lust and pain. It’s a mixture I know all too well coming from him. He always seems to be warring between two opposing extremes.

      The entire space seems to collapse in on itself as I watch Nathanial work through whatever is coursing through his mind. His fists are clenching in intervals at his sides. I’m tuned into him on a different level, a deeper degree, and I worry what that means for us.

      It’s not lost on me, the chance that we could be Fated—like my sister and Elijah. Sure, I’ve thought about it before, but I immediately push those possibilities away. Because if that’s true, Nathanial would have to know it. We’ve known each other far too long, been around each other too much at this point for him to be unaware.

      I, on the other hand, have just been introduced to this life and even then, my experience is skewed with the manipulation I’ve been fed by Danner. I don’t know what a Fated connection is supposed to feel like. I don’t know what implications that leaves for the both of us.

      Which also means that his rejection is a lot heavier, a hell of a lot darker, and far more destructive than I can let myself believe. I can’t help but feel like it would be different than Elijah rejecting Luna. Both my sister and Elijah had experienced horrifically tragic pasts. They had shit they had to work through before they could accept each other.

      Nathanial however? No one has ever eluded to any dark skeletons that would affect his desire to find his Fated.

      That’s why my mind is constantly conflicted in regard to him. I feel this draw to Nathanial that I’ve never felt with anyone before. It’s deeper, stronger than anything that could be possible with another person. It genuinely feels supernatural, like an incredibly subtle spark that flares throughout my blood.

      I lift a trembling hand, inching it forward to coast across Nathanial’s glistening skin. The heat is reaching all of us, and I’m suddenly drawn to the thin layer of sweat highlighting his tight muscles. I move to touch him, to see if I even can in this state when I shift a single finger only inches away from his chest.

      His eyes move from side to side as if he’s searching for me. His brows furrow in the center, creasing his forehead in confusion. I move even closer, stepping directly into his space when my heart rate kicks up several notches. Suddenly, his hand launches upwards and just as I think he’s about to touch me, reach me in this veiled space, his hand slips right through mine.

      No connection. No touch. Just a vacant movement that misses me entirely.

      Is this a sign? The universe’s way of reminding me that Nathanial and I aren’t anything special. We aren’t any different than every other person standing in this room right now. Maybe I’ve built a fantasy around a man who just happened to save me from the manipulation Danner was putting me through.

      “Come back, Stells. We can figure all of this other shit out when you’re back.” Nathanial’s frustrated voice pulls me out of the spiral I’m falling into as if he’s right there in my mind, listening to my thoughts and desperate fears. It’s his velvety tenor that breaches through me, coasting over my skin and sinking deep into my chest as that subtle vibration calls to me.

      “Keep talking to me,” I whisper, wishing he could actually fix this, tell my muddled mind what I really want to hear him say.

      This is real. There is something epic between us.

      I take a sharp breath in, letting my eyes fall shut as I intentionally hold myself back from joining with my body again. It’s an instinct that feels natural. I know that I’ll be able to return to it, but maybe if I hold out a little longer, Nathanial will keep speaking to me.

      “Stella,” he says as his voice drops lower. I know he’s speaking so only I can hear him. He’s keeping this conversation impossibly quiet. “Don’t make me try to do this. Not now. I know you’re here, I can fucking feel you watching.”

      Try to do this? Does he mean astral project? That can’t be possible. Unless Fallen Angels can do that? Fuck, the frustration of not know everything about this life eats at me, burrowing in my stomach and tainting this moment.

      But I continue holding back, because if I can push him the same way he pushed me, maybe he will do this. Maybe he’ll meet me in this space where it’s only the two of us, true fucking privacy.

      “I swear to all fuck, Stella,” he grits out through tight lips and the blood in my veins begins rushing faster. My heart hammers heavily and a small spark of hope at the possibility of him meeting me here motivates me to stay back.

      “Do it,” I say, letting my voice travel into the empty space around me. “Come here, Nathanial. Show me what you’ve been hiding.”

      No one knows what I’m saying but letting it out and feeling the words drift from my lips is empowering. Fighting back, without hearing his snide remarks, without having anyone to fucking retaliate is liberating.

      “Can you?” I ask as I lift both of my hands to his chest, holding them back only a couple of inches as I focus on the two of us. I listen to the power that’s beginning to course under my skin. It’s an electrical wave, flowing, rushing, in between our heated bodies. I’m reminded of opposing magnets, the subtle force pushing them apart when all you actually have to do is realign them in order to have them crashing and pulling together how they’re meant to be.

      I watch as Nathanial closes his eyes, clear frustration contorts his features. “You’re in serious fucking trouble. Just remember that you asked for this, baby girl.” I swear I see the tiniest smirk pull at his lips, but his words are thick with rage as he speaks them. My body instantly responds, drawn to his demanding nature and heavy threats.

      My breasts feel achy and tight, my nipples already peaked at the sensual tone to his voice. I’m wet and for a split second, my thoughts are filled with visions of Nathanial and I coming together in a heated collision. We’d be all slick bodies, hard and chaotic while the atmosphere explodes around us.

      “How the hell do I do it,” Nathanial asks as he turns toward Leon.

      No, no. Come back. I reach forward, unintentionally thinking I can hold on to him when my hand slips right through his form, as if he doesn’t exist.

      “You can’t do it,” Leon responds flatly, crossing his arms over his chest in agitation. Of course, he can’t. It would only make sense, another chip in the fantasy I have over Nathanial and I being something more than whatever we are now.

      “I didn’t ask you if I could, I asked you how I could.” Nathanial turns back towards me, tilting his head back and forth as he cracks his neck and then stretches his shoulders. He’s preparing himself, closing his eyes as he tries to even out his breaths. “Elijah, come here.”

      Elijah stands, throwing his apple to Luna as he walks by and comes up behind Nathanial. His face is relaxed, almost bored at the situation taking place around him. But his body is tense and there is a minor tick settling in the base of his jaw.

      “And I’m telling you the only answer that exists. You cannot astral project. Only Succubi and Incubi ca—” Leon starts, but quickly cuts himself off when Nathanial’s body crashes to the ground, only being caught by Elijah at the last second.
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      “Holy shit. Was not expecting that.” Leon’s voice is full of shock as he steps closer to my brother and crouches down to assist in laying my lifeless form flat on the ground.

      Elijah’s eyes narrow in confusion and surprise. “What the fuck, brother?” he grinds out through his teeth. He’s frustrated, I can see the tension pulling his shoulders tight as he steps away and glances around the room.

      I’m not entirely sure how I pulled that off, but I believe the simple fact that I was being torn up on the inside as I searched the room for Stella somehow pushed me over that edge. I knew I wouldn’t be able to see her after she projected herself, but that didn’t stop me from seeking, tearing every inch of the space apart with my eyes for some sort of indication of her.

      It may also be partly due to the odd reflection I have to her. Whatever she feels, her chaotic emotions, the thin tether of our Fated connection that has yet to be solidified, still subtly runs between us.

      I’m immediately standing in front of her projected form now, my chest only inches away from hers as all the frustration and irritation I’m feeling boils over and I react. I launch forward, roping one hand in her red hair while my other tightly grips her waist as I drag her against me. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to physically touch her, but I assume that because we are in the same dimension, I can.

      “Nathanial,” she starts, but her voice is weaker than I expect it to be. It wavers and breaks in confusion as she speaks my name.

      “You should have come back immediately. We could have practiced your traveling again—later—when we’ve discussed the possibilities and dangers. Leon was reckless in pushing you into this without any knowledge.” I shift her backwards, until I’m crowding her and we’re in the corner of the room. Everyone is anxiously waiting, searching the space for our return but I don’t give a fuck about them right now.

      “How are you here?” she asks me, completely ignoring my reprimand.

      “Did you hear a word I just said? You need to jump back into that pretty little ass of yours and we can figure this out another time.” My eyes search hers briefly, diving into those thick black lashes and deep washes of pale blue. She’s confused, and I’m guessing even hurt at the revelation that I can meet her here. I can see it in the way her eyes are creased in the corners and her soft, rosy lips pull down on the edges just slightly. I fight the urge to lift a hand and brush some of her curls back off her forehead, expose more of that milky skin I fucking crave to touch and taste.

      “Nathanial, how are you here?” she asks again, but this time her voice is hardly a whisper. She dares to lift her own hand and rest it on the back of my neck, letting her fingers slide across my heated skin as her thumb presses into my flesh. She works my muscles there, kneading and urging me to answer her. My skin lights up, alerting to her touch immediately and focusing on the elusive rope that pulls between us. God, I can fucking feel it. The distinct mark of our Fated bind that aches to burst forth. She doesn’t know what this is, but I do. I’ve learned about it my entire life, studied it, and intentionally chose to release it when I made that pathetic fucking deal.

      I lean forward, pulling myself out of her touch a bit but bringing my lips even closer to hers. I can practically taste her on my tongue, her soft breaths are picking up speed in shallow inhales as they mark my skin in her scent. She’s turned on, and her arousal ignites an entirely new fire billowing underneath my flesh.

      That heady scent of smoke on the fourth of July, after the fireworks have exploded and you’re standing in the blazing heat of the summer. You’re engulfed in the intoxicating scent of a great fucking time, cotton candy and bonfires, sex and whiskey.

      I’m getting it all from her, absorbing it and drinking it in like it’s my last sip.

      “I can’t go over this with you. You know that,” I say, my voice dropping lower as I fight to maintain my strength away from her. But my lips brush across hers as I speak, and the drowning sensation of desperation explodes in my veins. “Fuck. How the Hell do I stay away from you, Stella?”

      “Don’t,” she whispers, her voice a bit higher as her eyes implore me to claim her. God, I want to. My cock is hard against my jeans, painfully aching to slip inside her tight pussy and mark her as mine.

      Mine to own, mine to fuck, mine to intoxicate and ruin.

      “You’re taking too long, Nathanial. You need to get the fuck back inside your physical form. There’s too many dangers to you projecting yourself without protection.” Leon’s voice interrupts my quickly spiraling strength and I step back, releasing my hold on Stella and running my hands through my hair in agitation. I glance back at Leon over my shoulder as he continues speaking into the room.

      “Stella has the pendant I put on her before we started training. It protects her body from being inhabited by other drifting souls or Demons in the same realm. I didn’t know you could project yourself otherwise I would have had one made for you as well. But you didn’t share that little fucking secret, so you need to get your ass back before you lose your body forever.” His words sink into my mind, and I’m instantly glad she has that choker. When I had first seen it, I couldn’t stop the rush of anger I felt at Leon getting her something so personal. But now, I’m thankful he put her safety first.

      I’m still so focused on Stella and what’s happening in this moment that I’m not ready to go back just yet. My mind is warring with our Fated connection, it isn’t even bonded yet, not even at full force and still I feel like I’m directly responding to everything she’s feeling.

      Instead of her and I being united, working as one entity, one strength, we are clashing and colliding on a level that’s destructive. Our cravings and hunger, her anger and my irritation, are merging into a force that’s difficult for me to control.

      I realize it’s dangerous, whatever chaos is happening between us right now, but I just want a few more seconds to see her. To fucking watch her while we’re in our own private space.

      I quickly remind myself of the punishing memories that plague my mind. Why exactly, I can’t have her. Why this will never be possible, and suddenly I realize we’re all alone in a place where I can destroy her without interference.

      Something I unfortunately, need to do.
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      “Go,” Stella says, her eyes wide with worry at Leon’s warning. “Go back and I’ll follow you.”

      “I’m not ready just yet,” I admit, stepping towards her again. I stop just feet away, preparing myself internally for what I’m about to say. “Listen to me, Stella. Really fucking listen to me.”

      I take another step, bringing my chest flush against hers as I look down at her bright eyes. I slowly lift my hand and graze my thumb along her swollen bottom lip, savoring the feeling of her pretty lips pulled apart for me. I’m tempted to slide inside her mouth, watch as she sucks me in and imagine how she would look on her knees before me. Hands tied behind her back and my fingers tangled in her hair as I fuck her sweet face with my cock.

      “Nathanial,” Elijah snaps this time, yanking me back to this moment and deteriorating the filthy thoughts that curse my mind.

      “This will never work with us do you hear me?” I say, forcing the power and authority into my voice as I shatter this moment.

      Stella’s eyes slick over in anger, narrowing as she defiantly pulls her face out of my grasp. I dart forward, quickly snatching her jaw in my large hand and yank her body against mine again.

      “Answer me,” I demand but she closes her eyes and refuses to meet my gaze. “Stella.”

      “You’re lying,” she whispers between clenched teeth. She still won’t open her eyes, but I know she feels the war that rages inside of me when it comes to her. I’m always split, always fucking fighting these feelings for her.

      She’s my equal in every way I could possibly want. She challenges me and pushes me, she sets me on fire, and seduces the part of me that craves to dominate her.

      But she’d be doomed to a life she wouldn’t want, away from her sister, from the family she has built here in this new life. I will never be the reason she has to live that, and if I have to make her hate me in the process, then I’ll sacrifice that to save her.

      “I’m not lying. Open your fucking eyes and look at me,” I inhale a heavy breath, squaring my shoulders and tensing every muscle in my body as I force the words out of my mouth. I lift my other hand and place it on the other side of her jaw, forcing her head to tilt up and meet my eyes when she finally submits and opens her own. “You’re nothing to me. Not even worthy of a casual fuck, Stells. I tolerate being around you on behalf of Luna and Elijah. But that’s it.” The words scrape out of my throat like razor blades. I hate them, loathe what they are doing to her.

      I watch as silent tears fill her eyes and she immediately fights to push out of my hold, her hands tear into the flesh at my wrists as she shoves me away. But I’m stronger, and I reach forward to rip a hand through her hair and pull her back to me, force her to feel my body against hers while I break her.

      “Let me go,” she snaps, her lips curl back over her teeth as tears stream down her light cheeks.

      “No, you need to hear what I’m saying and finally get it through your fucking head. I fuck different women every other night and don’t think twice about you. I have never wanted you.” I shove her back, stepping away from her and towards my physical form lying on the ground. My eyes never leave hers though, and I decide to drive the nail in as far as I can manage in this moment. Finish this agonizing relationship off for good. “You know what? Maybe, maybe if you’re lucky and keep to your fucking self, one day I’ll let you suck my cock and swallow my cum. But that’s the only way you’re getting anything out of me, baby girl. So, get your ass back in your body and do as you’re fucking told.”

      I wait, standing there in silence as she soundlessly cries. Her body says something entirely different though, she’s tense and vibrating with a rage I’ve never seen from her. Good, that’s what I wanted. For her to give up and stay the Hell away, realize this isn’t what she wants from us.

      Suddenly, she steps forward, coming towards me as she glides across the room in resolved strength. She doesn’t even bother wiping the tears from her cheeks, she doesn’t look ashamed of them—she shouldn’t be. This is a breakdown of catastrophic proportions. We’re detonating into an explosion of devastating insults and chaotic decimation.

      “You’re a Goddamn liar. If anyone is pathetic in this fucked up relationship, it’s you. One second you’re fucking me with your words, demanding I call you Daddy and the next, you’re intentionally hurting me to force me into hating you.” She steps closer to me, shoving me back with her own small hands, and I let her. I let her push me away and fight me like she thinks she can.

      She sees me. She understands me way too well. “But you aren’t this cruel. Not to anyone else. It’s not in your nature to be this hateful, and I’ve only known you for a few months, but I already know that. Because guess what, I think I fucking know you. Don’t I, Nathanial? You wouldn’t fight this hard if you didn’t care about me. So that means you’re hiding something pretty fucking bad if you can manage ripping me apart in order to save yourself. That’s pathetic. Tell me. It’s that we’re Fated, isn’t it? You’ve been hiding that bullshit, thinking I don’t know what the fuck I’m feeling between us.”

      My heart rate kicks up as anger and adrenaline begin racing through my blood. I’m split completely in half, part of me ignites at the idea of her being aware of our Fated connection, but the other half of me is pissed at the fact that she’s still fucking trying. I can’t win, not in any scenario this turns to.

      Stella shoves me again, but I’m so caught up in her Fated remark that I fall backwards and she takes the opportunity to go down with me. She immediately climbs over me, sitting down to straddle my hips with hers when she places her hands on my shoulders and leans forward.

      “Why are you fighting this so hard? Stop fucking lying to me and give it to me straight. I’m sick of the goddamn lies, Nathanial. I can’t keep doing this with you.”

      I reach up and grip her throat in my hand, holding her back while my fingers bite into her flesh. “Good, give up, Stella. You’re embarrassing yourself, always so fucking wet for me, aren’t you?”

      She surprises me though, refusing to submit and fights to wrap her own hand tightly around my throat. “Don’t you dare. Don’t twist this pull we have to each other and taint it with something toxic. It’s right, and you want to fuck me just as badly. You think you can lie about that? That? I feel your hard cock when it grinds against me, even now, while we’re fighting and you’re aiming to destroy me. I feel it,” she drops her lips to my ear as she rocks her hips against me. She’s right. I’m hard as a rock as I roll back against her wet core. “You’re getting even harder, thicker, while I fight back, aren’t you? Are you going to come, Daddy? Or do you still want me to swallow?”

      Fucking Hell. She’s saying everything with a sarcastic bite to her tone. She’s pissed, and she’s a filthy fighter. I love it, almost as much as I love her submitting to my dominance.

      “Fuck you, Stella,” I say as I launch up and grip her waist, flipping us over so that she’s the one pinned on the ground beneath me. I hold her down by her throat, immediately rolling my hips into hers as I dry fuck her.

      “Tell me we aren’t Fated,” she whispers, and her body begins responding to mine on another level. Her legs open wider and I settle myself between them as I slow my pace.

      “We aren’t Fated,” I reply, but my voice betrays me, and I hesitate through the words.

      “Coward.” She breaks and I lose every bit of control I’ve struggled to maintain as she calls me the fuck out. I yank her up by her neck and my lips crash against hers, devouring her taste and taking her mouth with my own. My tongue dives between her lips, colliding with hers as we continue that same fight to regain control. My hips continue driving forward and the soft whimpers that leave her mouth infect my blood in heat and arousal.

      “Nathanial! Get the Fuck Back!” Leon’s voice roars through the room and Stella shoves me away, forcing space between our bodies and cutting off our reckless kiss.

      “This doesn’t change anything,” I spit out as I quickly stand and drag her towards her form on the couch. “Get the fuck in and I’ll follow you. I’m not leaving until I know you’re there.”

      Stella watches me for a moment, clearly unsure of how to respond when she simply turns and slips back into her form. It’s instantaneous, her physical body suddenly lifting and responding as usual. She gasps as she sucks in several breaths and I immediately move to my own body, doing the same and allowing my soul to merge with the sleeve it belongs to.

      I can’t let that happen again. It was a dangerous mistake that only halts our progress, I’ve got to show her that she really doesn’t want a future with me.
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      I reach my hand up and clutch my chest, sucking in breath after breath while I try to regulate my racing heartbeat and straining lungs. My eyes are glued to Nathanial’s lifeless form when it fails to respond only seconds after I’ve rejoined with mine.

      Where is he?

      “He came back with you, right?” Leon asks as he crouches down in front of Nathanial’s face.

      I nod, unable to form words at the moment while I’m still trying to adjust back to this dimension.

      “Mother fucker,” Elijah starts, reaching down and gripping Nathanial’s shoulders just as he moves to pull him upright. But suddenly he’s there, gasping for breath and twisting on the floor so that he can brace himself against the ground and adjust.

      I’m frozen in place, relief floods my system, while that familiar anger returns as well. I hate this chaotic battle we’re always in, but I don’t see an end to it anytime soon. Nathanial quickly shoots forward, his strong hand wrapping tight around my wrist as he yanks me to the ground in front of him. His hold is hard, biting into my skin in a way that makes me wonder if he’ll leave bruises.

      “I know you, and I know you’re going to want to do that again. But do not do it unless one of us is with you. And always wear that fucking pendant. Do you understand me?” His voice is hoarse, but no less powerful as he commands me. I pause before answering, reliving everything we just did, everything we said while we projected and wonder if he really deserves a fucking answer from me.

      But I push the thought aside when I logically realize that he’s right, I shouldn’t try this without someone else being near and able to communicate with me. I don’t know anything about what we just did, and I know I’ll need practice. Leon will be the most help to me in this.

      “Yes,” I respond, but I keep the edge to my voice so that he knows I haven’t forgotten what just happened. I’m still angry, and us being back in our physical forms doesn’t immediately put me as his submissive.

      Nathanial releases his hold and sits back before standing and turning towards Leon. “Get me one of those pendants,” he snaps, and then moves to walk out of the room without a response.

      But Elijah calls after him immediately, clearly not willing to let him go without a word first. “How the Hell can you Astral Project? Isn’t that a trait of—”

      “I don’t know. Mind your own fucking business, Elijah.”

      My eyes widen at Nathanial’s harsh tone, and Elijah immediately launches forward after his brother, but Luna is quick to reach out and hold him in place. She whispers something in his ear, and his body visibly relaxes before he turns his attention back to us.

      I look to Leon, who stands tensely, as he watches Nathanial leave the room. Luna’s arms quickly wrap around my shoulders once he’s gone and she pulls me against her in a tight embrace. Amelia quickly departs the room as well, without a word to anyone and heads up the stairs and assumedly back to her room, where she usually hides.

      Elijah, however, stands watching both Luna and I with his hand scrubbing down the front of his face as he mutters something under his breath. I can make out a few curses, but for the most part, don’t know what he’s actually saying.

      “Are you okay?” Luna asks quietly as she pulls back a bit and searches my eyes with her own.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I reply. My brows pinch with the start of a migraine at the base of my head. I can feel it coming on, every single emotion from today building and putting pressure in my skull as a painful reminder of what’s happened.

      “Do you need to feed?” Leon asks, coming to stand before me as he rests his hand on my thigh. I look to him and can’t help but laugh at his suggestion. It’s a logical question but fuck, I haven’t felt this full in a long time. After feeding from both him and Nathanial before I projected, the last thing I want right now is absorb any more.

      “I think you’ve fulfilled your duties in feeding me enough for today, big boy.” I pat his hand sarcastically and stand, giving both him and Luna an apologetic smile. “I honestly think I just want to take a nap for a bit.”

      They both nod in quiet understanding, but I feel their watchful gazes as I make my way up the stairs before disappearing into my bedroom. For a brief moment, I overhear Elijah’s voice as it carries loudly up to the second floor. Leon’s voice is quickly sounding after him, both of them clearly heated in some discussion. I have an odd feeling I should go back down and listen to what they have to say, but truthfully, I’m too exhausted to stay awake any longer. I just need to close my eyes for a few minutes, get a bit of rest and then I’ll find out what’s happening when I wake.

      I walk into my room, shutting the door behind me and lean my head back against it as my eyes drift closed. Tears threaten to break loose and I shove them back, refusing to give in to the urge to let go.

      Taking a deep breath, I climb into bed and under my covers, burying myself in pillows and blankets until everything falls dark and I succumb to another realm of chaos and destruction.
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        * * *

      

      “Sweet Stella, my Stella. I’m getting closer.” Danner’s voice rips through my body like metal claws, tearing at my skin and spilling my blood. It’s the quiet way his voice slips through my ears this time, without the construct of a nightmare surrounding me.

      It’s only the darkness. The black abyss that houses his bitter tenor.

      I don’t respond, I don’t give him the satisfaction of knowing I’m affected. I fed earlier and I’m strong enough to fight back tonight.

      “Closer to finding you, my little Succubus. Closer to having your body underneath mine again, feeling you writhe and fight and then succumb to the darkness inside of you.”

      My heart rate kicks up, a thin web of fear threads through my mind at his mention of finding me. How could he? No one knows where we live now.

      “You didn’t think I’d ever give up on finding you, did you? You didn’t actually think you were safe? I warned you. Told you not to get too close to them. I’m coming for you, and I’ll kill all of them once I have you.”

      Fear grips my mind and tears me apart. I’m putting my family in danger by being here. If he finds me—when he finds me—he’ll destroy them just to hurt me. My skin trembles with the idea that I could be the cause of my sister’s death. That she would lose her life, lose her love with Elijah because of me. Tears slip from my eyes as I part my lips to answer Danner, to fight back, or gain more knowledge, or offer myself in exchange for them. Something. Anything to save my sister.

      But I’m suddenly silenced by a heavy hand as it slides over my mouth and tightly pulls my head back against a hard, strong body. I can’t tell if this is in my head, if I’m still asleep and in the wavering construct that Danner had communicated his voice through, or if this is real, and someone has climbed into my bed in the mansion where we all live.

      Instantly, a terrifying fear that maybe this is Danner, and that he’s already found me whips through my body and causes me to jolt awake. I snap my eyes open but am still met with darkness, still with that heavy hand covering my mouth when I arch my back and fight to pull away from him.

      “Shh. Shh.”

      Nathanial. I don’t know how I missed it, that dark smoky scent mixed with the fresh blend of clean linens and a beachy breeze. Or the tie that silently resounds between us. I think it was the fear of Danner, it infected my mind and invaded every other sense I had that could help me discern that it’s Nathanial who’s climbed in my bed behind me. I can’t see him, I’m facing away, but his hard, large body is wrapped tightly around my smaller one. One of his hands slides under my waist as he drags me against him, nestling me tightly into the delicious space that charges between us. His other hand slips from my mouth, his fingers trailing slowly down my neck and across my collar bone.

      Fear continues to linger in my bones, dancing across my flesh while we lay in the darkness. His steady touch strangely doesn’t comfort me. It adds to the adrenaline that already started coursing through me in my dream. After everything that happened earlier, I don’t find Nathanial relieving me of my nightmares. Instead, he elicits an entirely different fear, one that’s all consuming and intoxicating as his body envelopes mine.

      Because while Danner has the ability to destroy everything around me, Nathanial would be the true cause of my own demise. Both men hold every bit of control over devastating me, for two very different reasons.

      Nathanial’s touch settles over my chest, his palm resting flat against the space where my heart is hammering uncontrollably. I force even breaths to filter through my mouth as I let my eyes fall shut again. I’m not sure if Nathanial could hear what Danner was saying, if he had access to my nightmare in some way. I wouldn’t be surprised at this point if he did, but I don’t want to know the answer right now. I don’t want to face another lie that he’s been telling me, another reason I need to push him away.

      The darkness shelters our secrets and keeps them hidden. He can sneak in here, a concealed and easily ignored figment of my imagination.

      So, I rest back into his touch, letting my body process and refine the mixed fears that work through my mind. I give in to sleep once again, and I know that when I wake in the morning, this will all be a foggy memory that holds no substance.
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      “There have been recent sightings,” Elijah begins. His shoulders are strained with tension, his eyes dropping briefly before rising to meet mine and Amelia’s again. “Of Sunan. She’s been on the outskirts of the city, sometimes venturing closer to the Capital.”

      Sunan. Fucking shit.

      My eyes immediately fly to Amelia, looking for her natural response. It’s strange, the three of us having a private meeting in the kitchen. Luna is still asleep, and I left Stella early this morning before she woke as well. It’s an odd sense of déjà vu, throwing me back to a time when the three of us were more than enemies. My brother and I have always been close, but Amelia was our best friend at one point.

      Before we knew what was happening to her.

      We still don’t know the extent of it, truthfully. Amelia has always kept her secrets very closely guarded. She’s also always been the master of disguises. She’s impeccable at building a fake persona to keep everyone else away from her. Which is what happened to Elijah when they were bonded.

      He spent years thinking he was with someone who loved him, someone who was on his side, when in actuality, she had been plotting and scheming to sever their bond and take over the race herself the whole time. But even when they were united, Elijah could never get a shred of information about what had happened to her in Arcadia, or what happened when she was trapped on earth briefly.

      Amelia’s body tenses, but her face remains perfectly impassive. Her eyes don’t even flinch at the mention of her mother’s name. Elijah and I keep our gazes trained on her, awaiting her response.

      “Okay?” she asks, seeming bored with the revelation. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “Wait, did you already know?” I ask her directly, wondering if her casual demeanor is due to the fact that she’s been in contact with her already.

      Her eyes fly to me as rage flares within their icy depths. “No, I didn’t fucking know.”

      I stalk toward her, grabbing her shoulders and pushing her back against the wall. I lock her in place, crowding her as my lips curl back over my teeth in anger. “Is it so easy for you to forget that you’re alive because of us? Because despite everything you’ve fucking done, despite trying to kill Luna, or hurting Stella and plotting against your own race, we have chosen to allow you life.”

      Her eyes search mine, darting back and forth as her breaths picks up speed. I practically feel her anger radiating off of her in perceptible waves. Her eyes shine with a quick flash of regret, which surprises me. But is quickly replaced by that same stain of misery she usually dons.

      She steadies herself, and her gaze settles on mine. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m alive because of me. Always me, Nathanial. Since day one, I’ve only ever had myself and I’m not a fool to believe otherwise. You’re the one who is lucky I haven’t slit all of your goddamn throats in your fucking sleep.”

      “Alone? You had us! You sure as hell had Elijah—”

      “Stop. Let it go Nathanial, she isn’t worth it,” Elijah insists behind me. I hear him release a frustrated sigh but I’m still reeling with surprise and aggravation over Amelia’s remark.

      “You wouldn’t kill us now anyway,” I say, a smirk drawing at my lips while she tries to pull out of my grasp. “Because if there is one thing that binds you, Amelia, it’s your ability to feel indebted to someone. Luna saved you. She kept you alive when we could have—would have—killed you. So, even though you hate all of us. You’re chained in servitude to someone you loathe.” I step back, giving her the space she so desperately wants. I can see it in her eyes, in the way her body is trembling with an unconstrained rage.

      “Don’t fucking tempt me. Don’t pretend you fucking know me. Because why? We were supposed friends for a few years? You know nothing. Nothing of what I faced before, nothing of what I endure now. So, fuck off, and the same can go for my godforsaken mother.”

      “Mother?” Stella’s stunned voice breaks through the heavy tension as she and Luna walk into the kitchen. They both halt their steps, clearly recognizing the heated conversation we’re having and look to Elijah for an explanation.

      “Shit,” he responds, scrubbing his hand down his face before reaching forward to Luna. She goes to him, wrapping her arms around his waist while he leans forward and quickly kisses her on the head. Stella stays by the door, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning back against the frame. She’s wearing a long black t-shirt that falls mid-thigh, and while at first I don’t give it a second thought, I suddenly glance back and realize that it’s my shirt.

      Fuck, did I leave it there when I snuck into her room last night? It didn’t even cross my mind when I left this morning.

      She glances toward me, a controlled smirk playing on her face, when my eyes narrow on hers.

      “Yes, Amelia’s mother. She disappeared a few years back. Went completely off the grid after it was discovered that she was kidnapping and potentially torturing Demons and mixed breeds.” Elijah gives them the quick rundown, but truthfully, that’s about all the detail we really know. I don’t even think Amelia understands exactly what her mother was doing, or if she does, she doesn’t talk about it.

      “You’re joking, right?” Luna says, her wide eyes darting back to Elijah over her shoulder.

      “No. He’s not joking. That’s what my mother does, she eliminates those that taint our race.” Amelia’s speaks in a cold and detached voice as our gazes all swing to her. I can’t tell if she truly believes what she’s saying, or if she’s speaking robotically. It’s probably the former though, seeing as she was the one kidnapping and killing mixed breeds not long ago.

      Her eyes drop and her head twitches for just a second. She pinches her eyes shut as if she’s in pain and one of her hands lifts to rub at her temple.

      What the hell?

      “All right,” Stella says slowly, trying to direct the conversation down a different path. “What does that mean for all of us?”

      “It means we stay alert, we pay even closer attention to not only potential Cambion attacks, but whatever the Hell Sunan is planning as well.”

      I trail my gaze back to Amelia, but she still seems to have been drawn inside her own mind. She's fidgeting, her eyes shooting back and forth in confusion before she levels her breaths and forces her eyes shut again.

      "Amelia," Stella's quiet voices breaches the tense air and Amelia’s eyes fly to her as her teeth visibly grind in her mouth.

      "What?" she snaps, immediately stepping forward toward the French doors that open wide into the heavily forested back yard. We sit on fifteen acres out here, conveniently away from other neighbors or any potential strangers.

      No one responds, confused by her demeanor and odd reaction to all of this. She sighs in frustration and steps out of the house, walking further into the yard as she disappears.

      "What is going on with her?" Luna asks, as she steps out of Elijah's arms and begins mussing around the kitchen, fixing eggs for breakfast.

      "We don't exactly know, only that she'd been through a lot growing up. The details of her relationship with her mother are unknown, so we all pay attention to her, all right? Unless she's in her room, we don't leave her alone," I say, laying out the terms going forward. I turn around and move behind Luna, reaching up into the top cupboard and pulling out four coffee mugs.

      "You know the conversation we need to have though. Who we need to go talk to—" Elijah starts slowly, turning his shoulders to square up and directly face me. I pause mid movement, my entire body freezing as a hesitant burn starts rolling through chest.

      "No," I say immediately. No fucking way.

      Stella perks up all of a sudden, never wasting an opportunity to disagree with me. "What conversation? What's the problem?"

      "Nathanial, think about this logically. We have to go see him, it's been too long since Sunan was last seen. We need to know if she's been in contact with him," Elijah continues, blatantly ignoring Stella's question and returning to the conversation with me.

      "Don't push us out of this. Clearly it means something, so go ahead—explain," Luna demands this time. She stops making breakfast and turns to face us while Stella steps closer to me, coming to stand at my side.

      Elijah groans and I can't help the low growl that begins humming in my chest. "No one needs to know because it's not fucking happening. Not unless you're volunteering, Elijah?" I press him, narrowing my eyes in challenge.

      He shouldn't have brought this up. It's a big fat fuck no.

      "You know it's not going to be me or Luna. We can't put ourselves that close to the Cambions," Elijah possessively pulls Luna back against his side as he states the obvious. Of course not, because they're the only Fated pairing amongst the race right now.

      "Can ya'll shut the Hell up for one second and tell us what you're talking about?" Stella interrupts, her voice trailing higher as anger vibrates through her tone. I want to ignore her, refuse her the information she’s seeking, but my eyes drift to the wash of red that snakes up her neck and paints her cheeks. I love it, the addictive natural color that coats her when she’s angry—and when she’s aroused.

      "The Underworld. Someone has to go talk to Lucifer. He may have information on Sunan, possibly know what she's been involved in over the last several years," my brother throws it out there, quickly so that I can't cut him off and I cross my arms heavily over my chest.

      "Lucifer. As in—" Luna questions slowly, raising her eyebrows tentatively.

      "Yes. The Lucifer. The Fallen Angel," I supply, dropping my gaze and forcing the words out of my mouth. My heart is racing, because I know exactly what's about to fucking happen. I know exactly what Stella's about to sa—

      "No problem. I'll go." Her voice grates against my skin, sending tiny pinpricks of irritation covering my flesh. I turn to face her, to start another goddamn argument when Elijah speaks up.

      "I was thinking the same thing. Leon can take you. Think of him as Switzerland. He fights on our side, but he holds immunity. He'll be a safe bet, and if either of you need to feed, you'll have each other." My brother’s explanation sounds fool proof. It sounds fucking perfect.

      And I hate it. No way is my fucking Fated going to the Underworld with any fucking other person besides me—but I can't go. I can't risk revealing my connections to Lucifer, or the deal I made all those years ago.

      Or can I?

      Shit. I didn't even think of it before, but maybe, if Stella sees the Underworld for herself. If she experiences how life can be down there, how disturbing it is even getting there, maybe she'll realize she could never want a life like that. No matter what she has to give up in order to avoid it.

      I pause internally, wondering if this is how it's supposed to happen. I let my gaze rake over her briefly, staring at her wild red hair and drifting downwards, lazily moving over her shoulders and heavy breasts that fill my black t-shirt perfectly. Her nipples are tight, fuck I can see them pointing through the thin fabric from here and my dick immediately thickens with heat.

      I travel lower, glazing over the swell of her thick thighs and delicious ass, until the hem of my shirt cuts off and I'm met with the rest of her long, milky legs.

      Her eyes cut to me, narrowing slightly in confusion while her brows pinch together. Those auburn, silky lashes fan out against her swollen cheeks and I watch as a slight blush creeps across her neck and rises higher.

      I want that. Fuck, I want her. My cock aches to feel the slick heat of her pussy as I move inside her. Visions of her bound so tightly that she can’t escape fill my mind, her obeying my demands, begging, moaning, calling me—

      "No," I say plainly, cutting off my rampant thoughts. I know she'll think I'm simply trying to control her decisions like usual. Her eyes immediately roll in frustration and just as her pink lips part to argue back, I keep going. "I'll take you. Just you and I, no one else."

      The room falls silent, all of them clearly surprised at my suggestion. Elijah's eyebrows rise high on his head while Luna looks back and forth skeptically. She's always trying to decipher the situation, analyze what's happening and why it's taking place.

      Stella doesn't seem any certain way at all. In fact, she seems indifferent.

      "Fine, as long as I can feed if I need to," she challenges, knowing exactly what she's demanding of me.

      "Oh," I say with just as much defiance lining my voice. "I'll fucking feed you, baby girl."
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      I know he's being a shit. I can practically feel the sarcastic spite rolling off of his relaxed shoulders. His arms loosely slide into the pockets of his grey sweats. It's like he's saying, “fuck you, I'm about to destroy you,” without actually speaking the words.

      My eyes distractedly fall to his bare chest. He would stand in front of me like this, presenting his golden skin, tight against the firm muscles of his pecs and abs. That irresistible V defines his lower stomach and hips, vanishing beneath his waistband and simply tempting me to take a deeper peek.

      He clearly has something else twisting through his mind though, and I have no idea why he would so willingly offer to take me to the Underworld. But the itch under my skin is growing more and more difficult to ignore.

      It was small at first, when I just met him and I was still dating Danner. But it's very slowly bloomed into something far more demanding. It settles within my flesh, making home in my blood and turning our relationship into something volatile.

      The more I'm around him, the more we fight back and forth, colliding together and then throwing each other away, the more I feel it.

      I lift a hand and slide it up and down my exposed arm, trying to physically soothe the discomfort and draw washing through me. I have a passing thought that it's my body, my mind, my succubus, literally craving Nathanial and what he can give me.

      Danner fed me continuously and I didn't even feel his way towards him.

      I decide to ignore his last remark and choose to step outside, to find Amelia. Maybe she'll have something to tell me about the Underworld, or maybe I can work my frustrations out through a fight with her.

      That would be entertaining.

      “Be careful,” Luna says quietly as I twist the matte black handle on the glass door and pull it open. I give her a nod, acknowledging her warning, and stride out as I shut the door behind me. It’s light—still morning—but with all the large and shrouded trees, there’s still a shade of darkness that lingers over the back yard.

      It’s a huge area, and there is a four-poster wooden gazebo that Elijah and Nathanial built together. I’ve been excited for spring and summer because I envision being able to create floral arrangements across the thick beams. I want to design pieces that would cascade downwards, and then maybe have a space to read, or create, or just find some peace for a bit.

      Truth is, I’ve missed my job at the veterinary clinic. I left shortly after everything was exposed with Danner and we moved. I wanted to cut ties to my life and hide away. At that point, I wasn’t getting fed at all. I was starving and going into work every day wasn’t helping distract me, it was heightening my sensitivities and making me worse.

      So, I’ve been taking the little spare time I do have to try and figure out what I want to do for myself. I realized pretty quickly after we moved into this small mansion, I love the outdoors and forestry here. But it’s been so cold that I haven’t really been able to explore and take a look around. Florals are something that I want to experiment with when everything really starts blooming again.

      I walk forward, diving into the wooded area behind our home a bit more. I notice the streaks of golden light that filter beautifully through the thick branches. They fall in spots that sporadically dapple the lush ground, highlighting the remaining thin branches from what greenery is still trying to revive itself after the winter.

      There are a few fresh blooms, little pink and purple flowers that lightly scatter a couple of places and I absolutely love it. I appreciate it for what it is right now, a new beginning after a harsh season.

      God, I wish I could experience something like it. Something new, something that gives me hope after these last painful months of manipulation and rejection.

      My mind is quickly sidetracked however, when I hear the frantic ramblings of Amelia’s voice. My eyes shoot upwards and to the left, where she stands in front of a large tree. It almost looks like she’s speaking to it, but her head is hunched downwards, and her hands are twisted tightly in her long white hair.

