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      I woke up screaming. Panting. Panicked.

      Hot tears ran down my face. It wasn’t real. Not anymore.

      I was crying from a nightmare that was mostly memories—from the sadness and despair and sheer terror it brought up—but I’d stop now that I was awake. Soon. I’d stop crying soon. I just had to calm down first.

      I wiped my hands down my face and tried to steady myself. With my earbuds in and my playlist finished, my panting breaths echoed loudly inside my head. That definitely wasn’t helping my panic.

      I tossed them onto my bedside table.

      The nightmare had been beyond terrifying. Way worse than my usual ones. It felt so real. Like I’d actually been racing away from my father, running through the caverns of Hell again, trying to find a way out.

      And it didn’t help that it wasn’t just a nightmare.

      It was my past.

      But I wasn’t in Hell anymore.

      I’d gotten out.

      I wasn’t trapped, but my brain, my body, my soul hadn’t realized that yet.

      I closed my eyes. My therapist told me that when I panicked, I had to focus on what my senses were telling me. On what was here with me in this room. In the real world. If I was too panicked, it didn’t matter which sense came first. I just had to start with something.

      Touch. I could feel the sheets under my hands. The softness of my blanket. This was my bed.

      Sight. I blinked my eyes open. I was in my room, with icons on the walls and my homework still on my desk. In the Los Feliz neighborhood of Los Angeles. In an apartment that I shared with my amazing mother. Safe.

      Safe enough. For now.

      I snagged my water bottle from my bedside table and took a long drink. The ice clanged against the metal, and the cold, crisp, clean water hit my tongue. Hear and taste.

      I took a deep breath and smelled a hot, floral wax. The flickering flame on my dresser caught my eye. I’d lit the blessed candle from a local church before I went to bed in the hopes that I wouldn’t have a nightmare. It didn’t work tonight, but I was stubborn enough to keep trying until the candle burned down to nothing.

      I took another breath, and there it was. The one thing I wished I never smelled again.

      Sulfur.

      Just a hint. Just enough to keep me questioning if I was really smelling it or if the dream had really felt so real that it’d followed me into the waking world.

      Fear inched up around my body, reaching around my neck and tightening, making it hard to breathe.

      Nope. Not tonight. I wasn’t having a full-blown panic attack tonight. I refused.

      I grabbed my phone and shoved my fear into the trash where it belonged.

      3:17 a.m.

      Of course.

      Always three-freaking-a.m.

      A sharp huff slipped free before I could stop it.

      Okay. I needed to do something. A distraction. A connection. Something to make me feel a little less alone.

      I opened the messages app and clicked on Mom. How’s it going? I hit Send.

      A second later, the three dots appeared, and then her message. Why are you awake?

      I wasn’t sure why she’d asked unless she hadn’t noticed the time. Why do you think?

      I’d lived through that particular nightmare in real life a few years ago, but the flashback dreams never stopped. Not when I was in the hospital. Not when I was at the psychiatric facility after that. Definitely not since I came home. At this point, I wasn’t sure they’d ever go away.

      Making it through one night of solid sleep seemed like a pipe dream. Exhaustion was a weight I’d live with for the rest of my life, but I had to keep going. Even if the nightmares had gotten so much worse lately.

      Got it. Another nightmare. My mom texted back. I’m sorry I’m not there.

      Yeah. I wasn’t sure what else to say, but knowing she was somewhere answering my texts—even if she wasn’t actually here—made me feel like I wasn’t totally alone.

      I took another breath, and my heartbeat finally settled down. The fear was dissipating, even if I thought I still smelled just a hint of sulfur.

      Maybe it was in my head?

      A chill ran through me, and I tugged up my comforter.

      Chilled was good. Chilled meant I was safe. There was nothing cold in Hell.

      My phone buzzed in my hand, and I glanced down.

      I shouldn’t have taken this night shift. We know you can’t be alone at night. Mom was a nurse practitioner at the children’s hospital. She was called in this afternoon, and we both knew it was a bad idea.

      Bad things happened to me at night. Especially lately. The nightmares had gotten more intense, and I was worried that it meant something was coming. I could almost feel the spiritual realm building up to fight. And it wasn’t just me feeling this way.

      The world had woken up to supernaturals. A group of werewolves, witches, and fey made the news months ago, and suddenly, the human thirst for power took on a whole new supernatural element that wasn’t good.

      People were messing with things they didn’t understand, and I knew my life was about to shift.

      I wasn’t a werewolf, a witch, or a fey, but I was something else. And once they knew about me and the spiritual realm, a new doorway to evil would open up. One only I could close.

      But I had no control over any part of that. I could only deal with myself, my actions, my emotions, my path in this life.

      My phone buzzed. Are you okay?

      Yes. Don’t beat yourself up. It’s just a nightmare, and we need the money. I wasn’t sure how we ever managed, and that was before everything in the last few years happened. The debt had to be crippling, especially since she refused to show me the hospital bills.

      Are you really okay or are you just saying that? She texted again. Mom was officially worrying. She didn’t need to do that, not while she was busy working.

      I’m really okay. I can handle being alone at night. I hit Send, and then another thought popped into my head. A couple months ago, that same group of supernaturals that outed everyone showed up on my doorstep, including a cousin of mine. Against my better judgment, I’d helped them.

      I wondered if this uptick in the spiritual realm I was feeling—this pressure and buildup—was backlash for what I’d done.

      I quickly typed and sent it before I could filter myself.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have helped Tessa and her friends.

      Her answer came almost immediately. You absolutely did the right thing. No one ever said this life would be easy, and ours won’t be. We know this. But we don’t stop fighting for good. Especially when someone comes begging for your help. Turning away Tessa would’ve been wrong.

      I knew that. I did. But Tessa came to me with a demon problem. I’d seen signs of it from a block away, and I knew exactly what it was. Demons and the spiritual realm were my jam.

      Except the demon she’d been dealing with was my father. The very demon that had trapped me in Hell years ago.

      The one I’d been running from my whole life.

      The one Tessa had just banished back to Hell, who I knew was beyond furious with me.

      If your father finds us again, we’ll move. Mom must’ve been reading my mind.

      Can we even afford to move? We only just moved in here. Everything costs money, but moving? That meant deposits, at least an extra month’s rent, a moving van…

      If we have to, we’ll find a way. But if you’re worried, do us a favor and stay in bed. Keep your earplugs in and headphones on, and be good until I get back.

      She hadn’t answered the money question, which didn’t bode well for us.

      If she wasn’t addressing it, I guessed I should let it go. Be good? Am I ever anything other than good? I sent her the angel emoji, even though we both knew that was the opposite of what I was.

      Funny, kid. Real funny. You know exactly what I meant. No messing around in the spiritual realm when I’m not there. Period. She sent a smirking emoji. BTW I told Phoenix across the hall that you were alone tonight. His abuela is looking out for you, too. Text him if you need anything. He said you could come over and stay with them if you’re scared.

      All the air in my lungs was ripped from my body as I stared at her text.

      No way. She didn’t⁠—

      Another text came through. Phoenix’s contact card.

      I stared at it as if it wasn’t real.

      Holy mother of a goat. I couldn’t believe this was happening. You didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t do this.

      I absolutely did. No matter how old you feel, you’re still seventeen for a few more months and a minor currently home alone. Phoenix is twenty-two and used to watching after his sisters. I know his mom is a lot for you, but you can trust Phoenix if something comes up.

      This was so embarrassing.

      I wanted to yell, but instead, I tossed my phone on my bed and covered my face with my hands.

      She knew I had a crush on him. I mean—it was probably pretty obvious to anyone the way I clammed up every time I saw him. But still, come on.

      I might’ve been years younger than him, but the months I spent trapped in Hell—the lifetime of fighting evil spiritual forces—aged me. I looked like a teenager on the outside, but inside, I felt ancient.

      And now Phoenix was going to think I was some dumb kid. Which I wasn’t. Not in any way that counted. And I wouldn’t be in a few months. But to be fair, he made me act like I was years younger and⁠—

      My phone buzzed again, and I checked it.

      Just do me a favor and do what I said. Stay in the apartment. Leaving at this hour will only cause you trouble.

      I wanted to answer back with something snarky, but suddenly, I was too tired for that.

      Yep. You got it. I tossed my phone back on my bed. Maybe I should take a shower. I needed to wash some of the sticky sweat off of me, and it wasn’t like I was going back to sleep any time⁠—

      Something crashed downstairs, and I froze.

      “You fucking bitch!” A male voice screamed, and then there was another crash. It was loud, but the walls were thin, making it feel like the crash was in my room instead of the apartment downstairs.

      Well, the nightmare made sense now. I always had them, but now that I was fully awake, I knew that there really was sulfur lingering in the air. It hadn’t been just a nightmare. I wasn’t imagining the scent.

      Nope. There was something evil happening downstairs.

      The fight got a little louder, but I had to stay out of it. I truly did. Mom was right about that.

      I mean, even if I did go downstairs, what could I realistically do? Knock on their door and awkwardly say—Hey, sorry about that awful fight you’re having, but judging from how bad my nightmare was, it’s likely fueled by demons. You’re under a spiritual attack. If you just let me inside, I can open a portal to Hell and send the demons bothering you down to the fiery pits.

      Nope. I’d lose them at the word demons. They’d think I was crazy and slam the door in my face. Which was honestly fair.

      Maybe crazy seemed like an accurate label for a professed demonologist, but demons didn’t care about labels. They thrived on creating enough chaos in someone’s life that the person would self-destruct. Whether that person believed demons were real or not was irrelevant.

      I hated this.

      I hated who I was.

      I didn’t want to straddle the mortal and spiritual realms. I didn’t want to be the daughter of a fallen angel. I didn’t want to be thinking about who to call for help—my demon-dead friend or my archon-slash-guardian angel. I didn’t want to open portals and send demons back to Hell. I didn’t want any of this.

      All I wanted was to be normal. To have friends, a boyfriend, and not worry if helping someone would get me arrested. Or worse—committed. Again.

      You know what? Screw the demons downstairs. I whipped off the covers. I was getting one of my mom’s churro chip cookies and watching TV tonight.

      I didn’t care what was happening downstairs.

      I was going to ignore them.

      But then came a muffled scratching noise, and I froze halfway to my bedroom door.

      No. It wasn’t⁠—

      Nope. I knew that sound.

      Demonspeak.

      I squeezed my eyes closed and tried to make out the words. “Hit her. Hit her. She’s no good.” A group of demons were chanting it.

      Layered over that was another one. “He’s cheating. You smelled her perfume yesterday. He doesn’t love you. He doesn’t care. He’s a loser who—” Another group chanted.

      Great. Just great.

      As demonic influences went, this wasn’t particularly original, but why mess with something that worked?

      I opened my eyes, and nope. They still weren’t my problem. I wasn’t getting involved. This time⁠—

      “Saaaaamaaaaantha,” a voice called my name. Louder than the rest. Loud enough for it to hit my soul.

      I froze. No.

      I knew that voice.

      I hated that voice.

      That was my father—a fallen angel, the Great Duke of Hell, one of the evil trinity.

      Astaroth was his name, but I didn’t like to think it, let alone say it out loud. Not if I could avoid it.

      I hadn’t heard his voice since Tessa locked him back in Hell. Why was he calling out to me now? Why tonight when my neighbors were having a demon-fueled fight? Unless he was causing the fight.

      Man, I really, seriously didn’t want that. Not tonight.

      Not any night.

      I replayed the sound of his voice in my head, trying to figure out how close it felt.

      Was he down there?

      No. If he were that close, he’d already be in my room.

      The voice had been too far away to be in this realm, but I knew he was looking for me. He was sending his feelers out anywhere with high demonic activity. Anywhere I went, demons liked to hang. I was like a flashlight, drawing them to me.

      He couldn’t look for me everywhere, so he’d look for me where there were a bunch of demons congregating.

      Like the apartment downstairs.

      And then, he’d wait for me to mess up. To do something to attract him. Or for the demons to find me.

      Which meant that if I didn’t want to deal with my father popping back into this realm, I was going to have to go downstairs and deal with whatever was brewing before it got his attention. Before it got big. Before it was something that I’d mess up, and give away my location.

      Dang it.

      Mom was going to be so pissed at me, but I knew I had to do this. It was my only choice.

      She’d understand. Maybe. Probably not, but what choice did I have?

      No. I had to take care of this before they drew more of my father’s attention.

      I thought about putting on clothes, but I was already in a pair of soft, thin joggers, a sleep bra, and a tank top. I slid on a pair of loose sneakers, not bothering with socks, and called it good. It was enough for what might happen next. I wasn’t planning on seeing anyone, except maybe the downstairs neighbors, and if I saw them, they wouldn’t care what I was wearing. Whether they knew it or not, they were in the middle of a spiritual war.

      Please, God, don’t let this blow up in my face. I only want to help. And maybe send Eli. I know the archon is a pain, but he’s usually helpful.

      I wasn’t sure He was listening. I mean to other people, sure. Of course. Always. But me? Probably not. God started a whole flood to wipe out my bloodline, and I was pretty sure if there was one thing He hated, it probably was me.

      I was an abomination.

      But there was always a chance of redemption.

      Possibly.

      Maybe.

      I actually had no idea if that was something I should hope for or not.

      Whatever.

      Before I left my room, I blew out the candle, and the room filled with the scent of smoke and cooling wax. Maybe tomorrow would be the day it’d save me from my nightmares.

      It was worth a shot.

      I strode quickly down my hall.

      Was I really going to do this?

      Was I really this stupid?

      This self-destructive?

      After all the promises I made to myself—to Mom—I couldn’t believe I was going to risk everything after only months of being home. But yep, that was exactly what I was going to do.

      Screw it. Leaving demons to fester was a bigger danger than taking care of them. I would send them to Hell and be back in bed within the hour. Maybe I could get it down to thirty minutes. Maybe even ten.

      Ten felt fine. Easy. Safe. I couldn’t get in much trouble in ten minutes. Could I?

      Nah. Not possible. Ten was great.

      I snagged my keys and phone and went out my front door, shutting it softly before I could talk myself out of it.
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      I’d taken one step outside when the door across the hall opened.

      I glanced at my phone. 3:28 a.m.

      Who else was awake at this hour other than me?

      And the demons?

      And the people downstairs…

      Okay, so a lot of people—and things—were awake, but everyone across the hall should be asleep.

      Phoenix stepped out of his apartment, distracted, juggling his keys, phone, and a giant water bottle in his hands. He was wearing a pair of track pants, a bright blue UCLA T-shirt, and a gray UCLA hoodie. The sleeves of his hoodie were scrunched up, and brightly colored tattoos ran almost to his wrists. A gym bag was slung across his body and a backpack over his shoulders.

      There was a slight shine to his hair, making me think he’d just showered and woken up. With the backpack and gym bag, I knew he was leaving for the day. Which meant that it had to be a coincidence that we were out here at the same time.

      Except there was no such thing as a coincidence.

      I took a breath and looked up. What are you planning?

      This was going to be nothing but trouble. I’d been in enough trouble that I could tell.

      Phoenix locked his apartment and finally turned toward the breezeway, still staring at his phone.

      I pressed my back against my apartment door, hoping might leave without noticing me. But then he let out a little yelp, fumbled his phone, and dropped his keys. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      I bent down and grabbed his keys, holding them out to him.

      He took them, but so many questions seemed to flutter through his eyes. I wondered what he’d ask.

      “What are you doing out here?” His gaze was narrowed as he gave me a thorough once-over.

      Right. That was probably the most important question, except I couldn’t answer him. Partly because I knew I shouldn’t. I prided myself on always telling the truth, and he didn’t need to know what I was doing. But also, if I was being honest with myself, I had to acknowledge that he made me so nervous that I wasn’t sure my voice would work. I wasn’t sure I could answer him.

      What a dork.

      I was a dork.

      This was a humbling moment that I hadn’t expected. Demons, random vomit from possessed people, the possibility of getting arrested again somehow—sure. I could expect all of that. But embarrassing myself in front of a hot guy—nope. That wasn’t on tonight’s bingo card.

      I fought the urge to mess with my hair as he considered me. Instead, I studied him right back.

      His hazel-green eyes somehow seemed brighter in the night, and with his close-cropped black hair and dark-tanned skin, the combo was just too much. That, plus the fact that he was a foot taller than me—maybe even more—and one-hundred-percent ripped, made him perfection in my mind. I mean—he was perfect, not just in my mind, but in any sane person’s mind. He put in the time to look that way, though. I knew because I’d watched him as he came back from his jog every night since we moved into this place.

      Great. Now, I was a dork and a creeper.

      “Are you okay?” He’d gone from shocked to concerned.

      I needed to say something. Anything. But was I okay? Maybe right now, but it was possible I wouldn’t be once I dealt with the downstairs neighbors.

      He didn’t need to know any of that.

      Frack. I was annoying myself now.

      Phoenix closed the distance between us and stared down at me. “Samantha? Say something. Are you okay? Do I need to call your mom?”

      The last question got me going. That was the last thing he needed to do right now. “No. My mom knows what’s going on.” Sort of. “I just texted with her.” Basically the truth. “I’m getting some fresh air.” For now. Once he was gone, I’d be doing something completely different.

      “Air? Out here?” He raised a brow.

      My cheeks heated when I realized what he meant. The night was hot and humid and stiflingly still. Earthquake weather. Which wasn’t really a scientific thing, but more like a feeling of heated pressure waiting to explode. Anyone in SoCal knew what the term meant.

      Danger.

      Perfect. That was another fantastic omen.

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Not the most refreshing night, but I was feeling a little cooped up in the apartment.” And he needed to go before something happened.

      “You’re not locked out or anything, right? Because if you were, I could let you into my⁠—”

      “No.” That was sweet, but I jangled the keys in my hand. “I’m really okay. You honestly don’t have to worry about me. Have a good start to your day.” I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile and finger wave, and I thought he’d leave. I’d answered his questions, and he’d seen the keys. I’d said goodbye, but he stayed there. Watching me. Frozen.

      Was I supposed to say something else?

      What had I forgotten?

      Or wait. Is this when I was supposed to do that whole chitchat thing? I truly sucked at that part. Probably from lack of practice, but still…

      Ugh. Situations like this were when being locked up in a psychiatric facility screwed me over. I didn’t usually get the opportunity to have normal conversations.

      What now? Was I really going to try small talk? If it got him moving on, then I guessed I’d attempt it. How hard could it be? “So… You’re up early.” I shoved down the wince.

      Really, Samantha? You finally get to talk to your big crush, and that’s the best you could come up with?

      This is embarrassing.

      He rubbed a hand down his face. “Yeah. We have stupid early practice today, and I have a test later. I need to get a couple hours of studying done before practice, and last night, it seemed easier to just wake up in the middle of the night to do it than stay up when I was already wiped out, and now I’m rambling. You didn’t need to know all that. I’m just still waking up. Sorry.”

      His rambling was kind of adorable.

      He studied me for a second. “If you’re scared being alone at night, my sisters, mom, and abuela are inside. I can grab you a blanket, and you can totally crash on the couch. They won’t care.”

      Again, that was sweet of him, but no. “I’m not scared.”

      He was quiet as if trying to see if I was telling the truth. But I was being honest. I wasn’t scared.

      “Okay. You’re not scared, but I can’t leave you out here alone. It’s just not safe. If you won’t go back inside for you, do it for me?” He gave me a smile, and oh boy. My stomach flipped. One flirty look from him, and I would do it. I was sure anyone would do anything when he gave them that smile.

      As if on cue, there was a shout from the apartment below, and Phoenix’s eyes widened.

      “Shit.” Phoenix gave me a long, quiet look. He seemed to be good at those. Watching. Assessing. I could almost see his rapid train of thought, which made me want to know more about him and what he was thinking.

      “They’ve been fighting all night.” I paused. “Well, possibly longer.”

      He raised his brows. “Really? That seems like too long.”

      He was right. Usually, fights burned out quicker than that by either someone conceding or leaving. But those weren’t demon fights. “Yeah, I haven’t met them yet, but it doesn’t sound like they’re doing well.”

      He motioned me over to the stairwell and then sat.

      I considered him for a minute. Sitting meant he wasn’t leaving—which I needed—but it was also the first chance I’d had to talk to him.

      If I ever wanted to get over my humiliating crush, now was the time.

      I’d already embarrassed myself two times. Why not go for one more?

      I sat next to him.

      “That’s why you’re out here?” He asked as soon as I was settled. “You can hear them from your apartment?” He was perceptive and a good listener. Why couldn’t he have a nasally voice? Or a raging case of halitosis?

      “Yep. I can really hear them.” No way was I bringing up that I could also hear the demons in there, too. With everything that had been going on in the news about supernaturals, he might not think I was completely bonkers, but I didn’t trust normal mortals yet. Werewolves, witches, and the fey were all hot topics, but it was too new to know how they’d react. Plus, I truly hated the looks I got when I was honest with people. It would destroy me if Phoenix thought I was a freak or insane or anything like that.

      He glanced at the phone in my hands. “Are you going to call the cops? Because if you are, I will stay with you until they get here. You shouldn’t have to deal with them alone.”

      That was a good guess, but the phone was to text my mom if I went into that apartment. I had to at least let her know what I was doing. But I wasn’t calling the cops. No way. “Not unless it gets ugly, but you really don’t need to stay. You have a test, and you need to study.” I hoped he took the hint before the fight downstairs escalated even more.

      My phone buzzed, and I looked at it. Frank had texted.

      I just woke up from a dead sleep worrying about you. Update, please.

      Frank was my friend and mentor. And he was also an Orthodox priest with impeccable timing. Demonic activity happening in my downstairs neighbors’ apartment. Came out to see what I could do, but I got stopped by a different neighbor. Talking to him on the stairwell.

      Him? A guy? Are you okay?

      Yes. I sneaked a look at Phoenix, and sure enough, he was reading my texts over my shoulder. “That’s rude.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t read much. Just saw that it was a guy texting you.” He held up his hands. “I have to say—some dude texting in the middle of the night? It’s not a great sign. Are you meeting up with him? This Frank guy?” He pointed to my phone.

      I laughed. “No. Frank is the very grown-up headmaster of my school.”

      Phoenix’s eyes widened.

      Shoot. That wasn’t what I meant. “No! Noooo.” My cheeks flamed hot. “Not like that. He’s someone I met while in a psychiatric facility. Think of him as a mentor. He’s also an Orthodox priest—the kind who gets married and have kids. Which, for the record, he’s got both. And he has this impeccable sense of timing. He always knows when something’s going on with me, and…” And now I was the one rambling.

      He nodded. “Okay.” His tone—short and snappy—made me think he didn’t quite believe me.

      I didn’t know what else to say. I couldn’t come up with a way to make it sound any better, and I could totally see how Frank could come off as a creeper, but I wasn’t a normal kid. I didn’t have normal friends. Or any, really. Just my mom, Frank, Eli—an archon aka warrior angel, and Gabe—my demon-dead friend who mostly stayed in Hell. And maybe Tessa had friend potential. Eventually. I wasn’t sure if I could really be friends with a werewolf or how complicated that would be, and we didn’t even live in the same state… It was too soon to tell. But I’d helped her out, which meant maybe we’d end up as friends one day.

      That seemed much more pathetic when listed out in my head.

      Great. Now, I was a friendless, dorky creeper.

      This whole encounter was doing wonders for my self-esteem. “I’m not meeting anyone tonight. Just taking a breather for now. Like I said.” I hated lying, but it wasn’t a total lie. I just happened to come out for a break and rid the downstairs apartment of demons. “Feel free to go on with your night. I’ll sit here for a bit and go inside when I get tired.”

      “Nah. You’re not getting out of this that easily. Convince me that you’re okay. That you’re not scared of the fight downstairs or that we might have to call the cops soon.”

      We might have to call the cops?

      No. There was no we. This wasn’t a we thing. He had to go.

      Phoenix dropped his gym bag on the stair below us and stretched his legs out over it.

      What? No. How was I doing the exact opposite of getting him to leave?

      A shocked laugh slipped free. “I’m fine. I swear. Truly. You should go before your whole day is shot.” I didn’t want to be rude, but he had to go. Like now.

      Except he didn’t get up.

      I was officially doing a terrible job. Total fail. What the heck.

      “It’s been ten minutes. Nothing about my day is shot. Stop trying to get rid of me.” He crossed his arms and waited. “Talk. Prove that you’re truly okay—not scared or nervous—and I’ll go.”

      Prove to him? I needed another method. “What if you’re the creeper who won’t leave a girl alone?” That would for sure get him to go.

      His eyes widened for a second, and then he laughed. “Nice try. Two sisters, remember?”

      Great. Fine. I guessed we were doing this whole chitchat thing, but it needed to be fast. My therapist told me the best way to talk to someone was to ask them a question about themselves.

      I knew basically three things about him. I’d start there. “So, you play soccer for UCLA and are graduating soon, right?” I knew this, but I needed to change the subject. Any subject was better than this. “And I hear going pro?”

      “Yes. I’m actually doing both. Graduating and going pro.”

      “Congrats on both. Where are you heading? You playing for the LA team? I can’t remember what they’re called right now.”

      “There are two teams, actually, but no. I’m not staying here. I got a few better offers.”

      I raised a brow. “Don’t stop now. Spill.”

      He huffed and looked away from me for a second. “I, uh…, I guess it’s weird to talk about. It feels braggy.”

      “Being proud of your accomplishments and bragging are two different things. It’s all about tone, and anyway, I’m asking. So, it’s not bragging. Be proud of who you are and what you’re doing. It’s a big deal.”

      He looked at me then, studying my face. I wasn’t sure what he saw, but he was quiet for a second. “Thank you.” He said the words with a quiet intensity, and I knew he meant them. “I never thought of it that way, and most of my friends and teammates aren’t going pro. So, I try to just not talk about it, but…” He looked out at the night. “I’m going to a team in the Netherlands, and I feel like I’ve won the soccer lotto.”

      “Not the lotto.” I nudged his arm with my elbow. “You worked hard to earn it.”

      “Yeah. I guess.” He let out a little laugh. “But I’m nervous about leaving my sisters, mom, and abuela. I’ve been too busy with soccer and studying to help out the last few years, but sending them money will be good. It won’t be the same as being here, but I worked hard so that I could set all of us up. And I have no idea why I’m spilling my guts to you at nearly four in the morning. Again.” He glanced at me sideways. “It’s a little weird.”

      “Not for me, but I get it.” And it was really kind of amazing that he was thinking of his whole family. It wasn’t just about him.

      The fight downstairs seemed to be gaining a second wind. “Wow. They’re really yelling.” He slid his phone from his pocket. “I think we should call the cops.”

      “Maybe.” Except the cops would make my life a whole lot harder.

      I needed something to get him gone. “I swear, if I need to, I will, and I’ll wake up your mom.” Maybe. “But you should go. You have an important test and⁠—”

      He looked me up and down, and I wasn’t sure how to take that look. We’d run into each other coming and going, but we’d never spoken. He was always in a rush. But it was different. It was like he was finally seeing me, and if I wasn’t mistaken, I was pretty sure he liked what he saw.

      I suddenly wished I’d put on real clothes. Or at least checked my hair.

      And I really, really wished the demons downstairs would go the F to sleep. But demons didn’t sleep. Not at night. Not during the day. The spiritual realm was always there.

      If I listened really closely, I could hear them chanting. It was louder now, but my father’s voice wasn’t there. Which was good, but…

      I listened for another moment.

      Yeah, this fight wasn’t going anywhere.

      “What about you?” He asked. “You like being home and your new school?”

      It took me a second to formulate an answer. That always happened when I was paying attention to things in both realms. “School is…interesting,” I said after a minute. “But I’m glad I took Frank’s advice. He’s helping me with my college applications, and having the Academy of the Holy Ghost as my school is better than being only online.”

      “Where are you applying?”

      I sighed, thinking about the pile of forms I’d filled out. “I’ve honestly applied to everywhere, but I’ll probably go with whoever will accept the most credits.”

      He crossed his arms. “The most credits?”

      “Yeah…” This was going to make me sound like a nerd, but oh well. I bet he already thought I was a weirdo. “I have a lot of college credits already.”

      “Spill.” The grin he gave me made my whole body heat. “How many is a lot?”

      “Two years.” That was a bit of a guess. “Maybe more. Depending on  the school and which degree I pick.”

      He raised his brows. “You did that online while in a psychiatric facility?”

      Man, I hated that he knew where I’d been. I tried not to be embarrassed or ashamed about my past—after all, I’d gotten in there because I’d done good things—but that was easier said than done. Shame was a hard beast to fight sometimes. “Yeah, I did a lot of studying while stuck at Baycroft. Out of boredom more than anything.” The boredom thing wasn’t exactly true, but it was close enough that it wasn’t a lie.

      “No wonder your mom’s so proud of you. Apparently, you’re genius-level smart.”

      “I’m really not. The places I usually end up leave me with a lot of time on my hands. Makes it easy to work ahead.” I shrugged, trying to make it no big deal because it wasn’t. I wanted to use my time to do something productive, and taking classes seemed like the most worthwhile use. Simple as that.

      Phoenix’s eyes narrowed as he studied me. “You seem different than I expected.”

      I tilted my head as I studied him. “Different how?”

      “I don’t know.” He relaxed back against the stair and stretched out his legs farther. “More mature?”

      I gave him a small grin. “You mean less crazy.”

      A startled laugh slipped free from him, and he shook his head. “You can joke about it?”

      “Life is pretty hard if you can’t find things to laugh about.” I nudged my foot against his leg. “You have to take time to seek out the light, or you’ll be consumed by darkness. With all the studying and soccer, don’t forget to enjoy what you have. This life is the only one you get, and none of us are leaving it alive.”

      He was quiet for a second. “Your mom’s right.”

      “About?” Lord only knew what she’d told him.

      “You’re amazing.”

      I felt my cheeks warm. The way he said it, like I was truly amazing in his eyes, made me think that maybe it was true.

      There had been so many lows in my life—so many times I’d been told awful things or attacked or arrested, and for him to say that…it meant more than I could say. “Thank you.”

      Before I could stop myself, I let my senses heighten and studied him beyond the physical realm.

      I wasn’t prepared for what I saw. His soul was bright and pure, a shining ember in this dull night. I couldn’t look away from him, and I knew our paths had crossed for some reason. There was this electric feeling in my veins, running along my skin, filling my soul as I studied him. He felt important.

      More than my attraction to him and the connection I was feeling, this moment felt important.

      But why?

      Maybe God put him in my path to show me that people were good. I’d seen a lot of ugly the last few years and worried that it’d hardened me too much. Maybe this talk with him was to show me that connecting with someone wasn’t as hard as I thought.

      Maybe it was to show me the possibilities for connection with normal people. Other normal people. Because what I felt with him was going nowhere. It couldn’t. No matter how much I wanted to pursue it.

      I was too young for him. Our age difference wouldn’t matter in a few years, but it did now.

      He was about to end his college career, and I was about to start mine.

      He was leaving for the Netherlands, and I… I had no idea where I’d be next week. I’d never stayed in one place very long. My life never allowed it. Because of things like what was going on downstairs.

      But I knew two things for sure—this man instantly soothed my soul tonight. Without even realizing he’d done it, he’d made me feel better. Calmer. Steadier.

      And I knew I had to make him leave before he got sucked into my nightmare of a life. I refused to put this on anyone else. Especially him. Not now that I’d seen how pure his soul was. No wonder I was so drawn to him. It wasn’t just handsome. He was amazing.

      I looked at my phone. It was 3:43 a.m.

      I closed my eyes for a second, and I could feel the spiritual realm. It was brewing, boiling, about to spill over into this realm.

      This had been maybe the best, most surprising fifteen minutes of my life—and that was saying something. It felt like I could sit here and talk to him forever, but this had to end. He couldn’t see what I had to do next. Dealing in the spiritual realm came at a cost, one he didn’t deserve to pay. Especially without knowing what he was getting into. I couldn’t do that to him.

      “It was nice to finally really meet you, and even nicer of you to sit with me for a second and check on me, but I’m really okay. I promise I can handle myself, and I’ll head in soon. But you should go.” I held up my phone so he could see the time. “I wouldn’t want you to miss your window to get some studying done because of me, especially after the painfully early wake-up.”

      He was quiet for long enough that I thought he’d fight me, but then he let out a long, slow breath. “All right. You sounded fine as we chatted, so I believe you now. But you truly promise you’ll go inside soon? That if you need to call the cops, you’ll wake up my mom first so that you’re not alone?”

      I held out my hand. “I promise.” And I would. As soon as I dealt with the neighbors’ demons.

      He took my hand in his and gave it a shake. It felt warm and strong and just a little rough in mine. “All right. But you have my number if something changes, right? You need help, you don’t be shy. We’re officially friends now.” The way he said it, I knew he meant it.

      “Thanks. I appreciate that.” More than I dared to admit.

      He was still holding my hand. I wanted to let him hang on to it for a while, but he had to go. I slowly slid my hand free.

      His hazel-green eyes scanned my face before he gave a stiff nod and rose from the stairs. His gaze stayed on me as he grabbed up his gym bag. “Please text me or even just knock on our door if you need anything. Not just today. Anytime. Okay? You don’t have to be alone.” He hefted the strap over his head and gave me a smile that had my insides doing flips. “And maybe consider going back inside your apartment nowish.”

      It was sweet that he was so worried. I didn’t have very many people that worried about me. Just Mom, Frank, and Eli. He was kind, genuine, caring. I didn’t see that often. I was thankful we’d had this moment on the stairs so that I could get to know him just a little bit. “You already have my promise.”

      He gave me a small nod and started down the stairs.

      The sound of something shattering cut through the night, and then there was another scream. Like someone was in pain. And they were. But because I could hear it along the spiritual realm, I knew it wasn’t just a physical hurt. That was spiritual.

      That was the sound of someone being possessed.

      Before I could do or say anything, Phoenix was down the rest of the stairs and rapping on the door.

      Son of a biscuit. This was my fault. I shouldn’t have let him stay and talk to me for so long.

      I was a moron.

      A dumb, foolish, hormone-driven moron who was going to ruin the nicest guy’s life if I wasn’t careful.

      And now one of the neighbors was possessed because I hadn’t wrapped this up soon enough.

      I looked up at the sky. If Eli could get here soon, that would be great. I sent the words through the spiritual realm and hoped someone—Eli, another angel, God, someone—would hear me.

      I rose, knowing that I was about to change not two but three people’s lives tonight.

      Because—for some reason—Phoenix was destined to see what I did tonight. I wasn’t sure why, and maybe it wasn’t my place to know, but that was exactly what would happen.

      So, I gave myself a second to let go of the one crush I’d ever had. I let my heart hurt just a little bit because he’d never see me the same way after this. He’d hate me or be scared of me or something equally awful.

      Because I was the only living being on this planet that could open a portal to Hell.

      Me. Samantha. Sam, to people who knew me. @SamTheExorcist to people online.

      In the end, everyone who ever knew the truth about me was afraid of me.

      And they were right to be afraid.

      There was nothing good about being demon-spawned.

      But that didn’t change what I had to do—send every demon I found back to Hell.

      Time to get to work.
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      By the time I got to my downstairs neighbors’ door, the screaming was seeping out from inside the apartment even louder than before.

      The screams were layered demonic rumblings, and I knew Phoenix was doing the right thing. This wasn’t something that we could let continue. Someone would get hurt, and I didn’t want that. Even if it cost me everything.

      I quickly texted my mom and Frank in a group text, letting them know what was happening. Mom was going to be so pissed that I’d left the apartment, but there was nothing I could do about that now.

      Three dots appeared in the message window as she started to text back, but I ignored it. I put my phone on Do Not Disturb mode and slid it into my pocket. Hopefully, Frank would talk her down from the ledge. If she was on one. Maybe she wasn’t. Anything was possible.

      Phoenix slammed his fist on the door three times. “Open up, or I’m calling the cops,” he yelled through the door as he dialed 911.

      Okay, no. We didn’t need that. I didn’t need that.

      But how was I supposed to stop him from making the call?

      If the cops came before I was finished here, I would be totally screwed. I’d get taken away again, and I’d just gotten settled. I wanted this life, this routine, this normalcy for myself.

      “Don’t call the cops. Please.”

      He shot me a look. “It sounds awful in there. Even if he opens the door, we’re probably going to have to call the cops.” Phoenix paused with his thumb over the call button, waiting for an answer from the apartment, but it’d gone silent inside.

      I waited, counting to ten, and then spoke up again. “The yelling stopped. Maybe this was enough to end the fight.”

      “Maybe,” he said softly, as if he didn’t think I was right, but didn’t want to say it.

      That was fair. I didn’t really believe it either.

      Phoenix pounded on the door a few more times, and then the lock clicked.

      “Wait here,” Phoenix said to me without looking at me.

      The door slowly cracked open, and I knew I couldn’t wait here. The demons’ stench seeped out from the barely open door. It was a combination of sweat and sulfur and the sickness that only happened during bad possessions.

      It would take me days to get that smell off, but that was my life.

      Phoenix stepped in front of me, forcing me to back up and blocking me from the door. I wasn’t going to force my way in yet, but I needed to know what was happening.

      I peeked around Phoenix and saw my downstairs neighbor. The man who’d answered the door looked nothing like the medtech that lived there. I knew it was the same person—I could see it—but he looked like crap on toast.

      His skin was tinged with green, and if I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he was sick. He was wearing a pair of boxers with a hole along the waistband and a white undershirt stained with sweat and something unidentifiable. His beard had grown out some, and his hair was a mess—standing on end, streaked with something that might’ve been food.

      Oh, man. I hoped that was food.

      He stood there watching us, softly growling. I glanced at his soul, but there were no red demon ties on it. Nothing was attached to his spiritual form at all. But he wasn’t alone.

      Three demons were hanging on his physical body—one on each arm and one on his back. They were whispering in his ears. If I listened hard enough, I could’ve made out their words, but I didn’t want to. The image of the man with the demons attached to his body was enough for me.

      This was much worse than I thought.

      “What’s that smell?” Phoenix murmured.

      “Demons,” I answered before I could stop myself.

      Phoenix looked down at me. “Excuse me?”

      Something crashed inside the apartment, and Phoenix pushed me farther behind him.

      “Go away,” the medtech neighbor said. But it echoed again and again—in demonic—from deeper inside the apartment.

      “No, man,” Phoenix said. “You look really rough tonight, and I can’t leave until I see if your wife is okay. There’s been way too much fighting tonight.”

      “It’s not your place,” the medtech said to me. Not to Phoenix.

      “Don’t look at her.” Phoenix waited a second, but the medtech kept staring at me. “Look at me.” Phoenix shoved the guy back a bit. “You’re dealing with me.”

      The medtech didn’t seem to care what Phoenix was doing or saying. He growled at me again, drool dripping down his chin. “Go away,” he said in demonic.

      I looked at Phoenix for a second before answering him. I had one shot at getting Phoenix out of this. It was a long one, but I had to try.

      Maybe the demons would be reasonable.

      No. They wouldn’t, but I could still try. “All of you will leave. Now.” I sensed Phoenix whipping around to look at me, but I kept my eyes on the demons. “Or I will force you back to Hell.”

      “It’s not your place,” he said again. To me.

      Phoenix looked down at me as if trying to figure out why the guy kept talking to me. “What is happening right now? What language are you speaking?”

      I closed my eyes for a second.

      I hated this part. I hated giving in to this part of myself. Being my father’s daughter and fighting demons caused me so much harm over the years, and the last few months had been such a nice break.

      But I couldn’t stand aside when people were tormented. If I could free them, I had to. Otherwise, I’d be as bad as my father.

      I couldn’t think about the cost—the price this time would be a new friend. And maybe we had the potential for more. That had been the best conversation I’d had in…ever.

      It wasn’t much, but I felt something I’d never felt. And now, it was going to be gone. I had two seconds to grieve that, to feel sad about it, for my heart to crack just a little, and then I blinked my eyes open, shoving all of that as far away as I could.

      The medtech tried to shove past Phoenix, swiping a hand out at me, but Phoenix pushed him back.

      The medtech stumbled back into his apartment, tripping over his feet, and slammed into the floor.

      He growled even louder before popping up as if he were in zero gravity.

      “What the fuck.” Phoenix blocked him as the medtech raced toward me again, and with one hand on the medtech, Phoenix finally looked down at his phone.

      My heart sank.

      No.

      Damn it. He was calling the cops.

      “Don’t! Please. I can fix this. Give me just a few minutes to fix it.”

      Phoenix looked at me like I was crazy. “You can’t fix this. He’s a grown man who’s clearly on something and is now fixating on you. That’s not okay. You’re just a kid. Go home and let me handle this. Please.”

      I wished I could do that. I wished I was just a kid, even if it stung a little coming from him. Leaving was honestly the only thing I wanted to do at that moment.

      I didn’t want to battle demons, and I definitely didn’t want to deal with cops when I was just—just—getting my life together. I really, really didn’t want to get arrested again. But life was never about doing what was easy. Not at times like this.

      For me, doing the right thing always came at a steep cost.

      I thought about snatching Phoenix’s phone from him and breaking it before he could get through to dispatch, but I couldn’t afford to buy him a new one.

      A scream from inside the apartment ripped through the air.

      Phoenix froze for a second. “What the hell is going on?” He switched to speakerphone and shoved his cell in his pocket. “Why is she screaming? Is she hurt? Did you hurt her?” He tried to shove around the medtech, but the medtech lunged, trying to bite Phoenix’s throat.

      Phoenix shoved him harder, and the medtech landed on his butt again. “Did that asshole just try to bite me?” He looked back at me for a second and then at the medtech on the floor. “What the actual fuck is happening,” Phoenix muttered as if he couldn’t believe how this was all unfolding.

      And I got that. This was already a disaster. I wasn’t sure what could make it worse, but I was sure something would.

      The medtech growled from the floor, but his eyes were still glued to me.

      This was my window. The one I’d been looking for.

      I ducked a little and quickly stepped under Phoenix’s arm and over the medtech. It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. The only thing that lit the room was the flickering light of the TV. The screen was shattered like someone had kicked it, but the light was just enough to see the spiritual realm lying over our mortal realm.

      As soon as my eyes adjusted, I took a stumbling step back.

      Demons.

      So many lesser demons.

      Their skin was inky black, letting them fade into the shadows, but they weren’t sticking to the shadows here. There had to be nearly a hundred of them.

      Lesser demons always felt more like spiders than anything humanlike to me. They only had four limbs, but their arms were too long, and their legs bent at odd angles that let them hang from the ceiling and walls.

      Their bodies were two feet long, with small, featureless skulls. Their glowing red eyes were the only distinction on their eelish, leathery black bodies.

      The demons were hissing and murmuring to each other in their demonspeak. I could understand everything if I listened hard enough, but I didn’t want to. Some stuff was still coming through, but I tried to ignore as much of it as I could. It wasn’t important, and right now, it was just a distraction.

      I took a breath. Just one to calm my nerves. And then another to give myself a second to process what I had to do.

      One demon swiped at another, and they crashed from the ceiling onto the trash-littered coffee table.

      “What was that?” Phoenix’s voice came from behind me. It had a bit of a shake to it, and I wondered if he was realizing that this was more than just some neighbors on a bender. “What hit the table?”

      Medtech was growling, and Phoenix was yelling back something, but I wasn’t paying attention anymore.

      All I could see were the demons in front of me.

      All I could hear was the muffled voice coming from Phoenix’s phone in his pocket.

      All I could feel was the fear rising up, knowing that this was going to be a battle bigger than I was prepared for. Because this wasn’t oppression. Or even a normal possession. This was more than that.

      And then I heard my father’s voice. “Samanthaaaaaa.”

      Damn it all to Hell.

      This moment would be a turning point in my life. This battle would make or break me, and I wasn’t sure which way it would go.

      Because Frank wasn’t here.

      Eli hadn’t shown up yet, and he usually would have if he was going to help me. He kept an eye on the spiritual realm around me when he wasn’t on a mission for God.

      And my mom was at work. Not that she could help. Except with the cops.

      Double damn.

      I looked up and closed my eyes. God, help me. I don’t want to get arrested again, but I can’t watch them suffer. I won’t be good anymore if I stand aside because I’m afraid of what might happen to me. I know I have to do this. Please, help me. Please send Eli if you can.

      And please, don’t let Astaroth take me. Because I want to be more your daughter than his.

      A warmth spread through me, and I knew what to do.
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      With every step I took farther into the apartment, I grew more sure that I’d made the right choice by coming in here. Even with the risk of the cops coming, I had to fix this. Every inch of the walls and ceiling, and every flat surface in the apartment were crawling with demons. They scattered like roaches as I forced a path through them. Crawling, they were only two-feet tall, but if they stood up and stretched their daddy longleggish limbs, they’d be over double that.

      I moved slowly, ignoring them as they hissed at me. If they knew I saw them, they’d get aggressive, and I didn’t need that. Ever.

      “Hello?” I yelled through the spiritual realm as I stepped over the trash that was strewn everywhere. From the sheer amount of food wrappers, broken bits of dishes and lamps, and who knew what else that covered every bit of the floor, this demonic invasion had been going on for way longer than a day.

      I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed this sooner. I’d been so wrapped up in my own drama and getting back to whatever the heck normal was that I’d completely neglected my whole purpose in life—to end these types of infestations and possessions.

      I was fixing it now, but at what cost to these people? To me?

      I shut that out as I finally hit the kitchen and stopped in my tracks. What the heck was that smell?

      I sniffed the air and instantly regretted it. I really didn’t want to know what stank so horrifically, but curiosity got the better of me. I peeked over the kitchen bar and spotted a lump of blood and rotting meat on the counter by the oven. Was that⁠—

      A wave of nausea hit, and I slapped a hand over my mouth and spun away from the sight, trying to contain the gagging.

      From the ears and tail and… I was pretty sure the lump of flesh was a dead dog.

      I focused on the demons swarming around me. This was their fault. They’d done this to these people. They’d made them do things.

      Power burned under my skin as I fought the urge to open a portal.

      Sucking them into Hell right now would feel really good, but I couldn’t. I needed to help the wife first.

      And then they could all go to effing Hell.

      Hurry up, Sam.

      I turned to the right, toward the hallway that would likely lead to two bedrooms and a bathroom—that was an assumption that this apartment was a two-two like ours. The demons hissed at me as they scattered out of my way. A few rose onto two legs, but I ignored them, striding right past them. I had a mission—get the wife free of the demon. Open the portal. Send every last one of them into it. Close the portal. Get back to my apartment before the cops came. Hopefully, without letting Phoenix see too much, but that was kind of a lost cause at this point.

      At least he’d stayed by the front door. Maybe there was a chance.

      Why was I even thinking about that now? Focus.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I yelled again along the spiritual realm.

      An answering moan came from the room at the end of the hall.

      That moan. The tenor of it—a layering of deeper sound on top of her voice, rolling through the spiritual realm until it found me—was my sign.

      No mortal could make a noise that could span both realms like that, which confirmed my previous thought. This was a possession.

      There was a scuffle behind me, and I glanced back.

      Phoenix was fighting with the medtech in front of the kitchen as they tried to catch up with me. Somehow, he’d managed to hang on to his phone in the struggle and yelled at the cops to hurry. The man was being tormented by demons, but he wasn’t possessed, which meant he didn’t have any added strength, but still, he was big and strong. Phoenix seemed to be holding his own, so I focused on fixing this situation.

      I reached for the door in front of me and pushed it open. There was a little resistance but another solid shove, and I was inside the master bedroom. The wife—or I assumed it was his wife—was sitting on the edge of the bed in her underwear. Her body glistened with sweat, and her long blonde hair hung on either side of her face, blocking it from view.

      “Hello?” I said, but she didn’t move or respond at all.

      “Hello?” I said again, but projected my voice through the spiritual realm this time.

      Her head snapped up immediately. “It is you,” it said through her.

      Red eyes. The demon wasn’t even trying to hide.

      She rose in one smooth movement as if someone grabbed the back of her neck and lifted her up like a puppet. Her legs dangled toward the ground. If I hadn’t been paying attention, I would’ve thought she was balancing on the tips of her toes, but I was paying attention. I was paying very close attention.

      Her toes weren’t touching the floor.

      Damn it. Levitating wasn’t a lesser-demon skill.

      I hated it when I was right. This was a higher-level demon possession. Possibly worse—a general or lieutenant in Satan’s army.

      Which meant I might need some help, but I didn’t have a lot of good options. If I called in Gabe, my demon-dead friend, I was torturing him. He’d come, but he’d eventually have to go back. And that transition from the spiritual realm on Earth back to Hell was horrific. He was usually my last resort.

      Plus, he couldn’t exactly help me hold down the woman. He couldn’t interact with the mortal realm—just the spiritual.

      Gabe was out.

      Eli was my archon friend. He was more like family, but it was weird and complex. But I’d already prayed that he’d show up, and he hadn’t yet…

      I could demand he show himself, and he would, but he always came in warrior-mode when I made demands. That meant shining armor and a flaming sword. Which would draw more demons into the fight. It would be a whole thing.

      I didn’t have time for a whole thing. Not with the cops on the way.

      Mom was at work. Frank was at his house. Neither would get here in time.

      Which left only one person.

      Man, I hated to do this. It would change his life forever, but I guessed that happened the second he sat on the stairs.

      No good deed went unpunished, especially when someone did something nice for me.

      “Phoenix?” I yelled for him. “I need your help!”

      I heard a crash and then some fast footsteps. I would’ve turned to see who was coming, but this demon was more dangerous than anything else I’d seen in the apartment. I couldn’t look away.

      “What the fuck is that?” Phoenix asked from behind me.

      “I’m assuming this is his wife, but I might need help once I start working on her.”

      “What is wrong with her? Is she floating?” He was quiet, and I could almost hear him processing what was happening. “Is she seriously fucking floating?”

      He was either going to get it, or he wasn’t—I wasn’t sure where he would land. And when he woke up tomorrow, there was no telling if he’d reconcile this into something less than what it was. He could call it a crazy dream. Or blame all the fear and confusion on me and hope I’d get locked up again.

      That last bit was what happened most often.

      But I did my job anyway. Because this is the only good thing that could come of my existence.

      “Did you say demon earlier?” he asked finally.

      “Did you see the news footage with the werewolves and witches?” I didn’t take my eyes off the woman as he spoke. If I did, there was a chance she’d try to attack me.

      He huffed. “Who didn’t? It was all anyone could talk about for a while.” His voice was strained, and I had a feeling his mind was currently being blown.“Is this something to do with that? Are you one of them?”

      “No.” I was something he didn’t need to know about. “No. I’m not a werewolf, a witch, or even a fey. I’m something else. But to answer your original question, I did say demons earlier. That’s what this is.”

      The woman growled and then spoke through both realms. “You’re a waste of this world.”

      That was generic, so I waited to hear what else she’d say. The demons liked to say a bunch of junk through whoever they had control of, trying manipulate, scare, or anger anyone that could help the possessed into leaving. They wanted to stay, and my being here interfered with that. But that didn’t mean they knew who I was.

      “You should’ve never been born. You’re a whore who⁠—”

      And I was done. I’d never even kissed a guy, so the term whore didn’t fit me. The only hand I’d held was Phoenix’s, which wasn’t a romantic thing. Just a deal-making thing.

      This demon had no idea who I was. Even if there were enough demons in the apartment to make me think there should be an open portal, there just wasn’t one. Aside from my father’s voice rippling into areas of high demonic activity—like this one—there was no actual sign of him. The red tie that connected my soul to him was still, silent, dead. Which meant this should be pretty straightforward.

      The woman’s eyes in the mortal realm were brown, but they had a red-auburn glow in the spiritual realm. She was still talking but not trying to physically attack me.

      This was good news as far as exorcisms went. It was easier when I was just fighting a spiritual battle. This demon was tough but not quite a fighter. Or maybe not quite ready to fight. Not yet.

      And now, I could reasonably take a quick second to fill in Phoenix and get what I needed to make this all go away.

      I spared a quick glance back at him.

      His eyes were open wide, and I knew he was trying to make sense of it, but he couldn’t. Not unless he agreed to some fundamental truths. But I needed to know how much of this he was getting.

      “What are you thinking right now?”

      “I think a crazy-looking woman is floating above the ground. And I swear this room feels beyond creepy. Like there are hundreds of eyes watching me right now. I don’t feel good about this. I honestly want to run away and leave you behind, and I’m a shit person for thinking that let alone saying it. And now I’m rambling. Again. Shit. What is my problem tonight?”

      I laughed because he was kind of adorable with the rambling. “You’re fine. It’s normal to feel that way in this situation, and people usually spill more than they want to when I’m around. It’s part of what I am.”

      His gaze jerked away from the woman and landed on me. “So, what are you?”

      “Not important.”

      He narrowed his eyes.

      I held up a hand. “I promise if we have time I’ll explain more later, but for now, I can tell you this. Are you ready to have your mind blown?”

      “It already is. So, why not just go for broke?”

      “All right. Key things to know right now: God is real. Satan is real. Angels and demons, too. Demons usually stay on the spiritual plane—which sits right outside a normal mortal’s ability to see. Think of it as the place ESP comes from or why you’re having that eyes-on-you feeling, except you can’t see anything. Because I can see everything on the spiritual plane, and this apartment is literally crawling with demons on every surface. And this woman right here—” I pointed to her. “—is possessed by a very powerful demon.”

      His face paled, and his eyes rounded. “You knew. That’s why you were outside. You weren’t going for air.”

      I winced. “There was air outside. I wasn’t exactly lying.”

      “You were trying to get rid of me. I kept thinking it was so you could meet that Frank guy, but you were coming to do what? You’re just a teenage girl. What are you doing going up against an apartment filled with demons?”

      “I’m not just anything. This is what I do.” I waited for that to sink in. “And now, I’m going to need you to trust me. I can fix this, but I might need some help.” I paused. “What happened to the dude? Her husband?” I motioned to the woman, who was still hovering above the carpet. Her head was tilted as she listened to what I was saying.

      I usually didn’t like to explain so much in front of the demons. They all knew who my father was. They knew his voice. They knew who the “Samantha” was that he was calling for. They just didn’t know that I was that person. Because this level of demons had one goal—destroy souls. They weren’t the smartest.

      But if they figured it out—or I was stupid enough to say it out loud—this would take a turn for the worse.

      But Phoenix was about to get dumped into the deep end, and I hoped he could keep up. If not, I was going to have to get him to leave. Somehow.

      Phoenix pulled his hands into fists at his sides and then loosened them. “You said you needed help, so I ended the fight. I knocked him out.”

      Not ideal, but whatever. At least the medtech shouldn’t be a problem now.

      Phoenix licked his lips as he processed. “Umm… So, I’ve seen enough scary movies that I think I know what’s gonna happen, but I don’t know how to help. I mean—I’ve only been to church like a couple times in my life. I can’t⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about that right now. If you can stay calm and help, great. If not, just don’t get in my way. No matter what happens.”

      He swallowed. “Let’s just get it over with. I have a feeling I’m going to have nightmares for life.”

      I liked that I didn’t have to explain everything or argue or anything. He was just going to dive in with me. That was a really good sign that this would be okay.

      “Go into their kitchen. I need a bowl or pot or a basin—whatever’s biggest. Something I can stand in with both feet. Fill it with water. Then bring that and a mirror. The bigger the mirror, the better. They likely have something in the bathroom that I can use.”

      “On it.” He left without asking questions, and when I had time to think about how he was handling all of this, my crush on him would be massive.

      For now, I was glad to be alone.

      Well, alone with a woman who was currently possessed by a demon.

      Plus, all the demons streaming into the room, climbing on the walls, and being annoying with their hissing.

      I glanced at my phone and saw a million texts from my mom. I didn’t have time to read them—especially while keeping an eye on the possessed wife—but I sent a group text to her and Frank with an update.

      I’m in the downstairs neighbors’ apartment, but Phoenix is with me. The woman is possessed and there are more lesser-demons than I can count in here. No open portals. No sign of my father yet. I’m going to fix this, but Phoenix called the cops already, and they could be here any minute now. If this goes bad, I’ll have Phoenix call you. I might need a lawyer.

      The three dots were there almost instantly, but I didn’t wait to see what she’d text. I slid it back into my pocket.

      Then, I turned my full attention to the woman and did what I hated doing. “Show yourself,” I said in my father’s language.

      Her answering cackle set every hair on end, and a feeling of evil filled the room so quickly, so strongly, that I was knocked back a step.

      Whoever had control of this woman was beyond evil.

      Dang it. There was no way I was getting this done before the cops came.

      Not a chance in Hell.
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      I ignored the smells and the squishy feel of the carpet under my shoes. I’d burn my clothes and scrub myself down once this was over. For now, I approached my demon-possessed neighbor slowly, carefully, as if she would attack me. Because she might.

      Every possession was different. Each demon had a different tactic because every person had different weak spots, and I couldn’t do just one thing. There were always similarities between cases—certain things had to happen to make a person susceptible to possession—but each case was unique. And yet, somehow I always knew what to do.

      It was part of being what I was.

      Who I was.

      Whose daughter I was.

      So, I approached slowly. Step by step. Watching. Assessing. Planning what I would need to do to free her of this pest.

      Her soul was grayed with bad choices and mistakes and all the things that happened during life, and then, wrapped around it, was the demon.

      Its skin looked black, slimy, and slick, but I knew that if I touched it, it would be thick and leathery and rough—like a lizard. The demon’s face was tucked into her so tightly that I couldn’t get a clear view of it. That needed to change. It was holding onto her too tightly. Its arms were thicker than a lesser-demon, more muscled, and its hands were oversized, with six fingers and talon-like nails that were long and curved and digging into her soul, anchoring the demon to its prey.

      Strings of red fire wrapped around the woman’s grayed soul, and even if I ripped the demon away from her, that wouldn’t get rid of it. I was going to need to cut the ties, somehow get its claws out of her, and then shove the demon back to where it belonged. If I didn’t cut the ties first, it would find its way back to her.

      From the way it was holding her, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy to get the demon out, but there was one piece of good news.

      Her soul was still here, with us.

      Which meant that this demon wasn’t strong enough to separate her from her mortal body.

      Instead, it was clinging to her like that would save it from going back to where it belonged.

      It wasn’t going to work. Not today. Not with me.

      All demons wanted to level up their power, and this one was no different than all the rest I’d seen. It’d managed to jump the line into the mortal body, and it wasn’t going to easily give up what it had gained.

      It wanted to live. It wanted to torment. It wanted to destroy.

      And when all of that happened, and this woman was dead, it would jump to another victim to gain even more power. It would keep fighting for enough power to open a portal and cross fully over to the mortal realm.

      Unless I stopped it.

      This was why I did this.

      And then it lifted its eyes. Its face protruded like a lizard. “We have been waiting for you.” It spoke along both realms, but it wasn’t my father’s voice.

      Demons lived on fear, but I wasn’t afraid. Not of this demon. Or any of the others in the apartment. The only thing that scared me was my father.

      The possessed woman shrieked, and the demon’s voice vibrated along with her voice on too many levels—sounding like there was more than one demon inside her—but I could see, and it was just the one.

      Her arms flew out to her sides, and her hair whipped around her face, fueled by some invisible force.

      The junk littering the floor started to rise off the ground. I started to relax even more, taking deep, even breaths as I prepared for what I was going to do. I needed to build that power. Not a ton, but just enough. I felt it filling me up, warming the blood in my veins. It called me to keep building the power, to take what I needed, to follow⁠—

      I cut myself off before the lure to step into my father’s realm became too great to ignore. It was a trick. A trap. One that I wouldn’t fall into again. I wasn’t a child anymore.

      But even knowing that, I didn’t like to do this too often. I was worried that if I did, I’d give in and become addicted to the power. So, I had a firm rule. I only did this when I had to save someone else.

      This woman needed saving. She was worth the temptation.

      The lesser demons from the rest of the apartment had filled the room, which would make my job a little easier. If I could make this happen just right, they’d all get sucked down to Hell together.

      Except nothing ever happened just right for me.

      Phoenix came back carrying a rectangular plastic tub—the little kind that the hospital gave to anyone who stayed for a length of time. We had more than our fair share because my mom was a nurse. They had a ton of uses around the house, but I was pretty sure I was the only one that used them like this.

      The tub was smaller than I’d like, but I could make my feet fit in it. “No mirror?”

      “Not that I could find, unless you want a makeup compact.”

      I shook my head. That was way too small for what I needed.

      “There’s one installed on the bathroom wall. I could break part of it, or we could drag her in there⁠—”

      “No.” We didn’t have time for that. Not with the cops on their way.

      It was fine. I liked having the mirror because I could use that as the portal. A mirror portal was a one-way type of thing and relatively safe. No humans could accidentally fall through it. No demons could claw their way to the mortal realm. And best of all—no demons could reach into the mortal realm and drag a human into Hell.

      A true portal meant demons from Hell merged the spiritual realm with the mortal. Bad things happened when the spiritual realm rose up.

      But I could do this the dangerous way.

      It was a risk. It would have to be a two-way portal. One that demons could come through and mortals could be stolen and a whole bunch of other things that I didn’t want to think about.

      Phoenix’s gaze met mine. His eyes were wide with fear and I didn’t know what else. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      Man, I didn’t want to do this to him. If he saw more, it would change him forever.

      He was too good for this. He had to go.

      “You should leave,” I said in my most firm voice, and I walked to him.

      He didn’t flinch as I took the tub from his grasp—careful not to touch him—but his eyes studied mine the whole time.

      “I’ve got it from here. I promise.” I wasn’t sure about that, given that I was going to have to wrestle with the woman, but Phoenix was innocent in this. “Wait at the door for the cops and stall them if you can until I come out. I⁠—”

      “No.” His voice was deep and loud and firm and different from the tone he’d been using with me earlier. “Absolutely not. I might not understand everything that’s happening, but I made your mom a promise. I’m not leaving you.”

      I knew I didn’t know him—not really—but I still felt responsible for something that could change his life forever.

      No. That would change his life forever.

      I wasn’t sure how to explain this to him. “Seeing something like this is…” I was going to come off as crazy, but it didn’t matter. “Once it knows you know…once a demon sees you, once you enter this fight, you can’t go back. They will hunt you until you die.”

      “Hunt?” His eyes widened, and there was fear inside him. “Not haunt?”

      Haunt was too passive for what demons did. “Hunt.”

      His jaw ticked, and he straightened. Suddenly, I realized how much taller he was than me, and stronger and, well, everything.

      I couldn’t make him leave, and he’d called the cops. It’d been what—five-ish minutes, tops? That didn’t leave me a lot of time to do this and get back to my own apartment.

      Which meant I was giving up.

      Phoenix had made his choice, and I didn’t really have one.

      “Fine,” I said. “Now’s the time to pray.” Wait. I needed to be more specific than that. “To Jesus⁠—”

      The demon hissed at the mention of His name.

      “To the Father. To the Holy Spirit. Or all three.” I spoke over its screams. “But Jesus⁠—”

      The demon screamed.

      “—is what it hates the most.”

      “Got it. What else?”

      “Just…don’t get in my way. And don’t stop me. No matter what’s going on, no matter what she says.” I didn’t want to accidentally have him fall through the portal. “There’s a chance she’ll try to fight me, and I might need help pinning her. But just wait for me to call you over. Don’t even approach unless I give you direct instructions.” If he did, my perception of the spiritual realm would pass on to him temporarily, and that was a can of worms I didn’t have time for. Not tonight. “I promise I’ll tell you if I need help, and I won’t hurt her. Okay?”

      “Okay,” he said the word, but the way he said it, I knew he didn’t really mean it. If he thought I was in trouble, he was the kind of guy who wouldn’t stand aside.

      That was dangerous. He had no clue what he was getting into. This was going to be different than he’d seen in the movies—more real, more scary, and infinitely more dangerous. But I didn’t have time to explain more.

      “Just stay over there for now—” I motioned with the tub to the doorway. “—and…pray. Aloud.” His prayers might get heard. Mine wouldn’t. I didn’t think. Probably. But I usually still tried.

      He started speaking, and from how his words came—slow, stilted, hesitant—I could tell it felt foreign. That was okay. Our souls were formed by the breath of God. He could access the Spirit if he truly tried. It lived inside everyone. He just had to keep going.

      Phoenix’s words grew a little more confident. Which meant I could focus on the woman.

      I strode to the bed, trying not to spill the water from the tub in my hands—I’d need every drop to keep me from overheating. Because once I opened the portal, it would get worse than sauna-hot in here. Ideally, I’d keep my feet in the tub the whole time, but that had yet to ever happen.

      There was a first time for everything.

      She rose higher and floated back with every step I took. That was the tell. The demon was powerful but wary of me. It didn’t want me coming any closer, and even if it didn’t know who I was, it knew what I was. Powerful.

      The bed was directly behind her, pushed sideways against the wall, leaving the rest of the room open. There was a dresser with drawers partly open, but everything else had either been dragged from the room or was lying in pieces on the floor.

      By the time I was within reaching distance, she’d backed up far enough and high enough that she was hovering a few inches over the center of the bed.

      I placed the tub on the carpet next to the bed and stepped into it. My feet pressed against the walls of the tub, and some water sloshed out, but there was still enough inside to keep me from overheating and passing out.

      Passing out when dealing with demons and portals to Hell was a very, very bad thing.

      I reached forward. Her feet were hanging over the top of the bed. The demon looked at me and laughed. The sound slithered along my soul, but I was used to that feeling. It was going to take a lot more than one creepy laugh to scare me.

      I wrapped my hands around her ankles, and the demon’s laughter instantly died.

      I closed my eyes and pictured a ring just in front of the tub. It didn’t have to be big—four or so feet in diameter was more than big enough.

      I needed it to be small enough that demons in Hell wouldn’t find it and come through too quickly, but big enough to send everything in this apartment back where it belonged.

      Tricky. Very tricky, but I could do it.

      My power had been brewing just below the surface, but with one breath, I let the bad side of me rise up fully.

      I didn’t remember the first time I did this, but I remembered the time I learned not to do it.

      If my father was close, he was powerful enough to know not just that a portal had opened, but who was opening it.

      I hated that this was what I was doing right now, but that didn’t change what had to happen.

      “Aperta!” Open. I didn’t need the word, but it helped me focus my power to one spot.

      The water around my feet started getting hotter. The sulfur smell grew worse, and then came the screaming. So many souls in torment. The laughing demons. The cries for help. But none of them would be answered.

      They’d lived their lives.

      They’d made their choices.

      It was too much, too loud, too awful, and I couldn’t help them. Not even if I wanted to.

      But I could help my neighbor.

      I reached up for the single-flamed string that wrapped around her leg. Little barbs of sparking fire bit into her soul, anchoring the demon to her. My palm hit the tie, and I hissed as it stung me—sharp and hot.

      I pulled my hand away, shaking it off, and then went back again—this time bracing for the pain.

      I gritted my teeth and tugged the tie until she lowered just a little, then pulled again.

      The string started to unravel, and then the demon started to scream. An ear-piercing scream in both realms that made me want to drop to the ground and cover my ears and beg for it to stop, but I couldn’t. Stopping meant it would get its way, and the tie would stay in place until the woman died. I wasn’t having that.

      The woman started to thrash and beg, her voice growing louder over the screams from the portal.

      And then came Phoenix’s voice. It startled me, the deep, rumbling yell as he prayed. It felt like an anchor to something good, something worth paying attention to. His words were confident now, and from the way they sounded, he had to be glowing with the Spirit now. I’d bet money on it. Good for him.

      Focus, Sam. Get the tie.

      I tightened my hand and tugged one more time.

      The woman crashed onto her bed, moaning. The possessing demon inside rolled on top of her, raised its head, and hissed its long, black, forked tongue at me.

      That’s right. I’m sending you back where you belong.

      I tried to reach for the demon, but it twisted. Dang it. I couldn’t reach it from here. Not how I needed to. I glanced down at the portal. Demons were swarming closer, and I knew I had to act fast. Sweat dripped down my spine, and I knew leaving the tub was a bad idea. But I didn’t have a choice. Not if I wanted this over quickly.

      I jumped onto the bed, careful not to fall off of it. The portal wasn’t big, but I could still fall through it if I wasn’t vigilant. I couldn’t let her—or the demon—push me off the bed.

      The tie was under her body now, and as I got closer, the demon scrambled to keep her body between me and itself.

      Now that the tie had loosened a little, the woman didn’t fight me as I rolled her onto her stomach. And there it was. The beginning of the red demonic tie, just above the small of her back.

      I gripped it with both hands—letting out a grunt as the barbs pricked into my soul. It felt dirty and ugly, and it needed to be destroyed.

      Power rose inside me—making sweat bead along my forehead—and the red fire string turned to falling spiritual ash.

      The demon’s tongue flicked out of its mouth and hit my face, burning my skin.

      I’d officially had enough of this jerk.

      I reached for the demon’s claws, using steady, slow pressure, prying them open and away from her, inch by inch, until one was free. The demon screeched and tried to wrench its arm away from my grasp, but I threw more power into my body, making it stronger.

      Usually, demons gave up at this point, but not this one. It was writhing and screaming and annoying the crap out of me. It had to stop.

      “Don’t struggle.” I sent the order through the spiritual realm.

      The demon immediately stopped.

      It looked at me again. Its red, flaming eyes stared into me, then grew bigger, darker, wider.

      I froze for a second, panicked now that I realized what I’d done.

      The command. I used too much power. Between the portal, breaking the tie, the strength boost, and now forcing the demon’s obedience…

      Son of a goat.

      There weren’t many part-mortal girls that could do it.

      Actually, I was pretty sure there was only one.

      Only me.

      I’d just screwed myself over royally.

      The demon tilted its head and blinked. The lids closed from either side, like a lizard, and I knew the second it saw my tie.

      It said my name again, but this time was different—the tone, the loud hiss, the smug satisfaction on its face.

      The demon knew exactly who I was.

      Which meant my father would know where I was very soon.

      Oh, shit. It’d been a long time since I screwed up this badly, but I wouldn’t go back. I wouldn’t let my father drag me back to Hell.

      My heart started racing, and it felt like I couldn’t get in any air as I wrestled the demon off of the woman, rushing to get it away from her and into the portal. But it was bucking me. Its slick skin slipped from my grasp, but I managed to hook my elbow around its arm, pinning the demon in place.

      If my father grew close, I’d slam the portal closed, even if I wasn’t done dealing with the demons in this apartment. I’d cede the battle and hope that I could come back later and fix it.

      Right now, I had a shot. Hurry.

      Hurryhurryhurry…

      I started to pry the demon out of the woman, but its head twisted all the way around and hissed in my face. Its red eyes grew brighter, and if I looked hard enough, I knew I’d see flames flicking in them.

      “Astaroth!” It sent the spiritual yell through my open portal. “I have found her.”
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      A roar from the other side of the portal rattled the walls.

      Footsteps pounded, growing closer.

      “What the hell is happening?” Phoenix asked.

      I looked up then, meeting his gaze.

      Shit.

      Shit!

      “Sam. You’re freaking me out.” His eyes were wide. “Cops are five out. They just said over the phone. What do we do?”

      I didn’t know.

      I really didn’t know what to do.

      I’d really done it this time.

      And I was cursing. But I couldn’t worry about that. Why was I even thinking that?

      Right. Because I was panicking.

      The sound of my heartbeat was whooshing in my ears, but I could still do this. I could still save her and leave, but it was so much worse now.

      I definitely wasn’t getting out of here without dealing with the cops.

      But maybe I had a shot at avoiding my father.

      I punched the demon in the face, but it just smiled. Its mouth opened and opened. Too wide for its face. Its teeth were tall, spaced out, pointy, with black tips.

      I knew that mouth. That was my father’s mouth in his demon form.

      That wasn’t the demon anymore. “Samantha. Daughter. Mine.”

      Hurry, Sam. Hurry!

      A tug pulled along the red string that tied me and my father together, and I gasped for air.

      No.

      All the air rushed from my lungs.

      No.

      Not yet. He wasn’t here yet. Not really. He was only here through the demon.

      Get rid of the demon, get rid of the portal, get rid of my father.

      I had time. I could still make this work.

      The woman started thrashing.

      “Get off of her,” Phoenix yelled. “The police will be here any second. This looks really bad, Sam.”

      I shook my head. “I need to finish. Stall the cops.”

      “There’s no time. You have to⁠—”

      He sounded closer. Oh, no. He was coming toward me. I looked away for a second and⁠—

      “Stop!” I focused back on the demon. A few more seconds should do it.

      “What is happening? Talk to me, Sam. You’re freaking me out.”

      “You’re one step away from falling into an open portal to Hell.” My words were strained as I struggled with the demon. “I can’t get you back if you fall through.”

      I risked another glance back. He was safe. Frozen, eyes wide, face paling. “What?”

      I wrenched my arm around the demon. Now I had one arm pinned behind its back, and my other arm around its neck.

      “Got you, asshole.” I glanced at Phoenix again. “I’m going to throw this demon through the portal to Hell right by that tub—which marks the edge of a three-foot-wide open pit to Hell.”

      The woman shifted, and suddenly, pain ripped into my leg, and I was falling backward. But the demon was falling with me.

      Time slowed as I fell. It always did when I went through a portal.

      Not that I’d done it many times, but enough. Enough that I knew that if my body stayed on this trajectory, I was completely screwed.

      I shoved the demon away from me, trying to use the force of that to push my body away from the portal, but I was too slow.

      I rolled in the air as I fell.

      The demon was falling faster, growing smaller, but I could still see its smile as it fell to the burning fires below us. “You’re mine now.”

      The heat grew, and I looked up to see the room.

      I was just below the opening of the portal. Falling painfully slowly. I reached up, trying to grasp the edges, but it was impossible.

      My tears felt cool on my face, and I closed my eyes. Eli! Help me! I’m falling through a portal and⁠—

      Strong arms caught me, gripping my arms, nearly tugging them out of their sockets as I was yanked out of the portal.

      I landed on something hard and warm and safe.

      “Holy shit.” Phoenix’s voice was soft and deep and strong. “You disappeared for a second. Your fingers brushed mine, and I could see everything. I saw you falling and—” Phoenix squeezed me tightly, and I could hear his heart racing under my ear. His breathing was sharply edged with fear. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I looked to the side. I was a half an inch from the portal, and my legs were steaming. Literally bright red with steam coming off them.

      Holy mofo. That was too close.

      “Are you okay?” Phoenix asked again. His voice had changed, and I knew he was trying to shove down his fear.

      “Yes, I’m fine.” I was perfect. Just great. This was going fantastically.

      Fuck!

      The apartment building shook, and everything in it—every object, every wall, every atom in the apartment—rattled.

      “What was that?” Phoenix’s voice had a hint of fear.

      He was right to be afraid.

      My father was coming.

      “You don’t want to know what that was. Trust me.” I pushed away from Phoenix, careful to only touch his shirt. “Step back and pray.”

      The woman on the bed hissed, and I looked up at her. Another demon had taken the other’s place.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I scrambled up and jumped to the bed, tackling the neighbor woman. This time I placed my hand on her forehead and looked into her eyes.

      It didn’t have time to tie itself to her soul, but I had to end this. Fast.

      I could just barely hear the sirens.

      The walls were shaking.

      I was running out of time.

      If my father didn’t get me, the cops would.

      Given the choice, I’d pick being arrested every day and twice on Sunday.

      “Listen, woman. I need you to fight,” I used my voice to cut through the mortal realm and into the spiritual. “I need you to call on the Lord’s name. I need you to ask Jesus for His help. I need you to scream it as I pull the demon from you. Cry out for Him. He won’t hear me if I say it. You need to. You need to be active in pushing this thing from you, or another will just take its place.” I waited.

      She needed to help me, or I wouldn’t be able to do it. Not anymore. Not if I wanted to get that portal closed before my father got here.

      Possession was a dangerous thing. People didn’t realize that the things they did opened portals, gateways, doors into their souls. They did things and invited the demons inside their lives. Once those pathways were opened, they didn’t notice that demons were slipping into them. Not until it was too late. But this was her body. Her life. Her soul. She could take control. She could stop this.

      “Do you hear me? I can’t do this if you don’t want me to. This one isn’t tied to your soul. I don’t have to do the work. You do. You’re in control this time. You need to push it out and close the door.”

      I saw the awareness in her soul. She didn’t need to answer me out loud, but the gray of her soul brightened. I knew what that meant.

      She was asking for His help, and that meant she was ready to fight.

      I worked my arm around her, moving her head to the side and hooking my arm around the new demon’s neck. It hissed, and my father started to speak through it.

      I forced myself to ignore the words and the cold sweat dripping down my spine.

      The heat coming from the portal grew, but I ignored that, too.

      I waited.

      I waited for the woman to do the work.

      I waited for her soul to reject the demon.

      If she was fighting, it wouldn’t take long. Seconds.

      And as if on cue, the light inside her grew brighter and brighter, and then I knew it was time.

      I screamed and wrenched the demon from her soul.

      It slipped free as if it hadn’t been holding on at all. As if it had been gripping butter. Fast and easy.

      Now.

      This was it.

      I had it now.

      “All demons, back where you belong! Now!” I yelled my command through the apartment, and the lesser demons screamed as they were sucked through the portal.

      I twisted, aiming the possessing demon at the portal in the floor as I released it, but I’d pulled too hard. I was out of control in this slowed time.

      I slid backward off the bed again, but I knew what I was falling toward.

      “Claudere!” I yelled to close the portal, but I hadn’t been fast enough. It wouldn’t close until all the demons nearby were through it, and there were a lot of demons.

      Too many.

      I fell, and the heat surrounded me, sucking me through the portal.

      Again.

      Damn it!

      Where was Eli! He was supposed to be my angel. Why wasn’t he here helping me?

      Lesser demons were flying past the bed, yelling in demonic, clawing at me as they fell deeper into the pits of Hell.

      They belonged in Hell, so the portal sucked them through faster than me, hurling them toward the fire below, but I was heading there, too.

      They were kicking and hitting and tugging me to make me fall faster. I tried to fight, but it was hopeless. I spotted the portal closing above me.

      “God. Please.” I cried out with everything I had in me. “Help me. Send someone to help me. Eli! Send Eli! I need him!” I screamed along the spiritual realm, hoping He or one of His agents would hear me. I didn’t think He was listening or cared, but I had to try. I was desperate.

      Eli would come. He had to. And when he did, he’d be beyond angry that I’d done this without him, but I’d asked for him. So, screw him. His anger would fade, but I couldn’t go back to Hell.

      Not again.

      I wouldn’t survive it. I would die there and live forever as my father’s slave.

      And that was something I feared more than anything else. Becoming a slave to evil.
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      Heat surrounded me, and the screams grew louder. Not just mine, but the vast expanse of Hell’s occupants.

      Hot tears rolled down my face, and I didn’t care to stop them. I barely got out the last time and⁠—

      Someone grasped me from behind, and I struggled for a second before I felt the air pulsing behind me, rocketing me up, up, up.

      Wings. Someone with wings had me.

      I stopped fighting. My ears popped as I was pulled from the spiritual realm back to the mortal.

      Back to that room in my neighbors’ apartment.

      Whoever had me gently set me on the ground, catching me as my knees crumpled.

      I didn’t care about whatever was on the carpet anymore as I pressed my face to it, sobbing. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” The words came out in a streaming prayer.

      My heart was still racing, my breaths still panting, but I was here. I was okay.

      I looked over my shoulder and spotted the wings. A familiar, gray-tinged white.

      He’d finally shown up.

      He pulled me up from the ground, settling me in his lap. “Shhhh. Angel. Catch your breath. Everything is fine.”

      I relaxed against him, collapsing into his chest. I closed my eyes and focused on calming down.

      Eli was here. Everything would be okay. I was safe.

      I opened my eyes and stared at Eli for a second.

      He was my friend and protector, and he also happened to be an angel, sort of fallen, sort of not. He was in between. He called himself an archon. A type of angel that used to be revered as a god but stayed faithful to God. That faith was the only thing that saved him from falling from grace like my father did.

      Eli had been around more when I was little, but as I grew up, he started to leave me for longer and longer chunks of time. Every time Eli disappeared, I never knew when—or if—he’d come back.

      And yet, here he was. After a year of being gone, he finally showed up again.

      Just like that.

      The sirens were growing louder, and I knew we had limited time. But I needed a second.

      Eli stared at me with his bright blue eyes. I used to call him Uncle Eli, but as the evidence of the physical age gap between us disappeared, so did the uncle part of his name. He’d always looked like he was barely twenty, and that would never change.

      Right now, Eli seemed calm, assessing me, and though he could read minds, he couldn’t read mine. But he usually still knew. Right now, he had to know I was mad at him for taking so long to come and using that to stop the overwhelming fear that my father had almost taken me. Again.

      When would I ever learn?

      Eli’s wings wrapped around us, blocking the rest of the room, and I let my head rest on his chest for one second.

      It was fine.

      I was fine.

      The demons were gone, the woman was free of her possessor, and the portal was closed, which meant my father wasn’t coming through it. Everything was going to be okay now.

      And now I could deal with the rest.

      My hands shook as I shoved away from him. “I’ve been calling to you for months. Where have you been?” That came out a little whinier than I’d wanted, but I’d been begging him to come.

      He wasn’t laughing aloud, but I could tell he thought my anger was funny. Eli had a messed-up sense of humor.

      He set me down and rose from the floor in one seamless move.

      I saw it in his eyes as he surveyed the demonless, trashed room. His eyes stopped for a second on the woman who was crying on the bed. Then on something else—probably Phoenix, who was completely silent. And then, back to me.

      Anger made his eyes brighten. “Did you forget all of my warnings?” He pointed to the floor where the portal had been. “You opened it this way because?”

      “You weren’t here. I called for you before I entered this apartment, and you didn’t show up until now. You don’t get to criticize.”

      He held up his hands. “Fine. Yes. I heard you, but I was busy.” He stared at me carefully, and for a second, I thought he looked tired. “Why were you not using a mirror?” This time the criticism was gone from his voice. “You know that’s the only safe way to do this. You’re the one who figured it out.”

      I growled at him and didn’t care if I sounded like my father’s daughter. “Because I didn’t have a mirror big enough and was in a time crunch. Which you would’ve known if you’d showed up when I first called for you, you jerk.”

      The sirens were close. Nearly here. We were running out of time, but there was no way I could run away. Not anymore. It was too late for that, and Eli was going to be so beyond pissed when he found out.

      Eli dropped his hands. “Come on now. Don’t be mad. I’m sorry I was busy, but…” But he couldn’t talk about it. I knew the drill. “Never mind what I’ve been doing. But really, Samantha? You had to know that opening a portal was a bad idea. Especially after you helped those werewolves defeat your father. Even if not directly involved, he knows it was you. Tessa had some of your blood in her system, and it made him…angry.”

      I rolled my eyes. “When is he ever not angry with me?” He was a freaking fallen angel. He lived on anger.

      “Samantha.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know, and I agree about the portal, but I had to do it quickly. Phoenix had already called the cops.” I’d been too scared to look at Phoenix. Now that the demons were all gone and the spiritual battle was finished, I didn’t want to see him. It would break my heart if he looked at me like I was a freak.

      Or worse—if he were scared of me.

      Eli turned and finally took in Phoenix. I knew there was a solid chance that Eli was reading his mind. He always got quiet when he studied mortals, and I liked to picture him weaving through their thoughts as he assessed.

      Eli had revealed himself to Phoenix in a way he didn’t usually. Sometimes he’d show a toned-down form—no wings, no glow aura, no fiery sword—but I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen him show his full-winged form to a mortal before.

      From Phoenix’s wide eyes and gasping breaths, I knew Eli was fully on display. It wasn’t just in the spiritual realm. Eli was fully visible in the mortal realm, too.

      Why would he do that?

      The sirens grew louder still, and then stopped entirely.

      Oh, shit. They were here.

      Eli spun to me. “All right, angel. I’ll get you out of here.”

      I tugged my knees to my chest and rested my chin on them. “It’s too late for that,” I said as I looked into his light blue eyes. His chin-length blond hair flowed around him as if there were a breeze in the room, even though there wasn’t. He wore a crisp white button-down shirt and light-washed jeans that were torn at the knees. He usually didn’t wear shoes, but tonight, he had on flip-flops. I wasn’t sure why, but I counted it as another Eli mystery.

      “I’m here. It’s not too late.” He held out his hand. “Let’s go.”

      I stared at it for a second before looking up at Eli again. “I can’t leave.” I finally looked at Phoenix, who stared at me with wide eyes. I wasn’t sure if that was because of fear or what, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. “I really can’t. Not anymore.”

      I looked to my other side, where the woman was huddled in a ball on her bed, sobbing. Which I totally got.

      This was a mess.

      Her place was trashed. The carpet was beyond gross, and I was trying not to think about the wetness seeping through my joggers. There was trash and bits of furniture and clothes everywhere. It was like a category five tornado had ripped through the room, and the only thing that remained in one piece was her bed.

      And she wasn’t much better off. The woman was traumatized. Truly.

      The cops were banging on the door now, and that meant someone was going to be blamed for this mess.

      I knew what I had to do—and Eli saw it, too—but I said it aloud. “I can’t leave him here to take the fall,” I rushed the words out before Eli could argue with me.

      Eli had revealed himself to Phoenix for some reason, but I knew once the cops came, Eli would go back to the spiritual realm. I was pretty sure that he was only allowed to show his angelic form to mortals when there was a grave need.

      The need had passed.

      So, if someone were to take the blame for the mess in this apartment and the injuries to the mortals who lived here, it would be one of us.

      The neighbors would be the victims. This was their apartment. No one would let their place be trashed like this. The medtech had been knocked out, and the woman was showing her trauma for everyone to see.

      That left me and Phoenix.

      If I let him, Phoenix would try to explain to the cops what happened, and it wouldn’t go well. The cops wouldn’t understand about demons or how the woman was possessed. They would think he was insane or lying or on drugs. And they wouldn’t want to blame a young girl for all of this. Not unless I said I did it.

      If I left—if I took the easy road—Phoenix would be blamed, and his life would be destroyed. He wouldn’t go pro. He wouldn’t be able to send money to his family. It would ruin everything he’d worked for.

      When I thought about it, there wasn’t really a choice. I couldn’t undo what Phoenix had seen, but I could fix one small part of tonight.

      “Are you sure?” Eli asked me. He didn’t need to read my mind. He’d known me long enough to follow my trail of thoughts.

      “Yes.”

      “All right.” Eli slipped away—not totally, just enough that no mortal could see him—and it was over.

      I hoped I was doing the right thing.

      I let all the power go, and a tear rolled down my cheek.

      Eli brushed my tear away with his thumb. “Angel…I hate it when you cry.”

      “I’m not an angel,” I whispered back along the spiritual realm. He always said I was, but I wasn’t. I was the opposite of that.

      The banging on the door stopped, and the medtech dude was yelling at the cops. I wasn’t sure when he woke up, but apparently, he was awake now and very much himself again.

      I wasn’t sure if that was going to make this better or worse, but I doubted that the medtech guy remembered what happened exactly. It would be like waking up from some vague dream.

      Phoenix should be in the clear.

      Me, on the other hand? No.

      I only had a few more seconds of freedom left.

      “It will be okay, dove,” Eli whispered to me.

      I hated when he used animal nicknames. “I’m not a bird, either.”

      There was a crash, and cops were yelling, and then they came through the door.

      “Everyone on the ground.”

      I was already on the ground, but I moved to kneel, hands on my head. I’d done this before. I’d been here before. And it never got easier.

      My heart was racing, and I felt so hopeless that I wanted to throw up.

      “What did you do to my wife?” The medtech dude was closing in on Phoenix.

      Before I could blink, guns flashed.

      This was escalating way too fast.

      Phoenix was tall, muscular, tattooed. I was short, with dark hair and gray eyes, and even if I was part Mexican, part something I didn’t like to think about, my skin was powder white.

      His eyes went to me as he slowly dropped to his knees, and I saw genuine fear in his eyes.

      I was making the right call. This was my fault. He should’ve been studying by now.

      “It was me,” I said, dropping my chin to my chest, trying to make myself as unassuming as possible. “I did this,” I said it because, in a way, I had. “It’s my fault the apartment is trashed, and these people are hurt.”

      It was partially true.

      Because my father wanted me back, and he would send legions of demons out of Hell to search the mortal realm for me. Any bright spot would draw them in.

      And I was bright. I called them to me just by being what I was. The demons would always find me.

      Always.

      But no matter how bad my life got here, I would never call out to him. I would never go to him. I would never willingly walk into Hell.

      Never.

      He’d have to drag me there himself.

      The cops were yelling, so I made my voice a little louder. “My name is Samantha Catherine Lopez. I’ve been in and out of mental facilities my whole life, and I’m having an episode. My caseworker is Elena Gomez. If you call her, she’ll explain.” I recited her number from memory.

      They argued for a second longer, but I stayed there, frozen, until they asked me for Elena’s number again.

      Then, one of them made a call on the radio while the other called Elena.

      I’d been here before. They’d make me wait in the patrol car until they’d done their reports, and then I’d get taken to the station. Hopefully, by then, Elena would be there. If not, I’d wait in an interview room until she was. Thankfully, I was still a minor. So, that would help.

      It wasn’t going to be a fun night, but⁠—

      “What are you doing? Why did you just confess to this?” Phoenix whisper-shouted at me. He was still on his knees beside me, hands on his head. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You saved her. I saw you… I saw an angel… I saw—I saw—I saw—” There was panic in his voice.

      I snapped my head up to look at him. Oh, no. He’d seen too much, and if he kept that up, he was going to blow this. I couldn’t let him do that. “Stop,” I said in my firmest whisper-voice. “Stop that right now and never ever bring it up again. People don’t like to know that the spiritual realm is real. It scares them. People act irrationally with anger and violence when they get scared. They need someone to blame. Today, I’m that someone. Let me be that someone.”

      I saw that he was taking in everything I was saying. “Don’t bring this up to anyone. And don’t make my mistakes. If you see something like this happening, tell a priest or tell the victim to go to church or whatever, but don’t get sucked into an exorcism again.”

      “But I was supposed to watch out for you. I promised your mom. I should⁠—”

      “It’s my fault that you’re even here.” That shut him up. “I should’ve stayed in my apartment, but I didn’t. If I had, you would’ve been at UCLA already, studying, going to practice, living your life like none of this ever happened. It is my fault that you are here. I made a choice to get involved, and you got caught up in it because you’re a good person. So, you’re going to leave me to take the blame. You have your sisters and your mom and your abuela and…and I’ve been in trouble before.”

      “You were in an insane asylum.” His eyes moved rapidly back and forth as he thought quickly, putting the pieces together.

      He was a good guy, and I hoped he had a good life. Especially after this mess I’d gotten him into.

      “I heard you were troubled,” he whispered to me. “But you’re not, are you? You’re not bad or troubled or crazy.”

      I shrugged. “Depends on your definitions.”

      Eli knelt in front of me, still invisible to everyone around us. He’d been watching the cops and the neighbors, likely deciding which path was the best to help me. And I knew he would. I wasn’t sure how it’d all turn out, but he’d help me somehow.

      “Angel.”

      I sighed at the soft sound of his voice along the spiritual realm. It was enough to have another tear rolling down my face.

      I switched my voice to talk on the spiritual realm. “Don’t call me that. Please don’t. Not right now.”

      “You are an angel. In part. And the rest of you is your mother’s daughter—who is spiritually pure—or you wouldn’t be here like this.”

      I didn’t have it in me to argue with him now. All I could think was that I’d ruined it. I’d ruined my chance of staying with my mom. College. I’d ruined everything. Again.

      All I wanted was a normal life, but I was never going to get it.

      With that thought, all my hope drained away. My heart felt like it was splitting, cracking, breaking into a million pieces.

      I stared at the carpet and tried to keep the tears away but failed miserably at that, too. The lights were on now, and it was splotched and stained. I wasn’t sure what I was kneeling in, but I still didn’t care.

      Nothing mattered anymore.

      “Don’t go there.” Eli’s fingers brushed away my tears. “Don’t go to a dark place. This will get easier. It’s harder on children like you, but as you grow into adulthood, you will have more options. It’s already getting better, and I promise that it will continue to get better. Trust me, angel. I know it’s impossibly hard now, but you will have a good life if you keep fighting for it. You just have to stay strong until then. Stay good.”

      I met his blue gaze then. “I don’t feel strong or good.” If I were good, why did so much bad happen to me?

      “But you are good. And you’re strong enough to terrify your father.” He brushed a kiss on my forehead. “You’re so good that you do the right thing even when it costs you everything you’ve been working for. You saved this couple, and you’ve changed the path of this young man’s life. I checked. He will be great. A fighter for light…” He was quiet for a second. “And there is something else. Something…I didn’t see coming, but it will turn out good for both of you. Trust me. This will work out well.”

      At least I knew taking the blame was worth it. Phoenix would be okay. Hopefully, the medtech and his wife would be okay, too. “Where will they take me?”

      The last place had been awful. I’d spent so many days terrified. The thought of going back there made the tears come faster, and my whole body tremble.

      “You won’t go there. I won’t allow it.”

      “You won’t have a choice.”

      “Yes, I absolutely have a say in this. If I have to show myself to take you back, I will.”

      My eyes grew wide. He was going to piss off God with that, and no one wanted to face His wrath.

      “Oh, stop. It won’t come to that. Tessa’s father will help. He was a lawyer in LA. I’ll go to him, and he will get you out of this. I’ll move your mother to a new apartment today, and by the afternoon, we’ll get you released from wherever they’re holding you. Just hang in for me. A few hours and you’ll be out.”

      I huffed. “You can’t promise me that.”

      He gave me a smirk, flayed his wings wide, and started to glow. “Says who?”

      I laughed, but it died quickly. Eli sounded sure, but it’d never been that easy for me. Maybe things were changing. Maybe supernaturals were more out in the open, but that didn’t mean the world could grasp why supernaturals existed in the first place—to protect the wheat from the weeds the enemy planted.

      Most mortals couldn’t even agree that the enemy existed. Or that God existed. Let alone grasp what happened in this apartment. They weren’t ready for it.

      “Stay strong, my fierce little angel.” Eli ran his fingertips down my cheek again, and then he was gone.

      And a moment later, one of the cops came to me. I was pulled from the floor.

      The other went to Phoenix, telling him that he was going to need to stick around for questions. Phoenix dropped his hands to his sides, sat back on his heels, and let out a sigh of relief.

      The medtech and his wife were huddled in a corner, looking shell-shocked, but Phoenix watched me as one of the cops started to handcuff me.

      His mouth dropped open.

      He was going to say something. He was going to argue with them, but it would only make this worse.

      I had to cut him off. “You’ve seen what evil is now, and it will hunt you. So, be very careful with your spiritual life—what you watch, listen to, consume. Stay away from anything dark.” The first cuff tightened around my left wrist.

      Phoenix rose from the ground, watching me, and I knew he must’ve felt helpless. But this was the right thing for him.

      “Keep praying, and do great things with your life, Phoenix.” The right cuff tightened against my wrist. “Thank you for the little bit of normal on the stairwell. I appreciate it more than you can ever know. And I’m so sorry for everything else that happened tonight.”

      The cops positioned me toward the door, and I walked willingly with them, knowing what was ahead for me.

      Mom was going to be so beyond mad at me.

      Frank was going to be worse. He’d fought against the school board for me. And now, I was sure I’d get kicked out.

      What was that going to do to my college applications?

      I was so screwed, and I was so beyond mad at myself.

      And not just because I’d done it to myself, but because, if given the same choices, I would do it all again.

      I really was a moron.

      But at least I was a good, moral moron. Or I tried to be good.

      How had this gone so completely, horribly wrong?

      I let myself glance back just once as I walked down the hallway.

      Phoenix stood there watching me with a certain kind of horror and awe and something else that I couldn’t describe. I didn’t know him well enough to truly guess what he was thinking, but he stayed there, eyes on me, as the cop spoke to him.

      Phoenix was handsome and talented, and from what Eli said, he had a great life ahead of him. I wished him the best and hoped he’d heard what I said. I hoped he took it to heart. I hoped he’d be careful.

      I gave him one last smile and then focused on moving forward.

      Maybe one day what Eli said would be true—that I would have a better life. That it would get easier. That I wouldn’t always be put in handcuffs and taken away.

      And maybe when I made it through all of this, there could be a chance that I’d find someone like Phoenix who could handle my life and all the insanity that came with it.

      I wasn’t sure it was possible, but maybe.

      Possibly. Tessa and her supernatural friends had found it. They weren’t what I was, but maybe that wouldn’t matter. Mortals were waking up to the supernatural, and maybe that meant I wasn’t doomed to a life of chaos and loneliness.

      Honestly, the alternative was too depressing to think about right now. I had enough to worry about.

      The police officer put me in the patrol car, slammed the door, and walked back to the apartment.

      I leaned back against the seat as much as I could and replayed the night over in my head, agonizing over each choice I’d made.

      The one thing I kept getting stuck on was how close my father had come to taking me again.

      And not just that, but the strength of his anger with me.

      He’d always come for me. Sometimes he was angry, but not like this. Not like how he was tonight.

      Eli was right. My father was blaming me for helping Tessa lock him up in Hell. Feeling his anger as he was coming to get me, feeling the walls shake, hearing his anger rolling through the spiritual realm…

      For the first time, I realized he would never stop coming for me.

      Eventually, we would fight, and if I did nothing to change how I fought, I would lose.

      I wasn’t sure how to prepare for him, but I had to find a way.

      Maybe Eli could train me?

      Was that even allowed? Would God let him?

      If not him, someone else? Tessa? Her mate? Another werewolf? They were supposed to be really good at fighting.

      I wasn’t sure, but I had to do something. Because my father was coming for me.

      But not today.

      Not today.

      I had time, and I needed to make it count.
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        “There is a furious, fierce, and ferocious battle raging in the realm of the spirit between the forces of God and the forces of evil.

        Warfare happens every day, all the time.

        Whether you believe it or not, you are in a battlefield.

        You

        Are

        in

        warfare.”

        —Pedro Okoro
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      SIX YEARS LATER…

      
        * * *

      

      Air rushed through my lungs, my feet pounded the dirt under me, and I flew.

      Training for me meant surviving.

      So, I’d spent the past six years training. Every day.

      Every.

      Day.

      I never knew when my father would pop up. He’d surprised me a few times, and every time, it confirmed I couldn’t afford to slack off.

      I’d managed to outrun him and get away so far. Usually by sheer luck, but I couldn’t count on it. Luck left the odds out of my control. Training—getting faster and stronger—took some of that control back. So, I chose to train.

      The sun was high in the sky as I sprinted through the forest, dodging trees, jumping over rocks and bushes, pushing myself to go faster today than yesterday.

      Big, puffy clouds and shade from the trees shielded my eyes from the sun. I was thankful this winter wasn’t too cold yet. Low fifties, and in the sun, it felt even warmer than that. I’d ditched my hoodie—tied it around my waist—around mile two. Which made me wonder how far I’d made it today. I never ran the same path, turning back when I felt like I was getting tired so that I made sure I had enough energy to get home.

      I checked my watch: 12.72 miles.

      I glanced around as I ran, slowing just a little as I tried to figure out exactly where I was. Off in the distance, I saw a speck of the white houses in my neighborhood through the trees.

      Great. Not close, but not too far either. I’d hit half-marathon length by the time I made it home.

      Six years ago, I couldn’t even hit a mile without feeling like I was going to die. I still surprised myself sometimes when I looked at my times and distances. Every once in a while, I pushed myself a little too hard for a little too long, but I didn’t care. It was worth it to me. Because I got stronger every time.

      Breathing in, enjoying the crisp, clean air filling my lungs. The winters in Texas were completely unpredictable. Sometimes hot. Sometimes mild. Sometimes cold enough to catch a light case of hypothermia. And every once in a while, you’d get all three in one day. But I moved here four years ago, and I’d gotten used to checking the weather before I left my house. I was practically a native.

      I almost laughed at that. A native?

      When I was a kid, if someone asked me where I would be when I was twenty-three, alive would’ve been my only hope. Nothing else really mattered to me except surviving. I never thought I’d live this long. I assumed my father would’ve killed me or dragged me back to Hell by now. But somehow, here I was, still very much alive and fighting and living in the country about an hour northwest of Austin.

      My feet were hitting the ground fast. Faster than ever before. The music in my wireless earbuds was giving me life. I’d been listening to a playlist that my werewolf friend Tessa made me. She’d sent it to me a couple of weeks ago, saying that if I wanted to go faster, I needed music to keep up with me. Judging from my times today, she’d been right.

      The beat dropped on one of my favorite tracks, and I pushed myself harder. I’d gotten so much stronger and faster and better than I had ever been. And yet, I was still losing the race today.

      Correction—I’d already lost the race.

      I couldn’t even see the friends I’d started out with anymore, but I didn’t care about winning. They were supernaturals—supernaturals different from me—and no matter what else I was, I didn’t have the same strengths they did. I had different ones, but preternatural physical strength wasn’t in my DNA. Not unless I surrendered to something dark inside myself, and I was determined not to do that.

      I hit a clearing in the forest and slowed to a jog. I was getting closer to the neighborhood, and off in the distance, I was pretty sure I could see the top of my house. Or maybe that was my neighbors’.

      Whatever. I was close enough to home to say that I’d made it.

      Another workout done.

      Another day that I fulfilled the promise to myself. That felt good. Better than good—it felt right.

      I put my hands on my head as I slowed to a walk, catching my breath.

      Some days, I couldn’t believe how I got here. How this was my life. That I actually had friends and a job I loved. When Tessa showed up asking for help, I thought all I’d get was a bunch of werewolf drama. And sure, I got some of that. But I gained so much more—friends that had become my family.

      A family of supernaturals.

      People that showed up when I needed them. Even when I was arrested.

      One second, I was seventeen, getting hauled off in handcuffs by the police, thinking that everything was over. I’d been half-asleep in an interview room waiting for my caseworker to show up when a cop opened the door for Eli—in his most mortal-like form, flip-flops and all—and Mr. McCaide, Tessa’s powerful lawyer dad.

      Within hours, I was released. Just like that.

      Apparently, having money can make anything happen because in the time it took for Tessa’s dad to get to LA and have me released, he’d also totally moved everything in our apartment to one across town. He took care of all the fees and everything, which had been beyond generous.

      A couple of years after that, one of Tessa’s friends—Chris, another werewolf—offered me a job.

      A job that changed everything.

      The gravel crunched under my feet as I stepped onto the walking path around The Sanctuary’s lands. Up ahead was the neighborhood I lived in—The Sanctuary—aptly named because it was a literal sanctuary for supernaturals. All the houses in it were done in a similar modern, white farmhouse style. Some big. Some tiny. Together, it looked clean and bright, like the haven it was to everyone who lived here.

      I’d moved here for the job. Chris needed someone with my particular skills around the supernatural community he’d formed. I would be The Sanctuary’s resident demonologist and exorcist. I could continue to run my social media and website, which had grown exponentially. I could still take cases or refer them out to trained exorcists as I wanted. I just had to be on call in case any of the packs needed me.

      Not only did he give me a hefty salary, a house here, and health insurance, but he also gave me a large budget to cover any office expenses I might have. I could get actual office space if I wanted, but for now, I didn’t really need one. What I didn’t do at home was done in people’s homes. The one thing I did use the extra money for was an assistant.

      I was shocked when Mom asked for the job, but she swore she wanted to move with me and didn’t care if that meant not being a nurse anymore. She wanted us to stay together, and we both felt like, after so many years of struggling and being apart, this was a way to make up for all the lost time.

      It was everything I’d ever wanted and way too good to pass up.

      But I asked him for one more thing. I needed him to train me to fight.

      He immediately agreed.

      And that was that.

      I’d been in the middle of getting my bachelor’s in psychology, but it was all online. So, I immediately packed and moved, and I hadn’t regretted it. Not even a little bit. Not for one second.

      I finished earning my MA in Christian Counseling from an online seminary school earlier this year and was doing the work I felt like I was born to do.

      The years had gone by fast. It hadn’t all been easy, but it’d been good. And yet, I still felt like something was missing. I was lonely.

      I used to think that being who I was—what I was—meant that I should always be alone. I never wanted to drag anyone into my life, but watching the supernaturals around me, I slowly came to realize that I’d been shutting myself off. Punishing myself. For what? Because I thought I was cursed? But was I? Truly? I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      I was only a few yards from The Sanctuary road, and I was glad for that. My legs were toast, and I was coated in sweat.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I slowed a little more to check it. The ground wasn’t paved, and the last thing I needed to do was eat it on the walk home. Chris would never let me live that down.

      My phone had a text from Tessa. How did the new playlist work out?

      I smiled. Tessa must’ve known I was thinking about her. She always did. Good. Best time ever. I think.

      Told you so! And the date last night?

      I rolled my eyes. Okay, so that was what she really wanted to know. He barfed on my shoes.

      My phone rang, and I answered.

      “What?!” She yelled, her voice way too loud for my earbuds.

      I laughed at her outraged tone. “Yeah. Epic.” And now I was down a pair of shoes. I wasn’t about to scrub some dude’s barf off of them. “I tossed them in his garbage can and drove home barefoot. Literally couldn’t have gone worse.”

      Her breath hissed through the phone. “Are you sure you want to let Frank keep setting you up?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to do.”  I was tired of being alone. I knew that much. I wanted a partner in life, and being surrounded by friends who had these amazing relationships didn’t help. Tessa’s mate was this perfect compliment to her. Chris—who wasn’t just my boss, but my friend—had the same with his mate, Cosette.

      After I tried and failed at going out and meeting people naturally, as well as attempting the online sites, Frank stepped in. He had gone from my former principal and mentor to one of my closest friends. He was basically like a much older brother, and he and his wife tried to play matchmaker with the people from their church. Usually, the blind dates he sent me on weren’t so bad, but lately, they’d been getting worse and worse. Last night had been a doozy.

      But it wasn’t like I was completely inept. I’d had one real long-term relationship. Hunter and I were together for a little more than a year. At first, he’d had been in awe of what I did. Then, excited and interested. But then he got scared.

      And then he got angry.

      To say it ended terribly would’ve been a massive understatement.

      Since then, I’d dated a couple of other guys for a few weeks here or there, but every time I showed them who I was, they split. One way or another. They all left.

      And now, I was on a string of increasingly worse blind dates. Tessa was right. Maybe I needed to stop letting Frank set me up.

      “Do you think I’m expecting too much? Like maybe I should lower my standards?”

      “What? No! That’s not a good idea, but maybe it’s time to take a break from looking. Maybe you just have to let someone come into your life. Trust that there’s a plan, and it’ll happen when it’s meant to. Because when it does, it’ll feel natural. You’ll just know that it’s right. It’ll feel like magic. I promise.”

      “Right.” I wanted to believe her, but so far, Phoenix was the only guy that had ever felt the least bit natural. And he hadn’t flipped out at what I did. I’d never know if it was because he didn’t have time to flip out or if he truly got it. Either way, he was on the highest pedestal. No guy had ever topped Phoenix—from the attraction I felt to the way he looked at me when we talked to the way he handled the mess in that apartment. He didn’t condemn me or call me crazy. He didn’t freak out or run away. He just dove in. He was there. With me. Helping me. All the way.

      The older I got, the more I realized what a rare, almost nonexistent combination that was for me, but Phoenix was the one guy I knew I’d never see again.

      Wait. Was I seriously holding out for some idea of a man I knew for all of a few minutes so many years ago? Perfect. I didn’t know what that said about me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

      I’d think about that later, but for now, I knew one thing. “I really don’t know what to do anymore, Tessa. I don’t want to be alone, but maybe you’re right, and I should just stop for a while. Frank’s blind dates aren’t exactly working. Going out to find a date was a disaster. ”

      Tessa laughed. “Hey. We had fun hitting the clubs. I was an amazing wing-girl.”

      “True.” We had fun. “All I got was hookup messages from online dating. That so isn’t my thing.”

      “No.”

      So, I wasn’t sure what was next. “This is depressing.”

      “I promise, it’s not as bleak as it seems. You’re beautiful and kind and generous and strong. You just haven’t found the right guy yet.” Tessa paused. “Have you told Frank what happened on the date yet?”

      “Dude. It’s not even 8 a.m. yet.”

      “Yeah, but still. He should know.”

      I crossed into the neighborhood, walking down the narrow gravel sidewalks. “I’ll tell him. It was just late, and I didn’t want to bother him. Besides, I know that all the guys he picks go to his church. I’m sure he thought the guy was a good one…” I thought back on the disaster of a date. “But it doesn’t make sense. He puked. On my shoes. On a first date.”

      Tessa’s soft chuckle came through the cell. “Boggles the mind. Frank really knows how to pick ’em.”

      Someone called my name and wished me a good morning from their porch. He had a nice smile as he waved and then took a swig from his coffee cup.

      I waved back. “Morning,” I called out to the man. I wasn’t sure I knew him, but everyone here knew me. I was the only demonologist here, and I stayed pretty busy.

      I’d been right about one thing—the mortals awakening to the spiritual realm had big repercussions. Terrible repercussions.

      “Who was that?”

      I made a grunting noise. From the size of him, the likelihood that the guy was a werewolf was high—especially since most Sanctuary residents were werewolves—which meant his hearing would be exceptional, but I figured he was far away enough that he probably couldn’t hear Tessa.

      “Got it. You have no idea.”

      “Name’s Steve!” he hollered at me.

      Oh, man. He’d heard Tessa.

      I spun to walk backward and grinned. “Sorry! I’m just not great with names. Have a good morning!” When he laughed, I figured all was forgiven, and I turned again to walk normally.

      “Samantha. You’ve lived there for years. That was Steve Hughs. Single. Not an alpha, but a good guy. Really sweet. I think he’s a carpenter. Builds furniture.”

      Oh, man. Tessa was going for the hard sell on Steve. I pictured him in my head. Built. Blond hair. Good smile. He was handsome in a classical sense, but…nothing. No spark.

      I looked over my shoulder to confirm, but no. I wasn’t feeling that thing I wanted to feel. “I don’t know, Tess.”

      “You have to be more social. Give people a chance. You can’t just work all the time, and then expect to click with whatever rando Frank finds for you.”

      She had a point, but I stunk at being social. “You know me. I’m just not that person. It takes a lot for me to tamp down what I am, and it’s too much for most people. I’m not like a normal supernatural. Out of all the people at the Sanctuary, I’m for sure the weirdo.”

      “I get it. I do. I was the same way. I hid in my room, with only my brother as a friend. For years.” Before Tessa became a werewolf, she had visions whenever she touched something. Which made making friends and going to school a nightmare. We had that in common. She got me on a level no one else could.

      “But you have to step out of your comfort zone,” she said. “And clearly not into Frank’s. Because this has to be like the fifteenth worst date ever.”

      “I think it’s actually been more than that.” A lot more.

      “I know you want to find someone, but maybe you need a break from the dating scene. Let something happen naturally.”

      “Yeah.” But that felt like giving up. And if I gave up now, what hope did I have of finding a good guy? Especially since all I did was work. Exorcisms weren’t exactly a great way to find romance.

      Actually, I was pretty sure what I did was the opposite of romantic.

      “Hey. I just realized it’s Tuesday. You’re having lunch with Frank today, right?”

      “Yep.” When I moved, it just so happened that a spot opened at a church in Austin. So, Frank, his wife, and two daughters moved here about three months after I did.

      I liked to tease him that he moved his whole family here to follow me, that he was obsessed, but he always denied it. He said that it was God’s plan that we stuck together. I was pretty sure he was telling the truth, but I liked having something to tease him about.

      We had lunch at least once a week, on Tuesdays. Sometimes Thursdays or Fridays got added in there, depending on our schedules. But Tuesday was firm. We only skipped if one of us was sick.

      “Tell Frank I said he needs to get better at picking guys for you, or else he’s fired permanently.”

      “You think I haven’t tried that?” But I guessed I hadn’t been serious when I fired Frank from the whole date-finding mission last time.

      I heard a deep voice in the background. It had to be Tessa’s mate, Dastien.

      I really hoped I wasn’t I looking for perfection. Could that really my problem?

      I looked up at the sky. Anytime you want to send me someone great, or average, or…whatever you think. I’m ready. Or send someone to Frank. Someone that won’t puke on my shoes. He doesn’t have to be able to keep up with me. I’d take a guy who even just tolerated my crazy life at this point.

      Okay, God?

      Are you listening?

      Right. Probably not.

      “Sorry. I gotta run. But I’m calling you later for full details,” Tessa said. “I mean, there has to be more to this story than just a guy puking on your shoes.”

      “Oh, there is.” He’d said all kinds of crazy things. The dude was a straight-up conspiracy wackadoo. “I have stories.”

      She started cracking up but then grew serious again. “Don’t feel down about this. I know you do after bad dates, but it’ll happen. I have a good feeling. So, trust me. Please.”

      “I do trust you. You know I do.” And I did. “Later,” I said.

      “Bye.”

      I hung up and slid the phone into my pocket, zipping it closed to make sure it’d stay put.

      I turned a corner and was finally almost to my house. Or—our house. Mine and Mom’s.

      It was definitely one of the more mid-size houses in the neighborhood, but it’d felt massive when we moved in. And yet, it felt like it’d been made for us. We had dual master suites—one on each floor, and a guest room that we’d turned into an office. The kitchen was open concept, and there’d been more than a few meals with friends gathered around our large dining table.

      I’d been in a few of the other houses in the neighborhood, and even if they looked similar on the outside, each one had a totally different layout. All tailor-made to their occupant. It was the wildest thing, but our home was definitely our home in a way that no place had ever been before.

      Mom was sitting on the wraparound porch in her bright red Adirondack chair when I approached, but she wasn’t alone.

      Chris and Cosette were with her.

      Cosette was sitting in my red Adirondack chair. Chris had been standing, talking to them, but he turned as I approached. His blond hair was still damp from a shower. He was wearing jeans and a light blue T-shirt that made his blue eyes pop, even from here.

      No. Wait. No normal eyes could pop color across this distance. They were glowing, which meant his wolf was close.

      Chris was one of the most easygoing guys I knew. He’d grown up in a very violent pack, which meant he was an amazing trainer, but he was kind, soft-spoken, and his artwork was legitimately breathtaking. He liked to say that he never dreamed he’d own anything like The Sanctuary, but he just exuded calm and peace, giving protection to anyone who came desperately seeking a safe place to call home. To see him riled…

      Something was wrong.

      Cosette rose from the chair and went to stand next to him. Her long, dark-blonde hair flowed in loose curls down her back. No matter what was going on, she always looked like she stepped out of a magazine. Today was no different. She wore jeans and a silk top, with a leather moto jacket over it, giving her a bit of an edge.

      If I looked at her on the spiritual plane, she would look like she was made of iridescent glitter. The first time I saw her, I couldn’t figure out what she was. It’d been like nothing I’d ever seen before. But I put some pieces together later and realized that she was a fey princess, her father was one of Eli’s archon friends, and suddenly, her glittering aura just made sense.

      If I didn’t know how great she was, I would’ve been jealous of her. She was just that pretty. But she wore her pretty as a disguise. She wasn’t just a fey princess. For years, she’d served as her mother’s assassin. Chris’s soft teasing always seemed to balance out the seriousness of his mate, but not today.

      She mirrored Chris’s stance, leaning over the railing, and neither of them smiled at me. They were watching, guarded, and on alert.

      It wasn’t me they were afraid of.

      Something had happened.

      I froze at the bottom of the porch stairs.

      There were moments in my life that changed everything. They always came out of nowhere—like the day my father took me to Hell, the day I met Tessa, the day Chris offered me this job.

      And now, today, from the look on Chris’ face, I knew today was one of those days.

      Something big was about to happen.

      I took a breath and started up the stairs.
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      When I hit the top porch step, Mom rose from her chair with her coffee cup in her hand. Her dark hair was piled into a messy bun. She didn’t have much makeup on, but she didn’t need it. She gave me a look like she was worried, but when I lifted a brow in a silent question, she shook her head.

      She didn’t know what was going on either. “I’m going to give you all some privacy.”

      Chris turned to her. “You’re welcome to stay.” The rasp in his voice was thick and low.

      “Sam will fill me in later.” She gave me a once-over as if checking me for any injury, which was fair. She’d been a nurse for a long time, and I had gotten hurt before.

      “Your coffee and water are on the table.” She pointed to it. “Water first, okay?”

      If she hadn’t said that, I would’ve totally had the coffee first, but she was right. I would be a grown-up about this. “Will do.”

      “I’ll bring out breakfast in a few. In the meantime, I have some emails to answer.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” She was the best.

      Mom’s cell buzzed, and she pulled it from her pocket. “Work.” She moved inside as she answered the phone, closing the door behind her.

      “What’s up?” Chris and Cosette were watching me, and I knew they had something they were worried about. Chris was usually pretty talkative and easygoing, and even Cosette was being more guarded than usual. “You two don’t usually stick around while I finish my run. So, spill.”

      They shared a look, and from the supernatural light bouncing between the two and the buzzing around them, I knew they were having their own private conversation along their werewolf mate bond. Their special type of mate-bond communication had been headache-inducing when I first met this group of supernaturals, but now I’d grown used to it.

      Well, I was used to it, when I wasn’t jealous of it.

      I reached for the water, took a long drink, and then realized that the buzzing had stopped. And they were watching me. The look on their faces made me nervous.

      It was as if they were afraid to tell me whatever was happening. “Okay, now you’re freaking me out. What is it? Just spit it out.”

      Cosette stepped forward. “So, we have some news,” she started slowly.

      “I gathered that with all the activity between you two and with how you’re staring at me right now.” I put my drink on the table. “Tell me. Please.”

      I assumed there was some demon activity somewhere that they needed me to take care of, which I would. Of course. That was my job here. They could handle some demons, but only if the demons crossed over into the mortal realm. If the demons were still fully on the spiritual side, or if a house was infested, then they needed me.

      If they wanted to save someone that was possessed—not kill them—that was me again.

      If they had a portal that needed closing, well, that took me. They’d closed one without me before, but it took twelve of them, plus Eli, Tessa, and some of my blood.

      But all of that—infestations, possessions, portals—I could do on my own, and much, much easier than they could.

      “It’s Van,” Cosette said, finally.

      Huh. Okay. Now that I hadn’t been expecting.

      Van was Cosette’s best friend and a member of the Lunar Court. He’d been her guard for a very, very long time, and they watched each other’s backs. But now that she had Chris, Van had been working in the fey realms, trying to make sure the courts didn’t completely implode.

      I wasn’t sure why they were coming to me with a fey problem. That wasn’t even in the same realm as my expertise. “What’s going on with Van?”

      She let out a small sound—not a whimper or a whine, but something similar that set off alarms in the back of my mind. “He’s missing.”

      What? “For how long?”

      “Two weeks.”

      “Two weeks?” That seemed like a long time for him to be missing without me hearing about it. “I saw you this morning. I see you most mornings… Why haven’t you said anything?”

      “I just assumed he was on a mission.” Cosette gave a small shrug as if that would’ve been no big deal. But for some reason, it was. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be here. “It’s not unlike him to disappear for a while. Kind of like how Eli goes off wherever.”

      I understood that perfectly. Eli was a constant in my life, but he did tend to go MIA for chunks at a time. “If that’s true, then why are you worried now? Couldn’t he still be on a mission?”

      Chris put his arm around his mate, rubbing his hand up and down her shoulder. “A couple days ago, we told Tessa it’d been a while. He’d said vaguely that he would be back to see us by last Tuesday, but we weren’t really worried. Until this morning. Tessa apparently told Claudia that Van didn’t come to see us when he was supposed to, and she decided to do a spell to locate him.”

      “Okay. Great. Go get the guy. I’m happy to take care of anything that comes up around here.” I wasn’t sure how else I could help or why they’d come to me.

      “We can’t get a close enough read on where he is to do that.”

      This still didn’t make any sense to me. “Any of you that did the spell together to kick my dad out of this realm should be able to locate him. You all created ties to each other. Follow the tie, and you should have an accurate read on where he is.”

      “We can’t,” Chris said. “It didn’t work.”

      “And he’s fey, not part of any werewolf pack,” Cosette said. “He’s not tied to any wolves with a mating bond. The spell is starting to fade a bit, given that it was so long ago, and…” She pressed her lips together and stared at me for a second. Something about the way she was looking at me told me I wasn’t going to like where she was going with this. “But we think you can find him.”

      What? “You want me to find Van? How?” I’d be happy to help if I could, but I didn’t know how they expected me to find him. “I’m not a psychic, and you know I don’t do witchcraft. We fully disagree on that.” Any new age or witchcraft was a hard pass for me. I didn’t mess with any of that stuff. I’d used some stuff in the past, but those days were long gone for me. I couldn’t afford to venture into any gray area. Not anymore. “Maybe you should⁠—”

      “Wait.” Chris held up his hands. “We’re not asking you to do witchcraft or anything you’re not okay with. We all know where you stand on that, and that’s not—” He took a breath as if gaining courage.

      Something was really wrong here. “Y’all are officially freaking me out. Stop being weird. Just tell me what you need from me.”

      Chris met my gaze and nodded. “All right. You’re not going to like this, and I have a massive favor to ask you. Which I guess you’re getting.”

      “Yep.” It was hard not to.

      “Claudia did a location spell, and while we can’t get an exact position on him, we found out where he is. And it’s actually really bad. As in the worst place imaginable.”

      A chill fell over me, and everything snapped into place.

      I suddenly knew exactly what Chris was taking forever to get at, and he was right. I hated it.

      There was only one place Van could go that only I could get to. It was the only reason they’d come to me for this.

      I dealt with demons.

      And portals.

      And Hell.

      Van was one of the only fey I knew of who could travel from one spot in the world to another in an instant, but he did that in a way that I didn’t love. He’d taken me that way a few times, but only when under extreme time constraints, and I absolutely hated it.

      Because Van traveled through Hell.

      It was quick—usually lasting no more than a second or two—and incredibly efficient. He could move across any amount of space, in any realm, within a few heartbeats. But it wasn’t safe.

      Years ago, we had a fight about it. I’d warned him how dangerous it could be, but Van was old—centuries, maybe more—and set in his ways.

      He’d blown me off. Not exactly nicely, either.

      My whole body shivered, and I pulled my hoodie from around my waist. I tugged it on, hoping to warm up, but the chill wasn’t coming from outside of me. It was within me.

      “Please tell me he’s not in Hell,” I said.

      “I wish I could say that.” Cosette’s voice shook a little—just enough that I could hear it. She’d battled demons and monsters and slaughtered her way through the fey courts, and I’d never seen her truly afraid. But today, she was. “I truly wish that he were anywhere else.”

      Damn it.

      I sat heavily in my chair. This was so bad. If Van was trapped there…

      I couldn’t believe I was even considering half of the things that were running through my mind—especially that I was entertaining a rescue mission to Hell.

      This was so stupid. Deadly. Dumb.

      Chris squatted in front of me. “This isn’t part of your job.” He spoke softly. The rasp in his voice was somehow thicker for it. “I won’t push you to do this. You can absolutely say no, but I’ve seen you open portals like it’s no big deal. I know it’s a big deal—” He rushed the words out before I could argue with him. “All I’m asking is that you open one and guide us to where he is. Help us get him home.”

      I let out a strangled laugh. He’d lost his mind. Guide them? Like we were going on a nice hike? It was Hell.

      “I’m not asking you to do this alone,” Chris said. “Take us with you. I’ll fight with you. I swear I will protect you. So will Cosette. Depending on how many you think we can sneak in with, I will gather an army to get him back. The second you think it’s bad, you portal out of there. We will follow your lead. I don’t want to risk you, but I need your help getting him back. You’re the only one I know that has a shot at bringing him home.”

      No. He didn’t understand this. He didn’t get it at all. There was no way I’d let him come with me, even if he wanted to. That was impossible.

      I wasn’t even sure how to explain to him how impossible this was because he was so far off from reality that it wasn’t even funny.

      “I wouldn’t ask you to do something that I wouldn’t do myself, but…it’s Van.” Chris’s blue eyes glowed as his wolf rose to the surface. “And I owe him.”

      I swallowed down all the reasons I couldn’t do this because I owed all of them. They’d given me a life and freedom and a house and a job and so much that I couldn’t even put it into words.

      They’d given me a family.

      I bent my knees into my chest, tucking them inside my hoodie, and rested my forehead on them.

      I closed my eyes.

      God. Please. Tell me what to do here. I don’t want to go there. Or take them either. I can’t take them. I’m scared, but I can’t leave him there if he’s trapped. What do I do? Tell me what to do.

      I waited for a few breaths, but the same feeling kept coming over me. I needed more information. So, I opened my eyes. “I need some intel before I can agree to anything.”

      “Thank you.” He patted my arm. “Thank you for considering this. I… We love Van. We want him back safe and sound. But I don’t want to do anything stupid. I trust you in whatever you say.” Chris rose and moved to stand next to Cosette again. The tough, proud fey princess leaned into her mate and seemed to gain some strength from him. He brushed a kiss on her temple, and dang it. Just dang it. Those two had helped me gain back my power, my strength, my hope, and I wasn’t going to let them down. I couldn’t.

      I knew I wasn’t going to say no, but I had to be smart about this.

      “Let’s just get some information first.” I stuck two fingers into my mouth, and I whistled through the planes, pushing it through the spiritual realm, through Hell, and hopefully, to Gabe.
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      Mom came out onto the porch holding a plate with migas, bacon, and a couple of warmed-up corn tortillas, and she looked from me to Chris and Cosette and back again. “Samantha. Please tell me you did not just do what I think you did.” She wasn’t pissed, not yet, but there was that fear threaded through her voice that I hated.

      I couldn’t tell her what she wanted to hear. She knew exactly what I’d just done.

      That whistle through the realms was my call for help to Gabe, my demon-dead friend in Hell. He was what I’d become if I died and went to work for my father, but he was good. Or part of him was good. Possibly a very small part, but that was better than being all bad.

      I met him while I was in Hell. Or, more accurately, he found me, saved me, and got me far enough out of my father’s lair that I could open a portal and escape.

      Since then, he’d helped me out from time to time, but things always went a little crazy when Gabe was involved. And yet, if there was anyone I could trust in Hell, it was him. Gabe was my one and only ally there. Sometimes, he was worth the risk.

      Right now was one of those times.

      I couldn’t believe I was considering what Chris and Cosette asked, but if I was going to bring Van back, then I had to have an exact location. It was too vast for me to search on my own, and I wasn’t about to spend any amount of time wandering through Hell looking for a trapped fey. I wasn’t suicidal.

      “Samantha?” Mom’s voice had a hint of warning in it as she handed me the plate.

      “I know, Mom.” I wasn’t the least bit hungry—not anymore—but I took the plate. I set it carefully on the small table between the chairs. “You know I don’t ask Gabe for much anymore.” He was a last resort for a lot of reasons.

      Chris was leaning against the porch railing, watching me. He crossed his arms over his chest, and I knew he wouldn’t get in between a fight with me and Mom. Cosette was watching me by his side, but I couldn’t read anything more than the fear in her. Even after knowing her for this long, if she didn’t want me to know what she was thinking, I wouldn’t.

      “There’s no chance that Claudia could get an exact location. Even if she tried another spell. Right?” If she could, then maybe I could leave Gabe out of this.

      “No, and she didn’t sound hopeful about getting more information.”

      Perfect. This was going to be a disaster.

      “She called me when we got back from the run,” Chris said. “I don’t know a lot, so we can call Claudia if that would help. But from what she told me, she knows that he’s in the spiritual realm, but she couldn’t get an exact location. She said she didn’t know much about the spiritual realm and that the only one who might be able to find him was you.”

      That was accurate. The spiritual realm wasn’t Claudia’s thing, and if Van were truly trapped in Hell, I was probably the only one alive who could find him. But even that might be a bit of a stretch.

      “What’s happening exactly?” Mom asked. “I’m not liking what I’m imagining at all.”

      The fear in my mother’s eyes had grown, and now she’d added in wringing her hands. I hated that I was going to make it worse for her by telling her, but I wasn’t going to leave her in the dark. “I don’t know what’s what yet, Mom. Only that Van is trapped somewhere in Hell.”

      “Today.” She practically hissed the word. “This happened today?”