      I move behind her slowly as I try to hear what she’s actually saying.

      “No, no, no. I can’t do it,” she mutters as her feet shuffle underneath her slight frame. “I won’t. God, I fucking hate them. I do—Okay, I will. But no—” her voice hitches up into a painful whine and she arches her back, like she’s genuinely trying to avoid something in front of her.

      “Amelia?” I ask tentatively, and her head whips around while her eyes clash to mine. For a split second, I’m literally frozen in place. My feet stop moving all together when I take in her eyes, her pale skin and I’m almost afraid at what I see.

      “Fuck,” she stutters as her hands fly to her cheeks and she quickly wipes away the blood that is seemingly spilling from her eyes. They’re red, blood red, and ghosted over like mine. Only hers flow from her lashes and coat her face in shocking trails.

      “What the hell, are you okay?” I ask, stepping forward, but she stumbles backwards until her back hits the tree.

      “Leave me alone,” she says as her hands frantically try to clean the mess from her cheeks.

      “Hey, I’m not going to hurt you.” I step closer, without giving her an option to refuse me. “What happened? Who were you talking to?” I drop my voice into a quiet whisper as I lift the edge of Nathanial’s shirt and tentatively hold it up to her face. I don’t care that I’m standing out here practically naked, that my bare torso is revealed aside from the black panties I wore to bed.

      She eyes me suspiciously and I know she’s fighting the urge to say no, to push me away because of what I am. “I can’t,” she starts, and her hands find mine in order to shove them away.

      “Why?” I say, pressing back and forcing her to answer me. She can fight me here, she can use her hands to try and physically attack me. But she has no weapons, and after all the training I’ve been doing with Leon, I think I could probably hold my own. “What happened to you?”

      Suddenly, those red tears fill her eyes again and she slams them shut, throwing her head back so that it rests against the tree. “No, no, no, no,” she frantically cries as she lets go of me. She fists her hands in front of her, clenching and unclenching in a systematic pattern.

      Two on, one off. Two on, one off.

      “Leave,” she grits the words out through tight lips. “Fucking leave before I kill you.”

      “No,” I state firmly, letting all the dominance I can filter through my own voice. She doesn’t get to push me around, she isn’t the one with the power here. “Tell me what’s happening with you. Maybe we can help, maybe we can—”

      Amelia’s eyes fly open as she launches forward and throws her hands on my shoulders. Her fingers grip into my flesh as she shoves me away, but she let’s go just as quickly. Her chest heaves and falls with heavy breaths and those trails slowly trickle down her face again before a sob escapes her lips. She falls to her knees, her legs going weak and collapsing below her.

      “You can’t help me,” she whispers. “No one can help me. No one can stop the voices.” She shuts her eyes and sits back. “No one ever fucking helps me.”

      I crouch down in front of her, slowly bringing my thumb up to her face and swiping away the trails that had reappeared. She doesn’t open her eyes, but she continues silently crying in front of me.

      “What happened to you, Amelia?”  I ask quietly, knowing she isn’t going to answer me, but taking the moment to let her know that I know something has. I feel it, in this strange connection I feel between us. I hate her, I can’t forgive her for what she did. But after living with her these few months, I’ve also been exposed to a completely different side of her. A side that’s confused and fucked up—possibly more fucked up than the rest of us.

      Amelia collapses forward, and I catch her in my arms as more sobs wrack through her body. I’m shocked that she’s even allowing me this sight of vulnerability, seeing her like this. But I honestly think that she’s too exhausted to hold it back at the moment.

      I fall to the ground as she cries in my arms, the blood red tears staining Nathanial’s shirt and spilling over my skin. I don’t care, though she needs whatever is happening between us right now. Strangely enough, I’m okay giving it her.

      I let my hands stroke her hair and I glance back to the house over my shoulder, wondering if anyone can even see us from there. But I don’t think they can, I can barely make out the house from the crowded trees and forestry that lead here.

      Suddenly, I feel Amelia’s body tense in my arms. She goes absolutely rigid and I know she’s gaining control over herself again, slipping back behind her walls and gritty exterior. I feel the vibrations of her body as she yanks out of my arms and falls back on her ass.

      “Stay the fuck away from me, mutt,” she spits the words out, but they’re shaky and weak at best.

      My lips flatten into a straight line at her insult, I’m not even offended at this point. She’s obviously working through something dark and disturbing. But she shoots forward and just as her hand tries to grip my throat, I reach out and catch her wrist before it connects.

      I’m holding her only a few inches away, both of our bodies fighting with tension at the instant change in atmospheric temperature. We’re heated, a rage flowing between both of us and I try to make sense of her sudden personality shift.

      “I swear to God, you tell anyone and I’ll slit your fucking throat, Stella.”

      “Try, I dare you,” I bite back as I push her away and climb to my feet. “I don’t know what’s going on with you. You won’t share anything. But I know you’re hiding things, and I know you’re dealing with something that you shouldn’t be facing alone. So, either buck the fuck up and deal with it yourself or open up and maybe we can help.” I dust my hands down the front of Nathanial’s shirt and turn around without letting her respond.

      “Do you know what you have to do? To enter the Underworld?” I hear Amelia’s singsong voice shout from behind me. She must have overheard our conversation before she came all the way out here. My steps falter, and I don’t completely turn around, but I tilt my head back towards my shoulder a bit.

      She laughs, her usual, bitter giggle that envelopes me and sends goosebumps slithering across my skin. Because she fucking knows something, something that’s going to be painful for me and entertaining for her.

      “Good luck, Stells. Maybe Lucifer will kill you so that I don’t have to.”

      So that I don’t have to.

      My mind lingers over her choice of words. So that she doesn’t have to.

      “No one’s killing me. Get ready to confront some shit when I get back, Amelia,” I reply, refusing to look at her as I continue my way back towards the house. I’m considering immediately telling the others of what just happened with Amelia, when I step into the kitchen and find Nathanial in the midst of chaos.
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      Everything is crashing to the forefront of my mind. My raging emotions towards Stella, the anger I feel over the deal I made with Lucifer, what her and I are about to experience on our way into the Underworld. The fact that my body, my mind, crave to own her, to taste her—every fucking second I spend near her, it gets worse.

      I’m addicted to her. And I hate her for it. The thunderous storm that roars through her pleads for me to be the one who calms it. And my volatile sea, constantly colliding and crashing through me seeks only her touch so it can rest.

      She’s my breath of fresh air, but she’s also the quickly tightening noose around my neck. I want to live and die by the same fucking hands.

      I reach for one of the mugs that were left on the counter when Elijah and Luna took off, leaving me here to impatiently wait for Stella’s return. That’s when it happened, when all of my dark thoughts and regretful reminders tunneled through my mind and set me on this path of destruction.

      I throw the mug across the room, watching it smash against the wall and shatter into countless pieces. I notice the remaining coffee spill and splatter across the white paint of our kitchen. It’s a mess, and one that distracts me for mere seconds before I reach to take a second mug and smash that one too. This time, against the fucking counter.

      A glass shard rips through my skin, but I don’t care. I hardly feel the sting compared to what’s happening in my chest and in my fucking head. I have a migraine that’s splitting through me at full force, amplifying all the hatred, guilt, and mistakes I’ve made.

      The glass doors open just as I’m reaching for the third mug and I instantly halt my movements as I try to catch my breath. Stella is standing in the doorway, paralyzed in place as her eyes scan the room and then slowly land on me.

      But what sends my heart racing is the blood that covers her arms and my shirt. What the fuck happened? Her and Amelia got into another fight? Just as I launch forward, Stella does the same, sprinting and colliding against me.

      “What are you doing?” she snaps, reaching forward and attempting to grasp my injured hand in hers. But she doesn’t have a chance, I’m already tightly gripping her waist and lifting her to the counter, pulling her hands out and straightening her arms to assess her damage.

      “Nathanial, stop. I’m not hurt, but you are—” she struggles against me, trying to pull her hands free as I easily hold her in place. I quickly push her hands down and behind her back until she’s pinned. Her tight body presses hard against my own, her sharp nipples brushing against my heated chest.

      “Shut up, for five seconds and let me look at you,” I say through tight lips as I continue holding her with one hand and then let my other fall to her thigh. Her legs immediately fall open for me and I step between them, feeling that lick of fire explode between us again.

      There. That’s my addiction. That fucking feeling of completion, of euphoria and fire every time we’re near each other. It’s a living pulse between us, throbbing and begging to be indulged. I hate fighting this, and after tonight? I know the finality of what this is will be solidified.

      “I’m telling you, you’re bleeding on me. I’m not hurt,” she whispers, her voice a little breathier than it usually is. I glance down her neck, watching that hypnotic blush begin painting her skin in a pink wash.

      Once I realize she’s not hurt, I yank her down from the counter and turn her around. I roughly press her against the ridge of the surface as I come up against her back. I keep her wrists bound behind her when I pull back my hand and slap her ass.

      “Do you listen to anything I say?” I drop my voice to a whisper as I dip my lips behind her ear. I feel the strands of her red hair as they brush against my cheek, the wisps of each lock as they dance across my lips while I reprimand her. God, every tiny thing about her calls to me. She was designed for me, created specifically for my body, my touch, my fucking mouth and already hard cock.

      “Was that supposed to hurt?” she challenges, but I hear her breath catch in her throat and I know the game she wants to play.

      I want to play it too. But in my game, I always win.

      I let my hand drift to the back of her thigh, gently caressing her soft skin while I kick her feet farther apart with my foot. I slide my knee between her legs, pressing hard against her already soaked pussy. Her breaths become even more shallow, her skin blazes with fire against my bare chest. Even through my shirt that she’s wearing, I can feel the sordid intensity between us.

      Slowly, I lift my shirt up off her ass, exposing her sweet skin and those tiny black panties she wore to bed. I lean forward again and trail my tongue across the column of her neck, stealing a taste. I move upwards until I’m able to drag my teeth across her ear and bite down, right as my hand crashes back against her ass. Harder. Satisfyingly painful.

      She yelps, and then slips into an uncontrolled whimper.

      “Did that hurt?” I mock as my lips move to the soft skin under her ear—as I bury myself in her scent and flesh. My cock is hard and aching to fill her. I want to punish her, to satisfy my own hunger with her pain and pleasure.

      “Yes,” she replies quietly, submitting and arching her ass back into me and grinding against my hard length. I smooth my hand back over where I hit her, soothing, massaging, losing myself to the feel of her against me. I’m slipping into that euphoric high, the one where my Demons are released to come out and hunt.

      “Do as I say and there won’t be consequences,” I remind her. She has a role to play in this, she knows where she stands.

      She tilts her head back, looking at my strong form over her shoulder before she speaks, “And what if I like the consequences?”

      Her words course through me, lighting up a new wave of instinctual responses. My heart hammers, pounding against my chest while my cock twitches behind my sweats. It’s painfully throbbing to be inside her, to move against her and fill her up the way she fucking needs. Hard and rough, until she’s crying and whimpering in both agony and indulgence.

      I groan and roll my hips against her ass, letting my free hand slide up the front of her body, grasping the hem of my shirt and pulling it up with me.

      “Wait—Nathanial, I’m not wearing a b—”

      “Quiet, Stella. We don’t want anyone to hear,” I whisper in her ear, cutting her off as I fully expose her glorious chest. I pull her hands back, arching her even further as I look over her shoulder and take them in.

      Perfect pink nipples, hard as Hell, and tight against her heavy breasts. God, to know what those fucking taste like. Probably perfect, an intoxicating high I want to surrender to.

      “What if someone walks in?” she asks as her voice breaks off in apprehension.

      “No one will. Not if you’re a good girl and do as you’re told, right?” I let go of her wrists and flip her around, leaning back so that I can slide a hand slowly up her stomach until my thumb brushes across her stiff nipple. “Yes?” I demand acknowledgement, pinching the hard tip roughly between my thumb and forefinger until she flinches.

      She gasps, attempting to pull out of my touch but I don’t let go, holding in her place even tighter until a quiet whimper escapes and she opens her mouth, “Yes.”

      I let go immediately, soothing it again by brushing my thumb across the sensitized tip. “Good girl.”

      I shift to grasp her other breast, but she quickly reaches forward and pulls my hand into her own, turning it over and finding the injury of where I smashed the mugs earlier. Her eyes lift to mine briefly, before dropping again and intentionally sliding her fingers through my blood. I watch closely, strangely turned on by the sight of my blood on her body.

      “Why were you angry?” she asks quietly, and I fight the urge to immediately shut her out. I don’t want her to know, she isn’t ready for the truth. But fuck is it getting harder and harder to do this. Her voice infects me, calls to me, begs for her to be mine. I need to push her away, but I so badly want to claim her for myself.

      I pause, refusing to answer right away as she lifts my hand and brings it toward her lips. Her eyes fall to mine, holding my gaze as she slides her tongue out and gently trails it across the back of my hand, licking along my flesh and coasting through my blood.

      Fuck.

      I’ve never done anything like this with anyone, never found blood or pain or this darkness enticing with anyone but Stella. She pulls it out of me, this dark nature that I crave to feed and grow and then strangle her with. I want to let the both us drown in this abyss together.

      Her tongue is tinged red and when she lifts her other hand and grazes her thumb across the same bloodied wound, she then slides it across her bottom lip. She tugs it down, literally marking herself with my fucking blood and I lose it. Lose every sense of self control I thought I had. I’m feeling awfully wicked right now, and my corruption is hungry to devour her.

      I pull my hand from hers, finally answering her question. “Because I’m always angry when it comes to you,” I grind out and then I launch forward and claim her mouth with my own. I hungrily slide my tongue along the seam of her lips, savoring the taste of my own blood on her flesh. She opens for me, inviting the monster I am to seize her.

      I scrape my teeth along her swollen lower lip, sucking and possessing until I bite down so hard that she bleeds. We fuse together, our flavors uniting as one in an explosion of forbidden arousal and sin. She moans into my mouth as I lift her to the counter and push her legs apart, forcing myself in between them until I’m flush against her body.

      “Fuck, Stella. I’m supposed to stay away from you,” I say as I wrap her hair in my fist and pull her head back. I reach forward and lift my own shirt off her stomach again after it had fallen forward, but I pull it up and behind her neck this time, not removing it completely. The fabric bites into her side of her throat, and when she tries to maneuver herself away from it, I slide my hand around the base of her jaw and hold her in place. With both my hand and my shirt binding her against me, I use my thumb to tilt her chin up and meet my eyes.

      “I don’t want you to stay away,” she hums, and I hate how my body fills with both lust and anger at her words. I shut my eyes briefly in frustration as my hand tightens around her throat.

      Her hips roll against mine and I can’t help but let go of her hair and grip her waist, dragging her pussy against my cock so that I can continue grinding against her. She moans, and I catch the sound against my lips as I dive against her once again, maintaining control over her with my hold. Her lips part for me and my tongue slides against her own, consuming and reveling in the way our bodies move in sync with each other.

      “It doesn’t matter what you want.” Simple. Straight to the point. True.

      I take my hand and slip it under the lower hem of her panties, letting my fingers slide all the way across, my knuckles brushing against her clit, until they glide through to the other side. I close my fist until it pulls into a thick cord of fabric against her pussy and then I harshly yank it up, until she gasps and writhes in front of me. In one moment, she’s trying to pull away, in the next, she’s rolling her hips and using the friction against her clit to her advantage.

      “Do you want to hurt me?” she asks as her eyelids fall low and that ghosted phase slips over her eyes. She held off for a long time, but I can tell both of our walls are collapsing, crumbling in between us. My eyes do the same, falling into that phase alongside her and feeding from this moment.

      “Yes,” I answer honestly. Her pain, when by my hand, turns me the fuck on. But only when I can control every single aspect of it.

      “Do you want to fuck me?” she presses further, and I push my hips into hers, letting my cock nudge and press against her pussy while I pull her panties tighter against her clit. She gasps and her hands lift to the waistband of my sweats as she tries to drag them down.

      She’s greedy, getting closer to her release and I’ve barely fucking touched her. That’s part of the power that flows between us. We don’t get off simply on the pleasure we physically impose on each other. We get off on the mindfuck, the conflict of dominance and submission, the struggle of giving in and holding back. I can give her an orgasm without ever touching her core. Ever stroking her clit. I merely have to fuck her head in order to draw out her bliss.

      But I’m selfish, and I’m here to do both.

      I slam against her, pinning her hand against my lower stomach so that she can’t release my cock. But in the same movement, I’m dry fucking her even harder, crushing her into the counter as I slip my free hand to her ass and grip it roughly. I’ll leave bruises, I know it. But the thought of seeing my Demons marking her skin, searing themselves into her flesh so that she wakes up remembering she belongs to me?

      That’s my own bliss. And I’m fucking taking it.
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      My body is completely at his mercy. As is my mind. My spirit. All of it. His blood is on my tongue, his hand is around my throat, and I’m drowning in both pain at the tight hold he has on my panties, and the undeniable pleasure that laces alongside it.

      The pain. It’s my fucking drug. But Nathanial’s control over my aching desire is the real addiction.

      “Yes,” he answers again, but I know that doesn’t mean he’ll give in. All I want right now is his barely held back cock, to slip inside of me and satiate this fucking hunger.

      I’m dying to have him, to give him everything he wants as well, and to take everything I can from him. I shut my eyes in disappointment, because I know what his body is telling me, the way he’s refusing to give me an inch in order to release him. He’s saying no, even though everything else about him is screaming yes.

      “Neither of those are the questions you should be asking though, Stella,” he starts, and my eyes drift open at the hard tenor of his voice. He continues rocking against my pussy, driving into me and pushing me closer to the edge of an orgasm. “What you should want to know, is whether I’m going to let you come.”

      My eyes widen at his words. Mother fucker better get me off while I’m this fucking close. “Nathanial, I swear to God—” His hand tightens around my throat, to the point where I can’t answer him. I maintain grasping the threads of oxygen he’s allowing me, but I’m distracted by the way my clit is throbbing uncontrollably against the head of his raging cock.

      “Did you forget what I said already? Consequences. And I love watching you choke, baby girl.” He moves faster, dragging me farther to the edge, where I’m barely sitting on the counter as he snatches my panties again and wraps them around his fist, the fabric is ripping into me, in such a painful and intoxicating way that I’m closing in on that orgasm in mere seconds. But my mind is split between pleasure and breathing. I’m relying on my constricted airflow to even get me to the point of an orgasm but literally losing myself to the wildfire that’s exploding between us.

      Nathanial’s lips trail across my neck, biting and nipping my skin until it’s—I’m sure—welted with red washes that mark me in everything that is him. His grip on my throat relaxes, and I’m able to drag in more breaths as I focus on the friction from his cock and the rope against my clit.

      “Do you want to come?” he asks, his dominating voice rips through my body and sends shocks of arousal flooding my lower belly.

      “Yes,” I say, hoping he gives in and finally lets me.

      “Ask me for permission.” God, I’m so fucking close. It’s torture.

      Submission. That’s what he wants. That’s the power I have to play in this moment. It may seem weak to some, to submit to another in the heat of vulnerability and sex.

      But I can promise that it isn’t. It’s the strongest I’ve ever felt, having the ability to play him just as seductively as he plays me. We’re an orchestra, performing on each other like inspired musicians. We’re lost in the music, creating something beautiful grounded in darkness.

      Because while I get off on his demands, he gets off just the same on my answers, my questions, my pleads and concessions. I hold just as much power as he does.

      “Please? Can I please come?” The words fall from my mouth like butter, like I was created to say them, and they light my skin on fire in every single possible way. They appeal to me just as much as they appeal to him. A beautiful detonation ignited by my desire to submit and his need to dominate.

      His hand immediately drops from my throat and slides between my legs. I hold on by wrapping my hands behind his neck, tangling my fingers in the strands of his hair. I’m in this new moment where I don’t have to pretend it’s him when I’m with someone else, it really is him. So, I look for his eyes, those piercing blue expanses that whip through me and drown me in his corruption.

      He doesn’t even wait, he slips two fingers inside of me, instantly stretching me in a way that’s raw and aching for more at the same time. He rips my panties up higher and pumps in and out of me in sync. My body melts for him, draping around his form as my head falls forward and moans escape my lips in a messy mix of need and want.

      “Good girl,” he says as he continues moving inside me, pulling me towards my orgasm that’s cresting and twisting in my core.

      “Fuck, yes,” I mutter, as I arch my back and move with him, both of us working toward the same goal. He pounds into me, with his fucking hand, and my drenched pussy is taking everything he’s throwing at me. My clit is sore, painfully so, but also swollen with every single desire the rest of me is experiencing. I’m right on the edge, about to come when I hear the steps of someone moving up behind me.

      I feel Nathanial’s head lift, just barely, but he doesn’t slow down. Instead he turns towards me just a bit and whispers in my ear, “Do you want Leon to watch you come for me?”

      While he speaks the words, I see Leon step up behind Nathanial’s back. He’s a few feet away, but his eyes meet mine in a wash of darkness. His are so deep they’re black, and I see the hints of his phase ghosting over the edges.

      “Yes,” I say, loud enough for both Leon and Nathanial to hear. Nathanial laughs lightly against my shoulder as he moves even faster, and my gaze locks onto Leon’s while I watch him slide his hand down the front of his jeans.

      Fuck, fuck. I’m stuck, at this place where both men are holding this authority over me. Nathanial is always in control, but Leon steals little bits of it when he wants, and all of a sudden, I want him to give me permission as well.

      “Tell her she’s allowed to come. She wants both of our approval,” Nathanial commands from him, like he knows exactly where my head is lingering. He reads me so well, better than anyone has ever been able to. I know what it is about us that gives him this subtle insight, but I can’t let myself think about that right now.

      “Go ahead and come, Red. I want to hear your pretty moans and watch that fucking face of yours,” Leon says, his voice low and dark as he unzips his jeans and releases his heavy cock from the constrains of his black briefs. He strokes himself slowly, and my body completely unravels at the two of them in front of me.

      I explode, coming around Nathanial’s fingers as he slows his thrusts but let’s me ride it out against his hand. I’m lost in my own moans as they cascade around me and my vision goes hazy. Leon continues stroking himself, picking up speed just slightly as I drift through my orgasm.

      Just as I’m about to relax, Nathanial’s body tenses and straightens as he pulls out of me.

      “On your knees,” he orders, but I’m surprised and caught off guard by what he’s saying. I hesitate for a moment, letting my gaze fall between the two of them. The remnants of my orgasm pass by and my mind tries to logically make sense of what’s happening.

      Leon doesn’t look at all amused, or like he’s slowing down any time soon. This isn’t over yet.

      “I said, on your fucking knees, Stella.” Nathanial grabs my hair and pulls me off the counter by it, straining my scalp as he pushes me to the ground. My knees hit the floor, and that pool of heat immediately returns to my lower belly, slicking my pussy in addition to what’s left from my potent orgasm.

      “Yes, sir,” I say as I tilt my head up and look at him. His eyes widen at my use of sir, but I can tell he loves it, his entire body is screaming at me to take him. I glance around him to Leon, who has stepped just a bit closer, angling himself to my side so that he can see what’s happening.

      “Take out my cock and suck it,” he says, yanking me forward by my hair. I pause for a moment, trying to process the fact that this is really happening. That I’m about to suck Nathanial off in front of Leon. That it’s wrong and that I fucking love every second of it.

      “Did you hear me? Or should I punish you, baby girl?” He speaks again and I shoot forward, my shaky hands quickly slip into the waistband of his sweats and briefs as I tug them both down at once.

      His thick cock springs forward, heavy and powerful as I sit up higher on my knees. God, it’s perfect. Long and hard and my pussy instantly pulses at the sight of him. I know for a fact I won’t be able to take his entire length in my mouth, no fucking way.

      “Fuck, I can’t take that,” I start, sitting back on my legs before he has the chance to halt me. “You’re too big, I’ll choke.”

      Nathanial’s cock twitches, literally throbs in front of me at my words. It’s enticing me, tempting me and I glance over to see Leon’s completely white gaze fallen to me.

      “Good, you know how much I love that. Now fucking suck before I force it down your throat.” He yanks me forward until the head of his cock presses against my lips. I don’t have a choice, I part them so I can catch a breath and he pushes inside of me. His cock fills my mouth, his taste and flavor slipping against my tongue and infecting my mind.

      I try, taking him in as far as I can as he slides my head back and forth across his dick. I can taste the salty pearl of his precum as it hits my tongue, driving me to take even more of him. I need to open my throat before he comes in my mouth.

      Before I know what’s happening, Leon is at my side, crouching down and whispering in my ear. “Suck him off, Red. Make it fucking good, I want to watch you gag.” His hand falls to the nape of my neck, while Nathanial’s stays wrapped in my hair. The two of them work together, forcing me even farther down his cock. I choke for a brief second, before I’m pushing my head back and trying to catch a breath. But they’re quicker, and in an instant, I’m being pushed even farther, until he fills my throat and stretches me out for him. I feel the tears brimming my eyes as I gag, but fuck if I’m not turned on by their combined dominance and the way Nathanial is fucking my face.

      “Take his cock in your hand and stroke him,” Nathanial’s voice cuts through the tension as he pulls my head back and tilts me up to look at him.

      “What?” I ask, surprised that he would even suggest this. My cheeks heat with apprehension. I glance back to Leon who straightens up and stands at my side, his cock now standing on the other side of my face.

      “You heard me. You can stroke him, but don’t put your fucking mouth on him. That belongs to me.” He turns to look at Leon, “You know the rules. Touch her pussy and I’ll fucking kill you.”

      I’m still surprised, but Nathanial’s hand fists my hair again as he pulls me forward and back onto his hard length.

      “You heard the boss. Touch my fucking cock, Red.” Leon’s smirk is plastered across his face as he stands at my side. I simultaneously submit to sucking Nathanial’s cock while I reach up with a shaky hand and begin stroking Leon’s.

      My hand hardly fits around the thickness of it, my fingers not touching as I slide up and down his length. I feel his hips as they thrust into my fist, at the same time that Nathanial’s cock slips into the back of my throat.

      “Such a good girl you are,” Nathanial says as his hand slides to the back of my neck and his fingers gently massage my flesh. Both of them are groaning into my touch and my body lights up with empowerment at the fact that I’m pleasuring both of them. Even though Nathanial is in control, I know that I am as well. Even while I submit to him, I hold a power all on my own, one that neither of them can take away of me.

      My pussy is soaked and aching as I try scissoring my legs in order to gain some relief. But Leon’s voice is the next one to instruct me, “Touch yourself, Red. Slip those fingers inside your pretty little pussy and ride your own hand.”

      Nathanial growls in approval and I lift the hem of my shirt while I spread my knees on the hard floor. I slide my fingers beneath the hem of my panties and let them slip through my slick core. I was right, I’m beyond wet, my previous orgasm and current arousal coats my inner thighs as I move my hips against my hand. I slide one finger inside of myself and moan around Nathanial’s cock while he continues to work inside my mouth. God it’s so much, the countless ways my body and Succubus are being fed. I can hardly stand it. My mind can barely process each new demand or action as it happens.

      “Make yourself come, baby girl,” Nathanial says just as hips pick up speed and the grip on my hair tightens. I work over his cock, savoring his taste and more of his cum while Leon’s hips move faster to my side, surging through my fingers while I continue touching myself.

      “Fuck, I’m going to come Red,” Leon says but Nathanial’s voice immediately barks through.

      “Don’t even think about marking her,” he says, and a ripple of fear works through me at the dangerous tone to his voice. It’s a threat toward Leon, and I instantly release his cock from my hand.

      “I won’t, I won’t,” he concedes as he laughs and steps back, taking over himself as he watches Nathanial and I.

      I keep moving on Nathanial, my jaw aching and working as I pick up speed on both his dick and my own clit. I let my other fist wrap around the base of him while I move.

      “Swallow everything,” he orders as he shoves to the back of my throat and I feel the silky strands of his cum slide into the back of my mouth. I come at the same time, moaning and swallowing just as he demanded. I take all of it, crave all of it, because it’s coming from him and he’s everything I fucking need.

      I sit back and catch my breath, bringing the back of my hand up to my mouth and swiping. Nathanial slips his heavy cock back into his briefs and sweats at the same time I recover from what we’ve been doing.

      “Shit,” I say and I move to stand but Nathanial’s already there, lifting me by my elbow and steadying me as I find my footing.

      “Don’t ever expect something like that to happen again,” Nathanial grinds out as he looks to Leon. I glance over to see that he found his release as well, he’s already tucked himself back inside of his jeans and he’s cleaning his stomach off with a kitchen rag.

      Committing that to memory, I need to toss that shit later.

      Leon laughs, casually leaning back against the counter and crossing his arms over his chest. “Yeah, I’m surprised I even got in on that one.”

      “Yeah, what luck you have,” I mutter sarcastically when I realize how incredibly full I feel from feeding from the both of them. My Succubus is relaxed and sated with her needs, and in result, my body is feeling more energized than it has in a long time. That was more than I’ve gotten in months.

      Suddenly, the door to the kitchen swings wide as Elijah strides into the room. “Now that you all are finished with whatever the fuck that was, we have some things we need to discuss.”

      My cheeks flare with heat at the fact that he clearly knows something happened and I dart my gaze to catch both of the guy’s expressions. But they don’t seem concerned with Elijah’s knowledge, and Nathanial’s body is still tense as his eyes fall to Leon.

      “What are you even doing here?” Nathanial asks, annoyance lining his tone. I don’t know if he regrets what he let me do with Leon. But he should know that truthfully, he’s the only one I actually want. That was fun, and I enjoyed it, but Nathanial fulfills me on an entirely different level that no one else can even begin to reach.

      “I actually came by because I heard you both were going to the Underworld, and I wanted to make sure Stella knew what she was getting into.”
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      “What is that supposed to mean?” I ask, setting my gaze on Nathanial. He scrubs a hand down his face, and I cross my arms loosely around my chest.

      “Wait, before we get into all of this. What the hell happened outside? Is that Amelia’s blood?” He changes the subject, but I guess it is pretty apparent now that we’ve satiated that itch with each other for a bit.

      “Yes,” I start just as Leon opens his mouth to jump in. “—and before you ask, we’re both fine. It was nothing. She’s still outside—”

      “No she’s not,” Leon states flatly.

      My eyes narrow, confusion lines my features. I didn’t see her come inside. “What? Where is she?”

      “She walked in while you were sucking Nathanial’s cock and finishing yourselves off.”

      I let my eyes fall to Nathanial, but he shrugs his shoulders carelessly. “What? Who the fuck cares?”

      “Jesus, you guys. All right, then you know she’s fine too. Now, back to the Underworld. When are we leaving? Today?” My voice is hard, irritation courses through me at the two of them. I don’t much care if people watch us fuck, but I had no idea, and now I’m curious about what exactly I’m going to have to do in order to access the Underworld.

      “You won’t know,” Nathaniel reveals as he sighs and leans back against the counter. “I won’t either. I’m sure Esme is already aware that we’ll need her, Elijah probably called when he got ahold of Leon.”

      “I did call Leon. I wanted to know if he had heard about Sunan’s reappearances and if he had any information we’d find valuable.” Elijah interjects as he crosses his ankles and leans back against the door of the kitchen.

      “I had no idea she was showing up again. I bet Amelia’s ecstatic.” The way Leon refers to them sends chills rippling down my spine. He clearly loathes them, and I can already see how his body is vibrating with a barely controlled rage.

      “Actually, Amelia seemed indifferent to the information. I don’t think she knew her mom was showing up, but she didn’t seem thrilled about that fact either,” I mention, because while I have no idea how Amelia feels about Sunan, I know she’s experiencing something. That was evident in what transpired between the two of us outside.

      “I do think we need to keep an eye on her,” I intentionally look to Nathanial, in hopes that he will understand there’s more to what I’m saying.

      “Clearly, Amelia is ruthless. She doesn’t care about anyone,” Leon interrupts.

      Elijah jumps in, trying to keep the conversation on track. “Keep an eye on her more than usual, you mean?”

      “Yes, I don’t know what’s happening exactly. But—” I pause, trying to figure out the best way to explain what I saw without exposing her just yet. “She’s going through something. Okay? That’s all I’m saying about it now.”

      Nathanial watches me intently, his shoulders tense and pulled back as a tick flickers in the back of his jaw. He wants to demand more information, but I’m not ready to give it up just yet.

      “Okay. Elijah, pass the information on to Luna as well. As for the Underworld. Going to see Lucifer, Leon can give you a little more insight into that.” We all turn our eyes to him, and he steps forward, squaring his shoulders and meeting our hard gazes.

      “Lucifer, he likes games. He likes tricks. Pain is his pleasure, and he enjoys watching people suffer before he gives them access to the door.”

      I turn fully towards him, anxiously waiting to hear more. I lift a hand, rolling it forward and silently urging him to continue.

      “Esme will take you both to the forest. It’s where the veil is the thinnest between our worlds. There’s a collision of natural energy there, multiple ecosystems with the forestry and smaller streams running throughout the area. But at that point, she’ll tell you how to find the door. It won’t be easy. You’ll have to play by his rules before he lets you enter.” Leon’s voice is thick with tension as he explains what he knows.

      “So, you’re basically saying we will have no idea what we’ll have to do until we’re in the fucking middle of it,” Nathanial replies, agitation washing over his tone as he rakes a hand through his golden hair.

      “Basically,” Leon states, giving us a sad, apologetic smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.

      “Fanfuckingtastic,” I mutter. I turn around and walk past the boys, leaving the kitchen and heading back to my room. I need to get dressed, eat some real fucking food, and then figure out how to win the little games Lucifer will be putting us through.
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      “Now?” I ask as I roll onto my back, turning in the heavy black comforter that spans my king-sized bed. I pull my phone away from my ear and glance at the time briefly before bringing it back—three a.m.

      I have one those large modern, wrought iron four poster frames. The ones that have the rails across the top as well. I found them especially useful, for some of the darker things I participated in when I had guests over at my previous home.

      Surprisingly, Luna and Elijah gave me the master bedroom here at the new house. They said they preferred the smaller space, they didn’t want to be surrounded by vacant areas they didn’t know how to fill yet, so they chose a smaller room off to the side. The master, however, is located directly next to Stella’s room and I think they intentionally left it open so that I could claim it for myself.

      Doesn’t matter, really. I would have taken it whether they offered or not, so maybe that’s why they didn’t put up the fight. “I know, I know. I realize the veil is thinnest around now. I just didn’t realize we’d be going so soon. I’ll get her and we’ll meet you there,” I say before hanging up with Esme and placing my phone back on the small stand sitting next to my bed.

      I should have known it would happen this quickly. Lucifer loves toying with people. He enjoys the game, and I have no doubts that Stella and I will experience some toxic shit tonight.

      I stand and stretch, trying to wrap my mind around what happened between myself, Stella, and Leon earlier. I couldn’t fucking say no again, couldn’t turn away from my flawless preference of poison.

      I know that tonight will end things for us. What she sees, what she experiences will resolve her desire to be with me. So, I had to taste her. I had to have her, as much of her as I could steal in the moments before I wouldn’t be able to touch her again.

      And then that prick, Leon walked in. Did I love seeing her hands on him? Fuck no. But I loved watching her, getting off on getting two guys off. I loved the way her skin was flushed and her chest was throbbing with rapid breaths. I loved the way strands of her hair clung to the heated skin on her neck, or the way her eyes widened with surprise and intrigue at every single one of my demands.

      I loved that she loved fucking submitting to me. Obeying me and imploring me for more of it. Her wet pussy was every bit as perfect as I imagined, and for that, Leon could have his little bit of entertainment for the time being. As long as I was in control of every single facet.

      He knows who she belongs to, and make no mistake, she knows as well.

      It’ll always be me.

      Consequently, I claimed my moment with her earlier, so I’d have something to hold on to after tonight. Because after all of this, I won’t have to refuse her anymore. She’ll be too busy running her sweet little ass as far away from me as she can get.

      I quickly find a pair of black slacks and a black long sleeve button down. Lucifer won’t expect anything less and truthfully, I’m comfortable in these clothes. I roll the sleeves tightly up my forearms, cuffing them just below my elbows and reach for the black Vacheron Constantin watch that sets on my dresser, clasping it around my wrist.

      After sliding on my black Brunello Cucinelli’s, I quickly make my way to Stella’s room, walking in without a knock and step towards the side of her bed. I close my eyes for a moment, reaching out and into her mind in search of Danner. He doesn’t seem to be visiting her just yet, and he didn’t come earlier, so I doubt he’ll get to see her tonight at all. That’s a positive note at least.

      I open my eyes and lean forward, placing one hand directly behind her head while I slip the other around the side of her throat, sliding forward until I hear the little gasp escape her lips. It’s that sound that calls to me, it licks through my blood and stirs the innate desire to take her. Fuck her into submission and then do it all over again. Her entire body tenses and my cock immediately thickens in my slacks.

      I tighten my hold around her throat and press my lips to her ear. “Are you ready to play, baby girl?”

      I await her response, staying close and brushing my nose against the loose locks of her hair. I breathe her in, indulge my senses for the briefest of moments until her faint voice whispers in the dark.

      “Yes.”

      I let go at her acceptance and step back, turning around and stalking towards the door.

      “Get dressed, wear something nice. Meet me downstairs in five minutes.” I reach for the doorknob and shift to pull it closed behind me, letting the small click sound as my severance from her. Shutting a door between us, erecting a wall that needs to be firmly set in place.

      This is the right thing. It’s what’s best for her, and she’s about to learn why.
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      When Stella comes down stairs—exactly five minutes from when I left her room, I checked—I have to steady my gaze and remind myself that she’s wearing a plain dress, that anyone could be wearing, that would look good on literally every single woman out there.

      But my gaze falters and lingers on the way the floor length bohemian fabric cascades down from her waist and naturally flows around her feet as she walks. The back is wide open, exposing her milky skin and then clings around the smallest point of her waist. It’s purple, a light lilac color that compliments her red hair perfectly. The front sits high, coming up and around her throat where the thin fabric ties into a small knot at the nape of her neck.

      I haven’t seen her in something like this since that first night we met at Elijah’s, and I can’t help but feel like our usually chaotic emotions are suddenly more at peace than what they’ve been over the last few months. A passing thought flashes through my head, that maybe our greedy connection is slightly more sated after giving it what it wanted earlier. I love that, honestly. But the sting of remembering why it won’t last lances through my chest and sets me back on track.

      She pauses at the foot of the stairs and I let my gaze resume its perusal over her body, slowly bringing it back up to her eyes and then let my lips fall into a flat line. “Let’s go.”

      Her eyes narrow just briefly, but she doesn’t say a word as she follows behind me. I could have called Alf to drive us, but I didn’t know how long we’d be gone, and I wanted to make sure we had a vehicle at our disposal if needed.

      I refrained from waking Luna and Elijah, and instead sent him a message letting him know we were leaving and that I’d reach out to him as soon as I could. I know the entire thing will worry Luna, and she’ll be livid when she wakes to find that Stella and I are gone, but it’s better to avoid goodbyes at this point. We’ll be back, I have no doubt about that.

      “Stella,” Amelia’s voice surprises me by breaking through the dark space just as we’re about to walk out the front door. Stella quickly turns around, and her eyes fall to Amelia’s small frame, which sits crouched at the top of the staircase. Unease washes through me at her appearance, she’s clearly uncomfortable and her fingers are rubbing circles across her wrist. Her hair is pulled up into a loose bun, but white strands have fallen around her pale face. Her skin is more sunken in than usual, highlighting her sharp jaw and cheek bones. Stella was right, we do need to keep a closer eye on her.

      “Remember, it isn’t real,” she whispers the words so quietly that I have a hard time hearing her.

      Stella takes a step closer to the stairs. “What?” she asks, and I notice the way her shoulders have stiffened against her spine. A strange sense of hesitation works its way through my limbs and I instantly feel defensive. I fight the urge to step forward and pull Stella back, but instead watch as she tries to gain understanding of Amelia’s reminder.

      “It isn’t real. None of it is.” Amelia stands before she can respond and turns without another word.

      Stella looks at me over her shoulder, her eyebrows pinch in confusion as she twists to continue following out the front door. “What do you think she meant?”