      I shrugged as if it didn’t matter, but it did. He might have been gone for two weeks, but the fact that I found out today…

      We hadn’t talked about it, but we both knew what today was.

      Eight years ago, I escaped from Hell.

      And now, here I was, thinking about walking right back in.

      I would say it was a coincidence, but I didn’t believe in those.

      No, not a coincidence. It was a trap.

      My father wanted me back, and he’d stop at nothing until I was with him in Hell. I knew this. I’d always known it, but apparently, he was back on his mission to own me.

      This was going to be an epic disaster.

      “What’s today?” Cosette’s eyes narrowed as she stared down at me.

      I rested my head back against the chair. They didn’t need to know. If they did, they’d worry about it being a bigger plot than it might be. Which it probably was. Given the whole trap element.

      But I couldn’t think like that. Not yet. That would lead my head in a very negative, scary direction. I needed hard facts before I went there, and I wasn’t going to get them freaked out about something before I knew anything for sure. “Don’t worry about that right now. If it becomes important, I’ll let you know.” I rose from my chair, pushing through that Jell-O feeling in my legs.

      My hands shook as I wiped my forehead, and I knew that Chris could smell my fear. “I’m going to go shower. I’ll let you know what I find out, but I can’t go in there blind. I can’t. It’s not as easy as opening a portal and going in with an army for a rescue mission.” I met Chris’ blue eyes, and I saw that his jaw had shifted just enough to show me that he was struggling with control.

      Dang it. My fear was setting him on edge.

      I felt awful for it, and I really, really wished I could bring Van back immediately, but it wasn’t that easy. “I hate to leave Van stranded, but Hell is…it’s bigger than Earth. There are so many souls in its fathomless depths, and I need a specific part to search, and⁠—”

      “Stop. It’s okay. I’m not upset with you.” Chris gripped my arm gently, and his eyes brightened a little more. His wolf was still rising, and it was my fault.

      Cosette put a hand on his shoulder, and he closed his eyes for a second. Just long enough to get a little more control.

      When he opened his eyes, they were still bright, but not as bright as before. “It’s your fear that’s setting off my wolf, but I’m fine. I wish I didn’t have to ask you to do this. Your fear is so intense, but I just…”

      He dropped my arm and took a step back, leaning into Cosette. “This will be dangerous for you. That’s the fear, right? That’s what’s making you so freaked out right now.”

      I let out a half whimper, half laugh. Dangerous for me? It was so far beyond dangerous that I didn’t even have a word for it.

      “How bad are we talking about?” Chris asked. “I mean, I get that it’s loaded with demons and that Hell is awful, but Van travels it all the time. It can’t be that bad.”

      That time, I full-on laughed. It was an insanely stupid question. He wanted to know how bad it was in Hell?

      Incredibly.

      But saying that aloud wouldn’t help him, and it wouldn’t change what I’d have to do.

      “Shit.” He looked at Cosette.

      “Van’s strong.” Cosette reached for Chris’s hand, linking their fingers together. “He will fight until he dies.”

      She had no idea what she’d just said.

      She didn’t want him to die there. It wasn’t like dying on earth. It was worse. He’d be stuck there for eternity. The gates to Hell were locked for most souls. Van would be one of those souls.

      “Samantha.” I didn’t have to see my mother’s face to hear the fear in her voice.

      I knew because I felt the same way about this. I still had nightmares.

      “You can’t…” Mom didn’t have to finish what she was going to say.

      “I know.” The risk was huge. If I went to save Van, the chances were extremely high that my father would find me. It was stupid to attempt to save Van.

      And I agreed with her. I truly did. But what kind of person would I be if I left him there to suffer for eternity? Especially if my father took him to get to me. It was basically my fault.

      I’d be as smart as possible about it. She had to trust me that much. “There are always options, Mom. If Gabe can get me a firm location, then there’s a chance I can just open the portal and grab him out.” There was no way it’d be that easy, but I wasn’t saying that out loud.

      Mom grunted, and I knew she believed that as much as I did. She stepped back inside the house, snagged her car keys from the hook by the door, and then her purse.

      Wait. What? She was leaving? Because of this? “Where are you going?”

      “I’m not mad at you. Just scared for you.” She closed her eyes and held up a hand. Her normal I-need-a-second movement. “And for me. I’m scared to lose you again.” She dropped her hand to her side and opened her eyes, and gone was my worried mom. It was like she’d flipped a switch and wasn’t going to think about it.

      “I sent you the questionnaire response I just received.” Her tone was all business. Her trauma nurse voice. “It’s in your inbox, but this call looked real. All the questions were answered in a way that sounded legitimate, and they need help desperately. They’re in Austin. I’m going to check it out and let them know if I think you can help. If so, I’ll schedule them for tonight. If you end up busy with…” She didn’t want to finish that, and I didn’t want her to either. “Then, I’ll ask Frank to help me.”

      This was good. This was normal. This was what I needed because waiting around for Gabe might drive me nuts. “Great. That sounds like a really good plan. Thanks, Mom.”

      “Want us to go with you?” Chris asked Mom.

      “Will you?” I said over Mom’s refusal. Right now, I knew I’d feel much better if she had someone watching her back. Not that she was in any danger, but it was something I needed. “Please go with her.”

      “Absolutely.” His raspy voice deepened, and I knew that meant he wasn’t going to mess around. This was still the serious, kick-ass Chris, not the usual easygoing Chris. “Don’t worry at all. We’ll be with her the whole time.”

      “Okay. I’ll keep you posted with what I find out.”

      Mom hugged me, and I relaxed into the safety of her arms. “I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She squeezed me tighter, and I didn’t want her to let go. If she did, she’d see the tears in my eyes. “Don’t apologize. You’re not going to do anything stupid.”

      I huffed, and she let go enough to lean back and look at me. Her lips pressed tightly together as she took me in. “I see. Well, try not to go anywhere without me here to watch over you.”

      That I could promise. “Okay. I’ll try.”

      “Good.” She dropped her arms. “I love you, but you need a shower.”

      I gave her a small smile. “You saying I stink?” I teased. I wanted her to leave on a good note. I didn’t want her to worry, not when I wasn’t actually doing anything dangerous yet.

      “Yes.”

      Chris laughed behind me, and Mom turned to him. “You ready?”

      He nodded. “Yes. My car or yours?”

      “Yours.” She pulled her phone from her pocket. “I’ll text you the address.”

      I stood on the porch and watched them leave, waving as Chris honked the horn.

      The last few years had been good. Kind of boring and routine, but man, that was so exactly what I needed. What I wanted all the time. Nice and normal.

      But for last two months, I’d been feeling something shifting. I wasn’t sure if it was something inside me or around me or what, but I knew that everything was about to change.

      And now this happened.

      Van was missing in Hell.
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      I sat on the porch for a while, drinking my coffee, wondering how exactly my morning had shifted into something insane. I’d had a great workout. Chris and Cosette made me laugh through the sparring session. Tessa’s mix made my run fly by. I’d even had a phone call with her, and now this?

      It was honestly best that I was alone because I needed just a second to process. I wasn’t sure how I felt about what I might need to do, but I knew I was terrified. Just the thought of going to Hell was…

      Hell was awful beyond words.

      Even though I sometimes pulled possessed souls back from there—and had occasionally fallen through a portal for a few seconds—I’d only ever physically been there once before. Like any sane person, I planned to never go again, but if Van needed help, I would help.

      That was what I did. I helped people. I wasn’t about to stop now.

      I sat in my chair and picked up the plate of migas my mom had made for me. It was one of my favorite breakfasts. Today, it might as well have been ash, but I needed fuel. Fights took a lot of fuel, and I couldn’t afford to skip a meal entirely.

      So, I drank my coffee and choked down as much of the food as I could.

      I’d only managed about half the plate when I decided I’d had enough, and Gabe still hadn’t shown. Which wasn’t unusual. Sometimes he would show instantly. Others, he would take hours. So, I went upstairs to my bathroom and showered. I stayed under the steamy spray for a while, trying to calm down and wrap my head around what I might be facing.

      Would I really have to go to Hell?

      Was opening a portal and pulling him through an option?

      Could I take other supernaturals through with me? I mean, I kind of liked the idea of not being alone, but I wasn’t sure that it was a good idea. I’d never tried that before. I knew I could cross and survive because I had before. Van could, too. And he’d traveled with just about every kind of supernatural. I wasn’t sure if his special magic protected whoever he carried or if, just by being supernatural, they’d survive.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to test out any theories. The risk to my friends was way too high, but I knew they’d be game to do it.

      By the time I got out of the shower, the whole bathroom had fogged up, and I had exactly nothing figured out.

      I wiped the mirror, and suddenly, there was a man standing right behind me.

      I screamed as I spun, clutching my towel closed.

      “Looking real good, babe,” Gabe said.

      I leaned against the bathroom counter, keeping my towel tight around my body with one hand. “Holy—” I bit off the curse before I could say it and took a moment to catch my breath.

      When I first met Gabe, he’d seemed so much older than me—and his soul technically was—but I was twenty-three now and looked it, and he still looked seventeen, ripped, six feet tall, and covered with tattoos. He was still in the same NASA T-shirt and still had his black hair buzzed short. He wouldn’t need another haircut ever again. He’d be the same for the rest of his existence. Unable to change at all, unless he was somehow erased from existence entirely.

      Or he made another deal with my father to get a change of clothes, which he wouldn’t.

      No one was stupid enough to make a deal for something so insignificant. Not even Gabe.

      “You scared the tar out of me,” I said.

      He grinned at me, and I rolled my eyes. I stepped out of my bathroom and into my bedroom. And then into my walk-in closet. “Don’t you dare come in here,” I said, and then I closed the door.

      I threw on underwear, my favorite pair of dark, stretchy jeans, and a white V-neck T-shirt. I grabbed a pair of socks and brightly colored running shoes, quickly slipping them on, and called it good enough for now. I swung open the door, and Gabe was walking around my room, looking at the bulletin board. There was a bunch of pictures on it I’d printed out—shots of me and Tessa. Of Claudia and her mate. Of Chris. Tessa had taken some of me while I was training with Chris. She told me I looked fierce, and I had to agree.

      There were some from a Renaissance Faire, some from the night we had a bonfire, and even some from a vacation that we all took together to St. John.

      Gabe pointed to one on the beach. “You look happy here.”

      “I was.” I sighed at the hint of guilt I felt for being happy when he wasn’t, but I couldn’t lie to Gabe. “I am. Happy.” I nearly cringed at how awkward that sounded.

      He turned to face me, and I could see the jealousy simmering under the surface. I wasn’t sure what to say about that or if I should say anything at all.

      “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” He smiled, trying to cover the jealousy, but it was still there in his eyes.

      I wished I could fix this for him, but I couldn’t. “No. I’m sorry. It would be awesome to have you on this side, still alive, and not there.”

      “Yeah. It would, but that’s not how my life turned out.” His aura darkened, and he couldn’t mask the depth of sadness from me, even if he tried. “So, what’s going on? Because you don’t call me anymore just to chitchat. Not like you used to.”

      Great. Now, I felt like I needed to apologize again.

      “I get it. You grew up. You got friends and were going to college and working and all the things. But girl, you’re still lonely. I’ve checked on you.”

      My eyes must’ve gotten wide because he laughed. “Not in a creeper way, but you know I care about you. I don’t want you to end up in Hell with me. So, I try and keep an eye out. You have to stay on the right path. I don’t want this life for anyone. Especially not you.”

      I looked at him—really looked—and he hadn’t gotten any older. But his eyes…something about them seemed bleak. Darker. Hopeless.

      Having no hope was a dangerous thing.

      “So, what do you need today? Spill, girl.”

      There was nothing I could say that could help him, so I said nothing about what I’d seen in him. “I have a friend,” I said, going with his subject change. “A fey guy that travels through Hell to get to places.” I wasn’t sure if he’d seen the fey traveling that way or not. I doubted anyone noticed, but⁠—

      Gabe’s huff answered that. He’d totally noticed. That was a bad sign. If Gabe noticed, then others did, too.

      He went to my bed and lay down. Right now—while he was straddling two realms—was the only time he could relax. There was no rest in Hell.

      He leaned back against the headboard and kept his dark brown eyes on me. “A few of those fey people use Hell like it’s not a thing they should be afraid of.” He gave me a smirk. “I get that it’s convenient, but it’s dumb. And believe me, your dad noticed when you traveled with them those few times. I covered for you. You’re welcome.”

      Wait. What? He had?

      My heart kicked up a notch. “Are you freaking serious?” My father noticed that I was there? And Gabe hadn’t warned me?

      “Oh, yeah. I’m fucking serious. Girl Scout.”

      I rolled my eyes at his teasing nickname. He liked to make fun of my no-cursing thing, but technically it could be a sin. So, I did my best not to. Although I was mediocre at best. Sometimes, when things were really hitting the fan, the words just slipped out.

      “Astaroth for sure noticed. He’s got that tie with you, you know. So, kinda stupid for you to travel that close to him.”

      Gabe was right. He was totally right.

      The first time I traveled with Van, I didn’t know what he was going to do. But the second? And after that? Yeah. I knew.

      “And if your friend is gone, it’s a trap for you.”

      Damn it. “Are you sure?” I knew that—it was the first thing that came to my mind—but that didn’t mean I wanted it to be true.

      Sometimes being right sucked.

      “If he noticed you traveling, he noticed the company you kept. Don’t go after your friend. Leave that fey moron wherever he is because it’s definitely a trap. For you. Don’t be stupid, babe.”

      My heart started to race because I knew he was right—that me and Mom had been right—but I wasn’t sure that it mattered. “I can’t leave him there. He’s helped me, and⁠—”

      “And if you go after him, you’ll die. Down there. You will die.” He screamed at me, and Gabe didn’t scream. Not like that. Not like he was about to lose his mind. “You know what that means. You’ll be like me.” He went deadly quiet. “Can’t happen. Not to you. You’re too pure, Girl Scout.” He tried to smile at the end, but he couldn’t.

      My mouth went dry with fear. “I won’t die.” I wished that had come out more confidently. “I’ve been training and⁠—”

      Gabe laughed, but it wasn’t a nice laugh. It had a mean edge to it. “You must’ve taken a dumb pill today if you think training is going to fucking matter at all against someone like Astaroth in his own realm.”

      I took a breath to calm myself, ignoring his curse, along with the fear that rolled through me because I knew he was right. He was exactly right. And it didn’t change a thing. “Can you find Van for me or not?”

      “Yeah.” He shook his head as if disappointed in me. “I can. But if you’re going to be a fucking reckless moron, then you have to do something for me in return.”

      Something in return? He’d never bargained with me before. “What do you want from me?” I was afraid to ask, but knowing was better.

      “Nah. I’ll tell you when I ask.” He smirked at me, and I didn’t like that. I didn’t like that look at all.

      I narrowed my gaze. I didn’t like to make deals with demon-dead Nephilim. Even Gabe. But this was Van we were talking about. I’d consider whatever Gabe wanted, but I wasn’t about to agree to it blindly. “Tell me what you want first.”

      He crossed his arms, code for I’m-not-giving-in.

      And he could hold out for much longer than I could.

      Wasting time while Van was suffering in Hell.

      Fine. He had me, and he knew it, but I needed to make a few things clear. “I won’t agree to anything evil. I won’t do witchcraft. I will not pull you into someone else’s body. I won’t sin against God. I won’t help evil forces at all. I will not do anything that could put my soul in jeopardy.” I’d worked too hard to compromise that over some deal with Gabe.

      “I know, babe. I wouldn’t ever ask you to.” He rose from the bed. “You think I want this for you?” He held out his arms and made himself go even more transparent.

      I shook my head. “No. I know you don’t. But you’ve also never asked me for something in return before. And you won’t tell me what you want? It feels shady, Gabe. I know my father has you under a really strong tie.”

      “If you don’t trust me by now, I don’t even know⁠—”

      I opened my mouth but hesitated.

      “Whatever. That’s fucking brutal, babe. I’m out.”

      He started to fade, but I reached into the spiritual realm and grasped his arm. “Wait.”

      He came back, this time more solid-looking. “What?”

      “I’m sorry.” Gabe had been my friend for a long time. He’d saved me when I was trapped in Hell, and I wasn’t being fair. “Don’t leave mad. Please.”

      He blew out a breath. “It’s fine. I get it. I really do. I wouldn’t trust me either.”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you. You saved me. I⁠—”

      “But I still work for your father. Despite what I want, you can trust me. I’ll get you what you need.” He looked away from me. “I swear that the favor I want won’t be bad for you. But I want something for this stupidity.” When he looked at me again, I felt like I’d jumped back in time, looking at the Gabe that saved me. The one that wasn’t quite so hopeless. My friend.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      No. I wasn’t. Trying to get Van back was stupid and dangerous and everything else he’d said, but that didn’t change the fact that if I could get him back, I had to try. It was a moral obligation. One I wouldn’t ignore. “I’ll be fine.” I didn’t think it was a lie, but… “How long do you think you’ll be? Van’s possibly gone for two weeks already.”

      Gabe let out a soft whistle. “That ain’t a good sign. Especially since I should’ve heard if a fey was trapped in Hell for that long.”

      “Well, then, maybe he hasn’t been down there the whole time.” He’d been missing for two weeks, but we weren’t sure when in that window he’d been taken. It could’ve only been a day or two.

      “Hope for that.” He looked away, and for a second—a tiny fraction of a second—I saw the dread of going back before he shut it down.

      There was nothing I could do to help him with that. He could stay here in this realm from time to time, but he was a shade. Never able to truly interact. Never being seen. Never able to live, even when among the living.

      Worse than that—every time he was here, he saw me growing up and having a life. That was something he’d lost that he desperately wanted back. But no matter how much he wanted to stay in this realm, he always had to leave.

      Living in the mortal world took too much energy for him to sustain. To exist here long-term, he’d have to be draining mortal souls of their lives left and right. And if he kept that up, he’d eventually lose too much humanity, cross too many lines, and become what my father had been grooming him to be—a higher-level demon.

      “I’ll go look for your guy,” Gabe said. “But I have no idea how long it’ll take. Honestly. You know what it’s like down there.”

      “I know,” I said, pretending I hadn’t seen the war of jealousy and anger playing across his face before he let them go. “I won’t be able to wait at this house forever.” I licked my lips. “I might come and go from here. If I’m gone when you get back, will you wait here for me to⁠—”

      “Babe.” That one word said so much. “I can find you anywhere. You can go off, do your thing, and when I find your fey dude, I’ll come to you, wherever you are.”

      Wait. Did he just say what I thought he did? Did he have a tie to me?

      No. I knew he didn’t. He couldn’t hide that from me.

      Could he?

      Or was he using my father’s tie to me to locate me?

      “Be back soon.” Before I could ask any of my questions, he started to fade. “Just be patient.”

      And then he was gone.

      “But I’m not patient,” I muttered to myself.

      He popped back in. “Then you’ve got something to work on.” He disappeared again.

      This time I checked the spiritual realm, and yes, he was truly gone.

      An alarm went off on my phone, and I looked at the time. “Oh, cheese and crackers.” I was late for my lunch with Frank.
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      I went into the bathroom and put on a little bit of makeup. Not that Frank cared—he was a married priest twenty years my senior—but I cared. When I felt like everything was out of my control, making sure I was dressed in something comfortable and cute and had makeup on helped my confidence. When I was done, I went back to my closet and scanned my jackets, grabbing a cute leather moto that Cosette had given me. Today, I needed a little bit of her in-control, can-handle-everything energy. Even if I was mostly faking it.

      Once I was ready, I raced down the stairs, texting Chris and Cosette the update, telling Mom where I was going, and letting Frank know that I was running a few late.

      I grabbed my purse from the hook by the door and went down to my car.

      My car.

      There was a time when I never thought I’d be able to afford one. We’d been drowning in all kinds of hospital bills with no hope of paying them off, barely making rent, even with mom working doubles, and I was sure I’d have to Uber everywhere for the rest of my life. But that was yet another thing that changed after I met Tessa and her friends.

      Now, all of those worries were gone, and I had a lovely Bronco that I’d paid for all myself. It was a deep, shimmery green and had all the features I wanted, and I loved it. It wasn’t super fancy, but it was all mine. And if I needed space, I could off-road into The Sanctuary’s land without worrying about my car being able to handle it.

      But today wasn’t the day for that. Too much was up in the air, and I didn’t want to be out of cell phone range in case I needed to call Chris with an update.

      At least one thing was going right. It was Tuesday, and I needed to talk to Frank. If it hadn’t been our usual lunch day, I would’ve called him. But it was. And in a bit, I would talk to him, and he’d tell me to stay calm and give me some perfectly amazing advice that would make everything magically better.

      Or he’d tell me not to be stupid and let the fey guy die.

      It really could go either way. Frank sometimes didn’t give the advice I thought he would. Sometimes, he wasn’t very priestlike at all.

      I put on some calming music, texted Frank with my ETA, and then hit the road.

      The hour-long drive went by too quickly. I’d been lost in thought the whole way, imagining all the horrible ways getting Van back could go. By the time I pulled into one of the church’s parking spots and turned off my car, I was in a nervous, anxious, holy-shit-I-can’t-believe-this-might-happen state of mind. It wasn’t good.

      I wasn’t so bad off that I needed to check in with all my senses to calm the panic, and for that, I was glad. I was older now, and I didn’t need to use that particular trick anymore. But I did need to take a breath.

      I turned off the car and did just that. Slow inhale, slow exhale. Then, one more.

      Everything was fine. I could handle this. I knew that because God wouldn’t give me more than I could handle.

      Or, He would. Because the world was broken, filled with broken people and free will.

      Great. Just great. My thoughts were not my friends today.

      I got out of the car and locked it, striding across the parking lot in the hopes that Frank would be supportive of this whole bring-Van-back-from-Hell plan. Mom was going to freak out no matter what happened, and I needed someone to be steady and calm, especially when I was feeling anything but. My anxiety was twisting my stomach in knots, and I wasn’t sure I’d even want to eat lunch. But Frank would make me, and that was probably a good thing.

      I walked around the church to the office entrance. The metal door creaked as I opened it, and instantly, I was hit with the scent of incense. Inside was a big room with three desks guarding three other doors—the priests’ offices. Off to one side was a waiting area. There were religious icons on every wall, plus some calendars and a bulletin board with flyers to one side. I peeked inside the waiting area, expecting to see Frank in there reading until I got there like he usually was, but it was empty. It had a couch, a few chairs, and a coffee table with a few books and pamphlets strewn across it. In the corner was a drinks station, and even though the coffee pot was off, the smell still lingered in the room.

      I popped back out into the main room and scanned the desks. Two of the three desks were piled high with papers and folders, but Frank’s admin was pretty tidy. Sophia’s face was blocked by her giant monitor with framed pictures of her grandkids on either side of it. But I could hear her typing away.

      Behind her, Frank’s door was closed. It was usually open, unless he was meeting with someone. I checked my phone, but he’d never responded to the ETA text.

      Maybe something came up?

      No. I needed this lunch. If he was busy, I would just wait. He’d finish doing whatever it was he was doing soon. And then we’d eat.

      “Hey, Sophia.”

      Sophia looked up from her computer. She snagged the pencil she had gripped in her teeth and stuck it into her big bottle-blonde bun on the top of her head. “Hey there, Sam.” She gave me a big grin. “You here for your weekly lunch?”

      “Yeah, but his door is closed. Is he busy today?” I motioned to his office. “I haven’t heard from him, and I know I’m a bit late.”

      Sophia glanced at her phone. “Don’t worry about that. Fifteen minutes isn’t actually late. At least not to me.” She peeked over her shoulder at the door and then back to me. “He’s with someone, but the appointment was only supposed to go an hour. The guy—I didn’t catch his name—has been back there with Frank nearly two, but Frank popped out a bit ago and told me to snag him when you got here.” She rose from her chair and leaned over her desk a little. “Between you and me, the guy meeting with him is—” She gave a soft whistle and raised her brows.

      “Sophia!” I laughed in shock. She’d never said that about anyone ever.

      “What?” She gave me an innocent smile. “I might’ve hit my thirtieth wedding anniversary, but I have eyes. You’ll see what I mean.” She winked. “Hang on a sec. Let me pop my head in real quick and see what he wants to do.”

      “Okay. If he’s busy, I can wait. I’m not in a rush.” I wasn’t letting Frank off the hook. Even if it meant I crashed dinner at his house. I needed to talk to him, but it didn’t have to be lunch.

      “Don’t worry about a thing. Just give me a sec to go check.”

      I nodded and turned away from Frank’s office to wait. Usually, if someone was meeting with a priest, it was a time of hardship. Whoever was with him could be having a truly bad day. One worse than mine.

      Nothing actually bad had happened to me. Yet. It just had the potential to be bad. I had to keep perspective on that, or I’d make myself crazy with fear.

      No one made good choices when they were afraid.

      I walked closer to the wall of icons. Every time I came in here, my eyes were drawn to the same one. I would never hang up such a thing, and yet, I knew people bought it from the church store every Sunday. Sophia said they were constantly selling out of it.

      The others—the ones of Mary or Jesus or the angels—I understood buying. But this one? No. The Divine Ascent depicted the ladder to Heaven, with priests and monks trying to climb it to reach the gates. Demons were flying around the ladder, pulling the men off of it and tossing them aside. The bottom part of the icon was Hell, depicted as a monstrous head swallowing up the ladder’s fallen.

      The demons—thin, black, winged, powerful—they were too real to me. Hell was too real to me. That image was a nightmare.

      It was my nightmare.

      I wasn’t sure what happened when mortals died, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t that.

      I felt sucked into the image as I stared at it. I could hear the demonspeak. The screams. And then, as if far away, I heard Van yelling for me to⁠—

      A hand landed on my shoulder, and I jumped.

      “Samantha?” Frank asked, his voice soft and calm. “Are you okay?” he whispered, and I wondered how long he’d been calling my name.

      “Yeah.” But my voice didn’t sound okay.

      Something about the calm, quiet tone brought tears to my eyes. I didn’t dare say anything, or else I’d actually cry, and I wasn’t about to do that. Not here. Not while there was someone else waiting for him in his office.

      I realized in that moment how terrified I was of what I would have to do once I knew where Van was, but I knew talking to Frank would help.

      Frank had always helped me. From the day we met.

      He’d gotten a little more gray over the last few years, but his hair was still buzzed short, and his beard long yet tidy. Today he, was in his usual jeans, but he was wearing a normal flannel instead of his priest’s-collar shirt. Which meant his wife, Rachel, was likely running behind on laundry.

      His gaze narrowed as he studied me. A lot had changed over the years, but his ability to see through me had only gotten better. “What’s wrong? What’s happened? Is your mother⁠—”

      “No. She’s fine. It’s…later. I can’t with…” I blinked the tears away, then rubbed my eyes to make it stop. Because I wasn’t a crier. “This is just stupid. Sorry. Seeing you brought these on.” I gestured to his office. “I want to talk to you and tell you what’s going on, but I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can wait⁠—”

      “Stop.” He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I will always make time for you, but I need your help with something before we go to lunch and talk about whatever has you so worked up.” He dropped his hand and considered me for a second. “You’ll tell me exactly what this was about over lunch? Right? Whatever it is, we can face it. We can fix it.”

      I wasn’t about to hide this from him. It was the opposite of that. “I need to tell you, but fixing it…” I swallowed down whatever I was going to say. Once I started, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop.

      “We’ll figure it out. Just give me a few minutes, and we’ll head out.” He motioned to his office. “Come. Please.”

      I started to follow him.

      “There is someone I want you to meet.”

      I froze. Nope. He wasn’t doing this now. “Fraaaaank.” I drew his name out in warning. That was something he said every time he set me up with one of his young parishioners, but I couldn’t do a set up. “No way. I can’t. Not today.” I wasn’t in the mood to make nice with another set up. Especially after the disaster of a date last night.

      His grin grew, and his eyes sparkled, and I knew he thought this was very funny. “Would I dare to try setting you up without warning?”

      Oh, man. This was so not what I came here for. “Yes, Frank. You absolutely would.” I used a sharp tone because he’d done exactly that. Not just once but multiple times. The man was lucky I loved him. Otherwise, I would’ve ditched him. He couldn’t keep setting me up with these awful men. “I had to throw out a perfectly good pair of kicks last night.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because your last mystery man puked on them.”

      It took a second for Frank to process that, and then he laughed. Hard. “I’m sorry, Sam.”

      “No. You’re clearly not.” He certainly hadn’t sounded sorry, and he was still laughing. “It was awful. Truly. I don’t know where you’re finding these guys, but I’m gonna take a pass on the next one.”

      He laughed harder. “Your face.” He pressed a hand to his stomach.

      Watching him laugh pushed away the fears and anxiety that had swamped me during the drive here. “Come on, Frank. You can’t pee your pants at work.”

      Frank barked one last booming laugh. “No.” He took a breath as his laughter died down. “It’s not a blind date, but I wouldn’t blame you if you asked him out. He’s very handsome.” He raised a brow.

      Man, he must be something else if both Sophia and Frank were commenting on it. “I think I’ll be able to control myself. Why is he here?”

      “He reached out for help via your social media a few days ago, and your mother referred him to me. Today is the first time I’ve been able to meet with him.” He motioned for me to follow him as he started walking to his office again. “It was supposed to be the usual hour-long introductory assessment, but we’ve gone past that twice. I’ve actually been having the most lovely conversation with him. Truly. But I still have no idea if he actually needs our help or not.”

      Helping people was my thing. If Frank wasn’t sure what was going on, then it was fair of him to ask me to consult. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. Plus, it’d be a good distraction. A chance for me to temper my fears even more.

      I changed my mind. Frank was a genius. Or maybe it was God’s timing. Because this was exactly what I needed today.

      “All right. Let’s do this. Show me this hunky guy.”

      Frank let out one small laugh, just like I wanted. “Thank you.”

      He didn’t have to thank me. This was what I did, and honestly, even if it had been a set up, I would’ve had lunch with whoever was in his office. Even today. Maybe I would’ve moaned about it, but I would’ve gone along with it. I’d do anything for Frank, and the jerk knew it.

      Frank opened his office door. “Funny enough, just the person you were looking for showed up,” he said to whoever was inside. “Seems God was at work sending you here today. Sam and I have a standing lunch date on Tuesdays.”

      Frank moved out of the way, revealing the chair in front of his desk. The man in it twisted to look at me.

      I froze. “Holy shit.” I stumbled back a step. “Holy shit!” Oh, fuck. I slapped a hand over my mouth.

      And now I’d cursed.

      But curses were the only words in my head right now.

      How was this happening?

      How was he here? How did he find me?

      “Samantha?” he said, and a grin spread across his face. “I thought Sam was short for Samuel, but…” The man rose from the chair, and holy moly, he was too much. And he was taking me in just like I was taking him in. “It’s amazing to see you. Here. I…I’m kind of blown away right now.”

      And apparently, so was I because—once again—I was speechless in front of him.

      Frank turned to me. “Do you know each other?” He looked from me to the man in his office and back again.

      I nodded but didn’t move my hand from my mouth. Even if I could think of something to say, I wasn’t sure it’d be coherent.

      “Is that really you?” he asked.

      I nodded because I couldn’t do anything else. This day kept taking me by surprise, and this time, I was truly speechless. For the best reason.

      Was he taller? He’d been over six feet before, but he seemed bigger or more intimidating now. Except he still had that smile, and his hazel-green eyes were breathtaking against his darker tan skin. His hair wasn’t quite as short as before, but just long enough on top to have a slightly messy look.

      Was he hotter?

      Was that even possible? Because it shouldn’t have been, but I was looking at him and⁠—

      Could my heart be beating any faster? It felt like it might explode.

      I forced myself to breathe because I was freaking out.

      “Samantha.” His voice said my name like it was special. A caress. With so much emotion that it finally unfroze me.

      “Hi, Phoenix.” My voice was softer than I meant it to be, but I couldn’t help it.

      “It’s so good to see you.” He closed the distance between us and gave me a hug.

      I laughed and hugged him back. “It’s good to see you, too.”

      If he hadn’t hugged me, if he didn’t feel warm, I would’ve thought this was a dream, but he was real.

      Frank was saying something, but I wasn’t hearing it.

      Phoenix Herrera was hugging me.

      I couldn’t help but relax into his hold. I shouldn’t have. I shouldn’t have felt so comfortable with him, and I wasn’t. I was nervous. But also, he felt right. Somehow. Impossibly. He felt right to me.

      My old neighbor from Los Angeles—the one who became an international soccer star and then retired after an injury earlier in the season this year—was here, hugging me.

      What in the world was he doing in Frank’s office? In Texas? Hugging me?

      And why couldn’t I let him go?
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      I started to pull away from Phoenix, but he squeezed me tighter for a second.

      “It’s so good to see you,” he whispered, and then, he dropped his arms and took a step back.

      The hug had felt so nice that it’d left me feeling empty now that it was over. How was that possible?

      Was I that starved for physical contact?

      I didn’t think so. Not anymore.

      And yet, one look at Phoenix, and I didn’t have just a spark when I looked at him. It was like…explosions across the realms.

      Okay. That was dumb. Come on, Samantha.

      This was nuts. The connection I felt with him was too intense, and I needed to get it together. This was just my horrifically embarrassing crush that was rearing its head again. That was all this was.

      It probably didn’t help that I’d put him on a pedestal, comparing him to every guy I went on a date with, looking for that same connection, the same spark, the same feeling in my soul of how right things could be with someone. I’d felt all of that with him on the stairs, and I just never felt that again.

      But he was just a guy. Phoenix. He was here.

      I took a breath and willed myself to get it together.

      “I’m sorry for hanging on to you like that,” Phoenix said. He ran his hand over the top of his head, making his hair a little more messy. “I wasn’t expecting to see you, and I’ve thought a lot about you for…years.”

      That was nice to know because I’d thought about him off and on for years, too. But I never thought I’d see him again. And I had no idea what to say to him right now. Partially because I was so surprised but mostly because he was so intimidating.

      He’d always been handsome, but now, he was off the charts. His short sleeve rode up a little as he moved his hand over the top of his head, and I saw a peek of ink on his bicep. Another one peeking out from the gap between the bottom of his shirt and his jeans. I remembered seeing a little bit of it that night, and I was so curious about what it was that I was tempted to ask. But I couldn’t. That would’ve been truly awkward. Somehow, it was more awkward than I was already being just standing here. Not saying anything. Being a total, gawking weirdo.

      I’d never found a tattoo to be sexy, but apparently, anything this guy did made me want to jump him.

      Jump him?

      Wow. I was still as pathetic as I’d been at seventeen.

      “You look…beautiful.”

      My gaze darted to his face.

      Did Phoenix just call me beautiful?

      Did that really just happen?

      He probably didn’t mean it like I was taking it, but it felt the same. And now I officially needed to get my lust in check.

      “I’ve worried about you, but you seem okay. Are you okay?” he asked. “You’re not saying anything.” He turned to Frank. “She’s not saying anything.”

      He was worrying about me now, and I knew I had to stop this. But I needed another minute to process.

      “No.” Frank narrowed his gaze at me. “She’s really not saying anything at all, and now I’m wondering how you two know each other. Because I was pretty sure I knew most things about Sam, and I didn’t know she was friends with an international soccer star.”

      “To be fair, he wasn’t one when I met him. Almost one, but not yet.” I needed to shake off the surprise and stop being a weirdo. “I’m just in shock over here. I can’t process that you’re here, in Frank’s office. It’s like a piece of my past is here, different worlds colliding, and it’s so weird.” I looked at Frank, who seemed confused. I wasn’t about to explain it to him now.

      “Is this the Frank that you were texting that night?” Phoenix asked.

      I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face. “You remember that?”

      “I remember everything about that night. Everything. You changed my life.” His gaze seemed to be searching for something in me. “But you’re okay? I worried about you, but you seem…amazing.”

      Amazing? I didn’t know about that, but I was doing okay.

      “What is happening here?” Frank asked.

      I shook my head at him. I wasn’t exactly sure. “I’ll fill you in. It’s not what it sounds like. Just—” I held up my hand for him to wait for a second and then dropped it to my side.

      I turned back to Phoenix. “Thanks. I’m pretty solid. Truly.”

      His answering grin was blinding, but then it faded. “I’m really sorry for what happened. I’ve always regretted⁠—”

      Wait. Why was he apologizing? “You have nothing to be sorry for.” Was that why he was here? Guilt? “You haven’t been holding on to some sort of guilt all these years, have you?”

      He looked at the floor and shoved his hands into his pockets.

      That was my answer.

      He had. He’d been totally hanging on to guilt, and I never even thought to reach out to him. I got out of jail and moved and then everything in my life felt like it was picking up speed. I’d struggled to keep up with all the chaos, and it never crossed my mind to reach out to him.

      But he was here. I could fix this right now. “I’m sorry that you worried about me, but please know that you have nothing to feel guilty about.”

      His hazel-green gaze darted to me then, and he studied me carefully as if he didn’t quite believe me.

      “That night had nothing to do with you, and everything to do with me. I was the one sitting on the stairwell. I was the one that drew that kind of activity to the building in the first place. It was my responsibility to fix it, and my consequences to take. But I didn’t ever see the inside of a cell. If that’s what you’ve worried about.”

      His eyes widened. “You didn’t?”

      I shook my head. “No. Eli—the ummm…” How did I explain this?

      “The angel?”

      “Yeah. Him.” He wasn’t exactly an angel, but that was really the easiest description. “He called a lawyer friend and had me out of there by the afternoon. The lawyer already had us set up with a different apartment by the time I was released.”

      “It’s just… I called the cops and then let you take the fall. Me. I did that. I told your mom I’d look out for you, and instead, I let them take you away. In handcuffs. And then your mom was just gone. Neither of you ever came back, and I never got to find out what happened. I guess I assumed the worst.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      He looked confused.

      “Don’t assume the worst. There’s a lot of bad out there in the world, but a lot of good, too. If all you’re looking for is bad, then that’s all you’ll ever see.” I gave him a smile and hoped he believed me. “The cop that sat in the car with me—Officer Perez—was actually really chill that night. He’s super into the paranormal and eventually put some things together. He still messages me.”

      Phoenix huffed out a breath, glancing down and shaking his head. “I can’t believe this. You’re blowing my mind. Again.” He grew quiet and seemed to be lost in thought.

      I glanced at Frank and shrugged. “What now?” I mouthed.

      Frank cleared his throat. “Come in and take a seat, Samantha. I’m dying to know how you two know each other, and then maybe Phoenix can fill you in on what brought him here today.”

      Right. I’d been so surprised that I’d forgotten what Frank said in the waiting room. But now I was putting together that someone needed help, and that someone was Phoenix.

      I’d warned him that spiritual warfare would be tough after seeing me work. I hoped everything was okay, but I didn’t think it was.

      The best way to find out was to ask.

      I was still in the doorway, so I stepped fully inside Frank’s office and closed the door behind me. Frank moved around to perch on the edge of his desk and motioned us to the seats in front of him. Phoenix immediately took one, and I took the other.

      Frank was giving Phoenix his serious face, the one that got people to confess all of their sins. He was quiet for a second. “I think I just put it together. You were the neighbor who went with her into that apartment. You saw her work and then watched as she got arrested for the work she’d done. I knew there was someone else with her in the apartment, another neighbor, but I didn’t know who. That was you, right?”

      “Yes.” Phoenix sat straight in his chair as if bracing for a hit. “That was me.” He looked at me. “I’m really sorry. It never felt right that I let you get arrested.”

      He still hadn’t let it go. Even though I told him to, but sometimes letting go of the past was extremely difficult. Especially since he’d been holding onto it for so long.

      “I don’t know what’s going on with you yet,” I said. “I assume since you’re meeting with Frank that you’ve got a problem with the spiritual realm—but I feel like I should warn you that if you felt guilt about what happened that night because of me, please don’t. Not for a second longer. Carrying guilt or grudges around keeps a spiritual wound open in your soul. You don’t want that. You give the enemy an in with that kind of thing. So, let it go. Nothing bad happened to me, and even if it had, I promise I never would’ve blamed you.” I made an x over my heart with my finger. “Not even for a second.”

      Phoenix looked away, blinking fast, and I reached out, covering his hand with mine. “It’s okay. I promise. Everything happened as it needed to.” I gave his hand a squeeze. “You met me at a time when everything in my life was changing. The world was changing. Supernaturals were out in the open. Everyone was obsessed with werewolves, but no one wanted to believe that demons were a thing or cared to understand spiritual warfare.” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at that. “They still don’t really want to believe it exists.”

      “But we’re changing that,” Frank said.

      I barely stopped myself from rolling my eyes at him. Frank was such an optimist.

      I focused on Phoenix again. “But I was fine then, and I’m way better than fine now.” I paused, letting that sink in and hoping it would wash away years of guilt. “I’m sorry that I never reached out to tell you that I was okay. I should’ve. I see that now, but I was a dumb teenager and still learning. So, I’m sorry. I hope you can forgive me and, in doing so, let go of whatever it is from that day that you’re holding on to.”

      “You’re apologizing to me?” He flipped his hand over, holding mine. “Thank you.” He looked at Frank. “How is she so…good?”

      “Awww. You think I’m good?” I drew out the word, trying to make light of it, and Frank chuckled. He knew how I felt about myself, and though he agreed with Phoenix, he laughed with me.

      “What?” he asked, looking from me to Phoenix. “What am I missing?”

      I gave Phoenix’s hand one last squeeze before sliding my hand free, which was painful because his hand felt so nice. Almost better than his hug, but I couldn’t let myself hold on to him. I was too attracted, and I’d sprout feelings—intense feelings—way too fast.

      Frank gave me an I-know-it-all smirk as he glanced from my face to my hand moving away from Phoenix’s, and then back to my face.

      Jerk. He was never going to let me live this down. I could already tell he was going to be insufferable with his questions.

      “She doesn’t think she’s good at all.” Frank turned to Phoenix. “It’s an ongoing argument we have, and you unknowingly took my side.” He looked at me. “Point goes to me today. Again. You’re effectively losing by a landslide, Samantha.”

      “Oh, be quiet, old man.”

      “Old? I’m not fifty yet.” Frank grasped his chest. “That was low.”

      Phoenix laughed, and it was a good sound. A happy one.

      There. Job done.

      “So, enough about me. That’s my least favorite topic.” I twisted in my chair to fully face Phoenix. “I followed your career, and I’m so sorry about your knee.”

      “It’s fine. Honestly. I didn’t love the game as much as some people. I was good at it, and I trained hard because when I was a kid, it felt like the best chance to take care of my family. Not that I couldn’t do it some other way, but…”

      “You said something similar that night, but I started watching your games. You always looked like you loved it, and according to multiple sources, you’re one of the best all-time players.” I whistled. “Best all-time? Pretty big title there.”

      He gave me a sheepish grin. “Yeah. Maybe. But I got injured after only five seasons. So, I don’t know if the title fits.”

      We sat there quietly for a bit, staring at each other. I didn’t know what to say, but I didn’t feel like I had to say anything. It was nice to just sit here with him again. I didn’t get that feeling often, but I had it that night. And I had it again now.

      “Phoenix came to ask you for help,” Frank said, breaking our silence. “Maybe we should move on to that.”

      “Great idea.” I looked at Frank, then back to Phoenix. “What’s going on?”

      “My sister…she’s not acting right, and I think…” He was quiet for a second. “I think there might be something demonic about it. I can’t explain it exactly. It’s just a feeling that I have, but I could be wrong. It’s subtle—nothing like what we saw that night. Or maybe I’m crazy, and she’s just going through a thing.”

      “Which sister?” I asked. He had two.

      “Rainbow—Rain. My youngest sister.”

      Right. She was about my age. A year or two younger than me? Twenty-two? Maybe closer to twenty? It didn’t matter. Not yet, anyway.

      “What’s her full name?” His eyebrows scrunched up, and I knew I needed to explain. “It’s kind of a random question, I know. The thing is, the subtle cases are often harder to figure out for other people, but I’m different. I’ll know if something is going on as soon as I see her. When I do, I’ll need her full name, and it’s better to be prepared. Full name is usually one of the first things I ask people during consultations.”

      “Got it. Rainbow Joy Herrera.”

      “Rainbow Joy?” I barked out a laugh before I could stop it. I slapped a hand over my mouth.“Sorry.” I swallowed down the laughter and dropped my hand. “Sorry. That was so rude. I swear I’m usually more professional. It’s just been an especially weird morning, and seeing you again was really unexpected. But you said hippie names in the stairwell, and I’m remembering that now. And still, I didn’t expect that. Rainbow Joy Herrera. Wow. That’s a name.” Oh my gosh. I had to shut up. “And I’m being rude. Sorry.” I cleared my throat to stop the last laugh from slipping out. I really needed to not ramble around this guy. It was like I had no filter, and it was mortifying.

      He grinned at me. “It’s fine. I’m just never, ever telling you my full name.” His eyes grew big. “Ever.”

      “Fair enough.” But now I was beyond curious. It stayed out of the media, but I’d find a way to get it out of him, eventually. “Is Rain around today? Can I just go talk to her now?”

      “You’ll see her? Now? No questions asked?”

      I shrugged. “I guess I could ask more questions, but you said subtle. I trust you more than some unknown who fills out my form. And—this is kinda bad—but I honestly can’t remember if I warned you that what you saw that night could follow you.”

      “You did. I remember. You said it would hunt me.”

      Okay. At least I got something right that night. “Right. But I might’ve left off that it could affect your friends and family. Especially anyone that lives with you.”

      He paled after that last part.

      “She lives with you?” It was a guess, but from his face, a good one.

      “Yes,” he said, confirming what I thought. “For a while, no, but since I had my injury, we moved here to be close to my sister, Sky. So, yeah. She lives with me.”

      I rose from my chair. There was no point in waiting around. Not when I had time to deal with it now. “Okay, then. Let’s go see your sister.”
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      I led the way out of Frank’s office.

      Frank stopped to tell Sophia he’d be out for a bit, but I walked straight out to the parking lot.

      The sun hit my face, and I couldn’t help but close my eyes and soak it up for a second.

      “You okay?”

      I opened my eyes and nodded. “Just thankful for the sun. It’s been rainy lately.”

      “I feel that. I miss the California sun.”

      “Same. It’s pretty much the only thing about California that I miss.” I pointed to my car. “That’s me. I’ll follow you.”

      Phoenix pulled out his phone and winced. “I’m going to make a quick call before we head out, if that’s okay. I don’t want to get distracted and lose you.”

      “No problem. I don’t have plans today.”

      “Great. Thank you. I’ll try to be quick.” He was still staring at his phone as he walked toward a shiny black SUV.

      I waited in my car for Frank to leave the office. I lowered the windows, letting the breeze flow through, and plugged in my phone. A few minutes later, Frank was opening the passenger door and sliding in.

      “I didn’t know you knew Phoenix Herrera,” Frank said softly as he closed the door. “One of the most famous soccer players in the world, and you know what kind of a soccer fan I am.”

      “That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you.”

      “Just when I thought I knew everything about you.”

      “I’ve got layers, my friend. Layers.” I looked at Phoenix’s car, but he wasn’t pulling out yet. Which was fine. I wasn’t in a rush.

      Frank let out a little snort, and I decided not to be offended by it. “And you followed his career?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I mean—not in a stalkery way at all. I’m not like a weirdo—” Well, maybe I was. But I wasn’t about to admit that out loud to Frank. He’d tease me to no end. “Phoenix was my neighbor, and we had a…moment that night. So, I kept track of him, but it wasn’t like it was hard. He was all over the news when he signed his international soccer deal—he was one of the only players to ever go that route right after U.S. college—and then I watched his games and interviews when I could. Like any other soccer fan.”

      “Or any other Phoenix fan?”

      “Shut up.” I intended that to come out more growl-like, but instead, I was back to whining. I hated me sometimes.

      “How did I not know this about you? I knew about the incident—I remember that night very well—but not about him. You had feelings for him back then?”

      I sighed at the direction this was going, but I wasn’t backing down from the topic. “Yes, I did. An embarrassing crush. My first major one, but I was seventeen and a moron.”

      “How did I not know that?”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “You don’t know everything about me.”

      “Just mostly everything.” There was a dangerous gleam in his eyes. One I’d seen before. “Does anyone else know about your former crush on a pro soccer player?”

      I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel while I waited. “Tessa knows about him, but—” Wait. No. He couldn’t be serious with that.

      “No. Please.” I couldn’t read minds, but I knew exactly what was going through his head. “Don’t mess with this.” Phoenix hadn’t put his car in drive yet, and I figured he must still be on the call, which was fine. I didn’t mind waiting. But since I had a second, I needed to make sure Frank wouldn’t embarrass me.

      I turned to Frank, who was grinning the most annoying grin in the world.

      Yep. We needed to have this out before we got to Phoenix’s house. “Come on.” I knew I was whining, and I didn’t care.

      He said nothing.

      No. He was not doing this. Not now. Not with Phoenix. I turned sideways in my seat to face Frank fully. “Okay. Please. Don’t embarrass me. He’s way out of my league. There’s no way…” I blew out a breath. “After last night, I think I’m taking a break from dating. There’s only so much disappointment I can take.”

      His smile dimmed a bit. “What happened last night? You said he puked on your shoes? Was he sick?”

      “No. That weirdo you set me up with got totally smashed. He was toast by the time the entrees came. I’ve never seen someone drink so much so quickly. I ended up paying for the dinner that we never got to finish and driving him home. When we got to his place, I had to physically haul him out of the car, and then he puked on my shoes.”

      “Oh, no.” With his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open, he looked truly horrified. But not horrified enough.

      “Yeah. Oh, no is right. He puked. On my shoes. And that wasn’t the worst part of the date.” I took a breath. “I need a break from your terrible setups. Consider me happily single, my friend.”

      Frank crossed his arms and twisted in his seat as he studied me. “Are you, though? Truly? Don’t lie.”

      “No,” I said only because I couldn’t lie to him. “But I’m fine.” Mostly fine, anyway.

      “That fine sounded pretty close to a lie. And you like Phoenix?” Frank said it like a question when we both knew it wasn’t.

      There was a gleam in Frank’s eyes, and I didn’t love it. He could be a trickster, and I couldn’t handle that. Not today.

      I didn’t know how this day had gone so completely off its rails, but first Van, and now this?

      No. I couldn’t handle any of Frank’s shenanigans today. “Did I have a massive crush on Phoenix when I was a teenager? Yes, but that was years ago, and it can happily stay in the past. Right now, he’s this impossible standard that I realized I hold everyone else to, and I refuse to have that memory be ruined by another awful date. I will barf. Don’t embarrass me by⁠—”

      His bark of laughter cut off my rambling tirade. “Why would I embarrass you when you’re doing that easily enough on your own? You apparently don’t need my help.”

      No.

      Oh, nooooo.

      I was going to murder Frank and his stupid, gleamy, trickster face.

      I closed my eyes and counted to three, and then I opened them and looked out my open window.

      Yep. Phoenix had finished his phone call and was right there. Judging from the half smile and the glittering of his eyes, he didn’t need to be able to read any minds to know what was happening here either.

      Frank was right. I was doing a fine job of embarrassing myself without his help.

      This was perfect. Just great. “You heard everything?”

      “Yep,” he said. “I walked up with perfect timing. Heard all about the terrible setups and the guy puking on your shoes—that’s rough, by the way.”

      I rested my head back. “Great.” I shot Frank a look. “I’m blaming this humiliating moment on you. A true friend would’ve warned me that the man in question was standing beside my open window.”

      Frank raised a brow. “Where’s the fun in that?” His smile wasn’t very nice anymore. “I’m an old man, after all. Have to get my joy from somewhere.”

      I groaned. “Aren’t priests supposed to be above payback?”

      Frank laughed again. At least I was making him happy.

      “I’m so telling Rachel about this.” His wife would have my side. Probably. “Well, this has been surprisingly humiliating.” I turned to the window again but couldn’t quite make myself look Phoenix in the eyes. “How may I help you?”

      “I didn’t realize we’d been chatting so long, Frank. I got a call I had to return, which led to an email… Apologies for the wait.” He held out his hand to me. “Phone, please.”

      I unplugged it and handed it out to him.

      “Unlock it.”

      I took it back, unlocked it, and put it back in his waiting hand.

      He opened the contacts app, added his info, and then texted himself. He handed my phone back and pulled out his own. “I’m saving your number. That’s mine—obviously. I put in the address, so if I lose you, you’ll still be able to get there.”

      Smart.

      “You’ll follow me?”

      “Yep.” Sticking to one-word answers would eliminate any idiocy on my part. Hopefully. But the way this was going, maybe not.

      I pressed my back against my seat as Phoenix leaned in the open window, looking at Frank. “Seems like we have more to talk about. I’m very interested in this subject.” He pulled back from the window, and his hazel-green gaze turned to me. “I’m going to work really hard to make sure you don’t barf.” He winked before straightening. “Drive carefully.” His low voice made my skin tingle.

      This wasn’t good.

      This was too much.

      I made myself breathe as I watched him walk to his car.

      He gave me one last look before getting in and closing his door.

      My cheeks felt like they were on fire, and my heart was racing, and I was sweating. Sweating. I turned the AC on full blast. “Did that just happen?” I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing, but I was dying a little inside either way.

      “Yes!” Frank rubbed his hands together, and I could almost feel the excitement radiating off of him. “This is the best thing that’s happened all year. This is it. I have that feeling. I⁠—”

      “Stop it. Calm down. Nothing is happening right now.”

      “But it could.” He motioned to Phoenix. “There’s something there between you two. Look. He keeps checking on you.”

      Maybe he was, but I wasn’t sure it meant anything. “It would be selfish to pull him into the chaotic storm that’s my life, Frank.” I wanted him. I truly did. But it was a selfish kind of a want. My life was too messy—too complicated—to drag him into it.

      But my heart wanted him something fierce.

      He was the crush that had never ended.

      Of course, I knew that because I compared every guy I met or dated to that one encounter I’d had in a stairwell with Phoenix so many years before.

      And apparently, the effect he had on me hadn’t changed.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but you deserve some good. You can’t go your life fighting demons without someone there at night to hold you. To make you feel safe and secure when you have to face truly terrifying things over and over and over again. I couldn’t do what I do without Rachel. And he could be that for you. Maybe he’s just the one to balance you. Trust me. I counsel so many couples. I know when something is right. The spark between the two of you, it’s good, Sam. It’s really good.”

      I shook my head, trying to ignore the thread of hope his words gave me. “You’re such a romantic.” Wait. I gave him a look. “If you’re so good at knowing when something’s right, then what were all those other dates?”

      “Part of the road you had to travel.”

      “Had to? Or you forced me to?” I started the engine.

      “Excuse me. Don’t forget you asked me to set you up with these dates. Were they good? No. I can admit that I’m a terrible matchmaker, but I tried. And wouldn’t it just feel great if, after all those awful dates—and I’m truly sorry about last night—you got someone like Phoenix? Who is a great guy. I talked with him for two hours. It felt like meeting an old friend.”

      “I feel like that with him, too. Maybe that’s just the vibe he gives off.”

      Phoenix waved out his window, and I did the same, motioning him forward.

      “No. I think it’s more than that. I think he’s right for you.” Frank took a breath. “God has impeccable timing. You weren’t ready for him when you were seventeen, but now, you are. Just when you think you’re giving up on dating, here he is.”

      I wanted to think that Frank had a point, but it seemed too good to be true. Not to mention, way too easy.

      “Just do me a favor,” Frank said. “If he calls tomorrow, answer. If he asks you out, say yes. If he wants to be there for you, let him. I have a feeling that as long as you leave the door open for him, he’ll walk through it. Sometimes, it is just that easy. Because when it’s right—truly right—it will be like he was always meant to be there.”

      Man, that sounded nice. “Maybe.” I rolled up the windows and pulled out of the church parking lot behind Phoenix. “Just don’t start planning a wedding yet.” Because my life was insane.

      Frank didn’t even know about Van yet, and when he did, he was going to lose it. Right now, he was grinning like he was watching a real-life rom-com, but he was forgetting that my life was more like a paranormal horror story. I wasn’t sure Phoenix would want to stick around for that. I don’t know who would willingly want to be with me when I came with all of this non-stop legitimately terrifying stuff.

      Deep down, I didn’t think I’d get a happily ever after. No matter how much I wanted one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix’s black SUV was easy to follow. He drove slowly and used his blinker so I wouldn’t lose him, but I handed my phone to Frank anyway. “Will you put his address in Maps for me?”

      “Sure.” He took my phone and entered my passcode.

      Frank knew basically everything about me. Even my passcode to my phone.

      He clicked a few buttons and then laughed.

      “What?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the road.

      “He saved his number as Phoenix Herrera in your phone but added a company in the contact card. Won’t make you barf!”

      I couldn’t stop the laugh. “I don’t know whether that’s hilarious or embarrassing, but it’s kind of both.”

      Frank whistled. “The man is smooth. He’s a real catch.”

      “A catch? What are you? From a 1930s movie?”

      “That’s just another way of calling me old.”

      “Only because you sound old.”

      “Shut it, kid. Tell me everything.”

      I glanced at him quickly, then back at the road. “You know, I never thought a priest would be so obsessed with chisme. Aren’t you supposed to be above all that?”

      “Chisme?”

      “Gossip.” I flashed a grin at him.

      He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, looking a little sheepish. “Well, apparently, you think I’m an old man. So, once again, I demand you tell me everything.”

      That was the third time he’d mentioned it. Apparently, I’d hit a nerve. “I’m sorry, Frank. You’re not old. I was being mean. I apologize.” I knew he wasn’t actually offended, but he was going to keep bringing it up until I lost my mind. It was easier to apologize and hope he’d quit.

      “Thank you.” He was quiet for a second. “I can’t decide if I should call Rachel now to tell her or wait until I get home.”

      Lord, help me.

      “No. I’ll fill her in later. Spill the tea before I lose my mind.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Did you really just say spill the tea?” I started cracking up. Hard. “You’re going to make me wreck.”

      “Yes. That’s what Hannah says, and I’m not old. So, spill the tea.”

      “Hannah is a fourteen-year-old girl. Please stop using your daughter’s slang. It doesn’t work.” I wanted to say that it made him sound even older than he was, but I wasn’t going there. Not again.

      “Do you know how many people I’ve set you up with? How many more people Rachel has begged me to set you up with? We’ve spent the last two years trying to find the perfect match for you, and then—look. The perfect match just falls into your lap.”

      The perfect match? Frank was clearly having delusions of grandeur. “That’s not what happened at all. We don’t know anything right now other than that he might need some help.”

      “No, I know everything.” He pulled out his phone.

      “What are you doing?” He wasn’t texting Phoenix, was he? He couldn’t do that. He would embarrass me even worse than I already was.

      “Calm down. I’m just counting how many dates I sent you on.” He was quiet as he counted, and I had a moment to wonder why he kept track of such a thing.

      “Do you have a guess?” he asked after a few minutes.

      No, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. It was way too depressing. “A lot?”

      “Twenty-nine. Twenty-nine failed dates. I was starting to lose hope.”

      “Lose hope?” I sent him a dramatic eye roll before turning back to the road. “You thought I was destined to be alone?”

      “I mean—I wasn’t sure. But I tried all kinds of men—doctors, lawyers, a plumber, a pilot, computer engineers. You didn’t seem to have a type, so I tried all kinds of ethnicities and ages and heights and everything.”

      Was that why the dates felt so random? “I don’t have a type because none of that matters. It’s the person inside that matters.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Their soul. I can see it. That’s what I’m attracted to. And compatibility with my insane life. Which, like—who would be? It’s such an impossible long shot…” I was quiet for a second. “Was it only twenty-nine dates? Are you sure? It felt like a lot more than that.”

      “Looks like it’ll be lucky number thirty for you and Phoenix.”

      “Lucky number thirty? That’s not a thing.” Man, now that I was thinking back, some of those dates had been bad. Like epically bad. “You owe me a pair of shoes after last night.” I wouldn’t actually make him get me a pair of shoes. If I was a meaner person, I’d make him do it, but I wasn’t. “If Chris hadn’t been working on my reflexes, that dude would’ve puked on me. Thank God he only hit my shoes.” So gross. “My. Shoes, Frank. I had to throw them in his garbage can, use a whole bottle of hand sanitizer on my hands, and drive home barefoot.”

      “I can admit that wasn’t a good guy to set you up with. I didn’t realize he was such a big drinker.”

      “You think?” I didn’t drink at all, so to say we weren’t compatible was an understatement. “What kind of people go to your church?”

      “In my defense, some of the men I sent you on dates with don’t actually go to my church. I ran out of single parishioners at least seven or eight dates ago. My church isn’t all that big.”

      I looked at him then. “What?!” I was going to murder him.

      He winced.

      I turned back to the road. “Where did you find these guys?” If he said the grocery store, I was going to lose my mind.

      “Places.”

      I didn’t even want to know what that meant because I had a feeling it might be as bad as the grocery store. “This is making so much more sense. They’ve gotten especially bad lately. And I’m officially never, ever letting you set me up again. We’re officially done with this phase.” I was already prepared to draw a firm line after last night, but now it was set in stone.

      “Fine, but Phoenix has your number now. Literally and figuratively. So, you won’t need any other dates. Just his.” He paused. “Phoenix flustered you. I’ve seen you do a lot of things—dangerous, impossible things. Things with demons. Stuff that nightmares are made of. And you’ve never been scared.”

      “Come on.” There was no way that was true. “I’ve been scared plenty. You’ve seen me running from my father. I was legit terrified that time.”

      “Fine. But this was a different kind of scared. This man flustered you more than anything, and I love that for you.”

      Okay. Yes. He was right about that. I had gotten flustered. “I’m sure it’s just a residual crush from when I was a kid. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him, and he makes me feel like an awkward teenager again.” Which was a little mortifying. “And clearly, that’s exactly how I’m acting,” I muttered softly. “And to be honest, you kind of are, too.”

      But Frank had a point. I hadn’t really liked anyone in a long time—or maybe even ever—and that was depressing. “The last normal guy that I seriously dated went a little crazy when he saw too much of my life.” He was kind and good and handsome. It could’ve grown into something great, but I ruined it.

      “Hunter didn’t go crazy. He left the deliverance ministry. He got freaked out, is all.”

      “You mean I freaked him out.” And he’d been way more than freaked out.

      “No. He saw what spiritual warfare truly was—a gift you gave him temporarily—” His voice rose to talk over me, so I couldn’t argue that point. “He asked to see what you see. He was a grown-up, five years older than you. You had been dating for months, and he wanted to know more. It’s not your fault that he couldn’t handle it. And it doesn’t mean no one else will.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that.

      “You awed Hunter that night. You did something amazing and impossible, and it intimidated him. I think he could’ve gotten over the fear, but he got to see how powerful you are, and he couldn’t handle it.”

      He really couldn’t, and ever since, I hadn’t truly tried with anyone. Frank was right about that.

      “Look. Even if Hunter hadn’t gotten scared, he would’ve never been a good fit. He was never strong enough for you. He didn’t balance you. It wasn’t in him to walk through the fire with you, which is what you have to do when you marry someone. Be there. On the good days, the bad days, and for people like you and me, the terrifying ones.”

      Frank was quiet for long enough that I looked over at him for a second. “I think—if you give him a shot—Phoenix would be different.” He dropped the words, and they felt like a challenge.

      “And I should trust you on that? Mr. Twenty-Nine-Bad-Matches.”

      “Matchmaking is harder than it seems. It’s hard to tell about a match before you’ve actually seen the two people together.” He was watching me. That serious-priest look was aimed directly at me. “Give him a chance.”

      “Maybe.” But my whole life was a terrifying, chaotic mess. Not just every once in a while. All the time. “Do you honestly think Phoenix is that person for me? After knowing him for about five seconds?”

      “I don’t know anything for sure, but I think you should take the time to find out.”

      “You don’t think my mess of a life wouldn’t feel like a curse to him?”

      “Samantha.” He gasped my name. “You’re not a curse.”

      Fine. “I’m not a curse, but cursed?” Because I kind of was.

      “You’re not that either. You just…” He blew out a harsh, frustrated breath. “You live a dangerous life. I wish you could take a break. Take some time for yourself. If you keep going like you’re going right now, you’ll burn out.”

      I wouldn’t burn out. I refused. I would fight until I died. That was what I was born to do, and I wasn’t sure I was meant to have more than that.

      “And now I’m realizing I forgot that you wanted to talk to me about something,” Frank said. “Earlier. At my office. You were almost crying. I’m sorry. With all this excitement, I forgot.”

      “Excitement? Or steamy tea?” I teased him.

      “Be quiet. I’m serious. Did something happen?”

      That was the absolute last thing I wanted to talk about right now. He’d want to be there. He’d want to go with me. And right now, I was feeling too raw to fight with him about it.

      No one could walk this path with me.

      I had to do it alone.

      “Let’s deal with Rain first.” Honestly, Phoenix couldn’t have shown up at a better time. This was a good distraction as I waited for Gabe to show up with his intel. “And if that goes okay, then maybe when we eat, we can chat about it.” I hoped that by then, I’d feel better about the whole situation.

      The fear started to rise, and I shot it down.

      I wasn’t going to think about that right now. I wasn’t doing anything until Gabe found me again.

      And then…

      And then, I didn’t know what, but I’d deal with whatever came next.

      For now, I’d ogle Phoenix and see if I could figure out what was going on with his sister, if anything.

      We turned into a driveway, and I waited as Phoenix opened the gate in front of his house. When it opened, I pulled forward, parking in the circular driveway behind him.

      He got out of his car and looked over at us. He stood there—confident, strong, able, fierce.

      Yeah.

      He was exactly the distraction I needed.
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      Phoenix approached my car, and I couldn’t help but stare at him.

      “Something tells me that man can handle your abilities and all that comes with it,” Frank said quietly. “He’s strong. Tough. Determined. Not afraid of hard work. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have had the career he did. I have a feeling that he can handle everything you’ve got.”

      I looked at Frank. Did he seriously say what I thought he just said?

      He gave me a big grin.

      “Gross. Shut up.” My cheeks heated for the millionth time since seeing Phoenix again. “You did not just say that.” I knew he meant spiritual realm stuff, but it sounded like he meant other very-inappropriate-for-a-priest things, too.

      “There’s more to life than your job, Sam.” Frank unbuckled his seatbelt. “Before I was a priest, I was a regular guy. I dated and went to parties and college. And I got married. I know what makes a good partnership, and I know what it feels like to find the right partner in life. Like I said, I think it’s interesting that he showed up now. Right when you’ve had enough of dating. Neither of us believes in coincidence.”

      Maybe he had a point, but maybe not. “Or he’s here so that I can help his sister.”

      “Or maybe it’s more than just his sister.” Frank opened the door and got out. “Maybe he’s back to help you, too. We better find out.” He shut his door.

      I was finally alone.

      “He’s killing me. Frank is trying to kill me,” I muttered softly to myself.

      I rested my forehead on my steering wheel, banging it a few times before there was a knock on my window.

      “Everything okay in there?” Phoenix asked.

      I rolled down my window. “I’m just dying. Frank’s trying to kill me. Death by annoyance. It’s proving to be a slow and painful ending.”

      Phoenix laughed.

      I rolled my window up and looked at Frank through the windshield. I motioned to my eyes with two fingers and then to him. “I’m watching you,” I mouthed to him, but the jerk just laughed at me.

      Whatever.

      I got out of the car, and Phoenix moved ahead, walking around the fountain in the center of his circular driveway and up his front steps.

      I checked his house on the spiritual plane, and it looked good. The gate and front yard. Everything looked good.

      So, I walked to where Frank was waiting for me. I paused next to him. “Don’t embarrass me,” I whispered to him. “Please.”

      “Why would I need to when you’re still doing such a fine job of it on your own?”

      I had to get him back for this. “I’m so telling Rachel on you.”

      “I tell my wife absolutely everything, but she’d love to hear your side, too. Dinner tonight?”

      I thought about it as I walked around the fountain to the front steps. “I think I can make that work. My mom is screening someone now, so as long as nothing comes up with that, I’m in. Thanks.” His kids had gotten older—both were in high school now—and I really liked them and who they were becoming. It’d be nice to see them, too. “Will Sarah and Hannah be there?”

      “I can’t keep track of their athletics schedules, performances, or their busy social lives, but I’ll text them. They’ll likely want to be there if you are. Tell your mom that she’s welcome, as always.”

      “You coming?” Phoenix called out to us.

      I looked up to see him standing in the open doorway.

      His house was massive. I hadn’t really noticed, but as I walked up the front steps, it was impossible not to notice the size.

      It was easily three times bigger than my house at The Sanctuary. The white stucco gleamed, and with all the dark-trimmed windows, it looked modern and cool. There were so many massive windows that I realized why he had the big gates at the front. Privacy.

      “Wow. This is really impressive, Phoenix,” I said as I reached the front steps.

      “It’s a little bit much. Right?”

      “No. It’s big, but it’s nice.” I followed him inside. “Just your sister lives with you? Or your whole family?” Back when we were neighbors, it had been him, both his sisters, his mom, and his abuela in a two-bedroom apartment. Here, he could fit in all of them, plus another twenty people.

      Phoenix had done well for himself.

      “It’s just my mom and Rain with me right now.” He shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “My grandmother passed away, Sky was accepted to UT Law, and I was injured—all three things right on top of each other. All of us were feeling like it was time for a change. Since Sky was moving here, we came with her. She has an apartment close to campus but stays here sometimes on the weekends. Mom and Rain live with me full time.”

      “That doesn’t cramp your style?” I mean, I lived with my mom, but my dating life was in the toilet. Not that I’d ever be the kind of person to hook up with random guys or even a potential boyfriend. But I was different than most people.

      He looked down at me. “Cramp my style?” His laugh was low and soft.

      “Shut up. You know what I mean.” A guy like him—rich, hot, single—had to have women crawling over each other to get to him.

      “Yeah, I get what you mean, but no. That’s not my style.” He shrugged. “And even if it was—which it’s not—this place is much more roomy than the place we had growing up. Everyone has their own space. We could go days without running into each other if we wanted to be alone.”

      “No kidding,” I said, taking a look around.

      The entryway opened into a great room—with the living room, kitchen, and dining all together—and two-story high ceilings.

      Phoenix’s house was modern yet homey. No clutter. Bright white walls. The most amazing light fixtures that were bronze and glass works of art. But it had color. Pops of it everywhere. On the couch, the dining chairs, some wallpaper I spotted inside a powder room.

      It felt sophisticated and upscale but still had a personality. “It’s lovely.”

      “That was all Rain. She’s studying interior design. She transferred over to UT this year.” He looked around as if taking in his house from my perspective. “It’s a much longer story than that, but it just made sense, and somehow it all worked out.”

      “All in God’s plan,” Frank said.

      Something tingled along the spiritual realm. Barely there. Barely enough for me to notice, but I did.

      I stopped where I was and looked around, trying to find what was bothering me, but I couldn’t find anything.

      “Well, yeah. I guess that’s exactly right. The way the move and this house came together definitely felt like divine intervention.” Phoenix started forward, moving through the massive entryway and toward the great room.

      Frank shot me a look that said he was very happy with his matchmaking potential.

      “Yenta,” I whispered to him, and he chuckled softly.

      “There are two sets of stairs that lead to the second floor. One near the kitchen and the other by the side door that leads to the garage.”

      “Cool,” I said, but I wasn’t listening to his words anymore. I was taking in the space and the energy in it.

      There was definitely something here. It was soft. Subtle. That was the word Phoenix had used about whatever was going on with his sister, but I could feel it in the house, too. Just a tiny tingle against the spiritual realm, but I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure.

      I felt that little brush along the edge of my senses again and stopped walking. I paused where the entryway met the great room. Better to find out now if there was something than be surprised. I’d had enough of those for one day.

      I let my vision loose a little more—not fully because I needed to stay grounded—but enough to clearly see the spiritual realm lying over our mortal realm.

      Phoenix had moved deeper into the house, but then he turned, seeing that I hadn’t moved far from the front door. “Is everything okay?”

      I gave Frank a pleading glance. I was never sure how to tell people this without sounding like an insane person.

      “Samantha needs a moment to take in the environment. It’ll just be a second.” Frank was great at smoothing things over for me. Having him or my mom with me truly made my job so much easier.

      I could feel Phoenix studying me, but I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t risk it. If he looked at me as if I was something to be afraid of, then I was going to run and hide for the rest of my life.

      Okay, maybe that was a tad dramatic.

      But still, I didn’t need to examine what he thought of me. All I needed to do was see the place to know what I was walking into.

      The house was a new build, so I was hopeful that I wouldn’t find anything bad. It had that freshly finished vibe and still had the smell of new paint.

      The spiritual realm showed me the same. It was a clean, white pallet. There was nothing there. No demons streaming through the windows. I turned in a circle. Nothing hanging in the corners. I peeked into the great room, and there was literally nothing that had me worried.

      I closed my eyes and listened to the spiritual realm, but it was still and quiet.

      Weird. Because I could’ve sworn I’d felt something, but maybe I was wrong.

      Or maybe whatever it was could hide really well.

      I guess I’d find out.

      I blinked my eyes open and turned to the guys.

      Frank gave me a questioning look, but I gave him a shake of the head and a small shrug—nothing to see.

      “Huh. Really?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I don’t see anything in the spiritual realm at the moment. It’s actually a lot cleaner spiritually than most other places.” I kept the subtle feeling to myself. I didn’t want to alarm them unless I had something more specific to say.

      Phoenix cleared his throat. “I…uh...had the house and the land blessed by a priest before we moved in.”

      “Wow.” That was a surprise. “Okay. So maybe that’s why. Whoever performed the blessing did a great job.”

      This time, when Phoenix motioned us into the great room, we followed.

      Except there it was again. It was almost like a little flash just out of the corner of my eye. Like something was there, but there wasn’t anything.

      I turned, trying to catch it, but nothing was there. Not even a residual trace along the spiritual realm.

      Dang it. I was going to have to tell Frank. I slowed until we were walking shoulder-to-shoulder. “Something feels off,” I said in a soft whisper. “But I don’t know what.” Which didn’t make me feel great. “If I tell you to run⁠—”

      “I know what to do,” he whispered back. “But you know your father hasn’t been around in years.”

      Maybe I should’ve told him what Gabe said about Van going missing. About a possible trap. Except there was a pretty solid chance that I was just being paranoid because I truly couldn’t see anything going on in this house.

      And yet… “Just…be ready.”

      “I will, but I’m not worried. You’ve never had to tell me to leave, and you already assessed this place. You said it yourself not a moment ago that the house looks good.”

      “I know, but…” I just had this feeling that something wasn’t right. “If I tell you to run⁠—”

      “Then, I will run outside, pray, and wait for you. As I promise every time we do this together.” He paused for a second. “Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t know.” I took a breath, and the anxiety that had been putting me on edge let up a little.

      “It’s to do with whatever happened this morning?”

      Maybe, but I didn’t want to talk about it. And now wasn’t the time. Dang it. I should’ve talked to him about it in the car, but it was too late for that now.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Phoenix said to us as we trailed behind him into the kitchen. “Water? Coffee? Anything.”

      “A water would be great. Thanks,” I said. I wasn’t thirsty, but usually, whenever I was called into a place, the person liked something concrete to do. They needed a job, and to be honest, so did I. It would distract me from all the other things running around in my head. I hadn’t realized how off my game I was until I walked through these doors.

      I was a real headcase today.

      I mentally shook off my unease and stepped fully into the kitchen area.

      Frank asked for something, but I wasn’t paying attention. Phoenix’s kitchen was a thing of dreams.

      Man, he even had that fancy, six-burner French range, the La Cornue—that my mom was always drooling over—in a deep, rich blue with bronze and chrome accents. I hadn’t been able to see it from the front door. Mom would totally be flipping out if she were here. It was basically a work of art.

      This whole house was a work of art, but somehow still managed to feel like a home.

      The kitchen cabinets and island were done in a light gray. The countertops were gleaming white marble, but I winced at that. Marble was a bad choice for kitchens. It stained so easily. At least, that was what every designer on HGTV said.

      But who cared. It was gorgeous, and he could get them refinished if they got stained. What else was a pro soccer career good for? I honestly wouldn’t change a thing. It was just so beautiful. But I needed to move on from drooling over the kitchen.

      I pulled out a chair from the island and sat while he gathered drinks from a drawer-style fridge in the island. I hadn’t planned on asking Phoenix any questions until after I saw his sister. I thought it’d be obvious that something was happening—or not happening—but this felt like something else.

      Now, I had questions. “I know you said subtle, but if there’s anything happening in this house, it’s extremely subtle for any kind of demonic interference. It’s been blessed, which is great. And while I don’t see anything outright bad, I feel something off. I just can’t put my finger on it.” I had to think of other possibilities. “If it’s this subtle, it might not be demonic. It might be more emotional. So, before I see your sister, tell me exactly why you think something is happening. Either way, I can help.”

      “You can? Even if it’s just emotional?”

      I nodded. “I am actually a psychologist with an MA in Christian Counseling.”

      “You’re twenty-three. Right?”

      “Yeah.” People were usually surprised by my degrees, especially since I still looked young for my age.

      “All those extra credits paid off, huh?” He gave me a smile.

      “You remember that.”

      “I remember everything about that night.”

      He’d said that in Frank’s office, but now I believed him. “Yeah, the credits definitely paid off.”

      Frank pulled out the chair next to me and sat. “You’re welcome.”

      I rolled my eyes at Frank. He loved taking credit for the way my life turned out. “So, spill,” I said to Phoenix. “What’s been going on with Rain?”

      “I was worried you’d say that it could be just emotional. I really feel like it’s more than that.” He slid one water across the counter to me and a diet soda to Frank.

      I gave Frank a look. He wasn’t supposed to be drinking those. I used to be totally addicted to them, but I quit a while back. Rachel had cut him off—she agreed with me that they were poison—but Frank just gave me a smile.

      “It might be more than emotional, but I just would like a little more info on why you think it’s something else. Start at the beginning.”

      He rested his hands on the counter and head bowed as he thought. “I’m trying to think of when it started. The problem is that I’ve been overseas so much…” He looked up at me. “I guess maybe it started after my grandmother died. Abuela did a lot of the heavy lifting while we were growing up. My mom was always busy working, and until I got the scholarship and was at college, I had a part-time job, went to school, and practiced. Once I got into UCLA, it was just soccer and school. There wasn’t time for much else. I was there, but not really there, if that makes sense?”

      “It does.”

      “Abuela, Rain, and Sky spent a lot of time together. So, losing my abuela was more like losing a parent than a grandparent for them. We were all devastated, but Rain’s the youngest. She spent the most time with Abuela.” He sighed. “It was hardest on her. My abuela was really amazing, and losing her made Rain question some things… She wanted answers as to what happens when you die.”

      This wasn’t the first time I’d heard something similar. “Loss can make you question that. It’s impossibly hard.”

      “Yeah. Well…” He looked away for a second and then back to me. “Rain got mixed up with these weird friends. I don’t know how exactly. She’s technically a sophomore now, but she did a year and a half at USC, and…and the things she was into were a little too cultish and dark for me. I took your warning to heart.”

      I smiled and hoped it was encouraging. “Good.” I wasn’t sure what warning I’d given, but whatever it was, if it warned him away from anything cultish, then go me. That had been fabulous advice.

      “I was worried about Rain and what she might be messing with. But she perked up a little after we moved here, and she started with her classes. So, I thought that was that. But then she got worse. Like super depressed a few weeks ago. She wouldn’t talk to me or my mom or anyone. We took her to a therapist, but he’s not helping in any way that I can see. And then the other day, she looked at me, and it wasn’t her.”

      It wasn’t her? A little warning bell went off in my head. “What do you mean exactly?” This had been subtle so far, but that didn’t sound subtle.

      “This makes me feel crazy.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “I don’t know how to explain it because it was her. It was her body. But the mind behind it, the thing looking at me—” He dropped his hand from his face. “It felt like that night.”

      He wasn’t crazy. He knew what evil looked like, and if he said it was like that night, I believed him. “How long did that feeling of not-her last?”

      “A second. A fraction of a second even. And I thought maybe I imagined it, and then a couple hours later, she got angry at me over nothing. She threw a glass across the room, and I stood there in shock, staring at the bits of glass and soda everywhere. It was a mess. And when I looked back at her to rip into her, she was smiling.” He paused. “It wasn’t right. It wasn’t her smile. I swear it wasn’t her in those eyes.”

      “Did your mom see it? Have you talked to her about what’s going on with Rain? What does she think?”

      He let out a long, deep sigh. “She sees what I’m seeing in a way, but she just thinks Rain is depressed.” He opened the fridge drawer and grabbed out a water bottle. He opened it and took a long drink.

      This was a lot, and emotional. I got that. I wasn’t going to rush him.

      He seemed to catch his breath after a second, and then his hazel-green gaze met mine. “That night in your neighbors’ apartment changed me. It was literally my come-to-God moment. It was hard to explain to Mom—and really everyone in my life—that I saw a demon and a portal and an angel.”

      Wait. What did he just say? I knew the angel part. Eli came in all wings blazing in the mortal realm, but he shouldn’t have seen the portal or the demons.

      What the heck.

      Had I forgotten something? Did I accidentally touch him?

      And if I had, how was he still okay?
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      “You truly saw the spiritual realm?” I wanted to be super clear about this.

      “Yeah,” Phoenix said. “I saw everything.”

      Frank dropped his can on the counter, splashing a little. “Sorry.”

      Phoenix tossed him a towel.

      I went back through that night so long ago, trying to figure out how he’d seen everything. It’d been so long, and I didn’t know or realize that he’d seen so much.

      Had I forgotten that part? It had been a rough night, and I’d been arrested.

      How could I forget that I’d shown him the spiritual realm?

      I was actually floored.

      “Samantha.” Frank was wiping up the spill, but his eyes were still wide with shock. “Did you know this?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said to Phoenix. “That must’ve been really traumatic.” I closed my eyes and let out a breath. “No wonder you’ve held on to that guilt. I should’ve gotten in touch with you. Made sure you were okay.”

      Oh, my God. He’d touched me. I remembered it now. I remembered what he said after he caught me. And I flat-out forgot about it.

      I opened my eyes and studied Phoenix.

      How could I have forgotten that? I never let anyone touch my skin when I was working because it messed with people’s heads.

      “I’m so sorry. I got distracted. I was so busy with the police and the move and trying to get everything back on track. I knew I said something to you as I walked out the door, but it was like I marked you off my to-do list. I figured you were fine. Stupid to assume. I’m so sorry I forgot that⁠—”

      “Don’t apologize. Please. It was a gift to get to see it all. Whatever it was wore off pretty quickly—maybe half an hour later. But seeing everything that exists in the spiritual realm changed my life. It made me a better person.”

      “Can we go back a little? You saw things?” Frank asked. “I’m just having trouble processing this. You actually saw Eli? The portal? And a demon?”

      “Um…” Phoenix looked at me, and I gave him a nod. “Yeah, I mean, she called him Eli. So, unless there’s another…” He glanced at me—not saying the question, but it was implied.

      “Yeah. That was Eli.” I paused. “How much do you remember?”

      Phoenix let out a low, slow breath. “Everything. I mean—I didn’t see anything from the spiritual realm at first except the woman floating above the ground. All the horror-movie-type stuff. But then, umm…” He looked at me. “I caught you. You were falling off the bed, and I caught you before you hit the floor.”

      “Right. I remember it now.” He’d grabbed my arms, but our hands had touched. He even said that our fingers touched and that he saw things. I couldn’t believe that I’d blocked that part of it out.

      He gave me a small smile. “And as soon as I touched you, the whole world shifted. It was like I’d been blind my whole life, and suddenly, there was this whole other layer to reality that I never knew was there…it was wild.”

      This was blowing my mind. “But you’re okay?”

      His brow scrunched in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “You like…didn’t go crazy or anything.” He seemed normal and okay, but…

      Frank groaned. “I told you⁠—”

      “Stop.” It came out snippier than I meant, but if Phoenix had seen, then that changed everything for me. The only other person that had seen what I saw—aside from my mother—was Hunter. My ex. And it didn’t go well. “I just…” I looked at Phoenix. “You didn’t freak out? Truly? Be honest with me, please.”

      “No.” He said the word plainly, firmly, leaving no room for me to think otherwise. “I didn’t freak out. I don’t know what you are or how you do what you do—I have some guesses, and I’ve done some research—but I know that you’re good. And powerful. Seeing everything that night saved my soul, and for that, I will be grateful to you for eternity.”

      Wow. This was just so different than what happened with Hunter.

      We’d been going into an exorcism, and Hunter begged me to show him what I saw. He wanted everything from me. He said he was all-in, and then he freaked out. Epically.

      That was one of the big reasons my dating life was pathetic. I couldn’t ever open up because the one time I’d shown someone my true reality, he’d called me evil and ran away.

      It was confirmation of every fear I had about finding a partner in life.

      And yet, the way Phoenix talked about it… He was grateful.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I had to stay calm about this, but I didn’t feel remotely calm inside.

      He had just given me hope. Even if Phoenix wasn’t meant for me, even if this attraction went nowhere, I’d be okay. Because if he saw everything I could do and everything I saw and was okay, then that meant someone else could be okay, too. Not everyone would react like Hunter. Not everyone would⁠—

      “Stop.” Frank elbowed me.

      When I opened my eyes, he raised a brow. “See. He can handle it.”

      But how? How?

      Frank shrugged and gave me a you-owe-me-fifty-bucks look.

      After the Hunter thing went down, Frank bet me fifty dollars that I would find a guy that could handle it. Actually, he said that there would be multiple guys who could handle it, and I would date until I found the right guy.

      He was wrong. I hadn’t found multiple guys. I actually hadn’t even found one guy. Except, in a way, I guessed I already had.

      “Was someone not okay with what you are?” Phoenix’s soft question, filled with empathy, had me looking over at him.

      Phoenix was leaning against the kitchen counter with his long legs stretched in front of him. His arms were crossed, and the tattoo was peeking out—and again, how?

      How did he not freak out?

      How was he here in my life again?

      How was I still so attracted to him?

      I had so many questions.

      “I told you so,” Frank whispered in my ear.

      I closed my eyes and dropped my head, laughing softly.

      “Yes,” Frank said before I could stop him, and I wasn’t sure if it was the caffeine or that he was right about Phoenix that had him so excited. “To answer your question—yes, there was someone that didn’t react well to what they saw, and she’s punished herself ever since.”

      I opened my eyes and gave him my best warning look. “Frank.”

      He ignored me, and instead, smiled at Phoenix. “She doesn’t really open herself anymore as a result, and I think it’s a shame.”

      “Frank!” I’d never been more embarrassed over the course of a day than I had today. “This is so not why we came here.” I needed to change the subject before Frank spilled anything else. “So, your mom? Is she home right now? Sounds like she doesn’t totally agree with your assessment of Rain, and I don’t want to cause problems. Families are tricky, and while it’s your house and everyone here is an adult, Rain is your mother’s daughter. So, how do you want to do this?”

      “My mom knows I reached out to you. I don’t keep things from her, even if we don’t always agree.” He checked his phone. “I called her from the car to tell her this was happening. She said she’d head home in a bit, but I don’t know when she’s coming back exactly. She hasn’t texted me an update.”

      “Do you want to wait for her to get here?”

      “No.” The finality of that made me think there was a lot of tension between Phoenix and his mom, but it wasn’t my business. “My mom…is tricky. I think it’s better if she’s not here. She’ll get in the way, and she babies Rain in the worst way.”

      “Got it. So, where’s Rain right now?”

      “In her room. Upstairs.” Phoenix started walking out of the room and waved us to follow him. “She sleeps a lot during the day.”

      That could be a sign of depression, but it could be a Vitamin D deficiency or hormonal imbalance. Not everything was demonic, and now that I knew I’d accidentally given him a glimpse into the spiritual realm, I wondered if Phoenix was seeing what he wanted to see.

      Except something inside me was screaming that there was more to it than that. I needed to actually see Rain to make any kind of an assessment.

      We moved through a hallway, up some stairs, past a few rooms, and then he stopped at a door and knocked. “Rain.”

      “Go away.” Her voice came through the door, but it was muffled and slurred.

      Phoenix gave me an apologetic look. “Sorry,” he mouthed to me.

      I gave him a smile and a shrug. This was super tame. I usually only took the cases that were the worst of the worst. Chris’s self-defense lessons had come in handy more often than not.

      Phoenix knocked on the door again. “I brought someone to talk to you.”

      “I told you to just leave me alone. I’m fine.”

      Phoenix took a deep breath, and I saw the struggle between the siblings as a physical weight. “Open the door.” He put his palm flat on the door. “Please.”

      There was a click of the lock, and then the door creaked as it slowly opened.

      Rain was dressed in yoga pants and a long, loose sweater. Her hair was long and straight, partially blocking my view of her face. Her skin looked tinged with a greenish-yellow, and her hands seemed way too bony. Her knuckles stuck out too far. She was thin. Much too thin.

      I’d seen people in deep depression before, but this seemed worse.

      “What?” The single word she spoke was filled with anger and hatred, but getting woken up sucked.

      I patted Phoenix’s arm, and he moved to the side so that I could stand in front of Rain. “Hi, Rain. I’m Samantha. It’s nice to meet…”

      After I said my name, she slowly looked up at me and smiled, and I knew I’d been wrong.

      Phoenix was right. That wasn’t his sister.

      I didn’t even need to slip deeper into the spiritual realm than I already was.

      I knew that smile.

      I knew that smile very well. It was the one that haunted my nightmares.

      All the little worries that popped up in my head since entering the house made sense now. All the brushes along my peripheral vision. All of it had been a sign that this was about to get very, very ugly.

      Except it had tricked me.

      He had tricked me. Again. Because I never would’ve guessed he was here. Especially with the whole Van thing happening. I’d never been more shocked in my life.

      My mouth dried up as my heart started pumping, readying for a fight.

      I needed space to run. Or a place to hide. Or I didn’t know what, but I needed something.

      I wasn’t ready for this.

      I took a step back and bumped into Phoenix and Frank. I reached back blindly for Frank, moved down his arm—careful not to touch his skin—and tugged on his komboskini. I pulled the prayer rope off of his wrist and shoved it at him.

      Frank wasn’t new. He instantly started praying in Greek.

      I started backing up with my arms wide, forcing Phoenix and Frank to back up.

      But as I looked at Rain, I didn’t see her at all.

      All I could see was my father.

      And I was completely unprepared.

      I hated that I was always unprepared when my father showed up.

      He was eons older than me and way more cunning and conniving with his plots, but just once, I wanted not to be taken by surprise.

      But he was still angry that I escaped. That I helped Tessa defeat him. That I continued to get away from him.

      First Van. Now this.

      Was Van the distraction? Was this his big play?

      I hoped not because I wasn’t ready. I thought I’d prepared, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough.

      I wasn’t sure it’d ever be enough.

      I took a breath and opened myself fully to my powers.

      “Run.”
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      I wasn’t sure if anyone heard me because everyone stayed put.

      “Run,” I whisper shouted again.

      I felt Frank move then, but I didn’t dare look away from Rain.

      She leaned against the doorframe—a girl’s body, a year or so younger than me, about my same size and height—but that was my father taking up all the space in her body as if it were his own. The way Rain moved, the smile on her face, the blackness of her eyes, there was no doubt in my mind who I was looking at.

      His smile broadened as if he already knew what I was thinking. It grew too wide for her face. Too many teeth. Too much evil for a human—even the worst kind of human—to possess.

      She tilted her head to the side slightly and tucked her chin down, and I wasn’t sure where she ended and my father began anymore. That particular movement was all my father.

      “Hello, Daughter. Mine.” Rain spoke, but all I could hear was my father’s voice—a deep, dark rumble.

      I’d never seen him take over someone so completely. It wasn’t okay.

      This wasn’t okay.

      From far away, I heard Phoenix’s confused question and Frank trying to drag him back. There was a scuffle. Frank knew he had to run, but Phoenix didn’t understand what was happening, and I couldn’t look away from Rain. I couldn’t stop to explain everything to him.

      Phoenix had seen me work before, and I trusted Frank to keep Phoenix safe. So, I stayed focused on Rain.

      “Hello, Astaroth.” He hated it when I called him by his first name. “Funny running into you here. I didn’t realize you’d been summoned.” I hadn’t searched the whole house for portals. I’d checked outside and in the great room downstairs, but I hadn’t seen anything even remotely lit up in the spiritual realm, let alone the kind of demonic activity that would warn me that I needed a full search of the house.

      Thoughts raced through my head as I processed everything as fast as I could.

      If there was an open portal somewhere here, then there should’ve been a sign. Demons coming and going. A dark energy swallowing the house. An evil that would feel like a thick grease as I grew close to it.

      There hadn’t been any of that.

      But there’d been a feeling.

      I just never thought it would turn out to be my father. Not in a million years.

      And now, I had to get my father out of Rain. Then, get him to Hell before he could enter anyone else’s body.

      It sounded a lot easier than it would be.

      I studied Rain. Her soul was still there. Dark and black. That wasn’t great.

      Phoenix was right. She’d been dabbling. What I was seeing streaking through her soul could only be caused by black magic or possibly even flat-out Satanism.

      Another realization hit me—if she invoked my father, then she’d given him full access.

      That was so much worse than summoning him.

      He was going to be nearly impossible to⁠—

      “Ah. I can almost hear your thoughts racing through your head from here, and yes. I’m fully immersed in this one’s body. It’s so lovely to be here and look into your eyes and know that no matter what, I will always be your father. I will always be connected to you, and I can read you so easily.” His laughter sent chills up my body. “And yes, so good. You figured it out. Invocation gives me a full-access trip. You haven’t seen this trick before.” He grinned. “But your mother has,” he said in a singsong voice.

      Because that’s what he did to my bio dad, and why he could claim that he was my true father. Because this type of possession was nearly as good as him being in the mortal realm.

      And it had given me my powers.

      “Oh, yes. I love taking you by surprise. Makes all the planning worth it. The fear—” He breathed deeply. “It’s so sweet after what you’ve done to me.” His voice grew deep and dark as he took another step toward me. “What? No hug for your dear father?”

      Rain was struggling inside him as he took one more step, placing them fully in the hallway.

      I shoved—quick and hard—pushing Rain back into her room.

      My father cursed, but Rain was starting to battle him for control.

      That was a good sign.

      I kicked her stomach, and she stumbled back and fell to the floor with a groan.

      A flash of sunlight hit my eyes, peeking through the gap in her curtains.

      I needed to go outside. Full daylight would give me an advantage. Any advantage was worth the effort when going up against my father.

      I spun to face Frank and Phoenix. They were at the end of the hallway, but that wasn’t far enough away. “Run. Now.”

      “But my sister⁠—”

      “Listen to Sam.” Frank grabbed his hand and pulled him down the first step of the stairwell behind them. I took off in the opposite direction.

      Phoenix had said something about another set of stairs and a side door. I needed to find that. If the stairs we took were at the other end of the hall, then the second set had to be over here somewhere.

      The good thing was that I was fast. Faster than my father in Rain’s body. If he’d escaped fully to this realm—like he had before—I would’ve been toast, but he was still limited by Rain.

      I ran down the stairs, jumping down the last three, and then I heard a roar.

      A roar that echoed so loud along the spiritual realm that it shook the house.

      My father was the only one I knew who could do that. He could be fully in the spiritual realm and still cause destruction in the mortal realm.

      That roar was my reminder. My warning. He was trying to scare me.

      Mission accomplished.

      But I wouldn’t think about that. I wouldn’t try to guess what was next because, clearly, he was twenty steps ahead of me in whatever he was planning.

      Instead, I had to focus on what Chris taught me—run faster than the monster.

      Phoenix rounded the corner in front of me and skidded to a stop.

      “Outside.” I gripped the side of his shirt as I reached him and kept moving. “Outside. Outside.”

      His shirt slipped from my grasp, but he stayed right behind me as we sprinted out the door.

      I heard a crash, but I didn’t glance back.

      Frank knew where to go in case this happened. We’d talked it out, but still, I hoped he’d listened. I needed him outside and praying. It would help.

      I sprinted to the fountain. It felt like a good place for a fight. It was a massive open space, and the fence around the house would provide privacy.

      I turned, waiting for Rain—my father—to exit the house. “God, please send someone to help me fight. Preferably Elilaios!” I screamed through the spiritual realm. “But I’m not picky. I need help! Right now!”

      “Calling for help already?” Rain’s voice was creepily interlaced with my father’s as he stepped from the house.

      Phoenix tried to step around me to say something to his sister.

      “No.” I blocked him with my arm. “Stay behind me.”

      He shot me a look full of anger. “She’s my sister.”

      “Do you honestly think that’s your sister right now?”

      Just as I said that, my father laughed his big and booming laugh. His movements were stiff, and I could see Rain’s soul struggling to gain control, but he was winning.

      “That…” Phoenix let out a sharp noise. “That’s not Rain. She doesn’t move like that. She doesn’t⁠—”

      “Because that’s my father.”

      “What?”

      I glanced back for a fraction of a second—it was all I could risk—and in that little time, I saw the fear in his eyes. I wanted to tell him that I had this. That this was no big deal. I did this every day, and it was totally chill. But that would’ve been a lie. I did my very best to never, ever lie.

      “Just stay behind me. Okay?” I couldn’t promise him anything, and I certainly didn’t have time to console him. Not when I was dealing with my father. But I hadn’t lost any innocent lives yet, and I wasn’t about to ruin my record today.

      Rain walked toward us, but my father wasn’t even slowed down by the sun high in the sky. He was too powerful. One of Satan’s generals.

      I was so screwed.

      “Samaaaaanthaaaa.” He said my name, and his mouth widened, and I couldn’t look away from it.

      I wanted to run, but something told me to wait.

      So, I was waiting. I kept my hands loose at my sides, my eyes searching the spiritual realm for anything that could take my father down, but there was nothing. I needed to come up with options.

      The sunlight would weaken him eventually, possibly, I hoped, but that would take time.

      So what could I do? What were my options?

      Why wasn’t I doing anything?

      Why couldn’t I think?

      I was trying, but the panic of seeing him—that smile, those teeth, his eyes, the deepest, darkest, soul-eating black—was growing bigger. I couldn’t look away.

      My breath slowed, skin chilled, heart raced, and I knew I should be doing something.

      But then, I remembered what Chris said.

      In a fight, when things got super scary, I was supposed to take one big breath. Slow it down.

      So, I did.

      And then I took one more.

      And then I knew that I could do something that my father couldn’t do right now.

      He wasn’t going to be able to open a portal. He couldn’t. By Law, he couldn’t. And if there wasn’t a portal already open—which I would swear on my life there wasn’t—then he couldn’t⁠—

      Phoenix’s driveway dropped away under my feet.

      I screamed and raised my arms as I fell through a portal, managing somehow to grip the edge.

      It was small, just big enough to fit me through it.

      What in the actual fuck was happening?

      Where did this come from?

      The edge was hot and sharp, but the heat from below was worse. It felt like there was a fire burning less than an inch from my toes. The screams rising up from below were deafening as the sunlight hit the demons.

      I glanced down. They looked tiny from up here, but the demons had already seen me. I’d made too much noise. And now they were climbing on top of each other, forming a tower. They were scrambling to get to the mortal realm.

      The molten lava below me looked like it was forming a crust, but then I realized the crust was moving.

      Wait. No. That wasn’t crust.

      Those were demons running across the lava, all coming toward the forming tower.

      Thousands and thousands of legions.

      I needed to get up and out of this portal, and then I had to close it before any of them reached the mortal realm. If any of them came out because of something I was a part of, then…it would be on my head.

      I tried to pull up, but my fingers slipped. I screamed, trying to dig my nails into the ground, but it was pavement and⁠—

      Stop. I took another breath, and I could hear Phoenix yelling at me and Frank screaming prayers in Greek, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      There was pressure on my wrists, but I couldn’t see if it was outside or just from the strain of trying to hold on. I couldn’t think coherently or see anything but the demons in Hell getting closer to me.

      That wasn’t good.

      But Chris made me do so many pull-ups every day that I could hang here for a while.

      I had time.

      Not much because I couldn’t see my father, and I knew even if I could dangle here for a while, I shouldn’t. The only part of me that was still in the mortal realm were my hands. But I knew he was getting closer. I could feel him through the tie, and I could feel the excitement of the demons under me. I knew that I had to do something, but it was as if I couldn’t.

      I needed to think.

      I couldn’t.

      Why couldn’t I?

      Why couldn’t I think?

      Why was I just holding on? Why wasn’t I moving?

      Something was wrong with me, and I wasn’t processing things correctly.

      Which was bad. Really bad. Deadly bad.

      “You’re my daughter.” His words echoed inside my head. “You think I can’t control you if I want?”

      Oh, shit.

      The tie. He was using it. He was controlling me.

      He’d never done that before—I didn’t even know he could—but I knew this portal hadn’t been here before. I knew it.

      I’d stood here before and felt nothing, and no one else could open a portal.

      Which meant I’d opened it.

      This was one of my portals.

      He was doing this. He was controlling me. He was making me slow and dumb. He made me open this portal, and he was keeping me from pulling up and out of it.

      If he was doing this through our tie, then how was I going to get myself out of this?

      God, please, help me think.
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      The heat from the fires of Hell was burning my feet. I needed to close the portal, but I needed to get up to the other side before I did.

      And then there was a warmth—not like the burning heat from Hell—but something else—something soothing—and I knew what I had to do.

      I had to get rid of the tie.

      I couldn’t cut it—I’d tried that so many times—but I could shove it away. I could lessen its effects. I’d even burned it out once.

      If it worked before, it could work now.

      I blocked everything out except for the feeling of the tie that bound me to my father. It was always there—a leash of fire that wrapped around my body, my soul—thicker than any other tie I’d seen before on a living person. But it wasn’t just a demon-mortal tie. It was a father-daughter tie.

      The tie connecting us grew hotter, burning, and I focused everything I had on burning it out.

      I let my outrage fuel me. The outrage at how this monster—my father—had hunted me my whole life, tortured my mother, dragged me to Hell, and made it impossible for me to have any kind of innocent childhood.

      He’d robbed me over and over of everything good.

      Not this time. He wouldn’t win this time.

      He laughed. He actually laughed at me. “I gave you life. I gave you your powers. Just as I give, I can take it all away.”

      No. I didn’t believe that.

      And I wasn’t quitting. I wasn’t listening to him.

      Screw him.

      I pulled again, but it didn’t work. He started to say something about how I was a failure, but screw him. Screw failing. Screw everything but sending him back to Hell.

      But my mouth was dry and I wanted to throw up and my body was starting to feel weaker and my arms started to shake.

      An evil, deep, rumbling noise had fear skittering along my skin.

      I was getting too tired too quickly.

      And then it clicked.

      He wasn’t just controlling me. He was draining my strength through our tie.

      Fast.

      I had to be faster.

      Quickly, as quick as I could, I pictured the tie knotting and pulling tight, cutting off my father’s influence. I pictured it again—forcing my will on the tie.

      Knotted and pulled tight.

      Knotted and pulled tight.

      Slowly, with every knot, I felt my father’s control lessening. Just enough so that I could think and⁠—

      Where was Eli?

      That one thought broke through.

      It was a tiny crack, but it was enough.

      “Eli!” I screamed along the spiritual realm as loud and with as much force as I could. I tried to pull myself up, but my arms were too tired.

      The demons below me started screaming and moving faster. They knew who I’d called, and they knew what he could do to them.

      Something hit my feet.

      I jerked my leg away, and my hands slipped and⁠—

      Phoenix’s face was suddenly above mine.

      He was now hanging halfway through the portal. The only thing keeping me from dropping was his grip on my wrists. “Samantha. Please! Can you hear me?” His voice was deep and calm as it washed over me.

      “I can now. Thank you.”

      “Thank God.” His gaze darted past me. “This is going to give me nightmares for life.”

      “Try living there for a while.”

      His eyes grew wide. “We’re going to have to talk about that later, but for now, Frank is praying in front of Rain. He’s blocking the way here. It’s working for now. But we need to get you out of here.” He tightened his grip. “I’m going to pull you up. I’ve been trying, but you were fighting me. You won’t now. Right?”

      I looked into his eyes then, and he was suddenly all I could see. All I could feel.

      His hazel-green eyes filled my vision, and they grounded me in this world. Instantly anchoring me. Suddenly, I felt much more like myself.

      He was here again. Helping me. Saving me. “I won’t fight you. Pull me up. Now. Hurry.”

      “On the count of three. Okay?” He smiled. Even while all this insanity was happening—he smiled, and it calmed me again and gave me confidence.

      Why? I couldn’t say. But it did.

      “One…Two…Three.” He pulled a little and then, all of a sudden, jerked me up, and I was lying on top of him.

      “Thanks.” I gasped out the word and let my body relax against his for a second.

      “You’re welcome.”

      I lifted my head just enough to see his face, and he gave me a look, one that I couldn’t fully understand. I’d think about that later.

      I lifted just a little more and looked at what was happening—Frank was standing in front of Rain, who was still being controlled by my father. Frank was glowing with the Spirit, never stopping in his prayers, trying to hold his own, but my father was pushing out waves of spiritual energy that had Frank taking tiny steps back.

      “Okay. I’m going to fix this.” I wasn’t sure how, but I’d figure it out. I looked down at Phoenix. “Thanks again.” I rolled off of Phoenix and jumped up.

      My vision swam a little, and I knew I didn’t have much left in me.

      “Claudere!” I yelled, closing the portal behind me as I darted in front of Frank and reached my hands out toward Rain. I was about to start searching for the tie between my father and her, but instead, I saw mine. The one that my father had just used to control me. The one I had been trying to burn out.

      If he could do the tie, then so could I. That was how ties worked. I’d never thought to try—and I might never have—but he’d just done it to me.

      Turnabout was fair play.

      I wrapped the demonic tie around my wrist. “In the name of Jesus Christ⁠—”

      My father screamed and started to move out of Rain, but he wasn’t a lesser demon. He was fighting, too.

      She tried to punch me, but I blocked her. “I cast you out.”

      I twirled my wrist around the tie, and Rain rose off the ground. I grabbed her arm, twisting it.

      She screamed and shoved at me.

      I lost my grip for a second, falling into Frank, but he pushed me upright. “Get this over. Now.”

      “Trying.” I still had a hold on my father’s tie. I’d use it to pour prayer directly into his soul. I kept the words flowing through my mind, and then I moved my other hand to point at the ground between me and Rain.

      “Aperta!” I opened a portal bigger than the other one—my father’s spiritual form was bigger than me—but just four feet in diameter.

      I realized where Frank was in the prayers. Good. That was good. I switched the prayers in my head to ones said aloud, raising my voice to match his. The Greek had been hard at first, but I knew the words now. I knew what they meant. And I poured the force of my will into it and asked God to back it.

      Rain started to scream. Her voice was growing louder, taking over my father’s tone. Her feet rose up off the ground, but she didn’t strike out.

      My father was struggling against her and me, and he would lose.

      Eli suddenly appeared behind Rain, glowing with his gray-tipped white wings spread wide. His chin-length blond hair floated in the air around him. His sword was glowing in its sheath at his hip, and he wore gleaming gold and silver armor over his faded jeans and white shirt.

      Frank let out a gasp and dropped to his knees.

      Light radiated all around Rain as Eli reached an arm around her waist, lifting her in the air.

      Of course, he shows up now—visible for all of creation to see—after I was out of the portal, using my father’s tie against him, and finally making progress.

      He lifted her higher, and his wings flapped, and I realized what he was doing.

      “No!” He was going to toss her fully into the portal. That was Eli’s way of dealing with my father. He didn’t care about the mortal—not really, not like I did. If there was a quick and easy way to get rid of Astaroth, he’d do it. Because releasing him into the mortal realm was as bad as a mortal’s death.

      I had to stop him. “Eli! Please don’t.”

      “Why, angel?” He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “You can see who this is. The portal is there. It’s a loss, but one that is worth the price.”

      “But I can save her.”

      Rain was clawing at Eli’s hand, and my father was screaming, but nothing would get the angelic warrior to drop them. Not unless I convinced him.

      Eli looked down at them and then back at me. “I’m sorry, angel. I cannot risk Astaroth slipping away before entering the portal. When he is ejected from her body, he will have a moment to act—you know this. He could jump somewhere else, and we can’t let that happen. The last time he occupied someone…” He lifted Rain over the portal. “I couldn’t get him. Every time I thought I had him, he jumped. Sometimes over great distances. Astaroth killed and raped and did all manner of heinous things throughout this realm before I was able to toss him and his final host into Hell.”

      I knew the story. I did. But I couldn’t let him kill Rain. I’d close the portal first. “No. Please. I can fix this.”

      “No.” There was panic in Phoenix’s voice. “Please. Don’t hurt my sister.”

      Eli studied Phoenix for a moment, then Rain. “I am sorry. It’s too much of a risk. The color of her soul…” He shook his head, coming to the wrong decision. “She invoked him. He can’t come through otherwise. She did this to herself.”

      Phoenix stepped forward, but I blocked his path.

      I wouldn’t let Eli do this. “Redemption, Eli.” That was the keyword to get him to listen to me. “Redemption. She’s still alive, and she has a chance to redeem her actions. And you’re not supposed to toss mortals through portals. You got in trouble last time.”

      “Fine. Fine.” He rolled his eyes as if I were being silly about something trivial, when we were talking about Rain’s mortal life. “But for the record, you were much more fun when you were a child.” He lowered to the ground and pinned Rain—and my father—with a single hand to the center of her chest. “Do it now, angel. Fast. Or she goes through the portal.” He said the words softly and with compassion, but that didn’t change the fact that he was ready to sacrifice Rain.

      But he couldn’t fix this.

      Eli could do a lot of things, but he wasn’t an exorcist. Not really. He could pull lesser demons out of bodies, but it wasn’t easy for him. More often than not, he’d kill the host while trying to exorcise the demon. And while he could travel between all the realms, he couldn’t open portals. That particular gift was rare, and the combination of my skills was exactly why he’d needed my help all my life.

      I wasn’t sure how to get someone as strong as my father out of a body, but I had to try.

      I had to try to save Rain.

      I knelt down beside her, and my father roared.

      Rain’s body jerked, but Eli was impossibly strong. He held her firmly to the ground with just that one hand on her chest.

      “Think hard before you act against me,” my father’s voice mixed with Rain’s.

      Great. Just great. If I did this, was something else going to happen? Because I could only survive so many surprises in one day.

      “There is no outrunning death, and we both know where you’ll end up when you die.”

      I looked up at Eli, and he shook his head. “Don’t listen to him. He lies. Hurry up,” he said along the spiritual realm.

      “And when you die, you will be mine and⁠—”

      Maybe he was right, but maybe Eli would be. Either way, I wasn’t stopping. Not now.

      I ran my hands over Rain’s body until I found the tie that my father had bound to her.

      I tried cutting it, burning it, using prayer to destroy it, but nothing happened.

      No. This was supposed to work.

      This should’ve worked.

      My heart started racing faster, and my hands shook, and I knew I was growing weaker.

      Knotting my father’s tie to me while he was draining me had set me back a lot, and I was running out of time.

      He laughed again, and I screamed in his face. “No!”

      No.

      No. I wasn’t having it. I might’ve failed to break our tie, but I could break Rain’s. He wasn’t winning. Not today.

      I leaned close to Rain, speaking directly soul-to-soul. “You messed up. You invited a monster in. We’ll talk about what happened and why later, but for now, I need you to decide to live. The change has to come from you. When I say the prayer, you do your part. You open your soul and ask for help and forgiveness. Ask to be redeemed. You ask God for help, and He will come.”

      Rain’s soul inside her body brightened just a little, and her eyes widened, and I knew she’d fight with me.

      I took a deep breath and told myself I could do this. Because I could.

      I’d never fought my father this way before, but I could do this. I just had to pretend he was like any other demon.

      I closed my eyes and pictured all the power I had, making it fill me up. I said a prayer to God in my mind to give me more strength, and then I said it aloud. “In the name of Jesus Christ, I call you Astaroth, One of the Fallen, Friend of Lucifer, out of this servant of God, Rainbow Joy Herrera.” Then I reached into her body and grabbed my father.

      He slid free easily from her body, and I rolled, trying to throw him toward the portal, but he rolled me again, pinning me.

      And the world around me grew hazy.

      My father was on top of me, and his eyes were made of fire. His mouth widened, showing me all of his tiny, pointed teeth. “You’re mine.”

      I tried to struggle away from him, but he reached through my body. He yanked our tie, and my soul slipped from my body, slamming into his spiritual form.

      Oh, shit. I was out of my body. Which meant he’d abandoned Rain.

      Oh, fucking shit.

      I hadn’t done it. I hadn’t beaten him.

      He’d done it. He’d left her body to take mine.

      It was a trap. This whole thing had been a trap.

      He pulled my soul in tight and rolled.

      Suddenly, my stomach leaped to my heart. We were freefalling.

      No! The portal.

      “Eli!” I screamed through the spiritual realm as heat enveloped my soul.
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      Hot. It was so hot. It licked along my soul, burning everywhere it touched.

      Screams. Screams so loud that I wasn’t sure if they were from the demons, the people suffering in Hell, or me.

      No. It was all of them.

      My father laughed, wrapping his arms painfully tight around my soul as we continued to fall. “You got free once, but it won’t happen a second time.”

      I screamed some prayer—I didn’t know what the words were or what I was even saying, but I was desperate.

      And then something was under me, lifting me up, and my father was gone.

      Thank you, God.

      I twisted to look over my shoulder, but it wasn’t Eli.

      Another angel saved me? That’d never happened before.

      The angel’s hair was dark brown, with big loose curls that fell just past his shoulders. His wings were glittering white, not like Eli’s gray-edged wings. He was wearing a tunic with golden armor on the chest and two matching bracers on his forearms. A longsword was sheathed at his right hip, and from what I knew about Eli, I figured it would turn to flame as soon as he pulled it free of the scabbard.

      He was from the highest class of warrior angels.

      I’d never seen one before. They’d never shown themselves to me, and I wasn’t sure why this one came to my rescue now.

      “Do not be afraid,” he said. “I will take you home.”

      There was a blinding light, and all the screams and the heat and the stench of sulfur disappeared.

      I blinked, trying to see anything in all the bright white, and then, just as suddenly as it came, it was gone, and I could see.

      I was high in the sky, floating above the mortal realm.

      Slowly, the angel brought us closer to the ground, until I could see my body on Phoenix’s driveway. Frank was praying next to it, Phoenix was doing chest compressions, and Rain was curled up in a ball, sobbing, next to Phoenix.

      Through the still-open portal, I could see Eli battling my father deep down in the depths of Hell.

      They were tiny from up here, but I could make out their flaming swords. I couldn’t tell who was winning, but it wouldn’t matter. My father was in Hell. I just had to get Eli out of there and close the portal.

      Or really, I could just close the portal, and Eli could find his own way back.

      The warrior angel’s wings flapped in the air. “Do you want to continue with your life?” He whispered in my ear.

      I knew what he meant. He didn’t have to say more.

      Give up the fight? The struggles? The fears?

      I’d been battling demons for as long as I could remember. I’d stopped an Armageddon when I was five. Another when I was seven. Another when I was ten.

      I’d survived a stint in Hell.

      I didn’t know how many exorcisms I’d performed, but it was more than hundreds. Thousands? I didn’t know. And I was tired.

      If today taught me anything at all, it was that my father was stronger than me in every way. I couldn’t beat him. A part of me was his, but the rest was mortal. And I just didn’t measure up.

      If I said no, that I didn’t want to go back, then I could rest. For the first time in my life, I could find safety and peace and everything I’d ever wanted. Because this angel came to me—not Eli. This one, whoever he was. Which meant that what my father told me my whole life was wrong.

      I always thought I was damned. That no matter what, I’d end up in Hell. But I was wrong.

      If I died naturally, then I could go to Heaven.

      This was my shot. I could truly be at peace.

      But then a slew of memories flipped through my mind—of Mom. Of my friends. Of what I had left to do.

      And I saw Van screaming in Hell. Begging for someone to help him.

      That was my fault. My father had trapped him to get to me, and I couldn’t leave him there.

      I wasn’t sure how I was going to get him back. I couldn’t go up against my father again. I’d failed over and over and over again today.

      But I couldn’t give up either. Not yet. It wasn’t my time. “I want to go back.”

      “So be it.” He dropped down beside my body and let me go.

      I gasped, and I was back in my body. The pavement warmed my back, and all I could see was the hazel-green of Phoenix’s eyes. That steady, grounded feeling came back as I looked into them, and I knew I’d made the right choice.

      Phoenix pulled away from me. “Are you okay?”

      Yes—

      Wait.

      No. I…my head was throbbing, my chest hurt, and I felt like my limbs weren’t my own, but I didn’t have time to tell him all of that.

      I rolled over and started crawling. I had a portal to close, but Eli was still down there, fighting my father and a horde of demons.

      Was he trying to get himself killed?

      The other angel was still beside me, but only in the spiritual realm. “Will you help him?”

      “I cannot. What Eli does is for him to do. My job leads me elsewhere now.” And then he launched into the air, disappearing into the clouds.

      Eli struck my father’s arm with his sword.

      My father dropped his sword and hissed a sound that I couldn’t describe. But it was awful and hideous. The echo hit me, taking my breath away.

      Eli leaned close to my father, but I didn’t know what he was saying. I couldn’t hear him.

      My father reached behind him as Eli spoke in his ear, and I saw the flaming sword flying up from the ground.

      No.

      “Elilaios!” I screamed across both realms with everything I had left. “Come back to me now.”

      He looked up, saw me, and launched upward, rocketing to the mortal realm.

      He landed beside me, and I waved my hands through the portal. “Claudere.”

      Suddenly, it was quiet.

      So quiet.

      All I could hear was my breathing.

      I fell forward on my hands, forehead on the pavement, and I thanked God that I wasn’t in Hell. That I was alive. That He’d sent help when I’d felt unworthy.

      But He sent an angel. Two angels, if I included Eli.

      And for the first time, I had hope that my eternity wouldn’t be spent with my father. I was so thankful and relieved. I had hope—true hope—for the first time in my life.

      A hand rested on my back, and I turned my head just enough to see Eli there. He was lying on the ground next to me, his head right beside mine, our noses nearly touching. He wasn’t just in spiritual form. Which meant Phoenix, Frank, and anyone who might be standing on the street would see him. Wings and all.

      “Are you okay?” he asked softly.

      No. I wasn’t. And yet, I was better than okay. “Just another day being me.” Tears were flowing down my face, and I wasn’t sure why. Other than the extremely overwhelming emotions filling me up.

      His lips pressed into a firm line. “That was much too close.”

      I couldn’t disagree with that. “I know.” My body was feeling it. My heart was feeling it. My soul ached with it.

      Eli burned so brightly, it was like looking at the sun. “He took your soul through the portal.” His words rumbled with his anger. “It took me a second to get to you, and⁠—”

      “It’s okay, Eli.”

      “No. It really isn’t. But I was there. A moment later. I swear to you I wasn’t about to leave you alone down there. Not while I was here and could do something about it.”

      I knew he’d come. He usually did. Except for that one time. “Thank you.”

      “Anything for you, angel.”

      I was quiet for a second, and it felt like Eli and I were in our own little bubble here on the ground. I wasn’t ready to face Phoenix or Rain or even Frank. Not yet. “That other angel saved me.”

      “Good.” He brushed a tear from my cheek. “That’s his job.”

      Was it? “I’ve never seen him before.”

      “You’re not supposed to see him.” He gave me a small smile. “That’s the point.”

      I wasn’t following. “But I see you all the time.”

      He gave me a half grin. “Eh. Lucky for you, I’m different.”

      My tears stopped, and I took a breath.

      “You ready to face the rest?”

      I took another breath. I wasn’t. I was wiped out, and I wanted to go home, but I had more to do. “Okay.”

      He slowly rose—assessing me as he moved—and reached a hand down when I didn’t get up.

      I stayed there, looking up at him from the ground for a while, and then I took his hand. He must’ve felt my weakness because he put his arm around me, easily bearing most of my weight.

      Frank stepped up to us, but his eyes were just for Eli. He started to bow, but Eli put his free hand on Frank’s shoulder, stopping him.

      “No. Absolutely not. You do not worship me. Not ever.” He paused. “It’s dangerous for your soul and mine. Do not cross that line.”

      I turned to see Phoenix with his arm around his sister’s shoulders. She was still crying, but the sobbing was over. For now, at least. “We should talk,” I said to her. “But maybe later? You should rest.”

      “You both should rest,” Eli muttered, but I ignored him. My day wasn’t over yet.

      “Will he come back?” Rain asked.

      “I don’t know.” I searched her, but she didn’t have a tie anymore. “If Astaroth comes back, it won’t be right away. He might not have shown it, but he burned a lot of power today.” From the daylight weakening him, to him controlling me, the fight—with me, with Eli. He had to have been weakened. I refused to believe otherwise.

      “I think you’re okay for now. We’ll talk about the rest in a bit, once we’ve both caught our breath.” I would’ve done it right then if I could have, but I couldn’t. I had nothing left. “Just give me a second. Okay?”

      She wiped her face. “Okay. You’re sure he won’t come back right away?”

      “No. Not unless you let him.”

      She shook her head back and forth quickly. “No. No. No no no. I swear I won’t do anything like that ever again.”

      “That’s good.” I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t. I was done. The adrenaline was leaving my body too quickly, leaving me shaking. The only thing keeping me upright was Eli.

      “Please come inside,” Phoenix said. “Unless the house is now like desecrated. We could go to a hotel or⁠—”

      He was kind of right to worry about that. Evil had been here, which meant evil could come back. It didn’t have to be my father. Other things could get attracted to the house.

      I looked up at Eli. “You’ll cleanse the house for me?”

      “I will,” Eli said. “Let’s get you inside, and I’ll take care of it.”

      “I’d do it myself,” I said to Phoenix. “But I can’t. Not yet. I need to go home and rest. Frank will drive me.”

      “No.” Eli sighed. “I’ll take care of the house cleansing, angel, but I’m not leaving you. I can’t. And I’d like to speak with your mother. So you’ll wait for me, and I will drive you home.”

      Oh, man. Eli was the worst driver. He could do it, but he scared the crap out of me. He didn’t exactly obey all the mortal driving laws. I’d really been hoping Frank would take me home right now. I was feeling dizzy and weak. I needed Mom to give me an IV, but I guessed that would have to wait.

      “The couch. In his living room?” It’d looked really comfy, and I needed to be horizontal, or I’d pass out. “Is it okay if I lay down for a bit while he blesses your house?” I asked Phoenix.

      “Yes. Please. I…” He seemed to be at a loss, and I didn’t blame him.

      This hadn’t gone at all how I expected.

      I hadn’t been prepared. At all. And that terrified me.

      After years of work and training and preparation, my father nearly got me. It almost felt like a failure. Almost, but not quite.

      I glanced up at Eli again. We’d had a few close calls over the years, and he’d tried to emphasize that a close call wasn’t a failure. “Nearly doesn’t count. Right?”

      Eli gave me a sad smile. “No. It doesn’t.”

      Phoenix cleared his throat. “I’m going to go put my sister in bed. I think she’s about to pass out.” He hit his front steps and swept his sister up into his arms, cradling her like a baby. Sure enough, her head lolled off of his arm. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

      Frank still seemed too awed by Eli, and I elbowed Eli in the side. “Maybe take the whole angel thing down a few notches.”

      He raised a brow. “Are you telling me to hide who I am?” He sounded insulted, but I knew he wasn’t.

      “Yeah. I absolutely am. Get rid of the wings and the glow and all the extras.”

      He laughed and rolled his shoulders back. The movement rippled through his whole body, and suddenly, he was just a normal guy. Not super tall, but not short. Still ripped, but not glowing and no wings.

      With his shoulder-length blond hair, white untucked button-down with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, leather flip-flops, and light-washed jeans with a rip across one knee, he looked more like an elegant surfer dude than an angel now.

      Frank led the way into the house.

      “Wait. My water.” I motioned Eli toward the island. He was keeping me upright as I walked, but if I wasn’t getting an IV from Mom anytime soon, then I needed to get some fluids in me. “I’ll just sit there and drink it before I lie down.” The room was starting to swim around me, and I knew I wasn’t doing okay.

      I hoped a little hydration and sitting down would fix it. The way this was going, I wasn’t sure I’d stay upright long enough to drink it, but I had to at least try.

      “Alright,” he said, steering me that way.

      I made it to the island before I lost my footing, slipping from Eli’s arm.

      I caught myself on the counter before my head slammed into it.

      Eli swept me up into his arms. “You worked out with Chris this morning?”

      I leaned my head into his chest. “Yeah.” He knew that I started training every day when I moved into the house at The Sanctuary. I missed days here and there, but for the most part, it was a daily activity.

      “How many miles?” Eli asked as he placed me in a chair at the counter.

      “I don’t know. I forgot to check the final number. Tessa called me when I was almost done, and⁠—”

      Eli grabbed my wrist, tapped on my smartwatch, then whistled. “You’ve burned a lot of calories today.” He let my wrist drop to my lap. “How much have you eaten?”

      I thought back. “My mom made migas. Water. Coffee.”

      “How many hours ago was that?”

      “A few.” I actually had no idea how long it’d been.

      Eli’s eyes narrowed. “Did you eat all the migas?”

      I thought again. I did eat, but with Chris and Cosette there and the whole Van thing…

      No. I guess I hadn’t. I’d had some, but I didn’t finish the portion my mom had given me. Not even close. “I had some of it, and I was supposed to have lunch with Frank.” It wasn’t like I was trying to skip meals. I was healthy. Most of the time.

      Eli turned to Frank. “Did she eat lunch with you? It’s your usual lunch date, and well past lunchtime now.”

      “No.” His face paled. “This whole thing was a surprise. We thought it would be quick—in and out—and…I didn’t…I’m…I…”

      He was scaring Frank. “Stop it.” I groaned and gave up trying to stay upright, resting my head on the counter. I was on the verge of passing out. But I didn’t want to pass out. That would be a real sour cherry topper on my day.

      “What’s happening right now? Why are you fighting?” Phoenix asked. I wasn’t sure when he’d come into the room or how much of Eli’s annoying interrogation he’d heard, but now I was officially embarrassed.

      “Samantha—” There was too much anger in that word from Eli. “—didn’t eat after a big workout—which amounted to a little over thirteen miles, and if I know her, and I truly do, then it also likely included some sparring and other bits, too. Am I right?”

      I grunted. He was right, but he didn’t have to be so damned condescending about it.

      “And then she just did what she did, which takes all of her strength on a good day. It’s like running three back-to-back marathons. And if I’m reading her right, she’s moments away from passing out.”

      I turned my head on the counter just enough to see him. “Shut up, Eli. I wasn’t expecting this battle. I’m doing the best I can.”

      He spun to me, eyes blazing again. “If you don’t like the way that I’m helping you, then that’s just too bad. I only came because you screamed across all the realms for me, angel.”

      I sat up too quickly, and the room swam. “Stop calling me angel. I’m not a freaking ang—” I said, but then I was falling, and the room was growing dark and⁠—
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      Something brushed against my face—light and soft and warm—but I didn’t want to wake up.

      “Come on. Open those eyes. I have a drink for you, angel.” That was Eli.

      The brushing was his hand. The warm, soft, light touch grew firmer as he cupped my face.

      “Can’t.” My voice was more like a croak than anything else, and pretty much indicative of how I was feeling.

      “Yes, you can.” He patted my face softly. “Fine. If you can’t open your eyes, at least try to drink.”

      I felt something against my lips. Something flimsy.

      “Drink, Samantha.”

      Oh. A straw. I sucked on the straw and then jerked back. It was sweet. Shockingly sweet.

      What was that?

      I took another sip.

      Wait. It wasn’t totally awful, just surprising. Apple juice?

      After a moment, I blinked my eyes open but regretted it. I slapped my hand over them, squeezing them closed as I moaned. The headache was bad. Like the worst hangover in the world, or what I imagined a hangover would be like. I didn’t drink. There was no reason to ever thin the veil in a way that I couldn’t control, and that was what alcohol did to me. I’d learned that the hard way.