      “I’m not sure,” I reply, and step aside so that Stella can move in front of me. We walk quickly to my G-Wagon and she climbs inside the passenger side as I move into the front seat.

      “I need to tell you about what happened with Amelia earlier, but you can’t tell anyone else. I think we need to keep this between us, however, I feel like you should know before we meet with Lucifer.” Her words cut through me as we pull out of the driveway. Soon, the surroundings will become hazy to Stella, in strange patterns that confuse where our exact location is due to the wards that Esme placed around the house.

      Unease swells in my chest over what could be happening with Amelia. Stella and Luna need to be kept safe, as well as Elijah as the new leader of our kind. I’m glad Stella is comfortable enough to come to me with this.

      Even if we can’t have the life we truly want with each other, maybe we can make this work between us. An easy conversation of exchanging information. Something simple and lacking emotion.

      “I’m listening. Tell me everything.”
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      We’ve been driving into the forest for quite some time now. I didn’t realize how far we’d be going until the silence between us began to sink into the pit of my stomach. After I told Nathanial about what happened with Amelia, he went quiet. I know he was listening, he was engaged. He asked questions throughout, requested specific details, and grunted his acknowledgements.

      But he never shared his opinion, or his thoughts on what could possibly be happening. So, I continue sitting in the dark, deciding to conduct future investigations on my own.

      He’s shut down again, closed himself off to me after our encounter earlier. I don’t know if it’s because of Leon, or because he got whatever this was out of his system. I wish I could say that I had. But now that I’ve gotten a taste of him—literally and figuratively—I can’t stop thinking about him.

      My mind drifts off to random thoughts of his hands roaming across my body. The pain that radiated across my scalp when he pulled my hair, or the way my flesh stung when he smacked my ass. Even the taste of him, of his blood. Fuck, his blood has stained my soul and been tattooed across my flesh. It’s a permanent fixture I don’t even want to remove.

      It’s all I have of him in these moments when he pulls away.

      “Are you mad at me now?” I ask, braving the question that burns in my mind.

      “Mad? About what?” he asks, as if he’s fucking clueless. He isn’t.

      “About Leon?” I turn my eyes towards him, seeking out his immediate natural response.

      “Baby girl, Leon is the last of my worries.” He looks to me, his eyes raking over my body possessively, as if he knows I belong to him. He uses that nickname, the one that elicits mewls and moans from my lips as I submit. “Do you think for one second, that he’d be able to give you what you need?” His voice drops lower, darker as it fills the thick space around us.

      “No,” I answer truthfully. I know he couldn’t. Not like Nathanial, who whips through my mind like a tornado and leaves me in wreaked havoc every time he touches my skin.

      “Good girl.”

      Fuck. It’s those two words. They make me wet and have my breath catching in my lungs.

      We drive the rest of the way in silence, until he finally pulls off into an obscure area and turns off the vehicle. We step out, shutting the doors behind us as I walk around the G-Wagon and meet him on the other side.

      In just a few brief moments, a figure begins walking out of the forest and towards us. I immediately recognize Esme and find myself relieved at the sight of her. She’s familiar, a friend even, and I know she’ll be honest about what we’re embarking on.

      She gives us a faint smile, but it lingers just below the surface and a small sting of apprehension flashes through my chest.

      “Thanks for meeting me here,” she says, her voice awash with something that sounds like regret—like she’s disappointed we’re in this situation. “Of course, you know, Lucifer only allows entrance in the middle of the night. The veil between our worlds is thinnest now, and the forest offers a large abundance of natural energy. There is a small waterfall not far from here and provides a distinct mix of ecosystems, it synchronizes well with the magic we need to access.” She shuffles back and forth on her feet a bit, which surprises me because Esme is usually quite confident. I’ve never seen her nervous or uncomfortable.

      “Do you know how we will need to access the door?” Nathanial asks, his voice low but still a strong smooth tone that continues to affect me. I seek his confidence, his security in this moment because I’m so uneasy in what we’re about to do. I’m still so new to this world, to these races that I never knew existed until recently. Even despite everything we’ve been through, all of the times he’s pushed me away, I trust him to know that we’ll be safe.

      “Only Lucifer knows that, I’m sorry.” She clasps her hands in front of her long black skirt which falls around her feet and pools in long ropes of silky fabric. She wears a loose dark sweater that falls easily off one shoulder and the stretched sleeves gather at her wrists. “He doesn’t share those details with me. I’m only here to act as a conduit for him, to allow him access to speak to you before you enter the woods.”

      “Wait, to speak to us? As in, he’s going to communicate through you?” I finally speak up, attempting to gain as much comprehension as I can before it’s too late.

      “Yes, I’ll perform the spell and open myself up to his possession.” She takes a step back, releasing her hands and quickly brushing them down the front of her skirt as she readies herself.

      “We’ll be going in together, right? Nathanial and I?” I hastily ask my last question and I feel Nathanial take a disinterested step away from me. Instantly, I feel a flare of impatience low in my stomach.

      Not now. Not while we’re about to do this and when I have no fucking clue what’s about to happen.

      I glance to him, my lips parting in frustration when I want to call him back to me.

      “No, I doubt Lucifer will allow you to go together. You will both have to partake in your own game, delve into your own minds, in order to access the portal.” Esme distracts me again as she drops her head back and closes her eyes. She lets her hands fall loosely to her sides, turning them slightly so that her palms are facing upwards.

      I square my shoulders and turn to face her completely, intentionally choosing to rely on my fucking self, my own power, my own strength. I can get through this, whatever sick fucking games Lucifer is about to play with me. Hell, I’ve been playing Danner’s games for months now.

      “Attendez notre appel.” Esme’s voice takes on a new quality that I haven’t heard before. Her words are lyrical, ghosting around us in waves of seduction that call to the ethereal atmosphere of the forest. I watch in trepidation as the leaves and rocks at her feet slowly begin vibrating with the power she clearly possesses. It’s intoxicating really, watching her demand the magic she needs for this spell.

      I glance over at Nathanial, whose face is full of hard lines and sharp edges. He’s perfectly still, but his jaw is set like granite while his eyes never leave her body. I clench my fists at my side and then run my fingers along the loose fabric of my dress, gathering it together and using it as a false sense of security. Something to brace myself against, grounding me to this space.

      She continues chanting, her voice rising higher and higher with each enunciation. The ground continues its flow of power, the energy suddenly spilling forward and enveloping us all. I feel it, the intensity and strength that she’s calling forth. It feels like it’s hovering around me, just barely inches away before quickly settling into my skin and invading my bones.

      Suddenly, everything falls to the ground as Esme’s voice halts mid-chant. The rocks, the leaves, all of it comes crashing as her head tilts up and we’re met with a completely new set of eyes. These are black, and an evil presence pours from them in waves washing across us.

      It’s him—Lucifer. The painfully tangible darkness is breaking forth from Esme’s body and swirling around us in a breeze that leaves a chill in my lungs. Her body falls completely still, perfectly at peace while Lucifer uses her form for his own means.

      “Ah Nathanial, so nice to see you again,” her voice sounds like her, but it’s indescribably different at the same time. It’s her usual pitch, the sweet tone of innocence and purity, but now it’s laced with an authority that I’ve never heard before. The innate way I know how powerful he is surprises me, it’s not a question, it’s a simple fact that my body instantly accepts.

      I don’t trust him. Not in the slightest, and my mind is flaring with unease and discomfort. I notice the way he sounds familiar with Nathanial, even though I’ve never heard of their meeting before now. I know logically, they’ve had to have met before, of course. But I assumed Nathanial or Elijah would have mentioned that fact before we left or revealed the reason for their last encounter.

      “Lucifer,” he states and his icy voice rips through in disdain.

      Esme’s gaze slowly shifts to me and a repulsive shudder uncontrollably whips up my spine as her eyes drop to rake over my body. She lingers on my chest before slowly coming back up to meet my stare, and I make the intentional decision to cross my arms across my torso.

      She smirks, just slightly before addressing me. “You must be Stella, I assume.”

      I nod, refusing to give him the sound of my voice. For some reason, I want to keep that to myself for now.

      “Are you ready to join me in Hell?” she asks, her eyes narrowing just slightly. I can’t help the strange call that question bids me. Like my Succubus is being directly summoned, tempted with her own personal desires. I never thought to think that the Demon in me might actually enjoy this visitation.

      My eyes slip to Nathanial as my body tunes into the low growl that’s suddenly sounding beside me. Lucifer catches it as well and that insipid smirk turns into something far more dangerous. Something knowledgeable. Something arrogant, like he was just gifted a message that he wholeheartedly received.

      The growl halts, and Nathanial takes a visible deep breath as he squares his shoulders and restrains whatever was coursing through him.

      Esme takes a step towards me, directing the conversation between the two of us again without commenting on Nathanial’s interruption. It’s strange for me, witnessing this odd war of power between the two of them. They both demand respect, demand control and authority on two completely separate levels. Both equally as powerful, incredibly strong and seductive. Even as Lucifer intercedes through Esme, I know I’m being faced with someone magnificent.

      Horrifically evil, but magnificent all the same.

      “You’ll enter the forest first. Walk straight through, the portal will find you when you’ve given me what I require.” Her smirk falls flat and the command is laid out between us.

      “But Nathanial—” I start, and Lucifer’s cruel tone is quick to cut me off.

      “—will enter when I allow him to.”

      I shut my mouth, refusing to continue a wasted conversation with this deranged Fallen Angel. Nothing I say will change what’s about to happen, I’ve accepted that. I’m ready for this.

      I turn without giving any sort of remark and stalk towards Nathanial before I divert to the woods. I tilt my head up, looking to meet his gaze with my own but find that he won’t even look at me. “Nathanial,” I say quietly, wishing I could have this private conversation with him. Without the eyes and ears of Lucifer behind us. “Nathanial, look at me for fuck’s sake.” I let the frustration and fear of what we’re going through take control as I speak, letting it taint my words and electrify my voice. I want to call to him, but even more so, I want him to call to me.

      His eyes flash towards mine as his coiled rage suddenly courses through me. His large hand shoots forward and wraps tightly around my throat. But this is different than our usual foreplay. This isn’t filled with lust and passion. His touch is burning my flesh with resentment and danger. I lift a hand and quickly wrap it around his wrist, trying to halt his movements while my mind races to understand what he’s doing.

      “Get the fuck out there, I’ll see you on the other side.” His words are cold; syllables of ice and rejection that have no desire to dance with my Demons. I’ve never heard this side of Nathanial, and I don’t care to converse with him. My eyes well with tears that I immediately force back, refusing to let them spill through my lashes and wet my cheeks.

      No fucking way.

      He doesn’t get to see the agony that’s suddenly engulfing my lungs and straining my breaths. The vice that he’s wrapped so tightly around my heart as he squeezes and threatens to destroy me. Not in the way that he’s so incredibly detached from me right now.

      He shoves me away roughly and I have to catch my dress quickly before I trip and fall to the cold ground below. I don’t offer him a second glance, nor do I don’t look back over my shoulder as I walk away from them. Not even when I hear the distinct laughter of his and Lucifer’s voices colliding together in some sort of ironic melodic union.

      Fuck him. Fuck them. Let’s get this shit over with. I’m here to figure out what’s happening with Sunan, why she’s suddenly showing herself again, and then I’m getting out of here and going home.
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      I’ve been walking through the hooded trees and overgrown forestry for almost twenty minutes, give or take. I’m estimating here, but it’s been a while since I left those two assholes behind and embarked on my own personal nightmare.

      Everything is nearly pitch black, but thankfully the glow of moonlight dapples the ground in a path that I somewhat manage to stay on. Every once in a while, my heart begins thundering in my chest, as if I subconsciously know I’m approaching something to be wary of. But it always ends as nothing, maybe a bird quickly bursting forth from a tree, or a small animal scurrying across the path in front of my feet.

      Nothing that has made me think I’m getting any closer to the portal of the Underworld. My skin is growing itchy with anxiety, constantly sitting in this mental space of awareness. I’m trying to anticipate what measures I’ll need to take to defend myself, but also attempting to stay one step ahead, maybe beating the Devil at his own fucking game.

      It happens in the course of a single instant, my inner Succubus, the Demon in my soul suddenly stands at attention, taking over my senses while my inferior human side diminishes within my mind. It’s not a differentiation I’ve ever noticed before.

      I’ve always been just me, just Stella. The supernatural blend of who I once was and who I’ve quickly become. Part Demon and part Angel. Succubus and seductress. But the girl I used to be also lays under the surface, the one who was cautious and made logical decisions. The girl who looked out for her sister and stayed up all night alone in her apartment while I anxiously waited for her return. I haven’t felt that part of me in a while, didn’t realize she was still there, honestly. Not until now, and I realize she was awakened just earlier this afternoon, after I gave into what I was craving with Nathanial.

      Now I feel the difference, I can sense the tangible meld of two entities. I can practically distinguish when I would need to call on one or the other, and right now? My Demon is standing at complete attention, seeking out the game I sense is about to begin.

      “Shit, Stells. There you are,” Nathanial’s voice races out behind me as I quickly turn on my heels and see him break through a few tightly lined trees. He comes to stand in front of me and a wave of relief courses through my veins at the sight of him. Even though I hate how we parted, I’m glad that I don’t have to do this alone or walk through this darkness by myself.

      “How did you find me?” I ask, stepping toward him. But I pause when he takes an immediate step back.

      “I followed you,” he says, but his voice drops to a whisper as a devious smile plays along his face. My eyes narrow, confusion lining my thin lips when I think about how long ago I left them. How did I not hear him behind me?

      “No, I would have heard you behind me. Did Lucifer tell you where I was? I don’t mind, obviously I’d rather you here,” I press further, suddenly hesitant on the details of our predicament.

      He laughs, a full, loud, encompassing sound that chills my bones. It isn’t a happy laugh, it’s a sympathetically pitiful laugh. I step back, my eyebrows arching in disbelief when he finally speaks again. “Seriously Stells? Did Lucifer tell me? You don’t think I’d be able to find you on my own?” He pauses. “I’ll always find you.”

      Those words, “I’ll always find you”. They send a disgusting shiver sliding up my spine when I think of someone else who has said that phrase to me. I don’t understand why he’s talking like this, a mix of indifference and intimidation are evident in his tone and mannerisms.

      He stalks forward, his jaw setting at a hard angle as his chest comes flush against mine. He towers over me, his hypnotic blue eyes pulsing through me and heating my core. He lifts a hand and brushes a stray lock of hair behind my ear.

      “It’s sad really,” he starts as one hand slides down the side of my neck and across my shoulder. “How pathetically obsessed you are with me.” I tense harshly at his words but his fingers bite into my skin and hold me in place. His lips dip down to my ear as his icy breath kisses my skin. “That’s how I found you. I could smell the disgusting need you have for me, your Succubus calling to my touch. Fucking begging for it. Because that’s always what you have to do, right? Beg me to touch you. Whine and plead for my attention.”

      I ball my fists and shove at his chest, stumbling backwards while he laughs at my reaction. No way is he saying these things. Is this what he has to do? Is this his fucking game? That has to be it.

      “Okay, I get it. You have to say those things, right? That’s how you get to the door?” I try to calm my racing heart, reign in the spiraling hurt that’s bursting inside of my chest.

      “I don’t give a fuck about the Underworld. But we’re finally alone, away from everyone who could ever interfere. It was the only way I could tell you the truth, be fucking honest about how I feel. You asked earlier if I was mad at you for touching Leon. I told you that he was the least of my worries. Do you know why?” He steps forward again, encroaching on my space and I pace back, trying to maintain our distance. I don’t fucking like this. He’s pushing my fucking buttons at the worst possible time.

      “Because he can’t give me what I need, you said that.” I say, but my voice is shakier than I want it to be.

      He laughs again, scrubbing a hand loosely down his face when his vacant gaze comes back to mine. “I did say that, didn’t I? I had to. It was the only way to get you off my fucking case. You’re always after me, always needing some goddamn attention. Like a fucking pet.” He launches forward and grips my chin tightly, yanking me toward him so that he can tilt his head closely to my own. “But you like that, don’t you? You enjoy being my little pet. Something to control, something to manipulate. That’s why Danner had no problem finding you again. You give him the power to obtain you.” His voice is a whisper that tears through me and I trip as I take an unsteady step backwards. But just as I’m about to hit the ground, a hard and solid wall catches me.

      Snake like hands slither around my waist and force their way up my chest while Nathanial stays pinned to my front. “He’s right, you let me find you, sweet Stella. Every move you make, every dream you have, every time your Succubus breaks forth and takes control, it’s your direct signal to me.” Danner’s voice erupts behind my ear and my eyes widen in fear as I try to rip out of his hold. “Nathanial isn’t afraid of Leon because he doesn’t actually care for you. I’m the only one who does, do you see that now? That you could only ever belong to me?”

      My heart hammers in my chest while a terrifying whimper leaves my mouth. I’m not turned on, no. It’s nothing like that, my body is screaming and fighting to get away from the man I’ve been hiding from all these months. Nathanial would never hand me over to him, this has to be part of his game. He wouldn’t do this.

      My eyes dart up to his as I try to reach for his shoulders and pull myself out of Danner’s grasp. But he doesn’t accept me. His hands literally yank mine off and force them away while his eyes pinch in disgust and he separates himself from us.

      “He’s right, Stells. I don’t give a damn about you, never did. I didn’t want to hurt you, honestly. But you gave me no fucking choice. You brought this on yourself, Danner was my only way to escape you.” He brushes his hands down the front of his black dress shirt as if he’s wiping any remnants of my touch from his flesh. Removing me, throwing me away. Then he fixes the sleeves and re-cuffs them after they’d been disheveled during our entanglement.

      Danner’s fingers slip further up my stomach until they’re brushing against my breasts, groping me in ways I don’t fucking want. “No, no, no. You don’t believe that. I know you don’t,” I say quickly as I try to shove at Danner’s exploring hands.

      “I do, Stella. I do. I have other… priorities. Things I have to take care of that don’t involve you.” His hand stretches to the side as he crooks a finger and calls someone from the woods.

      I’m held firmly in place by Danner, whose voice is ghosting through my ears as he whispers deranged and filthy things. Oddly enough though, my Succubus is in no way attracted to what’s happening. She isn’t turned on, even though I’m familiar with Danner’s touch and voice. Even in my dreams, she perks up to the memories of his experience.

      But right now? She’s angry. I’m fuming in both my Demonic and Angelic portions, betrayal and hatred seething through me while I’m being touched and condemned without my fucking permission.

      Tears burst forth from my eyes when I see who emerges from the woods, and I don’t fucking understand how Luna could have possibly found her way out here. But she doesn’t look like she’s awake. It’s as if she’s sleep walking, completely lifeless while her form slowly steps towards Nathanial.

      “What? Luna, wake the fuck up,” I shout, a new force of energy suddenly bursting through me while I try to pull out of Danner’s roaming hands. But he laughs, and so does Nathanial when she steps right up to him. Nathanial drops his hands to her shoulders, lightly tracing his fingers over her skin and around the back of her neck until he can gather her hair in one long cord. He slowly, deliberately, wraps the long length around his fist in a way that has my chest tightening in both jealousy and rage.

      Where the fuck is Elijah? There’s no way in Hell he would ever let Luna leave the house alone. And he would know where she was, he’d feel it. Their bond is too strong, their union too tangible for him to ever let her leave without his knowledge. It simply isn’t possible.

      And that fact right there, that’s what suddenly piques my interest and reminds me of something I heard earlier tonight.

      “It isn’t real. None of it is,” Amelia’s soft voice floods my mind. A subtle reminder that I didn’t understand when she said it. She walked away without explanation, her anxious demeanor and unsteady hands had me focused on her mindset rather than her words.

      I shut my eyes just as I see him yank her head back and one of his arms wrap tightly around her waist. “This isn’t real, it isn’t fucking real,” I say, but I think I’ve remembered too late because the flood of tears that spill from my eyes is uncontrollable. I can’t stop it now and my heart is racing so frantically in my chest that I’m having a hard time breathing.

      “Oh, it’s real, sweet Stella. Feel my hands on your skin, hear the words I’m saying in your ear, the soft brush of my breath against your flesh. You know it is. Now open your fucking eyes and watch what happens when you give yourself to someone else. You belong to me, my sweet girl. No one else can have you,” Danner’s toxic words work through my mind and fill my head with fear. He can’t be right. This has to be what Amelia was referring to. It can’t be fucking real.

      But I hear Luna’s breaths pick up speed and a pained whimper slip from her lips. “Let her fucking go, Nathanial. I’m not fucking around,” I shout, trying to force every ounce of steady strength into my voice and through the sobs taking over my lungs.

      “Never, but if you look at what I’m doing, maybe you can say your goodbyes before it’s too late. I’m giving you that opportunity, Stella. I’m giving you a gift in the midst of this chaos.” I heave with terror and grief at my inability to fight this and save my sister. I need to do this for her. She’s been through too much already, she’s finally happy.

      God, she’s so fucking happy.

      I’m helpless, losing myself to this nightmare as it unfolds in front of me. I’m too fucking scared to open my eyes and see what he’s doing to her and I know I’m a coward.

      I’m a fucking coward.

      I’m weak.

      I should have never agreed to come here tonight.

      I struggle to tell myself it isn’t real because fuck, it feels real. Everything Danner is saying is right, I gave myself to Nathanial and now I’m being punished. I’ve ruined the lives of people I love because I didn’t give myself to Danner when he told me to. This could actually be his fucking punishment to me. Maybe he’s somehow used his talent to force Nathanial into hurting Luna.

      But he can’t force his words. Those are all on him. At this point though? I fucking deserve it. I should have handed myself over when I had the fucking chance. I could have saved her, saved Luna and Elijah from this mess. My chest constricts with pain as my breaths burn through my lungs.

      I’m a wreck now, sobbing uncontrollably while I force my eyes to stay closed and listen to sounds of my sister crying in front of me. I hear struggling, and I don’t know what he’s doing, but when Luna starts saying my name, I have to look. I have to see her face and meet her eyes while we both struggle against men who we trusted at one point in our lives.

      “Stella,” she says again through heavy tears. I watch as Nathanial keeps his hold around her waist. But she’s facing me, while his hand lifts and a single knife coasts up the side of her arm and across her chest. The tip of the blade drags across the thin material of her pale night gown. It threatens to slice it open, but just as I’m thankful it doesn’t, it continues its path up toward her throat. Suddenly, Nathanial releases his hold on her waist and reaches for her hair once again, gripping it tightly and pulling her head back against his chest.

      He exposes the long column of her soft neck, giving him easy access to the one thing I’m dreading he may do.

      “No, wait. Nathanial, what are you doing?” I plead, tears spilling down my cheeks and soaking the dress I’m wearing.

      “Stella, help. Please help me,” she begs, reaching a hand forward and struggling to grasp hold of me. I do the same, trying, forcing my way out of Danner’s hard grip but I can’t fucking reach her.

      “I want to Luna, God. I want to,” I say as my throat constricts in painful cries. I can’t breathe, I can’t inhale any sort of breath while I watch my sister in Nathanial’s arms. The one man that gave me hope, the one person I trusted through everything. Even in his denials, even in his rejections, I trusted him. I needed him.

      “I’m doing what I have to do, because you didn’t listen. You didn’t go to Danner when he called for you, and now we’re all paying the fucking price for it. Why couldn’t you just listen? You never obey, Stella. And actions have consequences.” Nathanial’s brutal voice cuts through my mind and severs me into countless pieces.

      Destroying me. Reminding me. Ruining me.

      “I’m sorry, okay? I’m so sorry. I’ll go, I promise. Just leave Luna alone. I’ll go with Danner,” I beg him just as my fingertips brush against Luna’s. But it’s hot, and my skin is slick with tension and a fear that consumes me. So, when I try to hold her, try to bring her to me, my fingers slip, and more cries escape her lips.

      “It’s all your fault,” she whispers, her words poisoning me in a way only my own flesh and blood ever could. “I was finally happy, Stella. I love Elijah, I was finally happy.”

      “I know,” I cry. “I know, I know you are. I’m so sorry.” I can’t stop this. God do I want to end this. I don’t even know where Danner’s hands are on my body anymore, I hardly feel his hard cock brushing along my ass, I didn’t even know he had lifted the hem of dress up and was trying to move behind me. I’m too focused on Luna, on how I can possibly stop this.

      “Say goodbye, Stella,” he says as he dips the tip of the knife through the thin skin at her throat. She cries out and I watch as a thin stream of blood slips down and across her flesh. Tattooing her in a reminder that I’m the one who did this. That her death is my fault.

      “No, no! Wait, please. Wait, Nathanial, don’t.” I can’t even form full sentences. I hardly have enough strength to speak, let alone stand, and my knees collapse below me. I crash to the ground as Danner’s hands suddenly loosen around my waist. Nathanial’s hand slowly moves to the left, that thin trail of blood falling in line behind the tip of his knife just as he’s about to slit my sister’s throat.

      “No!” I scream as it tears from me in an explosion of pain and excruciating terror. But in that same instant everything disappears.

      Nathanial. Luna. Danner. All of it.

      Suddenly the knife is gone and any trace of footprints that prove anyone was ever here has vanished.

      I struggle to sit up on my hands and look around, gasping and trying to catch my own breath as I try to make sense of what just happened.

      It isn’t real.

      The thought tunnels through my mind again and I slowly climb my way back to my feet, my chest heaving and gripping with the pain of how hard I was crying. A migraine splits through my head just as a burst of fire erupts in front of me.

      I stumble back, shielding my eyes from the heat and light in the midst of this darkness.

      This must be the door, the fucking portal to the Underworld. And that must have been the game I had to play. That was Lucifer’s trick, his manipulative mind game he finds so entertaining.

      A new kind of rage boils low in my stomach and spirals through my limbs in refined energy. My Succubus reaches up and pulls at my mind, a mental slap to get it together, and I straighten my goddamn spine.

      I step forward, braving the scorching flames as if they mean nothing to me. Because they don’t. I just lived through my worst nightmare. Nothing can touch me now.

      Motherfucker. I’m coming for you, Lucifer. And I’m ready to join you in Hell.
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      I’m headed into the woods alone, hell bent on finding Stella the second I possibly fucking can. I don’t give a fuck what limitations or “rules” Lucifer placed over his disturbing games. He can shove it if he thinks I’m leaving her alone.

      I tried my hardest to hide how I felt about her when he spoke through Esme’s body. I tried to seem indifferent, like I didn’t give two shits about her. Hell, I shoved her away and touched her unlike I’ve ever done before.

      Without compassion. Without promise. Without trust.

      Even when we fight, we connect. Even when I’m hurting her, I’m protecting her. When I’m being cruel, or I’m lying to her face, there’s a part of me that shows her something else. I can’t lie through every ounce of my being, because not every part of me is my own. Part of me is hers. Part of me belongs to her. And that part is the side she’s so attuned to. That’s the place she seeks when she wants my truth, and I’m fucked at hiding it from her.

      Every second of every day, I want to consume her. Devour every flawed part of her. Control every thought she has, every move she makes, until she submits and accepts that she belongs only to me.

      But, tonight was different. I was in a different place, a different mindset. I hadn’t seen Lucifer since we made our deal, and suddenly, it was far more important to me to keep her irrelevant to him than to make sure she felt like I was there to keep her safe.

      Now though, I’m racing through the woods in hopes of catching up to her. Maybe explain what happened before her mind is whirled into whatever game he has planned. She left a while ago, and after I continued playing along with Lucifer, he told me it was time I entered my own personal Hell.

      My eyes scan through the crowded trees, searching for a flash of her bright red hair, hopefully illuminated by the moonshine. I don’t see anything yet, so I slow my breaths and focus my hearing, intending to catch any traces of foot falls or heavy breaths that could lead me in her direction.

      But there’s nothing, and my mind is distracted by the sounds that drift through the night. Broken branches, fleeting birds, the chirping of grasshoppers fill my ears and drown out my other senses. My heart rate picks up as I try to force the other sounds back, focus on the threaded connection I have to my Fated.

      I pause my steps, taking a deep breath in and then exhaling out slowly. I close my eyes and in my mind, I only see my Fated. I see the enticing swell of her hips as she dances. Those seductive dips in her waist that are perfectly shaped for my hands alone. The way her skin flames and blushes when I’m around her. Her blue eyes are an oasis, simply waiting and watching as she so carefully processes everything that happens near her. They draw me in, seduce me all on their own and leave me aching to feel her milky skin pressed tightly against my body.

      “Shit, Stells. There you are.” I freeze and open my eyes, listening to a voice that sounds oddly like my own. But it’s not me speaking, it’s not me who has supposedly found Stella because I still don’t fucking see her.

      She answers, asking how I found her, and I reply as if it’s truly me.

      Fuck no. Come on Stella, you can see through this.

      I try to call out her name, see if she can hear me over the pretender who is in front of her. But there’s no response, just the continued hushed conversation between them, as if I’m only barely out of reach.

      My heart thunders in my chest as I silently listen, straining to hear everything he’s saying to her. I start walking through the forest, in whichever direction I believe will bring me closer to her. Suddenly, their conversation turns toxic and my stomach twists at the things false me is saying.

      “Stella!” I shout again, urging her to hear me. Focus on us, on our connection, know that isn’t fucking me.

      But how can I be surprised that she’s possibly believing him? I’ve been cruel to her leading up to now. Even only a little while ago, I was shoving her away and treating her like she meant nothing. Lucifer’s fucking game, my actions played right into his palm. It was the perfect set up really.

      I’m still walking, still shouting through the empty atmosphere when I hear Danner’s voice join the nightmare. Everything in me speeds up, my mind, my feet, my breaths. Everything begins sprinting in need to find her. I can’t let her go through this alone, or believe I really feel that way towards her. As if I’d ever let Danner get his fucking hands on her.

      My only grain of mercy is that I know it isn’t truly Danner, it’s part of Lucifer’s game. Because there is no way that he would know where she is, or that we left to come to the woods tonight. She’s not asleep, he has no real access to her.

      Doesn’t stop the damage from cresting though and it doesn’t stop the smoke screen of what I think is playing out before her from reaching the darkest, most dangerous parts of her mind.

      I’m struggling to fucking find her, struggling to maintain a calm position as I hear the toxic bullshit I’m spouting out. I’m destroying her, and Danner is playing right into it, magnifying her greatest fears and showing me exactly what she’s afraid will happen.

      “Fucking hell, Stella! It isn’t me,” I say loudly, as it bounces around and into the black voided forest. Where the fuck is she?

      Her cries become painful and they begin breaching my mind in a way that’s internally ripping me apart. I can’t focus on the thread of what we have while I listen to her beg and cry and plead with someone who is supposed to be me.

      One thought crosses my mind, a fragile idea that roots itself as the only hope I can manage to hold on to. Maybe, if I bleed, my blood will call to hers. Maybe, if I open myself up to the possibility of bonding, without actually enforcing it, it will at least draw me closer to her.

      I halt my movements and quickly pull out the knife I had hidden in the back of my slacks. Just in case it was necessary, just in case I needed to protect my fucking Fated from something like this.

      I quickly flip my left arm so that the soft skin underneath is exposed, and slowly drag the tip of my blade through my own flesh. It’s a shallow wound, a clean cut, one I’ll easily be able to stitch up myself later if necessary. I clench my fist and then release in intervals, working the blood up so that it spills out and over my wrist.

      I close my eyes again, trying to block out the destructively painful cries as Stella gradually unravels and try to focus on finding her again. I have to fucking find her.

      “Tsk tsk, Nate-y. Now that just simply isn’t allowed,” Esme’s voice with the clear distinction of Lucifer fills my ears and I snap my eyes open.

      She stands directly in front of me, her hands resting loosely at her sides when her head tilts just slightly, cocking one way as a bitter smile spreads her lips wide.

      “You of all people should know that actions have consequences. Haven’t you learned that by now?” His voice is low and chastising, as if I care what authority he may have. He doesn’t rule me, and I sure as hell don’t answer to him.

      “Fuck you. Where is she?” I ask just as Stella’s cries seem to grow even louder around us. She’s begging for something, but I can’t quite make out what’s happened to her now.

      “She’s finding her way to the door. Just as you are,” he sounds bored. And I want to fucking kill him for it. He finds entertainment in others pain, in their cries and pleas for whatever horror he’s placed in front of them.

      “Tell me, where the fuck she is, Lucifer. I’m not playing your game, we have important events to discuss, this is a waste of all of our time.” I try to logically reason with him, hoping he cuts this short and allows us entry. It’s a useless thought though—I know.

      “Sunan can wait, I assure you,” he says flatly, just as he takes one step away from me. “You want your Stella? Here she is.”

      Instantly, Stella’s familiar frame springs forth out of the air. She stands directly in front of me, her hands clasped tightly in front of her waist. Her head is tilted downward so I can’t see her face, but I hear her cries and I lunge towards her in order to bring her to me.

      My hand reaches out for her chin as I tilt it up, her shoulders shake with barely contained sobs but just as her eyes are revealed to me, those cries transform into a string of bitter laughter. It spills from her throat in mockery, snaking around and defiling my mind.

      Her eyes are completely black, just like Esme’s and I’m immediately aware that it isn’t my Stella. It’s a Demon pretending to be her, to fuck with my mind in the worst of ways. I step back, turning my gaze back towards Esme as he watches silently.

      Demon Stella takes a step towards me, her face falling flat and her hands dancing up to the string tied behind her neck. I narrow my eyes as I continue backwards, but she matches me at each pace and my heart begins hammering in my chest.

      “What the fuck—” I start, just as she releases the tie and her lilac dress falls from her chest, exposing those tits I know all too well. Her glossy pink nipples are peaked tightly against her skin and I loathe myself for even glancing, this isn’t my Stella displaying herself for me. This is a demonic representation of her, a false hallucination to fuck me over.

      “Stay the hell back,” I say as I hold out a hand while she continues undressing. The fabric falls from her waist and pools at her feet when she steps out of it, standing before me completely bare.

      God, she’s fucking beautiful. But I have to remind myself that it isn’t her. Those succulent thighs and that small waist, those rosy red nipples and heavy breasts. The way her lips are parted, and her pointed tongue slides out to wet her flesh—that isn’t mine. This isn’t my Fated. This isn’t my Stella.

      “Don’t you want me?” She says, her voice an exact replica to what I hear daily from my own fiery redhead.

      “No,” I say firmly, anger and rage replacing the natural draw I briefly had to her.

      “Fuck her or kill her,” Esme says shortly. Her voice is clipped and annoyed at my obvious reluctance. My eyes widen at the demand, no fucking way can I do either of those things.

      I’m not fucking a Demon who’s simulating my Fated. Hell, I haven’t even fucked my Stella yet. There’s no way I’m doing it like this.

      But she is like Stella, she looks exactly like her outside of the eyes. It’s the same sweet voice I hear in my dreams, the same creamy body I want to lay my hands on, the same untamed hair that hypnotizes my gaze and begs to be wrapped around my fist.

      And because of that, I can’t kill her either. It’s too much, too real for me to accept that.

      “No,” I say. “Absolutely not.” I square my shoulders, meeting his gaze head on, refusing the challenge he’s placing in front of me.

      “Then your Stella stays in her nightmare indefinitely.”

      Suddenly, the sound of my Stella’s cries are amplified around us. So loudly that I have to reach up and slam my hands over my ears in order to muffle the tangible pain I’m hearing in her raspy voice.

      “And in case you don’t know what’s happening, you’re about to slit her sister’s throat right in front of her eyes. Danner is also there, and he’s about to fuck her from behind because she’s so incredibly distraught, she has no idea what he’s doing. She’s far too focused on blaming herself and watching her sister’s death.”

      My blood boils while my body freezes in time. An uncontrolled rage rolls through my chest and rips out of my throat in a growl that blows through the midnight air. The Demon in front of me flinches, and quickly steps back in fear, but Lucifer is quick to shove her forward again and meet my gaze.

      “Do not forget that I am the one who gave you life amongst the Fallen,” he bites out.

      “I regret making that deal with you,” I admit, spitting the words through clenched teeth.

      “Oddly enough, you have me to thank for even meeting your Fated. Without Falling, without this deal between us, Stella would be living a perfectly toxic life in Danner’s arms without you swooping in to save her. I deserve appreciation. And you can do that, by either fucking or killing this one.” Esme’s head nods toward the imitation Stella but my mind is still spiraling out of control. He knows. He’s easily figured out what Stella means to me.

      How can I fix this? How can I save my Stella without giving into Lucifer’s demands?

      Surprisingly, Esme’s true voice breaks through her body briefly as her eyes return to normal and she hastily addresses the situation. “Kill her, he’s going to execute the Demon anyway. You’re simply ending it sooner rather than later.” But her head snaps back as she cries out in pain and Lucifer resumes his place back in her black gaze.

      He tilts his head down in irritation before looking back up to me, “She will pay for that. Make your decision before I make it for you.”

      Instantly, everything in me cripples at the sounds of Stella’s chaotic sobs. She’s hardly breathing, I can hear it in the way she’s gasping for air and yelling for her sister. I can’t leave her there, I can’t bear to listen to her pain. I feel it infecting me and shattering my own mind.

      I lunge forward, wrapping my hand tightly around the Demon’s throat, struggling to differentiate this Stella from my own. But I hardly can, and she closes her eyes so that I don’t have the one physical feature defining her difference.

      “Look at me,” I grind out, but she doesn’t respond, her body simply reacts to the hold I have on her. Her breaths strain and the sounds she makes as she struggles destroys me. I tighten my fingers, letting them dig into her familiar pale flesh as the agony rips through me. I can’t separate these two scenarios, I can’t make sense of what I’m doing and it’s eating me up, devouring me and ruining my soul to do this to her.

      I’m killing her. I’m killing Stella. I’m murdering my own blood, my Fated, and I’m not sure how I’ll survive this.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry,” I say, my lips curl back over my teeth as I fight to say the words. “I’m fucking sorry, Stella.”

      Her body tenses, and her eyes slip open barely, but they aren’t black this time. They’re that same pale blue that fucking tortures me day after day. No, she can’t have those eyes. Give me the black ones.

      I falter, but her hand reaches up and wraps around my own, urging me to continue doing the very thing that’s killing me as well. “It’s okay,” she whispers through the constrained pipe of her throat. “It’s okay.”

      I can’t help it, tears well in my eyes as I watch my own flesh end the person I’m supposed to spend eternity with. The person I’m supposed to build a life with, unite and thrive with. Stella is everything. I’d trade everything for her safety, and oddly enough, that’s what I’m doing now.

      My heart fissures, splintering into portions that will never bind together again. I can feel it with every last breath this hallucination takes. A darkness fills my chest, corrupting my blood and permanently marking my soul. I dig my fingers in harder, hoping to end this fucking nightmare so that I can hold my true Stella in my arms again, forget I ever had to do this.

      Her body stiffens further, struggling as she gasps for her last breath but is too weak to claim it. Her eyes fall shut and her limp hands fall from my wrist, until she’s a lifeless form collapsed in the dirt below.

      I stumble backwards, falling on my ass as I watch what is the perfect embodiment of my Stella, dead in front of my own eyes.

      “No,” I say as I shoot forward, wrapping my hands around her body and dragging her into my lap. It’s too real, it’s too fucking real.

      “Stella, come on. Wake up,” I urge, knowing this isn’t mine. But needing it to be, needing to feel my Stella’s warm skin under my hands, feel her active breaths brushing against my cheek, needing to claim her fucking mouth against mine and show her that I am me, and she is she.

      Suddenly, everything disappears. Stella’s body is gone from my grasp, Esme is no longer watching the game play out. Instead, an explosion of red and yellow flames licks out in front of me and I know this is the portal to the Underworld.

      I don’t even give it a second thought, I jump up and race through it, anticipating finding my Stella on the other side.
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      The moment my feet hit the hard, black marble flooring, my knees weaken, and my legs collapse below me. My hands catch my fall, stinging from the slap of cold that cascades up my bones and through my elbows. I slam my eyes shut as my chest rises and falls with heaving breaths, ones that burn my lungs and painfully expand my rib cage. My eyes are sore with tears, as is my throat. The sobs I released moments ago acting as razor sharp blades that cut through my flesh.

      But my mind is what’s truly fucked. I can hardly make sense of what I saw, what I felt, before I entered the portal. Excruciating reminders of seeing Nathanial’s hands around Luna, feeling Danner’s lithe body wrap around my own, watching as a knife sunk and began to slice through my sister’s flesh.