      “What is it?” Eli asked.

      “Too bright.” My voice was a croak. “My head.”

      “Hit the lights,” Eli said, and then after a moment. “Do you have curtains?”

      There were some soft murmurs that I couldn’t make out and some rustling, and then Eli pried my hand away from my face, slipping something cool over my eyes.

      “Sunglasses,” he said. “The house has too many windows, and the sheers won’t help you much.”

      “Thanks,” I said, blinking my eyes open and closed quickly to test it out. A few times, and my eyes adjusted. The sunglasses did help.

      I rolled my head to the side and saw Eli kneeling beside me. His wings were fully spread out around us, like a wall. I couldn’t see around him.

      I reached out a hand, touching my fingertip lightly to one of the feathers. They’d been a constant in my life since forever. Uncle Eli. I could tell how bad things were by his wings—how wide they were spread, if they were illuminated, who could see them, if they were in motion. Right now, from the way they were spread, visible to everyone, and brightly lit from within, he was in protector mode. I couldn’t count the number of times I’d woken to find him guarding me.

      For now, I was kind of glad they were hiding me from the rest of the room because that meant that Phoenix couldn’t see me.

      I’d passed out in front of him. After fighting my father. I saved his sister, but man, I’d fumbled it.

      Talk about being unprepared. It was embarrassing, and I needed a minute to mourn the fact that there was no chance that Phoenix would be flirty with me again. I’d totally blown it with my crazy.

      I ran my fingertips along a few more feathers as I thought, and then I took a breath, looking into Eli’s bright blue eyes. “I thought you were going to tone it down.”

      “I did, but…”

      Right. I’d scared him when I passed out.

      “Are you sure you want me to tone it down now?” He gave me a wicked grin—the kind that told me he was having fun being the center of attention.

      And if he got rid of all of his extras, then his wings wouldn’t be hiding me anymore. I would be the center of attention. “I’m me. You taught me not to be embarrassed or ashamed by who I am, and so, I can’t hide.”

      “All right.” He raised a brow, and the wings disappeared. “As proud as I am of you saying that, it won’t distract me from the fact that you were supposed to be taking better care of yourself. You can’t train in order to prep for an attack from your father and then not remember to take care of your body after.”

      Fine. He had a point. Sort of, but this wasn’t my fault.

      And even as the argument formed in my mind, I shut it down. The look on his face—stern and annoyed—told me he wouldn’t have it. Not even a little bit.

      “You think you can sit up?” Eli asked.

      I glanced around from my spot, trying to figure out where I was. The last thing I remembered was sitting at the kitchen counter. I couldn’t see Frank or Phoenix, but I knew they were probably close by.

      “You’re on the couch in Phoenix Herrara’s house. Frank is standing with him just behind me. I carried you over here when you passed out.” Eli answered all the questions without being able to actually read my mind. That was just how well he knew me.

      “Oh.” I bit my lip. That was a little embarrassing.

      “Next time, eat after you workout, and maybe do some research before jumping into a fight with an unknown.” With every word he spoke, his tone grew shorter and more forceful.

      I was right about that face he was giving me. He’d been waiting for me to be upright before starting his lecture, but he couldn’t quite hold off any longer. I felt ridiculous lying down while he glared at me, but I wasn’t really sure I could move yet.

      “I take good care of myself. Today was a fluke. I came to Frank for lunch—which should’ve involved food—but we got sidetracked.” So much for not arguing back, but it was hard when I hadn’t purposefully tried to mess everything up.

      Eli started to say something else, but I kept going. “And I scanned this place, and I didn’t see any sign of anything at all. I thought Phoenix was mistaking a mental illness with demonic activity. Clearly, I was wrong.”

      “I know what happened—Frank explained his part of it—but you can’t do things like this. You have to take care of your needs before wading into a potential battle.”

      Oh, man. He was really annoying me now. “I take great care of myself.” I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t. “You think this is fun for me?”

      Eli looked like he wanted to spit out a string of curses, but he held them in. “Wait. I’ll help you,” Eli murmured beside me. Some of his anger had left. “But slowly, angel. I don’t want you passing out again.”

      I hated that nickname for me, but I wasn’t about to say anything to piss him off more.

      Eli reached his arm under my body and slowly pushed me up to sit. He waited to see if I could stay that way, but I gave him a nod. I was fine. Weak, but fine.

      Now that I was sitting up, I saw that Phoenix and Frank were standing behind Eli on the other side of the coffee table watching me.

      Neither of them looked happy.

      Great.

      I saved Rain. Shouldn’t they be happy?

      “How’s your sister?” I asked Phoenix. His arms were crossed as he watched me, and I wondered if I’d done something wrong. I was pretty sure she was fine, but maybe I missed something while I was unconscious. “She okay?”

      “She’s in bed, sleeping. I checked on her five minutes ago, but she’s fine.” He gave me a once-over. “You don’t look so fine.”

      Great. That was guy code for I looked like trash. “I’m okay.” I didn’t need thanks, but I didn’t get why everyone seemed so annoyed with me right now. “Did I do something wrong?” I asked Frank.

      “No. I believe the upset we’re all feeling is truly about your health and your lack of voicing the need for food. We could’ve gotten lunch first, Samantha. I didn’t realize you were hungry.” He’d used that dad-voice on Sarah and Hannah before, but rarely on me.

      “I wasn’t hungry. Honestly. I was coming to have lunch with you. We were literally going to eat. We just got sidetracked today, and I would’ve been fine if this had been any demon except my father. It was a surprise.” Today had been full of them. “And there was some stuff that happened earlier that interrupted my breakfast. I…”

      How was I going to go get Van? I’d nearly gotten my butt kicked by my father, and I wasn’t even in his realm.

      “It’s kind of been a day.”

      “That’s all well and good, child. But you know you have to be ready before you step into any potential spiritual battle. At the very least, we could’ve stopped at a fast food place.”

      I made a face. “Gross. No. You know how I feel about those places.”

      That got a smile out of Frank. “Yes. You think it’s Satan’s food.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Eli said. “It’s not real food. It’s meant to make you unhealthy and, at the same time, crave more of it. Fosters gluttony. Samantha treats her body well because she knows who she’s fighting.”

      “What happened today? Before this.” Eli spoke to me through the spiritual realm.

      I licked my lips and glanced up at Phoenix and Frank. Eli had caught on to what I’d said, but I wasn’t sure if they had. Since Eli switched to speaking through the spiritual realm, I answered the same way. Telling him the super brief version about Van, how Gabe was searching for him, and how I was going to need to get Van back whenever Gabe could get an exact location.

      He rose in one swift movement, and suddenly, his wings were back, brighter than before and vibrating with tight, small flutters. “Absolutely not. I forbid it.” He nearly shouted the words through both realms.

      Frank’s eyes had been on Eli and his wings again, but at the shout, he focused back on me. “What did we miss?”

      “Yeah,” Phoenix said. “I’m wondering the same thing. I heard what they were saying, but I couldn’t follow it at all.” He muttered the last softly.

      “You can still see everything?” And hear everything in the spiritual realm?

      “Yep.”

      Usually, I was careful about who I touched with my skin, but this was the second time I’d done that to him. “I’m sorry. It should go away soon.”

      “I’m not sorry. I’m glad I could help, and I honestly kind of wish I saw like this every day. It’s disorienting at first, but also amazing.”

      Okay. That was not what I expected at all.

      From the way Frank smiled at me, I could tell this meant he thought he was right about Phoenix’s potential for me, but I couldn’t think about that right now.

      I focused on Eli. “I have to do it. I can’t leave Van there.”

      “No. No, you absolutely do not have to, and I won’t allow it.” He spun, and his wings disappeared again. He walked around the coffee table, past the other two men, and strode across the great room to the kitchen.

      Oh, come on. “I can’t leave him there,” I yelled after Eli. “I’ve been there. I know what he’s going through, and I can’t—” I started to stand, but my legs didn’t hold. I collapsed onto the couch again. “I have to⁠—”

      Phoenix rushed around the coffee table and sat on it, facing me. He placed a hand on my leg. “You have to sit for a second, okay. There’s no rush to get up, but when you’re ready, let me help you.”

      I hated needing help. I’d spent so much time alone in different facilities that I’d become very comfortable with being self-sufficient. But apparently, today was not a good day for me.

      I gave him a nod. “Thanks.”

      Phoenix looked over his shoulder at Frank. “Am I the only one totally lost? Who is Van?”

      “No,” Frank said. “I’m also confused. I don’t know any Van.”

      “Van is one of Cosette’s old guards and⁠—”

      “She may fill you in if she wishes. After she eats. And after she finishes with the girl here,” Eli said from the kitchen, cutting me off.

      He paused and turned to look at us—no, Phoenix. He was looking at Phoenix. “No.” Then, “Yes.” Then, “Yes.”

      Phoenix looked at me. “He can really read my mind?”

      I nodded. “All mortals’ minds. Most supernaturals’, too.”

      He considered that for a second. “Can he read yours?”

      “No, and it annoys him.”

      “Exceedingly,” Eli yelled from the kitchen. “Show me everything in the kitchen, Phoenix.”

      Phoenix looked confused, and then he turned to me for an explanation.

      “I think he’s making me food.” Which was always interesting. Eli didn’t exactly eat. He could if it made someone else comfortable, but he didn’t need food. But every once in a while, he’d try to take care of me, which meant he would bring me the most random things and demand I eat them at once. For all his years of protecting mortals, Eli didn’t really get the whole eating thing.

      “That’s correct,” Eli said. “I’m getting you food since, apparently, you’re starving yourself today. But I’m not wasting my time looking for things when there’s a faster way.”

      Eli did this all the time with my mom. Whenever something happened, she said she’d just kind of replay it in her head for Eli. It was easier and quicker for him to just get whatever he needed rather than try to describe everything. There were fewer misunderstandings and questions that way. “He means picture in your head the contents of your cabinets, drawers, pantry. He’ll get whatever he needs from that.”

      “Yes,” Eli confirmed. “Thank you.” He grunted, and from the look on Phoenix’s face, I assumed he’d gotten the information he needed.

      “Does it happen often?” Phoenix asked.

      “No,” Frank said at the same time Eli said, “Yes.”

      Frank turned to look at Eli. “What?”

      “That’s not fair, Eli.”

      Eli gave me a look, and I knew he was about to argue with me.

      “Okay. So, maybe today was a little bit my fault, but also, if my father hadn’t been here and hadn’t drained me through the tie, then I would’ve been fine.” Probably fine. Whatever. “For what it’s worth, I don’t enjoy passing out.”

      “Well, you do it often enough.” Eli paused to grab something from the fridge. “Samantha is notoriously bad at taking care of herself.” He pulled something out of a cabinet. “She helps way too many people, and it’s gotten her into some trouble. You’ve been there for one of those times.” He shot a look at Phoenix, but Phoenix was studying me carefully.

      I wasn’t sure what he was seeing right now, but he tilted his head as he studied my face, and my heart started to speed up. “What?”

      Phoenix shook his head, a half smile spread across his face as he reached forward, taking my hand in his. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay. Just tired.” I should let his hand go, but I couldn’t. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Thank you for saving my sister.”

      “No problem. It’s kind of my thing.”

      He huffed a soft laugh and dropped my hand to make way for Eli.

      “Eat.” Eli shoved an uncut avocado, some dark chocolate, and a slice of grainy bread between me and Phoenix.

      I grabbed them mostly on reflex. “What am I opposed to do with this?” I started to laugh and held up the avocado. “I can’t eat this.”

      “Sure, you can. I know that’s an avocado, and I’ve seen you eat avocado before.” He was speaking to me like I was five again.

      I was going to hit him if he kept this up. “I need a knife and a cutting board and a fork or a spoon. Hopefully, some salt and lime. But this—” I held up the avocado. “—is not something I can just bite into.”

      “These are all good, healthy things I’ve seen you eat before. So eat them.”

      Phoenix reached out, taking the bread and the avocado from my hands, and dropped both on the coffee table. He took the chocolate bar, ripped it open, and broke off a couple of squares. “This is good for now. Drink the rest of the juice, and I’ll make you some food.” He grabbed the bread and avocado and rose.

      Wait. He was making me food? “You don’t have to do that. I can⁠—”

      “Yes, I have to do that. You saved my sister. You kept me from being arrested. Let me do something for you. Please.”

      Frank cleared his throat.

      Right. Just say yes. “Okay. Thank you.” I took a breath. “You can cook?”

      He pointed to the chocolate and waited.

      I took a bite.

      “Yeah. I lived with my grandmother, who was an excellent cook. She thought it was her duty to make sure her grandkids could all cook, but I took to it the most. Knowing how to cook and keep up with my nutritional goals really helped me stay at peak physical form when I was playing. And it’s how I’ve rehabbed my knee so quickly.” He looked from Frank and Eli to me. “I want to talk about everything, so maybe hold off until I’m back. Okay?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      He walked to the kitchen, and there were sounds of him moving around. Pots clanging. Drawers opening and shutting. Frank and Eli started to quietly talk between themselves. Something about the combination of noises made my eyelids grow heavy. I ate the last bite of chocolate, rested my head back against the couch, and willingly gave in to the exhaustion.
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      It was the aroma of something amazing that woke me. Something yummy and spicy that I hoped tasted as good as it smelled.

      My stomach grumbled, and I looked at my watch. I hadn’t been napping for long. I didn’t think. But I was curled in a ball, and someone had thrown the softest blanket I’d ever felt over me.

      Frank and Eli were flanking Phoenix in the kitchen. The three were talking softly.

      “She’s awake,” Eli said as I sat up. “Food’s ready.” He crossed the great room to me, reached a hand down, and pulled me slowly to stand. “How are you feeling?”

      I took a moment to assess. The room wasn’t spinning. My head wasn’t pounding. I was hungry and a little groggy and definitely not a hundred percent, but otherwise, I was pretty okay, considering. “I’m good. The nap helped, and my head isn’t hurting as bad.” I was sure the food would fix me up the rest of the way, but I’d probably still have my mom give me an IV when I got home. And more sleep. Possibly a lot more sleep.

      Eli hovered beside me as I walked to the kitchen island, ready to catch me in case I passed out. It was extremely annoying, but I managed to suppress the urge to hit him. Barely.

      Phoenix gave me a small smile as I sat on one of the island’s chairs. “Ready for food?”

      “Yes. Thank you. It’s so nice of you to…”

      He slid a plate across the island, and I looked from the plate to him and then back down. There were three small quesadillas, folded over and grilled to perfection. Inside was spiced and shredded chicken, oozing with cheese from the sides. He’d sprinkled queso fresco on top and a few chopped cilantro leaves.

      Off to the side was half an avocado, sliced thin and spread out like a fan. It glistened with something wet, and I knew it was lime. I’d said I’d wanted salt and lime for the avocado, and he hadn’t forgotten.

      There was a dollop of sour cream, some pico de gallo, and some shredded iceberg lettuce. I looked at the last and up at him with the question. The man had garnished the plate?

      Who was this guy?

      He shrugged his shoulders. “The lettuce is to add the crunch to the quesadillas—which I like—but you can eat it separately or leave it. You won’t offend me at all as long as you eat something.”

      I pulled the plate a little closer to me. “This looks amazing. Like take-a-picture amazing.”

      He let out a surprised laugh and looked at the plate. “Food is important to any athlete. And to Mexicans…”

      “It’s life and comfort.” And love. But I wasn’t saying that out loud.

      “Yeah.” His gaze rose to look at me, and he smiled. “Anyhow, enjoy.”

      At the sound of soft footsteps on the wood floor, we all turned to see Rain coming into the room.

      She came up beside Phoenix, and he put an arm around her shoulders, tugging her against his side. “You feeling better?”

      “Yeah. More myself, at least.”

      “Good.” He brushed a kiss on the top of her head. “You want? I can make you a plate just like that one.” He pointed to my food.

      “Not yet.” She moved away from him. “I’ll just grab some fruit for now.” She grabbed an apple from the fridge and then went back to her brother’s side.

      I took a bite and moaned. The chicken. It was shredded and loaded with all kinds of yummy flavor. “What did you do to the chicken?” There was no way he made that this fast. It had to have been stewed and marinated or something.

      “I like to do some meal prep, especially when it comes to proteins. This was a bit of chicken I slow-cooked in tomatoes, poblanos, and a bunch of spices. It’s something I can use in a ton of recipes, so I make it in batches and freeze it in small portions.”

      “Smart.” Why didn’t Mom and I do that?

      Phoenix grinned at me and then back at his sister.

      She looked up at him. “You’re not mad at me?”

      His smile lost a little of its happiness. “No. I’m not mad at you. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Well, that’s not exactly true,” Eli said.

      “Shut up,” my words were muffled around my food. I would’ve waited, but Eli didn’t think like mortals. Sometimes, he could be incredibly kind and caring and soft. But other times, he was all brutal truths.

      “You know I’m right.”

      He was. He was absolutely right. But that didn’t mean he had to be awful about it.

      I put down the quesadilla.

      He gave me another look. “Eat.”

      “Fine.” I snapped back at him. “You want me to eat, then don’t be a jerk.”

      His mouth popped open in shock. “I’m never a jerk.”

      He had to be joking. There were days I definitely wanted to hit him or throw things at him. There were days when I’d done both.

      “I’m not a jerk. I’m honest. It’s not my fault if some people get upset by the truth, and her truth is that her soul has been tarnished by what she let inside her. She invoked your father. It wasn’t a passive act.”

      Rain whimpered, and I pointed a finger at Eli. “People only get upset when you’re being a jerk. It’s called tact. Learn it.”

      “Eat.” All three of them said at once, so I picked up the stupid, delicious quesadilla.

      “Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “But be nice, Elilaios.”

      “What did you mean?” Phoenix asked Eli. “About her soul and what she’d done.”

      Eli’s gaze softened a little. Thankfully. “The only way a demon could get into a person’s body is by granting it access. This can be done a number of ways, and sometimes not deliberately.” He gave me a look and then focused back on Rain. “From the level of control Astaroth had, you invoked him.”

      “I didn’t…” A crease formed between Rain’s brows as she thought. “Maybe I did, but I’m not sure. I don’t know what invoking means.”

      I paused from eating. “Give her examples.”

      “Eat,” Eli snapped at me.

      “I am! Jeez. You skip one meal—faint one time—and everyone flips out.” Eli started to say something again, and I shot him a look. “For the record, I am capable of eating a meal and having a conversation at the same time.”

      “I can’t quite figure out the dynamics between you two,” Frank said. “You would yell at an angel like that? He should take offense, but he doesn’t? Instead, he’s like a mama hen with one of his chicks. And you bicker like siblings. But then, when you were passed out, he watched you as if you were his greatest treasure. Like you were his child. This makes no sense.”

      The anger simmering around Eli finally started to die down, and he laughed. “See, you should listen to your friend. He’s older and wiser than you. I’m an archon. Show me the respect I deserve.”

      I snorted. This was the Eli I loved the most. The one that teased me and made me laugh. He also didn’t love it when people made him sound important, but he kind of was. In a way.

      “Are you…?” Phoenix looked like he wasn’t sure he wanted to ask the question.

      “Am I what?”

      “Dating? Are you dating him?”

      Eli and I looked at each other, and then I started to laugh. Hard.

      “Wait a second. You should be so lucky, angel,” Eli said.

      I took another bite to save myself from responding to that, but Rain, Frank, and Phoenix watched us. This was a tricky topic, and I wasn’t sure what Eli wanted to be known or not. I lifted one shoulder at him and shoved another bite in my mouth.

      See. I can’t talk now. Sucks to be you, Eli.

      “Very mature, angel. Very mature.” Eli gave a long-suffering sigh. “I am an archon. I was revered as a god for a while, and it very nearly was my undoing, but I do not have relations, so to speak. I’ve chosen to live out my existence staying true to my tenets as a watcher.” He stared at me for a second, and I knew what was coming next.

      I didn’t want to see their reactions, so I listened to the words and focused on my plate.

      “Samantha’s relationship with me is unique. The women in her lineage have always been charges of mine, including Samantha’s mother. It was not my usual purpose, and I was never sure why I was assigned to this particular duty. There are angels out there that are guardians, but I’m not one of them. It was a mystery to me for a long time.” He paused, and I didn’t dare to look at anyone.

      I hated it when he told this part. It made me sound more important than I was.

      “At least it was a mystery to me until Samantha was born.” His tone softened so much I could tell he was smiling at me. “She’s been called for her own purpose. Her lineage was watched because she was destined to be born, and I am here to guide her. As for what she is to me…she used to call me uncle, and now I’m what?”

      I shrugged, still looking at my plate. “Annoying me.” I stabbed a hunk of avocado and ate it. I finally looked up to see everyone watching me. “He’s just Eli.” There wasn’t anything else to say about it, so I went back to staring down at my food.

      “I’m just Eli.” He was quiet for a second, and I could feel everyone’s gazes on me. “More than a friend. Not a parent. I love her as my own, guard her with my life, and I’m occasionally forced to risk it with the things we have to do. It’s a dangerous existence, which is why she’s chosen a solitary life thus far.” He turned to Frank. “Though the dates have proven immensely amusing. Especially the man that puked on her.” Eli let out a roaring laugh. “I’ve been laughing all day.”

      “You saw that and didn’t stop it?” I groaned. “And can we not talk about that? I’m trying to eat here.”

      “Do you agree with the solitary existence?” Frank said softly.

      My mouth dropped open. “This is so not happening.” They were not talking about my dating life right now. Not here in front of Rain and Phoenix.

      Well, Rain? I didn’t mind, but Phoenix… Yeah. I minded.

      “No,” Eli said. “But it’ll take someone strong. She needs a match⁠—”

      “Someone supernatural?” Frank cut in.

      I was not having this. I dropped the last bite of quesadilla onto my plate, looking at Frank. “Shut this down. Now. It’s not up for discussion.”

      “Not necessarily a supernatural.” Eli kept talking as if I hadn’t said anything. “But someone willing to support her in a unique way. Someone strong and courageous. Someone will need to be her anchor in this world. And I think⁠—”

      “Enough.” I pushed my plate away. “This is not what we need to be talking about right now.”

      Eli grinned at me as he pushed the plate back to me. “It might be exactly what we need to talk about.” He looked at Phoenix. “Maybe.” Then Frank. “Yes…yes…no…I think so, yes.” Back to Phoenix. “We should talk about that.”

      “Anytime,” Phoenix said.

      I watched this all going down in horror. What was happening here? What hadn’t been said out loud? “This is…I don’t even know what to say right now.”

      All three guys turned to me at once. “Eat.”

      What the⁠—

      “I ate! I’ve never known a bigger bunch of mother hens. The freaking plate is empty.” Or empty enough. I’d left one bite. One.

      I was going to lose my mind.

      “I’m finding this fascinating,” Rain said. “I’m seeing my brother in a whole new light.” She nudged her brother. “And I’m ready for food.”

      “Good.” He moved away from the island and went to the fridge, gathering what he needed.

      “Well, that was humiliating—not to mention none of anyone’s business,” I muttered, but Eli tapped my plate.

      “Fine.” I shoved the last bite in my mouth because I didn’t have a say over what they talked about.

      At least they were doing it in front of me and not behind my back.

      Wait. Now, I wasn’t sure which would’ve been better.

      No, this was worse.

      Ignorance would’ve been bliss.

      I glanced up from my plate to see Phoenix sneaking peeks at me. Frank cleared his throat, and I looked at him. He was leaning against the island next to me.

      “He’s strong,” Frank whispered. “He held you while you were hanging, pulled you up, and he didn’t look away. He didn’t run scared. He kept you alive with CPR. And he looked pretty annoyed with Eli when he was carrying you. He wants to be there for you. Whatever connection you feel for him, he’s got it and then some. I promise. Plus, you seem to like his cooking. Just food for thought.”

      I looked at Eli. He would know if I should even think of this as an option because the truth was—I had a massive crush on Phoenix. But I always did. For whatever reason, every date I ever went on, I compared to those few minutes in the stairwell and tried to picture that person with me in that apartment. Would they jump in like Phoenix did? Would they run? Would they freak out?

      And now he’d jumped in twice. With no freak-out.

      “Is Frank right?” I whispered along the spiritual plane to Eli.

      “You tell me, angel. Is he good?”

      And then I remembered what Eli had said all those years ago in that apartment: “He will be great, a fighter for light, as long as he stays on his path. There is something else. Something…I didn’t see coming, but it will turn out good for both of you.”

      As I thought back, I remembered that pause and wanted to kick my younger self for not asking what he meant. Eli only did that when he was processing something that shocked him. Usually, I paid special attention in those moments, but I hadn’t.

      Good thing I could fix that right now. “Something you didn’t see coming. Good for both of us? That’s what you said six years ago. What did you mean?” I asked Eli.

      Phoenix cleared his throat, and I looked at him. He raised a brow.

      Shit. He could still hear us, and I wanted to die just a little bit.

      But could Frank and all of his annoying wink-winking, nudge-nudging actually be right?

      Phoenix gave me a look that made my heart tumble, and I had to turn away from him because it was too intense. It felt like I could so easily fall for this guy, and that terrified me. Right now, it was a fantasy. I had a crush on him—I always had—but if I tried, I could fail. And then the hope I had right now would be gone.

      And again, I realized how lonely I was. Truly so lonely that my body, my soul, ached for someone who could handle what I did. What I was. Frank talked about having Rachel help him through what he faced every day, and that was it. That was what I wanted. I tried not to think about it because I never thought I’d find that person. But now that I had hope of something more, I wanted it.

      I wanted him.

      I glanced at Eli, but I couldn’t read anything from his face.

      Did I have a real shot with Phoenix? Had Eli seen it years ago?

      No. That was too much. I had to be wrong about this.

      But what if I wasn’t?
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      Phoenix pushed his sister a little away from him. “Go. Sit with Sam and talk. Let me finish making you a plate.”

      “Don’t make too much. I’m not that hungry, Nix.”

      He stared down at her, and suddenly, I wished I had a sibling who cared about me this much. The love was there shining so bright from both of them, and I could see their mortal, family tie strengthen before my eyes. It’d been barely there a second ago, but with one look, it repaired.

      “You’ve lost weight. You will eat.”

      She looked at the ground, her shoulders hunched, and she walked over to me. “He makes me feel like I’m five years old sometimes.”

      “Yeah, but it must be nice to have someone care about you like that.” I had my mom, but that was it. I guess Eli counted as family, but our relationship was weird. And I had Frank and a great group of friends.

      My life had changed and grown, but still, there was something missing. Having been around so many true matches—soul mates—I wasn’t about to settle for less.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Rain said, and she gave me a small, shy smile. “He was gone for a long time. It’s nice having him back.”

      “I hear that the last while has been really tough.” I knew it had been for her, but something happened to start her on the path to what happened today. Talking about this was the only way to make sure this didn’t happen again.

      And considering who had taken her over, I wasn’t sure I could handle it being a recurring thing.

      “Yeah.” She sneaked a few quick peeks at Frank and Eli, and I knew she wouldn’t open up with them here.

      “You two want to go ahead and bless the house for me? Take a peek around?”

      “I’ll do it, but make sure you warn her well.”

      “I always do.”

      He nodded and then waved Frank to follow him. When I heard the front door click shut, I turned back to Rain. “So, it’s been tough?”

      She glanced at her brother. “Tough is an understatement. I took it really hard when my abuela died.” She swiped under her eyes, and I heard her brother coming closer.

      I glanced at him and shook my head. “Give me a second.” I assumed he could still hear the spiritual plane, but when he gave me a nod and went back to cooking, I knew he’d heard me.

      “I’m so sorry about your abuela.” There was nothing else I could say that could take away her pain, but I could empathize. “Losing someone is so impossibly hard.”

      A tear slipped free, and she swiped it away. “Yeah. I keep thinking I’ll get over it, but then I’m sad all over again. I didn’t have many friends.” She finally looked at me. “I know who you are. I remember you.”

      I raised a brow. “You do?”

      “You’re Samantha Lopez. You lived across the hall from us. I thought you were weird, and Mom told us to stay away from you. That you were dangerous.”

      That made me smile, which maybe it shouldn’t have. But it did. “Smart.”

      Rain shook her head. “You’re not. Dangerous, I mean. Nix told me about what happened that night with the couple downstairs.” She motioned to her brother. “Nix, abuela, and I started to go to church together. Well, our abuela always went to church. She’d been trying to get us to go with her every Sunday since she moved in. She never tried with my mom—I think she knew it was a waste of her time—but after, Nix wanted to go with her. And I guessed if they were both going, then I would, too. But then, everything changed.”

      She glanced down at her lap, and Phoenix slid a plate across to her. He was studying his sister as she told the story, and I had a feeling it was interesting seeing it from this side. He wasn’t jumping in to force her to keep talking or make excuses for her or berating her. He became a quiet, strengthening presence at the counter. I liked that about him.

      “He told us everything that happened that night, and it kind of blew my mind.” She backtracked, and I wanted her to go back to what changed. Sometimes, it was hard to just let a person talk, but I had to. She’d open up better if I just let her go.

      “To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I believed everything Nix said. The story was kind of insane.” She sneaked a peek up at me but didn’t lift her head.

      “I bet.” My life was insane to any normal mortal. Once they woke up to the spiritual world, it got less and less insane. More scary, though. Much, much more scary.

      “But anyway…” She picked at her plate but didn’t actually take a bite of anything. “After what happened that night with you and Nix, I started following more and more faith-based social media accounts. Then one day, this Instagram account—@SamTheExorcist—popped up in my feed as suggested for me. It dove deep into the facts behind the paranormal aspect of our faith. The evidence the account put up answered so many of my questions.” She looked over at me. “Sam. Samantha. That’s you. Right? That’s how Phoenix found you?”

      Most people thought Sam was a guy, and I let them think that. I didn’t post pictures or videos of myself. Just tips and facts and memes to lighten it up a bit. “Yeah. That’s me. I like to keep it anonymous.”

      “I get that.”

      She was quiet for a while, which meant it was time for prompting. “You said you were going to church for a while, and then something changed?”

      “I… I stopped. I wish I could say that it was after my abuela died, but it was way before then. Much before.” She closed her eyes. “And I…I did something bad.” She looked at her brother as if to gauge his reaction. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Rainbow.” He said it without judgment, which was hard for some but not Phoenix. From everything I’d seen, he was really patient and kind with his sister. “Just tell us what happened so we can make sure you’re okay.”

      She wiped a tear from her face. “It’s not okay, though. Not even a little bit.” She sniffled. “I… I made these friends, and I thought they were cool at first. They were emotional and deep, like me, and I didn’t have to fake being happy when, a lot of the time, the world just felt like a lot, you know? And I finally felt like I fit in somewhere. One night, a couple of years ago, they invited me to this club, and they gave me this drink.”

      Phoenix let out a little noise. He was gripping the edge of the island’s countertop so tight, shoulders hunched as he looked at the ground. “Did they drug you?”

      “I don’t know. I swear—I didn’t mean to take anything but…”

      I reached out and touched her hand. “It’s okay. What happened after they drugged you?”

      “I don’t know.” Tears started to flow down her face. “I swear I don’t remember but bits and pieces. It was like something out of a horror movie, and it was weird. Like, way weird. In the morning, it didn’t feel real. It was like a nightmare, and I… I didn’t want it to be real. And I never went back. I stopped hanging with them. I just…”

      “What happened, Rain?” Phoenix asked with a flat voice, one that told me more than a little bit of anger was hiding under it. His calm, cool exterior was finally about to break.

      I looked over at Phoenix. “Stay calm. I know it’s impossible, but I need to know what she did so that I can close the door. Okay?”

      He nodded and then spun to start pacing along his side of the counter.

      She pushed her practically untouched plate away. “I don’t know. It’s all jumbled, and I just—” She started to hyperventilate.

      I gripped her hand. “It’s okay. I don’t need details, but I’m here if you ever want to talk about it. Okay?”

      She let out a strangled sob, and I wasn’t sure what she was remembering right now, but it had to have been terrible. I sneaked a quick peek at Phoenix, who was standing—frozen—staring at his sister. His face was pale, and he looked like he was going to be sick.

      “Get it together. Fast. She’s going to need you to be strong.”

      He blinked and forced his gaze away from his sister. “Okay.” He mouthed the word to me and closed his eyes, taking a shaky breath.

      “I only have one question, and then I promise, you don’t have to talk to me about this if you don’t want to.”

      “It’s okay.” Rain’s voice was mostly whine and tears. “Ask.”

      Good girl. She’d get through this. Now that I’d gotten rid of my father, she’d heal and come back stronger than anything. “Do you remember them invoking demons? Do you remember anyone calling out to Astaroth?” She was quiet, so I knew I needed to give her a reason why I needed the information. “It helps me to know how long ago the tie was made. The longer it’s been there, the harder it can be to sever permanently. I think I already did, but…I’ve never dealt with someone who invoked someone as powerful as Astaroth. But if you don’t remember, it’s fine. We’ll just set up regular appointments.”

      “I don’t remember anything about demons, but it was creepy, and didn’t feel right and…and I don’t remember everything, but maybe.” She finally met my gaze. “But that was the name of the club. Astaroth.”

      Great. That was just…great. A club to honor my father? Mortals were morons. I didn’t know why I was surprised—I shouldn’t have been—but I was. The depth of mortals’ stupidity knew no limits. It made me wonder if I should stop trying to help them.

      Or maybe I should do the opposite—yell about the spiritual realm more.

      That was something I’d have to think about another day.

      “Okay.” I went back to what Rain had said. “Then, really, all of what happened to you makes sense. The demon, Astaroth, was granted access to you that night. I’m so, so sorry that this happened, but you will be okay. You will heal from this. Before I go today, I’m going to check you for any other ties that don’t belong. I will undo anything that was done to you at that club.” She started to speak up, but I held up a hand. I needed to be clear. “I can’t make whatever happened not have happened, and I can’t take away the trauma. But I can take away the spiritual darkness that has followed you since. And since it was a while ago that this happened, I’ll keep an eye on it for the next year. Okay? I’ll make sure my father can’t come back, which will give you the room you need to heal from all of this trauma.” I paused to let that sink in. “I’m also going to recommend a therapist⁠—”

      “Can’t I just talk to you?” she asked before I could finish. “You seem to get it, and I feel comfortable with you.”

      That was a compliment, and I appreciated it. “Thank you. I have a lot of experience with what people get pulled into, and I could keep talking to you, but I’m not licensed yet. I’ve put that on hold for now. I’m just too busy to do the supervised hours. I’m always here, but I can put you in touch with the nicest woman. She will change your life. Okay?”

      I looked at Phoenix and then motioned with my head to his sister, who was now crying on the stool.

      He finally got the hint and moved around the island, wrapping his arms around his sister, whispering to her that it was going to be okay.

      After a minute, he lifted her in his arms and carried her to the couch. I snagged Rain’s untouched plate and stashed it in the fridge. It seemed a shame to waste good food.

      I moved across the great room to sit in one of the thick, cushy armchairs.

      “Astaroth is your dad,” Phoenix said as soon as I was sitting.

      “Yeah. It’s complicated, but yeah.” Rain’s head popped up at that, looking at me with horror. “Majorly sucks, right?” I gave her a wink, and she laughed through her tears like I wanted.

      “Will I ever be okay again?” Her voice was so soft and scared it broke my heart.

      “Yes. It won’t be easy, but you’ve got an awesome brother. And if he’s anything like the rest of your family, I know they’ll be there for you, too. You will get through this.”

      A door closed in the front of the house, and then Rain’s mom walked in. Her hair was long, curled perfectly in waves down her back. Her eyes were big and brown, and she wore the kind of effortless, brightly floral, flowing summer dress that looked comfortable yet elegant. But what I noticed most was the quick, assessing gaze that she used as she took in the scene—Phoenix and Rain on the couch and me on the chair.

      She didn’t say anything as she set down her belt bag and keys on the kitchen island. “What on earth is going on?” She studied Rain’s tear-stained face. “What did you do to your sister?”

      Frank and Eli came down the stairs by the kitchen.

      “Who are all these people?” Her gaze froze on me, and then her eyes narrowed. “You?” She pointed at me. “You look familiar.”

      The way she said that, I knew she wasn’t going to like me. “I’m Samantha Lopez. I used to be your neighbor a long time ago.”

      It took approximately 5.3 seconds for that to settle in, and then she started ranting in Spanish. About how she wasn’t putting up with this nonsense anymore. About how I was filling their heads with lies. About how God wasn’t real. About how I was a dangerous criminal who nearly ruined Phoenix’s life. Partway through, I quit listening.

      I was used to this kind of stuff. It honestly didn’t bother me, but I could see Frank gripping his komboskini tightly as he struggled not to get angry. He didn’t speak Spanish fluently at all, but he knew enough to get the gist.

      Eli was a different story. He looked at me, and his grin said I-can-fix-this.

      I shook my head. “No,” I said along the spiritual plane.

      Phoenix looked between me and Eli, trying to figure out what was going on.

      “Yes.”

      “No. Don’t do it. She’ll lose her mind. You’ll break her. She’s not ready to see.”

      And then Rain started talking. “You don’t get it. That guy there is an angel. He’s got wings. He⁠—”

      Ms. Herrera pointed her finger at Rain. “We need to talk to your doctor about your dosage. You’re clearly tripping.”

      Wait. What did she just say? “Tripping?” She didn’t mean that literally, did she?

      Frank, Eli, and I shared a look.

      “I swear I’m not. I promise. He’s an angel.”

      Ms. Herrera stepped up to Eli and then turned to her daughter. “This guy—” she pointed at Eli, “—is just a privileged, white, surfer dude. Torn jeans. Flip-flops. Long hair. He probably smokes a bunch of pot and mooches off of daddy’s money.”

      Eli’s fix-it grin brightened as he flashed his teeth, and if I wasn’t worried about what he would do, I would’ve gotten some popcorn.

      “We’ve seen a million of them in California,” she said.

      Eli let out a low laugh that instantly had me sitting up.

      “Eli,” I said his name like a warning, but it was too late.

      “Care to take another look,” Eli said.

      He gave me a wink and was suddenly back in his full angelic glory. His wings came out, he floated up off the ground, his hair flowed in a nonexistent wind, and he was glowing in all his spiritual glory.

      Ms. Herrera peeked over her shoulder, took one look at Eli, and fainted. Eli caught her before she hit the ground and carried her over to the couch.

      Rain scooted over to make room for her mom, and Eli set her down.

      “Great job,” I said. “That went so well.”

      Eli grinned smugly at me as he straightened. “I have no idea why you’re being so sarcastic right now. This cleared up the debate rather effectively.”

      The room was suddenly quiet for a second, and I saw my opportunity. “So, is someone going to make her a quesadilla now?” And then I started laughing. Hard. Hard enough that I snorted, and then I laughed harder.

      “You’re not that funny,” Eli said.

      “I kind of thought I was super funny just now.” I looked at Phoenix, whose head was down, but his shoulders were shaking. “See.” I pointed to him. “Phoenix agrees. He thinks I’m freaking hilarious.”

      I took a breath, settling down the laughter.

      For once, it was kind of nice to not be the one to pass out.
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      It took a little while, but Phoenix’s mom eventually came to and sat up. And then looked at Eli. She tried to get up with her arm extended, reaching for his wings.

      That was so not a good idea.

      Eli took a big step back even though she wasn’t close enough to touch a feather. Just the act of her reaching out was enough. He said it was like someone touching your face—intimate. It’s just not done unless you’re truly close to that person.

      He let me because I was a charge and had been doing it since I was a baby. I always found the cool, silky feeling of his feathers comforting.

      She tried to get up again, but he gave her his warning glare. “Yes, they’re real, and no, you may not touch them.”

      She snatched her hand back, falling back against the couch. “Am I dreaming?”

      Eli stepped forward and pinched her.

      “Ow,” she snapped at him and rubbed the spot he pinched. “Why’d you do that?”

      Eli looked confused by her anger. “That’s what mortals do to check. I’ve seen it thousands of times.” He gave me a look that said—can you believe this woman?

      I started laughing, dropping back into the thickly cushioned chair.

      Eli shot me another look. “Samantha. Please. It’s not funny.”

      “It kind of is.” At least to me, it was.

      Maybe I needed a laugh. The day had been incredibly, surprisingly intense. I didn’t expect any of what happened since I finished my workout, but I knew from experience that if I couldn’t find small moments to laugh and let out some of the stress, I’d eventually crack.

      No one could afford for me to crack right now. Not Rain. Not Chris or Cosette. And definitely not Van.

      I took a breath, grateful for the little bit of humor I’d felt. Phoenix caught my eye, and he gave me a smile. It was nice. Almost like a quiet moment in the chaos, and that feeling that I felt around him… I wanted more of it.

      A light beamed down on Eli from the spiritual realm. He bowed his head for a moment, and then looked at me. “I’m sorry, angel. I’m being called away. Don’t do anything about Van without me.”

      Frank whispered something to Phoenix, and I knew he was asking what that was about. If I had the bandwidth to explain, I would’ve. But I couldn’t. Not unless I had to.

      And I absolutely couldn’t promise Eli that I would wait for him. He could be gone hours, or he could be gone a year. I never could tell. “Do you know how long your task will take?”

      “You know better than to ask that, angel.”

      I did, but I had to ask.

      “I’ll find you the moment I finish this. Promise me you won’t do anything without me.”

      Great. He could’ve said all of this in the spiritual realm, but he’d said it aloud so that Frank would be all over me to find out what was going on.

      Eli was a pain in my tush. I didn’t want to have this argument in front of everyone, but I guessed that was what I was doing. “If I don’t know how long you’ll be gone, then you know I can’t make that promise.” If I found out where Van was, I would go get him. I couldn’t wait. One hour in Hell could feel like years.

      “Samantha.” Eli’s voice held an edge of warning as he crossed the room to me. “Van has been alive a very long time. Wherever he is, whatever situation he’s in, he can handle himself. I promise you that.” He put his hands on the arms of my chair and got in my face. “But if you get stuck down there, then we know what happens to you.”

      He didn’t have to finish it.

      I was mortal. I would die, and I would live my afterlife there.

      He straightened, and a flaming sword appeared in his hand. “Don’t do anything stupid.” And then he was gone.

      The room was quiet for a second, and then Phoenix’s mom jumped up from the couch and started freaking out about how Eli disappeared and about demons, and I didn’t care what else she was saying. Suddenly, I was beyond exhausted.

      Phoenix was trying to get her to calm down, but I couldn’t bring myself to help him.

      The short argument with Eli and Phoenix’s mom freaking out was the little bit that tipped me over to done. The nap and the food I’d eaten had helped, but now, I needed rest. I was emotionally, physically, and spiritually drained.

      I didn’t usually feel this bad. After a fight with a demon, usually I got a little tired, like after a mild workout. Every once in a while, I would get an energy spike. But not when I fought my father.

      Especially not when he drained me through my tie.

      My work here was done. I’d exorcised the demons, closed the portals, and managed to keep all the mortals in this realm alive.

      I was calling it good.

      I looked at Frank and tugged on my right ear—that was my cue that I was at my limit and needed to go.

      Frank motioned to Rain.

      Right. We hadn’t finished with our aftercare and follow-up info session. And I hadn’t checked her for ties like I said I would.

      Damn it.

      I had to rally and get this done. Then, I could really rest. I opened myself fully to the spiritual realm, and the room’s light grew brighter. The shadows darker. And the edges of everything fuzzy.

      I rose from my chair and moved to stand in front of Rain. “Lie down.”

      “Why? What are you going to do now?”

      “I’m…fading.” I hated admitting a weakness, but this was the quickest way to get it done. “The fight with my father really drained me, and I need to go home. But I promised you when we started talking that I’d look for any lingering demonic ties and sever them before I left. Which is now. And we’ll do the regular checks. We can sort that out later.” Man, I was wiped out. “Frank will explain everything once I’m done.” I glanced at him.

      He gave me a nod, confirming that he would. “In the meantime, I’m calling your mother.”

      I turned to him fully. “What?”

      “You can’t drive yourself home.” He gave me a look, and I knew there was no fighting him.

      Fine. He had a really good point. I turned to Rain. “You ready?”

      “Yes.” She lay down on the couch. “Thank you.” Her voice was so soft.

      “You’re welcome.” I knelt beside her and gave her a reassuring smile—or I hoped it was reassuring. It might’ve come off as more exhausted than anything else.

      I ran my hands over her head, hovering just off her skin. Nothing there, but I found one tie around her heart that was mortal, yet dark. That had to be one of the old friends—the ones who got her into this mess. I severed it and moved on.

      I found her family ties and left those, except for Phoenix’s. That one was the strongest, and she’d need him to be strong for her for a while longer. So, I poured a little power into it, strengthening the tie so that it couldn’t be weakened again.

      The one for her father was barely there. Interesting that it was there at all, but I wasn’t going to comment on that.

      I found three higher-demon ties, two lesser, and then a faint remnant of my father’s trying to come back. Yeah, that wasn’t happening. I burned them to ash, and when I was satisfied that there were no more, I sat back on my heels.

      “How do you feel?” If I’d done my job, she’d feel much lighter than she had in a while.

      She closed her eyes and took a breath. “Good.” She opened her eyes. “Better than I have in a long time.”

      That was what I’d been hoping to hear. “Okay. I think I’m done.” I rose just a little to sit on the coffee table. I couldn’t do anymore in the spiritual realm until I rested. My father had just drained me too much.

      I looked over at Frank. I was ready to go. I needed to go. “What did my mom say?” I’d heard him talking softly to her in the other room while I’d been working on Rain.

      “She’ll be here any minute now. The people she was visiting with were close by. Chris and Cosette will take you home in your car, and she’ll swing me back by the church once we’re done.”

      Now that he had it all settled, I was glad I wasn’t driving myself home. From here to The Sanctuary was an hour at least.

      “Okay.” I could feel Phoenix, Rain, and their mom watching me, but I didn’t have anything else to say. I didn’t have anything left in me. I pushed up off the coffee table and moved back to the thick, cushy chair I’d been in. I tugged my legs up and curled into a ball, letting my eyes close.

      I just needed to rest. Just for a little bit.

      I wasn’t sure if I nodded off for a second or if my mother was really that close by, but I woke to her shaking my shoulder and saying my name. “Hi, Mom.”

      Her eyes looked worried, and I noticed she had her small kit with her, hanging from a bag at her hip. “Are you okay?” she asked as she pressed her hand across my forehead.

      “Yeah. Just the most wiped out I’ve been in a long time. I…” I sighed. “It took me by surprise.”

      “But I hear you did well.” Chris’s low, raspy voice came from behind Mom. “Frank filled us in. You ran like we practiced.”

      Mom moved to make room for Chris. His eyes were glowing but not as bright as they’d been this morning. Cosette stood just behind him, calm and cool. But she always looked that way. She could mask any emotion, and usually did if there were strangers around.

      I wasn’t sure what Frank had told them, but they weren’t happy with me.

      “I’m fine.” I blinked up at Mom. “Tired. Wasn’t expecting my father to be here. Might need an IV later.”

      She closed her eyes and took a breath. I knew she was saying a prayer—probably for patience, but maybe of thanks—and then she opened her eyes. “I didn’t put one in the car today, but I can do that when I get home.” She knelt beside my chair and opened her bag, pulling out a blood pressure cuff for my wrist.

      Phoenix came and squatted by the chair. “Are you okay? You’re scaring me with how much you’re falling asleep.”

      It was nice that he cared, but I didn’t want him to worry. “Totally fine. Right, Mom?”

      She took my temperature while the cuff did its thing, and when it beeped, she looked at it. “Yes. She’s okay. Just needs rest.”

      I gave her a sleepy smile. “Isn’t that what I just said?”

      She took the cuff and shoved it back into her bag. “But I’ll do the IV tonight. If you’re asleep, I won’t wake you for it.”

      “Perfect.” I looked back at Phoenix. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “I don’t know if that’s possible.” He gripped my hand. It was warm and strong, and I didn’t want to leave him, but this had been a lot.

      I looked up at Chris. “I’m for sure ready to go home. I want my bed and a nice, long sleep.”

      “We’ll get you there. I hate to ask, but have you⁠—”

      He didn’t have to ask. I knew. “No real update. Gabe is searching, and he’ll find me when he’s successful. You’ll know the second I have anything.”

      Chris nodded and reached to pick me up.

      I waved him off. “No. No. Come on. I can walk.”

      “Are you sure?” Cosette crossed her arms as she stared down at me. “You’re very pale.”

      “I’m fine.” I rose from the chair all by myself to prove it, but Phoenix rose with me. His arms were out, ready to catch me if I fell.

      I gave him a smile. “I swear. I’m just really tired. Promise.”

      “Maybe, but now you’re run-down, and I’m officially worried,” Mom said. “There are no coincidences, Samantha. That he’d be here today… The same day that you find out about Van…”

      I agreed with her. Absolutely. “I know.”

      I wasn’t saying more. Not right now. All I wanted was a nap on my couch—because I wasn’t sure I’d make it all the way to my bed—with my favorite fleece blanket, and to not think about my father or anything in the spiritual realm until tomorrow.

      Everyone was quiet for a second.

      “I’ve seen a lot today,” Frank said as he made his way to me. “I’ve known you for years now, and we’ve worked together on some tough cases, seen some very evil things…but only today do I finally feel like I understand more of what you’ve had to go through all your life. I knew who your father was, but…that was terrifying, Samantha.”

      He gave me a hug, and when he pulled away, Frank looked sad.

      “Don’t. I’m fine. This is how my life has always been. I’ve fought my father a ton, and this was by far not the worst. I’m okay. Just need to decompress.” I wanted the worry line between his eyes to go away. “Please don’t worry about me. It’s a waste of energy.”

      He looked like he was going to argue that point, but I wasn’t having it.

      “Okay.” I looked at Rain, who was curled up with a blanket on the couch. “Your brother has my number. Something happens, you have questions, you call me. You don’t wait. You call any hour, any day. Got it?”

      “Got it.” Tears shimmered in her eyes. “Thank you. I don’t know how to say thank you enough.”

      “No thanks needed.” I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “You’re going to be okay. We’ll make sure of it.”

      “Thank you,” she said again and then huffed when she realized I’d just told her not to thank me.

      “It was my pleasure.” I let out a breathy half-laugh. “It seems my job here is done.” I lifted my hands in the air. “This house is clean,” I said in my best Tangia voice.

      Phoenix let out a soft laugh. “Poltergeist. Classic.”

      “That just made my day. So glad you got the reference.” Not everyone did, but somehow, I couldn’t leave a house without making it.

      “Samantha.” Mom almost sounded embarrassed, but what could I do. It was tradition.

      “I’ll walk you guys out.” Phoenix motioned us to follow him.

      I glanced around the room as I walked but paused for a second by Phoenix’s mom. “Have a good rest of your day.”

      She narrowed her gaze at me.

      Oh, well. Not everyone was going to like me.

      Actually, more people hated me than liked me, and I was okay with that.

      I gave Ms. Herrara a polite wave and then followed Phoenix to the front door, with Chris and Cosette trailing behind.

      “So…” He paused after he opened it.

      Chris and Cosette shared a look, and Chris held out his hand. “Nice to meet you.” He glanced at me. “I’ll let you say your goodbyes. Keys?”

      I dug in my pocket and handed the fob to him. “Thanks.”

      And then Phoenix and I were alone. Or as alone as we could be with a house full of people behind us and two werewolves ahead of us.

      So much for privacy.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Phoenix said.

      “You don’t have to say anything.” I held out my hand. “Thank you for the food.”

      He tugged on my hand and pulled me in for a hug. “Thank you for saving my sister.” He squeezed me tight and for long enough that I settled into the hug, resting my cheek on his chest.

      It was actually really nice. I could hear his heart beating strong and steady, and he fit. I mean, he seemed to stride right into the chaos today, and it hadn’t shaken him.

      He squeezed me a little tighter for a second, and it felt amazing. Almost too amazing. I could’ve stayed like that forever and been happy.

      But I couldn’t. He wasn’t mine to keep. Maybe one day, but not yet.

      So, I took a step back and walked out the door.

      “Would it be okay if I texted you?” he called out to me when I got to the car. “Or called you?”

      I opened the car door. “I’d love that. But only if you want. Not because of guilt or obligation.” This had been more intense than most exorcisms I did, and I usually never heard from people again. They liked to forget what happened, but I knew Phoenix wouldn’t.

      I just wanted to be sure he called for the right reason.

      He leaned against the door jamb and shoved his hands in his pockets. “You said that like you think I won’t call. That I’m not interested.”

      “I guess I’ll see.” I slid into the backseat of the car and closed the door.

      “So, he was handsome,” Cosette said as Chris started around the circular drive.

      “I mean—yeah.” Phoenix was beyond handsome in my mind, but I didn’t want to cause a thing between Chris and Cosette.

      “He looked familiar,” Chris said.

      “He played soccer for⁠—”

      “Holy shit. That was Phoenix Herrera, wasn’t it?” He slapped a hand on the wheel. “Damn it. I didn’t get an autograph.”

      “Something tells me you’ll get another chance.” Cosette glanced back at me and gave a knowing smile. Her aura glittered, and she flicked her long curls over her shoulder. “Like the jacket, by the way.”

      I glanced down. “Some rad chick gave it to me.”

      She let out a surprised laugh, and it sounded faintly like bells in the wind. “Looks badass on you.”

      “Feels kind of badass, too.”

      “Good.” She turned to face the front. “I’m glad.”

      As Chris drove home, my eyes grew heavy. I felt safe and relaxed with them, so I reached over for a blanket I had stashed in the back and balled it up against the door. I rested against it and thought about Phoenix, replaying the afternoon in my head and what he’d said.

      He’d been flirty at first, but I wasn’t sure if everything that happened killed the attraction. I was a lot. Dating me would be a big, dangerous commitment. Frank was right about that—it would take someone strong to be with me.

      I’d tried once and failed miserably. Hunter saw one bad exorcism—one with my father—and he’d run from me. He couldn’t get away fast enough.

      I was pretty sure I’d be bummed if Phoenix ran from me—way more bummed than when Hunter split after a year of dating—but I guessed it was better to know sooner than later.

      He’d been a little more reserved once his mom got back, but he wanted to call me. He wanted more.

      I hoped he truly did. And that Frank was right.

      Because my father wasn’t going away. I knew that much. But I wanted Phoenix to be the guy that stuck with me through it all.

      The one who held on—literally and metaphorically—when I was going through it.

      I wanted what Chris and Cosette had, and as the movement of the car lulled me to sleep, I wondered if I’d finally found it.
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      I woke to pressure on my arm. “What?” My brain felt like it was full of sludge.

      I blinked my eyes open to see Mom. She was taking my blood pressure. I glanced up to see an IV hanging on a pole by the couch. “Mom. Seriously? Leave me alone.” My voice was whiny and exhausted, and I didn’t care. I was alive and breathing. She had an IV in. Did she really need to take my blood pressure right at this moment?

      “It’s six in the morning. You’ve been sleeping for sixteen hours, and I need to make sure you’re okay before Chris shows up to work out with you.” She murmured the words as she worked.

      Okay. That was a long time, but I was wiped. I wasn’t even sure how I ended up on the couch. Last I knew, I’d been in the car on the way home.

      Chris must’ve brought me in. I should apologize. Or say thank you. Or both.

      Mom huffed at whatever my blood pressure was and unstrapped the cuff.

      I sat up slowly, my whole body protesting at the movement. “What’s the verdict?”

      “Your vitals are good. Strong. I’m just—” She closed her eyes.

      I gripped her hand in mine. “I know.”

      “Why won’t he just leave us alone?” There was sadness in her eyes but mostly anger. And exhaustion. There were shadows under her eyes that hadn’t been there yesterday.

      “I don’t know why he wants me so badly.” I had a few theories that seemed pretty viable, but none of them would help her right now. There was nothing that I could change.

      Tears spilled from my mother’s eyes. I hated this. She was usually so strong, which made it so much worse the few times she did cry. “Mom. Come on. Don’t. Please.”

      “I know. It’s stupid.” She swiped at them. “I’m sorry.”

      “No. It’s not your fault.” Of all the things, this wasn’t something she needed to ever be sorry for.

      Her bottom lip trembled, and I knew she was trying so hard not to full-on cry. “I don’t know why God would let this happen. Why does He let your father torment you when all you do is good? I just…”

      I hated it when she got like this. I could take anything but her being sad. “I don’t know, but I will always fight. And maybe that’s my purpose. Maybe that’s why I’m here. To fight everything that the mortals and werewolves and feys and who knows what else can’t.”

      “I don’t want that for you.” She rose and went to the fridge. She poured something into a bottle and came back. I had a feeling it was another electrolyte mix, but if it made her feel better, I’d drink it happily. “I want you to have a nice, normal life. Meet a boy. Get married and have babies.” She placed the bottle on the coffee table and grabbed her med pack.

      Oh, man. She was hitting me where it hurt. “Yeah. I want that, too.” I wanted it way more than she did. “But I’m not sure it’s going to happen. I come with a whole bunch of evil baggage in the form of my father.” I wasn’t sure it was fair to share it with anyone. Not even with the jerk who puked on my shoes. “Honestly. I’m not normal, and I’ve made peace with that.” On my good days, that was what I tried to tell myself.

      “Is that why you agreed to go on these dates that Frank sets up for you? Are you self-sabotaging? You’re young. You should be out having fun.”

      This was really heavy for first thing in the morning. “I don’t know.” Was I? “I don’t think I’m self-sabotaging unless maybe subconsciously.” This was too much to think about before coffee.

      Mom snagged some alcohol packets from her bag and started disconnecting me from the IV. “I gave you one when I got home, but this one had vitamins in it, too.”

      I hadn’t noticed either time. I must’ve been sleeping hard.

      “Do you feel okay to work out?” She wrapped a length of hot pink bandage around a cotton ball, stuck it on my arm, then gathered up all the trash. “Think about it. If not, you can head upstairs to bed and text Chris that you need more sleep.”

      She moved to the kitchen to throw everything away, which gave me a second to wake up.

      I wasn’t sure if I needed more sleep—sixteen hours was a lot, and I was still tired. But I wasn’t about to risk missing a workout. Not when there was a good chance I’d need to do something to rescue Van soon.

      I rubbed my eyes. I really had slept hard. All night. On the couch. But thankfully, the couch was super comfortable.

      I grabbed the bottle from the coffee table. “I’m going to wash my face and hope that wakes me up some, but I should be okay for Chris.” I went upstairs and slowly got ready. I put on my running gear, washed my face, and brushed my teeth—because I felt gross that I’d done neither before going to sleep—and came downstairs.

      “I made you a small coffee.” She handed me a glass of my cold brew.

      She was the real angel, not me. “Thank you.” I took it from her. “You’re the best.” I took a big drink.

      “Remember that when you get back, I want to do a full workup on you.” She gave me her best do-what-I-say Mom-face.

      I rolled my eyes and was going to say something, but there was a knock on the door. Whatever sassy retort I was going to say disappeared. “I got it.”

      I swung the door open, and the glass slipped from my hand.

      Dastien caught it before it hit the ground, and his mate, Tessa, gave me a brilliant smile. “Hey. How’s it going?”

      I peeked out on the porch, and everyone was there. Everyone. My friends. My family. I couldn’t remember the last time we were all together. Tessa and Dastien were always busy, as were Claudia—my cousin—and her mate, Lucas. Yet, here they were with Chris, Cosette, and Axel, Tessa’s brother.

      Axel moved to The Sanctuary a year after he graduated college. He liked to work out with us when he could, but he’d missed the last few days while he was out of town. I was used to seeing him and his man bun most days.

      Both Tessa and Axel had the same coloring—dark brown hair and dark brown eyes. Both were pretty muscular due to the whole werewolf thing, but Tessa was a little leaner. Axel had grown another inch since becoming a werewolf but was still under six feet tall. I’d learned that natural-born werewolves were taller. Much taller. Both of them had been bitten.

      Tessa’s dark brown hair was pulled up in a high ponytail. She was my height—five feet, two inches plus some change—fit and thin but somehow still a little curvy. Her big brown eyes were happy, and they should be with her mate next to her.

      Dastien’s wavy hair had grown a bit. He’d tucked it behind his ears, and his dimples winked as he smiled down at me. They had a house not too far from here but spent a lot of time traveling. They were in France when I talked to Tessa yesterday, but they were here now.

      How?

      And Claudia? She was supposed to be in Peru, but here she was. In workout gear, which was unusual for her. She had her hair in a high bun instead of her usual two braids. Unlike me and Claudia’s distant cousin thing, Tessa and Claudia were first cousins and looked a lot alike. She lived with her mate Lucas full-time in the Andes with his pack.

      Lucas was calm and charming, and some of that was due to his age. He was the oldest of the bunch by far, but he wouldn’t say how old he was exactly. We all knew he was older than Cosette—who was a couple of centuries old—and yet, both of them looked like they were in their early twenties, like the rest of us. His straight, chin-length black hair and angular face gave him a broody, tough look. But his strength and decisiveness seemed to balance Claudia’s soft-spoken nature.

      What on earth were they all doing here? At six in the morning?

      I found Chris off to the side, leaning back against the porch railing with Cosette tucked into his side. Both were in their usual a.m. workout gear. “How?” I asked him.

      “You helped us when we needed you the most. You didn’t tell us how dangerous it would be for you. That he was your father. That he would retaliate. That it would hurt you. You just—you saved us. Twice. Without asking for anything in return.” He shrugged. “You think we’re not going to rally when you need help? Especially when it means putting yourself in danger again for one of us.”

      They came here? For me? “I….”

      “I mean, if I were more sensitive, I’d be insulted at your shock,” Tessa said as she leaned into her mate. Her teasing grin said it all.

      And then I realized everyone was in running gear. “Wait. You’re all here to work out with me? I… I can’t keep up with all of you. You know that, right?”

      “You can definitely keep up with me,” Claudia said. She was a witch, and even though she said she might eventually let Lucas turn her into a werewolf, that hadn’t happened yet.

      “This isn’t about a workout for us. We’ll keep pace with you. We’ll push you to go faster, but we’ll stay with you.” Tessa spread her hands wide. “You basically have a bunch of guard dogs on you until this is done.”

      Dastien grunted as if offended. “We’re not dogs, cherie. We’re wolves.”

      “It’s a saying.” Tessa rolled her eyes. “But fine. I’ll be more accurate. Guard wolves.”

      I was going to cry, so I slammed the door shut. Covered my face and turned my back to it. “Mom.” I knew they’d hear me. Werewolves had excellent hearing, but they’d pretend not to since I’d closed the door.

      Her arms came around me. “You’re not alone in this fight. Not anymore. I don’t want you going back there. Especially not after yesterday. But I know better than to tell you not to do anything. So, instead, do me a favor and take whatever help they can give.”

      I couldn’t stop the tears. Apparently, it was the morning for them in the Lopez household.

      I was tired and overwhelmed and scared, and now they were here. For me. “But they can’t fight this for me. No one can.”

      “No. But they can lend you strength. They have power. I don’t know what else they can offer you, but you will accept whatever it is to get this done.”

      I wiped my face. “Okay.” I’d be a moron not to take them up on their help.

      Mom pulled back, holding onto my shoulders. “Now, go out there and train like your father is chasing you.”

      Because he would be. Much sooner than I ever wanted. “Okay.” I blew out a hard breath, willing my tears to stop.

      Okay. I could do this. I would accept their help—every bit of it—because I needed it.

      I spun to the door, flinging it open before I could stop myself.

      Tessa reached out, pulling me in for a hug, and then stiffened. Her breath whooshed out of her.

      I pulled away so that I could see her face. “Are you okay?”

      “Vision.” She was so pale that I didn’t want to ask what it was about.

      Tessa had visions when she touched people or objects. It was a talent she was born with. Sometimes her visions were about something that happened a long time ago, and sometimes they were premonitions of something to come. It could be five minutes from now or a year. It just depended.

      From the fear on her face, I didn’t want to know what she’d seen, but I had to ask. “What was it? What did you see?”

      She glanced back at Cosette, then to me again. “Van. Hell. And…” She cleared her throat. “I’m not sure you’ll get there in time. I’m not sure⁠—”

      “No.” Cosette’s voice was final. “I’d know if he were gone. There’s still time.”

      Without saying anything else, Tessa pushed me back into the house—ignoring our friends yelling after us—and closed the door behind her. She kept moving past the kitchen and into the powder room.

      She flipped on the fan and the lights, closed the door, turned on the faucet, and then flushed the toilet. “He’s in a cavern. Chained to a wall. And being ripped apart by demons, limb by limb. He was dying a final death, and I could feel your fear and panic. I don’t think you’re going to make it in time.” She said the words fast and so soft, I could barely hear them over all the noise in the room. Which was the point. She didn’t want our werewolf friends to overhear us. With good reason.

      Cosette was going to lose it if she knew what Tessa had seen, and from the stories I’d heard, that was something to be avoided.

      But there wasn’t a lot for me to do with this vision. “I can’t go after him yet. That’s not enough information for me to find him. There are about a billion caverns in Hell. I wouldn’t even know where to start⁠—”

      “I know. I’m not telling you to go right now. Just…” She closed her eyes and let out a long, slow breath. When she blinked her eyes open, they were glowing with her wolf. “Just be careful, and if you’re not in time, just leave. Okay? I have a really, really bad feeling about this.”

      Great. “Don’t tell Cosette.”

      “Why do you think I dragged you in here? She can’t know.”

      Agreed. “Let’s go.” I was more anxious than before now, and there was nothing I could do. Not until Gabe got here.

      When we opened my front door again, they were all there watching us, waiting for an explanation.

      Tessa shook her head. She wasn’t going to tell them. They knew what we’d been doing, but no one would force her to say what she’d seen. That wasn’t how our group of friends worked.

      “You ready?” Chris said after a bit.

      “Yes,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

      “Great. Today, we start with a jog—slow, just testing you out—to the field. You were really burnt out last night—didn’t even stir a little bit when I carried you from the car to the couch—so I don’t want to push you harder than you can handle today.”

      I nodded my agreement. That was a smart plan.

      “Good. Once there, we’ll see how much energy you have left. We’ll either head back or work out or spar and possibly add in a full run.”

      “Okay.” I was game to try, but I wasn’t sure how long I’d last.

      “Take this with you.” Mom shoved the bottle of electrolytes at me.

      I reached for it, but Dastien snatched the bottle before I could. “I’ll carry it for you. You focus on training. I’m looking forward to seeing if Chris has done a good job.” Dastien was teasing, trying to ease away the tension that Tessa’s vision had brought.

      “Hey.” Chris shoved him lightly. “I’m an excellent trainer.”

      I let out a breath. They were going to drop it, and man, I loved my friends.

      “You should be,” Dastien said. “You learned from me.”

      Chris laughed and shook his head. “You’d like to take credit, but no. That’s not really true at all. Don’t forget—I’m older than you.”

      Tessa grabbed my arm and tugged me onto the porch. “Let’s go,” she said. “Working out always helps.”

      “Thank you for coming,” I whispered as I walked down the porch steps.

      “You don’t need to thank us. Even if it hadn’t been Van, you can always call us.” Tessa wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “We’re more than a team or pack or friends. We’re family.”

      I’d known them for years. A part of me used to think they tolerated me or kept me around to help when they needed some spiritual plane help. It took me a while to figure out they considered me one of them.

      But they did. This wasn’t just because of Van. They were here for me, too.

      Tessa squeezed me to her and then dropped her arm. “Ready?”

      I was now. “Yeah.” I smiled. “Ready.”

      But as we moved through our warm-up jog, I kept going over what Tessa had seen. I wasn’t sure what to make of her vision. I wasn’t even sure if what she’d said was helpful at all. What I needed was Gabe to show up and give me a proper location.

      Once he was here, I’d leave as soon as I could.

      But now my friends were here. Could they help me somehow?

      I didn’t think so. I couldn’t take them with me, but they had power. I wasn’t sure if they could lend it to me, but they’d managed to beat my father before. If they did it once, maybe they could help me figure out how to get Van out of Hell safely.

      As we started to move from jogging to running, I realized that somehow, just having them here helped.

      And for the first time in forever, I had something very, very dangerous in my heart.

      Even though yesterday had taken me by surprise in every way, I had hope that maybe I could beat my father at his own game.
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      We jogged, then did a workout at the meadow. When I managed to keep up with everything, Dastien decided to take it up a notch. He said he was testing Chris’s training, but I knew that it was just an excuse. Because there was concern in every move he corrected. Every adjustment helped me get faster. We sparred—going over how to get out of so many holds—and I saw the worry in his eyes.

      When he was satisfied, we sprinted until I thought my heart might explode, then we slowed to run through the trees and forest until I moaned that I was getting tired.

      “Good. We’re almost back to your house,” Dastien said. He slowed to a jog, and I was thankful for it.

      I was dripping with sweat, more than I ever had before. It was fully disgusting. But I never regretted showing up for a workout. They made me feel better, stronger, and the endorphins were no joke.

      I thought that Chris was a taskmaster, but Dastien blew him out of the water. He’d made sure that everyone was working at their peak—not just me—and even Tessa was complaining by the time Dastien started what he called the “cool down,” but there wasn’t enough cool or down. At least for me.

      Dastien and Lucas were leading the group during the run home. Chris, Cosette, and Axel mostly brought up the rear. But Tessa and Claudia were on either side of me. And as I ran home, I just kept feeling grateful. It was a beautiful day, I had my friends surrounding me, and man, I hoped the rest of the day went better than yesterday’s total disaster.

      The biggest shocker of the workout was that Claudia kept up with us. “You’re doing well.”

      She nodded. “I can’t keep up with the pack, but I work out with Lucas sometimes. This is better. I’m exhausted, but being left behind stinks.”

      Lucas immediately dropped back to run next to his mate.

      She shook her head at him. “The altitude also is helping me today. I’m used to working a bit more for air.”

      “You hear that, old man. Claudia likes my workout. Bet she wouldn’t like yours, Chris.”

      Chris yelled back at Dastien, but I was watching Lucas and Claudia. They had a little back and forth through their bond. I could feel the energy bouncing back and forth between them for a while, and I had a feeling that when they went back to Peru, he might slow his workouts to stay with his mate. He was a sucker for seeing her smile.

      Lucas watched her with this big grin on her face as they spoke silently, and then, in one fluid motion, he picked her up, slinging her on his back.

      “Whoa. You. Okay?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah. Wiped. This is way more workout than I’ve ever done.” She tucked her face into her mate’s neck as she caught her breath. “I like this, though.”

      Lucas let out a low laugh. “I’m sure you do.” He patted her legs that were wrapped around his waist as he ran with her on his back. “Monkey.” He laughed. “And this way, she won’t trip. She’s a little…clumsy sometimes. I don’t want her getting hurt. She heals too slowly.”

      I couldn’t help but watch them. They were the two that I didn’t get to see very often, and man, it was nice to see Claudia was so happy. I loved that for her.

      I loved that for all of my friends. I was a bit of a fifth wheel today, but Axel was single, too. Which made me feel a bit less like the odd woman out.

      Even if I had been, I enjoyed just being with everyone. I couldn’t remember the last time they were all here at the same time.

      “You okay?” Claudia asked from Lucas’s back as he kept pace with me.

      “Yeah. Yesterday. Was weird.” I wasn’t a werewolf. I couldn’t keep up this pace and talk without taking breaths between nearly every word.

      “I heard it was a really close battle,” Lucas said. It still shocked me that he didn’t have an accent, but he’d worked hard to sound like a native wherever he went. “We’ve all been there. Me more than them, and it’s okay if you’re still shaken from it.”

      Shaken. Yeah. That was a good word for me. It had been way closer than I wanted. But… “It wasn’t. Just the battle. It’s…”

      Dastien slowed from a jog to a walk, and I almost fell to my knees with relief. “Thank. You. Lord.”

      “Samantha Lopez. Blaspheming. What would Frank say?” Chris said from behind me.

      “Shut. Up.” I put my hands on my head, forcing myself to stay upright so that I could catch my breath.

      “Wait. Go back. What was it? What’s bothering you that wasn’t just the fight?” Tessa asked, not even the least bit winded. Two seconds of walking and she was fine. What a jerk.

      I could feel way too many eyes on me. “I just…” I thought of Phoenix. “The whole day took me by surprise. On so many levels. It felt like I was getting hit. Over and over.” I paused to think about how to say this and to catch my breath. Talking like that was annoying. “But one of them wasn’t a bad surprise.”

      “Wait, what?” Claudia tapped Lucas’s shoulder and hopped down. “Is there chisme? Is that what this is?”

      “No. Not chisme. Or maybe…I don’t even know what it is.” We broke out of the trees. Walking through The Sanctuary neighborhood, I was coated in sweat. I’d peeled off my tank and tucked it into my leggings midway through the workout, and I wasn’t the only one who had done that. The werewolves weren’t quite as sweaty as me—they were supernaturally gifted in the strength and stamina department—but I was proud of how far I’d come.

      Dastien handed me the bottle of electrolytes. “It’s almost empty. Finish it.”

      I glanced at Tessa. “Is he always this bad?” Even though they lived here and came over all the time, they’d never really worked out with us. I had a feeling that might change now, and I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not. He might kill me.

      “He’s usually worse.” She said it with a smile, so I knew she didn’t mind. “Especially after the whole kidnapping thing. He’s the master of hovering.”

      He turned his suddenly glowing amber gaze on his mate. “Excuse me. Do you blame me? You were kidnapped. Our bond was gone. I⁠—”

      “I know.” She raised her hands in surrender. “I wouldn’t dare say anything.” She winced at me. “Whoops,” she mouthed.

      He started muttering something in French. I didn’t have a clue what any of it meant, but it sounded lovely. She walked a little faster to catch up to him and reached for his hand, linking their fingers together. She muttered something softly back to him in French. It was such a pretty language. I wished I understood a word of it.

      We turned the corner, and I was relieved. My house was five down on the right.

      “Soooo, tell me.” Claudia leaned closer to me. “What’s the deal? If something’s bothering you about yesterday, we’re here for you and⁠—”

      Suddenly—moving as one—Chris and Lucas moved up next to Dastien to block our path. I barely stopped before plowing into Dastien.

      The bonds were going crazy between the mates, but I couldn’t see over any of them to know what set them off. “What’s going on?”

      Axel moved from behind us to stand next to Dastien. “There’s a stranger on your porch.” Axel looked over his shoulder at me. “A guy I’ve never seen before. You know, I’ve been here for a while, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you have anyone other than us over, aside from Frank and his family.” We started walking toward the house again, but slowly.

      “That can’t be right.” Claudia’s voice was soft and concerned. “You have other friends, right?”

      She didn’t need to worry about me. “That is super not important right now.” I wasn’t sure it’d ever be important, especially not when there was someone at my house. “What’s this apparently sketchy guy doing?” If they weren’t going to move, then they needed to be more descriptive.

      “He’s talking to your mom. They’re sitting in the chairs on the porch.”

      “Wait. I think it’s fine, y’all. I think that’s Phoenix,” Chris said.

      My heart sped up. What was he doing here? He said he was going to call or text, but he was here?

      How did he even know where I lived?

      “Is that the Phoenix?” Tessa said, trying to peer over Dastien. “As in Phoenix-Phoenix?”

      I let out a little whimper.

      “Oh, my God. That’s the thing. He’s the thing that threw you for a loop,” Tessa said, and I wanted to murder her. I so didn’t want to talk about this in front of the guys.

      But that was kind of dumb. The girls didn’t keep anything from their mates.

      “I knew it. It is too chisme!” Claudia slapped my arm. “Does Tessa know something that I don’t? Because that’s not fair at all. Spill. Immediately. Who the hell is Phoenix?”

      Chris looked back at Cosette. “I’m sorry. I’m totally going to embarrass you and ask for that autograph.”

      “Chriiiiis.” Cosette’s voice had a warning in it.

      He shook his head. “Can’t be helped.” He brushed a quick kiss on her lips and then shouted out a hello to Phoenix. He tried to get our group of mama hens to move quicker, practically bouncing with excitement.

      “I’m so lost.” Claudia tried to peek around her mate. “Who is Phoenix, and why does Chris want his autograph? Is he famous?”

      “Wow. Now, this is a surprise.” Lucas turned to walk backward. “What is Phoenix Herrera doing at your house, Samantha?”

      “Is he really here?” I mean… I knew they weren’t lying, but what was he doing here?

      Lucas moved to the side a little, and we were still a few houses away. The lots were big, even for the small houses. Werewolves liked privacy, and with their hearing, it just made sense that each lot had plenty of room around it. But even from this distance, I could tell it was Phoenix.

      “Holy shit.” I was frozen in shock, trying to process it. And I knew we were being rude, but I just…

      What was he doing here? “I don’t know why he’s here. I mean… I knew him before. He was my neighbor when I first met all of you. And, uh…yesterday, I saved his sister. At first, there was some flirting, but that’s where the battle was—his house. He said he would text or something, but I don’t know why he’s here.” I mean—maybe I did. I didn’t think he would seriously be interested in a date after the absolute disaster show he saw yesterday, but I wasn’t going to jinx the small chance that he might by asking.

      Although, I really thought he’d just call or text. Showing up was next level. Not that I minded, but that meant he was serious.

      Did that mean he was serious?

      I stared at the ground, trying to sort through another reason he’d have come this morning. There were a few good ones that came to mind.

      There could be something with his sister.

      Or he could have a question about what I did. Or what he saw. Or he could want to know more about what I do.

      But I really—really—wanted it to be something completely unrelated to everything that happened at his house yesterday.

      “What are you kids doing? Hurry up!” Mom yelled from the porch. I couldn’t see her, but I knew from the tone she was annoyed. “You’re being rude to our guest, and I have food ready.”

      “I just love your cooking, Ana.” Axel was such a suck-up, but mostly because he didn’t like to cook for himself. He said he never liked doing it, but now that he was a werewolf, it was a giant pain in the butt. “Please tell me there are enough migas for all of us.”

      “Of course, there is enough for everyone. Chris keeps my fridge and pantry way too full. I have to use it up before it all goes bad.”

      Phoenix rose from the chair and moved to the balcony railing.

      My heart sped up even more. Yeah. It was him.

      This guy.

      Why did I suddenly feel like I was going to trip over my own feet?

      Dang it. I was already getting flustered in my head. This was going to get bad if I didn’t calm down.

      Someone grabbed my arm.

      I glanced back and saw it was Tessa dragging me away. The guys had moved back into their wall formation, but this time—Chris was watching me. He raised a brow. “Really? This is the guy?” He pointed over his shoulder and grinned. “This is awesome. Now, I’ve got a whole new approach for this conversation.” He broke away from the other guys, walked up to the porch, and leaped up the stairs in one jump, with Axel trailing not far behind.

      “Show off,” I yelled after him.

      Tessa cleared her throat, and I turned to her. To them.

      Cosette, Claudia, and Tessa were all grinning at me like goofs.

      “Oh, for the love.” I covered my face with my hands.

      Claudia started to squeal, and I pointed at her. “No. Stop. Do not do this.” They were going to embarrass me. “We’re adults, not in high school. Get it together, ladies.” I didn’t know who I was saying it to more—them or me.

      “We’re just excited,” Tessa said. “You’ve never dated a guy that you actually liked.”

      True. I mean, I mostly liked Hunter, but we weren’t in love. Or I wasn’t in love. “Technically, I haven’t dated him.”

      “He wants to date you,” Dastien said from behind his mate.

      What! “How do you know? He could be here about his sister.” Dastien hadn’t spoken two words to Phoenix, which by the way— “We’re being so rude. You all have to stop. You’re making way too big of a deal out of this, and it’s going to make me look like a real loser who never has anyone show up at their house.”

      “Wellll…” Cosette drew out the word.

      “Shut up.” I took a breath to calm my nerves. “We have to go up there.” I started to push through them, but Dastien stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.

      “We have a second. Chris and Axel are talking to him, and I know he’s here for you because I’m a man. And I’m not new.” Dastien said that with complete confidence, and I wished I knew why he thought that. “He showed up here. He’s not backing down from us—and I have to say, we’re pretty intimidating. And his scent changed.” He answered all of my questions without me asking.

      “What?! His scent? What do you mean it changed?” A few possibilities of what that meant ran through my head. “Wait. I don’t want to know. Please don’t be gross.”

      All of the werewolves started laughing.

      “We can scent emotion, Sam,” Tessa said. “Took me some time to get the hang of it, but it’s super handy when you need to know if someone is lying. And it’s not anything gross. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      Right. That was actually a relief. “Y’all are a bunch of jerks.” I started walking again, and no. No. No, I couldn’t do this. If Dastien was right and he was here for me, I had to get him to leave. I just… I couldn’t drag him into this. I’d nearly ruined his life before, and I wasn’t going to do that again.

      They needed to just calm down and stop. I wasn’t getting a mate like they were, no matter how badly they wanted that for me.

      “You’ve compared every guy you’ve ever met to him,” Tessa whispered to me. “It’s time to give someone a real shot.” She looked at me. “You’re super sweaty, but some guys think that’s hot. It’s like you’re glowing, so that’s good. I mean—you are in a sports bra and⁠—”

      I patted my bare stomach. She was right. I couldn’t see him like this.

      I whipped my tank out of my leggings. “Oh, no.” I held it out, but it stank and was soaked through. “It’s disgusting. I can’t put this on.” The werewolves hadn’t gotten as sweaty as me, and Claudia had been piggybacking on Lucas. But I didn’t need a mirror to know I was a complete mess right now.

      “You look great.” Tessa snatched the shirt from me, tucking it into the side of my shorts. “You’re beautiful and fit. You have abs, my friend. Just own it.”

      “Agreed. Confidence is all you need,” Cosette said. “Truly. It’s gotten me through so many tricky situations.”

      “But I don’t have your magic jacket today.” It always made me feel better.

      Cosette put her hands on her hips. “You want me to go in there and get it for you. Could come off as weird, but⁠—”

      “Stop,” Tessa said. “She doesn’t need a stupid jacket. Let’s go meet this guy.”

      Right. I could do this and not embarrass myself. Maybe. Possibly.

      Probably not, but if I didn’t try, I’d never know.
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      Claudia moved up the porch steps, leading the charge to meet Phoenix. And I hung back, like a lame-o.

      “Hello,” her voice had an extra pep in it. “Sorry for the delay. We weren’t expecting company.” She smiled up at Phoenix. “We all wanted a few details about you before coming up.” She said it so sweetly that he couldn’t help but nod.

      “Understandable. I did show up unannounced.”

      She held out her hand to him, and he took it, shaking it. “I’m Claudia, one of Sam’s best friends and a distant cousin of sorts. I’m a natural witch, and the man in the track pants and longer hair is Lucas, my mate.”

      There was an awkward silence, and it seemed like everyone had paused to stare at me. Why? I had no idea.

      Mom looked at me from behind Phoenix. She motioned with her hand to talk and then went inside.

      Oh. Right. I was supposed to say something now, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about him being here or why he was here at all. I knew what the werewolves thought, but I couldn’t think that. “Is Rain okay?” I asked from the bottom of the porch steps.

      “Yes, Rain is fine. Father Francis—Frank—was actually amazing, and she’s staying in a little suite in the church for the next couple of nights. He offered, and she said she’d feel more comfortable there.”

      “Good. That’s a great idea to have her stay at the church. I’m glad it worked out.”

      He was looking me up and down, and I really, really wished I had a shirt on.

      And then a thought hit me, and I laughed.

      “What?” he asked.

      I rubbed a hand on my stomach. “Payback is a bitch.”

      Phoenix started laughing. I’d watched him come back sweaty with his shirt tucked into his shorts so many times when I’d lived next door. And he knew it.

      I thought about going up the steps, but I couldn’t. “I…uh… Maybe you should stay back. I smell amazing right now.”

      “I was a professional athlete. You’re not going to scare me.” He scanned the guys—some who were still on the ground with me, others were on the porch. “None of this is going to scare me.”

      Lucas moved around me, climbing up the steps two at a time. He reached out his hand. “As my mate said, I’m Lucas. Alpha of the Peruvian pack. Nice to meet you.”

      Phoenix took his hand, shaking it. “Phoenix Herrera.”

      “I recognized you.” He crossed his arms. “How’s the knee?”

      Phoenix pressed his lips together for a second, and I knew this wasn’t his favorite topic. “It’s fine.”

      “Are you going to go back to playing?”

      “Oh. I should’ve asked that,” Chris said.

      Phoenix glanced at me, then back at Lucas. “No. I honestly didn’t love the game that much. It was a means to an end for me.” His gaze slid to me again. “I mean, I did like it, but it was work. You know? The knee was more of a sign that it was time to change what I was doing. Focus on other things.”

      Dastien stepped up the stairs. “I’m Dastien Laurent.” His French accent grew thicker as he said his name. “My mate is Tessa.” He pointed to her.“So, what are you focusing on? Exactly.”

      Wait. Were they grilling him for me? Was that what was happening?

      “I don’t know yet. It was rehabbing my knee and then focusing on my family for a while, and now…” His gaze drifted to me and then back to Dastien. “I don’t know.”

      Lucas clapped him on the shoulder. “I got it. But a warning. You’re diving into the deep end today.”

      He crossed his arms. “Deep end?” He didn’t sound worried or scared. Intrigued might have been a better word for it. “What does that mean?”

      “The Sanctuary is the deep end. Supernaturally speaking,” Chris said. “I own it with my mate, Cosette.”

      “Sanctuary? For supernaturals?”

      Chris nodded. “Exactly.”

      Phoenix was quiet for a second. “I saw the sign, but I thought it was just the name of the development.”

      “Not quite. This is a literal sanctuary for supernaturals.” Chris’ raspy voice had gone serious. “We’ve got all kinds here, but the majority are werewolves that don’t want a formal pack. Like me. And Axel.” He pointed to Tessa’s brother.

      Phoenix scanned the others with me. “Got it.”

      My mom came back to the porch with a shirt and tossed it to me.

      I pulled it over my head and mouthed a thank you to her.

      Chris moved to my mom, putting his arm on her shoulder. “What’d you make?” He closed his eyes and sniffed deep. “Migas. We knew that. Sausage. Potatoes.” He opened his eyes. “No shit. You made your homemade cinnamon rolls?”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t smell them when you got Samantha. I had the dough rising when you left. So, yes. They’re hot now.”

      Chris whooped, picked my mom up, swinging her around a few times before setting her on her feet and rushing in. “Better hurry, or I’m claiming all of them. But I’ll save one for my mate.” He shot her a smile over his shoulder.

      Everyone filed inside the house, but I stayed frozen at the bottom of the porch steps until it was just him and me.

      “I don’t mean to make you nervous,” he said finally.

      I closed my eyes and winced. “I really do smell.” And if I walked up these stairs, he was going to know how sweaty I was. “We’ve been working out since just after six. I’m a hot mess.”

      “Good to know. I’ll get here earlier tomorrow. Then I’ll run with you and smell, too. Problem solved.”

      My eyes shot open. “Tomorrow?” He was coming back tomorrow?

      “Yeah. Your mom said you train every morning. If it’s okay with you⁠—”

      “Tell him yes, but that I run the show,” Chris said.

      “Excuse me,” Dastien said.

      “You’re not here every day, D.” Chris had a point. “Get your ass in here and eat,” Chris shouted from inside the open door. “We’re not having a repeat of yesterday. Food first, then strategy.”

      “Is Dastien rubbing off on you? Because you’re being a real taskmaster today,” I said without yelling, knowing he’d hear me.

      Phoenix was watching me with a look I couldn’t quite read.

      “Your father came back, and we have Van missing. Tessa had some sort of horrible vision of something happening to Van that neither of you will tell us about,” Chris yelled. “Do I really need to explain more than that?”

      “Fair point,” I murmured.

      “And I don’t mess around. I never did, and definitely not now. Get your butt in here, or I haul it in.”

      Chris was the calm and easygoing artist, until he wasn’t. Today was obviously a “wasn’t” day for him. “Cosette! Help me out with your dictator of a mate.”

      She appeared in the doorway. “Sorry, babe. I agree with him on this. I watched him carry you in last night, and I don’t even want to know about the vision. You have a fight ahead of you. Come and eat.”

      “I promise that you being sweaty is a turn-on for me. I like it much better than the passing-out version I saw yesterday.” Phoenix waved me up. “So, come eat.”

      “What?” Did he seriously just say that?

      Cosette gave me an approving look from behind Phoenix’s back, and then disappeared inside the house.

      “Don’t judge me.” I started up the stairs.

      “Never.”

      “All right.”

      “Who’s Van?” Phoenix asked when I reached the top. “I heard you talking about him yesterday with Eli, but I don’t feel like I was following.”

      “It’s a long story.” One I couldn’t avoid but wasn’t ready for yet.

      We stepped into the house. Across the room, everyone was standing around the island, piling their plates high, but the sheer amount of food my mom had made was staggering. She must’ve started the second we left. I turned back to Phoenix.

      “You sure your sister is okay? You didn’t come here to…” I didn’t even know how to finish that.

      He gripped my hand. “Let me be clear. I came to check on you and to see you. I’d like to stay, if it’s not weird. Or forward. I just want to hang out with you. Is that okay with you?”

      I looked at my friends. The jerks were still getting food, but from the way their heads were tilted just ever so slightly toward the door, I knew they were listening.

      Frank said it would be easy when it was right. That he would slide right into my life, and it would feel natural. If I felt like that, and if I wanted to, just say yes.

      So, I guessed he was staying. “Yeah, it’s okay with me.” I glanced at Phoenix. “But we’re a little weird, and today is going to be a little intense. They’re all here because we’re in crisis mode. So, Chris was right about being in the deep end. Except, it’s not just the Sanctuary. Every part of my life right now is the deep end, supernaturally speaking. So, if it’s too much and you want to split, then split. Don’t feel obligated.”

      “I’m not here because of obligation or guilt.”

      That was actually a big relief. “Okay.”

      “Are you really okay with me staying? I don’t want to intrude,” he said softly.

      “No. I’m happy for you to stay. I just don’t know why you’d want to stay.” I laughed. “I swear my self-esteem is fine.”

      “Samantha.” The way Tessa said my name had a clear what-the-heck-are-you-doing in it.

      “Werewolves have fantastic hearing. I have zero privacy when they’re around. Even though they’re having a conversation over there and eating, they’re totally listening in. They’ve heard every word.”

      He turned to all of them, and Claudia did a little finger wave. “That’s good to know.” He laughed as he looked back at me. “Also, a good thing I’m not shy.”

      I gave him a smile and motioned him in. “Feel free to grab a plate.”

      I went around the island to get a coffee, but Mom blocked my way and turned me around by my shoulders. “Food and water first. Then you can have more caffeine.”

      “What?” The question came out more whine than anything else. “The one you gave me this morning was tiny. I earned my coffee.”

      Axel snorted a laugh, and I shot him a look. “Come on. I earned it.”

      He held up his hands. “I’m not in this fight. I can’t upset your mom. She feeds me way too often.”

      Murder was bad, but I was suddenly contemplating it. “Fine.” I made myself a plate and sat at the table. Before I’d even finished half my plate, the werewolves were up, grabbing seconds. This happened three more times before they finally slowed.

      Chris shoved some more migas on my plate.

      “Stop it.” He moved to add some sausage to it, and I put my hands over my plate. “I’m not a werewolf. I can’t eat all of this.”

      “Yes, you can. You have a big battle coming, and you were wiped when you got back yesterday.” Chris shoved my hands away, dumping the sausage on my plate. “So, eat more.”

      I grumbled, but Phoenix caught my eye. “I did feed her,” he said.

      “We heard,” Chris said. “But likely not enough. She needs more when she’s doing her spiritual mojo. Not as much as us, but more than a normal human.” He dropped half a cinnamon roll on my plate. “You’ll get used to how much she actually needs to eat, but I’ve noticed it depends on how much spiritual energy she uses. Think of it like a back-to-back soccer tournament. Not the one-game-a-day kind. The one where you’re going all day until you lose.”

      Phoenix sat back in his chair, looking at me again. “Right. That’s why she passed out so hard yesterday?”

      “Likely. Yeah.”

      What was Chris talking about? “It’s not his fault. I ate.”

      Chris shot me a look that said he wasn’t buying it. “Anyhow, if she doesn’t want to drop weight—and she doesn’t have any to lose—then she needs to seriously eat.”

      Chris was getting out of line. This was too much. “He’s not responsible for me. He doesn’t need to know what I eat. This is⁠—”

      “I think I’m following.” Phoenix leaned forward, looking across the table at Chris. “How many calories are we talking about? Specifically. Should she be tracking macros? We looking more at protein or carbs?”

      They couldn’t really be doing this. I was a grown woman. I could decide how much to eat and when. “This is not anyone’s business.” I pushed my plate away. “Stop being a bunch of mama hens. And I was fine.”

      “No, you weren’t,” Chris and Cosette said at the same time, and Chris pushed my plate back at me.

      “I’m full. I promise. I’m not hungry.”

      Chris shook his head. “I know you’re not hungry now, but I know you will be in about…” He looked at his phone. “You stopped eating like seven minutes ago. Two more or so, and your stomach is going to growl.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You’re timing me?”

      “This is fascinating,” Phoenix said. “It’s really like that for her?”

      “Yep.” He looked at me. “Remember what happened after that series of exorcisms you did three years ago?”

      “Yeah.” How could I forget? “Higher-level demon kept jumping bodies right before I got it through the portal.” I filled in for Phoenix. “We hauled our butts from house to house, nonstop for four days before I finally got it. Total pain in my butt.”

      “That’s when I first noticed it.” Chris twisted in his chair to face me. “You’d stop eating, push away your plate, and ten minutes later, you were starving again. It was one of the crazier things I’d ever seen. I think you were too exhausted to notice.”

      “I don’t remember that part.”

      “You never do,” Cosette said, backing up her mate.

      “That’s why your mom always makes a huge meal for us the next day. Whenever you’re out with us doing something big. It became a rule for us. I just never tell you what we’re doing. That way, you eat something healthy instead of just raiding your fridge all day with quick fuel. So, just chill. We’re not going anywhere. Eat.”

      I took a breath while everyone stared at me.

      And then my stomach rumbled, and my friends started to laugh.

      Chris checked his phone. “Ten minutes, thirty-two seconds. Every damned time.” He tapped my plate.

      “I’m an adult. How did I not know this about myself?” It was like discovering some essential part of myself that I never knew existed, and it was completely wigging me out.

      “It’s hard adjusting your body to fit supernatural needs. I still struggle with it,” Tessa said.

      “I’m twenty-three. I was born this way. It feels like I should know this by now.”

      “You eat in an almost fugue state, honey.” Mom brought a dish from the island. “Always have. I think you’re still a little living in the spiritual realm sometimes, and you don’t notice. Usually, you do the eating thing, then sleep, then wake up right as rain. That’s why I was worried this morning. You slept sixteen hours, then worked out, and you hadn’t done the fueling-up part.” Mom spooned more potatoes onto my plate.

      “Don’t worry,” Tessa said as Dastien shoved some of his food onto her plate. “Dastien still does it to me, too.”

      He froze with his spoon over her plate. “Cherie.”

      “It’s fine. It’s because he cares.” She brushed a quick kiss on his cheek. “I’m used to it, but he’s still upset from when I was adjusting my eating after he bit me.” She glanced at Phoenix. “Turning me without permission.”

      She was changing the subject, taking the focus away from me, and she deserved a best friend medal. I was ordering one online immediately.

      Phoenix leaned back in his chair, holding his coffee mug with both hands. “This sounds like a story.”

      Tessa started in, explaining it—about the attraction and the kiss that changed her whole life—and from there, they launched into all kinds of stories. About evil covens. Vampires. Their run-in with my dad and how we met. Somewhere in the middle of it, Mom decided I’d had enough food to allow the coffee. She made one up just how I liked it and set it in front of me.

      “Thank you,” I said to her.

      She brushed a kiss on my forehead. “This is good,” she whispered softly to me. She didn’t have to say anything else for me to understand.

      Chris cleared his throat. I looked at him, and he nodded.

      I glanced around the table and got a similar response—nod, grin, mm-hmm—from everyone.

      They all approved? Of me dating Phoenix?

      I didn’t need their approval. That was absurd.

      But it actually kind of helped a lot.

      I looked over at Phoenix. He was just sitting, listening, chiming in like he’d always been here.

      Mom was right. This felt good.

      And I wanted to keep it, but I wasn’t sure I’d get to.

      I knew why everyone was here today, and I wasn’t sure that saving Van would include a return trip to this realm.

      Phoenix turned to me, our gazes met. My friends were talking around us, but he was there, sitting across from me, watching me. I was watching him. Like we were in our own little bubble. And I knew that if I had to go get Van, I would fight my way back to Phoenix. I wasn’t sure I’d make it back for anyone else, but him… I’d try. Because I saw something in him that I’d seen once before. Only with him.

      It was the same thing that drew me to him when I was younger.

      His soul.

      It was shining and bright and beautiful, and it called to mine.

      Somehow, he was here. And he wanted to stay. For me.

      The timing hadn’t been right before, and to be honest, it was awful now.

      If my life was something simpler, I would’ve been excited that there was this great guy who had shown up for me, but I wasn’t going to lose sight of the fact that my life was a lot. And if he wanted to walk away, I would let him.

      But I hoped he’d stay.
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      It’d been an hour and a half, everyone had eaten all they could, and yet, the conversation never lulled. Not only that, but I’d found myself laughing more than I thought I would. I don’t know how, but Phoenix seemed completely at ease with everyone. He wasn’t put off by any stories with demons or monsters. He seemed to just fit. Which was impressive. I was used to dealing with the supernatural, and they’d been intimidating to me. At least at first.

      But I still had trouble with big groups sometimes, and from what I could tell, Phoenix didn’t. He seemed to thrive where I struggled.

      I was starting to notice a balance between us. One I’d seen among the mated pairs. And I really wanted to know what Phoenix was thinking. I would’ve killed to have been able to talk to him along some sort of bond, but I couldn’t. We weren’t there yet, and even if we were, I wasn’t a werewolf. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be capable of having that kind of connection with anyone.

      Mom started putting away the leftover food, but when I started to get up to help, Phoenix waved at me to sit. He chatted softly with Mom while they cleaned, and I knew that the werewolves were listening in. The table was zinging with all the action between the different mate bonds, and there were a lot of shared looks. I was more than a little jealous.

      I wished I knew what they were talking about—my mom, the supernaturals, anyone—but I didn’t really need to know any of it. My body was tired from the workout but also energized in a weird way that I was sure had to do with Phoenix.

      I picked at the last remaining pieces of cinnamon roll and sipped my coffee and the room went quiet.

      I looked up to find everyone staring at me.

      Dastien leaned forward. “We’re ready to hear what’s going on exactly.” He pushed back from the table and crossed his arms. “Start with Chris and Cosette coming to you, and follow with everything that happened yesterday afternoon with your father.”

      I looked at Phoenix. All the cleanup was done, and he’d gotten up to get a coffee.

      “Are you sure you want to stay for this?” I asked before he could pour a cup. “It’s not too late to back out now.”

      He gave me a smile and fixed his cup of coffee. I guessed he was planning on staying, at least long enough to have another cup of coffee. “I might not have known what I was getting into seven years ago when I sat down with you in the stairwell, but I know now.” He leaned back against the counter, watching me with the mug in his hand. “I’m staying.”

      “Smart man,” Tessa said.

      Claudia gave a little squeal. She had to stop doing that. “Stairwell? Seven years ago? This is getting good. Why haven’t you spilled⁠—”

      “Because it’s not relevant at the moment,” Lucas said and gave me a wink.

      “You’re my new favorite,” I said to Lucas.

      Claudia and Tessa let out a simultaneous, “Hey!”

      “Let’s stay on topic.” Lucas patted Claudia’s hand.

      Claudia pointed at me and mouthed, “Later.”

      “I’ll answer whatever questions Phoenix has,” Mom said. “You just have your meeting.”

      “All right.” Start at the beginning? I could do that. “When I got back from finishing my run yesterday, Chris and Cosette were waiting for me…” I told them everything. Everything, everything. When I was done, they were all silent for a while. Claudia leaned into Lucas, and he held her tight. Chris and Dastien shared a look, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “I can’t believe he’s back.” Tessa was staring blindly at the table.

      Dastien gripped her hand. “It’s not like last time. He doesn’t have a tie to you anymore.” He looked at me. “But from what I’m understanding, he has a tie to you? That sounds like the root of the problem.”

      That wasn’t exactly true. Not like how he meant. “Yes, but my tie to him isn’t like the one Tessa had. If it was like hers, maybe we could do something about it. But no matter what I do, Astaroth will always be my father. That’s a different kind of tie. One that can’t go away.” I turned my cup in my hands. “No matter how hard I try, it always comes back,” I said softly. I sounded defeated, and with this, I absolutely was.

      “I broke it, though.” A crease formed between Claudia’s brows as she realized what I’d kept from her. “I know I did. Last year, remember? How was it back again? You said⁠—”

      It was time to come clean. “I know you did, but it came back. It wasn’t even gone for a day.”

      “What? No. Why didn’t you tell me?” She slapped her hand on the table. “You should’ve told me. I would’ve tried something else. I could’ve⁠—”

      “Don’t get angry. Not about this. Please.” I bowed my head. I couldn’t fight with her. Not today. “That spell took months for you to prepare, and some of it was nearly impossible to do the first time. I wasn’t going to ask you to do it again when it only lasted for a few hours.” I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but I had to be honest. “And to be really upfront with you, it felt like a very gray area to have you do the spell on me in the first place.” I finally looked at her. “I just…I didn’t have the heart to tell you that I’d wasted your time.”

      “Samantha,” Claudia said. “You didn’t waste my time. I…This is what I do. I can figure out something else. I can try something different. The one I did was the only spell I found, but I can…” She grew quiet as she thought. “Maybe we can find a way to block it from forming again permanently.”

      “What if we turned you into a werewolf?” Axel was really good at thinking outside the box, but I wasn’t sure I wanted anything to do with that plan. “We join her to a pack, and that would override any other ties. Right? That would kill it for good.”

      Mom let out a soft uh-uh.

      I met her gaze, and I saw the fear there. Turning someone didn’t always go as planned. It worked with Tessa, but there was a reason Claudia hadn’t turned yet. I knew all the reasons she was hesitating.

      But it didn’t matter. “I don’t think it would work. I’ve never known someone like me who tried, but it’s my understanding that you can bite me, but I’d just heal. From what I’ve read, werewolf magic isn’t strong enough to override my paternal DNA.”

      Everyone turned to Lucas for confirmation. His age meant that he knew more than everyone else. “I don’t know. My gut says no, but if you want to try it, I’d be happy to do it.”

      “No,” Mom stood from her chair. “No. My daughter has battled enough. She doesn’t need an actual beast living inside her. You don’t know what that could mean for her.”

      “Mom.” I was horrified that she’d just said that in a room filled with werewolves who were my dearest friends. “It’s not a beast⁠—”

      “No, she’s kind of right.” Tessa rubbed a hand down Dastien’s shoulder. “It was hard to get used to my wolf. I did, and I don’t regret it.” She looked at Dastien, and something passed along their bond. “But I don’t know that I’d recommend it for anyone that wasn’t bonded to a strong alpha.”

      “That’s true,” Dastien said. “But we could take you around the packs. Find out if anyone clicks for you.”

      What? How were my friends suddenly worse than Frank at matchmaking? This was turning into a nightmare.

      “There are some alphas in my pack that are still single,” Lucas said.

      Did Lucas really just say that? They had to be joking. “You guys are not going to shop me around to every eligible alpha like it’s the freaking fourteen hundreds. This is really insulting.”

      “Well, as far as I know, all the dates you’ve gone on have been terrible. So, maybe it’s time to give a werewolf a try,” Chris said. “Or, we could go the easy route and just turn him.” Chris pointed at Phoenix. “He’d be an alpha. For sure. Right?” Chris looked at Lucas.

      “Yes. If not a strong alpha in a pack, then he would be an alpha of a pack. I can’t tell which it would be yet. Not until after he turned.”

      “Problem solved.” He looked at Phoenix. “What do you think about becoming a werewolf?”

      “Don’t answer that.” What in the world was wrong with Chris? “You did not just do that, Christopher Matthews.” I was used to them speaking their minds, but Chris was killing me. He had to stop.

      “I don’t know anything about being a werewolf.” Phoenix’s gaze was jumping from Chris to me and back again. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious what that meant, but I don’t have an immediate answer for you.”

      I rested my elbows on the dining room table and cradled my head in my hands. “You guys.” They were drawing him in, and there was no way I’d upend his life like this. “You are absolutely not turning him, and you’re not turning me either. End of story.”

      “Why not?” Chris rocked his chair back to balance it on two legs. “It’s a solid idea.”

      “Aside from the risk?” Which he knew was pretty severe, and I had a few reasons. “I get your reasoning, but as much as I love the werewolves in my life, I really would love to not become something else. I just got used to this version of me.” I remembered something. “And I’ve been contaminated by your blood before, haven’t I? I feel like Tessa bit me at some point.”

      She snapped her fingers. “That’s right. I did. I took your blood that one time.”

      “Right. And it did nothing. For better or worse, I am who I am.”

      “I totally forgot,” Tessa said. “It’s been a while, but didn’t you say something about your blood not being able to change?”

      “Yep. That’s what I’ve heard, but⁠—”

      Gabe appeared in the living room with a bang.

      My chair screeched against the wood floor as I quickly rose. “Oh, shit.” He wasn’t okay. There was blood running down the left side of his face, his NASA shirt was ripped and barely hanging on over one shoulder, and there was a foot-wide bite missing from his side. He slid down to the floor in a ball by the couch.

      He was panting, steam was rolling off of him, and his eyes were wide with fear. “Help me.”
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      I jumped up and ran over, sliding to kneel in front of Gabe. “What can I do? How can I help you?”

      He whimpered.

      I could hear everyone else getting up and asking questions, but I held my hand up in the air, silencing them. “Who did this to you?”

      Gabe’s eyes met mine. They were glowing orbs of red, and the fear was still there. His eyes only did that when he was truly angry. “Who do you think?”

      I hung my head. My father. Of course. It was a stupid question. “I’m sorry. What can I do for you?” I couldn’t fix his wounds. He was already dead, but he was hurt. And it was my fault. I sent him out to look for Van.

      “I need energy to heal so that I can lead you there and not be completely useless, but I gotta tell you, babe. I don’t want to go back.” His eyes—red with his powers—shimmered with tears. “It’s bad. He’s real mad at me right now.”

      I’d known Gabe a long time. We’d run from Hell together, chased by all kinds of monsters, and I’d never, ever seen him this scared. And I knew for sure I’d never seen him cry.

      This was really bad. “I can’t give you any of my energy. Not if I’m going in there.”

      There was more noise from the room, but I held up my hand again, silencing them.

      “I know. I just… I need time. Maybe I’ll heal.” But he didn’t sound like that was actually something that could happen on its own.

      I’d never known the demon-dead to heal from anything.

      And if this was how he looked trying to get a peek at Van, I was scared of what was happening to the fey warrior.

      I couldn’t even think about what it would be like to go and get Van myself. If I thought about it, the fear would cripple me.

      “Gabe…” This was so bad. Worse than I thought it would be. “What are you going to do?”

      “If I wait a bit, it’ll start to heal.” I wasn’t sure I believed him. Shades like him could fade into nothing. I’d seen it happen.

      “I can’t lose you.”

      “It’ll be fine. I swear. I’ll go find someone I can leech a little off⁠—”

      Dastien squatted beside me, placing his hand on my shoulder. “Take a breath, Samantha. Let us help. What’s happening? Who are you talking to?”

      I motioned to the area in front of me. “Gabe is right here, on the floor. He… He doesn’t look good. Astaroth ripped into him. He looks like he went at it with a great white shark. There’s literally a bite missing from him.”

      “His teeth…” Tessa shuddered behind Dastien.

      She knew. She’d seen my father in that form.

      Dastien took that information all in stride, which was probably easier because he wasn’t looking at Gabe, who was whimpering again. “Does he know where Van is?”

      I looked at Gabe.

      He nodded, confirming what he hadn’t exactly said. “Yes, and you’re not going to like it.”

      I’d deal with that later. It wasn’t like that was news. From what Tessa had seen, Van was in serious trouble. Which meant getting him out was going to be deadly at best.

      But we had a location. “Gabe knows where Van is.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Cosette said.

      “He’s still alive?” Tessa asked.

      “Yes.”

      “He’s hurt, though?” Dastien asked, his voice was calm and soothing. That was the alpha in him, and I knew he wanted to help. “Gabe got hurt looking for Van?”

      “Yeah.” I’d seen a lot when I lived in Hell, but I’d never seen Gabe look like this. “And that means I need to go get Van as soon as I can.” First, the vision, and now this… I needed to leave soon. This afternoon. I just needed to prepare, and…

      And dang it. Gabe was in no shape to get me there. Not right now. “I need Gabe’s help to get me there. I won’t be able to find him if Gabe isn’t with me, but he’s…he can’t take another fight right now. He needs time to heal, and I’m not sure we have the time…” I looked at Gabe, and there was no way he’d regenerate from this without intervention. This might be better for him.

      My eyes started to burn, but I refused to cry.

      He wouldn’t have to live in Hell anymore. He wouldn’t have to serve my father. He could just die a true and final death.

      I swallowed down the sadness that hit me when I realized Gabe might actually like that option. Which meant I couldn’t say it aloud. If Gabe hadn’t thought of it, then I wasn’t saying it.

      So, how could I help him?

      He needed power. I could give him some of mine. I’d done it once before—on a whim to see what would happen—but it’d drained me for days. Healing an actual hurt for him? That would be a massive loss of power for me. Which would be a very dumb thing to do right now.

      “I know you’re thinking things, Sam. Let us in. We don’t know what our options are.” Dastien’s voice was still so calm, and it helped me breathe a little better. “Let us help.”

      There wasn’t a good option for helping him. “He needs to heal, but to do that, he needs power. He’s dead, so the only way to do that is to leech it from someone. I can’t diminish my power by giving it to him. Not when I’m going to need all the juice I have to get Van back.” But this was a room full of people who had power to spare.

      I couldn’t ask them to do it directly. It felt too icky. Leeching power to something like Gabe—even though he was a friend—could be dangerous. I couldn’t ask that of them, but I left it there for Dastien to understand.

      Dastien gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I think I’m following you.” Tessa’s mate wasn’t just ripped and pretty. He was sharp. Really sharp. “Gabe has to lead us to Van. We have to get him power somehow. Can he take it from me?”

      This was the tricky part. “He could. Normally, that meant you’d have a loose tie to him for a while. But⁠—”

      “What does the tie do? Is it like a werewolf bond?”

      He was going to do it. I could tell by the way he asked the questions, but I wanted to be clear about it. I didn’t want him to have regrets. “It’s less than your weakest pack bond. It’ll just provide a link to exchange power. You’ll be able to locate each other, but that would only count when you were both in the same realm. But, as I was going to say, I can cut it after he’s done, and there wouldn’t be a lasting tie at all.”

      “Okay. That doesn’t sound so bad.” He thought about it. “Will I still be able to go with you to get Van?”

      I hadn’t broken it to them that I didn’t think they could go with me yet, and from the way Dastien was looking at me, I didn’t want to get into it now. That argument could wait. Fixing Gabe was step one.

      “Oh, come on, babe.” Gabe’s voice was strained with pain. “Don’t think too hard about it. The guy thinks I’m not so bad. Let him give me the power I need because the dude isn’t going to be able to do this with you.”

      “I know he can’t.” I sighed. “And that’s not what Dastien said.”

      “What’s he saying?” Tessa was standing right behind her mate.

      She was right to be worried about this.

      “Gabe’s agreeing with Dastien, but he’s saying that he’s not so bad.” I stared at Gabe. “Which isn’t exactly true.”

      “Do you need his help to get Van?” Dastien asked.

      “Yes. One hundred percent.”

      “Then, I’m going to insist.” I started to protest, but he held up his hand. “You saved my mate. Twice. The first time, I was scared. The second time…I never thought I’d see her again. I nearly lost my mind with the terror of that reality.”

      He was wrong. He didn’t owe me. “I didn’t do anything the second time.” I literally found her by running into her on the street. “And you gave me that reward money, anyway.” I muttered because it was the truth.

      “Which I know you used to pay hospital bills and then put the rest into savings. You haven’t touched it, have you?”

      “Just for my undergrad and master’s, but that doesn’t mean you still owe me. If there was any debt—and I’m not agreeing that there was—it’s been paid.”

      Dastien’s brown eyes flashed to the glowing amber of his wolf. “That’s what you don’t understand. It will never be paid. Nothing I could do for you will ever be enough. You saved my mate. I don’t think you understand what that means to me. It’s…” He paused as if struggling to keep the calm. “And now you’re about to risk your life again to save Van. The debt I owe you—” A throat cleared behind us. “—the debt we all owe you is one that we can never repay.” He grasped my hand in his. “Lending power is something that alphas are used to. I’ve given power to wolves more times than I can count. This isn’t a huge ask. Let me do this small thing so that you aren’t fighting an impossible battle without a guide.”

      I’d been around werewolves long enough now to understand what he meant. There were alphas, and then there were Alphas that had enough power to lead a whole pack of werewolves. He was Alpha.

      So was Lucas.

      And so was Chris, although he denied it more often than not.

      The Alpha took care of their wolves, and sometimes that meant lending power through the pack bonds when needed.

      “What do I need to do?” Dastien leveled his gaze at me, and I knew he wasn’t going to back down from this.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about him taking this on. So much could go wrong. “I don’t know. I’ve never⁠—”

      “If you make him see me, it’ll go easier,” Gabe said. “If you don’t, I might not be able to control how much I take.”

      That was not acceptable. “You better control yourself,” I yelled at him.

      “Then make him see,” Gabe yelled back at me, and then groaned in pain. “Do it. Now. Please.”

      The please killed me, but I still hesitated. “It didn’t go well last time I tried that.”

      Gabe laughed, but it was a mean one. “Hunter was a fucking pussy.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Gabe! Language!”

      There were some chuckles around the room, but I ignored them.

      “I’m demon-dead, babe. Don’t think my language fucking matters anymore. And no one but you can hear me.”

      He was frustrating, but he was kind of right. “I’m going to have to make you see him so that you can touch him,” I said to Dastien.

      My mom let out a loud gasp. “That’s a terrible idea.”

      “Why?” Dastien seemed confused. “What are the risks?”

      From the way Dastien was looking at me, I didn’t think I’d convince him not to do this, but I had to at least prepare him. “It sometimes doesn’t go well. People tend to freak out, and I don’t want⁠—”

      “I didn’t,” Phoenix said from the kitchen.

      “What?” Mom was using her outraged voice, but she didn’t get it. “You let him see the spiritual realm? Samantha Catherine Lopez⁠—”

      I closed my eyes, hoping for patience. When I opened them, I looked at her. “It was by accident. When he pulled me from the portal, he touched my skin. He’d done it before—in the neighbor’s apartment, too. But he seemed to be okay with it.”

      She straightened a little as she studied Phoenix. “Really?”

      He nodded. “Really.” He looked at me. “I actually kind of missed it when it faded.”

      That was huge. When I had time, I’d think about it more, but for now, it was enough that he’d been okay with my weird.

      “And you’ve seen it,” I said to her.

      “But I’m your mother, and you were a baby that couldn’t control it back then. It was part of you, so I was okay. Plus…” She had other reasons why it was okay for her.

      “The why doesn’t matter. The result does.” Dastien was watching me carefully, and I knew there was not a chance that he was backing down from this. To be honest, I was relieved because I needed Gabe. “The choice is yours. The only time someone asked me to show them like this, he went nuts. My mom and Phoenix saw it by accident. I’m not sure if that makes a difference or not, but Gabe says it’s better that you can see him. That way he doesn’t take too much from you. Otherwise, left on his own, he might not be able to help himself. He might try to drain you until there’s nothing left.”

      There was some movement behind me, but I didn’t look away from Dastien. “He’s demon-dead. He’s a friend, but he’s essentially a higher-level demon in training.”

      “I thought he was like you?” Dastien asked, and I heard the suspicion in his voice.

      That was understandable. It was a lot to explain in a short time. “Gabe was like me. When he was alive. He’s what I’ll likely become⁠—”

      “Stop that,” Mom said. “You don’t know what Gabe did in his mortal life. You’re different.”

      “She’s got a point.” He cracked a little bit of a smile, but it wasn’t his usual bad-boy grin. This one had a meaner edge to it. “I wasn’t a good dude.”

      “Whatever.” None of this mattered right now. Not if we were doing this. “Any questions?”

      “Yes. Was this person that you forced your vision on a normal human?” Dastien asked.

      “For what it’s worth, so are my mom and Phoenix. So, I’m not sure supernatural status is the determining factor here.”

      “Maybe not, but—” His eyes flashed to the bright amber of his wolf’s, his face rippled with fur—there and back so quickly I would’ve questioned whether I saw it at all—but then he smiled, and his canines were still a little too long. “I’m not a normal human.”

      No. No, he really wasn’t.

      “I don’t freak out easily. Show me so we can get this done.”

      “We’ll help feed you power, too.” Chris and Lucas came to stand behind Dastien. Both put a hand on his shoulders. Everyone else moved back.

      “Are you okay if you end up seeing what you shouldn’t see?” I asked Chris and Lucas. “I’m not sure if it will transfer to you. Or if your mates will see it through the bond. I’ve—” I laughed, and it sounded a little desperate. “I’ve never done this before. Not like this.” My voice was higher pitched than normal from nerves and the slight insanity of this whole situation.

      Dastien nodded. “Don’t worry about us. We’re all good. What do I need to do?”

      “Close your eyes.”

      Dastien closed them.

      I put my hands on his temple and said a prayer. Then I relaxed my vision fully, letting it seep into him—into his body, into his mind, into his soul.

      When I was sure it would stick, at least for a few minutes, I dropped my hands. “Open your eyes.”

      Dastien did and then fell back on his butt. Only Lucas’s and Chris’s hands on him kept him from falling all the way down on his back. “Whoa. You see like this all the time?”

      “I have to work to not see like that. I usually fade it a bit so that it’s not so overwhelming, but…”

      He glanced around with his eyes wide open. “What are all those lines around the room? The ones to all of us.”

      “Those are all of your bonds. Say something to Tessa on your bond.”

      He did. It lit up, and a little ball of light zoomed down it. His eyes grew bright with wonder. “Whoa. Can I touch it?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t see any harm in it. “It’s your bond.”

      He reached out, hooking his finger around it, and gave it a sharp tug.

      “Stop that!” Tessa snapped at him, brown eyes glowing. “I didn’t like that at all.”

      Dastien laughed. “Sorry.” He looked at Chris and Lucas. “Can you see this?”

      They shook their heads. “But it’ll be my turn next,” Chris said. “Sounds kind of trippy.”

      “It is.” And then he turned to Gabe. “You’re the one that’s going to help our girl?”

      Gabe’s shoulders hunched. “I’m going to try. But I have to say, she’s going to be outnumbered. By a lot. This is a very bad idea.”

      “How outnumbered?” Dastien asked.

      “Countless hordes.”

      Dastien’s brow creased as he considered Gabe’s words. “I’m not sure what that means, but it sounds hopeless. How awful is it down there? Sam’s never told us.”

      “It’s Hell.” Gabe shot me a what’s-with-the-moron look. “How do you think it is?” he asked Dastien.

      Gabe had a point. Hell was the worst by design.

      “Right.” Dastien reached out his hand. “Let’s do this.”

      Gabe took it, and instantly there was a glow around him. It was flowing down a red tie that ran from Dastien into Gabe.

      After a minute, Gabe straightened, and I noticed that the bleeding stopped. A minute later, the gape in his side healed, and even the shirt went back to its normal state.

      And then his eyes started to burn a brighter red. “Holy mother fucking shit, this stuff is good.”

      That was enough.

      “Okay.” If Gabe was talking like that, he was done. “Stop now.”

      “Nah, man. A little more.” There was an edge to his voice that I didn’t like.

      This was exactly what I’d been afraid of. “Enough, Gabe,” I said firmly.

      He got an evil look in his eyes—a look that sent a chill through my body—and I knew I had to stop this. “Enough!” I grabbed their hands and broke the connection. I shoved Gabe, and he knocked back against the wall.

      “Holy shit,” Gabe and I said at the same time.

      Gabe had gained enough power that he was semi-corporal but still not visible to the mortal realm. I shoved him again, and the picture frames rattled.

      “Rad.” He grinned. “I haven’t been this juiced since I was for real alive.” He started to reach for the loose tie, and I shoved him. He knocked into the couch, shaking it. While he sat there, taking in his form, I snatched the tie and ripped it, holding it in my hands until it turned to ash.

      “What the shit, babe?” He held out his hands, flames flickered across his eyes, and he whined like I’d just taken away his new favorite toy.

      No. He wasn’t getting away with that. I stood over him. Between the eyes and the black aura oozing from him, Gabe had never looked more demonic than he did in that second. “You almost hurt my friend.”

      “No.” Dastien rose. “I’m fine. Chris and Lucas fed me some of their power, and I’ll eat some of the breakfast your mom put away. I’ll be fine in an hour. It’s not bad.”

      He’d better be. The last thing I wanted was to hurt one of my friends. I knew they’d do anything to get Van back, but I didn’t like what Gabe had turned into. It scared me.

      Gabe rubbed his hands together, and I knew from the way he was staring at Dastien that he was going to ask for more.

      I moved in between them. “No. Try it, and I will open a portal and send you back.” I didn’t care that it was bad to open one on Sanctuary land, let alone in the house I lived in. I’d deal with moving later.

      “Babe.” He said it like I was the one being crazy.

      “Don’t make me do it.” I would hate myself for it, but I would do it.

      “Man. You’re such a square.”

      The tension I didn’t even notice in my body let go with that one sentence. It was our way of saying he was okay. Everything was okay. “Man.” I sighed. “You’re such a demon.”

      He looked around the room. “Wait a second. Who’s the normal dude?”

      Oh, man. I winced. I’d forgotten about Phoenix. He’d seen this whole thing. There was no way he wasn’t thinking twice about coming here this morning, but I was too scared to look over at him. It would crush me if he thought we were all nuts.

      I better just look.

      I took a breath. I could do this. One look and it was better to know. Sooner was better, too.

      I took a quick peek over my shoulder to see what he was doing, but he was watching me, and I wasn’t sure what was on his face.

      I turned fully to face him. I had no idea what was going on in his head. He didn’t seem angry or freaked out. What was that?

      “That’s interest, babe.” Gabe’s arm came around my shoulders. “Homie likes you. Like, I mean, he’s mega hot for you.”

      I turned my head to look at him. “Shut up. That’s not true.” Was it?

      Dastien chuckled softly, and I turned to him. “What?”

      “He’s right,” Dastien said. He tapped his nose. “Right, cherie?” There was a ball that zinged back and forth along his bond with Tessa, and I figured he was filling her in on what Gabe said.

      “Yeah.” She smiled at me. “One hundred percent.”

      This was really weird. Especially after what had just happened. He’d basically seen me have a one-sided conversation with air. “You’re sure?”

      “I can’t hear what your invisible friend said, but I know you well enough to follow.” Chris was looking pretty proud of himself, standing next to his mate. “We’re all sure. Don’t be dense. He’s pretty much said it aloud to you, babe.”

      But why? It didn’t make any sense to me. Why would he want me?

      I looked down at myself, and I had no idea what to do or say or anything. So, I did the only thing I could think of.

      Retreat and regroup. I needed a second.

      “Gabe is okay. Van is alive.” For now. But I left that part unsaid because I couldn’t think like that. “We have a location. And I broke Gabe’s temporary tie with Dastien.” I took a breath. “I need a minute to clear my head.” I walked toward the stairs. “So, before I get started on the next hard thing, I really want a shower. I have to mentally prepare for the battle.” When I got to the bottom of the stairs, I turned to everyone. “I’ll be down in ten to plan. I just… I need a second alone before we dive into planning on how to get Van back. Okay?”

      “Yeah. I could use a minute. We’ll head over to Chris and Cosette’s house and do the same. We’ll be back in thirty to forty-five, so you have time,” Dastien pointed to Gabe. “Don’t disappear on us.”

      Gabe held up his hands. “Nah. I’m your new best friend.” His eyes turned a brighter red. “You keep me in the juice, I’ll keep you in the know.”

      “Happy to make a deal, as long as that means you’re keeping an eye on our girl.”

      This was so not happening. “Do you not remember me saying he’s a demon?” I yelled at Dastien. “You don’t make deals with demons.” My voice might’ve been a little too sharp, but I didn’t care. He needed to know this was never, ever okay. It was a one-time thing. That was all.

      “She’s right.” Gabe grinned, and I hated that grin. It had too much evil in it. “Plus, I watch her anyway. We go way back.”

      Dastien raised a brow. “I think we’re going to need that story.”

      “I’m going,” I looked at Mom and pointed upstairs.

      She nodded, and I knew she’d take care of everything down here while I was gone.

      I headed upstairs, but when I got to the top step, I looked down.

      And there was Phoenix. Watching me. Sipping his coffee. Like everything was okay and normal. And he still hadn’t left.

      I was so in over my head. If he wasn’t gone when I got back, I was sure I was going to make a fool of myself.

      I always did.

      He gave me a smile, and I faced forward. Shower. Clothes. Maybe some makeup.

      I looked in the bathroom mirror and winced. My hair was sticking out all over the place, and my skin felt sticky with dried sweat. I was truly a disaster.

      No, it was too late for makeup. He’d already seen me like this.

      And if he stuck around through today, then he was going to see me at my worst. Because even though yesterday had been bad and today had been weird, what I was going to do would top it all.

      But I had a feeling that if he hadn’t left yet, then he wasn’t going to.
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      I showered and dressed as fast as I could. Leggings and a hoodie—no magic jacket—because I needed comfort for my physical body if I was going into the spiritual realm.

      I couldn’t believe this was happening. That Gabe was back already. That I didn’t have time to breathe before jumping into the next thing, but that was my life.

      Phoenix being here added another layer of complication.

      I slapped on some tinted moisturizer and lip balm and called it good enough. I wasn’t going for perfection. Even if I somehow managed it today, that wasn’t me.

      I was a mess most of the time, racing from one battle to the next. The last twenty-four hours had been unusually insane, but that was just life. There were really only three modes in mine. I was either going into a storm, in the middle of one, or recovering from it.

      Right now, I was recovering and about to head into the next. Two modes at once would be aggressively bad, especially when this particular storm involved a trip to Hell.

      When I got downstairs, it was just Phoenix and my mom at the island counter. Their stools were pulled out to face each other, and Gabe was leaning on the other side of the island, listening in.

      “Hey. How’s it going?” I asked, my gaze darted around the room, trying not to look at Phoenix. I was a little afraid of what I might find there, especially now that he’d had time to sit with everything he’d seen today. While I was showering, I had a moment when I realized what I must’ve looked like talking to Gabe. So embarrassing. I hated when I seemed crazy, and for someone who went in and out of institutions for a good portion of their childhood, I knew it was a hard stigma to overcome.

      “Babe.” Gabe stepped in front of me. His smile had me pausing.

      He was too real-looking, like I could reach out and touch him if I wanted to. He couldn’t cross over into this realm, not fully. He was dead, and no matter how much power he absorbed, he would never be mortal again. But this was the closest to mortal I’d ever seen him.

      And yet, his eyes were blazing reddish-orange orbs, showing the overflow of power he’d stocked away. He was still Gabe, but he was more. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      “This has been very enlightening.” He motioned between Phoenix and Mom.

      Great. Maybe I shouldn’t have left them alone. “Whatever you guys have been talking about, it wasn’t private. Gabe has been listening the whole time.”

      Phoenix’s cheeks pinked just enough that I noticed, and Mom busied herself with pouring more coffee into her mug.

      This wasn’t suspicious at all.

      “Okay. I’ll bite. What have you been talking about?” I grabbed one of the dining table chairs, but Mom rose from her stool.

      “No. You take mine.” She patted it. “I’m going to get you a drink.”

      “Thanks.” I put the dining chair back and took Mom’s stool at the island.