      It’s too much, too fucking tangible, and before I have a chance to logically process the fact that it was Lucifer’s game, I suddenly see Nathanial’s strong form racing toward me. His arms shoot out, rapidly grasping my wrists in tight holds as he tries to yank me to him. But I panic, frantically pulling away until I fall back and have only a split second to scramble away from him.

      “Stella,” he starts, that memorable husky voice tearing through me. But I can’t tell the difference between who he is now and what I just saw. Pain and loathing. Need and desire. So many colliding emotions wreak havoc on my mind, and I can’t keep it all together. “Stella, it’s me. Come on, you know it’s me,” he whispers impatiently. I can tell he’s trying to be mindful of my clear reluctance in being near him, but there’s something else in his voice that tries to break through my barriers. There’s a desperation in his eyes that seeks out my familiar intimacy. He’s needing to connect with me as much as I’m needing to detach myself from him.

      “You—you, what you said,” I stammer out, my trembling hand lifts to weakly push against his chest, keeping him at a distance.

      “It wasn’t me. I would never say those things. Remember what Amelia said? It wasn’t real, none of it was.” His hand comes up and his strong fingers wrap tightly around my wrist at his chest. His thumb brushes back and forth across my icy skin. How would he know what he said if he wasn’t there? If he hadn’t said them himself?

      “How did you know what you said?” I ask, disbelief evident my words.

      “That was my game, part of it at least. I had to listen to you, to everything happening without being able to intervene. I tried Stells, I tried to get to you.” He releases my hand and brings his fingers up to my neck, I try to shove him away but he’s stronger and he quickly pins my hands down with one hand while his fingers trace over the skin of my collarbone.

      “Danner was there, he found me—” I say, but my shaky voice breaks and tears begin welling in my eyes again. I take note of the fact that Nathanial’s fingers travel to the pulse at the base of my neck, lingering there, inspecting and feeling the consistent racing throb of my heartbeat.

      “He didn’t. He doesn’t know where you are, it wasn’t real,” he reminds me, but his eyes are trailing chaotically over my body. He doesn’t try to touch me any more than he already is. He’s simply taking stock, making sure that physically I’m okay.

      I am. But my head isn’t.

      “Then tell me something. Something you’ve been keeping from me, one of the secrets you hold so dearly. Tell me something that only I would know is true, Nathanial. I need to hear it,” I ask him for the only thing I think could help me make sense of this mess. I want to hear him say he’s my Fated, that this is real between us. That what I just heard, experienced could never actually be the case.

      His eyes search mine, indecision clearly working through his mind at what I’ve just said. I know he doesn’t want to give it up, but I need him to. “I can’t, Stella. I can’t give you those things,” he says quietly. Painfully.

      “You have to. I fucking need you to, Nathanial.”

      He pauses, taking a heavy breath before his lips part to respond to me. My heart slams in my chest as I anticipate his words. “I’m an Incubus,” he says and suddenly confusion throws off my entire idea of what he was going to say. That wasn’t what I was expecting, though I can’t say I’m surprised. I knew something was different when he could feed me the way I needed, but I assumed it was simply because we were Fated.

      Anger and distrust pool in my stomach, at the fact that he’s been lying to me about something that was so crucial to my well-being this entire time. Those months that I was starving, that I was in physical pain because I couldn’t feed. He could have helped. That night he found me in the club, when I was begging him to take over for the dumb fuck I was with and give me what I needed, he said he couldn’t. He saw the pain I was in, watched me cry and beg and internally wither away, and yet he did fucking nothing.

      “Wait, what?” I ask, my eyes narrowing on his blue gaze. “How is that possible? You’re a Fallen Angel—"

      “It would have been over for you both sooner if Nathanial had decided to either fuck, or kill you a little quicker than he did. He’s never been known for rash decisions, unless it involved other circumstances.” Lucifer’s sick voice penetrates the air around us and completely catches me off guard. My eyes fly past Nathanial’s shoulder to land on a man I’ve never seen before.

      He’s tall, just like Nathanial and Elijah and just as broadly built. I’d be lying if I said he wasn’t arguably one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen. But the evil and darkness that radiates from his presence is a palpable suffocation around my throat. Countless tattoos span his hands and fingers, trailing up and peeking out of the collar of his entirely black suit. It’s impeccably tailored to fit him, wrapping around his heavy shoulders and tapering perfectly down his narrow torso. He’s strong, and the way the fabric bunches around his biceps and thighs is a sure sign of the muscles that lie underneath.

      He even has tattoos on his face, one lining directly above his brow over his left eye. His light blonde hair is slicked back and styled flawlessly, while his heavily ringed fingers slide into the pockets of his dark slacks.

      My heart rate kicks up at his words and my eyes fly back to Nathanial, adding more fuel to the fire that was already blazing due to the conversation we were privately having. “Which did you choose?” I demand, unfortunately afraid of his answer. Is it something he’ll have to do eventually? Does it have to do with what I saw in the woods myself?

      “He chose to kill you,” Lucifer answers for him, his poisonous words working through me and amplifying the fears and rage I already have whipping through my mind.

      Nathanial growls, a low and terrifying sound as he looks back over his shoulder at Lucifer. His lips curl back over his teeth when he turns to face me again, but it’s too late. My entire body is vibrating with uncertainties while I scramble to calm the fuck down and act logically.

      “He’s not telling you the whole story, it wasn’t you. I had to choose in order to—"

      “Now, now, we don’t have time for this. Come along, let me show you my home.” Lucifer steps in between us and reaches down to grasp my elbow as he yanks me up and roughly pulls me alongside him. Nathanial is immediately there though, placing a possessive hold on my arm so that he can break me away from the Devil to my right.

      I pull out of both of their holds though, maintaining my own space as I follow their steps. I don’t want to be touched, I don’t want to deal with any of it, including understanding that Nathanial is somehow an Incubus. I’m grossly frightened and irritated that I even feel like this, that I let Lucifer win his fucking game. And I’m so exhausted, so weak after playing that I’m starving to feed and regain my strength.

      We hurry down a narrow hallway, black walls, black floors. Several black doors line the passage as well. The only fleeting glimpse of another color is surprisingly not the one I would expect to see here in the midst of Hell. Underneath each door is a faint glow of purple, some flash, some steady, other’s flicker and dim as we pass. I try to block out the muffled sounds that echo from behind each door. I swear I can hear screams, moans, a mix of pleas for something to end, and then other sounds for things to continue. My Demon is stirring underneath my skin, thirsty to be released. Discomfort resounds in my bones, but something else is settling in my chest as well. The oddest sense of belonging, like my Succubus has found home in a space so vile. It’s an eerie mix of wanting to be here—despite what I just went through—and wanting to run away at the same time.

      Nathanial and Lucifer surround me in silence. It’s clear that they have some sort of heavy tension lingering between them, and that’s outside of what just happened in the woods. No, this is even more personal than that, something that’s been building for a long time between them.

      We reach a large metal door at the end of the hall. Its surface is littered with bolts and beads of welding where it must have been patched together. It’s a messy representation of a doorway, but somehow blends to create an artistic piece that fits well in this infernal realm.

      Lucifer casually steps up to it, removing one hand from his pocket and gently pressing it flat against the door. The entire piece shifts on a center balance. Where it opens inward on one side, it falls outward on the opposite, reminding me of the turn style doorways we have on the upside.

      I follow, careful not to touch Lucifer or Nathanial as we fall in line behind him. The opening spills out into a massive room that’s draped with thick black and deep purple cords of fabric. The continued black theme masques the entire décor, but the sporadic details of purple continue to surprise me.

      An enchanting chorus of music fills the air. It’s hypnotic and seductive, instantly flowing through my ears and drugging my blood. My body naturally lights up to it, my exhausted Succubus peeking her head out and curiously experiencing the sensations as well. I feel a shiver race up my spine when I sense Nathanial step up behind me, one of his hands slides up around the nape of my neck possessively. But I’m still fighting off my memories and the new discoveries so my heart thunders at his simple touch. I step forward, out of his grasp when I hear his deadly growl threaten the space between us.

      His hand snaps forward and around the front of my throat as he impatiently drags me back against his chest. “I don’t give a fuck if you’re mad at me, or afraid of me, Stella. If you run off too far in this place, I’ll be the one who finds you and makes you pay.” His lips brush against the shell of my ear, his breath grazing my skin in fire and ice. “You can hate me all you want, but I’m getting you back to Luna and Elijah as soon as we’re done. Then you can run away without me chasing after.”

      “Don’t fucking touch me,” I bite out, ripping away from his hold and taking a larger step into the center of the room. Nothing is making sense right now and being near him confuses my mind and blood even further.

      His back tenses and stiffens in agitation. He rolls his head over his shoulders, cracking his neck as a tick settles deep in his jaw line. My eyes drop lower, to the heavy Adams apple that sits in the center of his throat. His golden hair is disheveled after everything that’s happened, but it doesn’t distract from his stark dominance at all. It doesn’t make him look any weaker either. He looks even more powerful, the ever-present shadow hovering over me, stalking my thoughts, and residing in my dreams.

      But even in the midst of my innate draw to him, I’m fucking angry. Because he lied, and he left me to suffer when he could have been teaching me rather than Leon.

      “Esme,” Lucifer’s voice rings out ahead of us and I whip my head around to see the witch emerge from a narrow door on the other side of the room. In the center sets a large throne like chair. It’s massive and made of iron, a master sculpture of both Demons and Angels clashing in war around the seat. A sea of purple washes across the inky darkness, swallowing some of the creatures while others struggle to continue the fight above water.

      My head tilts in curiosity as I take it in, wondering what the significance of that could be to the Devil himself.

      “Stella and Nathanial, I’m glad to see you’ve both arrived,” she says, and I’m surprised to see a genuine smile stretching across her face. She walks up to me as she throws her arms around my shoulders and pulls me against her in an embrace. “I’m sorry,” she whispers, and I know she’s referring to what I had to do in order to access the Underworld. I want to ask her questions, see if she can tell me exactly what to believe but before I have the chance, she turns and greets Nathanial as well.

      Lucifer drops into the throne, lifting and draping one leg across the arm so that he can lean back and lift a lazy arm towards Esme. She tenses just slightly, barely noticeable but steps away and moves through a small grouping of people who scatter across the room.

      I hadn’t noticed them immediately because I had been so drawn to the enchanting décor around the space. But now that I can focus, a ripple of fear coasts through me at the sight of them. They’re a mix of things I’ve never seen. Clearly demonic, a few monsters of my nightmares surrounded by others who look incredibly average.

      What the Hell have I found myself in? And why am I strangely attracted to the darkness?
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      I’m pulled towards them, the few who are dancing in a captivating draw of seduction. It’s as if they’re moving with the sole purpose of attracting the Demons around them. I want to join in, feel the power they’re clearly emanating in the space around us. But Esme’s hand softly wraps around my wrist and pulls me back away from the group I gravitated toward.

      “Come, Stella. We have things to discuss before you indulge, but I promise I’ll show you around in just a bit.” There’s a thread of warning in her voice, one that immediately puts me on alert. But she also seems somewhat relaxed here in the Underworld, or at least comfortable in the way she moves around here.

      She brings me back toward Lucifer and Nathanial, who have already dived into conversation about Sunan. “Yes, I have been aware of her sightings. We’ve been keeping track of her. She has abducted a few Cambions, but she’s only managed to trap the weak ones, those who have been too stupid to stay away from her ruse,” Lucifer says dryly as Esme passes him a small tumbler of what I assume is whiskey. Just as she’s about to step away, he lunges forward and tightly grips her waist, dragging her back and into his lap. She tenses, her eyes glancing to me briefly before relaxing in his hold. I can’t tell if the comfort reaches her eyes, but I have a feeling she isn’t here by choice.

      “I’m not sure if she’s been in touch with Amelia, but we’re keeping a closer eye on her just in case.” Nathanial comments, just as a slender woman steps up to his side. I didn’t notice her at first, but now I realize she was one of the little monsters who were dancing moments ago in the group. She holds out a glass to him, a similarly colored liquid that sloshes around the edges. But my spine freezes in place as her clawed finger drifts down his bicep and towards his hand. She lifts up on her heeled toes, the tiny leather skirt and red strapless top she wears stretches and pulls against her small body. She leans forward and my blood begins turning to ice in my veins. I’m fucking angry with him, but I don’t want to watch another woman, another Demon put her hands on him. She’s whispering something in his ear when his free hand slips around her waist and he pulls her against him.

      What the fuck?

      She giggles—fucking laughs—as her long, sharp tongue slips out of her red stained lips to trail across his neck. But he slaps her on the ass, and mutters that he’ll find her when the conversation is over.

      My eyes narrow on him, my blood pulsing and throbbing like a detonated bomb impending explosion. I let my gaze fall to Esme, who watches us intently with a sympathetic expression lining her features. But Lucifer, he looks absolutely thrilled as his fingers trail long patterns up and down Esme’s thigh. She kicks her leg up and over the other, effectively pulling from his touch when his hand bites down against her flesh to pull it back within his reach.

      “Sunan isn’t a threat to us as of yet, but depending on what connections she’s made, she could quickly turn into one. She hasn’t accessed the Underworld, but if she tries to make contact, I will let you know. However, I did recently hear that her family heritage has been revealed.”

      Nathanial pauses mid sip at this revelation, and I try to regain my focus on what they’re discussing. “Her heritage? But that hasn’t been common knowledge. I was told she had that information bound by a spell.”

      A sadistic smirk pulls at Lucifer’s lips as he leans up and drags his teeth across Esme’s ear. “That’s true, it was. It’s unfortunate I don’t have my own little witch to access the magic needed to break it.” He pauses as he slowly grips the fabric of her skirt and lazily drags it up her thighs. Esme’s eyes fall shut, her lips pulling into a tight line. She doesn’t give him permission to do what he’s doing, but she doesn’t stop him either. “Oh wait, I do.”

      My eyes remain on his hand as it roughly grips her knee and pulls her apart, spreading her legs open in front of Nathanial and I in the midst of our conversation. I glance up to Esme’s face, to gain some sort of reading on what she’s feeling, but it’s trained on Lucifer as a scowl works over her lips. I barely hear the faintest sound of her voice as she speaks, but I make out a quick “Wait,” as his fingers trail up to the top of her thigh. He drags them back down again, slowly, teasingly, until bringing them back up only an inch higher than before. He doesn’t even acknowledge her comment but brings his hard gaze back up to her eyes as a silent threat transpires between them.

      “Esme hasn’t broken the bond yet, but she will. And when that happens, I’ll have all the information I need on the potential power Sunan holds.” Lucifer doesn’t look at us as he continues speaking, he keeps his eyes on Esme as her lips part and her breaths pick up in speed the closer he gets to grazing his touch in between her legs. “And you will break it, won’t you kitten?” His ringed knuckle brushes against her pussy and my eyes immediately fall to the action. I quickly look back to Esme and watch as she slips into a trance of pleasure and quietly replies to him.

      “Yes,” she says, letting her head roll back and her legs fall open even wider. I glance at Nathanial, who is clearly practiced enough to keep his eyes on Lucifer and ignore the heated tension breaking forth between him and Esme.

      But I’m weak. And I’m starving, so my eyes continue falling in rapid cycles between watching them interact and then focusing on his hand moving against her core.

      “Nathanial, have you found your Fated yet?” Lucifer asks casually, briefly glancing back to meet his eyes before returning his attention to the witch. He slips his hand through the side of her panties, dragging his fingers through her pussy until she’s whimpering in need.

      Lucifer’s comment distracts my attention, effectively yanking my Succubus from the moment as I turn to look at Nathanial.

      His face is unreadable, perfectly impassive as he answers without hesitation. “No,” he says flatly, just as a soft moan escapes Esme’s lips. Her skin is shining with something subtle, as if she’s literally glowing under his touch. Her hips subtly roll against his hand while he continues working her to the edge of release.

      “That’s lucky for you, isn’t it?” Lucifer taunts, suddenly pulling his hand from between her thighs and righting her back so that she’s sitting straight up. He pulls down her skirt, effectively closing her legs before he lifts his hand to his mouth and sucks his finger between his lips, licking any remain of Esme off his flesh. I don’t even think he got her off. But by the subtle flush to her cheeks and heated tension lingering in her shoulders, I highly doubt she did.

      “Stella, do you know what happens if Nathanial bonds to his Fated?” Finally, slowly, Lucifer’s gaze comes crashing to mine, paralyzing me in place with that haunting voice of his.

      “Lucifer,” Nathanial barks, stepping forward and intentionally cutting off the conversation.

      “What? The information will mean nothing to this girl because she means nothing to you.”

      I flinch at Lucifer’s words, absorbing them. Then I square my shoulders and meet his gaze head on, “Tell me.”
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      He fucking knows. He knows exactly what she means to me. Lucifer laughs loudly, wrapping his arm tightly around Esme’s waist before pushing her off of his lap. He stands behind her, holding her against his broad chest as they stalk toward Stella.

      This is it. This is when she’ll find out the truth, realize she could never want this life. She would never damn herself to a place like this, not after what she had to go through to get here.

      “Maybe later, baby girl.” Lucifer drops his lips to graze her ear as his eyes rake up to me, intentionally using my fucking nick name for her. My blood boils but I refrain from launching forward and ripping his goddamn head off. “Until then, Esme, let’s show Stella around. It’s about time she got acquainted with Hell.”

      Esme reaches forward and steps out of Lucifer’s hold, taking Stella’s arm in her own as they walk ahead of us. I can see the way Stella’s shoulders are tense with confusion and I know she’s livid with me, especially after the stunt I pulled with that little Demon.

      But I’m pissed too. And we’ve been building up to this occasion, this moment when she finally severs our ties and runs away. I’m ready for it, already detaching myself from the future destruction.

      “What’s with the purple?” I hear her ask, looking back over her shoulder at Lucifer.

      “I know, it’s not the color most people associate with their mundane visions of the Underworld. Esme, why don’t you explain the importance of it?” He nods his head towards the blonde witch, as if he’s asking her to share her knowledge, like he values her opinion. But I know the truth, it’s in the way she tenses at his words and her eyes narrow at his touch. Even when she’s enjoying it, she doesn’t have a choice.

      “Lilacs, Violets, Lavenders. Shades of purple represent power and royalty. They also evoke feelings of spirituality, awareness and fulfillment. It’s a common color that depicts dream states, enhances spiritual enlightenment, and psychic ability. It also influences my magic. It’s a very important piece of our world.” Esme speaks the words lyrically, her voice a soft draw of kindness in this dark realm.

      “And as you’re about to learn, little Stella, we’re all about spiritual satisfaction, power and the release.” Lucifer’s rough voice is laced with intrigue and desire as I watch his gaze follow the girls intently.

      I scoff. How ironic, talking about the release when he always drags Esme to the very edge and then doesn’t let her come. He ignores me and continues on his little tour.

      “The Underworld is filled with different levels of domain; each one being ruled or lead by a single entity. Each level houses different Demons. Some are used as dwellings for punishment, others are used as residences for pleasure. In short, the Underworld is a stretch of space and time that has no end. It’s constantly growing, flourishing in the midst of the sin that’s rooted in the depths of earth. The magic that courses through Esme’s veins, and other witches, is the same magic that flows through the Underworld and Arcadia.”

      We step out through the entrance we initially came through and walk a few paces until we reach a new door with the number six etched across the top half. It’s scratched into the surface, rough and ragged so that the wood splinters and leaves a harsh carving behind. It’s messy, a vision of something destroyed in order to achieve the carving. Just below it, on the bottom half of the door is the number nine, also etched into the wood. But this number was engraved in flawless detail, it curves and swirls in a way that resembles seduction and sex.

      Esme slowly opens the door and a wave of music immediately surrounds us. It’s different than what was playing before, while the earlier music was still enchanting in its own way, this sound is absolutely addictive. I can already see Stella’s shoulders and spine visibly relax at the rhythm of it. Her hips sway with each further step we take into darkness. A soft shine of that now familiar lilac glow spills from the obscurity ahead of us.

      Stella and Esme take the lead while Lucifer slips in front of me and I’m immediately on edge at the fact that he stands between Stella and me. We continue walking through the narrow hall, black and graffitied brick cascade the walls on either side of us. A few Demons and other entities line the path as they converse, passing each other a variety of different objects—joints, cigarettes, little colorful pills that they swallow.

      Soon enough, the music grows louder and blasts around us as we enter into the true darkness. It’s a crowded room of pure anarchy and I feel the need to step in and pull Stella against me. But I don’t, I let her go, let her experience this portion of Hell for herself. She needs to make up her own mind.

      The only lights in the room are the bright flashes of strobes, a mix of purple and red beams that sporadically bounce across the group of people tightly filling the dance floor. I’m innately drawn to the tangible tension that easily flows through the room. It’s a thick feast of sex and power, and I know without a doubt that Stella is bewitched by it. Hell, it’s nearly impossible not to be. Even I, who have been an Incubus for years now, the biological desire to feed and fuck and let my natural instinct take over consumes me in this room.

      I look to Stella, who’s gaze is slowly scanning the area. There’s a bar to our right, a gothic style iron counter spans the entire length of the large space. Tall chairs are lined in front, while heavy chains drip down from the ceiling. A couple of Demons stand behind the bar, mixing and handing out drinks to whoever asks. There’s no law here, no rules people have to abide by, no fear of judgement or backlash. We’re hidden in this realm, we don’t have the same regulations that apply to the earthly world.

      Usually, I prefer the upside. The organization and innocence that is represented on earth. There are clear lines of right and wrong and I know that Stella usually prefers those lines as well. But ever since we met, ever since her Succubus was released and my Incubus met his match, I can’t deny the darkness that's run rampant through my mind. I crave surrendering to the depravity that's become an undeniable part of us. I’m tired of pushing back, of fighting it away. Now, I want to embrace the Demon and let it destroy us.

      Lucifer steps around Esme and takes Stella by the hand, pulling her tightly behind him as they weave their way through the crowd of people. She follows willingly, and I stand back to watch what unfolds. Esme stays at my side, keeping her trained gaze on Lucifer as well.

      "Are you worried that she won't choose you?" she yells over the loud music, letting her eyes slowly drift to meet mine before falling back to Lucifer and Stella. He stands behind her, pulling her back to his chest as they begin moving to the music.

      I pause, replaying her question in my mind until she speaks again. "That she won’t choose this place?"

      "She can't choose this world. She doesn't belong here," I state plainly. She shines too brightly for this darkness.

      "And who are you to decide where she belongs?" Her voice becomes a firm reprimand and I narrow my eyes in her direction at the sudden outburst. "There's always a little light in the darkness, a little evil tainting the brightest of suns. Nothing and no one is ever completely good or entirely evil." Her gaze falls back to Lucifer, who's hands are trailing around the front of Stella's waist. 

      Stella’s watching me though. She’s always watching me. Her pale blue quickly phases, ghosting into the alluring white that immediately calls to my own phase. We aren't even bonded and I know what she's doing, what she's asking me.

      It's always the same question. We're back to this place again. Because even while she's angry, she's drawn to me. Even when she hates me, she belongs to me. I want own her body, ravage her spirit, and then fuck her mind in the only ways that matter.

      All the ways that make her fucking mine.
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      He sees me. He's watching while I dance with the man who just mentally tortured me not long ago. But in this, it's harmless. I can tell because while Lucifer dances with me, his eyes stay glued to Esme. But she watches with mild interest on her face, keeping her eyes on his while him and I move and grind against each other.

      I don't care about them in this moment though, because my Succubus is released full force here. She's engulfed me, swallowing my mind and working herself through my limbs. I'm feeding from the overflowing spill of sexual tension. No one holds back. No one has regrets. I’ve never felt so free. The overwhelming pressure that usually tightens within me is released and I’m high on the liberation. This is a world brimming with abandon, and I want to let go.

      I'm still angry, in fact, I'm fucking pissed, but I'm also hungry and aching to finally give into this wildfire that blazes through Nathanial and I.

      I beg to let the flames burn us the fuck up.

      So, while I dance with Lucifer, while my hands slide up and around his neck, my eyes beseech Nathanial to come claim me. To dominate and punish me for whatever the hell he thinks I deserve.

      The music is a ghoulish blend of harmonizing voices, defiling the air and intoxicating every part of me. I lose myself to it, to the rising power that's blooming in my stomach.

      And for the first time, the very first time, he gives it to me. My heart hammers against my chest like a trapped winged creature. I would say a bird, but that seems far too innocent for how I feel. This is more like a bat, or a dragon, thrashing against my bones to the point of pain as I watch him take another step. And then another. And another.

      He's intimidating, and I hear Lucifer's arrogant laugh echo in my ear as Nathanial gets closer. I take a sharp breath in as he nears me, my lungs begin inhaling and exhaling a little faster than before while I watch his strides.

      He's fucking hot. So unbelievably sexual in each move he makes. His eyes never leave mine as he finally reaches me, his chest coming flush against my breasts while his hand tightly grips my chin so that I'm looking at him.

      "Go the fuck away," he says to the Devil, not even acknowledging Lucifer with a glance. But just when I think he won't listen, he releases his hold on me and steps back, leaving me alone with a man who invokes equal parts arousal and terror in this moment.

      "Tell me why you lied," I whisper as Nathanial steps even closer and crowds my space so that it's only him I see, only him I feel. He releases my chin and spins me around so that my back is pressed tightly against his chest, his hands slide down the front of my thighs and then back up, his thumbs drifting dangerously close to my core as we begin moving to the music.

      He dips low and his hand slowly rises up to my jaw as he turns my head back so I can look at him. "It's a long fucking story," he says, his lips so temptingly close that they brush against my own. A slight tremor slips across my back and icy goosebumps erupt across my skin.

      I pull away from his hold just slightly, but he immediately tightens his grip on my jaw and drags me back to him.

      "Don't even think of running away, baby girl. You wanted me here, and here I fucking am." His voice drops lower, alarmingly dangerous in the way he silently holds me hostage.

      "I didn't ask for you," I challenge, knowing it's useless, but wanting the fight anyway. Wanting the fucking struggle of our power and foreplay.

      He laughs as his teeth bite and scrape against my bottom lip, pulling it out before he lets go with a sadistic pop. "Did you just lie to me?"

      "You've been lying to me this entire time. So why don't you start with the goddamn truth and we can go from there."

      "You want the fucking truth, Stella?" This time, he's angry. I can hear it in the way he bites out the words and leans away from me. I'm grating against his nerves, pushing the boundaries he's always so firmly placing between us.

      But I do want it. I need it.

      He groans in frustration as he roughly turns my head to watch the people in front of us. "Do you see them? The man and woman with the horns," he says the words in rage. His hand tightly holds the front of my face while his words grind against my ears.

      I do see them, a man and woman, her body moves seductively over his while his hands explore her flesh. She arches her back, his hand slips up to catch her tit, tugging and rolling her nipple through the thin fabric of her sheer top. He has long, back horns that twist and burst from his head, while hers are smaller. Two little red, sharpened points that emerge just above her hairline.

      "Yes," I whisper. My body responds to the show naturally. Arousal pools in my lower stomach, wetting my inner thighs and soaking my panties. I'm turned the fuck on watching other people get off, but even more so when Nathanial forces me to do it. I can feel his cock thickening in his slacks, pushing against my ass with every move we make together.

      "Those two, he's a true Incubus and she's a true Succubus. You and I, we're different. You were born of two different bloodlines. But I was turned into this several years ago when I made a deal I couldn't back out of." He tenses behind me as he lets his words sink into my consciousness. I try to process what he's saying, that he was transformed into what he is now. But it doesn't make sense, he's an Angel.

      "What deal?" I say, my voice softening into a moan as his hand leaves my throat and slips down to my waist. He drags me against him, and I push back into his touch, letting my hand drift up so that I can pull his head down towards me. I want the nearness of him, the intimacy. 

      "When Elijah and Amelia Fell, I wasn't supposed to go with them. I was supposed to stay in Arcadia," he replies as his lips brush against mine again. I lean up on my toes, frantic, desperate to taste him. He lets me, capturing my mouth with his briefly in a kiss that’s punishing and raw. His tongue sweeps inside as I part my lips, crashing against mine as his hold on my waist tightens. He pulls away as he continues speaking, giving me the truth I so badly wanted. “I couldn’t let them go without me, not when it was my fault Elijah Fell to begin with. So, I came to Lucifer, and offered something in exchange for the transformation. He used Esme to complete it, she had access to a dark magic that allowed the demonic nature to take root inside of me. After it was complete, I wasn’t allowed back in Arcadia. I was exiled, but Elijah believes that I Fell for interfering alongside him and Amelia when we found you.”

      God, the memory of them finding us floods my mind. Sometimes I forget that we’ve known the three of these Fallen Angels far longer than we ever realized. Suddenly, his words truly process, and I worry that he’s avoiding saying something I don’t want to hear. Something I don’t want to believe he gave up in exchange of Falling. Fear courses through me, that maybe I’ve been right all along. That maybe someone can be Fated, without the other person reciprocating those emotions.

      Fuck, no. Please no. I can’t bear the thought that he’s been lying to me for good reason, avoiding hurting me until he had no other choice. Until he brought me here, until I broke at the scene of Lucifer’s fucking game and every single nightmare I had manifested in front of my eyes.

      This is him letting me go. Telling me we aren’t Fated, that it’s time I move the fuck on and forget about whatever this was.

      Tears sting my eyes and I shut them tightly, sucking my bottom lip into my mouth and biting down in order to inflict my own pain, distract me from what’s tearing me apart inside. “What did you trade Nathanial? What did you give up?” The question burns my throat on the way out, searing my lips and polluting the space between us. My heart plummets in my chest, bursting in an entirely different way than before.

      I don’t want to hear him say it. I need to hear him say it.

      His forehead crushes mine as he whips me around so that I’m facing him. He wraps his arm tightly around my lower back, crushing me against his torso until my chest is flush against his. We’re both breathing heavily, my beat in sync with his own. I fist my hands in the front of his dress shirt. It’s parted at the top where several of his buttons are released, giving me a hint of his muscular chest and golden skin. I want to touch him, feel the heat radiating off him while we’re like this.

      But it’s painful and I’m afraid his flesh will burn me. “I take it back, don’t say it. I don’t want to hear it,” I whisper as the tears spill from my lashes and slip down my cheeks. I taste the salt on my lips, stinging the bite from his teeth when we kissed. He lifts one hand and wraps it firmly around my hair, tugging my head back and into his palm in a raw grip.

      His powerful chest vibrates with a thundering growl as his biceps flex and bunch while he tightens his hold. Anger electrifies his body as it comes alive in front of me. His muscles clench and release, the tick in his jaw bounces uncontrollably, his head pushes painfully back on my own as he stalks us towards the edge of the room.

      “You need to hear it. You need to listen to me,” he demands as my back smashes against the hard wall behind us. He crowds me in, punishing me for this damned situation we’ve both found ourselves in.

      I wait, aching over the words I know are about to spill from his lips, letting the tears fall and opening my eyes to meet his hard gaze. I recognize the pain in them, the searing torture that’s pulling us both apart. It’s reflected in my eyes as well.

      “I traded my Fated. The connection I would have with someone else in order to Fall with Elijah and Amelia.” His voice is rough, jagged and sharp with painful words that wreck us. My head falls back against the wall as I shut my eyes tightly.

      “Then tell me this is real, what we have. Do you feel it? Or has it only been me this entire time?” I bite the words out angrily, because I’m fucking pissed and God, I’ve never felt more alone than I do now.

      I’ve never belonged. Always the outcast, the odd one even now in this new life. Luna has Elijah, but she’s always been independent. She took care of me when I needed her most and I always tried to do the same for her, but I’ve never found my little corner in the world like other people do.

      Hell, the closest I’ve felt to belonging anywhere is in this room, with these people who all feed from the same energy I do. I’ll always belong with Luna, but I need to find my own life as well. At one point, I thought that was going to be with Nathanial.

      Nathanial’s hand slides up to the bend in my shoulder, his thumb dragging along the skin of my collarbone. He pushes against my flesh until he’s kneading the muscle, working me over while he drags the tip of his nose up my neck and down into my hair. He breathes me in, and I work to memorize this moment, remember the feeling of his hands on my body.

      “Of course, I fucking feel it. It thrives and burns in everything you do. In the tiny gasps that fall from your lips when you phase, in the way your hands drag across my skin when we touch, in the moans and cries you surrender when I take them from you. Hell, even in your sleep, in the way that you fucking breathe. All of it calls to me, begs to be completed and dominated in all the ways I could give you.” His knee shifts in between my thighs, coming to press tightly against my core. He leans down, releasing his hold briefly enough to gather my dress by the hem and drag it up my legs until it’s no longer a barrier between us, just draping over my sides.

      “I would possess you, Stella. Destroy you in order to put you back together in a way that ignites your spirit and frees your mind.” My breath catches in my throat, arousal courses through my veins at his words. Fuck, I want him. And even though we can’t satisfy our Fated connection, at least I know he fucking feels it there between us.

      But before I have a chance to respond, to tell him I don’t give a fuck about that as long I can still have him, everything silences and falls into darkness around us. The lights die, the music fades, and then gasps and screams erupt in the space.
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      I yelp in fear after being plunged into obscurity. I feel Nathanial’s body still pressed against mine, but a new worry begins lacing my blood at the uncertainties of what’s happening. Nathanial isn’t even concerned by the lack of light though. His touch grazes up and into my hair, his thumb possessively trailing along my jaw line until he brushes it across my lower lip, tugging it down before he releases.

      He laughs, a quiet dark sound that sends shivers down my spine. “Are you afraid of the dark, baby girl?” he whispers gravely as he turns my head to the side, holding me still and at his mercy. “I hope not, because we’re staying here tonight. And there’s only enough room for darkness and sin in a place like this.”

      A jolt of thrill electrifies my limbs, filling my mind and spiraling through my body. I’m on fire at the deadly promises, the severe tone to his voice calls to every need inside of me that only he can fulfill.

      “He can have it back,” Lucifer’s provocative voice breaks through our tension, slicing it cold as I try to find him in the dark. But I can’t see anything, and I only hear the rough and ragged breaths of Nathanial as his lips move across the skin at my neck. He isn’t slowing down, he’s giving into this just as much as I am. “His Fated connection. I just want something in return that he promised to meet in the case that he ever found his match.”

      In an instant, I want to do it. Whatever it is, whatever he needs for us to bond, I’ll fucking give it.

      “What is it?” I ask, desperation and desire thickening my tone.

      “No, Stella,” Nathanial says admonishingly. As if he’s putting me in my place and not allowing this to go any further. “It’s not your issue to try and fix.”

      “Rule a portion of my Underworld. You and Nathanial, together.”

      Rule a portion of Hell. As if it were that easy.

      My heart sinks, absolutely plummets to the pit of my stomach. I don’t know what that would entail, what that would mean for Luna or my life on the upside. I lift my hand and find Nathanial’s face, letting my fingers slide across his skin and around his neck in order to tangle in the silky strands of his hair.

      “Shut the hell up, Luc.” Nathanial bites out at the same time that he moves to grasp either side of my face, tilting my chin up so that our breaths are crashing together. He returns the conversation to me, “This isn’t the place for you. It’s too dark here.”

      Lucifer continues to interrupt while my thoughts twist and wind through my mind. “I take offense to that, it’s pretty fucking great here. As you can see. I’m all about orgasms and parties. And taking what I want when I want it.”

      But Nathanial fights back, “It’s not for you, Stella. You have a life on the upside. One I promised I would get you back to.”

      I’m torn between wanting to give up everything to have Nathanial in all of the ways I can. But also not wanting to sacrifice what’s happening above. I can’t, not with Amelia also going through her own shit. Not with the new sightings of Sunan, and Elijah stepping in as leader with my sister. I have to keep an eye on her, keep Luna safe while we all live in the same house.

      But fuck, I want to succumb to everything here tonight. I want to give in, let it go and let the darkness corrupt me. “Okay, I’ll go back. But tonight, I want this. I want you to show me the darkness. After you’ve lied, and pushed me away, and rejected me when I needed you.” I pause, tugging on his hair while I grit the words out through tight lips.  “I want you to fucking feed me, Nathanial. Like I know you can.” I know he’s always holding back, never giving into me fully. Fuck that, not now. Not now that I know he’s been lying to me about everything.

      He growls against my neck, his teeth grazing and biting down on my flesh while Lucifer laughs in obscurity around us. “You’ll be back little one, I have no doubt about that. Have fun tonight,” he finishes before vanishing entirely.

      Nathanial suddenly grips my waist and lifts me over his shoulder, locking his arm around my knees while I cry out in surprise. “You want to fucking feed, baby girl? Fine, but you better be ready to choke.”

      My heart races as we walk through the darkness, my arms clutching onto his back while he moves as if he knows exactly where he’s going. “How the hell can you see? Where are you taking me?” I shout over the loud and crazed voices around us. The music is still off, until I catch a quick glimmer of aqua blue, a small hypnotic flame that bursts before it disappears. Suddenly, the music returns, and the strobes are back. In the place of the flame stands Esme, her arms crossed tightly around her chest while a quiet smirk plays along her lips.

      Nathanial stalks down a narrow hall, another one lined with several doors scattered on both sides. This pathway though, has torches lining every few feet, extending from the brick walls and lit with deep purple flames. Each torch is linked to the next by a series of chains, and Nathanial walks us all the way to the end of the hall until he turns into the last doorway on the left. He kicks it open, dropping me to the floor before he slams it shut behind us.

      “Stand over there,” he orders as he nods his head to the other side of the room. I quickly turn around, truly not ready for the scene that surrounds me. I try to take everything in as I hear the soft click of the lock bolting in place. He’s shutting us in, making it so that I can’t escape. I can’t run from this.

      The room is dark. Cold drafts of air slither across my bare shoulders as my eyes slowly scan the area. Countless candles are lit and scattered about, some in tall candelabras while others melt directly onto the brick shelving that holds it. Purple flames dance around the room like tiny flickers of magic.

      In the center, stands a large bed with four posts. Wrought iron rails line each stretch above the mattress, and I watch as Nathanial glances at it with an arrogant smirk on his lips.

      But what truly captures my attention is the wall on the far side of the room. It’s lined with those familiar chains, but these hold a variety of different objects hanging from their links. Some I recognize, some I don’t, and the fear or what they could be rips through my chest.

      I turn back to Nathanial, suddenly worried about my decision, unsure of how far he’ll take this. “Maybe, we should wait. I can feed from the crowd out there—”

      “Turn around.”

      I stop talking, instantly sucking my bottom lip into my mouth and pulling it in between my teeth. Fuck. But I turn around, obeying his order as he comes to stand behind me.

      “Are you scared, baby girl?” He doesn’t touch me, doesn’t brush his lips against my skin, doesn’t lift a hand to slide against my body. I don’t answer, because I am scared, and I don’t want to admit it. But he already knows, and he responds anyway. “Good. You should be.”

      I hear him walk away and peek back over my shoulder to try and watch him through the dimmed light of the room. “Turn the fuck around,” he bites out and I flinch at the harsh tone of his voice.

      “You said you wanted the darkness,” he starts, and my mind focuses on the slow and intentional footfall each one of his steps creates. “That you want to feed—from me. But my tastes run much more sinister than I think you’re aware of, Stella.”

      My heart pounds, raging to break free and run from the depths of what I’ve found myself in. But my Succubus is already stripped naked, bare and ready for everything Nathanial is promising. I hear the shuffle of several objects behind me, listen as they grow louder when he comes to stand at my back.

      “This—off.” He tugs the tied knot at my neck, letting my dress fall loose and around my waist. My tits are exposed, and the cold air brushes along my already tight nipples, hardening them even further into distractedly painful points.

      I fight back, because I fucking want to. And I want to test the boundaries of where he’s willing to go. “No,” I say, crossing an arm over my chest and hiding my breasts. I hear his steps falter and I can practically feel the heat of his gaze raking over my body from behind.

      “Excuse me? I won’t ask again, Stella.” His voice is clipped, irritation lining his tone.

      “I said, no. Take it off yourself if you want it gone.”

      Suddenly, he’s behind me again, his heavy hand gripping the back of my neck as he shoves me forward, so that I’m bent harshly at the waist and my ass is digging into his already hardening cock. He likes the fight too.