      Phoenix’s gaze tracked me as I settled. “I tried to stay quiet and follow along during the breakfast conversation, but I wasn’t sure I followed everything. Your mom offered to fill in while everyone was here and talking, but the conversation was moving so fast that I didn’t have time to do that. I just listened.”

      “And now?” For better or worse, I was an open book. I would answer any question honestly. Or evade if I could when my answer wasn’t going to be welcome.

      “I think I have a better idea of what’s going on and what you do.”

      “Good.” Mom passed me a water. I took a sip and noticed that it was sweet. “More electrolytes?”

      “I know where you’re headed, and likely soon. You’ll need it.”

      “You’ll IV me.” I was getting sick of the electrolyte water. I just wanted a normal drink. Or better yet, a coffee.

      “True, an IV will be mandatory for you. But drink this for me. Even if it’s just to make me feel better.” Guilt was a low-blow manipulation, but it worked. She started pulling out some cheese and fruit to make a snack platter.

      More food? Seriously? That better be for the werewolves.

      Gabe was staring at it, and I knew he was wondering if he was real enough to taste it.

      It could be funny to watch him try, but I didn’t think he’d actually be able to eat any of it.

      He noticed me watching and gave me a sheepish shrug. “Anything is possible.”

      Mom paused to look at me. “Drink it.”

      “Fine.” I took another sip and set it down. “So, Phoenix.” Time to rip off the bandage. “Did I blow your mind today? Or was it still shattered from yesterday?” I tried to come off as flippant, but it maybe sounded more crazy than anything else.

      He laughed, and I was glad he could find humor in the insanity that was my life. It was a very important coping mechanism around here. “No. You know, I kept up with everything supernatural in the news. The werewolves and the fey have been in it often. It’s been years since they were revealed, and I kept waiting to hear more about other things out there—especially given what I’d seen with you—but I never heard anything about you or anyone like you. Aside from your social media posts that my sister would send me, there wasn’t much about what I saw that night.”

      It made me feel oddly self-conscious that he’d been following my account. I had a lot of followers, but I didn’t really know any of them in real life. Which is why I just gave general tips and info about fighting spiritual warfare, and left everything else anonymous and vague. But I still wondered what he thought about it.

      “There are other accounts that posted hints of demons and demonic influences or satanic subcultures, but all anecdotal and definitely not anything like I saw with you that night.” He turned to fully face me, leaning his side against the counter.

      “There’s a reason for that. Werewolves, witches, fey—they’re interesting. You can see what they do. It’s concrete. You talk about the spiritual realm, about God versus Satan, about demons and angels that live among us, but we can’t see them. People lose it. They don’t like to know about the unseen realm around them. So, they ignore it.”

      “But people get in trouble. Your mom said you do this a lot—that this is your job. You’re normal…”

      “Sort of, yes.” But it wasn’t just a job. “It’s more like my calling than a job.”

      “That makes sense.” He considered me for a moment, and I wondered what he was thinking. “I have a question that I just have to ask,” he said after a minute. “And it’s a little mortifying.”

      “I’m intrigued, and you do realize that you’re now morally obligated to ask. No backing out.”

      He let out a harsh breath and then squared his shoulders to me. “I came here today because I’m interested in you. I realized while you were upstairs that we hadn’t had a second to talk. I know I asked, but I just need to make sure it’s okay that I stuck around.”

      Was he kidding? “It’s more than okay that you’re here.”

      “It is? Because I’m trying to understand if you’re really interested in me and where I could fit in your life. More specifically, I don’t know what I could offer someone like you.”

      “Offer someone like me?” Now, I was confused. “What kind of someone am I?”

      “Wow. Okay. That sounded bad. This is not how I pictured this going, and I’m getting way intense really fast and in front of your mom.” He wiped his hand down his face and then looked at me. “I feel like there’s a reason that I couldn’t ever forget you. But I don’t want to be a creeper or stick myself in where I’m not needed or wanted. I mean—you have all these people. Werewolves. Fey. Witches. Angels. All with these cool abilities. Who know your world. Who are up to speed on all the things you do and how much you need to eat.” He sneaked a peek at Mom, and when he looked back at me, I finally started to get it.

      He hadn’t seemed intimidated earlier, but he was now. He was admitting it fully, which took so much courage. It didn’t hurt that it was also kind of adorable.

      “I’m just a normal guy, and I want to date you. I just showed up here without calling or texting, and I’m left wondering if maybe I’m intruding and you’re just too polite to kick me out.”

      “I’m not that polite, Phoenix.” This was kind of the most amazing news I’d ever gotten.

      His answering grin was the thing dreams are made of. “Okay. That makes me feel better. I just want to be clear… I can’t go up against what they have. So, am I even in your league? Would you rather date a supernatural like one of your friends? Should I take a hike? Because maybe you should just put me out of my misery after this embarrassing word vomit.” He rubbed his hand over his eyes and winced. “I swear I was on the international news on a regular basis, and I never bombed this hard before. I feel like a pathetic kid trying to pass a girl a note—check yes or no—and it’s a little embarrassing.” He dropped his hand from his face. “Especially with your mom right there.”

      “I can’t hear a thing,” Mom said, and I didn’t have to look over at her to know she was holding back a laugh.

      “Perfect. This is going just amazingly.” Phoenix hung his head.

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it, so I did.

      I glanced at Mom, and she was grinning, too. Gabe was standing beside her, and he wasn’t happy, but I was ignoring him.

      This was too good.

      I couldn’t believe this was actually happening. That he was back in my life and somehow as interested in me as I was in him. It felt sudden and amazing and holy shit. “I don’t have all the answers right now, no. Should we get married tomorrow? Probably not, because that’s nuts. But I’m glad you’re here. I was happily surprised to see you sitting on my porch, even if I was mortified by my sweaty state. So, stay, unless you want to take a hike?”

      “No. That’s the last thing I want. I’d like a shot with you. I might be new to all of this, and it might sound like a lot to go from not seeing you for years to wanting to be around you as much as you’ll have me, but I guess that’s where I am. I like to be honest, and I’m possibly humiliating myself by stating my intentions super early. But I figured now was a good time to know if maybe you want me to leave before everyone comes back.”

      I shook my head.

      “Or maybe I should stay?” He sounded so hopeful. It was adorable.

      “Yep. That one. Stay.”

      “Great.” He let out a big breath. “Let’s just forget this conversation ever happened. Please.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Never. Ever. Might be one of my favorite conversations. The guy I had an embarrassing crush on as a teenager, who I compared every date to—like a psycho, for years—who I still have major attraction to and feel a connection with like no one else I’ve ever known just spilled his guts that he likes me maybe just as much.” I leaned forward. “You’re way better than that puker guy,” I whispered to him with a smile.

      He covered his face as he laughed. Hard. “Thank God.”

      Gabe walked over and moved to shove between me and Phoenix. “Don’t tell me you actually like this guy? He’s rambling like a moron. Tell him to take a hike.”

      Gabe’s eyes were still that eerie bright red, and I hated it. He wasn’t even trying to fight the demon side of himself. “Shut up.”

      Phoenix rocked back in his chair, and I peeked around Gabe. “Sorry. That wasn’t to you. Gabe moved in front of me and…” I sat back on my stool. “He’s going to leave this alone.”

      “No, I’m not.” Gabe crossed his arms. “It’s a mistake. Drawing any mortal into this will only get them killed. We’ve talked about this.”

      Yeah. We’d talked about it a long time ago, but I wasn’t sure I agreed with him anymore. But this felt different. I was older now, and I deserved to have a life. “I know why you’re saying that, Gabe, but I don’t know if I totally agree this time.”

      “No. I’m right, and you know it. You should make him leave,” Gabe said. “It’s what’s best for him.”

      “I’m not going to do that.” I wasn’t going to make that choice for Phoenix. He knew what my life was like more than any other guy I went on a date with. If he still wanted in, and I wanted him here, then I wasn’t going to push him away.

      “That’s bullshit. Don’t tell me you’re falling for his crap. Look at you, babe. You’re hot. This dude’s just got a hard-on for you.”

      Gabe was really starting to piss me off. “That was uncalled for. You’re incredibly out of line.”

      Mom cleared her throat. “It’s rude to carry on a conversation in front of people, Samantha.”

      I understood that, but what was I supposed to do. Keep making Phoenix see everything all the time? I didn’t know what that would do to him, and I was terrified to risk it. I would—probably, eventually—but not yet.

      “I’m sorry, but Gabe is being awful. And he’s directly in my face.” I narrowed my gaze at Gabe. “Stop being like this.”

      “Samantha…” Mom was suddenly beside me. “If he was being like that, you should’ve shown me him sooner.”

      I honestly had been so distracted by Phoenix that I hadn’t thought of it. “Fine.” I gripped her hand and showed her Gabe.

      Anyone else, I wouldn’t have done that without at least considering the consequences, but my mom had seen stuff since I was little. When I was a baby, I didn’t know how to stop it from happening. My abilities were wild and a little out of control until I was much older. This still felt a little rude to keep Phoenix in the dark, but I’d talk to him about that. As soon as Mom distracted Gabe, I’d ask him what he wanted.

      “Hello, Gabriel,” Mom said.

      “Mama Lopez.” He gave her a slow once-over. “Lookin’ good.” I nearly gagged at his drawn-out, lecherous tone.

      Mom blushed. She actually blushed. “You’re looking very opaque today.”

      Gabe rubbed his hands together. “Oh, yeah. I’m juiced. That werewolf dude has some power to give.” He chuckled, and I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of it. “It’s probably bad that I know that.”

      “You think?” I was going to have to talk to all the werewolves about this. I didn’t think Gabe would start going after them and stealing power, but I didn’t know that for sure. And he wasn’t the only dead Nephilim in Hell. If he told anyone that could cross into this realm on their own, the werewolves could have a big problem.

      “I’m sure Gabriel won’t abuse this newfound power.”

      “He’s a demon, Mom.” He was totally capable of abusing his “newfound power.”

      “Eh, but am I?” Gabe gave me a grin, but it was his cocky-human one. The one he knew I liked.

      I wasn’t having any of that. “Yes. Yes, you absolutely are a demon.”

      “Come with me, Gabe.” Mom motioned for him to follow. “Let’s go outside for a little chat. You two stay and relax. It might be the only shot you have before the pack gets back.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said.

      She gave me a small smile. “Of course.”

      They stepped out onto the porch, closing the front door behind them.

      That left just me and Phoenix. Alone. For the first time in seven and a half years.

      I looked at him. He was handsome with his tanned skin, dark hair, the one dimple. And those eyes. The hazel stood out so brightly against his skin that it killed me. Add in the tattoos, and I was flat-out, extremely attracted to him—I always had been.

      He’d been completely open and honest with me, even if he’d been embarrassed, so I owed him that same respect. “I’m sorry about Gabe. I know it was rude to have a conversation with someone that you couldn’t see.”

      “It wasn’t rude. Weird, yes. But I wasn’t insulted.” He tilted his head, considering me for a moment.

      “The thing is… I’m scared if I make you see too soon or too often, it’ll make you crazy. Or you’ll just take that hike because it’s too much to handle. But I can do it if you want. I’m just nervous about it. So, I’m just waiting. For now. I really don’t want to mess this up.”

      “I get it. I’m patient, but I can’t really be in your world, unless I’m in it. If that makes sense. But when you’re ready, I am.”

      “It does.” It made a lot of sense. “And you want that?” I stared at the counter for a second and busied myself with my drink, turning the cup in my hand.

      It felt too soon for a relationship talk, but that’s what we were having. What we’d been having since I got downstairs. In the world of supernaturals, it always felt like that particular timeline was super quick. Our lives were just too dangerous, and we lived by instinct.

      Tessa and Dastien had known immediately. Same with Lucas. He said he knew before Claudia did, but she caught up in a couple of days. Chris and Cosette had a different kind of story, but her being fey made things all kinds of complicated.

      I guessed maybe this was my turn, but I needed to be totally open with him. He needed to be totally honest with me. Things could change in an instant, and I had to know if we were on the same page.

      He was quiet for a minute, and I liked that he thought through what he was going to say a lot. “Yeah. I actually really do. More than I rationally should, which is weird for me. And it’s not because of what you do, but who you are.”

      “Can you separate the two?” I wasn’t sure I could.

      “I think so. Because I didn’t know the other side of you when I was in the stairwell. I talked to a smart, funny, kind, insightful person. One who spoke her mind.” He grinned. “I was thinking things I shouldn’t have been, knew I had to get up, and then everything happened. And I realized you weren’t just this amazingly beautiful person. You were a total badass.”

      A surprised laugh slipped free. “Badass? No.” I wasn’t a badass. Not without my jacket. “Definitely not that. At all. My life is just… It’s a lot insane.” More than was reasonable, at least to me. “I usually come off to outsiders as completely bonkers. I guess that’s why people were always so ready to lock me up. I think I was seven the first time.” Why did I just tell him that?

      “That had to have been hard.”

      I looked at him then. He seemed concerned and calm, not as nervous as he had been a few minutes ago when he rambled about saving me and fitting into my life. I liked this side of Phoenix, too. “It was.” There was no playing that off. It sucked. Big-time. “I was too little to know that some people can’t be helped—they don’t want it—and that I needed to shut my mouth.” I really hadn’t been doing myself any favors. “I actually never got good at that part.” I just didn’t care as much about it anymore. “Did my mom fill you in on how I met the pack?”

      “She did. And your job here, as well as her decision to quit nursing and follow you. She’s very proud and talked about how many people you’ve helped.”

      Mom loved it when she got a chance to sing my praises. “Well, some of it isn’t me directly, and⁠—”

      “But you help them find someone to work within their area. So, help wouldn’t come for them unless you put them in touch with someone. Right?”

      “Yeah.” That was true.

      “So, you help, what would you say, hundreds of people a day?” For some reason, the look on his face—like he was impressed and proud of me—made me nervous.

      “I’m going to get a coffee.” I hadn’t finished my water, but I needed the coffee. I hopped off the kitchen stool. “Do you want anything?” I moved around the island to the kitchen, reaching into the fridge for my carafe of cold brew.

      “No. I’m okay. I’m just going to sit here and be in awe of you for a second.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “No. Come on.” I turned back to the counter, fixing my coffee with almond-coconut milk and stevia.

      “No. Truly.” He leaned over the island countertop. “I just… I also kind of want to ask you out on a real date, but suddenly, I’m back to feeling like I’m out of my depth and outmatched on like every level. It’s…humbling. I have no idea where you’d want to go.”

      “Wait. I’m sorry.” I turned to him, leaning back against the counter. “You want to ask me out on a date, and you’re worried I’ll say no.”

      He huffed a laugh. “You look shocked, but yeah, I have feelings that could get crushed.”

      “I guess, but I’m not going to say no.” I grabbed my coffee and a handful of peanut M&M’s and went back to my stool next to him. I set everything down before I could drop it or spill my coffee all over myself. Because that was how nervous I was.

      “So, is it my turn for questions yet?”

      “Turnabout, huh?” He spread his arms wide. “Go for it.”

      “Why aren’t you afraid of me? Why do you want to date me? And kind of the one that trips me up the most—why don’t you freak out when you see what I see?”

      He grinned, and a dimple appeared on his left cheek, and my heart raced.

      I wanted this. And it seemed too easy, but that was a good thing. I hoped.

      “That was a lot at once, but I’m still here because I like you. As I said a second ago, you’re smart and real and not so caught up in the things of this world. I swear I have better conversations with you than anyone. I could’ve sat on that stairwell all morning. And I’m having that same feeling now, but I’m older and—I like to think—wiser. I know how rare a connection like this is. So, I’m going on instinct and showing up. I don’t know what that means really, but since you said you were game, I want to be around as much as possible so we can find out. My life is literally shifting right now. I’m not playing soccer anymore, and I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with all my free time. And then you showed up again.”

      He shrugged. “It feels like the timing now is right. When I saw you yesterday, it felt like—right. Okay. Here she is. It just feels like it makes sense in a way that I don’t think I can explain.”

      Man, I felt that, too. I’d been on so many bad dates, and Tessa liked to tease me that I always compared them to this one conversation I had with a dude when I was seventeen. But I had this feeling back then that I could stay and talk to him forever. That hadn’t gone away. I couldn’t deny that when I was around him, I was more centered and calm. Like I could tell him anything, and he would make it okay.

      “And about what I saw… I’m not afraid of you because I know you’re good.”

      I laughed at that. “Come on.”

      “No. You can’t get out of that. I’ve seen you work, and you’re so brave. I nearly freaked out when I noticed that woman was levitating all those years ago, and there you were—at seventeen—walking right up to her and taking care of the whole mess. Any other teenager would’ve been panicking out when the cops came, but not you. You calmly gave them a number to call and took the fault for everything that happened without thinking twice about it. It blew my mind. You were amazing.”

      Blew his mind? Amazing? “Seriously?” I’d been a train wreck in my pj’s.

      “Yeah, seriously. I don’t know why I didn’t freak out when I saw the other side, but I guess I kind of did the first time. I was frozen there after it was over, and I let you walk away. That’s the one thing I regret, but it didn’t scare me. What I saw was more like a warning to get my life on track, which I did.”

      Got his life on track? I wondered how, but I didn’t want to be too intrusive. “I’m glad that it helped you. I was worried that I’d ruined your life, and that was before I realized how much you’d seen.” I stared into his hazel-green eyes and hoped that this was really, truly happening. “I’ll never forget the look on your face as the cops took me away.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And I’ll never forget yours. You were sad and so resigned. It’s haunted me.” He reached across the space between us and grabbed my hand. “If you’d asked me before I saw you in Frank’s office, I would’ve said that I wanted to find you to help you out and fix what I’d done wrong. But the second I saw you, everything changed.” He linked our fingers together, and my heart kicked into high gear. “I wasn’t expecting to ever see you again, but I’m so thankful I did. And it feels like I was supposed to be there. That we’re supposed to try. Otherwise, why—of all the places in the world—would we both end up here?”

      “I don’t know.” It didn’t make sense, other than supernatural intervention.

      “So, we agree? We’ll give us a shot?”

      “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      Phoenix slid from his stool and closed the distance between us. My heart started to race.

      His eyes stayed on mine as he leaned down.

      He was going to kiss me.

      I’d had a crush on him before, and now again, and I couldn’t believe that he actually liked me back.

      I really, seriously wanted him to kiss me.

      I could feel his breath against my face. His nose brushed mine. And⁠—

      Knock-knock-knockknock.

      I groaned and dropped my forehead to his chest. “Why is my life like this?”

      Phoenix cupped the back of my head, holding me close. “I’m not in a rush.”

      I pulled back from him, and he let me go. “Well, maybe I am.”

      Phoenix laughed and sat back in his chair, his eyes still on mine.

      I’d never been more happily surprised than I was in that moment. Warmth filled me, and it was a nice feeling of possibilities. I loved it.

      “It would be better for you—safer—if you left, but I’m not kicking you out because I don’t want you to go. Yesterday was bananas and unexpected, and this will be more of the same. Maybe worse. Potentially a lot worse. I guess you’ll get a good glimpse of what my life is like and…” And that would give him an opportunity to change his mind. Because what Gabe said was in the back of my mind—that it would be better for Phoenix if he walked away.

      “If you want to leave at any point, it’s okay. I won’t blame you. Only stay if you really want to.”

      “Stop trying to get me to leave. I think we just covered all of that pretty clearly. I’m planning on staying for as long as you’ll have me.” He reached out, taking my hand again. “And you’re not kicking me out.”

      I took a breath to ease my nerves. “Okay then.”

      “Okay.”

      I wasn’t sure how this happened, but I wasn’t going to think too hard about it.

      Instead, I would be grateful because I was about to do something incredibly stupid and dangerous, and I was going to need this bit of good to keep me fighting while I fought my way through Hell.

      His hazel eyes stared at me, and for the first time, I felt truly seen. He was watching me like I was beautiful and amazing and worth hanging out with. Like he had all the time in the world to be with me. I wasn’t sure if that was true, but I wanted it to be.

      I wasn’t sure if being around him would always feel as natural as this, but it did today. And that was a pretty good start.
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      The knocking came again, and I groaned. I didn’t want to lose this bit of alone time with Phoenix, but that was my life. Always running from one emergency to the next. “Yes?” I shouted.

      Gabe’s head came through the door without the door opening. “Your mom wants to come in. She got a text from Chris that they’re about to come back. She wants to strategize before they get here.”

      Phoenix was watching, waiting patiently, and I linked our fingers together. “Gabe says my mom wants to strategize what happens next before everyone comes back.”

      “Are you okay with that?”

      Wow. No one ever really asked me that. I never realized that before.

      I closed my eyes just for a moment and took a breath. It didn’t change what I had to do, but being asked if it was what I wanted mattered. “Yeah.”

      Phoenix brushed his fingertips down my face, and I leaned into his hand. “I don’t feel ready, but yeah.” I blinked my eyes open, and Phoenix was looking at me with some expression on his face, and I had no idea what it meant.

      Gabe’s head was still sticking through the door, and I knew exactly what the look on his face meant. He was jealous. That wasn’t something I could deal with right now. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Mom opened the front door and walked into the kitchen with Gabe. “I know there’s no talking you out of this, but I need to know what you’re thinking. Do you have a plan?”

      I didn’t. Not yet. I thought I’d have more time, but now I had to figure something out. I picked up my untouched coffee and took a sip. “I’ve been thinking about that. The pack wants to go with me—that’s what Chris keeps saying. That I should just open a portal, and we go in fighting. But I think that’s a real fast way to die.”

      “Okay, but then what?” Mom went back to the platter and started to put the finishing touches on it. “You go in alone? Just with Gabe? What about Eli?”

      I grabbed a peanut M&M and munched on it as I thought. “Eli got called away. I’ll ask for him as we get ready, but I don’t think he’s showing up. Not any time soon.” If I thought Van would be okay, I’d wait for Eli. But there was a good chance Eli could be gone for weeks. Months. “I thought about physically going through a portal—kind of how I almost did at your house yesterday,” I said, looking at Phoenix. “Because that’s what Chris wants. And while it would be nice to have my friends with me, it just seems really risky right now.”

      “Why?” Phoenix asked.

      “Because my father could kill us—kill our physical bodies—and then trap our souls there. He showed his hand yesterday. That’s what he wants. Me trapped in Hell. He used his tie with me to open that portal under my feet.” I didn’t know why he wanted me so badly right now, but that didn’t matter. “If I go in like he wants, then it…it won’t go well for me.”

      “Okay. That sounds awful, and not a risk I’d want you to take. But what does that leave you?”

      Mom was keeping busy making the snack board. Cooking helped her work through her worries, but she was going to need a bigger board to work through what I was about to say.

      If I’d ruled out physically going through, then I really only had one option left. “I’m going to leave my body behind.”

      She dropped the knife on the cutting board. “Are you sure about that?”

      “No.” I thought about how Gabe looked when he came back, and about what Tessa had seen in her vision. I didn’t have a lot of good choices. “But that’s my best option. I’ve done it before. So, we know as long as you take care of my body here, I can survive down there for a while if something goes wrong.”

      She gave me a look that told me she wasn’t so sure, then turned to start putting away the leftover bits from the platter she’d made.

      It was a beautiful board with fruits, cheese, crackers, and a million other things. The pack would really enjoy it, but she’d kept all the meat in little bowls, which meant Cosette would love it, too. She was the only vegetarian in the group.

      “Babe. This is a plan I can get behind,” Gabe said. “Bringing through a bunch of werewolves is bogus. It’ll attract too much attention. This… I think I can make it work.” There was a thread of excitement in his voice.

      Man, I was so the opposite of Gabe. Hell wasn’t any kind of place I wanted to get excited about. “I thought you didn’t want to go back.”

      Gabe’s humor faded. “I don’t. At all. I’d stay this side for as long as I could—which would be a while with what your werewolf friend gave me—but you need to go back and get that fey moron back. And babe, you know I’d do anything for you. I’m not letting you do that alone.”

      It was going to be dangerous—not just for me—but for both of us. “You’ll come back to the mortal side with me? After?” If I could pull this off, my father would be on the warpath. Gabe needed to come back with me, at least for a bit, while my father calmed down.

      “I’d need more of that werewolf juice. I can’t stay on this side for long without it. You think you can make that happen?”

      If I pulled this off, then I didn’t think that would be a problem. “I can’t promise, but I’m pretty sure Chris would say yes. Especially if we bring back Van.”

      “Man, I know you hated the time you spent with me in Hell, but like—that was the most fun I’d had in ever. It was like I had a partner down there, and for once, it wasn’t so bad.”

      That was kind of sad and pathetic. And sweet, I guessed? I made Hell more tolerable for him, but it had been the worst time of my life. I literally still had nightmares about it sometimes. It definitely was so bad.

      “We’ll be back here in no time. With all that juice, we’re going to fucking party!” He did a little dance that made me laugh.

      Gabe was insane, but sometimes, it was really great to have him as my friend. “Gabe’s supportive of this plan,” I said to Phoenix and Mom. “Says we’re going to party after.”

      “Fucking party.” Gabe got in my face. “You missed the fucking part.”

      I shoved him back with my hand. “Shut up.”

      I waved him away. I didn’t love it when he got in my face like that. “He’s annoyed I didn’t say his exact words. He wants you to know it’s going to be an f-word party.”

      Phoenix grinned, and that one dimple showed again. “F-word party?”

      I felt my cheeks heat again and hated myself for a second. “I know it sounds dorky. I just know cursing is an offense, and I really try to keep the ones I can control to a minimum. In the lame hope that it can make up for the whole father-is-a-fallen-angel thing.”

      His smile faded away. “Fallen angel?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, not really a demon?”

      That question was so layered, and I didn’t want to get into it. One day, I’d tell him the whole story. But not today. “It’s mostly complicated.”

      “I need to think about how we can make this work,” Gabe said, and I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or just thinking aloud. “We might need some help from my allies in Hell. Because it ain’t gonna be easy.”

      “I know it won’t be easy.” But I didn’t have a choice. I just hoped Van was in one of the easier places to get to. “Where does my father have Van stashed?”

      “His caves.”

      All the air whooshed out of me, and I bent over my knees. Oh, God. I was going to throw up. Tessa’s vision all of a sudden made total sense. “How could you not tell me that sooner?” That was the worst possible place he could be.

      This was such a freaking trap it wasn’t even funny.

      But the bait was enough that I had to go.

      “Did Gabriel just say that Van is in your father’s caves?” Mom dropped something hard on the counter. “You’re going into Astaroth’s part of Hell?”

      I closed my eyes. It was too late to take that back, but I suddenly wished I hadn’t shared the spiritual realm with Mom today.

      “Yeah.” I kept my head bowed as I tried to push the fear back.

      “That sounds really bad,” Phoenix said.

      “Yep.” It was way worse than bad, but I wasn’t about to say that out loud. That would make it more real, and I couldn’t handle that.

      I straightened so that I could look at Gabe. “What allies do you have? Can they get Van out of that area of Hell for me? Because I don’t know if I can go back there.”

      “No. The only two morons that’ll stand up against Astaroth are you and me.”

      This was suddenly feeling like a one-way trip. “If I have to go in there, then how do I get out?” He had to have something brewing. “He controls the rules of his lair. If he doesn’t want me to leave, I won’t be able to leave. Full stop.”

      “One. You don’t say a word once we enter Hell. He hears your voice, we’re done. Got it?”

      My stomach was churning, and I pressed my fist to it. Hoping to make it stop. “Got it.”

      “Two. You follow me to your dude. It’s one of the back caverns in your father’s lair. I’ll get you to the cavern, but you’ll have to trek across it on your own while I distract Astaroth. Van is wrapped in chains that only Astaroth can unlock, but if he can, you can, too. You get there, bleed on them, they should unlock.”

      “Bleed? But I’m not going there physically.”

      “Your soul can bleed, babe. You’ve seen what happens down there. Hell doesn’t need a physical body to hurt you.”

      Right. He was completely and totally right. “Should? They should unlock?” I took a gasping breath. “I can’t do this.”

      “Chill, babe. I’m not letting you get stuck there. While you’re doing that, I’ll be busy. This is where my allies will come in. Your father’s angry as all fuck with me. I pissed him off looking for your dude, but we’ll use that to our advantage. Get my guys to create a situation. I call out to him. While he’s distracted, you go get your guy, free him, sprint out of his lair, and get back here. The second you’re out of his territory—bam. You’re gone. You delay even a second, you’re screwed.”

      “And if something goes wrong?” Because it sounded like this plan could easily go to shit.

      “Can’t happen. It does, you’re screwed. This is a trap for you, and Astaroth isn’t stupid. We’re going to have to be very careful, and you need some of that divine energy working for you. Don’t want you stuck there with me.”

      Great. “This is a nightmare.”

      “You sure you want to do this? You know how making a plan in Hell goes.”

      Gabe was right. I knew exactly how it went—terribly. There was no planning for this. Not really. This was about as close to a plan as we’d get.

      I was going to be sick. I leaned down again, resting my head on the counter, breathing slowly.

      A hand came down on my back, rubbing up and down my spine. I turned my head just enough to see Phoenix’s eyes.

      “You okay?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m terrified. So much could go wrong and…”

      “I mean—if it were me—” Gabe jumped up to sit on the counter on the other side of Phoenix. “I’d leave the guy to rot. He’s the dumbass who likes to use Hell as his quick travel route.”

      And this was exactly why I had to go save Van. Because I was good, and that meant doing the right thing. Even when it was hard and the absolute last thing I wanted to do.

      “I have to, Gabe. You’re demon-dead. Of course, you’d let him rot. But I’m not you. Not yet. I have to do the right thing.”

      “Fine.” He hopped down from the counter. “I’m heading out. Need to meet up with my allies. Get everything in place. Whistle when you’re ready.”

      “Will do.” I straightened, and Phoenix’s hand dropped away from me. “Gabe left to go set stuff up.”

      “You trust him?” Phoenix asked.

      Gabe had his issues, but under it all, there was a thread of good. “Gabe helped me out a long time ago—saved me when I was lost in Hell—and I know he has my back ever since. He’s a good friend. But some things we’ll just always disagree on. If that makes sense?”

      Phoenix was quiet for a second. “I think it does.”

      “Back to the plan,” Mom cut in. “How long will you be on the other side?”

      I hated this sham of a plan, but it was the only one I had. “I don’t know. A few hours. Hopefully, a lot less, but I honestly don’t know.” I didn’t want to go at all, but this was the only option. “It might be a while, so fully prepare.”

      She frowned. “Are you sure? Baby, I⁠—”

      “It’s the only way. I don’t know how else to get Van back. I’ll leave my body on this side, but I need you to maintain it for me. I’ll have Gabe pull me through.” He couldn’t open a portal, but he could move between the realms. And if he was strong enough, he could carry one person through. “That way, I’m not opening anything in our house or on Sanctuary land.” I huffed. “If I make it out of this, I won’t let him trap me again.”

      “Good.” She was quiet. “How will you get home?”

      “Van can transport himself, and my body will still be here. As long as my father hasn’t trapped me, I should be able to come back whenever I want.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following,” Phoenix said.

      “It’s kind of like astral projecting. Picture someone sleeping on a bed, and their soul is floating four feet above them in a dream world. They’re tied together with a rope. A thick, silver cord. Sometimes, that cord has no slack. Sometimes there’s a lot of slack, and their soul can leave their body while still alive.” I made it sound easy when I knew it would be anything but.

      Van was trapped in my father’s lair, which was a tricky spot. He made some of his own rules there, and to leave, I’d have to fight my way out of that part of Hell.

      Getting stuck in my father’s lair was exactly how I’d been trapped there before.

      I swallowed down my fear before it made me sick. “How loose the chord is depends on the person. Kids are often not as closely tethered to their bodies as adults are, and my tether has always been extremely loose. My father found where we were living when I was eleven. I didn’t know he knew, but I was dreaming one day and…” Visions of the fire and running through caverns and caverns of people suffering filled my mind. It was enough to make me think about leaving Van there, but I wasn’t a coward. “My father took me back with him, and it took me a while to find my body. I was lost. Medically, I was in a coma, but actually, I was alive and trapped in Hell.”

      I looked at Mom. “If I got out once when I was a kid, I can do it again.” I rubbed my sweating hands on my leggings. “I can do this.” I wasn’t sure if I was convincing her or myself, but I had to say it. Maybe it would be true.

      Mom searched me for something, but then she nodded. She had my back, too. “Okay. I’ll grab supplies from the med fridge. IVs. Blankets. Heating pads. Ice packs.” She went around the island to one of the drawers and pulled out a pad and pen, jotting down a list.

      “Why do you need heating pads and ice packs?” Phoenix asked.

      “Heating pads in case she starts fading,” my mom answered as she continued making her list.

      “Ice packs?” He asked.

      She looked at me. “Overheating. Her body will be here, but her soul will be in Hell. Sometimes that heat flows through the tether.”

      “Hell is very, very hot.” I gave him a grin to try and soften that information, but it didn’t feel happy to me.

      “Right.” He leaned closer to me. “Are you sure you should be doing this? It sounds like a really bad idea.”

      “I’m not sure of anything.” I wished I were. “But I have to. I can’t leave Van there.”

      “Is it safe?”

      I laughed because that was almost an absurd question. “Farthest thing from.”

      He turned in his chair. “And you’re going to let her do it?” he asked Mom.

      Mom was quiet for a long time before she finally spoke. “Being a parent is hard, always. But being a parent to a child with these gifts is impossible at times.” She was quiet again, staring down at her supply list. “My daughter has always done what she thinks is right, no matter the cost to herself. I’m proud of that because she’s made good choices. I can’t let fear take a grip on my heart. I know that if God takes her from me, then it was her time, and I could do nothing to change that. Would it be easy for me to lose her? No. It would be…” My mom’s voice shook.

      I reached out across the island to her, and she took my hand in hers.

      “I’m not sure I’m strong enough to overcome pain like that. Just the idea of it…but she’s done this before. She almost died that time⁠—”

      “I was eleven, Mom.” I gave her hand a squeeze. “I’m older now. I’ve trained. We’re better prepared. I know what to do down there, and you know how to keep me alive this time. I won’t even need the hospital.” I hoped that was true. I really, seriously hated hospitals.

      “He knows when you’re there.” She didn’t have to say which he she meant. I knew. “He’ll find you. He’ll trap you like he trapped Van. A warrior with strength and speed and healing abilities that’s hundreds of years older than you.”

      There was a knock on the door, and Tessa peeked her head in. “Hey. So, we’ve been outside for a bit, waiting for a break in the conversation. Now feels good.” She grinned. “Is now good?”

      I waved her in. “You could’ve come in whenever you wanted.”

      Dastien walked in behind her. “We didn’t want to intrude.”

      The rest followed them in—Claudia and Lucas, Chris and Cosette, and Axel.

      Zinging light flew along Tessa and Dastien’s mate bond. Tessa turned to him and cupped his face in her hands, bringing him down for a kiss. I looked away.

      Man, I wanted something like that.

      I looked at Phoenix and let my vision slip a little more. His soul was pure white, good, loving.

      If I made it out of this alive and Phoenix still wanted a date, then I made a promise to myself that I’d make it happen. Full stop.

      As everyone came into the kitchen, I noticed that Chris looked pissed.

      I hopped off the stool. “What?”

      “We heard what you said. About your plan.” He walked right up to tower over me. “This wasn’t what we talked about.” He crossed his arms, and his eyes flashed bright, glowing blue. “You were supposed to take us with you.”

      He was about to be so mad at me, but there was no getting around it. “I know what you said, but it can’t be like that.”

      “How long have you known that you’d go in there alone?”

      I chewed on my lip. He wasn’t going to like my answer, so I chose not to answer at all.

      “Damn it, Samantha.”

      Cosette hit her mate, but I knew she wasn’t exactly happy with me either. Her face was so carefully blank, and that only happened when she was well and truly angry. “You’re scaring us. We don’t like it.”

      “I know.” I didn’t like it any better than they did. “I’m scared, too. But this is the only way. It’s the safest way. And even if I was going through physically, you couldn’t come.”

      “Why not?” Chris shouted, and he never shouted. He was usually calm, no matter what was happening.

      “You’d attract too much attention. Even one of you going in there would be like a light in pitch black. Every demon in Hell would come running. I mean—Gabe would’ve drained Dastien dry if I hadn’t stopped him. And he’s the closest thing to a friend as I have down there. It’s…” I wiped a hand down my face and tried to think of how to explain it. “It would be a very, very bad idea for any of you to go through a portal. Hell is a terrifying place.”

      “It’s horrifying.” Phoenix was staring at me with wide eyes, like he was finally getting what I was about to do, and he was scared for me.

      “You’ve seen it? Tell us.” Cosette’s demand was clear. I knew she was thinking about Van and what he must be going through. I knew some of the fey courts had a darker side to them, but nothing she could picture would prepare her for what Van was going through.

      “I pulled her from a portal yesterday. I saw down inside it. The portal had only been open for seconds and the demons…” He swallowed. “I… I don’t have words for what I saw, but it’ll give me nightmares for life.”

      “How many demons did you see down there?” Chris asked. “How big of an army are we talking about?”

      He was still thinking in mortal terms, and I knew he’d battled demons before. But it wouldn’t be like that in Hell.

      “They were like ants.” Phoenix dropped his head a little. “Swarming tiny ants. I don’t know. Millions? Billions? It was hard to tell. The heat and smells and sounds. They were overwhelming on their own, and then they were…everywhere. In seconds. Standing on top of each other to form a bridge and…”

      “No.” Tessa’s eyes were wide and glowing just like her mate’s. “How are you going to get out of there?”

      “Stop.” I didn’t like to raise my voice, but I had to. “Stop it. All of you. You can’t be afraid. You can’t be scared. I have to do this, and I need all of you to be strong for me. Because I can do this.” I had to sound completely confident, even if I didn’t feel it.

      Cosette stepped toward me, and the mask slipped from her face. Her eyes were glassy with unshed tears. “Van wouldn’t want this. He wouldn’t want another life traded for his, especially not yours. I’m so sorry I put this on you. We can’t let you do this.”

      “No. He needs to be saved.” There wasn’t a doubt in my mind about that. “I don’t want to imagine what’s happening to him down there. I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t think I had a shot. But I…” I hoped I had a shot. “I’ll do my best to bring him back.”

      “If you can’t, you come back. Don’t you dare die down there,” Tessa said. “Sacrificing yourself won’t help anything.”

      I turned to Mom, but she was wiping a tear from her eye. “Please?” I asked her.

      She gave me one slow, jerky nod, and I knew it took everything in her to agree. “Okay.” She grabbed her notepad from the countertop. “We’re going to work this like a mission, and you’re all going to be my helpers. We’re going to have to watch her very carefully—her breathing, her heart rate, her temp, blood pressure. All of it. I won’t let my daughter die today.”

      Chris stepped around the island to my mom. “What do you need?”

      “First, I’m going to need help carrying supplies.” She motioned for Chris to follow her.

      “I’ll help,” Axel said, and the three of them went down the hall to the storage room.

      Everyone else stayed, silently watching me.

      The pressure was on, and I was scared. I’d have to be a moron not to be terrified, and I was no moron.

      But being afraid of something didn’t mean not doing it.

      I had to have courage and faith that I was doing the right thing.

      Some stupid part of me wanted to sit back on the stool next to Phoenix and lean into him, hold his hand, something, but it felt too intimate. Too soon. Especially with a room full of people. Instead, I paced back and forth by the island, praying, breathing, trying to stay calm and confident. Even if I didn’t feel it fully, I had to fake it.

      When Mom came back, she looked at me. “Where do you want to set up?”

      God. Please help me. I don’t want to die down there. “My room.” It was comfortable, and I knew it the best. My body knew it. My soul knew it. I would be able to find it again. In theory.

      It’d been a long time since I’d done this exact thing, but it wasn’t something that I could forget.

      I led the way upstairs, praying the whole way.

      Because I wasn’t sure I would come back.

      It was fifty-fifty percent I’d come back

      Thirty-seventy?

      My odds were probably worse than that, but I was pretty sure I could at least get Van back.

      Man, I hated walking into traps. Especially my father’s. They made me want to throw up.

      Thankfully, my bedroom was neat. Both Mom and I liked to keep things really tidy. My room was simple—bed, side tables, and a reading corner with a comfortable chair and some icons on the wall. That was it. I had a desk in the office Mom and I shared, but my room was purely for resting and relaxing. I didn’t even keep a TV in here.

      I’d made my bed earlier, and it felt weird to get under the covers with everyone else in the room, so I lay down on top of it.

      Mom set up the IV stand, and I looked away while she got it all set up. I didn’t mind needles like Tessa did, but I wasn’t going to watch her do it.

      Once it was done, she snagged the blanket off the foot of my bed and put it over me. She bent down and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be here praying and waiting. I called Frank, and he’s at a deathbed vigil. But he’s praying, and he’ll be here as soon as he can.”

      “Thanks.”

      I looked around the room. At everyone standing around the bed. At Phoenix. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking right now, and I was afraid to know.

      I liked him. When I was younger, I was attracted to him. He was the first guy that I was seriously attracted to. I liked his work ethic and how he took care of his family. But that was all that I knew about him.

      We’d talked more in the last twenty-four hours than we ever had. He was kind and polite and honest with a nice laugh. And good. Plus, I was still attracted to him.

      And he stayed. He wasn’t afraid of what I did or who I was, and I was so thankful for that.

      I felt like I could talk to him for forever, and I hoped he wasn’t gone by the time I woke up. But I knew that was a real risk.

      What I was doing was scary, and it would show him how quickly and easily he could lose me.

      Because my life wasn’t safe. And it wasn’t my own. It never had been.

      I had a calling, and if I died fulfilling it, then that was okay.

      I closed my eyes for a second. “Eli!” I yelled through the spiritual realm. “I’m about to do something very, very dumb. I’m going to get Van back. If you’re able, please come.” I took a breath. “God, if you’re listening, keep me safe. And if I’m not, help everyone here with whatever comes next.”

      I blinked my eyes open. “Eli got called away, but I just called for him. If something goes wrong⁠—”

      Mom brushed her hand across my forehead. “I know what to do, and I know what you want, but you just come back to me alive. Okay? Can you do that for me?”

      “I’m going to do my best.” It wasn’t a promise, but it was as good as I could do. I took a breath, trying to calm myself. “If I’m not back in two hours, just wait longer.”

      Phoenix huffed, but I saw the worry from everyone else.

      I focused on Phoenix. On his hazel-green eyes. His worried smile. The way he shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans.

      It was a nice last image.

      I put two fingers in my mouth and whistled through both realms as I let go of my body.

      Gabe was standing there next to my mom, and I reached out for him. He pulled me up and away from my body. Everything along me tingled, aching to go back to where I belonged, but I ignored the urge. It felt like moving against a breeze. Something was pulling me one way, but I had to choose to go another.

      So, I did.

      “You ready?”

      “No.” I really, truly wasn’t ready at all. “But let’s go before I chicken out.”

      “You? Chicken?” He gave me a wicked smile, and orange flames flickered against the red of his eyes. “Never.”

      I wasn’t dead, so I couldn’t access Hell without a portal. But Gabe was. He’d lost his ability to open portals when he died, but he’d been like me when he was alive, so he was able to freely move between Hell and the mortal realm.

      I couldn’t help the scream that slipped free as Gabe took my hand and yanked me through the realms.

      My soul filled with dread.

      Oh, no.

      This was a terrible idea.

      God, please help me.
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      Gabe threw me to the ground and slapped a hand over my mouth, cutting off my scream. We were both in spirit form now, and he felt so real.

      This all felt so real.

      “Stop it,” he whisper-yelled as he hovered over me. His eyes were different here, brighter. And his aura was darker. Darker than I remembered it being, as if it were eating all the light around it. “Remember what I said. No talking. You’ll get us caught. There’s no one who can save us from this place.”

      He was right. I knew he was right. But I couldn’t stop the panic.

      I hadn’t been back here—not fully, not for longer than a minute—since I escaped all those years ago. I’d been back to pull souls out, but not like this. This was so much worse.

      I’d never recovered from the trauma.

      I’d been here for a mortal year, but it felt like a millennium. It aged me beyond my peers and taught me a lot about myself, but the cost…

      Nightmares, flashbacks, freak-outs with my powers, and I still had problems with all of it after eight years.

      And I’d vowed to never come back.

      Yet here I was.

      Pinned to the fire-hot ground in Hell.

      I screamed behind Gabe’s hand.

      Everything was burning and I was going to die and I needed to⁠—

      Gabe smacked me with his free hand. “Stop. Stop this right the fuck now.”

      I blinked fast, trying to stop the next sob because he was right. I had to push away the panic. Push it so far down that I could think and breathe and⁠—

      I tried to focus on my senses to stop the panic, but all I could feel was heat. Intense burning heat. All I could smell was smoke and sulfur and burning flesh. All I could hear was their screams. So many screams layering on top of each other and⁠—

      This wasn’t helping. My lungs were too tight. I couldn’t get in a breath and⁠—

      And my soul didn’t need to breathe. My body was. I just had to feel it breathe.

      Breathe. I needed to breathe. As soon as I thought it, I felt myself take a breath in. And let it out slowly.

      And then, I did it again.

      And again.

      I thought of my friends and Van. My mother.

      And Phoenix. I wanted to get home. I wanted a date. A real date that I just knew would blow all the other garbage ones out of this realm. He was worth fighting for.

      I thought of his face and his smile and his stupid dimple that made my heart race. And the kiss that I almost had. I wanted it. It was mine, and I wanted that kiss. I would get that kiss.

      It took me a second for the panic to leave just enough so that I could think, but I did. Tears flowed down my cheeks, but they dried before hitting my chin.

      Okay. I could do this.

      It was so hot. Burns covered every inch of my spiritual body, and it was nearly impossible to think about anything else.

      I had to push the pain away. My body was fine. This was all supernatural. Spiritual. But not real. Not on a physical level.

      I had to push through and keep going or leave now, a failure.

      I took another breath, and the scent of sulfur and ash and blood and death burned my nose. So, I took another one, and willed myself to stay calm.

      The screams were so loud—the agony and terror and despair—and the panic started to rise again.

      No.

      Not again. I had to shove it back down.

      The heat wasn’t really touching me. I wasn’t really here. It was like an extremely realistic nightmare.

      That was how I’d get through this.

      This was just another nightmare. A nightmare that I’d wake up from. Soon.

      Gabe stood over me. “Are you good?”

      No. No, I wasn’t good. I wanted to go home. I wanted to go home right now.

      I let out a whimper before I could stop myself.

      “Stop it.” Gabe snapped at me, and he was right to. “This is Hell, and it’ll get in your head and tell you to give up. Do you remember what you’re here for?”

      Yes. Yes, I absolutely did. Van. I didn’t say the word aloud, but I thought it.

      I’d come for Van. I wasn’t leaving until I had him.

      I had to get it together.

      Astaroth wasn’t here yet, which meant my scream had been covered by the screams that seemed to come from every direction all at once, layered on top of each other until it was just an endless sound that pierced every fabric of my being.

      “That’s right. Him.” I wasn’t sure how he heard me, but he knew me better than most. He’d been through literal Hell with me before.

      He’d gotten me through it last time.

      He’d get me through it this time.

      “Good. Yes. I got you. Just like last time. Focus on that. Focus on the mission. Focus on getting home to that pretty boy waiting in your room.” His eyes glittered as he raised his brows.

      I knew what Gabe was doing. He was trying to make me laugh, to focus my mind on something else, but it was impossible.

      Oh, God. Not even for that.

      “Stop it.” He lowered again, pressing his nose to mine. “I had you for a second, but you have to hold on to what I’m saying. You can’t think about what’s around you or what this place is like. You got me? Do you want to save your friend or not?”

      I nodded.

      “Good. Picture him.”

      I closed my eyes and pictured his long white ponytail. His face. His eyes. The way he fought as if he were dancing with death. The kindness he’d shown me when he’d trained with me. He’d been patient. His instructions were clear, and he taught me a few things that I would never forget. Things that had saved my life.

      I could do this for him.

      I would do this for him.

      “Good. Okay. That’s better. I’m going to pull you up, and then we have to go get him. Fast. We have to get through a few of these sections, but then, when I tell you, we’ll be in the spot where you cannot be. And you cannot yell again. Not ever. Or we’ll be screwed.”

      I nodded. I wouldn’t yell. I was getting a handle on it. As much as the heat and sounds and smells brought back horrific memories that I was now reliving, I’d practiced calming myself for years. I would find a way through this, and I would be stronger for it.

      “We have a plan. I’ll make a distraction for you. But we have to get going now. I’m going to move my hand, but you cannot make a noise. You need to tell me something, you use gestures. I will figure it out from there, but your father will hear your voice and come. He’s on the alert, looking for you.”

      Why? I threw my hands out to my sides.

      “Because you’re his.”

      I shook my head. I’m not his.

      “But that’s what he thinks. He doesn’t like it when his things aren’t doing what he tells them. And he has your guy. You know we’re walking into a trap, so he’s on the lookout. Waiting for you to arrive. So, you’re not going to forget that while you’re down here. You don’t freak out. You don’t yell. You don’t even whisper. Not. One. Noise.”

      I nodded. I could do that. I would do that.

      He pulled me up. “This way.”

      We passed all kinds of horrors. I tried to do what he said—not watch it. I really did my best not to look at anything except my feet, and Gabe, and the narrow space around us. But then something ran in front of me, and I nearly tripped over it.

      I looked down and saw that it was a man—or what used to be a man—his skin was charred to black. Embers still burned around him. He ran, screaming, on all fours, begging for it to stop.

      Except he was in Hell.

      It would never stop.

      My heart was racing and I was gasping for air but it was so hot and burning my lungs and oh, God.

      Oh, God.

      OhGodohGodOhGod.

      Gabe tugged me to him, covering my eyes. “Don’t go there, babe,” he whispered in my ear. “These people are here because they’re bad.”

      I shoved him away, shaking my head back and forth so fast.

      “I know you think no one deserves this, and they didn’t have to. This is Hell, babe. The people here deserve to be here.” He reached out for me, but I was officially panicking. Again.

      No. No one deserved this.

      Tears rolled down my face but they were evaporating before they hit my chin and I couldn’t breathe and oh, God.

      Gabe grabbed my face, pulling it close to his until all I could see were the bright red of his eyes. “You have to breathe. With me. Breathe.”

      I tried but the air was hot, burning my lungs, my skin, my face, and it was so loud and I wanted to go home.

      God, help me. I wanted my mom.

      I wanted Phoenix.

      “Remember Van. Remember why you’re doing this.”

      I closed my eyes and pictured him again.

      “It’s better once we get past this part. I swear I won’t let you get trapped here. If it comes down to it, I will sacrifice everything for you,” he whispered in my ears. “I did it before, and I will do it again. You know this. Remember that and hold on to me. You can keep your eyes closed.”

      I squeezed them as tight as they would go and let him lead me through. Because I wouldn’t have been able to do it otherwise. It was too awful. I’d been here before, but I didn’t want to be here again.

      I could still hear and smell everything, and that was somehow just as bad as seeing it.

      I wanted to leave, and just like that, the silver cord tugged me, lifting my feet from the hot floor.

      My body was pulling me home, and I wanted to go. The breeze was strengthening, urging me back to where I belonged. I knew if I let go, it would take me home.

      But I pictured Van.

      Not yet.

      I wasn’t going to give up. I wasn’t going to stop until I got him. I wasn’t wasting this trip.

      The screaming got worse for a second before it got better.

      And then the hot air swirled around me, and we were moving fast.

      I heard all kinds of things now. Flashes of them. A second of demonic tongue. Spells. Laughing. Screaming. Pleading. But it was fast. Jarring. And I knew that Gabe was pulling me through quickly like he said he would.

      And when we slowed, and I felt the ground under my feet again, it wasn’t as hot as it’d been when I got here. Maybe I was imagining it, or maybe I was getting used to Hell again. It was still sweltering, but not the kind of heat that made me want to scream.

      I blinked my eyes open.

      We were in a cave whose walls were made of molten lava.

      There were cages hanging from the ceiling. At first, I thought there were just little piles of dirt in them, but then one of the piles moaned, and I realized that it was a person. Or what used to be a person.

      Lord. Please. I bit my lip to keep from crying out.

      “We’re close. Come on. Hurry.”

      I forced myself to look away from the cages. Oh, God. I’d been here before. I’d been in one of those before.

      I focused on holding Gabe’s hand as we wove through a maze of caverns. Each room led to another—there were no hallways to bypass the horror show that surrounded me. There were lesser demons skittering around. One jumped from cage to cage, terrorizing the people in them, stabbing them with a spear of fire. The screams rattled everything in my soul, crying out for me to help them. But I couldn’t.

      Gabe dragged me along, moving through this cavern and into another one. Steadily walking fast, but never running.

      I’d lost track of time already, but it seemed like it had been long enough that I should’ve adjusted to what Hell was like. But I didn’t. I’d been trapped here for a year of my mortal life, and I never got used to it then. Not even for a minute.

      It was still the same now. Hell hadn’t changed. It never would.

      It just got worse.

      Each scream jolted through my soul, jerking me, making me stumble, urging me to scream with them.

      The heat started to build again. Until every breath I took was agony. The heat—sometimes wet and penetrating, others dry and searing—scorched my lungs.

      And then, I saw that Gabe was leading us to something.

      To someone.

      What was that?

      Was it Van?

      Just like Tessa’s vision. Someone was strung up against the cavern wall, arms cuffed, dangling, naked. There were demons crawling all over him and cuts all over his body. He was…his intestines were…his foot hanging to his leg by a thin piece of flesh…oh, God. I had to stop this.

      I took off running, but I didn’t make it far before the demons screeched as one. Then started ripping his limbs off one by one.

      I was too late.

      Tessa was right. I was too late.

      I started to scream, but Gabe slapped his hand over my mouth before any sound could escape. He pulled my back tight against his front. “Look at him. Look. That’s not him. That’s not Van. That’s some other fey male. We’re not there yet.”

      I froze.

      Wait.

      What?

      I took a breath and tried to separate my feelings from what I was seeing. What I was really seeing.

      The hair. It was dark. Van had white hair. Long, stark white hair.

      I’d thought that was Van, and he’d looked like…but it wasn’t. It was someone else.

      My stomach revolted, and Gabe let me go. I dropped to the ground and slapped a hand over my mouth. I couldn’t throw up. I was just in spirit form, but the feeling was the same.

      Gabe squatted in front of me. “Stop freaking out. Now. We have to keep moving.” He held out a hand, and I took it.

      I closed my eyes. It wasn’t Van. Whatever Tessa saw wasn’t Van, but that had to mean we were close.

      Please, God, let us be close.

      Gabe clutched my hand so tight that pain overrode the nausea, and I gave him a nod. I’m okay. I wasn’t, but for now, I was holding it together. Barely, but enough that I could think.

      This was a trap, and I wasn’t going to stupidly set it off before we even got to Van.

      Gabe pulled me up and started moving again, but it was one horror after another. Cavern after cavern, and I couldn’t. This one was dark. Empty. It made me feel empty.

      It was too much, too hot, too loud. My soul started to shake and I felt like I was going to pass out. The despair I felt—like I was swimming in it—was too much to bear, and I knew I was done.

      I slowed down and yanked on Gabe’s arm and sat.

      “No, babe. You can’t sit here. We can’t stop.”

      I waved a hand in front of my face, fanning myself. I mimed lying down.

      “No. Not happening. You can’t pass out.” Gabe squatted in front of me. “Your body is cool. Your body is somewhere safe, and you’re alive up there. You can’t feel the heat there.”

      I wanted to scream at him that I damned well could feel the fucking heat here, but I couldn’t yell.

      He tugged me up, half carrying me. “We’re almost there.” His voice was gentler than it had been in a long time.

      We turned a corner, and then I froze.

      Bodies—hundreds, thousands, hundreds of thousands—were writhing in pain on the ground, one on top of another, forming hills and moving in waves like the ocean. Some were missing limbs. Some charred. All of them were sobbing. Some crying out for their mothers, lovers, friends, but it was hopeless. There was no saving them from this.

      But across the way, far off in the distance, I saw someone I could save.

      I knew that white hair. That stark white hair.

      Van.
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      I could see him.

      I’d made it. I’d done it. I was in the cavern with Van.

      I looked at Gabe. Now. It was now. I could do this. I had a mission, and I could see the end.

      “That’s right. You have to cross to him now. I’m going to the other side of this nest of caverns and calling your father to me. Okay? I’ll distract him and his deputies. You just have to cross to Van and free him. Your blood should open his bonds. I know it doesn’t make sense, and you’re just a spirit, but you can still bleed. You’ll heal, but that’s what Hell is about. Making people bleed again and again. Blood is always the key down here.”

      I nodded. I knew that. I did.

      I was going to get it together because now I could see Van. I could focus on him and shut everything else out as much as I could.

      I had a clear destination.

      “Good. Once you free him, go immediately back to your body. Don’t wait. Not even a fraction of a second. Never forget that this is a trap for you. I’m going to do my best to hold your dad off, but he’s not stupid.”

      No. He wasn’t stupid.

      “Van should be able to get home on his own. Don’t hesitate, or he’ll have you. Okay? There’s a chance he’ll know you’re here as soon as your blood touches the bonds. He could change the rules of the lair as soon as that happens. You could get stuck here. I won’t be able to hold him off. So free him and leave.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to stay. He didn’t have to tell me twice to leave the second I could.

      I ran through it in my head. I get to Van, free him as quickly as I can, and then split.

      I’d have seconds to do it once I touched him. If that.

      I wasn’t sure how I was going to make that work, but I didn’t have a ton of options.

      “I’m going to go find your father now. You’ll know when I do, so be ready to move.”

      I nodded. Understood.

      “Get it done, babe.” Gabe spread his arms and disappeared.

      I was alone.

      I was alone.

      I hated this.

      But I was okay. I had a way out.

      I felt for my silver cord, and it came immediately. The wind was stronger this time, and that made me feel better. I could do this and get back home. But not yet.

      I focused on Van. On his long white hair that hung loose, hiding his face and part of his body from view.

      I made my way across the sea of people on the ground and tried not to think about where I was stepping. I didn’t dare look down. I didn’t dare look at their faces. Didn’t hear their moans. Didn’t feel their bodies, bones, limbs under my feet. It was clumsy work to walk on people, but once I realized that I wasn’t making it any worse by stepping on them—they were already in Hell—I stopped trying to be careful.

      I couldn’t let myself take it in. I’d process it later. In my nightmares. Once I was safe.

      Here, now, I stayed focused on Van.

      All I had to do was get there. All I had to do was keep moving.

      It took forever for me to cross to him. And then I froze, taking him in.

      He was strung up, naked, bleeding, cuffed and chained to the cave’s wall. There were over a dozen spider-like lesser demons—each no bigger than six inches long—crawling all over him, drinking the blood seeping from his wounds, eating his strength and power. His body had been beaten, and I was pretty sure he had a broken arm.

      His side was bruised and cut.

      His head hung limp against his chest, and his long blond hair hung loose around his face, covering it from view, but I knew it had to have been beaten, too.

      I knew it would heal, but he’d been so hurt that I wasn’t sure how I was going to get him out of here.

      I didn’t know where all of his weapons were—or his clothes—but none of that mattered now. It was his body…

      Shit. What if he wasn’t well enough to get out of here on his own? I didn’t know how his magic worked or how quick he’d heal without all those demons on him, but I hoped it worked better than I thought it did. Because I couldn’t pull him out of this cavern. Even if my body was here, I wouldn’t have been able to carry him. He was a massive fey man.

      What was I going to do now?

      I had to keep moving toward him. So, I did. I’d come up with something, but all I could do was stare at him, taking in all of his injuries.

      Now that I was closer, I could see the burn marks and blisters on his feet and hands. Blood seeping from everywhere. I honestly wasn’t sure how he was alive. If he were mortal, he would’ve been long dead.

      I was only about twenty yards away from him, when there was a giant boom.

      The whole cavern rattled and rocks fell from the ceiling. I squatted down, covering my head, until it stopped.

      And then something laughed. The sound filled the whole cavern, drowning out everything else.

      It was a familiar laugh. One that sent fear running through me.

      It was my father.

      This was the distraction.

      This was what Gabe had been talking about.

      The cave walls rumbled again, and the bodies screamed, the pitch rising higher. The hills started to roll up and down under my feet, as if I was standing on the surface of the ocean. The heat grew in the cave, filling it with steam—so much that I couldn’t see Van anymore—but I knew where he was.

      I took off sprinting the rest of the way.

      I had to get to Van. Quickly. Before my father got here.

      He didn’t look up as I approached and didn’t seem to care or even notice that my father was on his way to us.

      I ripped the demons off of him, one by one, snapping their necks and tossing them behind me into the ocean of bodies.

      When I was done, I tried to get his attention again.

      I tapped his face, trying to wake him up, but he just moaned.

      I hated to do this, but I had to.

      I took a breath, focused my power at him, and then slapped him. As hard as I could.

      His eyes shot open, and his head snapped up.

      “No,” he whispered back. “Leave. Now!”

      I wasn’t leaving. Not without him.

      The rumbling was growing louder, and I knew I had only seconds. I put my pointer finger over my lips and shook my head. I can’t talk.

      Gabe was suddenly by my side. “Some of my guys are causing a problem, but it won’t last long. Why isn’t he free yet? Hurry up! Bite your hand and use your blood to open the fucking cuffs already.”

      I hadn’t been slow. I didn’t think.

      Screw it. I tried biting my hand to get some blood flowing, but it wasn’t working.

      “If your blood opens them, then bleed on them already,” Van said. “And let’s get out of here.”

      I bit down harder, but it didn’t work. It wasn’t working.

      I wasn’t sure I could bleed down here, but then Gabe ripped my hand from my mouth.

      He looked at me and then bit my thumb. Hard.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from screaming. Blood dripped down my fingertips. I wasn’t sure if my body was bleeding or why my spirit bled, but I couldn’t think about that now.

      I needed to do this quickly. How?

      I spread the blood on both hands, then smeared it on his wrist cuffs, and immediately dropped to his feet.

      The cuffs opened as one and hit the ground.

      Van reached for me, and he was gone.

      Now. I had to leave now. I tried to grasp that wind, to find it, and⁠—

      Van reappeared. “Fuck. What the fuck did you do?”

      My heart raced.

      I’d been too slow.

      Oh, God. Help me. I’d been too slow.

      Van tried to grip my face in his hands, but they went through me. “What is this?”

      “I left my body behind,” I said, giving up on the no-talking thing. It didn’t matter anymore. Not with Astaroth on his way here. I’d already triggered the trap.

      “Damn you, child.” He screamed the words in my face. With the bruises and blood and his white hair flying around him, he looked angrier than I’d ever seen him. “I can’t travel with you if you don’t have a body. I can’t help you. I’m too weak to fight, and if I tried, I’d lose.”

      “Go.” I tried to shove him, but my hands went through his body. I wasn’t wasting any energy on pushing him away. He had to listen. “Go to my house. I’ll be there in a second.”

      He leaned down into my face until our noses were even. “Promise me.” His voice was cold and hard.

      I nodded. “I promise. I have my own way home.”

      And then Van was gone.

      I took off sprinting. Racing through cavern after cavern, searching for the exit of his lair. I didn’t look at anything I passed. I just kept going.

      I turned into the next cavern, and the demons raced for me.

      Weapon. I needed a weapon. I scanned them and found one with a spear of fire.

      Perfect. I raced at them, and I did what Chris, Cosette, Axel, and Van had been training me to do.

      I fought.

      The first one was tricky, but once I ripped the spear from its dead grasp, it got easier and I kept moving. Forward. Cavern after cavern.

      Fighting. Running. Reaching for the silver cord, but it was gone. No breeze. No nothing.

      I spun, racing into another cavern and ran straight into Gabe. “What the fuck are you doing? I told you to go immediately.”

      “I’m trying.” I closed my eyes and tried again. I felt for the tether that bound me to my body, but where it should’ve been was empty space.

      My eyes flew open.

      “No,” Gabe said with wide eyes. His red eyes were taken over fully by flames. They were bright and flashing, and I knew he was well and truly scared. “What is happening?”

      Oh, no. I knew what was happening.