      His other hand grips the edge of my dress at the small of my back and rips, literally tears it open so that it falls around my ankles. “What the hell! I loved that dress,” I say quickly as I try to push up against his hand and stand, but my panties are next, and before I know it, they’re a scrap of used fabric discarded on the floor with my ruined clothes.

      “Listen, and I won’t have to break your things. Don’t listen—and I’ll have to break you.”

      Slap. His hand crashes against my bare ass and my back arches at the sting. A whimper falls from my lips and before I have the chance to fall to the ground, Nathanial is pulling me back up by my neck and dropping something to the floor in front of me.

      “Put these on, and then climb into the center of the bed. Hands together in front of your waist. Don’t fucking make me ask twice. You’re already in trouble as it is.”

      “Fuck off, Nathanial. I’m not the one who should be sorry,” I bite the words out as I bend over to pick up what he dropped, but I fall to my knees when his hand crashes against my ass once again. I won’t lie, it fucking stings, but my pussy aches and pulses with need at the same time, my arousal stirring and pooling at the apex of my thighs.

      “You have plenty to be disciplined for, believe me. All the times you’ve pushed and fought against me. Always disobeying, never doing as you’re told. Yeah, you’re being punished until you’re broken and screaming about who you fucking belong to.” He stands up while I’m still on the floor, and I feel his foot kick my knees apart so that I’m spread open for him. He steps back as the cool air brushes against my slick core and I feel the urge to push my ass farther into the air, give him a better fucking view.

      “That’s right. Show me that pretty pussy of yours. So, fucking wet, already soaked and greedy for me.” I hear him crouch down from behind, the scuff of his dress shoes scrape the floor as he moves. My phase has already slipped over my eyes at his authority, my Succubus is already feeding and filling herself from this moment. I push back even farther, doing as he says in the subtle hope that gives me that reward of the two words I love hearing leave his lips.

      But instead, I hear the slap before I feel the burn. Not on my ass, no. This time, his hand comes hard against my pussy, smacking it brutally as I launch forward and try to pull my legs together. He reaches out and quickly grips my hip. “Nah, baby girl. You aren’t running away from this. I told you to put that shit on. Now do it and get your ass on that bed before we have some real fucking problems.”

      My breaths fall out on choppy intervals as my eyes land on the strappy leather that lays before me. There’s something else, a pair of black heels with gold accents, two things I don’t understand the meaning of.

      I stand up slowly, my cunt and ass sore from his touch. But my body is on fire with a new energy that courses through us. Our Fated connection isn’t bonded, but it’s there, a live pulsing wire that subtly draws from our interactions as well.

      One by one, I slip my feet into the red leather straps, pulling them up and over my ass until they’re snuggly resting on my hips. Nathanial finally steps around me, coming to stand in front as he reaches down and grasps the golden buckle that rests over my lower stomach. I didn’t even realize something on this is adjustable, but as soon as he pulls on it, the leather bites into my flesh and I gasp at the intrusion. His eyes stay glued to mine as he pulls it tighter, a wildfire blazing in his dark blue irises while he watches my reaction. “Too tight?” He asks, a vicious smirk playing on his face.

      “Yes,” I say honestly. Because the leather is causing mixed amounts of pain and pleasure.

      “Good. Now these,” he points to the shoes, but doesn’t reach for them. Instead, he stands there, inches away while I bend over in the tight leather and pull them into my hands. I slip one on each foot—miraculously my size—and then turn around so that I can walk towards the grand bed.

      I shouldn’t be surprised to see the comforter is a menacing twist of black and purple, as is everything else in this strange place. But when I lift a knee to climb into the center, something nips into my ass in a bolt of cruel pain. I look back quickly and see that he’s standing on the other side of the room, watching. He didn’t touch me, but something sure as hell did and when I look down at the shoes he had me put on, I realize each heel is adorned with a small wheel of sharp spikes. What the—

      “Don’t sit back, don’t fall, don’t disobey, and you won’t feel them. But every time you fight, or falter, they’ll be there. Marking your flesh in my name. Now, into the center you go, we don’t have much time and I want to destroy you.” His voice is cold, calculated. A deliberate addition to his already commanding aura. Everything about him screams dominance—Daddy. And fuck if I don’t love and hate every second of it.

      Anger sparks in my chest at the punishing tool he’s using, but a thrill threads through my blood at the challenge and promise of pain. I step up again, this time careful not to set back too far, and make my way to the center of the bed. Once I’m there, I slowly turn towards him, watching him take slow, intentional steps near me.

      Once he reaches the foot of the bed, he lifts his hands to the buttons on his dress shirt, calmly releasing each one until it falls open and he slips it off his shoulders. My eyes drift with his hands the entire time, absorbing the vision of his washboard abs and wide chest. His skin shines with a heat that calls to my own, my body begging to touch his and feel him against me.

      He folds the shirt lengthwise and lays it across the edge of the bed without a second thought. When his eyes come back to mine, his magnetic gaze envelops me in something filthy and twisted. It muddles my mind with perverse thoughts, and licks between my legs with greedy desire. He lifts a hand, bringing his thumb up and pushing hard against my bottom lip. His touch falls slowly, tracing patterns along my collarbone and then down the valley of my breasts. My breaths pick up, my lungs reaching for air while my heart races in anticipation of where he’s going.

      His fingers fall to the leather straps around my waist and thighs. They cross in the back, spanning my ass in few thin lines and two small golden chains. Tracking each strap, his eyes drift to his fingers, watching the slow movement of his own hand. “I love this, the way your creamy skin reddens and rises at the edges of the binds. Your blood surges to the surface, sensitizing your flesh even further. That’s my drug—your blood. Knowing what it holds and promises my own. God, I fucking love it. I get off on the vision of us bleeding together, finally giving into the craving we both have.”

      My eyelids fall lower, halfway while my body lists off into a lust filled trance at his words. His hands work over my skin, eliciting the sparks that charge through my limbs. I reach forward to touch him, but his hand instantly grips the front buckle of the leather as he shifts my hips back, throwing me off balance until I accidentally sit on the sharp spikes on my heels. I shoot upwards, trying to escape the severe pain when my eyes fly to him and narrow.

      “Don’t touch, baby girl. Keep your hands in front of your waist like I told you to,” he admonishes roughly, reminding me of my place. I straighten my spine, intentionally clasping my hands in front of me when his touch shifts to rest on my hips. He grazes them upwards, flexing his fingers against my flesh in heavy imprints. His grip is hard, demanding and while I arch my back seeking more, he lifts a knee and climbs on the bed in front of me.

      He moves closer, until he takes one hand and grips my wrists together tightly, dragging them up my stomach, over my breasts and above my head. Without a word he releases my waist and reaches for his shirt. “Don’t move.”

      I remain still, aside from the way my breasts fall and rise against his chest with each of my breaths. I can’t control that, and my nipples are straining against my skin painfully. He wraps his shirt around my wrists, securing them together before he takes the remaining silky fabric and ties it to the top bar that spans across the bed frame. My breath catches in my lungs, my heart hammering at the fact that he’s tying me in place, securing me to something so that I have no means of escape.

      Once I’m successfully trapped, I pull my hands just slightly, testing the restraint he put in place. I’m fucked, the fabric bites into my wrists in a way that allows absolutely no movement or hope of release. His fingers trail down my arms, slowly, confidently as he watches my face. I try to remain impassive, but I know he can see through it. My body is aching for more while my mind is trying to logically form a way out if necessary. It’s that cautious side of me, the one fighting for control against my Succubus.

      One of his hands slides down the front of my throat, flexing his grip casually until my head is firmly held in place, eyes directed toward him. His other hand glides further down as he brushes his thumb against my nipple, again and again in torturous cycles that have me whimpering and pulling at my wrists.

      He drops his head, bringing his lips seductively close to mine as he speaks. “You’re going to be a good girl, right Stella?” His voice drops low, almost quiet in a way that has my eyes falling shut and drowning in his sound.

      “Yes,” I whisper, bending my back into his touch as he rolls my nipple tightly between his fingers. Pulling, tugging, and then dropping his head at my agreeance until his teeth graze across my breast, moving down to suck my nipple into his mouth. He bites until it burns and I try to pull out of his touch, but my ass stings when it scrapes my heels again and I have no choice to give into him. Succumb to the pain in order to release the pleasure.

      I gasp, and he laughs against my obvious discomfort, gripping my waist and pulling me even farther against him. His mouth continues to move across my chest, biting and then sucking, soothing and then aching.

      “Jesus, Nathanial,” I say breathlessly, as my body naturally feeds from the energy between us. My pussy is soaked, practically dripping with arousal as he trails his lips even farther down my stomach. The straps of this leather piece don’t cover my core in any way. They wrap around the tops of my thighs and then over my ass, so I’m completely open and bare for his taking.

      “Not Jesus. Not even God. But I am your fucking daddy and I’ll put you in your goddamn place just the same.” He grips my thighs, his hands spanning them almost completely as he yanks my legs farther apart. I fall down on the binds around my wrists, pulling them painfully tight as my weight shifts on the mattress. I look down, just in time to watch as Nathanial slides lower, crashing his mouth against my core and slipping his tongue through my slit.

      “Fuck,” I say as I instinctually try to pull away, my body already overly sensitized by everything that’s happened so far. He slaps a hand against my ass as he drags my pussy against his face again, sucking my clit into his mouth on a low growl.

      “So sweet, just like I knew you would be. Fucking you with my tongue, tasting your body when it’s so fucking ready for me.” He moves lower, teasing my core in slow and languid cycles. He slips to my entrance, and then licks back up until his teeth scrape across my clit again.

      It’s too much, too fucking perfect and I feel an orgasm coiling in my stomach already. Suddenly, Nathanial steps away so he can shift onto his back, laying down on the bed only inches in front of me.

      “Come here,” he demands, his voice continuing that erotic domination I’m so turned on by. I try to shuffle forward, and struggle to get to where he wants me. But he doesn’t offer any help, he just waits, impatiently watching until my thighs are straddling either side of his face.

      He slips a hand between my legs, dragging his thumb through my pussy and pushing down harshly on my clit. I moan, rolling my hips forward while he continues the movement. “You like this. Enjoy this dark place where I tie you up and fuck with you.”

      I do, and my answering mewls of pleasure are everything he needs to grip my hips and pull me down on his face. But my ass hits the heels and I try to straighten back up.

      “No,” he says, pulling me back down until I feel the sting against my flesh and his tongue sweeps through my slit.

      “Wait—” I say breathlessly, trying to focus enough to fix my stance. But I’m stuck. When he’s pulling me down I feel the heels cutting into my flesh and the tightening hold around my wrists.

      “I said, no,” he repeats himself, but the icy tone in voice tells me he won’t say it again. My mind attempts focusing on the pain, but his tongue slides inside of me and my body immediately surrenders to the pleasure. He eats my pussy, licking and ravaging me until the pain becomes just as addictive as the orgasm that’s cresting in my body. He’s dragging me closer to the edge, fucking me with his mouth and feeding me with his Incubus in a way I’ve never experienced before.

      “That’s right, baby girl. Ride my face, let me taste everything I’m doing to you, everything you’re giving me.” I watch as his hand slides down his stomach, across his tight abs and down to the front of his slacks. He’s rock hard, I can see the outline of his thick cock as it strains against the expensive fabric. He’s slow, deliberately stroking himself through his pants while my eyes zero in on the motion.

      Fuck, it’s hot and all I want is to watch him release his cock and stroke himself in front of me.

      “Show me,” I say in between heavy moans and heated breaths. “I want to watch you.”

      He responds, rewarding me with what I want as he unbuckles his belt and unzips his pants with one hand. He slips his thumb under the black waistband of his briefs, casually dragging it down until he reveals the head of his cock and he pauses his movement.

      He lifts my hips just slightly, “You want to watch me do what?” he taunts, only showing me a sliver of what he has to offer. But now my mouth salivating at the sight of just his head, craving to see the rest of him, remembering what he fucking tastes like in my mouth.

      “I want to see your cock, watch you stroke yourself while I’m riding your face.” I give it to him without hesitation, rolling my hips inches above his face while I drag in a heavy breath and eagerly await his response.

      “Good girl,” he says proudly, gripping my thigh and pulling me back down onto his face. The familiar sting erupts in my wrists and ass again, but I love it now. It’s an integral part of what’s bringing me closer to my release. He exposes his heavy cock completely, letting it spring forward while his fingers wrap around the base of it. “Just like that,” he says against me, as he begins slowly sliding his fist up and down the length of his dick.

      I’m moaning, uncontrollable sounds slipping from my lips as I continue moving across his face. His tongue delves inside of my pussy and his teeth bite my clit before sucking deliciously. He brushes a thumb over the head of his cock and pumps faster, twisting and pulling with each stroke. I feel the orgasm beginning to unwind inside of me. But just before it’s there, Nathanial pulls back and shifts me away from him. Moving to the edge of the bed as he stands and turns back to face me.

      Irritation and frustration settle in my chest at the fact that he took me so close to the edge without giving it to me.

      “You’ll come when I allow it, never before.” He lifts his hand to my mouth, slipping the fingers he had playing with my cunt between my lips and against my tongue. “Taste that? Your body on my flesh, your need for me marking my own skin. I fucking own you, Stella. You’ll never belong to anyone else.” He pushes his fingers even farther down my throat, until all I can taste is him and me and us together. He’s right though. His rough touch and demands speak to my spirit, calling my Demons forward and enticing them to partake in his darkness. Because it’s my darkness too, it’s our blend of perfect misery.

      I choke on his touch just briefly, and when he pulls his fingers from my mouth he slides them harshly across my cheek and then down my throat as he marks me in my own arousal. Showing me exactly what he elicits from my body.

      “I need to see you bleed, baby. You’re going to obey, right?” He wraps his fingers around my throat and squeezes just slightly, jerking me forward until his lips brush against my own. “Stay quiet while I cut you open and watch you bleed for me.”
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      It’s strange, but I want it. I do want to bleed for him, bleed with him. I crave this intimacy, the closest we can possibly get without uniting our Fated bond. This is it, we can give each other something as vital as the life force that thrives in our veins. Connect in a way that no one else has ever experienced with either of us.

      Danner was dominant, he knew how to speak to my Succubus, call her forward and draw her attention. But we never did this, never experimented in any way like this. With Nathanial though, it’s different. We always seem to find ourselves in this place, somehow dancing with each other’s blood whether we intended to or not.

      But this is the first time it’s been intentional and I’m coming alive at the idea of it. My body hums for him, leaning farther into his touch as I lift my lips and close the distance between us. At first, he kisses me gently, in something far more intimate than what I’m used to.

      Because I think he knows this is rather crucial, something monumental happening between us. We’re both going to experience the pain and pleasure from what transpires. Fighting against the draw our Fated bond brings, surrendering to the pleasure of our unmatched magnetic attraction.

      He drags me closer, flexing his hand against my body as he sweeps his tongue inside of my mouth. I can still taste myself on his lips, my arousal on his skin as he becomes more possessive. His kiss turns wild and hot, burning us both up as I silently agree to do this with him.

      Nathanial breaks away from my lips and steps off the bed, moving back towards the chained wall where a small brick shelf also resides. It looks like he placed his watch there earlier, but he reaches for a small, slender knife that lies next to it. He turns around and stalks back towards me, drawing the knifes tip slowly across the skin of his finger. He feels the edge, traces the sharp blade until he walks to the side of the bed and climbs up behind me.

      The fact that I can’t see him, can’t watch what he’s actually doing sends waves of fear rolling through my body. But when his chest comes flush against my back, a mild sense of relief replaces only a small portion of the apprehension.

      His hand lifts to push down on the back of my head, and I try to slow the rapid breaths I’m uncontrollably taking. I drop my head forward and he uses the blade to drag all of my hair to the left side. I feel the sharp tip scrape slowly across my skin as it moves from one shoulder to the next before vanishing once again.

      “Nathanial,” I whisper, my voice shaky with alarm and uncertainty.

      He leans forward silently, brushing his lips against my ear as his free hand slips around the front of my throat. He tilts my head to the side, exposing the long column of my neck to his touch.

      “Shh,” he says darkly, and the venom in his voice poisons my mind in a flawless euphoric high. “Quiet, remember?”

      I nod my head as much as I can manage within his firm hold and then I freeze as I feel the cold blade drift along my shoulder and up the side of my throat. I wait anxiously, preparing myself mentally to feel the sting of his cut but it doesn’t come.

      Instead, his hand releases my neck and both of his arms wrap around my waist, coming straight in front of me while he takes the knife and drags it across his own wrist. He slides it into his palm, and carefully slices a shallow cut that spans the entire length of his hand. I hear him hiss in my ear, but my breath catches at the sight of dark red, spilling free from the wound and painting his flesh in something undeniably erotic.

      A single drop trails down his finger, until it reaches the end and falls freely to stain the bed below us. My eyelids fall to half-mast as my blood immediately surges at the sight of his. I feel electric, too vast for my body to hold on to. It billows below my skin, boiling and frothing and begging to be free.

      “Do you feel that?” he asks as he slides his injured hand across the base of my neck. His warm blood coats my skin as he lets it fall lower, until he’s gripping my breast and massaging the flesh. He marks me in red, claims me in the only way he can now. Without our Fated bond, but with something so intimate in its own rights. I let my head fall back against his shoulder as he plays with me, tugging and pulling my nipple until it’s covered in his blood as well.  “The way your blood innately calls to mine. The electric sting of need and fucking addiction that our Fated bond begs for?”

      “Yes,” I say as I watch his hand move over my breasts. He grips and pulls, pushing and kneading me until I’m a whimpering mess in both arousal and blood. “Cut me, Nathanial. I’m ready.” I brave the words, driving myself closer to this impending disaster.

      He pulls his hands back and lifts the knife to the side of my throat. Slowly, confidently, he pierces my skin with the tip. Starting at the space below my ear and gliding in a shallow slice downward. In a fleeting thought, I’m thankful for Nathanial’s medical skills and the ability he has to do this in a way I know will be safe for us. He’s been trained over hundreds of years in healing for both the supernatural and human races. There’s no one else I’d rather risk something so potentially dangerous with.

      I gasp as the sting finally vibrates through my neck, spiraling out and through my shoulder when he pulls the knife away from my skin. I turn my head to look down, and only see the trail of blood as it slips down the front of my shoulder and over my breast. I immediately release a pained moan at the wound, and at the sight of my own life force spilling slowly over my body.

      “God, so fucking beautiful. Your blood, mixing with mine over your tits. Fucking perfect, baby girl.” He drops the knife beside us and I feel his fingers lift to the slice on my neck. He slides his touch across the wound, pressing against it until I’m hissing in pain. His lips drop down, replacing his fingers as he licks and kisses along the same path.

      “Shit,” I mutter, arching my back and pressing my ass against his hard cock. He lifts his head and wraps my hair around his fist tightly, twisting my neck so that his lips can crash against my own. He moves against me, rolling his hips forward while his cock slips between my legs. I taste the metallic burst of flavor between us and he bites my lower lip before sucking it harshly into his mouth.

      “Let me go,” I say as I tug on my wrists in order to show him what I mean. I want to touch him, taste him, watch my own blood flow over his body.

      “Doesn’t work like that, Stella. You better beg for it if you want your freedom.” He yanks my head back again, as he teases my pussy with the head of his cock, just barely slipping in before he pulls out. Mother fucker.

      “Please. Please let me go. I want to touch you, taste you while you fuck me.”

      His hands coast up my arms until they reach the tight fabric of his shirt. He quickly unties it, until my wrists fall in relief from being released. I rub my thumbs along the red marks, the aching pain a reminder of his authority and control.

      He grips my waist and turns me towards him as he sits back against the bed, pulling my leg over his hips so that I’m straddling him. I immediately reach for his hand, the one he cut open and slide my thumb along the wound, gathering his blood and painting my own skin with it. I feel the tension fall from my shoulders, but a new energy bursts through my flesh at the feeling of him. He watches me intently, letting his other hand slide up my stomach as he continues playing with my breasts. I rock my hips forward while I bring his palm to my lips, keeping my eyes on him as I slip my tongue through his blood.

      “Why did you kill me?” I ask once I’ve tasted everything he offers me. I can’t help but remember the bit of information Lucifer shared earlier. About how Nathanial chose to kill me.

      He grips my hips tightly, halting my languid movements as he sits up and brings his lips closer to mine. “It was that or fuck you.”

      “And why didn’t you choose that?” My voice shakes with hesitation, not understanding why he would choose to end my life—not with how we are now.

      “It wasn’t you, Stella. It was a Demon who looked like you, but it wasn’t you. Not my Stella. There was no way in Hell I was going to let him take you away from me. Or force me to give something of myself to someone who wasn’t you.” He uses his hold on me to drag my pussy forward, grinding against his thick cock before he suddenly flips us over so that I’m pinned beneath him.

      “So yeah, I fucking killed it. It’s why I crave so badly to see your blood now, to taste it on my tongue. Because I know you’re alive. It shows me that your heart is beating, throbbing inside of that perfect chest. Pulsing for me, fucking living for me. Because I need you, Stells. I’ve always needed you.”

      His hand falls to my thigh as he pulls my legs apart, he slips the head of his cock inside me and I gasp at the sudden intrusion. He’s thick, and while I’m pinned beneath him, he feels even heavier while he rolls forward. Some of my blood has fallen to his chest from earlier, when I was on top, and I realize now how it’s transformed into a shade of black against his skin. I know it’s the Demon blood in me, coating his Angelic flesh in something tainted. Which is ironic, because now I feel that he’s the one who’s introduced me to the true darkness. To the things that feed my Succubus nature like no other.

      He fills me completely, sliding all the way in until my back is arching and my fingers bite into his shoulders in order to ground me. He stretches me with how big he is, but doesn’t give me the time to adjust before he’s pulling back out and quickly thrusting in again.

      “So tight,” he says as he sits back and yanks my legs wider across his hips. He leans away as he pulls out, holding me in a position that gives him the perfect view of my pussy. He slides his fingers through my slit, watching the movement before he slowly thrusts inside again. We’re both watching him fill me, stretch me wide until moans spill from my mouth in both need and pleasure.

      “Such a greedy little pussy,” he says as he slams forward and fills me to the hilt. I throw my head back and cry out, begging for more. “So impatient. Are you ready to come, baby girl?”

      “Please. Fuck, I need it,” I say, rolling my hips up to meet his thrusts until his hand slams down on my lower stomach, holding me in place so I can’t move.

      “Who owns you,” he grinds out, deliberately slowing his movements until I’m practically dying with the need to release. But I don’t answer him right away, my mind completely unravelling at the feeling of him moving inside of me.

      “Answer me,” he says as leans forward and wraps his fingers around my throat. He picks up the speed slightly, rolling into me over and over again while my legs fall wider apart for him. “Who do you belong to.”

      “You,” I breathe out, letting my fingers trail up and around his wrist, circling it with both of my hands as I surrender to him completely.

      “That’s right, baby. Me. You belong to me. No one else gets to put their fucking hands on you, no one else gets to lay a fucking finger on you. Not Leon, not Danner, not anyone. From now on, you feed from me and only me. Do you understand?” His grip flexes around my throat as he leans forward and brings his lips back to mine. He slides his tongue across the seam, parting me for him so that he can devour me completely.

      “Yes,” I say, a tiny smirk playing on my lips. It’s all he needs to let go completely, and suddenly he’s slamming into me without restraint.  Moans and whimpers fall from my lips while we kiss. He swallows every sound, every painful cry, every pleasurable mewl. He takes them and owns them, because he owns every part of me.

      “Good girl.”

      My orgasm builds and floods my system at the same time that his thrusts grow more frantic. We both come, him right after me as he pulls out and spills across my stomach and tits, another mark mixing with the blood he drew from us both earlier.

      It’s dark, what we’ve done tonight. It’s fucked up and it’s messy in a sinister way. A hellish reminder that I’ve never felt fuller, more satiated, more fucking desired than I do right now. And as I look around at the space around us, as Nathanial collapses to my side and drags me on top of him while we catch our breaths, I relish in the feeling that I don’t feel alone. I don’t feel strange or inadequate, or guilty over our dark cravings.

      I feel like I’m home.
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      Danner came to Stella in her dreams again after we fell asleep. Even when we sleep together, when I have her in my arms where I know she’s safe, he can still reach her. I didn’t realize she was dreaming until I felt her breaths pick up and body tremble against my own. Her skin felt icy, chilling through me and subtly pricking at my mind, alerting me to something being wrong.

      When I heard her cry, my eyes snapped open in the dim, flame lit room. I quickly realized what was happening and that we were still in the Underworld. I immediately shut my eyes and slipped into her mind, in the ways I can only do because I’m Incubus. I’ll admit, it’s never really happened like this until Stella. I’ve never had the ability to so easily permeate someone’s mind until I met my Fated. I reflect her qualities, mirror her abilities and emotions. We feed off of each other in so many more ways than simple sexual tension.

      As soon as I emerged in the dreamscape Danner created, I was impressed to see that she was actually fully clothed. In every single dream he brings to her, she’s naked. I fucking hate it, and I want to fucking kill him for it, among countless other reasons.

      But not tonight. He barely got a hand on her before she was fighting back and telling him to fuck off. He taunted her, trying to call to her Succubus with dominance and memories of what they shared at one point. He told her he had almost found her—which I’m sure he was lying about. And that was the only time I saw her falter. The fact that he can threaten the people she cares about, pretend he knows where she is and she responds to it? That’s what concerns me the most.

      Because I know he’s lying. But as Stella becomes stronger, as she feeds more, as her and I give into this magnetic pull between us, her restless mind finds peace. And as her reflection, I do as well.

      We’ve changed, her and I. Grown and transformed into people who prefer the darkness, while still thriving in the light. We take both on, gladly. But Stella has begun taking cautious steps more often, she isn’t as impulsive, as reckless as she was when she was starving and fighting to feed when she could. When I was pushing her away and rejecting her instead of trying to make something fucking work between us.

      I didn’t realize it could be like this.

      However, it’s some of those characteristics of her past that worry me. I fear that Danner will sink his claws into her head, shred her mind in the idea that she needs to protect the rest of us.

      I have hope though, because after her quick hesitation, she shattered the dream and all but kicked Danner to the fucking curb.

      It was fucking beautiful. Her strength pulsing and radiating out of her like a whip. Striking and destroying the evil that plagued her. She did it on her own, and I stood back and watched, thoroughly entranced by the woman who was created, designed precisely for me.

      A goddamn masterpiece. That’s what she is.

      So, we’ll keep doing what we’ve been doing. Hiding her until we know where Danner is and what his end game will be. I pulled her against me after she escaped the nightmare, slipping my hands around her waist and stomach as I brought my nose into the strands of her hair, breathing her in.

      She arched her back, pressing her ass into my already hard cock. Watching her kick ass is a fucking turn on. And then she turned around to face me, pressing her hands against my chest until I rolled over and she could climb on top. Those sweet thighs straddled my waist as she sat up and I slipped inside her. She fucking rode me again until we both came and then passed back out against each other.

      That’s my kind of night, that’s for damn sure.

      But now we’re getting ready to head back, and it’s clear that Stella has slid into her own mind a bit. She’s been walking around with Esme, after picking out an outfit to wear home. Seeing as I destroyed her dress last night, she had to find something available here. Now, she walks around in black fishnet tights that come up to the smallest part of her waist. She layered them under cut off jean shorts, threw on a black studded belt and picked out a cropped vintage AC/DC T-shirt. Of course, she picked a pair of black, grungy boots to top it off and fuck if I don’t want to tear everything off her except the fishnets and fuck her senseless.

      As the two of them continue talking about the different domains of Hell, Lucifer strides up and the three of them are lost in conversation.

      “Avernus will be the portion of Hell you and Nathanial will rule eventually,” Lucifer speaks casually, as if it’s a simple fact that it will happen.

      “Lucifer—" I admonish, trying to avoid having Stella feel pressured into anything. But he ignores me, like fucking usual. The prick.

      “It houses the club from last night, among many other things. It’s primarily a sexually influenced domain. It stretches out and spans an entire forest scape. But the realm hasn’t thrived in quite some time. We’ve appointed countless individual leaders over it but have realized that Avernus needs two rulers. An Incubus alone can’t provide enough of the energy it needs to help bring prosperity to the land. A Succubus alone is the same way. Sure, they can feed off countless others, but the power of both an Incubus and Succubus together is simply unmatched. And a Fated pairing? It’s undeniably the best option for Avernus to flourish. You’d be able to feed from each other without restraint, your energy and power would spill over and into the land, bringing the forests back to life, the vegetation would be like never before.”

      Stella watches Lucifer speak, her eyes trained on his as we stride through the familiar mansion that acts as a center base to all of the different provinces. My mind spirals with possibilities, and I have to reign it in and remind myself this isn’t going to be our future.

      “I can’t leave my sister. Especially not now with everything happening on the upside, and with Amelia. Nathanial and I can’t leave them,” she argues sensibly. She knows the score. I do too.

      Lucifer drops his head as a wry smile pulls at his lips. “One day, you won’t have to play babysitter anymore. And then you’ll have to choose to either accept your darkness and your Demons, or give in to the light.”

      Stella’s shoulders straighten as she halts her steps and turns to face him. “And what if I want both?” Her words excite me, I can’t lie. They send a challenging rush through my blood, begging to me chase her, show her exactly what that could mean.

      “Well then, little Stella, Avernus will be your home. And it’ll be waiting for you,” he laughs as he lays his hands on Esme’s shoulders and grips her tightly, urging her forward until we’ve entered a dark stairway.

      They allow Stella and I to step ahead, and we slowly climb the stairs until we reach a dead end. It’s just a blank, brick wall ahead of us. There’s no way to move past it. I know what this is, because I’ve been here before. But Stella turns around and looks over her shoulder as confusion lines her face.

      “Goodbye, my little Demons. We look forward to seeing you both again soon,” Lucifer’s voice is dry, aside from the bit of humor due to Stella’s reaction. I step forward without a word, without a farewell—because I don’t care—and take Stella’s hand in my own, pulling her forward.

      Without a glance back, I step through the brick easily, bringing Stella with me until we find ourselves emerging in the woods where we initially entered the Underworld.

      “What the fuck?” she asks as her feet fall and land on the familiar dirt path. “Well, at least leaving Hell isn’t nearly as bad as getting there in first place.”

      I nod in response as I step up behind her, placing a possessive hand on the back of her neck while I stalk her forward. Dipping my head down behind her ear, I remind her of something. “You know, Danner doesn’t know where you are. No matter what you saw, what you heard in these woods last night. Whatever he says to you in your dreams, he’s lying. I promise Stella, you’re safe.”

      She leans back against my chest as we continue walking. “It’s not me that I’m worried about,” she replies quietly.

      “We’re all safe. He can’t find any of us, not where we are. You can’t carry all of our safety on your shoulders, Stells. Do you understand?” My voice is firm. I need her to absorb this, understand, so that she doesn’t do anything stupid.

      She nods though, and even while she’s accepting my words, I know she doesn’t believe them.
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      “Where the fuck have you been?” Luna’s roaring voice echoes from the kitchen as we walk through the front door of our home. She bursts forward and runs straight up to Stella, throwing her arms around her neck and dragging her in for an embrace. “I was fucking terrified that Danner had you, or you guys wouldn’t come back, or—”

      “I’m okay. We’re okay,” Stella’s muffled voice sounds through being pressed firmly against Luna. I can see how relaxed she instantly is in her sister’s arms. Stella clings to her tightly, her own need to connect with Luna after last night is clear.

      Elijah leans against the doorframe to the kitchen, his arms casually crossed in front of his chest. “You could have given us a heads up, you fucking dick.”

      I shut the door behind me and turn to face them. “I did, when I sent you a text.”

      “Not what I mean, and you know it.”

      I sigh, “We had to do this on our own. It would have been a waste to worry you guys before we even left.”

      “So did ya’ll fuck yet or what?” Leon’s arrogant voice breaks through from my right and I realize he’s perched comfortably on our fucking couch, eating a bag of goddamn Doritos while his eyes bounce back and forth between Stella and I.

      “None of your fucking business—”

      “Hell yes. And sorry babe, but I don’t think I’ll be feeding from you again anytime soon,” Stella chimes in humorously. I’m glad to see she’s making jokes now, maybe she’s feeling more comfortable. More at home.

      “No, she definitely fucking won’t be,” I reply harshly as I step forward and quickly fist her hair in my hand, tugging her head back while Luna still holds her. Just enough to press a selfish kiss to her lips in front of everyone in this house and show them who the hell she belongs to.

      “All right, all right. I get it. Hog the little vixen all to yourself,” Leon surrenders.

      I release my hold and she straightens her spine, stepping out of her sister’s grasp before moving to the stair case. “I’m going to upstairs for a bit. Just going to unwind,” she offers a placating smile and I narrow my eyes, but let her go. I understand she has a lot to process right now.

      Stella turns away from us and climbs the stairs before disappearing down the hallway to her room. I watch as her frame tenses, and a wash of unease flows through me. I can’t tell if it’s my own overly cautious thoughts, or if I’m picking up on Stella’s continued irrational fears.
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      I don’t go to my room.

      I keep walking straight down the hallway until I see Amelia’s door, cracked open just slightly. I have to talk to her, I have to tell her that those last words she spoke to me, helped. Even if only a little.

      When I reach her door, I knock before opening it further and I hear the sudden shuffle of a book or something closing and then being quickly placed somewhere else. I peek in, justifying the breech in privacy by reminding myself that she isn’t really allowed to have much secrecy. Not with everything she’s done to all of us. But I was right, it was a book and she’s hastily trying to jam it in the small bookshelf that sets next to her bed.

      “What do you want?” she bites out starkly.

      I take it as an invitation and push her door open wider, stepping inside and shutting it behind me.

      “I wanted to say thank you,” I reply with my own challenging tone. “For what you told me before I left for the Underworld.”

      Her ice blue eyes meet mine as she silently watches me. Her long-sleeved red sweater is pulled up around her fists. She sits cross legged on her bed, her arms resting in her lap. She doesn’t offer any acknowledgement, no response other than her cold words flowing through the space between us. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “About it not being real, whatever I had to do to get to the door—”

      “I didn’t say any of that. So, get the fuck out of my room and leave me alone.”

      I pause, my eyes widening at her clear denial of doing something good in order to help. As if she doesn’t want anyone to know, doesn’t ever want it spoken about again. For a second, I think about pushing her into talking. Force her to tell me about whatever is happening with her eyes and with the things she’s clearly hiding.

      But just as I’m about to press her for the information, her door flies open behind me and Nathanial stalks in.

      “Get out here,” he says to me, his voice heavy with tension and restraint.

      Chills run over my shoulders and down my spine, but I look back to Amelia who sits with mild interest coating her features. Her eyes look back at Nathanial and I, seemingly waiting for him to share whatever it is he wants to say. But it’s clear he isn’t sharing anything in front of her. I turn without another word and follow Nathanial out into the hallway, shutting her door behind me.

      He suddenly grips me tightly by the elbow and drags me to his room where he closes us in alone. I’ve actually never been in his room before. He’s been shoving me away for so long that this is the first time he’s willingly pulled me in here. It’s dark, he has long black drapes that block out any light, and I quickly recognize the fact that he has a similar bed to the one we used in Hell.

      Before I have much of a chance to process my surroundings, he has me slammed back against the wall as he plants each of his hands on either side of my face. His broad chest is rising and falling quickly, his large frame drowning me in everything that is him. My body reacts, my mind responds, everything tuned into the heat he’s putting off. I know something is wrong, but he leans in closer and all of my thoughts are quickly distracted by the nearness of him.

      “Where is your head right now, Stells?” He speaks roughly, the words sounding like gravel coming out of his throat.

      Fuck.

      I’ll admit, I’ve been a little preoccupied in my head since I woke up today. I can’t stop thinking about Danner visiting me last night, the things he said, or his continued threats to find me. I need to figure out a way to get rid of Danner while keeping everyone around me safe.

      I hesitate in answering, so Nathanial’s tight grip lands on my chin as he shifts my head up in order to meet his eyes. “Answer me.”

      I swallow, forcing back the lump that’s built in my throat over the fears I’ve been having in all of this. “My head is focused on where it needs to be, on keeping you all safe and the fuck away from Danner.”

      His thumb traces a heavy line against my lower lip, tugging it down before releasing it again. “Stop,” he orders. “Stop worrying about the rest of us when we’re fine. We’re safe. No one knows where we are here.”

      “You don’t know that it’ll stay that way. You don’t know that he hasn’t already found out where we live,” I speak quietly, frantically while my mind begins spiraling.

      “I do know that. Because we just got word that Sunan and Danner were spotted near the Capital. They don’t know where to go or where to look. So, they resort to sticking close to where they know we’ve been,” he explains. He speaks slowly. Deliberately saying the words in a way that will affect and remind me that I’m safe here—that we’re all safe here.

      I take a deep breath in and drop my head against the wall, letting my eyes fall shut in relief. I’m still breathing heavily when I feel his lips land on my jaw line, slowly moving back until he can graze them down my neck.

      “Elijah and I are going to look for them,” he says as he continues trailing his lips across my heated skin. My heartbeat picks up, sparks of fire burst in my chest. “We’ll be back later tonight. But you, Luna, and Amelia are staying here. Leon will stay here as well, and Alf will be around if necessary.” His voice is low as it licks around me like fire. But the actual words he’s speaking begin registering in my mind. He’s distracting though, intoxicating me with his touch.

      “No,” I say as I slip my hand to the back of his neck and pull him even closer. One of his hands drops to the belt on my shorts as he quickly unbuckles it. “Don’t leave.”

      “Not happening, baby girl. I have to, but I want a piece of you before I go.” He rips the belt through my loops in one, hard pull before he reaches behind and tucks it into the pocket of his slacks. His lips come back up to my mouth as he claims me. His hands slip up the front of my cropped Tee, lifting it just enough to expose my breasts while he yanks the front of my bra down.

      “I don’t want you going near him, Nathanial. Not until we know how to stop him,” I beg, just as my body grows more frantic, more needy and ready to have him take me. I’m turned on, my pussy wet and aching for his touch.

      “I already know how to stop him,” he says as he pulls on one of my nipples, tugging it between his fingers until it pinches in pain. And then he bends down and licks me, sliding his tongue flat over the hard tip before he sucks it into his mouth.

      “Shit,” I moan as my legs begin to weaken and I have to find the strength to hold myself steady.

      Nathanial grips the waistband of my shorts and he tugs them down my legs until they’ve fallen around my ankles. I try to step out of them, but he stops me and literally flips me around so that I’m pressed tightly against the wall and my legs are trapped in my clothing. He pulls my waist back so that I’m bent over for him, exposed for his perusal.

      He kicks my feet wider apart, so the denim pulls tight around my ankles and I’m standing there in only my fishnets and the cropped tee pulled above my tits.

      “I’ve wanted to fuck you all day in these,” he says, his voice husky with desire while he pulls the waistband and lets it snap back against my skin. He lays both of his hands flat against my waist and slowly slides them downwards, grazing over my ass where he pauses and kneads my flesh. He grinds his hard cock against my ass before he quickly pulls away and crashes his hand against my pussy. I uncontrollably flinch at that pleasure of it. “You’re going to stay home tonight. You’ll call me if you hear anything, if Danner visits you or says anything new. Understand?”

      I nod in acceptance, but my heart kicks even faster as he reaches behind and pulls my belt from his slacks. It’s already folded in half and just as I think he might bind my hands with it, he brings it back and hits my ass.

      Only this time, the leather bites into my flesh in an entirely new kind of pain and desire. “Say yes,” he orders. The sting radiates from my flesh and I’m positive he’s left a mark.

      I hesitate as my mind whirls and tries to process what he demanded of me before. The pain has surged a new erotic fog over my thoughts, and I remain silent for only a moment too long.

      Slap. Again, the leather tears at my ass, but this time falls closer to the apex of my thighs. It sends a spiraling hurricane of both desire and pain coursing through me. I moan out in pleas as I try to catch my breath when his hand slowly begins moving over the places he inflicted.

      “Be a fucking good girl and answer me,” he whispers against my ear. His breath is a hot touch of searing need.

      “Yes. Yes,” I cry out, and he drops the belt to the floor. He reaches one hand down and in between my legs, slipping a finger through my soaked pussy and the thin fabric of my fishnets. He groans as he leans forward and does it again, shifting the tights just enough that he can slip a finger inside of me. “I need this. Need your slick pussy wrapped around my fucking cock, okay Stella?”

      I verbalize my response quickly now, knowing that’s what he wants from me. “Yes, fuck. Yes. Okay.” My breaths are skyrocketing, my heart slamming, my pussy pulsing. All in sync with each other, my body is completely responsive and feeding from our energy. I can’t get enough of him, of these moments where he’s annihilating me and giving me everything I want at the same time. I’m being ripped apart and pieced back together in dark, seductive chaos.

      He bends down and kisses a trail down my spine and over my ass. His hands follow every movement as they rake up and down my blazing skin. Once he gets to the apex of my thighs, he slides his fingers into the fishnets and rips them apart, tearing the fabric so that I’m completely on display for him. He presses his mouth to my core, licking his way through me for only a brief moment before he stands back up and I hear him unzipping his slacks.

      Before I even have a second to catch my breath, his wide head is pushing against my entrance, sliding inside until he’s stretched and filled me entirely. I gasp at the feeling of him, of how thick and fucking big he is, but I quickly fall into moans and heavy breaths as he starts moving inside of me.

      He pulls out slowly and then powerfully thrusts insides while he moves his hand around the front of my waist. He drops it lower until he can graze against my clit, playing with my pussy while he fucks me.

      “I wish I could take my fucking time with you right now, but I have to go,” he says against my shoulder before he uses his other hand to grip my hair and pull my head back. His lips land on mine while he continues thrusting, and then his tongue slides inside my mouth to do the same. “So, I’m going to fuck you hard and fast, and then I’ll be back tonight to taste everything I’ve left behind.”

      He’s dominating me, using me, giving to me, and taking for himself as he picks up his speed and pounds me against the wall. I’m absolutely positive every single person in this house can hear us, and I don’t give a shit.

      I whimper against his mouth, moaning and arching my ass into him, giving him more of me. Both our releases climb and crest at the same time, but I unravel first, the coil whipping and snapping through my body while my pussy milks his cock and he comes inside of me. I take it, without a second thought because I fucking want it.

      He slows down and we ride out the wave of release together until we’ve caught our breath. He pulls back to tug up his slacks and slips his heavy cock back inside. I turn around but fall against the wall, not even bothering to touch my outfit. I don’t care, and I’m about to go to bed and rest anyway.

      Nathanial reaches forward and wraps his hand around my jaw, forcing my head to look at him as he speaks. “Don’t take a shower. Don’t wash up. I want you to smell like me when I get back. I want you to feel me inside you while I’m gone, the way I’ve marked you like you should be. Because you’re mine.”

      “Yes, daddy,” I say quietly and I let the tiniest bit of sarcasm lace my voice while a smirk tugs at my lips. He leans down and kisses me again, biting my lip and smacking my ass again before he turns to walk out the door.

      “Sleep in my bed. I’ll be back tonight.”

      “Be careful, Nathanial. I’m serious,” I remind him as I turn around and peel the fishnets slowly down my thighs. I look back over my shoulder and see him watching me, so I arch my back a bit more and make a show of it.

      “Get the fuck in my bed and be ready for me when I get back.”

      I laugh as he turns around and shuts the door behind him and then I crawl up into his bed as I pull my shirt and bra off as well. Completely naked, just like he’ll want me and exactly how I want to be.
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      “My sweet Stella,” his vile voice croons in my ear. “Come here, Stella.”

      I don’t see anything. I’m barely coming awake inside of this nightmare. But I know who it is, who it always is.

      “I told you I would find you,” he arrogantly says. I disregard him, it isn’t the first time he’s made comments like this. Nathanial said he was lying. He’s always lying. “Don’t ignore me this time, little girl. I can guarantee you won’t like the way I punish you.”

      “Shut the hell up, Danner,” I bite out into the darkness and just as I speak, he appears before me, slowly constructing the dream he wants to create. I glance down at myself, and appreciate a quick moment of my own strength, because I’m dressed. Ever since Nathanial and I gave into each other, ever since I’ve fed more consistently, I’ve been strong enough to alter tiny aspects of these nightmares. My lack of clothing being one of them.

      “Watch your fucking mouth when you speak to me, Stella.” His voice is hard, and he stands before me in his black leather pants and usual bare torso.

      I want to hit him, punch him the goddamn dick for what he says. But I’m caught off guard when the dream starts manifesting into something I’ve never seen him create before. My heart begins racing, but I try to logically explain away what I’m seeing. It isn’t possible.

      Danner smiles, a cold and detached look crosses his face as he watches my reaction.

      “Surprised, are you? I told you I’d find you. It was your mistake to take my promises so lightly.” His hand launches forward and wraps tightly around my throat. I try to push away from him but the scenery around me is twisting my mind into fear and regret.

      It’s the woods, the ones behind our house. Our back-fucking-yard that him and I stand in during this nightmare. How could he know what this looks like? Unless he found me.

      He found me.

      Danner drags me forward and against his chest as he drops head and grazes his lips against my ear. “I found you, you little bitch. Now you better get the fuck outside before I come in there and slaughter your fucking sister.”

      

      I bolt awake, snapping straight up in bed as I gasp for my own breath. I frantically search the room for Nathanial and don’t see him, the other side of the bed is empty and cold where he should be.

      Internally, I panic. I search for the clock next to his bed and see that the time is nearly two in the morning. It’s far too late, and Nathanial should be fucking back by now. My mind begins spiraling with uncontrolled possibilities of what could have happened to them. Are they hurt? Does Danner have Nathanial? If something was wrong, I believe Luna would be in here waking me up and letting me know with her bond to Elijah. But it seems she’s still asleep, probably exhausted from the discomfort she’s feeling being apart from her Fated.

      I don’t have any other choices. Not now that he’s found me. I can’t let my mind think of anything else. No regrets, not when it comes to protecting my family. I reach over and grab my phone, forcing back the tears as I send Nathanial a quick text. I have to. This is it, and I can’t leave without him hearing, or seeing the words I want him to remember when he gets home and I’m gone.

      I love you.

      We haven’t said it, and I don’t care at this point. I know it, and I’m sure he does too. We’ve all but said it explicitly and now, I want to give that to him. I painfully click send and turn off my phone, leaving it on his nightstand. I don’t want them to find me. I can’t have them risking their lives for the situation I’ve found myself in. I won’t give them up for my own safety.

      I reach down and throw on my shorts and tee shirt. I was going to take one of Nathanial’s but I don’t want Danner to be any angrier than he already is. I quickly throw on my boots and race out the door, careful not to wake anyone in the house as I hurry down the stairs and turn toward the kitchen.

      “Where are you going little Succubus?” Leon’s voice breaks out from the sitting room and crashes around me, sending me yelping back in surprise.

      “Fucking hell, Leon,” I say, resting a hand over my racing heart. I don’t have time for this shit. “I’m going out back for a minute. Just getting some fresh air, you know. I’m worried that Nathanial and Elijah haven’t gotten back yet,” I lie, sort of. I am worried, but I have other reasons for racing out back.

      “I’m sure Luna would know if something was wrong. They texted me not too long ago and said they spotted Sunan. They were trailing her for a little longer before they came back.”

      Relief floods my mind. He’s right, Luna would know and the fact that they sent him an update about Sunan has me feeling reassured. They’re safe. They’re busy.

      “Oh great,” I say as I take another step towards the kitchen. “I’m still going to take a breather. But I’ll be back in just a bit.”

      “I swear, if you aren’t back in ten minutes. I’m coming out there and dragging your ass back inside. They’ll be home soon,” he says as he leans back down on the couch and continues browsing through his phone.

      “Ten minutes, got it.”

      Without a second glance back, I hurry through the back of the house and out into the yard. Once I’m free, I run. I fucking race through the dark woods in search of the man I’m surrendering to.

      Déjà vu flashes in my mind as I walk across the grass and dirt. As unknown sounds break through the bushes and trees around me, I can’t help but think of the other night. When I was in such a similar situation, experiencing unfortunately parallel feelings.

      I keep walking until I’m a decent distance from the house. It’s been almost ten minutes already and I know Leon will come looking. But hopefully Danner finds me first and I can get away before anything transpires.

      I pause my steps and look around, scanning the trees for any possible sight of him. The moon is high and bright at this time, the light giving me glimpses amongst the forestry to know where I am behind the house. I don’t think I’m far enough away, so I decide to keep running. The farther I get, the braver I am in calling out his name, hoping to find him quickly. But he doesn’t respond, no one does and suddenly a new sense of fear unravels inside of me.

      “What the hell?” I mutter as I turn around and continue searching.

      Suddenly, I hear heavy footfalls. They’re approaching fast and I’m terrified to realize that Danner is coming for me. I have to be ready to convince him not to go to the house, not to punish me for staying away.

      I square my shoulders and bend my knees, bringing my hands up and in front of me as I anxiously await his appearance. Louder, louder, quicker, faster.

      “I swear to God, Stella. You’re fucking dead when I get my hands on you,” Nathanial’s voice roars through the trees as he emerges from the forest and stalks towards me. His hands grip my shoulders tightly as he pushes me backwards and I have to try and steady my feet in order to stay upright. He’s livid, vibrating with rage as he dips his head to invade my space. “I could fucking beat your ass for this.”

      “I have to,” I whisper as I try to shove him away from me. I yank my shoulders back but he’s quick and wraps his fingers around my wrists.

      “No, you sure as Hell fucking don’t. It’s a goddamn trap, Stells. Whatever the fuck he said to you. It’s a trap.” He yanks me forward and against his chest as he firmly holds me in place, pinning my hands down at my sides so that I can’t get away from him.

      Tears well in my eyes as I succumb to the feeling of his body, to his strength and power as it envelopes me. The tension is thick and heavy between us, it’s powerfully consuming my mind and working through my torso as I try to detach myself from him internally. I don’t want this to be harder than it has to be.

      “It isn’t a lie, Nathanial. Not this time,” I start, but my voice breaks as I force the words out of my mouth. “He found me. In the dream, it was here.”

      His eyes rake over my face in confusion, narrowing just slightly as he tries to understand what I’m saying. “What do you mean, it was here? Like in the house? In the yard?”

      “Here, in this forest. It was here, Nathanial. He’d only be able to create that if he knew where it was. If I don’t go, he kills you. He kills Luna, Elijah. I’m sure he’ll get Leon and Amelia too.” I speak frantically as panic whirls inside my gut. Every decision I’ve made has led me to this moment. It’s doomed my family and the people I love because I wasn’t brave enough to take care of it when he was first searching for me.

      The tears spill over my cheeks and stain my face. I’m sobbing and I can’t manage to steady my racing thoughts or destructive emotions. “He’s here.”

      Nathanial wraps his arms around my shoulders as he releases my hands. I slide them around his waist and cling to his shirt, justifying the closeness as my way of saying goodbye.

      “There’s no way, Stella. No way,” Nathanial says quietly, but I hear the confusion lining his tone. He’s concerned. That’s all I need to know I’m doing the right thing.

      “Did you see him with Sunan?” I ask, hoping that maybe there’s a chance he was with her, maybe he isn’t here and maybe this is all a trick.

      He hesitates before answering, and my heart sinks into my stomach. “No.”

      I take a deep breath, inhaling his scent into my lungs. Memorizing the feel of his body against mine before I take a step back and out of his arms. But he doesn’t let me go, fuck. Nathanial won’t ever let me go.

      “You have to,” I whisper as I quickly wipe at the tears under my eyes. “This is the best thing for all of us.” He steps forward but I lift my hand and swiftly place it between us, stopping his movements. “Please, I can’t do this to all of you. Please just let me go.”

      “Fuck no,” he shoots forward and roughly knocks my hand away as he grips my face in his palms. “Listen to me,” he starts, his lips flatten into a tight line on his face and he grits the words out at a deliberately slow pace. He bends his head so it’s directly in front of mine, crowding me in only him. “I will never let you go. Do you hear me? Not ever. I just fucking got you, and I don’t give a fuck who tries to take you away. Not Lucifer, not that piece of shit Danner, not Leon, not one goddamn person is going to make that happen.”

      He rushes forward and presses a hard kiss to my lips. It’s painful, and sharp. A powerful claim he paints my body with and I try to push him away. I shove my fists at his chest, try to yank my head away from his but he doesn’t let me. He won’t let me go. His body devours me, his mouth declaring our bond in a way that goes beyond what our blood can give us. No, this is different, and I can’t help but submit to him. I open my lips and let him slide in, our tongues clash and our teeth collide together in a searing kiss of desperate need.

      “You’re not going. Get that idea out of your fucking head right now or I will tie you up in a basement somewhere you don’t know the location of, and I will never let you sleep again. I’ll keep you awake, keep you away from Danner until you fully comprehend the fact that he will never own you.” He tilts my head up and lets his gaze bore into me, punishing me all on their own in the ways only he can do.

      I still struggle to believe we’ll get out of this in a different way. But a thought springs to my mind as I think of how we can possibly find him before he finds us.

      “Let me project,” I start, realizing that I can locate him if I throw myself above the forest. Maybe I can catch a birds-eye view of him. “I can see if he’s near. If I can look above the forest, I can see if he’s in the woods or if he was lying.”
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      He watches me warily, clearly trying to decide if this is the right decision or not.

      “Fine,” he says after a moment. A relieved smiles spreads across my lips but falls far too quickly when he continues speaking. “But I’m projecting as well. We go together, or not at all.”

      I scoff, “Absolutely not. I have this pendant, the one that protects me.” I reach up and drift a finger over the amethyst that drips from the choker Leon gave me. “You do not. Leon hasn’t gotten yours yet. I’m safe while projecting, you’re not. I’ll only be a minute Nathanial, you can wait here for me and yell when you want me back.” I wave a hand around the air aimlessly, trying to help him understand that he’ll be able to communicate and dictate the situation still, without projecting himself.

      “I’ll want you back the second you fucking project. So no, not fucking happening. Now get your ass over here and let’s go together.” He reaches forward and grabs me by the wrist, pulling me against him as he turns me around in his arms, so that my back presses against his front.

      He slides his touch across my shoulders, grazing down my arms until he reaches my hands. He quickly takes them in his own, entwining his fingers through mine until we’re linked together.  He wraps himself completely around me, both our arms crossed tightly around my chest. He dips his lips against the soft skin at the nape of my neck, brushing my hair aside with his nose while he moves closer and takes a heavy breath. “Are you ready?” he asks darkly, as if he’s daring me to do this with him.

      “No, because I don’t want you projecting.” I respond dryly, but I flex my fingers within his hands and pull his body even tighter around my own.

      He laughs as he places his lips on the side of my neck and continues speaking. “Close your eyes.”

      I do as he says, shutting them tightly and focusing on the feeling I had when I projected last time. It was as if I finally let go, simply released my spirit from the binds of my body. It felt like relief, like liberation, or a yield to something so much larger than I knew existed.

      I can feel the natural draw fueling between us, the same wave of power that blooms before I can release myself into the gusty winds of its strength. I slip into a whimper as I flex my shoulders and push back against Nathanial. His strong arms tense and strain around me, dragging me closer, pressing his lips and his nose even harder against my neck.

      “Do you feel it?” he asks, his voice dropping lower and vibrating against my already electric skin. “The power. The pull your spirit has to escaping?”

      “Yes,” I reply quietly, letting go even further as Nathanial’s teeth sink into the side of my throat. I moan as we near that edge of where I’m able to disappear. He’s taking me closer, turning me on and enlivening me at the same time.

      “Stella,” he calls my name like a command and I instantly respond, turning my face towards his and seek his lips with my own. He gives them to me, sweeping his tongue inside my mouth and possessing my body with his touch. “You think you can send me a simple text message declaring your love for me?” My heart rate kicks up at the mention of what I sent him earlier and suddenly I’m anxious for his response. “Next time, you say it to my face, Stells. I love you, too.”

      And just like that, I’m gone again. His captivating words giving me the last push of power I needed to slip free of my flesh.

      I glance down at our entwined bodies, fallen on the ground of the dark forest as his spirit comes to stand next to my own. Glancing up at him, I give him a pained smile and lean up on my toes to press a kiss to his lips. I love what he said, but I hate that we had to say it in a moment like this.

      “Come on,” he takes my hand and nods to the sky so that we can get a larger view of the area below. I’m not sure how this works, but in the next second we’re peering down at the forest floor below us. It isn’t as if we’re flying, or floating, or anything ridiculous like that. It’s simply as if we’re existing here. Wherever we want to be, we access that place in spirit.

      Scanning over the grounds, I don’t see anything unusual. It’s dark, but the moonshine provides quite a bit of light to illuminate the ground below us.

      “He was lying,” I breathe out with relief and in the next moment, we’re back on the ground by our bodies. “Fuck, I’m so glad.”

      “I told you, he has no idea where you are, Stella. You’re safe here, we’ll figure out what to do.” Nathanial’s words calm my racing mind for a small period of time and I’m thankful for that. I want to get some sleep, and then figure out what we’re going to do about Danner.

      “You know the drill, you go back first. I’ll follow directly after,” Nathanial instructs as he lifts his hand and points to my collapsed physical form. I nod in understanding and move towards myself, turning to look over my shoulder at Nathanial’s projected form before I go back. “Thank you,” I say, and he offers me a knowing smile as I take my place and slip back inside my body.
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      I gasp, breathing in heavy breaths of thick air when I bolt up from the ground. I’m adjusting to being back in our dimension and lay a hand over my chest as I steady my breaths. I immediately turn to watch Nathanial, anxiously awaiting his bodies response after his return.

      Suddenly, his chest heaves with a deep breath and his eyes fly open wide. His gaze slides to me and I instantly reach a hand out to rest on his bicep. I just want to touch him, to know that we’re here together. A slight smirk pulls at the corner of his mouth as he sits up and catches his breath for just a moment longer.

      “Wow,” he says as he scrubs a hand down the front of his face. He turns to look at me, his hard gaze raking over my body from head to toe. “That was…incredible.”

      I pinch my eyes in confusion, we’ve done this before and we were only gone for a moment. Don’t get me wrong, it is incredible. The ability to astral project is still so new to me, and I am amazed when we do it. But something feels different about how he mentioned it.

      “What was?” I ask curiously, tilting my head to the side as he lifts a hand and trails his fingertips along the lengths of my hair.

      His fingers graze higher, until he’s sliding them against the back of my head while his eyes remain impassively on my own. In an instant, his fist closes tightly, catching my hair in the tightest hold he’s ever put on me and I wince at the pain as I try to shift back and relieve some of the tension. “Nathanial—” I start, but I’m quickly interrupted by his laughter as it fills the space around us. He shoves me backwards until my body crashes against the hard ground.

      “This. This is incredible. The fact that I was able to find you so fucking easily, my sweet Stella.” His words course through me, rocking my mind and ripping open my chest.

      No. No. No. It can’t be. My heart begins hammering painfully as I work to make sense of what I think is happening. It can’t be Danner, he can’t project. He can’t be the one who slipped into Nathanial’s body.

      “God, that I’ll be able to take you like this? You must be fucking thrilled, now you get both Nathanial and me. I can fuck your tight little body as him, but cripple your fucking mind like myself. This is perfection, my sweet girl. I hope you’re ready for chaos.” He lifts my head and smashes it back against the ground as a burning pain explodes through me. I gasp at the sensation and try to scramble out of his hold, but he’s fast. So fast, and in Nathanial’s body? I have absolutely no chance of escaping this.

      At first, I want to scream, beg for help. But I remember that the only people that are around is my sister, and the people who have become my family. I can’t jeopardize them, no matter how badly I need help in this instant. But how do I get Danner away and save Nathanial at the same time?

      “Get the fuck off of me,” I yell as I kick and try to break away from him. I hate this, watching his wide eyes gleam with a sense of evil I’ve never seen before. I’m staring at the man I just professed my love to and am being destroyed by the same hands. But this isn’t Nathanial, this isn’t my Fated. This is a sick and fucked up imposter.

      “Never. You’re coming with me, and I’m going to remind you exactly who you fucking belong to. Punish you for ever running away from me. Do you hear me? You little fucking coward.” His hand comes down across my face in a hard slap, sending my head whipping in the opposite direction. My eyes briefly roll back, and I try to maintain my focus, my breaths so that I can fight and stay present for all of this. I may have trained, I may be stronger than what I was before. I can win in the battle of our dreams, but don’t do so well in the physical world against someone as big and as strong as Nathanial.

      “Spread those pretty legs, Stella. Let me see that little cunt I’ve been dreaming about since we last fucked.” He leans back to grip my ankles, but I get a split second to pull my leg back while he misses the grip. As quickly as I can, I shoot my leg forward until it catches his face, busting his nose open as he spills blood across the front of his dress shirt. “You little bitch.”

      I roll over and scramble away from him, trying to catch my footing so I can run. But just as I’m about to stand, his fingers wrap around my ankle and he yanks me back to the ground. My hands fly out to catch my fall, but my head still crashes hard as he drags me towards him and climbs over my ass. His knee presses into the small of my back, pushing me down while one of his hands crushes the side of my face. I’m breathing in the dirt, and my own tears and spit are flooding the ground while I struggle against him.

      “You want it like this? You like the fight, right? I’ll fucking fight you. Don’t you worry about that,” he says arrogantly. He spits on my face as he rips my denim shorts down my ass, revealing me to him. Before I even realize it, he’s grinding his cock against me, rolling his hips while pinning me in place. He dips his head low and releases his hand from my face so that he can speak to me. “You like it when I hit you. You’ve always been sick. Perfect, but sick.” His hand slaps my cheek painfully, and I know he’s broken skin somewhere because I taste my own blood as it slips into my mouth. I’m having a hard time breathing under his heavy frame, but I can’t even think of that as his hand slides in between my legs, stroking my core with his cold fingers.

      “Danner, stop. Please, I’ll go with you. We can do this the right way, a different way. Just, leave Nathanial out of this and I’ll go with you.” I grind the words out as best I can, but my speech is starting to slur and I’m not entirely sure why. I can’t tell if the adrenaline is working through me, or if a more serious injury has emerged from the head trauma.

      He laughs, a bitter, crippling sound as I plead with him.

      There’s no way out of this, and I suddenly feel like I should have given myself to Danner a lot sooner than I did.
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      I’m going to kill him.

      I’m going to have his blood on my hands, and I’m going to savor every fucking moment of destroying him. I’ll make it painful, tear him apart limb by limb before I even consider giving him death.

      After he begs for it.

      Even then, I’ll draw it out until he succumbs to drowning in his own blood instead.

      Mother fucker slipped into my body like it was his plan all along. He waited until Stella went first, and as I took a step towards my own, he appeared, breaking through the second before I did.

      Now I’m watching him attack and attempt to rape my fucking Fated, without any ability to step in at all.

      And for that, I’m going to slaughter him. With a smile on my goddamn face.

      I’m not sure what to do, and that’s the worst part. My actual nightmare has come to life. These are our games with Lucifer manifested in front of our very eyes. So, I force myself to leave her for a moment and flash to the house, searching for some way to tell the others that Stella needs them. I find Leon on the couch, asleep. I quickly try to interact with the surroundings again but fail. My projected form won’t fucking connect. My heart races and my mind is spiraling with thoughts of getting back to her, of fucking saving her but I need to get someone corporal out there first.

      I move upstairs into Luna and Elijah’s room and find them asleep on their bed when an idea crashes into me. I can permeate dreams from my physical form, so ideally, I can do the same in my astral.

      I step near Luna and try her mind first, assuming that Elijah’s might be a more difficult break. Luna will listen to anything that involves Stella and she’ll wake Elijah when she realizes what’s happening.

      In an instant, I break through her mind—shouting, yelling at her to respond.

      “Wake the fuck up, Luna,” I grit out through clenched teeth, feeling her mind stir in her sleep. “Stella needs you.”

      She moves again, but I can feel the confusion lining her thoughts as she sleeps. So, I keep pushing, keep yelling knowing I have no time at all for this. Finally, I spit it all out. Shouting for her to wake up and go to the back forest where Danner is trying to kill Stella.

      That verbiage, a nightmare for both of them, snaps her subconscious into paying attention and I watch her eyes flutter open in bed.

      Come on, come on. Get the fuck out there.

      Suddenly, she springs up and slams a hand down on Elijah’s back as she urges him to wake. She jumps out of bed and begins throwing on whatever clothes she finds on the ground, and Elijah does the same.

      “What the fuck is going on?” he snaps as he pulls on his shirt and tries to reach for Luna. He grabs her by the arm and pulls her against him, but she’s struggling to catch her breath and voice her words.

      “Stella—” she says as she tries to pull away. Elijah grips her face tightly and forces her to stop moving for a second. I loathe the wasted seconds ticking by, I just need someone fucking out there with her.

      “Breathe, we’ll fix this. Tell me what happened,” he urges as he strokes a thumb across her cheek.

      She takes a long breath and then speaks clearly, “Stella is in trouble. Nathanial came to me in my dream. She’s in the yard, I don’t know what’s happening, but we need to go.”

      Elijah nods without another word and the two of them race out of the room. Amelia crashes into them in the hallway on her way downstairs as well. “Something’s wrong—” she says quickly and as they hurry past Leon, she snatches a small book off of one the shelves we pass and throws it at him, waking him up and alerting him to what’s happening.

      I don’t follow them. I flash back, getting to my Fated as quickly as possible. Because I’m going to be there, no matter what the fuck happens, I have to be there with her.
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      I’m crushed beneath him, but now he’s flipped me on my back so that I can look into the eyes that torture me.

      The eyes that have loved me.

      Have fucked me.

      Destroyed me.

      Saved me.

      He slaps his hand over my mouth so that I can’t make a sound, but my hands are free and I use them to claw and scratch at his face. I’m not going down without a fight, and I know that Nathanial is probably watching all of this unfold and fuck, I don’t want him to see it. But I’ll be damned if he sees me give up.

      He’s working his cock free from his slacks, getting ready to force my legs apart so that he can take what he wants. Like he used to do so long ago, when he was Danner in his own vile and manipulative body.

      I hear Luna only seconds before I watch her small figure smash into Nathanial’s side and send him rolling off the top of me. My head whips back and I see Elijah running behind her, with both Amelia and Leon behind him.

      The space around us flickers, and I know Elijah and Luna are trying to transform our surroundings. But everything is happening so quickly, and I doubt Elijah wanted Luna to dive headfirst against the enemy.

      I try to scramble up so I can tell them what’s happening. I rip my shorts back up legs just as Nathanial rolls over the top of Luna and stands up, yanking her by her hair and dragging her across the forest floor.

      Elijah falters for the briefest moment, only because it’s Nathanial and he doesn’t understand what’s happening with his brother. But he clearly doesn’t give a fuck who it is because he storms forward in attack. Nathanial reaches back and whips a blade forward, pressing it sharply into the side of Luna’s throat as his gaze falls heavily on Elijah, halting his steps.

      “It’s Danner,” I say quickly, as I climb to my feet and stand. “He slipped into Nathanial’s body when we projected.”

      I hear Leon groan from behind us. “Mother fucking idiot.”

      “Take a step closer and I slit her fucking throat,” Nathanial’s voice sounds around us and honestly, it’s painful. Because he still sounds like Nathanial, like our family. But it’s not him, and I have to force myself to remember that. Even as all of my fears from Lucifer’s games come hurtling back to my mind, as the tears threaten to spill from my eyes while I watch his hands around my sister.

      I’ve been here before. I can push through this, think more logically than what I did then. I shut my eyes for a moment, forcing quick but steady breaths as Elijah’s form tenses in front of me.

      “I swear to God, I don’t care who’s fucking body you’re infesting you sick fuck, I will kill you.” Elijah spits on the ground as his eyes dart to Luna’s. Her figure is trembling, but she’s stronger than she was in Lucifer’s game. She holds herself steady, keeping her narrowed eyes on her Fated while she tries to stay calm.

      A new terrifying fear envelops me at his words. I understand, but he can’t kill his brother. He can’t kill my Nathanial, I need him. I have to get him back. I need both him and my sister.

      Just as I’m working every possible angle through my mind, I feel a small prick of pain in my lower back as a slender hand slides up and around the front of my throat.

      “Danner,” Amelia’s cold voice rings out behind me and my heart sinks even further in my chest. The air around us freezes, turning sinister and volatile. She presses a knife against my skin, piercing it just slightly as her grip tightens and she holds me against her frame. “You want Stella? Does she need to be alive? Or dead?”

      I tilt my head back to look at her and a flash of defeat fires in me at the sight. Her eyes are red, the same as they were that day she seemingly lost control in the woods. And those slick red trails of blood are slipping down across her cheeks.

      “Amelia,” I start, trying to speak quietly as I implore her. “You don’t have to do this. You have a choice, you always have a choice.”

      She stabs the knife even further into my back and I cry out at the pain. It’s the first time I hear a sound from Luna and when my eyes fall to her, she’s watching Amelia and me. I look to Elijah, who’s eyes are slowly trailing behind us. I can only assume Leon is coming closer, maybe trying to stop Amelia before this nightmare demolishes us.

      “I never have the choice, Stella. Don’t you understand that by now?” she grits the words against my ear as she deliberately sinks the blade into my back.

      “No!” Danner’s voice rings out ahead of me, but at the exact same time, Amelia whispers something quietly against my ear. She presses the knife in farther, twisting it inside of my flesh as my knees buckle and I fall to the ground below. Blood spills out of me and coats my stomach, my legs, but she keeps saying the words over and over again in my ear. Forcing me to hear them, to remember them. “Ol, Stella, half-breed of both the Underworld and Arcadia, allar ol cnila de yours g sibsi. Ol darbs de a etharzi c ge congamphlgh ca el.”

      Leon must leap towards her from behind, just as Danner releases Luna to run towards me. But Amelia is quicker than both of them and she darts forward, connecting with Nathanial just as she drives the knife through his gut as well.

      I scream out, in both my own pain and the idea of losing Nathanial when she turns to look at me. The blood from her eyes coats her skin in wild pools of red, her body fights whatever is clearly taking root inside her mind and Elijah is rushing to gather Luna up in his arms.

      “Say it!” Amelia shouts, and I realize she’s referring to the words she chanted in my ear. “Say it now, Stella!”

      Leon comes up behind me and pulls me back against him as I try to catch my breath and remember the correct phrasing. Nathanial rears back as he yanks the knife from his stomach and throws his elbow against Amelia’s face, knocking her out entirely as she collides with the ground.

      “The bond, initiate the bond, Red! Danner’s spirit can’t remain in his body if you’re bonding Nathanial’s blood.”

      Elijah joins us, yelling the words out as well so that I can follow along. Leon whispers them in my ear and the three of us work together to form my own blood bond with Nathanial. I don’t care about the repercussions, I don’t care about ruling a portion of Hell. I care about having Nathanial like I need him—alive and safe and as my other half.

      “Ol, Stella half-breed of both the Underworld and Arcadia, allar ol cnila de yours g sibsi.

      Ol darbs de a etharzi c ge congamphlgh ca el.”

      I stumble over the words, but I quickly catch on just as Nathanial begins crawling to me, his hand presses tightly against his stomach as blood spills through his fingers.

      “You fucking bitch, you’re going to pay for this,” he starts, but his head whips back and his lips curl over his teeth in pain.

      I keep chanting the phrase, with Leon and Elijah helping me along. My own pain is radiating through my back, but the adrenaline helps keep the agony at bay. I can feel the blood leaving my body, but I can also sense the power of the bond blooming between us.

      It’s a chaotic, messy collision of desperation. The two of us injured so badly that our bodies are seeking each other’s essence, the life force that we have to offer. Our blood is being called to the forefront, our Fated bond being given everything it’s been dying for all this time.

      Nathanial’s hand grips my ankle as he drags me underneath him and I can tell its still Danner inside of his body. His hand rises to my throat, as Leon shoots forward to attack but I yell out before he connects. “Leave us,” I choke through my tightened windpipe. I try to drag in gulps of air but he’s cutting me off.

      I can get to Nathanial, I know I can. I don’t want anyone to interfere at this point, just let me do this on my own now. I know our bond is fusing, so I keep breathing the words out as best I can, saying them over and over and over again while Nathanial’s hand shakes against my throat.

      He’s fighting, and he roars out in pain as his hand releases its hold by only a fraction. I lift my own fingers, covered with my own blood to press against the wound on his stomach while I continue speaking. Urging him to return, to take his own form back, to bond with my own and for us to become one.

      A new wave of power rips through me. The flames in my chest explode and spiral across my arms and legs. I arch my back off the ground and Nathanial releases my throat completely. His hands fall to the dirt on either side of my face as the blood bond fuses and unifies us solitarily.

      I feel everything course through my body as new. The relinquish of Danner’s spirit as Nathanial comes rushing back to the forefront floods my mind in relief. An energizing strength and influence surges through my body as his hand moves to grip the front of my shirt. He wraps it around his fist tightly and for a split second, I sure as hell hope everyone has left us the fuck alone. But my mind is so completely consumed by Nathanial, by the emotions and rising energy that’s taking root that I simply don’t think of it for long.

      He releases my shirt and grips my waist tightly, his long fingers spanning across my ribs as he flexes and pulls my body against his. The pain of the injury on my back is diminishing by the second and the easy flow of blood that was spilling from Nathanial has now slowed entirely.

      Suddenly, his lips crash against mine in a kiss that crumbles us both. All the control held, the fears of what almost happened disappear into the background as we find each other for what feels like the first time.

      It’s a catastrophic downfall, the two of us. We’re darkness and light, a harmonic blend that craves the descent into Hell we’re surrendering to.

      This is it, by bonding like this we’ve decided to Fall even further. But I’m not afraid of it, not anymore. Somehow, we’ll make this work because I’m finally completed in a way I didn’t even realize I wanted.

      He sits back and grips my waist in order to drag me up and against him. I wrap my legs around his hips as one hand slides around the nape of my neck while we yield to each other. His tongue moves into my mouth as he tastes me, rocking his hips against my core until my pussy is wet and grinding back against him.

      “I thought you were gone,” I breathe out in between the hard crashes of our mouths. I realize I don’t know exactly where Danner has gone, but at this moment I don’t care. We’ll find him, together. “I thought that was it.”

      He pulls back just briefly, letting his hand slip between us so that he can work the front of my shorts down my thighs. “Never,” he says once he’s pulled them free of my legs. “You’re mine, forever. You’ll never lose me and I will destroy anyone who gets in between you and I.” He reaches the front of his slacks as he pulls his own cock free and drags it through my slick core. I writhe against him, moaning in surprise at how this feels so different from before.

      I can feel everything pulsing between us. His emotions coursing through my blood, I finally know exactly where he stands. This was right, this is worth everything we’ve been through, and everything we’re going to have to do now that we’re bonded.

      He’s my Fated, and I’ve completely submitted to this raging wildfire between us.
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      She’s flooding me with her emotions, and while I never put much stock in how that would feel before I met her, I sure as hell crave it now. She’s feeding my Incubus completely, consistently. It’s as if there’s never any need to feed again because our united bond is a continuous tether of energy.

      She’s my addiction, my fixation, my fucking oxygen and the need to mark her slams through my chest and throbs through my stiff cock.

      “Fuck me,” she begs as I continue teasing her entrance with only the tip. God, I love this. Having her at my mercy, needing her fucking fill of me while she shifts and rocks in greedy desire.

      My mind is solely focused on her, on the connection we’re both seeking from each other. I know that Danner never actually found her, he doesn’t know where these woods are and I’m positive his body was with Sunan when Elijah and I were looking for them. That’s how he tricked us into the perfect position for him to slip in and make his fucking move.

      But I’ll find him. I’ll slaughter him and show him exactly who Stella belongs to. Just like I told him I would when I claimed her at his attack on Luna at Elijah’s old house. When he tried to take her away from me, fuck that. He should’ve known then this would end with his blood on my hands.

      “This is what you want, baby girl?” I say as I slowly push inside her, stretching her open while her sweet voice gasps in my ear.

      “Yes please,” she moans and I thrust my hips up to fill her completely.

      “Finally,” I breathe out as I take her mouth once again. Tasting her body, working against her pussy while we speak with this new voice of communication between us.

      Our blood. Our bodies. Our souls. All speaking as one raging ocean of waves and collisions.

      I continue moving inside her while I fist her hair and tug her head back. I expose the entire long column of her neck as I trail my tongue along her flesh. I bite into her, nipping at her milky skin before pressing my lips against her in heated kisses.

      “I want to bleed with you,” she says quickly, while both of our releases begin tightening inside of us. I can feel it, on both our ends, but we both crave the touch of darkness that brings us even closer together.

      “It’s a little different now,” I explain while I let my hand fall to ground in search of the knife I had earlier. I brought it out here in case I would need it against Danner and ended up using it against Luna when he controlled my body. But thankfully he didn’t get far in hurting her before Amelia stepped in, simultaneously wounding and saving us. “Our blood bond will heal us at a quicker pace than what our Succubus and Incubus did before.”

      “I don’t care,” she says as she slows her movements along my cock and very intentionally draws out our pleasure.

      A smirk pulls at my lips as I lean forward and lay her back against the ground. My fingers wrap around the hilt of the knife when I grip her wrist and bring it between both of us. I slide the tip of blade through her skin in a shallow cut that releases the blood we both feel in our veins. It’s powerful, this intentional show of vulnerability, and I pass her the blade so that she can do the same to me.

      She takes my own arm in hers as she confidently pierces the soft skin on my forearm. Her eyes stay locked on to mine and she’s the one who sucks in a shallow breath when the pain pricks my own flesh. Her back arches off the ground while she drags the blade down my arm in a short stretch of stinging pain. But I love it, and I know she does too because her eyelids slip lower and her legs fall even wider apart as I roll into them again.

      She drops the blade and I reach for her wrist, bringing it up so that it’s only an inch from my mouth while I watch her. “I’m going to devour you, baby girl. Feast on your flesh and fill you with my cock until it’s only me you see.”

      I trail my tongue along the shallow cut on her wrist, tasting her while my thrusts fill her tight pussy at a faster pace. She moans as her eyes watch the movement of my lips, her hips rising up to meet mine with each drive I take into her. “I’ve wanted this for so long with you,” I whisper. “Every moment since we met I knew you were meant to be mine.” Her eyes drift closed and I feel her passion raging through our blood. I can taste it on her skin, it’s spilling from her pores.

      I grip her waist again and pull her up against me so that she’s straddling my hips and knees like before. I fist her hair and pull her head back while lifting my own arm to her lips. She shifts forward so she can get close enough to taste my own blood, feed off of me herself while we ravage every possible part of each other’s bodies.

      “You’re perfection, Stella. I only pushed you away because I believed I was keeping you safe. But God, now that I have you? I’m never letting go.” I slap my hand hard against her ass as she moves against me and yelps a seductive sound that quickly turns into a moan. Her body fucking sings, harmonizing with my own in a melody of dark sins and euphoric possession.

      I can’t get enough, and soon we’re both thrusting and reaching our releases as I claim her mouth once again and her pussy milks and pulses around my cock.

      We both slow our pace and I lay her back so I can pull out. We catch our breaths, the remaining high still lingering in our blood and through our bond together. I pull her on top of me as my eyes meet hers in all seriousness. “You know what this means,” I remind her, making sure she knows what we’re going to have to do.

      “Yes, I know,” she replies honestly and I wait to feel the spark of regret in our bond.

      But it never comes, and instead a feel a wash of excitement that vibrates through our blood.

      “It’ll be worth it in the end, baby girl. We’ll make it work,” I say as I let my hand graze down the soft skin of her back and over her ass.

      “I’m not afraid,” she whispers as her brave blue eyes look up to meet my own. I feel her truth, and I love the fact that she’s owning every part of it. This massive pitfall I thought would break us, we’re taking it and shouldering it together. “Because I have you. Finally, and wholly, in every way I could ever need.”

      I lift my head as I grip the nape of her neck and pull her lips against mine once again. I kiss her in a wild and reckless way, a moment of pure vulnerability and release. It’s messy, and chaotic as our lips collide and our tongues dance with devotion. “I love you,” I say once more, reminding her in both my words and our newly established bond. “With everything that I am and in everything that we’re becoming. You’re mine.”
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      I step back into the house as Nathanial follows behind me. The chaotic burst of voices wrap around us as we move through the kitchen and into the sitting room where everyone awaits us.

      At first glance, I’m confused. Amelia seems to be tied up in the corner of the room, her hands are bound above her head, where Leon holds her tightly in place. Her cheeks are stained red and her face is completely flat, emotionless as she silently watches the people around her.

      “Stella,” Luna’s voice interrupts the conversation when she launches towards me. She shoves me backwards in a hard embrace and I fall against Nathanial’s chest. His strong hands wrap around my waist and he holds me steady.

      “Luna,” I reply, feeling that sudden burst of relief at her safety. I’m sure Elijah healed her after they all left us alone. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “I would have killed you,” Elijah’s hard voice cracks around us as he directs it towards Nathanial. I glance up to look at his response, but he doesn’t even flinch at the confession.

      “I know,” he replies dryly.

      Elijah drops his gaze to mine and then meets his brother’s again. “But now you understand.”

      He pauses before answering, his shoulders squaring and a tick settles in the base of his jaw. “I’ve always understood, brother.”

      It’s quiet for a moment, but Elijah nods in acknowledgement and the conversation moves on to another topic.

      “Why is Amelia tied up?” I ask, looking to Leon for answers.

      “Because this little witch tried to kill you. And we don’t know what the fuck is happening with this bullshit,” he bites out as he grabs her hair and roughly yanks it back, showcasing her eyes. She doesn’t yelp, she doesn’t cry out. She simply accepts his punishment and refuses to respond.

      “No, she didn’t,” I say and take a step forward, coming to stand directly in front of Leon and Amelia. “She’s the one who told me to initiate the bond.” I let my gaze fall harshly on Leon’s, I don’t want Amelia punished for what happened. I’ve come to realize there’s a lot more going on underneath the surface than what we let everyone else see.

      “Don’t try to save me, Stella. How many times do I have to fucking tell you? I’m not the hero. Never the hero.” Her voice cuts into me like a blade, shredding me apart with her self-damning tone. She believes every single word she says, she isn’t worth saving.

      “I don’t care how she possibly helped, she fucking stabbed you and then took off after Nathanial. She can’t be trusted, and we’re keeping her restrained until we know what’s happening,” Leon orders the demand with little room for negotiation.

      I look to Amelia, meeting her watery red gaze as I try to make sense of her. She’s broken, shattered into a million pieces that she’s attempted placing back together. Only she’s pointed each glass shard outwards, so that it stabs and injures everyone who comes near her.

      “You don’t know what’s happening?” I ask, tilting my head to the side as I wait for her response.

      She pauses for a moment, her eyes dancing between my own when she sucks her bottom lip into her mouth. It’s the smallest act of vulnerability that I’ve ever seen her show, other than when she collapsed outside when we were alone. This is different, she’s around everyone else who can see the glimpse of humanity as well. But Leon snaps her head back and grinds his teeth against her ear. “Don’t fucking play us, Millie. I can see right through your bullshit.”

      Amelia turns her head and spits in his face. He steps back for a second, his shoulders stiffening, and his hand comes up to swipe away the bloodied saliva before he rears back to launch at her.

      “Well, well, well. How are my newly acquired king and queen of Hell?” Lucifer’s voice interrupts the impending commotion as he flashes into the room. I whip my head around and feel Nathanial tense behind me, his entire body stands rigid as our big news is revealed. I knew we would have to talk about this, tell everyone what was going to happen to us. But I thought we’d have a little more time. I should have known Lucifer wouldn’t allow such leisure.

      My eyes jump to each person in the room as they tense and take a step away from Lucifer. We all come closer together, with Nathanial and Elijah immediately stepping by mine and Luna’s sides possessively.

      Lucifer stands ahead of us, with Esme to his left. He’s donning a pair of ripped and distressed, tight black denim jeans, with a solid red dress shirt. It’s unbuttoned at the top several spaces, revealing his entirely tattooed chest and the sleeves are cuffed closely at his forearms. Esme’s eyes fall to me. A small, hidden smile pulls at her lips for just a brief moment before it’s gone again. She’s wearing another one of her long, bohemian like skirts, but this one is the same red that matches Lucifer’s shirt.

      “Amelia, I’ve been waiting anxiously to talk to you. I anticipated having to tie you up for answers on mommy dearest myself, but it looks like you’ve already fucked yourself over with this lot and they’ve done it for me.”

      “Fuck off, Luc,” she snaps as she pulls against the binds on her wrists.

      None of us say a word in greeting, but Leon takes a firm step towards them.

      “Luc, it’s been too fuckin’ long,” he says dryly as he lifts his thick arms and crosses them over his chest. He nods to Esme next, “Witch, long time no see as well. Why are you hiding your pretty little ass under that skirt?”

      Lucifer slides a possessive arm around Esme’s waist as he drags her against him, pressing his chest to her back while he wraps his arms around her. “You’re still the same I see, the disgusting little thief after everyone’s property.” Esme’s back stiffens at their interaction, or Lucifer’s hold, I’m not sure. But Leon’s eyes narrow in their direction.

      “Last I checked, she was a human being who didn’t belong to anyone,” Leon snaps out. Lucifer’s face falls flat as a growl rips from his throat.

      “She’s my fucking property,” he states firmly, and just to prove his words, he grips Esme’s head by her hair and pulls her back for a kiss.

      Elijah visibly relaxes while Leon holds Lucifer’s attention. He steps away from us and casually strides past Amelia in order to pour himself a drink. On the surface, he looks indifferent, as if he couldn’t care less about what’s happening, but I notice the way his eyes trace across Esme’s face, drift over to Leon and Amelia and then track back over Luna. He’s a silent watcher, on alert and ready to attack if necessary.

      Nathanial is tense for completely different reasons. I can feel the rising agitation slipping through our bond as he steadies his shoulders and prepares himself for the fight that’s about to take place between him and Elijah.

      “I’m here for only two reasons, actually.” Lucifer’s eyes snap to Nathanial and me as a spark of apprehension lights in my chest. I’m nervous for how Luna will react to this information as well. Nathanial slips his fingers across my back and around my waist to rest on my hip as he pulls me against him. I can feel his confidence, the way he reassures me through touch and through our blood as he stands firm behind me. “Let’s take care of you two first.”

      Lucifer releases his hold on Esme as he stands straight and a wide, cocky smile breaks out across his face. “Stella and Nathanial, you two have 4 days to report to Avernus, where your new home awaits and your leadership is needed. Don’t fuck it up like Leon did,” he nods his head towards Leon as everyone’s eyes quickly shift to us. Confusion muddles my mind for a brief moment at the mention of Leon somehow ruining something in Avernus, but the thick energy that has now swallowed the room keeps me trained on our own secret.

      Silence.

      Complete and total silence as the tension in the room grows heavily. It’s almost suffocating, the weight of everyone’s stares sinking into our flesh. But Nathanial is hardly phased, he’s ready to deal with this head on while I’m struggling to keep up to pace.

      “What the fuck did he just say?” Elijah says slowly, stepping around Luna to come stand in front of us.

      “What? No round of applause? No congratulations? I’m confused as to why no one is throwing a goddamn party right now. Nathanial and Stella have basically won the lottery on life,” Lucifer sneers, a lace of narcissistic humor lining his tone.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Nathanial grinds out through clenched teeth at my side as his eyes stay glued to Elijah.

      “What is he talking about, brother? Why do you both have to lead Avernus?” he asks and my heart breaks when Luna comes to stand at his side. She slips her hand through his, and the two of them meet our gazes with their colder ones.

      “Because I made a deal with Lucifer a very long time ago,” he starts, his voice low but firm in its own right.

      “What deal?”

      “I gave up my Fated bond, in exchange for becoming something that would be exiled from Arcadia,” Nathanial begins, releasing his hold on me and stepping closer to Elijah. The two of them stand head to head. Two strong, tall bodies, both opposites and similar at the same time. A mix of destruction and pain, the two of them. But together they’ve lived through loyalty and trust. This piece of truth fractures that, and I’m not sure how Elijah is going to take it.

      “Why would you need to do that? And what the Hell did you do to yourself?” Elijah asks again, he’s growing more frustrated by the second, as is Nathanial in having to divulge his past.

      “Because he was never going to Fall with you and I,” Amelia’s soft voice breaks through the room as the realization hits her. She’s perceptive, truly. “They were going to keep you, weren’t they? Because of your ability to heal.”

      Elijah’s eyes fly to Amelia as she speaks and then snap back to Nathanial as his eyes widen in disbelief.

      “Yes,” Nathanial says. “So, I traded my Fated in order to become an Incubus. Esme accessed the dark magic and performed the spell at the time. I didn’t ever expect to meet Stella. At that point, we hadn’t seen a true Fated bond other than the supposed one between Estera and Archophys. Even then, we didn’t actually know the truth behind that information. I didn’t think I was giving up something tangible.”

      Elijah takes a quick step back and scrubs a hand down the front of his face. His shoulders are practically vibrating and Luna takes a step behind him in as she runs her hands up his back. “So, what the fuck does that mean? Is that why you haven’t accepted Stella all this fucking time?”

      “It means that because Stella and I bonded, we have to lead Avernus and take our places in the Underworld. Yes, that’s exactly why I pushed her away for so long. I never wanted to put us in a position to have to live in Hell.” Nathanial speaks with regret and it tears me apart. I understand why he wouldn’t want this for us, I can literally feel how badly he wishes things were different. But strangely enough, I’m not terrified of what we’re about to embark on, and I intentionally look to him in hopes he feels that within me as well.

      “You have to leave us? Live there?” Luna finally speaks up, and I notice the way her voice breaks in disappointment.

      My eyes meet hers as sadness washes through my mind and across my skin. I hate that part, that’s the only thing I wish I didn’t have to do. “Yes,” I say quietly, hoping she sees how badly this hurts me as well.

      “Technically, no,” Amelia speaks up and Lucifer’s gaze snaps towards her. “Right, Esme? They have another option.”

      Just as Esme parts her lips to speak, Lucifer wraps his tight fingers around her throat and squeezes, cutting off her speech. His eyes snap to Amelia, “They may have tied you up, little one. But I’ll fucking destroy you.”

      “At this point, I welcome death, old man. Fuck you,” she retorts and at the exact same moment, Nathanial, Elijah and Leon launch forward. All three of them ripping Esme from Lucifer’s grip and attacking. They become a mass of struggling voices and pained sounds, as they reach for Lucifer and he evades each grip. Suddenly, Esme reaches a hand forward and snaps her fingers, bringing all of them to a stop just as Nathanial wraps his hand around Lucifer’s throat.

      “Stop,” she breathes, her eyes falling to Lucifer in hesitation and then to the others. “Amelia, explain.”

      “They can astral project together. Now that they’re bonded, who knows how their abilities have grown. But they can at least stay here, and project there through the color pools in Hell or live there and project here.”

      Esme snaps her fingers again, muttering a quick phrase as everyone regains movement. Lucifer leans back and vibrates with rage as he snaps forward and grips Esme’s hair in his fist, dragging her to him. She yelps out in pain and Leon rushes forward again in order to pull her away.

      “Stop,” she breathes out, halting Leon’s movements as she places a hand in front of herself. “I’m okay.”

      “Yeah, she’s perfectly fucking fine,” Lucifer adds as irritation thickens his voice. He pulls her up and holds her pinned to his side. He presses his teeth to her ear as he speaks loudly enough for us all to hear. “Now give me something, Witch.”
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      Esme’s eyes shut tight as she succumbs to his words. When she opens them again, they’re black, similar to how they were the night Lucifer used her body to speak to us. She slowly slides her gaze across everyone in the room and lands heavily on Amelia.

      I watch in confusion as Amelia’s eyes slip back into red, those trails of blood pooling and slipping down her cheeks. Her back arches as her mouth falls open and she cries out in pain. Esme keeps her gaze trained on Amelia while she continues to cry, but it transforms into something shaper, a scream that rips through the room and my heart begins racing in my chest. Nathanial steps towards me and I immediately seek out his touch, looking for his connection as we watch what unfolds.

      Luna and Elijah step together as well, and Leon’s face contorts with an emotion I can’t read. His eyes pinch together, but his body becomes incredibly rigid in what looks like discomfort.

      Suddenly, Amelia’s screams turn into a bitter laugh as her head falls forward and her red eyes meet each of ours in a newfound peace. Her gaze lingers on Luna and me, curiously taking in our statures without saying a word.

      “What the fuc—” Leon starts, but Esme’s voice breaks through the room.

      “Sunan,” she says lyrically, as if she’s addressing someone new in the space. Amelia’s head tilts to the side, regarding her with tight lips and narrow eyes.

      “You little fucking cunt,” Amelia’s voice snaps out, but Lucifer releases a wild, happy laugh at the reveal.

      No fucking way.

      “Okay, you win. This was a great fucking trade,” he says to Esme as he presses a hard kiss against her cheek. He releases his hold on her and claps his hands together as Leon stalks towards Amelia.

      “No way,” he says, his voice hard and vile as he regards her. She watches him intently, and a smile breaks across her face.

      “Little Leon, it’s been so long. Tell me, how is Nya doing?” Amelia speaks toxically, an icy slime that coats her voice in poison. It’s not Amelia though. My eyes fall back to Esme as she begins trembling just slightly, her gaze still hard and focused on Amelia. I think she’s holding the connection, forcing Sunan to the front of Amelia’s form with magic.

      “Would you like to hear a secret?” she whispers to him, and he steps even closer, seemingly drawn to whatever she’s willing to share. “Would you like to know how Amelia did it? How she killed and tortured your sweet sist—”

      Leon loses it. His hand shoots forward as he grips Amelia’s jaw roughly. His fingers bite into her flesh, the touch clearly painful and destructive as he wrenches her head up to meet his eyes. She laughs through the awkward angle he’s forced on her jaw, ignoring any sense of pain or discomfort he places on Amelia’s body. “Break it. Whatever goddamn spell or curse this fucking is. Because I’ll kill her, I’ll fucking kill this one if it means killing Sunan.”

      “Wait,” Lucifer says as he steps forward and stands near Leon. Esme begins shaking and as Luna and I look to each other, we both step towards Esme to hold her steady. “Tell us what you’ve been doing Sunan. Have you been watching us through the eyes of your daughter?”

      She doesn’t answer. She simply meets his gaze with a wicked smile on her face. He turns towards Esme and points to her, demanding the answer he’s searching for.

      “Yes,” Esme responds flatly as a trail of blood slips from her nose and over her lips. It’s taking everything for her to hold on to this connection with Sunan. “She watches and speaks to Amelia in her head, forcing certain actions at specific times.”

      “How long?” Nathanial demands, looking between Esme and Amelia.

      “A very long time. It’s how Danner has kept his eye on Stella as well,” Esme says quietly, just as her back arches and she whimpers slightly in pain.

      “He knew what the area behind the house looked like, because he had already seen it through Amelia?” I ask, realizing this must have been how Danner was able to construct the dream that persuaded me to leave.

      “Yes, exactly,” she replies weakly.

      “Break the fucking curse,” Leon spits out again and Amelia throws her head forward to try and break free from his hold.

      “Don’t you fucking dare, Witch,” Amelia looks back to Leon. “I’ll make your life miserable, Leon. Don’t think I can’t. I know exactly what to do to ruin you.”

      He steps closer to her, bringing his chest flush against hers as he tightens his grip around her throat. She struggles to breathe, I can see her chest rising and falling as she attempts inhaling more oxygen. But I don’t think it’s Sunan who is affected by it.

      My heart thunders in my chest as I watch the pain radiating between everyone. Esme is struggling, Lucifer is trying to hold his control on Esme and Sunan, Leon is nearly about to kill Amelia, and Luna and Elijah are still hurt by both Nathanial and I.

      “You’ve already destroyed everything you can get your toxic fucking hands on. You and your fucking insect of a daughter. Fuck you both, I’ll gladly watch you die together.” His hand tightens even more and I launch forward, leaving Luna to hold Amelia while Elijah steps in beside her.

      “Leon!” I shout, pushing my way through both of them when I feel Nathanial’s own energy race through our bond. He’s already on it, stepping ahead of me and ripping Leon back while Lucifer enjoys watching the pain. He’s fucking hungry for destruction.

      Esme cries out in agony and Lucifer’s glare darts back to her. She collapses, her eyes falling shut when the connection breaks. Elijah and Luna help her as she falls while Lucifer comes to her side and slides an arm underneath her legs and around her shoulders. He lifts her up, until she’s pressed tightly against him. I’d say it would be the first sweet gesture I’ve seen from Lucifer in regards to her, but it’s not. The irritation lining his strained movements tells me otherwise.

      Amelia’s head falls back as she slips into a scream, when she finally stops her eyes are clear again and her gaze falls to Leon. “What happened?” she asks him frantically, clearly oblivious to Sunan communicating through her.

      “Your mother,” I step in, taking a place in front of Leon. Surprisingly, Luna walks up to stand next to me, the both of us taking control over the situation. Leon is teeming with uncontrolled fury and I know he needs space away from Amelia at this point.

      “She was speaking through you. Did you hear it? Feel it?” Luna asks and Amelia’s eyes fall to hers as she begins shaking. I lean up on my toes and attempt untying Amelia’s arms so that she’s released. I’m struggling with the knots though and before I even have to ask, Nathanial is above me, reaching over my body to help untie her. Once she’s released, she drops her hands to her chest and pulls her sleeves tightly over her fists. Her eyes meet Nathanial’s briefly in gratitude before she looks back to Luna and I.

      “No, not necessarily,” she starts and Leon scoffs behind me. Elijah tenses and steps up behind Luna, wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling her back a bit. Amelia looks to him, a mix of emotions warring across her face. “I knew something was happening. I…” she pauses. “I hear voices. I lose control, okay? But I don’t know exactly who it is. I didn’t realize it was my mother. I just know I get these fucking urges, that I need to do something. My body pushes forward when my mind logically tells me to stop. But it’s happened for so fucking long now, that I can’t tell the difference between the voices and my own head.” Her gaze falls between Luna and me. “It happened tonight, with you Stella. When I stabbed you. I couldn’t stop it, even though I knew I shouldn’t. The only way I could fix it was by having you bond to Nathanial. It was my only way out.”

      Her clear eyes slide to Luna and I watch as tears build and slip through her lashes. “It’s different with you,” she whispers and then nods up to Elijah. “Because of him.”

      Elijah’s grip tightens around Luna as she lifts her hand and slips her fingers through his. But my sister keeps her eyes on Amelia and listens quietly, letting her speak without judgement.

      “I can’t change who I am. And I’m not a good fucking person. I’ve killed and tortured and hurt more people than I can count. My mind is broken and skewed with beliefs that I can’t get out of my fucking head. But I wish I was sorry, I wish I could be different for you all.”

      My heart sinks with Amelia’s confession, her clear denial of being able to change astounds me. This is simply who she is, and I struggle to believe that she’ll never be anything more.

      “Use her as bait,” Leon’s voice sounds out behind us, crumbling the tension that had risen in our space. “To lure Sunan. Break the curse, piss off mommy, and then we can kill her.”

      “Now that’s an idea,” Lucifer chimes in with interest.

      “Wait—” I start, quickly realizing that Sunan may be able to hear what we are planning. “Can’t Sunan hear this?”

      “I believe it’s only when her eyes are red. That’s when Sunan is catching her glimpses into whatever Amelia sees or when she’s trying to manipulate her for her own use,” Esme answers through a weak voice. I nod in acceptance, but still don’t feel comfortable with the idea of using Amelia.

      “No, that is a good idea. Use me,” she agrees and immediately accepts the new plan of attack.

      “Absolutely not. We aren’t using Amelia to gain access to her mother,” Luna adds as well. Her voice is strained with reluctance and hesitation.

      “Doesn’t matter what either you think,” Amelia says impatiently. “I’m doing this and none of you will get in my fucking way.”

      Luna and I watch her with narrow eyes. I get what she’s trying to do, I do. She doesn’t think she can’t change who she is. It’s become clearer every single day that she holds so much hatred against herself as well as us. So, this is a way out, an escape. It’s also a chance at redemption when she doesn’t believe she deserves any.

      Maybe she doesn’t. But I hate the idea of sacrificing her to her mother. I can tell Luna hates it as well.

      But Nathanial feels differently, and by the look on Luna’s face as she watches Elijah, he does as well. The guys are in on this plan, realizing this is the best course of action now.

      “When do we do it?” Elijah asks, looking back to Esme who still lays in Lucifer’s arms.

      “Tomorrow night,” Amelia replies for her, with a certain finality in her voice.
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      “Esme will have to access incredibly dark magic in order to break this curse. I don’t think she’s strong enough to do it that soon,” I add as I look to see her quietly listening to the conversation while Lucifer holds her.

      I actually like this plan. Sunan will show for Amelia, especially if her only tether to having her eye on us is broken. But who I’m truly interested in is Danner, and if he’s still with her, then I can get my hands around that sick fuck’s throat.

      “She can draw from me,” Leon offers as he comes to stand next to Lucifer and Esme.

      “My property, my fucking power. She pulls from me,” Lucifer steps away, putting  distance between Esme and Leon.

      “She can’t use you for this, Lucifer. It will drain you, even with your strength. It makes more sense to exhaust Leon of his power. You’re the actual ruler of the Underworld, you can’t be that weak,” I explain logically. He may be cruel, but it’s evident he holds an incredibly possessive grip on Esme. He needs control over her completely.

      Lucifer’s eyes fall to Leon in a deadly glare. Anger and resentment radiate from his features while a cocky smile pulls at Leon’s lips. He likes pushing fucking buttons.

      “All right, then what? What happens when she breaks the curse?” Stella’s heated voice billows through the room. I can feel her rage tainting her blood and electrifying my own. Her and Luna clearly don’t like this plan. Ever the fucking forgivers, those two. Amelia could have killed both of them at one point or another and yet they still aren’t willing to give her up.

      “We take her to the warehouse on the corner of nineteenth, near the Capitol. Sunan will show for her there. Luna and Stella, you both stay back and wait for us, we can keep you—” Elijah speaks fluidly, stepping into his role as leader while I step back. I have another realm to rule over now.

      “Fuck no,” Stella says. Of fucking course. I drop my gaze to her and flood her with my own irritated emotions. She doesn’t need to be there.

      “You all are insane if you think we’re staying back. You and Nathanial need us. What if you need to alter the surroundings? You’re stronger with me. And what if Stella and Nathanial need to project? It’s safer for everyone if we come.” Luna directs her logic to Elijah, working it through him in both words and their connection. He crosses his arms around his chest in annoyance, but eventually agrees with a simple nod.

      Mother fucker.

      I reach forward and wrap my hand around the nape of Stella’s neck, dragging her back against me when I press my lips to her ear. “You stay the fuck with me, understand? I swear to God, Stells. You run off on some rampant burst of heroism, and you won’t sit on that tight little ass for a fucking month.”

      Her lips pull tight into a flat line, but I feel the flicker of excitement that dances through her blood. She doesn’t respond though.

      “Answer me, Stella.” I tighten by grip on her and pull back roughly, brushing my lips across hers.

      “Yes, daddy,” she breaths out. A spark of sarcasm laces her voice, but I know she’s submitting, so I let the small act of defiance go. I claim her in a kiss that sears through the both of us. It’s in our touch, in our blood, in our fucking souls

      “Good girl.” I release her and push her forward just a bit as I slap her ass harshly. Give her a taste of what’s to come if she disobeys.

      “I don’t want Leon there,” Amelia finally speaks again, distracting my attention briefly as we all look to her.

      Leon laughs, scoffing at her one demand. “No.”

      “Yes, you’ll be weaker than you should be when you see her.”

      “I don’t care. I’m coming. Even if I stand in the back and watch over everyone else, I’m going to be there when Sunan dies. If I can’t be the one to kill her my fucking self, give me this.” His voice is flat with unwavering strength. He simply gives Amelia no other option.

      She watches him silently, a look of disappointment washing over her face as she gives in. “Fine, it looks like we’re all going to my mother’s funeral.”
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      We’ve spent the day gearing up for tonight. Amelia’s eyes ghosted over in red at one point and we immediately launched into action. Leon was the first to react, jumping forward and throwing her to the ground until Sunan released her hold and slipped away. Amelia cried out beneath him as Sunan fought for control. But it’s been quiet ever since she disappeared. None of us have slept, we’ve all hunkered down in the house in order to detail every possible scenario tonight.

      Alf has been around. He’s been kind enough to bring us food throughout the day when we need it. It’s apparent we aren’t leaving until we have things hammered out. I did send Lucifer and Esme on a quick errand though, it was the least he could do now that I’m ruling a portion of his kingdom. They returned not long ago, and now we’re nearly ready to put this plan into action.

      Stella sits nestled between my legs on the floor, her long red hair brushes against my biceps and I ache to drag her upstairs and have my way with her before we leave. But I hold off for now, and instead let her know exactly how I’m feeling through the bond we both finally share.

      It’s mesmerizing, really. Being able to have such an intimate part of her on top of everything else that vibrates between us. I don’t hold myself back anymore, not now that I know we’ll be able to make this work. The astral projection information that Amelia revealed is a completely new and important aspect that I hadn’t thought of.

      Stella and I can remain on the upside, while projecting to Hell or vice versa. As soon as I have the thought, I feel Stella’s hesitation through her blood. My eyes drop to hers while the rest of the group continues dissecting the impending events. Her head turns back slightly, meeting my curious gaze over her shoulder.

      I trail my fingers underneath the wave of her hair and let them rest against the back of her neck as I lean down and speak into her ear. This is a private conversation, and I don’t want everyone’s opinion on it.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask, scraping my teeth along the line of her jaw before I kiss her.

      A shiver races up her spine at my touch and she rolls her shoulders as she pushes farther into me. “I don’t know if I’d rather stay here or there,” she admits softly. “I’m drawn to Avernus, it’s like an attraction. It’s a home I didn’t realize I was missing until we were there. There are aspects of it that I hate, but there’s a part that satiates the Demon in me. It devours my spirit in a way the upside doesn’t.” She pauses as she turns her head even further and drops her eyes from mine. “I crave it.”

      Fuck, I’m hard. And I don’t even know why necessarily. Maybe it’s because I realize more and more that Stella is everything to me. She’s my counterpart, my equal, my sobriety and my addiction. The way she speaks of the Underworld, is exactly reflected in my own thoughts and feelings.

      I let my free hand slide to the front of her stomach, grazing my fingers dangerously low and then pull her back against me. I roll my hips forward just slightly, and I hear the nearly silent moan slip from her lips as they move against my neck.

      “I want to fuck you,” I say as I pull her by her neck and crash my lips against hers.

      “Jesus, get a fucking room,” Leon snaps. He’s been like this all day, growing more and more irritable by the minute.

      Stella laughs and pulls away, but I hold her still and push forward once more, claiming her one last time before meeting her heated eyes. “I agree. But it doesn’t have to be a choice. We can spend time there and come back. We can move through the realms easily and frequently. You don’t have to choose light over the darkness. You can have both, baby girl.”

      Her forehead drops to mine as her breaths slip out in heated pants. She drags her hands up my shoulders as she turns to face me a little farther. Everyone around us slips away, it’s only her and I in this moment and I’m eager to fucking consume her. Her fingers trail against my neck, searing my skin as the bond rages and surges to the surface between us. Her lips come to mine again and I end up giving everyone the finger as I wrap my arms around Stella’s waist and lift her while I stand. “I have something for you,” I mention as we turn around and I walk us both up the stairs. Her legs are wrapped around my waist as her lips trail across my jaw and down my neck in slow, sensual kisses.

      Once we enter my room, I walk to the edge of my bed and sit her down on it. Her eyes stay focused on my own as she leans back on her elbows. “Can I guess what you have for me?” She asks, her voice pitching a little higher and her words drawing out into longer, sexier sounds.

      I narrow my eyes at her when she continues speaking. “Is it long? And hard? Fuck I hope it’s hard.” She’s fucking distracting and I reach forward until I’m holding her neck in my hand. I step on the bed, bracing a knee on either side of her as I push her back to the mattress. “Will you slip it inside of me when I beg for it, daddy? Will it even—”

      “Hush,” I grind out as I suck her bottom lip into my mouth and bite down. She moans, writhing beneath me as I grind my cock against her pussy. I pull away, breaking our kiss. “Listen to me first, and then I’ll reward you by fucking you exactly how you need it, greedy girl.”

      She takes a slow and intentional breath, as she attempts to reign herself in. I fucking love that. Love that she has to work to hold herself together. “Okay,” she says as I release my hold on her and step back off the bed. She sits back up and watches as I slip my hand into the back of my slacks and pull out the object I had Lucifer and Esme create earlier.

      Her eyes widen just slightly as they fall to my hand and back up to my face. It’s a ring, one I had made from a particular diamond. It’s a raw blend of darkness and light. The actual diamond has flecks of black, creating a beautiful piece that represents Stella perfectly. I took her choker earlier, the one that Leon had bound with protection by Esme during her projections. I’ll give it back, but I want her to know that this piece is what’s bound with the spell now. And I have a similar band that holds the same magic as well. We’re both protected through our travels, and we’re both unified through our Fated and blood bonds.

      “Nathanial,” she says quietly, but her blood pulses with anticipation as she shoots up and shifts to sit on her knees. Her loose hair bounces around her shoulders and her body vibrates with anticipation. I reach out to take her hand and slowly slide the ring on her fourth finger.

      “It’s only ever been you and me. It’s only ever going to be you and I in the future. I love you. I love how wild you are, how your mind runs freely with unrestrained ideas. I love how you don’t hold anything back, you fucking call me out when I need it and you push me farther when I want to refrain. But I love your cautious mind as well, the parts of you that place everyone else above. The way you overthink situations until you know, without a doubt, what you want to do.” I step towards her again, placing my hands on either side of her jaw as I turn her head so that I can speak into her ear. “I love the filthy things that come out of that dirty mouth, the way you submit and take everything I give you. I can’t get enough of you, I never will.”

      “I love you too,” she replies quietly as she wraps her arms around my neck and drags me down to the bed on top of her. Her legs fall wide open and her mouth crashes to mine frantically. We lose control, tearing everything apart within each other. “Everything about you, all that you are, both the Angel and the Incubus. How you take control speaks to me in ways nothing else can. Your Incubus is the ultimate match for my Succubus, but you, Nathanial, are everything I could ever hope to have in my other half.”

      She’s good. She’s flawless, and I feel everything we’re saying, every word we convey through our voices is reflected in our blood as well. I swallow her sounds as I roll my hips into hers, letting my cock grind and push against her pussy. She’s in a large, thin t-shirt, and silky pink shorts now that she’s changed after last night. I threw on a new pair of slacks and a comfortable black shirt that clings to my chest and tapers down my waist. But now, all I want to do is rip these clothes off of her, tear my own off so that I can feel her flesh pressed hotly against my own. I lean back and quickly pull my shirt over my head before falling back down and keeping my eyes trained on hers.

      I drop a hand in between her spread legs, grazing a finger across her pussy and can already feel how wet she’s become. I love watching her while I touch her. Shifting down, I growl into the space at the base of her neck before biting, “So fucking wet for me. Only for me,” I say, possession taking over my tone and thickening the tension between us. “Say it.”

      “Only for you,” she says breathlessly. Her heated body is writhing beneath me, her hands moving frantically across my shoulders and down my chest. “I’m yours.”

      A spark of both excitement and the need to dominate her rushes through my limbs and my other hand quickly darts forward to grip her wrists tightly. I yank them up and above her head, pulling her body tight, stretching her out while her back naturally arches in response.

      God, her eyes drift closed and everything in her immediately relaxes into my touch. It’s a messy mix of excited need and succumbing to the waves of dominance I unleash around her. She wants it, I feel it as it sparks our blood and dances under our skin. She also drowns in it, letting it fill her mind and her Succubus takes over.

      I reach over where my bedside table sits and grab a black tie I had resting there from a few nights ago. The urge to string her up and keep her at my mercy overwhelms my senses as I watch her. Images flash through my mind, her legs open wide, her soft body bared before me, those pert pink nipples hard and begging for attention. But I slip the tie in my back pocket before I drop my hand to her jaw and hold her tightly.

      “Open your eyes,” I order, and I watch as the corner of her mouth slips into that absent smile I love so much. But she doesn’t obey, of course. No, my greedy girl likes the fight. “Open your fucking eyes and look at me.” I squeeze even tighter, enough to cut through her air supply just as she tries to suck in a breath. Her eyes immediately fly open, and I’m met with everything I hoped to see in them.

      They’re white, that sexual, milky ghost that reveals exactly how I’m affecting her. She’s giving me something special, the ability to control her, to revel in the added intimacy she offers.

      I lift my thumb and brush against the thin skin under her gaze, letting my eyes do the same and slipping into the familiar high we share together. “I love this,” I say quietly, as I lean down and take her mouth once more in a quick break of a gentle touch. But just as she melts below me, I suck her bottom lip into my mouth and scrape my teeth along the swollen flesh before pulling away and meeting her eyes again.

      “Do not move your hands, do you understand?” I say, letting my tone fall back into that hard space between us. Her blood flashes with desire and she nods her head in acknowledgement.

      I release my hold on her hands, watching for a moment in order to make sure she obeys. When she does, I drop my hands to her waist, trailing down until I reach the waistband of her shorts and slip my fingers inside them. I lift my eyes to hers, but she’s watching my movements, her gaze trained on my hands as I slowly drag them down her legs.

      Her breaths pick up speed and her chest rises and falls in quick intervals. I love the sight of it, and her nipples are hard pointed tips pressing against the fabric of her white tee. “Spread your legs, baby girl.” My voice drops lower, into a husky sound as my cock throbs underneath my slacks. I’m raging to be inside of her, but I want to draw this out, savor these moments between us.

      She pauses, and her legs tense before she slowly pulls them apart and exposes herself to me. “That’s right, just like that. Wider, Stella. Show me how wet you are.” She whimpers at the command and her body responds with electricity. Every part of her is pulsing in our blood, and I can see how slick she is as she bares her sweet pussy for me. I drop my hand, spreading her even farther apart as I watch her, taking in every glorious inch of her. I brush my thumb against her clit, pushing down until she whines and rolls her hips against my hand.

      “Please,” she begs quietly, and I know what she wants. She’s feeding from this—we both are—but she needs more. More dominance, more of me, more of this wildfire that blasts through us.

      “Not yet,” I say as I slip two fingers inside of her, stretching her immediately as she sucks in a harsh breath and pulls away for a brief second. But I use my other hand to grip her hip and drag her back down, pushing even farther inside of her until I’m finding that spot deep inside of her. “I’m not finished playing yet.”

      Her hands fall to grip my wrist as I pump my fingers inside of her, slipping all the way out before sliding back in again. But as soon as she makes contact, I pull out and halt her pleasure, pushing her hand away and then gripping her knee in my hold. I pull her leg across the front of me, so that her waist is twisted and the side of her ass is exposed. I slap it, my own cock pulsing at the sight of the pink hand print I’ve left behind. My mark, my point of declaration on her flesh. She yelps, and then moans as her back arches and her ass pushes out even further. She wants more of it. “I told you to keep your hands above your head, Stella.”

      I intentionally draw out my movements as I unbutton my slacks and slip my hand into my briefs. I grip my stiff cock at the base and begin pumping it slowly, watching as Stella’s eyes drop to the action. I lean forward, pulling my cock free so that she can see while I stroke myself and whisper into her ear. “Now if you’re a good girl, I’ll give you this. I’ll make you come on my cock while I fuck you. I’m going to tie you up, make sure you don’t move your hands again. But if you fight, if you try to move them anyway, I’ll get off without you and make you watch the entire time.” Her breaths are racing, the hot air brushing against my jaw while I speak. I can feel her heart hammering in chest and throbbing through our blood at every heated word I utter, every authoritative command I give.

      I release my cock and reach behind myself for the tie before sitting back and straightening myself above her body. I drop a hand to her stomach as I grip the hem of her shirt and tug it up, just above her breasts so that I can expose her fully to me. I lean forward and can’t help but drag my tongue across one of her nipples, taking a taste of that hard tip before sucking into my mouth and listening to her seductive moans.

      Fuck, she gets me. She’s under my skin and in my bones. She’s woven through the strands of my DNA now, and I can’t ever get enough of her.

      I sit up and immediately reach for her wrists again, wrapping the thin fabric of my tie tightly around her before pulling up and through the knot I’ve created. Yanking her hands up higher, I stretch her arms farther up the wall where I then anchor my own fists. I drop my lips to her ear as her breath catches in her lungs. There’s a fire exploding between us and I feel it radiating off of her skin and pouring through my own. “Are you going to be a good girl?”

      “Yes, I promise. I will,” she pants as I roll my hips into hers and drag my cock along her core.

      “Fight, and I won’t let you come, understood?”

      “Yes, yes. Please, I need you.”

      I pull back for a second, aligning myself with her opening before roughly thrusting into her in the next moment. She immediately stretches for me, and the cry that slips from her lips is loud and addictive. I crave those sounds and the feel of her body melting with my own.

      “Shit, Nathanial. Harder,” she begs and I give her exactly what she wants. I pull back and grip her hip tightly as I slam into her again, shifting her up the bed as we move against each other. My hold on the tie tightens and I drag her hands farther up the wall with each movement, pulling the binds tighter so that they’re biting into her flesh and leaving her skin red where held.

      “Come, Stella. Show me what only I can fucking do to you,” I grind out the words as I drop my forehead to hers, listening to every breath she takes, every sound she makes while I thrust into her. The words I say act as a trigger, the last push she needs to fall over the edge of her orgasm. Just as she breaks apart, I take her mouth once again, swallowing everything she gives me as I find my own release and spill inside her. Her pussy clenches around my cock, pulling everything out of me while we ride the wave together.

      My hand relaxes as I release my hold on the tie and pull her hands down from the wall. I slip out of her, sitting up as I shift to the side and use the bind to pull her on top of me so that she’s straddling my waist. She’s silent as she watches, and I pull her bound hands in front of my chest. I slowly release the knot, pulling the fabric away from her skin and drag my eyes across her marked flesh. “I love this,” I admit, as I graze my thumb across the reddened marks and slowly bring her wrists towards my lips. “Every mark I leave on you, every brand that makes you mine.” I press my lips against her hot skin, kissing each intentional place the fabric bruised.

      “Everything you do to me, I want,” she whispers as her eyelids fall heavy and she eyes my movements. I feel the desire blooming through her blood. These intimate moments are just as potent as the darker avenues we like to play in. “I crave it, just as I crave everything about you.”

      I pull her on down on my chest as I drop the tie to side of the bed and wrap my arms around her waist. I press a kiss to her lips as we surrender completely to each other. Our bond overflows with love and passion as we come together in a powerful collision—finding a home within each other. Finally.
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      My heart is on a constant stream of hammering in my chest when Nathanial’s around. He did fuck me like I wanted him to, and I drowned in every sensation I was feeling with that flawless ring resting against my finger. It’s a large speckled diamond, and he told me why he chose that specific kind. The fact that he knows me so well is something I will never get used to.

      “They’re both bound with the magic we need to protect us while we travel,” he says as he trails his hand down my waist and over the swell of my ass. We both lay in his bed, completely naked while we catch our breath.

      “It’s perfect,” I say as I lift my hand to look at the rose gold band that builds and twists beautifully around the peppered diamond. Nathanial showed me his as well, and I slid it on his finger, sharing this moment with only each other. It’s exactly how I would have wanted it. I don’t care much for weddings, neither myself nor my sister ever really have. But I care about having this time with him, these private moments that we continue connecting through.

      He was right about everything. It’s only ever been him, it’s only ever going to be him in my future. We’re bonded through something so intricate and vulnerable. We’re literally written in the universe, designed for each other alone.

      Nathanial glances at the clock behind my head and gives me a wary smile. “Time to go, baby girl.”

      We both climb out of bed and get dressed. I choose to wear a pair of black jeans, paired with a tight, deep purple crop top. It has long sleeves and a strappy bottom portion that wraps around my waist and ties on the side. Nathanial surprises me by sliding on a pair of white, distressed jeans. My eyes fall down to his strong thighs, where the denim clings snuggly down his legs. He’s sliding his heavy arms through the long sleeves of a black button up. It’s a different fit, something a little more casual as it hangs a bit looser around his broad chest. But when he slides his fingers to the buttons, he only clasps the bottom two and tucks the ends into his jeans.

      Fucking hell. It’s hot. His shirt falls open over his golden chest and he adds the final piece by sliding a brown belt through the loops of his jeans before putting on his shoes.

      “Are you trying to keep me home?” I ask as I walk towards him and lean up on my toes. His hand slides around my waist and then falls to slap my ass.

      “Yes,” he answers flatly.

      I press a quick kiss to his lips before I turn around and stride out of the room without a response. I hear him laugh behind me, the low sound licking through my flesh as arousal pricks along my skin. God, even the sound of his laugh calls to me. But I ignore his wasted attempt and continue down the stairs.

      Once we reach the room downstairs, we find everyone gathered in a tight circle speaking hurriedly. Esme looks back over her shoulder and gives me a secret smile, one only I can see as her gaze drops to my hand. I casually slide my fingers into my pockets, I don’t want to draw attention to what happened between Nathanial and I right now. Not until we get through this.

      “So, it’s settled, Luna, Stella, Nathanial, and I will ride together. Leon, Esme, Amelia, and Lucifer will take another vehicle,” Elijah orders. Leon is currently passed out on the couch, his chest swallowing heavy breaths while Amelia stands near Esme, but continuously drops her gaze to him.

      Esme looks energized, she’s clearly already broken the spell and I can’t help but feel like Amelia looks better as well. I walk towards them, directing my gaze towards Amelia. “How did everything go?” I ask.

      “Good, actually. Well, other than Lucifer’s shitty attitude the entire time Esme drew from Leon. It was painful, but nothing I haven’t been through before. Esme was strong enough to break it quickly.” Her controlled voice is strung with new life. She sounds different, just slightly, and I can’t help but wonder if this was the push she needed in getting help.

      “You look better,” I say quietly as my eyes fall down her tall frame. She’s wearing leather pants, her long white hair a little more unruly as it falls around her face and down her back. Her icy gaze is somewhat less cold, not by much. But enough for me to notice.

      “I feel better,” she says hesitantly, but she quickly turns away and towards the group in order to end our conversation.

      I turn my attention towards Esme and lift a hand to gently squeeze her shoulder. “Thank you,” I say. “For everything.”

      She reaches up and clasps my hand in hers as she drops her forehead against my own, a small smile spreading across her lips.

      “All right, get your ass up, big guy. Let’s hit the road.” Elijah slaps Leon on the chest as we all turn and begin walking out of the house. We load up into two separate vehicles and hit the road to the warehouse, where everything will hopefully come to an end and we can finally move forward.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We pull up to the abandoned building. It’s a massive warehouse, an industrialized space with half-hung doors and scattered brick. We pull up to the back where we are hidden from most of the shattered windows while the others parked near the front. They’re entering first, while the four us intend on climbing to the top floor and watching in hopes that we won’t have to interfere, but obviously will if necessary. Amelia would prefer to be the one who kills her mother. I didn’t ask why that was the case, it’s her personal story to tell, and I’ve come to a place where I won’t push her until she’s ready to divulge it.

      The ground outside is littered with trash. Used tires, broken bottles and glass shards are strewn across the cracked cement. We step out of Nathanial’s vehicle and I have to make an effort not to walk through unidentified liquids while the putrid smell infiltrates my nose and throat.

      Nathanial steps up behind me and tightly grips my hip as he bends down to speak, “Remember what I said. Stay with me.”

      I nod in agreement as Luna comes up to stand at my side. She leans over and presses a kiss to my forehead, “I’m happy for you.” She speaks quietly, referring to the news Nathanial and I shared on the drive over.

      I had wanted to keep it between us for now, but as we drove in the tense silence, into a situation we aren’t sure what the outcome would be, I wanted to make sure my sister knew. So now it’s something privately shared between all four of us. Luna cried, happy tears of course. And Elijah rolled his eyes, but made it clear he was happy for us as well. I didn’t miss the way Luna deliberately eyed Elijah after she saw my ring, but he reached a hand across the small space between them and held her jaw in his tattooed hand as he leaned forward and pressed a hard kiss to her lips. That shut her up.

      “Thank you, Lun,” I reply as we all slowly, quietly step through a heavy metal door that leads into the building. Elijah takes his place in front of Luna, and Nathanial comes up behind me so that both my sister and I are placed in between them.

      I already hear voices as we turn down a narrow stairwell and begin climbing up the old, worn steps. Thankfully, the space is so big that the creaks sounding beneath our feet are quickly muffled by distance.

      Once we reach the top of the stairs, we enter into a wide loft style level that sits directly above the group below. We stay towards the back, because the edges don’t have a secure railing anymore. Beams that once lined the brink are now broken and collapsed across the floor. Dust billows with each of our steps, blowing up and twisting around us in a way that slips into my lungs and urges me to cough. I turn my head and press it into Nathanial’s chest as I try to quietly breathe in something clearer, hopefully free my lungs of the floating debris.

      “My darling Amelia,” Sunan’s voice rings out around the space loudly. Her tone fills the area with toxicity and my heart immediately sprints forward in my chest. I whip my head around, looking for her figure but see nothing ahead of our friends below. They also turn around, seeking her out while they step closer together. “It’s been far too long. I’m disappointed in how you’ve changed.”

      I watch as Amelia’s eyes shut briefly, she stills her shoulders and straightens her spine. “How so, mother? I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me. Everything you’ve demanded and taught me.”

      I watch as Lucifer tightens a hold on Esme, dragging her back and behind him while he stands to the side. He watches casually, technically he doesn’t have any skin in this game. But Esme does, she’s the one who broke the spell.

      “Yes, but you’re not who I raised you to be. Your mind falters and you hesitate before following through on your actions. The Amelia I raised knew why she was doing what she did. She was strong, powerful. You’ve become weak and fragile.” Sunan finally steps forth from the darkness on the other side of the building. She’s tall, nearly six feet, and her body is thin and slender. She wears a long black dress that dips incredibly low in the front. Her hair resembles Amelia’s perfectly, an icy slate of white that cascades around her shoulders. She’s powerful, and a flicker of fear lights in my chest at the sight of her. There’s something familiar, something I’m drawn to in a way I shouldn’t be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I look to Luna who watches her warily, her head tilts in curiosity as well and I know we’re both feeling the same thing. We both take a step forward and I reach for Luna’s hand as we join together. We want to hear better, see things clearer, in this dark and muddled space.

      Elijah and Nathanial are at our backs in an instant though, and they both place their hands on us to stop the movement. I can feel the lining of tension that suddenly builds within Nathanial, it moves through our blood and reflects in my own side of the bond.

      “Ah, Stella and Luna,” Sunan speaks affectionately as her eyes lift to exactly where we stand. “A perfect example of where you’ve failed me again, Amelia.” She lifts her hand and points to my sister and I. “Come forth, you two. I want to see you.”

      We take a step without a second thought, because the pull in my chest yearns for me to do so. I feel something, there’s a secret lying below the surface that I need to uncover. Luna moves with me, our skin heats and cools in rapid intervals. I shouldn’t know what Luna is feeling, I realize that. But I do, because somehow it’s exactly the same as what I’m feeling.

      The men try to pull us back, but it’s useless, because suddenly they’re both paralyzed in position. They’re being held back by an unseen force and through the haze of magnetism that draws me toward Sunan, a memory of fear bursts in my mind.

      “Thank you, Danner,” Sunan addresses the man responsible for the invisible force for holding Elijah and Nathanial back. I want to pry my gaze away from her and search for him, but I can’t, I’m so consumed by her blue eyes and familiar voice. My blood lights up with Nathanial’s anger, a rage that billows through my body and fights to break me free of the draw. “Amelia was supposed to kill you both. Luna, the night in the woods. And Stella, when Danner had come to find you. There were so many opportunities though, she could have done it any of the countless other nights you housed her in your fucking home.”

      We take another step closer to the edge, listening to her words. Absorbed through her revelations. My heart races while my mind logically wants to escape this hold. But my body won’t respond, my entire being wants to hear these answers.

      My eyes falter just briefly when several small and grotesque Demons emerge from the darkness behind Sunan. They stretch forward while horrid sounds escape their lips. I’m confused, because I thought Sunan hated Demons? I thought she wanted them all dead.

      “What do you want, Mother?” Amelia asks, her voice fracturing slightly as she speaks. My eyes fall to her and Leon, who stand side by side in a surprising show of unity. Leon actually looks much stronger than he was at the house, and I wonder if he fed from Esme before they arrived.

      “You know what I want. Why I want it,” she replies harshly. Her shoulders rise and fall with a stretch as her anger begins boiling to the surface. “I want the daughters of Archophys and Estera, dead. I want them gone and destroyed for who they are, the disgusting mixed breeds that shouldn’t exist.” She tilts her head as a sick smile crosses her lips and she looks to Leon. “I’d also love to have little Leon as one of my slaves. He can join the others,” she lifts her hands and motions to the Demons that surround her. “You can give him to me.”

      Confusion spirals through my mind at her words. I don’t understand what Luna and I have to do with her, what our parents have to do with this woman.

      “Over my dead fucking body,” Leon snaps out. Sunan smiles even wider at his retort and Amelia takes the subtlest of steps in front of him.

      “That can be easily arranged,” she says as her eyes flash to Amelia. She doesn’t miss the small act of defense and it sends her over the edge. “Zacam,” she shouts and her Demon’s launch forward as Amelia steps directly in front of Leon. They attack, and Amelia and Leon land several hits before one of the Demons gains a hold on Leon and drags him forward. It’s clear he’s stronger than what he was but isn’t nearly at his top strength. Amelia cries out as another darts a twisted arm forward and shreds a claw through her stomach when she’s caught off guard. Esme tries to step forward, but Lucifer lifts her over his shoulder and drags her back and away from the chaos.

      Enochian. I hear the word whispered through my head and I know it’s Nathanial. She’s using Enochian to control her slaves. Focus Stella, you can fight against her hold, the draw she’s pulling from you and Luna.

      I can’t. I need the answers. I reply to him, but I work through my mind to try and regain a sense of logical thinking through this mess. Leon is dragged to Sunan until she can twist and turn him around so that he’s facing Amelia. My eyes fall to Lucifer as he whispers in Esme’s ear. The two of them slowly step farther back into the darkness and a sudden rage builds in my stomach at the thought of them fucking leaving us here.

      I want to feel Nathanial at my side, but I’m terrified at the fact that Danner is somewhere near us, holding him and Elijah in place. Sunan lifts a hand to Leon’s neck, she holds a long thin blade that dances teasingly across his throat while she watches Amelia’s reaction.

      “You failed to kill them,” she says spitefully, and she presses the tip of the blade against the base of his neck.

      “I’m sorry,” Amelia says quickly and through heavy breaths as blood seeps from the wound on her stomach. “Give me another chance.”

      My heart sinks at her declaration, but at the same time, I understand the need to say what you have to in the middle of a deranged situation such as this.

      “No. You failed me. It’s unfortunate that the ties of your blood bind you so strongly. You were mine Amelia, never theirs. Archophys was supposed to mine, he was supposed to be my Fated.” She takes a step forward, bringing Leon with her as her hand begins trembling against his skin. A sick sense of resentment taints her voice as she speaks, and my mind begins collapsing at the words she’s saying.

      What is this? I try to ask Nathanial, confusion washes through our bond on both sides.

      I don’t know, he responds.

      Luna and I take another step forward, coming dangerously close to the edge of the loft. Amelia looks behind her shoulder and meets our gaze, her eyes flash with uncertainty as well and suddenly I realize that no one truly knows what is happening, not even Sunan’s own daughter.

      “What are you talking about?” Luna’s voice sounds next to me and I can see Elijah tense at her words. He fights to step forward and the space around us begins flickering as he tries to alter our surroundings. But Luna doesn’t attempt to help him, she’s just as invested in what is being revealed as I am.

      “Do not try anything,” Sunan shouts as she drops the knife to Leon’s stomach and begins piercing his skin with the blade. “I will kill him now, in front of all of you. His sister was easy enough, he will be a treat,” she speaks as a wicked grin slowly spreads across her face and Leon fights to break free at her words. He’s seething, his own rage bubbling forward but the Demons are quick to grip onto his legs and arms again in order to hold him still against Sunan.

      Elijah halts his attempts, but the tension between the four of us is thick and fierce, our Fated connections exploding with anger and power. I can feel as it swamps the area, slithering through our blood and pulsing against our skin.

      “Archophys was mine before he was ever Estera’s. We were in love—pure, unmatched love. He belonged to me, and together, we had you, Amelia. But he was a Demon, and I was an Angel. It was a struggle to be so far apart and he wanted to see you every now and then. As you know, Arcadia doesn’t allow biological parents to raise the children. You’re brought up in the community, with mentors and vague parental figures.” She pauses briefly, the anger she’s emitting is coming to a breaking point as her lips flatten into a hard line and she grinds her teeth. “But I cared for him so much, I wanted to make it work. So, I sent my sister, Estera, with you to visit him on earth. I couldn’t get away then, but he so badly wanted to see how you’d grown. You were so young, only a few years old at this point.”

      Her knife buries even deeper into Leon’s gut as he cries out. Her eyes flash up to mine and Luna’s as every bit of information comes crashing to the surface. “They betrayed me. Over the next year, Estera spent days on earth with you and your father, in the name of helping me. I didn’t realize what was happening until I arrived one day, on one of their outings and caught them fucking while you were with Leon and Nya.” She spits the words out as she buries the hilt into Leon. She’s livid, and his knees weaken and collapse in her hold.

      “No, that—that would mean—” Amelia stumbles towards them as she reaches for Leon and succumbs to her mother’s words.

      “That Stella and Luna are your half-sisters. Yes. Those sick and vile breeds are your flesh and blood, my dear. They are disgusting beings you should have slaughtered when you had the fucking chance.”

      My mind explodes and Luna inhales an audible gasp at her words. We’re related. We’re fucking related and that makes Sunan our aunt. She knew our fucking parents, long before they ever had us. I feel my lungs tighten and it quickly becomes harder to breathe. I need Nathanial, his steady flow of confidence and power, but I can’t fucking reach him.

      He tries though, and I feel him push everything I need through our bond. He growls out behind me as he tries to break through Danner’s hold. Elijah is doing the same and suddenly, every bit of power that builds between us fights to burst free from the seams at the same time. It’s suffocating us in a heavy sea and I squeeze Luna’s hand as we both try to push back with it.

      “Leave Leon, please. We can fix this somehow,” Amelia says as she crawls closer to a nearly passed out Leon on the ground. The Demons quickly come forward though and block the space she needs to breach to get to him.

      “Oh, we’ll fix this, daughter. We absolutely will. Because you’re coming with me and I’m going to fix you. I’m going to remind you why you’ve been raised to rule the Fallen Race. Why you spent your life working to purify our kind and rid the world of the darkness brought by Demons and vile mixed breeds.”

      In a second of breaking commotion, Nathanial and Elijah blow through the holds that Danner placed on them. They spring forward and Luna and I are suddenly being dragged farther from the edge as Lucifer and Esme run up behind us. Esme is scanning the room quickly, her hands laced in front of her chest as she chants and speaks words that I don’t understand. I hear Nathanial and Elijah tell her a quick thank you and realize she must have been the one who helped break them free of Danner.

      I savor the feeling of having Nathanial’s arms wrapped around me, but my mind is still solely focused on what’s happening below and how we can stop this.

      “Say the fucking words, Amelia,” Sunan bites out as she continues driving the blade into his stomach. Amelia’s crying, actual tears streaming down her cheeks as a Demon comes to stand behind her and holds her face in front of Leon’s.

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” he spits out. “I’d rather fucking die.”

      “Leon,” she cries just as he yells in pain when the knife pulls out and pierces his flesh again.

      “Say the goddamn words or I will kill him. Right here, in front of you. You think I don’t fucking know? Do you think I’m oblivious to this sick and twisted hold you have on each other? It’s disgusting. I had to witness Archophys and Estera live their tainted bond for years, knowing they would one day have children. Knowing that you would have to grow and find them, Amelia. I built you into someone stronger than this weak creature you are now.” She shakes Leon’s weak body as she twists the knife and he bleeds out before us.

      “You were my one exception, tainted with the blood of a Demon.” Her words transform into something acidic and even more deranged. “But I fixed you, I made you into the Angel you were always supposed to be. I masked your bloodlines with a spell that was unbreakable, invincible. I had hopes when you found them and Fell, that you would follow through with our plans. But you’ve always been a disgusting disappointment, and it all started with him and his sister.”

      “Leave them,” Lucifer insists. “This is unavoidable, and if Sunan gets what she wants, she won’t be a threat to anyone else.”
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      “No!” I reply, my voice is hard with determination. “We aren’t fucking leaving them. She’s our sister, and Leon has always been there for us.” I quickly turn around and move to race down the stairs, Nathanial is right by my side as he takes my hand and steps ahead in order to pull me along. Luna and Elijah follow us as well, but Esme is held back by Lucifer’s hands.

      “Say the fucking words!” Sunan screams once more and Amelia flinches back at the sound. She immediately starts speaking, and Leon struggles to lift his hands and cover his ears. He’s clearly in agony, fighting back with every bit of strength he can manage.

      “Ol, Amelia—”

      “Fucking mutt,” Sunan coldly interrupts and corrects her verbiage.

      —half-breed of both the Underworld and Arcadia above, allar ol cnila de yours g sibsi. Ol darbs de a etharzi c ge congamphlgh ca el.”

      “She won’t survive this, it’s her third fucking bond. She can’t do it again,” Elijah stresses, worry lining his voice as we come to the bottom floor.

      “Not unless he’s her Fated. If that’s what’s happening, then it might be a successful bond,” Nathanial answers clinically, relying on anything he possibly knows as a healer.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you,” Leon mumbles incoherently while Amelia continues crying through the words she’s being forced to speak.

      I step forward, Luna at my side as we both breach through the space that surrounds them. “They’ve already initiated the bond. Even if she tries to kill Leon, Amelia can heal him,” Nathanial shouts over the chaotic noise. He reaches for my hand and pulls me in front of him, “Project, tell me where Danner is through the bond. I’ll protect you from here.”

      Nathanial’s arms wrap tightly around my shoulders as I work to quickly release my spirit from the physical confines of my body. “I’m always your reflection. Everything you feel, what you can do, the emotions that build inside of you. They reflect through me and are amplified. I think that’s why I could project after I met you. It’s why we were becoming more volatile towards each other the more time we spent together. We were constantly mirroring each other until we finally gave in. I might be able to reflect your ability, even while you’re projected, now that we’re linked. Go,” he lifts a hand and grips my jaw tightly. He whispers everything as quickly as he can.

      His touch flows through me and I slip away, my spirit releasing into the space while my form collapses in his arms. At the same time, Luna and Elijah begin altering our surroundings. But I’m in an odd dimension, one that gives me the ability to see what’s truly happening, with a thin veil of what Elijah and Luna create layered over top.

      It’s confusing at first, and I have to work to sort the images. But soon enough I’m able to differentiate what’s happening until the entire room plunges into darkness. When the lights come on again, we’re in the middle of the city. Cars race through the area in a mess that sends Sunan’s eyes flashing all over the place. The Demons around her become frightened, and their hold on Leon slips enough for Amelia to reach forward and pull him into her arms. She keeps stepping backwards, her strength clearly returning due to the bond they’ve now formed.

      Good, I need her to survive this.

      I quickly glance around the room in search of Danner, studying the space for his hidden stature but I don’t see him. Nathanial is still hovering over my body, his eyes tracking the spaces I move to as if he can see me himself. I have a feeling that he can still feel my presence through the bond, and maybe that is directing his gaze.

      Amelia turns to quickly pass Leon off to Elijah, when Sunan’s hand whips forward and wraps through her hair. She yanks her daughter backwards and Amelia comes crashing to the ground. Sunan begins stepping back, dragging Amelia by the grip she holds on her.

      I race toward them, and I feel Nathanial’s eyes as they follow me along. His voice yells out for me to stop, but I can’t. I can’t let her take Amelia. Luna is suddenly there as well, running toward Sunan when both of our hands wrap around Amelia’s legs. Luna can’t see me, she doesn’t know I’m here but we work together to try and pull Amelia free.

      I don’t realize at first what I’m doing, but as I listen to both of my sisters cries while we work as one, I notice that I’m physically interacting with a different dimension for the first time. I throw my head back to find Nathanial braced on the ground over my figure. His body is tense, and his eyes are shut while he floods our bond with his strength. He’s doing what he said he could, reflecting my own power, amplifying my own ability now that we’re bonded.

      The city bustles around us, distracting Sunan until she’s raging uncontrollably. “Let go you little mutts. This one is fucking mine, and she’s going to pay for what she’s done.”

      Abruptly, Sunan’s Demons rip forward and I falter when one wraps its razor sharp teeth around Luna’s arm. The city scape flickers and Elijah shouts as he rushes toward us.

      “Let me go,” Amelia yells and my eyes flash back to her before falling to Luna again.

      “No,” I cry even though she can’t hear me. I can’t do this. I don’t want to let her go.

      “You have to let me go,” she concedes as she pulls her legs up and tries to break free from our hold. Luna maintains her grip, even as she cries out in pain. But Elijah reaches the Demon and hastily stabs it through the back of its head. “Please, you have to. Take care of Leon, and Elijah. Nathanial was one of my best friends at one point in our lives. They don’t know what they’ve already done for me. But I have to go. I’m sorry.” Amelia kicks her legs forward until one crashes against Luna’s shoulder, shooting her back in agony and into Elijah’s arms.

      I retain my hold and Amelia’s eyes shift to the space I should be in. “Back the fuck off, Stells. I know you think you can fix this, but you can’t.” Anger slips into her tone as she tries to pull her familiar shield back in place. She’s detaching herself, concealing within the hard exterior she wraps herself in. She kicks her leg forward, attempting to connect with me in some space but I hold on. It’s not until she finally makes contact with my jaw that I finally lose my grip and watch her slip out of my grasp. Her mother watches in satisfaction and laughs a bitter sound that pierces through my chest.

      I fall back on my hands, unable to stop the heavy tears that fall from eyes. I helplessly watch as Sunan escapes into the darkness with her Demons and my sister.
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      I’m holding Stella in my arms, her weakened body lays against my chest while my back is braced against the couch. She’s exhausted, both mentally and physically from everything that just happened. We all are. We never found Danner. He obviously left the minute Esme had broken his hold on myself and Elijah. I can guarantee he’s with Sunan, just another slave she’s manipulated into being her servant.

      We’re back home, finally. Leon lays passed out across the sofa, but his breaths are shallow and uneven. He doesn’t feel well, growing more and more uncomfortable by the minute as the bond strains and stretches between him and Amelia.

      She’s gone.

      She’s back with Sunan, that evil, disgusting waste of a fucking Angel. Who knows what she’s about to go through, or what she’ll be when she comes out on the other side of it.

      “Amelia is fucking related to Luna and Stella,” Elijah mutters as he scrubs a hand down his face. He’s pacing around the room while Luna lays at my side, her head rests near Stella’s while they both sleep. “How the hell did I not know that? How could I not feel that?”

      “Sunan taps into incredibly dark magic, Elijah. I don’t know what it is, but she was able to hide Amelia’s bloodlines her entire life. How was she able to stay in Arcadia as a half-breed? Sunan held way too much control, she’s a master at manipulation and she taught Amelia to exemplify the same traits,” I explain quietly. I run my fingers through Stella’s hair and then rest the back of my hand against her forehead. I’m still in the habit of checking her temperature, even though we’re bonded and I can feel her health pulsing through our blood.

      “And now Leon and Amelia are bonded. She survived the link, which means they are most likely Fated. She and Leon are going to be tortured being apart. Maybe he can find her, the way I found Luna in the woods,” Elijah pauses his movements, letting his eyes fall to Leon who now slowly stirs awake.

      “I’m not looking for her,” Leon groans out as he turns to face us. His skin is whiter, ashier than usual and his eyes are darker than before.

      “Yes, you are,” Elijah bites out as he takes a step closer.

      “No. I’m fucking not. As far as I’m concerned, the sooner she dies, the sooner this bullshit bond is severed, and I can go on my way.” Leon slowly sits up, raising his voice in anger.

      Stella and Luna both stir at the commotion and flutter their eyes open while they listen.

      “First of all,” I interrupt. “I can guarantee that Sunan has Amelia hidden within the dark magic she accesses. I doubt Leon would even be able to find her in the first place. If she was able to bury those bloodlines and raise Amelia as an Angel undetected for years, then she’s using something far darker than I’ve ever witnessed before.”

      “Fucking hell,” Elijah snaps as he resumes pacing. “How can you say that shit, Leon? She’s your Fated. If she dies, you most likely will as well.”

      Leon growls a bitter sound that spills from his throat. He works to stand up and square his shoulders through the discomfort he’s clearly feeling. “Because I don’t give two fucks about Amelia or whatever her mother is doing to her. I care about the two of them getting what they fucking deserve. If I die in the process? So be it, they’ve taken everything from me as it is.”

      “So, she is your Fated?” Stella asks, just as Luna sits up at my side.

      “Yeah, in some sick and twisted mistake by the goddamn Universe.” Leon walks towards the staircase as he turns to address us one last time. “I’m going upstairs to pass the fuck out. Don’t wake me up.”

      Stella tenses in my arms once we’re all alone. I can feel the worry through her blood, wondering where Amelia is and what’s happening to her. I pull her tightly against my chest and graze my fingers across her stomach. “We’ll find her.”

      Her face turns towards me, her weary eyes meeting my own. “How? How will we be able to? You and I have to leave for Avernus in only a few days.”

      “Us being in the Underworld will be beneficial to what’s happening,” I remind her. “We’ll be with Esme and Lucifer. We’ll be the first to know if Sunan contacts anyone in Hell and we can research the dark magic she’s tapping into.”

      “We have to find her as soon as possible.” Luna stands and steps toward Elijah, running her hands around his waist as he pulls her against him and envelops her in his hold.

      “We will,” he says quietly, but I hear the uncertainty that taints his voice.

      “Leon will help, we’ll fucking make him,” I add. I don’t know what has happened between him and Amelia, but it can’t step between my Fated and Luna finding their sister.

      “Amelia has done horrible things,” Elijah prompts as his gaze drops to each of us in the room. “Unforgivable things. Most, we don’t even know about.”

      “We know,” Stella says quietly, and Luna looks back to meet her eyes. “She’s also helped, in her own way. She helped me when I had to go to the Underworld. She helped initiate the bond between Nathanial and I.”

      “She’s broken. But she’s our sister, and we have to try. We aren’t letting her go. Not without a fight,” Luna agrees.

      “Then we start tomorrow. We’ll begin the search before Stella and I leave, gather information and potential locations that she should could be hiding. We’ll continue from Hell. Keep your eyes out for Danner as well, he’ll be with Sunan.” I shift to stand and pull Stella up with me. Elijah and Luna nod in agreement and when I look to see the time, I realize it’s nearly sunrise.

      But we’re all exhausted, so I lift Stella in my arms again and carry her upstairs to our room. I’m not sure where Leon chose to pass out, but as I near our door, I see that Amelia’s is cracked open the tiniest inch.

      I pause, stepping towards it while Stella pushes it open a bit farther. We both peer inside and find Leon, he’s passed out on Amelia’s bed, his head rests against her pillows. His breaths are still shallow, but they’re slightly more even than they were before.

      “He’s going to get worse,” I tell Stella. She wasn’t around when Luna and Elijah spent their night away from each other. “It’s physically painful to be apart from your Fated. A few hours, a night here and there is simply uncomfortable. But the longer they’re apart, if Amelia is being truly tortured or hurt, the worse Leon will become.”

      Stella’s eyes widen with disappointment as she turns to look at him again. “What if he feeds?”

      “It may help temporarily, but nothing releases the strain that’s being put on their bond.”

      “Why does he hate her? What happened?” She asks, turning her gaze back to me as we leave him and step into our own room. I stalk towards the bed and lay her down, shifting back so that I can undress before climbing in beside her. She sits up and begins doing the same.

      “I don’t know exactly what happened between them. I know that she was trapped on earth for a brief period of time when she was young, but I don’t know the details of what happened. By the time we met her as a teenager, we thought she had been raised the way Elijah and I had, with no parental figures—only mentors.” My eyes fall to Stella’s naked form, raking over her creamy skin and flawlessly curved figure. I want to feel her against me, have her flesh connecting with mine. I don’t even need to fuck her in this moment, I just want to feel her.

      “And by that point, she was already a master at hiding who she truly was,” Stella replies knowingly. I nod my head and step on to the bed, reaching forward and dragging her against my skin. She wraps her arms around my neck and straddles her legs across my thighs. “What if we can’t find her?” her voice drops low in an anxious whisper as she voices her fear.

      “Then we dispatch every Demon in Hell to rip through Sunan’s whereabouts until we do,” I growl, while I wrap my fingers around the back of her thighs and pull her wider across my lap. I feel her relax at my declaration, her body melts against mine and her emotions immediately begin leveling out.

      I take it back, I do need to fuck her. And I feel the need rising in her blood as well. It’s the connection we crave, the union after having a night like we just experienced. I want to feel her against me in every possible way, listen to her heart beat wildly in her chest and watch as her hair bounces and falls around her shoulders.

      She rolls her hips forward, grinding her core against me as her lips pull up into a confident smile. “Because we’re the new rulers of Avernus,” she announces with an assertive tone. There it is, the resolve. We’ll make this work, we’ll find Amelia. We’ll destroy and decimate anyone who tries to stop us.

      She sits up and slides back down on my length, gasping as I fill her. I grip her hips even tighter and let my fingers bite into her flesh.

      “Exactly,” I reply, leaning forward and taking one of her nipples into my mouth. Her head falls back as she moans and begins riding me in greedy strokes.

      “Should I call you King Nathanial again?” She asks, humor lacing her tone while she bounces on my fucking cock.

      “Nah,” I say and then bite down on her nipple. “You only call me daddy.”
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      The music pounds through my ears as I stride across the floor of our club in Avernus. Nathanial and I have been here for a few months now, and we continue our search for Amelia. We’ve sent Demons and Fallen Angels to the places we think she could be, but have come up empty handed so far. We’ve also been focusing part of our efforts on our new home, getting to know our kind and how things work in the Underworld.

      I’ve loved it, truthfully. In the brief moments my mind isn’t lost in search of Amelia, I find comfort and rest in the home we’ve built here. It feels familiar, and Nathanial has transitioned perfectly from his rule over the Fallen Race to ruling over Avernus. We easily project back and forth now, visiting Elijah and Luna at least once a week. We have meetings to discuss any new information regarding Sunan and Danner, and Leon has moved in with them while we search.

      He’s an entirely different story, however. He grows weaker and sicker every day, he’s angry and uncontrolled most of the time now. He ends up leaving for days on end where he binge feeds to dangerous levels. Sometimes he comes here to Avernus, other times he’s lost on the upside instead. I can practically see the internal war that feasts on him. I know he’s slowly losing himself to the torture he feels Amelia experiencing, and then the spiteful part of him that believes she deserves it.

      I can’t even imagine what they’re both going through. Tonight however, Leon is here, and I’m thankful to be able to keep an eye on him while he moves through the club. He’s on a binge, so his strength has somewhat returned. However, he hasn’t been the Leon I first met months ago, not since Amelia was taken.

      I step through the crowd of dancers, after checking on Leon, and I move to oversee the bar and the other attendees. I’ve got my favorite, purple latex dress on. I use the term dress loosely, it’s a tight short skirt that clings to my ass and hips. But the top is a few strappy pieces that wrap around me in deliberate places. My hair is pulled up into a high ponytail, hanging long down my back until it brushes against the exposed skin right above my ass. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t wear it like this on purpose.

      “Stella.” My name is barked out as an order behind me, just as my head is crudely yanked back by my hair. I stumble against a hard, muscular chest and a tiny satisfactory smirk pulls at my lips. Sharp teeth and heated breath scrape against my ear. “What the fuck did I tell you?”

      My heart pulses in my chest and my blood seethes underneath my skin. “Not to wear my hair like this unless I wanted to be in trouble?” I say innocently, as if I’ve made a mistake and forgotten.

      I didn’t forget.

      “Oh, you’re in big fucking trouble, baby girl.” His hand pulls back and he crashes it against my ass. The tight latex making it somehow sting even more than usual.

      I love the pain. I crave the sting he offers me.

      “But we need to talk first,” his voice changes, softens a bit and that grabs my attention. I turn in his arms and he releases my hair by a fraction, maintaining his hold while his other hand slides around my waist. “I received word that there’s been an influx of drug trafficking through the realms.”

      My eyes narrow in confusion and my brows pull together over my forehead. “What? Drugs? I don’t understand.”

      “It looks like Kano. A supernatural drug that has been skyrocketing in production. It’s named after the ancient Viking Runes, meaning opening. It acts as a euphoric high, essentially opening you up to different realms. People used to use it in an attempt to contact others in different dimensions. Lost ones, lovers, friends who passed away. But it’s highly addictive and when given too much, can completely warp your mind and make you susceptible to manipulation. It was banned years ago when the drug began being used against Fated pairings.” He pauses, sighing in disappointment before he continues. “When you’re in that state, you lose sense of your surroundings, of what reality is. It’s an escape for some, and a weapon for others. It was easy to pick and slaughter people who weren’t aware of what was happening to them.” He explains everything perfectly, but my mind struggles to keep up with him. The sounds of the club become louder in my ears, my blood surges with concern and apprehension as I try to understand what point he’s getting at.

      “What does that mean exactly? What are you trying to tell me?” I pull us backwards and towards the wall where I can hear him better. He cages me in, placing his hands on either side of my head as he leans down and dips closer to me.

      “I think Sunan and Danner could be using it with Amelia,” he exhales and looks to the right, where Leon is grinding against another Succubus. When he first began coming to Avernus, I was caught off guard. Here, he can reveal his true form, and I hadn’t realized he was hiding anything on the Upside. But as I watch him and the small blonde that dances against his body, his long, black horns break through and spiral out the top of his head. He doesn’t show them often, choosing to keep the hidden. But down here, he’s a little more lenient, and I think the anger that courses through his body lends to the release of his natural state.

      Leon suddenly turns his gaze towards us, clearly watching our private conversation while he grips the blonde’s hips and moves against her.

      Nathanial’s eyes fall back to me. “If they are, they could essentially do whatever they wanted without her fighting back. I’m sure she’s already weak and in pain, but the drug would erase any strength she had remaining. Her mind would be open to countless different tactics, they could warp her reality into something that convinces her to fall in line with her mother’s beliefs. She would be addicted, absolutely. I doubt they are managing her intake in the slightest.”

      My head falls back against the wall and I close my eyes, letting his words process through my already worried mind. “So how do we stop it? How the fuck do we get her back, Nathanial?”

      “The good news is that we have a lead. We have someone on the inside who was able to provide the information for the trafficking. We know several of the places they have been dropped off at in the past, and can plan to watch for the next one so that we’re there.” Nathanial grips my jaw with his long fingers and tilts my head down so that I open my eyes and look at him. “We’re closer. A lot closer.”

      “But not close enough,” I whisper the words as his lips brush against mine. He drops his forehead to my own as I fight back tears.

      “It’s Kano, isn’t it.” Leon’s voice erupts behind Nathanial and I look over his shoulder to meet Leon’s vacant gaze.

      “I think so,” Nathanial says as he straightens and turns toward Leon.

      He ditched the blonde dancer, and now his body is rigid and tense with that familiar rage.

      “I wanted Amelia dead, not for this to be drawn out and for her to live in torment,” his voice breaks as he drops it lower. “It’s fucking killing me.”

      “Then help us, Leon. Please, we have to find her,” I beg, hoping he surrenders to what his blood and body are craving. He may hate her, but he needs her as much as she needs him.

      “Fine,” he sighs as he scrubs his tattooed hand down the front of his face. “Let’s fucking get her back.”

      With Leon on our side, we have an entirely new tool at our disposal.

      Amelia, hold on. We’re coming for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      “Fuck off, you disgusting piece of shit,” I spit the words out at him even though I know it won’t change anything. I do it because it’s my only means of defiance. It’s the only way I can fight back now. Through my voice.

      “Why the hell isn’t this shit working on her?” Danner’s vile tone creeps over my skin in the darkness. I don’t know where I am, but I’ve been locked in this barred and rusted cage for countless nights now. I stopped keeping track when I truly succumbed to the fact that no one was looking for me.

      I didn’t expect them to. Not even Leon, who I can feel literally wasting away on his binges and party nights. My own agony eats through our blood and courses through our bond. It’s a painful reminder of everything I’ve done throughout my past.

      And I wish I could say I regretted all of it.

      But I don’t.

      My mind is warped and shredded into mixed pieces of individual events. I don’t live a linear stream of memories. Instead, it’s chopped up pieces of what I’ve done wrong, what I’ve done right according to my mother, and the people I’ve hurt, killed and tortured.

      Because it’s a long fucking list. And Leon ranks right at the top of people I’ve destroyed.

      I learned to hate myself a long time ago, accept the fact that I’ll never be worth anything to anyone. For a while, I thought I was valuable to my own mother, my own blood. Now I know even that was a lie, and instead I chose to hurt the flesh and blood I didn’t even know existed.

      Stella and Luna. My sisters.

      Two of the people I’ve despised the most over the years and yet they’re the only two who mistakenly try to fucking fix me.

      I hate them, but I hate myself even more.

      I laugh, a sharp sound of surrender and exhaustion. I’m tired, and I’m in so much pain that my body hardly responds anymore. They try to inject me with Kano, a drug I’m all too familiar with, but they don’t realize that I built up an immunity to that shit a long time ago. So they keep pumping me with it, more and more every single day until they reach the point of where I dissolve into something tamable.

      “More,” Danner grits out and his fingers tightly grip the base of my forearm as he jabs the thick needle through my skin for the fourth time.

      “If you kill her, Sunan will be livid.”

      Please do.

      Another deep and gritty voice cracks around me and I know it’s another one of her revolting Demon slaves. How ironic, truthfully. That I was bred to slaughter Demons and mixed breeds, only to find out that I’ve been destroying my very own kind?

      It’s okay, add it to the never-ending list of reasons why I want to die.
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      Congratulations, you’ve successfully survived Stella and Nathanial’s journey. I know it was hard, it was painful, it wasn’t pretty. I get that.

      But it was them. It was their broken pieced-up lives finally finding the missing parts within each other. But they had to accept what they were destined to be without the bond first, and I had a feeling their late union would disappoint a few people.

      I’m sorry if it did, but I’m not sorry for how that played out. Because it’s a part of who they are alone, and as a couple. I love them for what they went through, the risks they took, the hurdles they overcame. Their story is so complex, and I’m genuinely obsessed with them.

      So THANK YOU! To so many people, but firstly, to you. The reader. The imaginer, the escapist, the fantasizer, the believer.

      I couldn’t do this without you, and I’m thankful for you.

      I want to say thank you to KV, for talking me off ledge COUNTLESS times. And by talking me OFF the ledge, I mean shoving me off into the abyss because I needed the extra push.

      To my Alphas, Priscilla and Allison. You guys are rockstars and put up with SO MUCH. So thank you, you keep me true to the story and true to my characters.

      To my Betas, Brie, Karlie, Chelsea, and Natalie. I love you guys, you all mean everything to me and I’m so thankful that you take the time to read all of my stories.

      Massive shout out to my editor, Amy Briggs, for giving me the best encouragement, criticism and kick ass comments that I could ever ask for. You’re a unicorn.

      My PA, Sam. You are genuinely AMAZING. I am so thankful to have you as such a huge part of this journey. I hope you know how much I appreciate everything you do, every minute you spend helping me. I realize I’m chaotic and messy, and you organize things into BEAUTY. I literally could not function through everything without you.

      Books&Moods. There isn’t much to say other than I’M SORRY I’M A PAIN IN THE ASS. I love you guys. Thank you.

      Lastly, the biggest shout out to my Mystery Girl. You showed up when I needed you. You inspired me when I was falling flat, and you guided me when I thought I was lost. You’ve changed me, and I couldn’t be more thankful to have you in my life.
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