      “Are we still in his lair?” I honestly had no idea where I was, and I’d kept my stupid eyes closed on the way here. Like an idiot.

      Gabe looked around. “No. I don’t think so. This isn’t any part of it that I’ve seen before if it is…” Gabe turned back to me, and his bright red eyes turned molten. “What is wrong with your tie to your father?”

      I looked down. My father’s bond to me was usually a thin, glowing red string, but now, it was thicker, brighter, made of flames. As I watched, it grew and started to pull me across the cavern, and I remembered how he drained me from my tie.

      I remembered how he taunted me—what he said. About where my abilities came from. About who gave them to me.

      About how he could take them away.

      He could control me through my tie.

      He could control my powers.

      He could control the rules in his lair, and he wasn’t going to let me leave. I’d been running, but he’d been playing with me. If Gabe didn’t recognize this, then it was new. Which meant Astaroth had been changing his lair as I moved through it.

      I wasn’t going to be able to get out of here.

      My breath started coming faster and faster as I realized that I might be stuck. Again. “What do I do?”

      The cave shook, and Gabe grabbed my hand. “Run. Try to get rid of some of that mess surrounding you. Break his tie to you and get out of this lair. It’s your only hope.”

      “What about you?”

      “Don’t worry about me, babe. I live here. This is my home. I’ll distract him if I can. Break your tie and get the fuck out of here.” He shoved me, and his eyes turned red, flames licked along his skin, blackening it. “Run and don’t stop. You fight, you try to get rid of the tie, and if all else fails, you keep fighting. Give your friends enough time to figure out a way to get you home.”

      How were they going to do that?

      “They’ll find a way. Run!”

      A roar came from behind us, and I knew I was screwed.

      “Run, Samantha! Right fucking now!”

      I looked back, and there he was.

      Astaroth.

      Right there.

      Shit.

      Sometimes he looked like a kid in a hooded puffer coat. Sometimes he looked like a beautiful man with long, wavy black hair to his shoulders. And sometimes he looked like a massive black monster.

      Today was the monster. He smiled, showing his rows and rows of sharp teeth on his wide face, and then he dropped to all fours and roared.

      The cavern shook.

      Fuck this.

      Dang it. I was cursing now, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      I took off running as fast as my mind could take me, letting my soul skip ahead as I moved through my father’s lair.

      Demons sprang at me, and I fought. I fought like Van had taught me, moving as if it were a dance. Stabbing everything I could with the spear of fire and leaping over anything that I could avoid.

      “Elilaios!” I screamed.

      I worked on knotting the tie as I sprinted. I couldn’t let it slow me down, and if I could, I’d cut it.

      The last time I tried that, I’d thinned it enough that one strong burst of my power burned it to ash.

      Each cavern in here led to another cavern, and I wasn’t sure which way was the way out. It all looked the same.

      Fuck. I was lost. Again.

      And now I’d cussed. Again.

      Gabe was helping me already. I needed Eli, and I needed him now! “Elilaios! Help me!”

      My father’s laugh echoed through the cave chambers, and I couldn’t tell where it was coming from.

      Van was back there. He’d tell them to find a way to get me back. Mom would keep me alive. They’d find a way. I just had to stay alive and sane down here.

      All I could do was keep running. Fighting. Not giving up.

      Wait. I knew this cavern. Two over was the cage room, which led to the torture chamber which led to…

      I knew this. I’d been here before. I’d forced myself to forget most of it, but now I remembered.

      Memories I’d shoved into the far recesses of my mind started coming up, and I remembered. I remembered everything.

      And I knew I was too far from the exit.

      I was screwed.

      “Elilaios, please! Please help me!”

      But he didn’t come.

      He wasn’t coming.

      I could feel the truth of that in my soul.

      He wasn’t done with whatever he was supposed to do, and I was⁠—

      A claw wrapped around my neck. “I’ve got you, daughter mine.”

      I was going to die, but I wasn’t dead yet.

      Not yet. I wasn’t eleven anymore. I’d trained and trained hard.

      I sparred with werewolves every day. I could do this. The pain here wasn’t physical pain. I could get out of here because my mom was keeping my body safe.

      I was safe.

      But my soul needed to battle. I needed to break the tie and get out of this lair.

      I pried at the claw and prepared to use the tie against him.

      Time to fight.
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      It was mostly quiet in the room. Dastien had brought up chairs from the dining room for everyone, but I sat in the cushioned chair in the corner in what had to be Sam’s reading nook. Everyone else was closer to the bed, but I didn’t feel like I belonged there. I had nothing to contribute, but I couldn’t leave. I wouldn’t leave her. Not until I knew she was okay.

      Sam’s room was nice and simple. The walls were a calming, barely there light blue-gray. Her sheets were white and navy and gray all mixed together. She had a massive bed—I wasn’t sure why she needed a king when it sounded like she never made it past first dates.

      A wave of jealousy hit me as I pictured her with someone else in it. I rubbed a hand down my face. What was wrong with me?

      I felt eyes watching me.

      Chris was studying me carefully and shook his head, and then looked at the other werewolves with a can-you-believe-this-guy expression on his face.

      Did he know what I’d been thinking? What I’d been feeling? He couldn’t know that I’d been jealous right then, could he? I had no clue about the extent of a werewolf’s powers, and I wasn’t about to ask him now.

      It didn’t matter. I had no claim on her—not really, not yet—so my jealousy needed to go. But somehow, jealousy felt easier than worry.

      Ana—Sam’s mom—stayed close to the bed. She’d hooked Sam up to an IV and some hospital-grade monitors—one that beeped with her heartbeat. It started racing as soon as she left her body. I wasn’t sure what she was going through, but I knew it was bad.

      Please, come back to me.

      I’d just found her. The only person who felt like everything. My feelings were intense and sudden and…right. They just felt right.

      She’d come back. She had to. I needed her to.

      I forced myself to look at the rest of the room. Her mother had stashed some of her tools on the bedside table—a temperature scanner, scissors, a manual breathing pump, and a small defibrillator. A rolling cart by the bed had heating pads with their cords wrapped around them, instant cool bags, instant heat bags, and blankets. She had a cooler with more IV bags and other meds that she could pump through the IV.

      I’d watched her gather everything and organize it up here, but why did she have all this stuff?

      How often did this happen to Sam?

      What kind of life did she have that she risked herself so much?

      This was the third time I’d seen her rush into a dangerous situation, and each time she’d battled intense evil.

      Was I just catching her at the wrong moments? Was this really her normal?

      She looked so pale and fragile on the bed, and I forced myself to look away before I went crazy. Staring at her wouldn’t bring her back sooner and the wolves started to fidget when I gazed too long.

      She didn’t have a ton of knickknacks in the room, but the bulletin board across from me had some pictures with her mom and Father Francis. They were in different locations, and after the talk downstairs, I assumed that they were places where they’d gone to help people. She had more with her friends on a beach. And some with just Tessa or just Claudia or Chris. She looked happy in all of them, which was good. A relief. I’d worried about her over the years, but from what I could see, she’d built a good life for herself. She wasn’t so alone anymore.

      She had religious icons around her room, and a dresser that was topped with some candles and a few odds and ends.

      The reading nook chair I sat in was next to shelves and shelves of books. Fiction and nonfiction, but all of the nonfiction seemed to be religious or spiritual. She had a ton by Dr. Heiser. I’d read a lot of those same books, and I wondered if we listened to the same podcasts. Judging by her books, we probably did.

      I couldn’t bring myself to get up from my spot even once. Not while she was lying on that bed, hooked up to an IV, fighting some unseen battle.

      I couldn’t help her, but I couldn’t go either.

      I rested my forearms on my legs and bowed my head, praying that she would come back. That she would be okay. I wasn’t sure why I found her now—exactly when she was about to go against something so evil that it had everyone terrified—but I had to think there was a reason.

      So, I’d sit in my corner, and I’d watch her, her friends, her mom, as the outsider.

      After a little bit, Tessa started pacing at the foot of Sam’s bed, and Dastien tracked her with his eyes as he leaned back in his chair. Cosette whispered with Claudia, and Chris watched the monitors and kept checking his watch. Lucas had Claudia’s hand in his, stroking the back of it with his thumb. Axel whispered something to his sister, and she waved him off.

      Claudia suddenly turned to Lucas and nodded, as if answering some unspoken question. He got up without a word and went downstairs, coming back with two plates from the board Ana had made. He handed one to Claudia.

      It was odd being here, in a room full of supernaturals. I was a confident guy. Not that I was a narcissist but I was strong and fit. I was a pro athlete, and by definition, that took some confidence to get out there and play hard in front of so many people. And I knew that I wasn’t ugly. The fans—the women—had been aggressive. It was the thing I didn’t appreciate about playing soccer. Even before I met Sam, I wasn’t that kind of player. I dated and had a string of short-term girlfriends…but I wasn’t that kind of a player. I just played soccer. Not women.

      And given all of that, I usually felt pretty at ease no matter where I went, but here, I was out of my depth. And I didn’t think it was a confidence thing. That was definitely a product of being outmatched.

      Samantha looked like she was sleeping. Her body was so still, and she was painfully beautiful. Like a porcelain doll. Well, a Spanish porcelain doll, with her pale Hispanic skin. She hadn’t put her hair up after her shower, so her big, loose curls fanned out around her. I leaned forward over my knees, waiting for her eyes to blink open.

      Hours passed, and her mom changed out IV bags again. Sam’s heart would speed up so fast—as if she were sprinting—and then slow down as if she were jogging. But always high. At one point, her breaths came in small gasps, and Tessa turned to hug Dastien, hiding her face against him.

      She was scared.

      We all were.

      Axel disappeared at one point and brought up some sandwiches and drinks, but I wasn’t hungry. They’d mentioned that they ate a lot as werewolves, and I could definitely see that.

      I got a call from my mom and left to take it, but everyone was still waiting when I got back.

      Around the fifth hour after she was gone, everyone went from worried to vigilant. The whispers stopped. We waited in silence.

      Then, her heart started racing faster than it had the whole time she’d been gone.

      Her mom rose from the chair after a few minutes of it and pressed her hand on Sam’s forehead. “She’s burning up.” She took her temp. “A hundred and three point five. High but…” She reached into a basket beside the bed. She cracked an instant-cold bag and placed it on Sam’s head.

      Sam gasped, jerking in the bed, and her heart raced faster. A hundred and seventy-seven beats per minute.

      And then someone popped into the room.

      I jumped from my chair. I wasn’t sure what to do—especially when everyone else here was a trained fighter—but I wasn’t going to just sit there.

      The tall man had ears that were pointed at the tops. He was naked, bleeding, and his long white-blond hair looked a tangled mess. There were scorch marks on his legs, and I knew this was the guy that Sam went to save.

      This was Van.

      Everyone stared at him for a second, but Cosette was the first to move. She was next to Chris one second and the next, in the new man’s arms, hugging him, crying.

      She pulled back. “You’re okay? She found you?”

      “She did.” But he was staring at the bed.

      Van. This was Van, the fey warrior she went to save. Everyone seemed distracted by the fact that he was back, but where was Sam?

      Ana threw him a blanket, and Van wrapped it around his waist.

      The man stank, and he looked like he’d been hurt, but his wounds were healing as I watched. I wasn’t sure if he was actually still bleeding from anything or not.

      The machine let out a loud warning beep.

      “No!” Ana moved into action, grabbing the defibrillator, but then the warning beep stopped and her heart started beating again. Fast.

      Everyone had frozen, watching Sam, and so was I. It felt like my heart was racing with hers.

      This wasn’t right.

      “No.” His eyes got big. “No. She said she’d be right behind me. She promised. I couldn’t take her with me because only her spirit was there.”

      She moaned on the bed. Her breaths were coming too fast.

      Everyone was watching her, but I started watching Van. “Where is she?” I asked.

      There was a hollow look in his eyes. “I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.” He disappeared again but was back in an instant. “I can’t get through. I can’t get to where I was. It’s blocked. Or locked. Or⁠—”

      Samantha moaned again, then gasped as she writhed on her bed.

      God, please help her.

      I’d been worried before, but now I felt like I was going to throw up. I’d never felt more helpless in all my life.

      “Where was she?” Ana was breaking more cold packs and covering Sam’s body with them. “What was happening?”

      “I…” Van closed his eyes and let out a low rumbling noise. “I’m sorry. I failed her.” He opened his eyes. “She was in spirit form. I couldn’t take her with me. I tried, I swear it, but I couldn’t. She said she had her own way back, for me to go. So I left. I… I left her there.” He sounded truly horrified.

      “And when you went back?” Ana was all business, but I knew it couldn’t last. She was in nurse mode, but this was her daughter.

      He was staring at Sam’s body, eyes haunted. “I couldn’t get to that part of the cavern.” His voice was low and soft.

      Cavern?

      “What cavern?” Ana asked, demanding before I could.

      Van met her gaze. “Astaroth’s.”

      “You left her alone in Astaroth’s cavern? In his lair? After she let you free?” Ana crumpled. There was no other word for it. Her eyes filled and her mouth dropped open and she screamed. “No! This isn’t happening. She had to leave as soon as the cuffs were off of you to have a shot at getting home. She had to get out of the lair. If she’s not out, then—” She broke off in a sob.

      Chris went to her, cradling her against him.

      “You said she lived like this for a year,” Chris said. “You kept her alive before, then you can do it again now.”

      “She was in a hospital. She had to be monitored every second, and it took a year before she came back. I… I can’t do this again. We can’t do this again.”

      A year? No. I just found her. She had to come back. A cold sweat broke out down my back, and I had no idea what to do, but she had to come back. I felt useless just standing here, but what was I supposed to do?

      “Eli!” Ana screamed as she looked up. “Eli! Get down here now!”

      Tessa looked up at the ceiling. Her hands were fisted at her sides, fur rippling over the backs of them. “For real, Eli! Get your ass here. Samantha needs you. Now!”

      Everyone waited in a silence broken only by the beeping of the machine

      “He’s an archon. He’s not coming.” Cosette’s voice sounded robotic and emotionless. She looked up at Ana, and a single tear rolled down her face. “My father’s an archon. He never comes when I need him, but she doesn’t need Eli. She’s a fighter. We’ve been working with her for four years for this very thing. She knows what to do. We just have to focus on keeping her alive until she can get out of there.”

      This was insane. We were in a room with all these people with their supernatural strength and powers, and they couldn’t do anything. Just sit and wait?

      I shoved my way to her bedside. Her cheeks were rosy, and her breaths were panting out in short, quick bursts. “What do we do? How can we help her? There has to be something.”

      “Maybe there is.” Claudia moved to the head of the bed and muttered some words I couldn’t understand. She held her hands up and gestured over Sam’s body as she spoke.

      Suddenly, Claudia was in the air, flying away from the bed, as if something had picked her up and thrown her across the room.

      Lucas moved faster than I could follow, catching her around the waist and tugging her to him. His back hit the wall with a huge boom. They collapsed in a ball together on the ground.

      There was a massive Lucas-size dent in the wall.

      Holy shit. What the hell was that?

      “Claudia!” Tessa ran to her. “Are you okay?”

      Claudia looked up from the ground. “I tried a spell. I tried to use the tether to her body to bring her back, but…”

      Lucas stared at her, and she shook her head at whatever he said to her. I’d noticed that a lot between the mated werewolves. They appeared to be having a silent conversation, or maybe they just knew each other so well that they didn’t need words.

      Tessa helped Claudia up, and they went to Sam’s bedside again.

      “I’m going to try one more time,” Claudia said.

      “Are you sure?” Lucas asked, but he moved in behind her, ready to cushion her if she went flying again.

      “I have to.” Her words were soft, and then she muttered something else as she moved her fingertip through the air.

      This time, as she was struck, Lucas was ready. He had her in his arms, curling his body around hers.

      She got up again, moving slower this time, but she held her arms up in the air and started a rhyming spell.

      It didn’t work.

      This time, when she got up from the ground, blood seeped from her nose. Chris tossed Lucas a towel from the supply cart, and Lucas wiped her face. No words passed between Claudia and Lucas, and when he was done wiping her face, she curled up in his arms. “I know. I know. I won’t. I can’t—” Her voice broke. “I failed her,” she said louder. “I can’t bring her back. I tried but…” She swallowed. “She’s blocked. Completely. Even if I had all the time in the world to research and make a potion, I can’t get through whatever Astaroth has wrapped around her.” Her gaze found Ana. “Sam was the one who helped us last time we fought him. I’m…I’m not good at this. I don’t know what to do.”

      No one said anything. No one was doing anything.

      Sam had to come back.

      Her face was getting redder. She had to have a fever. A bad fever.

      I pressed my hand against her forehead. “She’s on fire.” Her skin felt like embers. It almost hurt to touch her.

      “What?” Ana put the forehead scanner against Sam’s skin. “It’s going up. A hundred and seven.” She spun to her basket, dumping the remaining instant cold packs on the bed.

      I ripped the blanket off of her, tossing it to the end of the bed. Then, I snagged some of the cold packs, cracking them, and the others moved to do the same. Working together, it took seconds, but by the time we’d set all thirty on her, the first few were warm.

      Ana took her temperature. This time she didn’t say how high it was. “God, help us. It wasn’t this bad last time. Her fever never got this high.”

      “She’s fighting. That’s the difference,” Chris said. “We taught her well, and she’s fighting her way back.”

      I hoped he was right. I needed to believe it more than anything.

      “Good. You fight, baby.” Ana quickly unhooked the monitor, flicking the buttons to turn it off. “Someone start a bath. All cold water.” She grabbed scissors from the bedside table and started to cut off Sam’s sweatshirt. “There are bags of ice in the freezer in the garage. Grab all of them. We have to cool her down or she could have brain damage.” The werewolves were down the stairs before she finished speaking. Claudia ran into the en suite bathroom, and I heard the water running.

      I stood there, waiting for Ana to finish. She was cutting Sam’s leggings, leaving her in her sports bra and underwear. As soon as Ana was done, I picked up Sam. Her skin was hotter, as if we’d never put the icepacks on.

      How was she this hot? Her skin felt like hot stones, and it took everything not to drop her. But then Sam’s head lolled over my arm, and my stomach felt like it dropped to my feet.

      She really wasn’t waking up.

      I’d taken care of my sisters when they were really sick. One time, Rain had the flu and the high fever lasted for days. By the time it finally broke, I felt like I’d run a daily marathon, what with all the cool baths and compresses and pharmacy runs to get more meds. We’d done so many lukewarm baths that I couldn’t stand the sound of the tub filling for a while.

      But this was worse.

      This was so much worse.

      Sam’s skin was flushed red, and I could feel her pulse pounding. Fear coursed through me.

      How much could her heart take? I knew she trained, but this…this was too much.

      I looked at her mom and saw that same fear echoed in her. She held the IV bag, and she nodded to me. “That door. To the tub.” She pointed behind her. “Quickly.”

      Ana’s face was paler than usual, and there were tears that would fall if she stopped moving. Pure terror.

      I got it. This was her daughter.

      This was my… I didn’t know what yet, but I wanted her to be my something.

      And I could lose her.

      I wasn’t sure how I could help her, so I kept praying. That something would happen. That one of us could do something. It didn’t have to be me. Just someone.

      I carried Sam to the bathroom and laid her down inside the tub filled with freezing cold water.

      A second later, the guys were there with bags of ice. I moved aside as they slammed them on the tile floor, breaking them up, and dumping them on top of her. I’d done ice baths before and could never stand it for more than a few minutes. I knew it had to be bitingly cold, maybe even cold enough to wake her. But it didn’t. She just lay there in the ice and water.

      Ana sat on the edge of the tub, one hand with a temperature scanner, the other checking her pulse. Her lips moved in steady prayer.

      Sam started shaking, like she was having a seizure.

      A bruise formed instantly on her side, and then another. This time a ring of them around her neck.

      God, please don’t let her die. I just found her. “Please, Sam. Come back to me.”

      “Samantha Catherine Lopez. You get back here right now! Enough! You did it now come back.” Sam’s mom yelled in her face. “You are my blood. You are a child of God. You are alive. Come home right now! You don’t belong there!”

      I knelt by the tub, closed my eyes, and repeated my prayer. “Please come back, Sam.”

      We were quiet for a second—I was holding my breath, waiting for any sign that she was coming back—and then we heard footsteps running down the hallway.

      “What’s that?” Tessa whispered. “Is someone else here?”

      I didn’t know. I didn’t think so. I glanced around. We were all crammed in here. The bathroom was a good size, but it was a tight fit with everyone in here.

      Maybe someone else had come over. I wasn’t sure if Sam had more friends that might show up or who these friends could’ve told that might come help.

      “Were any of you expecting someone?” I asked.

      But no one said anything.

      “Samantha!” Her mom yelled again. “Come back! Right now!”

      There was a scream far off in the distance. I heard doors slamming. And then the eeriest thing I’d ever heard in my life.

      “Samantha,” I said. “Is that you?”

      “Phoenix?” The voice was from another place. Not here. It was too reedy and broken up. Not staticky, but like it was vacillating digitally, thin, and far away.

      Everyone in the room went quiet.

      She heard me? “Samantha?”

      But even with all of that, I knew that voice.

      It was Samantha.

      I had no idea how I was hearing her right now, but I was.

      She needed help, but as I looked around the room, I saw only panic. Blank, stricken faces.

      There was no one that could help her. No one knew what to do.

      Fine. Then, there had to be something that I could do.

      But then she screamed, and it hit my soul. She was screaming through the spiritual plane and into the mortal one. She’d used her power to find us, but she needed help.

      “Samantha!” I yelled. “Come back.”

      “Phoenix. I’m lost and—” She cut off, and my heart was racing like I was in the middle of the biggest game of my life.

      I turned to Ana. “What do we do?” I needed to know what to do because I’d do anything to get her back.
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      We had to do something, but no one was answering my question.

      “Sam. What’s happening? Tell me what’s happening,” Ana begged.

      “Sam!” Chris yelled. “How can we help you?”

      She didn’t answer. There were screams but no answers.

      I was still kneeling by the tub. I couldn’t even make myself move, except to pull her hand out of the icy water. “Sam.”

      “Phoenix!” Her answer came instantly.

      “Sam!” her mom called. When there was nothing, she nudged me. “Talk to her.”

      I looked at Ana then. She thought it was just me?

      “She said your name.” Chris’s voice came from right behind me. “Twice. She can hear you, it doesn’t matter why. Not right now.”

      This was insane. It didn’t make sense, but I didn’t care. “Sam. What’s happening? How⁠—”

      “I’m lost! I’m trapped in his lair, and I’m running. But he’s just playing with me. He’s controlling my tie. If I can’t break it, I can’t get back. He’s stronger than me. He’s bigger. I can’t⁠—”

      Footsteps ran by again, and then stopped suddenly.

      “He’s going to find me.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper.

      “Ask her where Gabe is?” Ana yelled, wringing her hands together. “He can get her home.”

      That was a good question. “Where’s Gabe? Can he help you?”

      “No.” She sobbed softly. “He’s got Gabe. He’s trapped. I can hear him screaming, but he told me to run, and now I’m alone. I’m alone. I’m aloooone.”

      “She’s panicking,” Chris said. “She’s not thinking about what she can do. You need to get her to calm down. Tell her⁠—”

      There was a roar that set my heart racing, and I knew that roar. I’d heard it yesterday.

      Astaroth. Her father.

      “No! Noooo. Please. Nooo.” She screamed in pain. The sound was higher pitched and airy, coming from the spiritual realm.

      There was a crash in her bedroom.

      More pounding footsteps racing from what seemed like all directions outside the bathroom.

      And her sobbing.

      Her cheeks were pink in the tub. I knew she had to be freezing—I knew what being in an ice bath felt like—but her hand was warm in mine.

      Sam mentioned that they’d done this before. That they’d managed to keep her alive while she lived in Hell. But I didn’t know how.

      “Helllp. God, helllllp.” There were more footsteps, faster this time.

      The footsteps stopped, and then there was a crash and her scream.

      But that sounded close.

      Everyone ran out of the room.

      Samantha’s bed had been torn up. The wooden frame was nothing more than splinters. The sheets were shredded and thrown everywhere. The mattress was ripped into pieces, spilling its insides along the tear. The chair I’d been sitting in was on its side, and the cushions had slices through them, stuffing spilling all over the floor.

      “No,” Van said. In an instant, the man was wearing armor and leather. Every inch of him was covered, and he held a sword in his hand.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I’d never seen anyone just magically dress and get weapons. The only one that I’d seen change at all was Eli, but that was completely different.

      I had so many questions, and none of them good.

      “You’re going after her?” Cosette asked.

      “I have to. You should never have let her go after me in the first place. No life is worth mine.” He spit the words out at Cosette, who flinched back as if she’d been slapped. “I’ll be back.”

      Cosette screamed for him to wait, to take her with him, but it was too late.

      Van was gone again.

      There was a laugh. An evil laugh from everywhere and nowhere, then footsteps—loud, booming footsteps that shook the whole house.

      An icon fell from her bedroom wall, and then there was a crash in the kitchen.

      What the hell was happening?

      We raced downstairs to see all the dishes flying from the shelves, crashing to the floor in a million pieces.

      It was like she was here, but just out of reach. “Where are you, Sam?”

      Her eerie screams came again, and I realized we’d left her alone.

      We’d left her body alone upstairs.

      A chill came over me, and I ran up the stairs, through her room, into her bathroom, and dropped to my knees by the tub, gripping her too warm hand in mine.

      I’d never felt so helpless in all my life. “Come back, Samantha. Please. Come back.”

      “Phoenix. I’m sorry. I’m scared. I don’t know if I can. I was fighting for a while, but I can’t win a fight against him. So, I’m just running. But I can’t run forever.”

      Ana and her friends came back into the room, led by Chris. “Tell her that she needs to calm down. You can’t fight if you can’t think. Tell her to take one big breath.”

      “You need to calm⁠—”

      “I can’t do the senses thing that usually works. I tried. I really did. But if I think about what I can touch—it’s hot. The ground is burning my feet. The demons are everywhere. Pulling at my hair. The sounds⁠—”

      “She’s reverting to what used to work as a kid,” Ana said from beside me.

      “Tell her to take a breath,” Chris said. “Remind her that she’s not a kid anymore.”

      “Chris says to take a breath. That you can’t fight if you can’t think. You’re older now and have new tricks to calm down. So breathe.”

      She let out a frustrated, terrified, hopeless laugh. And then she took a breath.

      Her body took a big, gasping breath.

      “Yes. That’s it. Again, Sam.” I remembered what I’d seen through the portals, and I couldn’t imagine how bad it was down there. Feeling it. Being chased. “Again. One more deep breath.”

      Her body took one more. And another. “I know what to do,” she whispered. And then she yelled. “Eli! Get down here now or I’m dead!”

      A bright light filled the bathroom, and then Eli was kneeling beside me.

      “Angel.”

      I looked over at him. He finally showed up. Sam had called for him. Ana had. Tessa did, too. But he hadn’t come.

      I wanted to be pissed that he took so damned long to get his ass here, but I was too relieved that he was here now.

      His wings were spread wide, and he was glowing with so much light. He had to help her. I gripped Sam’s hand in mine, wishing she’d squeeze back. “She’s lost.”

      “I know,” he said softly, and something about his tone didn’t inspire any confidence that he was going to do anything about it.

      This was insane. Someone had to do something. “Will you go get her? Will you bring her back? Now?”

      He looked at me, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all.

      I knew what that look meant. I’d seen it often enough in other people. That was a no.

      “No!” Ana yelled at Eli. She must’ve seen the same thing on his face that I did. “Why aren’t you doing anything?

      Eli rose and shook his head at her. “I can’t. You know I can’t. For the same reason I couldn’t do anything last time. I’m sorry. I⁠—”

      Ana started pounding on his chest, yelling at him to fix this. To bring her home. To do something.

      He didn’t fight back. He slowly gathered her fists in his hands. “I can’t. I told her not to do this, I warned her not to, but you know I can’t fix it. I couldn’t before. Remember?”

      Ana was crying now. “I know.”

      “She came back last time.” There was a hesitation in his voice. It was slight, barely there, but I noticed it.

      He wasn’t sure she was coming back this time.

      “But Gabe helped her last time. He’s trapped and⁠—”

      “No.” There was horror in his voice, on his face, in the way he was standing rigid and eyes looking into somewhere not on this plane that had my heart racing. “No.” His wings tucked in tight against his body and he whipped around to stare down at Sam. “She didn’t go there. She wouldn’t dare⁠—”

      Van popped back on my other side. He was bleeding again and out of breath. His knees hit the floor hard as he struggled to catch his breath. “I can’t find her. She’s not where I was. Hell is too vast. The hoards… I would guide her, fight them for her, but I can’t bloody well find her!”

      Cosette dropped down beside him, putting her arm around his shoulder. Tessa and Dastien were sitting on the vanity. Dastien’s arm was around Tessa’s, tucking her to his side as they watched Sam with horror. Lucas held Claudia in the doorway, with Axel standing behind them. Chris was behind me. Her mom and Eli were next to me. And yet, we were helpless?

      I’d been right earlier. I was so out of my depth here. I had nothing on any of these people, the only thing I could do was talk to her. “Sam. Can you get to some place you can hide?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. I can try, but I haven’t found any place yet.”

      “You’re still running, though?”

      “Yes. Thank God, Chris trained me so hard. If my father sticks me in one of those cages, I’m screwed.”

      “You can talk to her?” Eli asked.

      I nodded. “I don’t know how⁠—”

      “I do.” The way he said it sounded ominous, but he didn’t explain. Instead, Eli stepped into the bathtub, and all of a sudden, he looked like a normal man. No wings, no light, nothing to make him look supernatural.

      He squatted down over Sam. He grabbed Samantha’s face, putting his nose against hers. “Angel. You listen to me. You follow your tether back to your body, and you get back here right now!” His voice had a quality I hadn’t heard before. It wasn’t the same as what Sam’s voice sounded like while trapped, but it was similar. I knew it probably had something to do with his angelic powers, but I didn’t care what it was.

      If he could bring her back, he had to do it.

      There was more screaming and another crash, and I knew she was fighting her way back to her body, but her father was holding her there. I remembered the demons I saw through the portal and in the apartment that night. And I continued to pray. Hard. For her to have strength to keep fighting.

      “Eli? I can’t find my tether. I know I’m still alive and on the other side and it should be right here, but I can’t find it. He’s using my tie to block my way home. I can’t make a portal. I can’t…and this is his domain. His lair. I can’t believe I’m so stupid⁠—”

      “Stop. You’re not stupid. That’s his voice. Remember. There are three voices in every mortal’s head. The Lord’s. Yours. And the Enemy’s. You are in the Enemy’s domain. Which one are you hearing right now?” Eli held his face an inch from her face. It was like he was talking through her body to her soul.

      “The Enemy’s.”

      “That’s right. You did a noble thing and saved a good warrior. Now, you’re in a bit of trouble, but you can get out of it. You keep running. You fight yourself free from your father and then you find your way back like you did last time. Your mother will keep your body alive. We will put you in a hospital again if we have to. But you don’t give up.”

      There was a sob and more running footsteps. “But I’m lost, Eli.” Her voice sounded soft, like she was whispering. “It’s worse than last time. Worse than I remembered. I can’t make a portal. I don’t have a way out! I can’t get out! I can’t do this again. I can’t. I can’t. I⁠—”

      There was a slam, and her scream rattled the mirror.

      “Stop. Breathe.” Eli brushed a soft kiss on her forehead. “Please, angel. It’s not worse than last time. You’re older. Stronger. Wiser. You’re panicking, and you cannot afford that right now. Remember the lessons you had with Christopher Matthews. Calm your heart. Calm your breathing. Calm⁠—”

      Slap!

      Sam’s grunt echoed in the bathroom, and a bright red handprint appeared on her left cheek.

      Ana pressed her hand over her mouth to muffle her crying.

      With Sam in the tub of ice water, Ana had removed all of her monitors, but I knew if it were still attached, it would be beeping like crazy. I could see her heart racing from the pulse on her neck. I wasn’t sure how long she’d be able to keep this up. At some point, her heart would tire. It had to.

      And now I knew why she trained so hard. Even this morning, after she’d been exhausted from yesterday’s spiritual battle with her father, she still got up and trained hard.

      Because she’d been training for this.

      A part of her had to know she could do this. Everyone in the room seemed scared and worried, but calm. Except her mother. Which felt normal and real.

      “Remember that he can’t kill you if only your soul is there. Your body is here and alive. I’m here with it, and you are okay. Your body is okay. You will survive this. He cannot destroy your soul, even if he tries. It’s not his.” Eli’s voice still had that quality, and then I realized what he was doing. He was speaking to her through both planes—physical and spiritual.

      “I’m trying, but I hurt, Eli. It’s too hot. I’m scared.” She was quiet. “Will you come?” Her voice was a quiet whisper.

      “I know you’re scared, angel, but you’re going to be okay. You have to take a breath. You have to stay calm.”

      “Come. Please, Eli. Please. Pleasepleaseplease. I promise I’ll be good. I promise I will try harder⁠—”

      Eli closed his eyes, dropped his forehead to hers, and if I wasn’t mistaken, a tear rolled down his cheek. “No, my angel. You are good. You are so good, but I can’t enter that part of Hell without starting a war. And I cannot do that. I have orders from on High not to interfere right now, and if I go against them…” He took a breath and raised up enough to look at her face. “You have to come back on your own. Calm your mind and find the tie to your body. Follow it home. It’s there. I promise it is.”

      “But it’s my tie to him. He’s keeping me here. He wrapped it around me so tight that I can’t feel anything else and I’m trying to break it but it’s so strong and⁠—”

      His eyes opened, and they were glowing with light. “If it’s the tie, then break it. You have that power. Break the damned thing right now, Samantha Catherine Lopez.”

      There was another scream.

      My heart was racing and I wanted to do something, but what could I do?

      I didn’t have powers.

      I wasn’t strong—not like them.

      I hadn’t lived in this world before, not like this.

      But listening to her scream in pain, in terror, it was too much to bear.
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      PHOENIX

      
        * * *

      

      Sam’s screams echoed off of the bathroom walls.

      How could there be this many supernaturals in one room, and not one of them had anything that could help her?

      “We have to do something, Eli,” Cosette said from the floor, still sitting next to a devastated Van. “There has to be a way to break the tie she’s talking about.”

      “If there’s a spell or anything I don’t know about, please tell me,” Claudia said, pushing her way into the bathroom. “I’ve tried. She said that the one time I broke it, it came back. It took me months to get everything right, and…”

      And Sam didn’t have months. Not with the way she was. I knew her mom said Sam had lasted a year before, but this… It was too much.

      I watched Eli, who was staring at Sam—staring through her—as if he could see the terror and pain and horrors she was going through. He was still, so still that he almost looked like a statue, and I wanted him to do something.

      He was an angel. One of God’s warriors. If anyone could do something, it had to be him.

      “There’s got to be something you can do.” Cosette stared at Samantha then back to Eli. “You know another way.”

      Sam gave a few soft whimpers, but she’d calmed down. A little. For now, but I could still see her pulse racing on her neck.

      Too fast. So fast that I felt like I couldn’t breathe. My heart felt like it was racing with hers.

      Eli gently placed Samantha down in the tub again, brushed a kiss on her forehead, and rose to stand. “Yes.” The look he gave Cosette wasn’t something I ever wanted to see aimed at me. “There is another way.”

      Wait. There was a way to get her out of there, and he wasn’t doing it?

      “Then, do it.” Cosette rose and stepped closer to him, shoving him as Samantha screamed again. “Stop playing your stupid archon games, and do it! We all know she can’t take much more! Her mortal heart has been racing for hours. Do it right now!”

      “I can’t.” He started to glow and his wings reappeared and there was a breeze in the bathroom. “Don’t you think I would have already if I could?” His voice was deadly calm, with a rumble to it like far off thunder. “I cannot do it. It is against the order of God.” He sighed, and the light, his wings, the breeze all went away with it.

      “What is she talking about, Eli?” Ana stepped toward him. “What other way?” She let the accusation that he wasn’t fully helping linger unsaid, but we all heard it in her tone.

      “You’re lying. You could do it,” Cosette said, ignoring Ana. “You just won’t. You’re not better than the other archons who⁠—”

      “No.” The resounding word rang out. Final. “I cannot be her anchor.”

      “Lies!” She screamed at him. “I am fey! You cannot lie to me.”

      Anchor? What was an anchor? What was I missing right now?

      White flames surrounded him for a second before he extinguished them.

      Did Cosette really want to push him like this?

      His gaze met mine for a split second, and I knew he was as close to losing it as I was. As Cosette had.

      We were all on edge.

      “Fine.” He practically spat the word at Cosette. “Yes.” His jaw twitched as he gritted his teeth together. “Could I do it? Yes. Yes, I could.” He sounded like the words physically hurt him to say, but he was forcing them out anyway. “But one like me cannot be anchored to anyone. That’s how angels fall. That’s how monsters like Astaroth were created. I will not become what Astaroth is.”

      Wait. That was a possibility?

      He looked at me again, and lowered his chin just a little. Yes.

      If that were true, and I believed him, he couldn’t do it. Samantha wouldn’t want that. No one would.

      And I knew if there was any other way to save her, he would do it. The angel in front of me was still a man—a person—with feelings. And right now, his heart was breaking.

      I knew it because I felt the same.

      Sam let out another gut-wrenching scream, and I balled my hands into fists. I wanted to cover my ears and beg someone—anyone—to make it stop, but what could I do?

      I’d never felt so hopeless and helpless in all my life.

      This was torture. Being right here beside someone that I cared for deeply—much deeper than I should for how long I’d known her—and being unable to do anything to stop her pain.

      I wanted to find a way to open a portal and follow her to wherever she was. I would fight beside her. I would do anything to bring her home.

      Cosette let out a frustrated scream, and I wanted to scream, too. “Who, then? You know something,” Cosette said. “What’s needed?” She shoved him again. “Say it. You know something or you wouldn’t be here. Archons don’t do anything without a purpose. You’ve been alive since creation. You know something that could help her.”

      “I do. That’s true.” He stepped from the bath, and his clothes were instantly dry. “She needs an anchor.” His gaze met each of us in turn. “Someone to bring her back here. To ground her. She’s needed it for a while, but there hasn’t been someone to do it for her. Which is why I wanted her to wait for me so that we could find someone before she went in for Vanilor. Right now, the tether—the silver cord of life, the one that ties her soul to her body—is being hidden by the tie to her father. An anchor would disrupt that. It would be another bond that would hold her to this world. To her life here. A lifeline of sorts. But to override her father’s, it would have to be permanent. What she needs has to be impossibly strong. Something like that isn’t easily created, and once there…”

      Ana shoved between me and Eli. “I’ll do it. What do I do?”

      Eli tipped his head to her, and his brows drew down. “You can’t. I’m sorry, Ana. It’s not for you⁠—”

      “I’m her mother. You don’t tell me what I can and cannot do for my child. I carried her in my body. Her DNA is still floating through my veins. Who do you think you are to stand between me and my child?”

      “I am Elilaios. You know what I am, who I am, and I’m telling you that as her mother, you cannot do this. You have a different bond. A special one, but a different one. You cannot fulfill this for her. It would be an aberration.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s not how this works.” He closed his eyes for just a moment, just enough, as if he were searching for patience.

      Clearly, he had something in mind, but everyone kept interrupting. So, I’d stay quiet. I didn’t know enough about what was going on to jump in and demand anything.

      “Samantha needs an anchor⁠—”

      Ana shoved at Eli. There was yelling, but everything in me went still. So very still.

      Sam was in the tub. Her breaths came in fast, quick huffs.

      She was running. Fighting. And⁠—

      “Wait. I can fix this. I think I’m getting what you’re annoyingly not saying outright.” Chris stepped next to his mate. “Another bond to override a parental—even a demonic parental—tie. I can do that.”

      He could?

      “I’ll make her part of the pack. I’ll force a bond that way. I don’t have to turn her to do that. Claudia is part of Lucas’s pack. So, I’ll make it happen. That will serve as a supernatural tie and anchor her to us. Would that be good enough?”

      “No.” Eli shook his head. “Pack bonds only work on nonwerewolves if they’re mates to a pack member. She needs more than just pack bonds to help her. A mate bond would work. Who here can do that?”

      All the werewolves in the room made a noise, a curse, a groan, but I was just trying to follow along.

      “I don’t have a mate yet.” Axel cleared his throat as everyone turned to him. He was sitting on the bathroom vanity now, and he looked down, not meeting anyone’s gaze. “I mean…I don’t think she wants to be my mate, but…”

      Eli looked at him. “Do you want to bond yourself to Samantha Catherine Lopez as her mate forever, Axel Thomas McCaide?”

      “I don’t want her to die.” Axel swallowed audibly and took a shaky breath. “My sister saved me, and that cost her years of her life. She almost died. Her mate almost died. But Sam saved them. I owe her.” He hopped down from the counter and shoved through enough so he could see Sam. “Samantha is an amazing fighter, an amazing person, and she’s my friend. Long-lasting arranged marriages have come from less than that. If it’ll save her life, then I know the mating bond words. I’ll⁠—”

      “Axel,” Tessa hissed. “Don’t do it because of obligation. She doesn’t think anyone owes her anything for what she did. It can’t be about that. Be sure. You’d basically be marrying her, and you⁠—”

      Tessa kept talking, but I couldn’t think about what she was saying.

      I didn’t dare look away from Samantha.

      I realized what they were talking about. Mate. Arranged marriage.

      I was going to lose her. One way or another, I was too late.

      I knelt by the tub again while everyone argued behind us and brushed her hair from her forehead. She was still too hot, and she moaned, leaning into my hand.

      I wanted to do this for her, but I wasn’t sure I could. So, I kept quiet. If they could save her, then they had to. I would be her friend.

      Thinking that crushed something in me. I wanted so much more than that, but maybe she needed more than just me.

      Her breathing was labored, and I knew her heart was still racing, but her body looked okay. The fever’s flush had faded some—even if she was still hotter than I’d like—but she was alive.

      That was all that mattered.

      She had to live. I needed her to live. I needed her to be okay.

      I reached into the water, holding Samantha’s hand, not knowing what else I could do. It felt cold. I spotted the temperature gun on the floor, where her mother had dropped it.

      I picked it up with my other hand and took her temperature. I was right. It was better. Still a hundred and two, but not boiling anymore, which made sense because the water was truly freezing.

      “Do it, Dastien. Start searching. You know alphas all over the world. Find one.” I heard the royalty in Cosette’s voice then. The command. She wasn’t going to back down until she got her way.

      “You can look, too.” She turned to Chris. “If Axel’s hesitation means it won’t work, then find someone else. Search The Sanctuary bonds. They’ll be closer than Dastien’s⁠—”

      “Steve!” Tessa said. “After her run yesterday, Steve Hughs called out to her. Wished her good morning. Axel, go see if he’s home. Maybe there’s something⁠—”

      “No. That won’t work,” Eli said. “You cannot bind her to someone she doesn’t love. That she doesn’t know. It won’t create the tie she needs.”

      “Yes, we can.” Ana shoved Eli, and the angel was taking it. “Even if she has to suffer a loveless marriage, at least she’ll be alive to do it. It’ll be strong. They’ll pour power into it and make it strong enough.”

      They continued to argue, and I focused on Samantha. I was here for her. That was it. That was all it could ever be, but they’d find a way to fix this. I knew this wasn’t the end for her. Something inside me—my gut, intuition, spirit—told me that this wasn’t over for her.

      I felt eyes on me and looked up.

      Eli was watching me.

      He wanted me to do something?

      He raised a brow and nodded.

      Okay. Everyone was arguing too much to notice our exchange, but I needed more than a nod. I was barely keeping up. I wasn’t a werewolf or a fey or a witch or an angel. I was just an ex-jock, but someone needed to do whatever this bond—anchor—thing was. Which sounded supernatural to me. I wasn’t that person. I couldn’t be that person.

      And yet, she could hear me. That meant something. That was supernatural. Wasn’t it?

      Okay. Yes. I’d do whatever the hell it was, but⁠—

      A roar rattled the walls. “Found you.”

      Samantha screamed through the realms, and the running, pounding footsteps around the house started again.

      Eli was still watching me, but I didn’t know what any of this meant. Anchors? Mate bonds? Cords? I didn’t care if I sounded stupid. I needed answers. “What does anchor mean?” I spit the words out as quickly as I could. “What is it exactly?”

      “I think what he’s talking about—an anchor—is like a mate bond?” Tessa asked from behind Cosette. “Am I understanding that correctly?” she asked Eli. “Because you can’t do it—that would break God’s Law. Angels can’t mate with mortals—it’s forbidden—and Sam has a mortal mother. Her mother can’t do it—that would be an aberration. Because gross. But Sam does have a demon tie to her father and a mortal tie to her mother. You need something closer. Something more intimate than a father-daughter tie. The order goes a covenant with God, then husband, then kids, then extended family and friends. Husband tie trumps parental tie.”

      “Yes,” Eli said. “An excellent summation. As much as I want Samantha to live, and I would absolutely marry her off just to whichever werewolf you want to save her life, she has to be willing in the tie, or it wouldn’t even matter. It won’t work. Both parties have to be willing in a bond like that.”

      “Wait a second. No,” Tessa said. Cosette scooted over, letting Tessa through. “Dastien forced a bond with me. It’s doable,” Tessa argued, and I wanted to scream at her to back off.

      “Lie,” Eli said. “You were willing. You’d seen him. You’d loved him before you talked to him, even if your brain hadn’t caught up to what your soul knew.” He studied Tessa. “If you search yourself, Teresa, you will know that you were willing, and he only bit you without your permission. If you’d known, if he’d taken the time to explain it, you would’ve offered yourself to him.”

      “He’s right,” Dastien said.

      “I know I’m right, and stop thinking like werewolves. Samantha is a spiritual being. Her powers are spiritual. She doesn’t need a mate bond. She needs an anchor. Someone to tether her to this realm so that she can find her way back. A true anchor can’t be forced on someone. She has to accept the tether. It works best if there is a romantic component, but it’s not⁠—”

      “Then, I will do it,” Van said.

      No!

      Tessa and Cosette parted so we could see him. Van’s wounds were healed, and his magic had somehow cleaned and clothed him. He was in normal slacks and a button-down, and could’ve looked like a businessman aside from the long, white hair tied back and the sword that hung at his hip. “She saved me. I will do this for her. I care for her, and I know she cares for me. She came to Hell for me. I will do this for her.”

      No. No, he wasn’t. Not if I had anything to say about it.

      “Absolutely not.” Eli stepped up to him, blocking him from Sam, suddenly looking bigger than he had a second ago. “You will do no such thing Lord Vanilor, God of Warfare, Champion of the Powerless, One Who Bathes in Blood. You will not tie her to the underworld more than she is already. You will not touch her in that way. She is not yours to claim, and we both know what happened the last time you married.”

      They started to argue, but I was still processing everything. And I was following. I hoped.

      A mate bond was like a marriage for werewolves. So, she needed love. Romantic love.

      I brushed my hand over her cheek, and I had that. I could give her that.

      “Wait a second. We’re morons,” Tessa said. “Sam heard Phoenix. With him, she was able to come close to her body, but she couldn’t cross over. Not until something more powerful overrides her father’s tie? Breaking it. Right? ”

      Eli nodded. “Yes.” He stared at me again, and this time, he seemed hopeful.

      Sam had heard me, but I wasn’t a supernatural. I didn’t know anything about what they were talking about or how to make this anchor thing work. I didn’t have any superpowers that could make that happen.

      “It has to be a potential romantic partner,” Tessa said. “Phoenix is our best bet. Does it have to be done with a supernatural?”

      I twisted to look at everyone else in the room. They were watching me.

      Potential romantic partner, not necessarily a supernatural. Me.

      “Not necessarily,” Eli said as he watched me. “You’re understanding the everything now.” He was saying it to everyone, but the way he was looking at me, it felt like this was all meant for me.

      Sam. I wanted her eyes to open, to look at me, to tell me that she wanted this back, but she’d said it. In her kitchen. And I knew.

      I knew the second I looked at her in Frank’s office. When I overheard her talking to Frank in the parking lot. Every second we had together, I felt it. We both felt the same way. I knew it like I knew that grass was green, and that the sun would always rise, and that if we had more time, this would’ve happened naturally.

      The timeline had just moved up, but this—she—was mine. And I was hers.

      Eli had listed off why no one else could do it, but he hadn’t said a word about me. He’d given me enough looks that I knew he agreed with me.

      This was why I was here.

      I was right. There was a reason I was here.

      This was why I stayed.

      This was why she could hear me when I talked to her.

      I didn’t know how I could do it when it seemed like something completely supernatural, but did that matter? Not really.

      The truth of that thought spread through my body. A warmth filled me and with it. Peace.

      They hadn’t said what I had to do, or I would’ve done it already.

      “Yes,” Eli said, and I didn’t need to ask if that was for me.

      I knew it was.

      Eli knelt beside me, and the room went quiet.

      I looked into his eyes and nodded. I was more than ready for this. “What do I do?”
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      PHOENIX

      
        * * *

      

      There was a scream in the next room. Sam’s scream. I had no idea how to do what they were talking about, but I was running out of time. “Tell me exactly what I’m supposed to do. I’m not a supernatural. I’m way out of my depth. You have to explain it like I’m new. Because I am.” Was it like love’s true kiss? Would that break the spell?

      Man. That sounded stupid, even in my head. What did I think this was? A Disney movie on acid? I almost laughed at that thought. I just was so out of my depth that I didn’t even know where to start⁠—

      “Yes. It’s exactly that easy. That’s why it’s the answer in so many stories throughout history, but she has to want it, and you do, too.” Eli replied to my thoughts as if I’d said them aloud. “You have to be sure of yourself and what you both feel, or it won’t work.”

      Shit. Just his asking that had me questioning everything I’d just been thinking. I knew what I wanted, but if I was wrong about her…

      I stared at her unconscious body, and my heart started to race.

      I hoped—no, I knew I was right. I knew I wanted this, and I was almost absolutely certain she wanted me. We’d talked about it. She felt the same way I did. We’d both been clear and honest.

      At the time, I’d been mortified I’d opened my stupid mouth, but now I was so glad I had.

      “She will try to murder me for this, and none of you—” Eli looked around the room. “None of you will say a word to her about it. What happens in the next few minutes will not be spoken about to her unless this man approves it. It will come from him or no one.”

      The room was quiet. Outside it, in another realm, Sam was battling for her life.

      No one would argue. “He’s the one.” Cosette’s voice held no question. Even though I barely knew her, I didn’t even need to see her face to get that she was maybe more sure of this than even I was.

      “Of course he is,” Eli said. “Although, I wasn’t sure until I knew she could hear him while on the other side.”

      “Then, tell him quickly,” Cosette said. “Tell him what to do. Sam needs help now.”

      Eli squatted beside me, speaking softly. The blue of his eyes was calm and peaceful, and somehow, I knew what he was going to say would change my life in the best way.

      “I saw your potential with her all those years ago. I saw it burning bright, and I distracted her from you for years. You both had paths to follow. The timing wasn’t right. But it is now.”

      My heart started to race with the truth that I felt in my soul.

      “Samantha has compared every man she’s dated to you. In the last two years, she’s been on twenty-nine first dates. We’ve spoken after all of them, and every single one of those dates she judged against those few stolen moments in a stairwell. Against your eyes. Your smile. Your kindness. You are why no one—aside from one other—has ever gotten to her. I watched you, too. I watched how that night changed your life, how you missed her, how you dated, but always yearned for what you’d lost. Something you never truly had, but felt empty without. You never forgot her, and she never, ever forgot you. She is willing.”

      But she wasn’t here to say okay. She wasn’t awake. I didn’t have her permission or her yes or anything.

      I almost kissed her before, but we’d been interrupted. But⁠—

      “As the man who has stood in as her father figure,” he put his hand on my shoulder, “I give you permission. If you hadn’t been interrupted earlier, with the connection you both feel, this wouldn’t be an issue. It would’ve already been done.”

      “You’re not messing with me?”

      “Truly think back on it, and you’ll know I’m not.”

      That was right. She had been ready to kiss me back. I knew she was going to. I felt it, and the energy in the air—I knew it was going to change everything.

      “Kiss her now, and bring her back. Think of everything you want from her, with her, the life you want together. Picture it in your head and use it to draw her home.”

      “Do it,” Cosette said. “Now.”

      I didn’t need Cosette to order me around. Not about this.

      I stepped into the tub like Eli had earlier and slid one arm under her, pulling Samantha to me. I looked at her face. Her brows were pinched and she was breathing hard and I could feel her pulse racing through her.

      Please, be okay.

      I cupped the back of her head with my hand and lowered my lips to hers. They were warm, but soft. It was the most chaste kiss, but it didn’t matter. I had her here, in my arms, and she gave a soft moan, and it was different than any other sound she’d made.

      I knew that moan. That was a good moan.

      Her hair slid through my fingers, and her breaths started to slow, to calm, and then I opened my heart and soul to her.

      I thought of the first time I saw her.

      Of her shy smile and how she always seemed to freeze when she first noticed I was there.

      Of her beauty and strength.

      Of the banter we had on the stairs, and the flirting, and how as I rose to leave—very reluctantly—how I wanted more moments with her.

      She’d been so smart—which didn’t surprise me—and funny—which did surprise me—and then deep. Deep like I’d never known anyone else to be.

      Then, she walked into that apartment, and I saw her again in a new light.

      I’d been terrified, but she’d been brave. Courageous. Amazing.

      The cops came, and she sacrificed herself for me. For my family and my future.

      She didn’t look back. She just accepted the blame and held her head high as they cuffed her and led her away.

      I thought of the time I reached out to her mom, but Ana didn’t understand my concern. And I’d been too embarrassed and ashamed to insist I talk to her. Because what right did I have?

      But I missed her. I didn’t understand how or why I felt so strongly about needing to talk to her, but I had.

      I tried to forget and move on, but I couldn’t. She might’ve compared every date to me, but I’d done the same.

      As I’d talked to her and watched her yesterday and today, I knew why.

      She was it for me.

      When I was younger, my abuela used to say that when I found the right woman, I would know. It would be easy and instant and to wait until I found that.

      But I already had.

      Samantha was mine.

      And if she would let me be here by her side, I would be here for it.

      I pulled away and rested my forehead against her and prayed. Please God. Let me have done this right.

      Nothing was happening.

      I pulled away and set her gently down in the tub of ice and water. No change. The ice surrounding her was enough to numb my arms, but she was melting the ice with her fiery skin.

      I looked at Eli. “Did I do it wrong or⁠—?”

      Samantha gasped, and her eyes flew open.

      “Samantha?” I whispered. Her eyes were open, but they were glassy. Like she wasn’t really seeing me, the bathroom, or anything else in this realm. “Please wake up.”

      She screamed. The sound echoed off the tiles, piercing my ears.

      There was a far off growl, and then she yelled, “Claudere!” And went limp, sliding down into the water.

      “It’s okay. You’re okay. You’re safe. You’re home.” I reached in and hugged her as she screamed again, this time not as loud. And then her scream turned into a body-wrenching sob, one that broke my heart.

      I rose with her in my arms, and then swung her up, cradling her. “I’ve got you.”

      She gripped my shirt, burying her face in my chest as she cried.

      I brushed a kiss on the top of her head. “It’s okay. You’re back. You’re safe.”

      She started to choke.

      “She’s going to throw up.” Ana’s voice had me looking at her. She moved fast, opening the toilet. “Hurry.”

      I sat on the edge of the tub and rested Sam on my lap. I kept one arm around her waist and the other in her hair, keeping it out of the way.

      The second she was leaning over, Samantha was violently sick.

      Ana came around my side and grabbed Sam’s hair from my hand, pulling it into a knot and wrapping a band around it.

      “Is that blood?” Chris asked from somewhere behind me. “It smells like blood.”

      I looked around Sam, and fear rose. It looked black, but no—it was blood.

      It was a lot of blood. “Is this normal?” My voice was higher than usual because this was wrong. “Do we need a hospital?”

      “No. I promise if we needed one, we’d already be in the car.” Ana put her hand on my shoulder. “I know it’s scary, but it’s happened before. She just needs to get it out—get the evil gone—and then she’ll be okay. She’ll settle down. Just wait.” Her mom’s voice seemed shaky and soft. “She’ll be okay.”

      She’d better be okay.

      “Someone grab a washcloth from under her sink.” Ana started to give orders, which was good. I was taking it as a very good sign. It was much better than her panic. “Get it wet with warm water. And her robe. It’s behind the door. She’ll need sleep after this, and her bed is a mess. Can someone go clean up her room? Clean sheets are in the hall closet. I don’t think the bed is salvageable, so maybe grab the couch from the office in the next room. It’s a pullout.”

      Aside from Tessa, Eli, and Ana, everyone raced from the room to clean up the mess in Sam’s room. Tessa turned on the hot water in the sink and bent to the cabinet to grab a washcloth.

      Sam stopped throwing up and moaned. Tessa handed Ana the washcloth.

      Ana gently wiped Sam’s face with a wet cloth, muttering softly that everything was okay.

      Sam leaned back against me and then curled up in a ball in my lap. Her eyes were closed, and I wasn’t even sure if she knew who was holding her.

      It didn’t matter.

      “C-Cold.” Her teeth started to chatter. “Soooooo c-cold.”

      She was shaking and rocking back and forth.

      “She needs to get warm.” Tessa passed Ana the robe, but we couldn’t get it on her without me setting her down. It was too hard, and I didn’t trust her to stand on her own. Tessa grabbed a towel from the rack next to me, and tucked it around her as best as she could.

      “Let me go check on her room.” Tessa stepped out of the bathroom, and then came back. “They’re just finishing with the sheets. It’ll be ready by the time you get there.”

      “Come on, then. Let’s get her on the bed,” Ana said softly. “I can get the heating pads on her. If she passes out, don’t freak. She’ll be okay. She’s okay now.”

      I would try not to freak, but I wasn’t anywhere near okay.

      I froze in the doorway to the bedroom. They’d moved fast. The broken chair was gone. All the mess from the destroyed bed had been cleared out. There were bits of foam and sheets and wood strewn around the room, but I was impressed they’d been able to clean up as much as they had in the span of a few minutes.

      I guessed the werewolves knew how to hustle.

      There was a couch that was folded out to what I thought must be a queen-size bed. Fresh sheets and pillows were in place on it. I wasn’t sure how comfortable it would be for her, but it was good enough for now.

      Ana rushed ahead of me, pulling down the blankets, and then waved me forward. I gently set her down, and she blinked up at me.

      “Hey.”

      It was so unbelievably nice to see her awake. For the first time since she lay down in that bed, my heart settled. “Hey.” I gave her a small smile.

      “I heard you.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      Her mom covered her with blankets and then heating pads and more blankets, and I knelt beside the couch.

      “You stayed.”

      I nodded. “Where else would I go?”

      “I’m sorry.” She sounded so soft and pitiful that my heart ached.

      I brushed my hand over her forehead. “What do you have to be sorry about?” I looked to the doorway, and I saw all of her friends. Van—the one she saved—stepped forward and knelt beside me.

      “I owe you my life.” He bowed. “It was not worth saving, but I will come whenever you have need of me until one of us passes into death. This debt is not one that can ever be repaid.”

      “I don’t want a debt.” Her chin started to tremble, and she covered her face with her hands. She let out a big gasp. “Oh, God.” She let out a huge sob. “I left him there, Eli.” Her words were muffled by her hands. “I left him.” Her voice was full of sorrow and tears.

      Eli moved closer, kneeling on the other side of the bed. He took her hand in his, pulling it away from her face. “I know, angel.”

      She rolled her head to look at him. “I have to go back. I can’t leave him. I can’t⁠—”

      No. Over my dead body. She couldn’t go back. Never again.

      “Absolutely not.” His words were soft but final, and he wiped her tears away with his free hand. “Gabriel gave you time to get away?”

      She nodded. “But for nothing. It didn’t help because I’m stupid. I got lost and he tried to help and then I was fighting, but Astaroth⁠—”

      “You’re not stupid. You’re going to make me angry if you keep calling yourself stupid. And you have to remember that Gabriel is dead already. Hell is his home. But you are alive and you needed to come back to your home. You must calm down. This is too much.”

      “No. No. It’s not right. He doesn’t deserve that cage. No one does. I have to⁠—”

      Eli started to glow as he put his hand on her forehead. “Peace, child.”

      She took a stuttering, surrendering breath, and I had a feeling this wasn’t the first time he’d done this for her.

      “One more, angel. Peace.”

      Her breath was steadier, and she closed her eyes. “So tired. So, so tired.”

      “Then sleep, angel. Everything will be okay, and I will stand guard as I always do.”

      Her breath got instantly heavy, and all the tension in the room eased.

      I sat back on my heels, watching her calm, even breathing. Ana tapped me on the shoulder, and I moved so that she could hook up Sam to all the machines again. I watched the readout, but now her heart rate was slow and steady. Her breaths much, much calmer, fuller, slower.

      Before, she looked like she was having a nightmare—moaning and thrashing from time to time—but now it seemed like a calm, peaceful, deep sleep.

      Eli waited for a moment, and then he stepped away from the bed. He looked at Ana. “She’ll be okay. She needs rest for at least the next week, but she’ll be okay.”

      Ana was watching Sam. “What do we do about Gabriel?” She looked at Eli. “You know she won’t leave him there. She’ll die trying to get him out of wherever Astaroth has him, and I would bet everything that Astaroth knows that.”

      “She won’t be going there tonight.” Eli put his hand on Ana’s shoulder. “Let me talk to her when she wakes. I will reiterate that Gabriel is already demon-dead, but that we will help him. I’ll make her give me time to find a way to help her demon friend without starting a war.”

      “I can help,” Van said.

      “Don’t you think you’ve done enough,” Claudia said from the doorway, and then she gasped. Slapping a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”

      Van rose from the ground. “No. I… I have experienced many things, but what she saved me from…” He stared at the ground. “Astaroth is older than I. Cunning. And he was waiting.” He looked at Sam. “But this wasn’t about me. He wants her. He will stop at nothing to get her.”

      “Then, we find a way to keep her safe,” Eli said, as if that were simple.

      I wasn’t sure it would be, and I wasn’t sure how I could help. But I would find a way.

      Eli looked at me. “You’re soaked.”

      I glanced down at myself. “Yeah.” I hadn’t quite realized it, but yes. I wondered if he could magic my clothes dry like he had his, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. My mind was full of too many questions, all more important than my stupid wet clothes.

      “One sec,” Dastien said. “I’ll run to Chris’s and grab you some stuff to change into.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Good.” Eli nodded. “We need to talk,” he said to me.

      “I think I can safely say that we all want to talk to him,” Claudia said as she moved to stand beside Eli, and the rest of the group moved beside her. All of them watching me.

      I’d spent time with them this morning. I didn’t know them well, but I got that they were tight. Sam didn’t have a lot of blood-related family, but this was her family.

      Even if I wasn’t sure what I’d done—not fully—I didn’t care. Glancing down at her, I knew I’d made the right choice.

      I didn’t want to leave Samantha, but I didn’t want to have this conversation in front of her. What I had to say to her—when I talked to her—I wanted it to be just her and me.

      But I couldn’t bring myself to leave.

      “I’m going to stay with her,” Ana said, but then she crossed to me. She wrapped her arms around me. “I’ll watch her, don’t worry. Thank you for bringing my baby home.”

      I hugged her back. “I’m not sure I fully get everything that happened, but…”

      She stepped away from me. “You will. They’ll explain it. Just…” She thought for a second. “Keep an open mind.”

      “Okay.” I glanced around the room, and then motioned to the door. “Let’s talk.” I waited as they filed out of the room. Samantha looked so peaceful sleeping. She was okay, and I would make sure she stayed that way.

      I brushed a kiss on her forehead. “I’m going downstairs, but I’m still not leaving,” I whispered to her.

      I didn’t know if she heard me, but I wanted her to know that I was here.

      Ana gave me a small smile from the other side of the bed. “You know she had the biggest crush on you when she was seventeen.”

      I couldn’t stop the smile. It felt good—bigger, better somehow—after all the fear.

      Ana and I had talked earlier while Sam was showering, but not about this. We’d talked about what Sam did and what her life was like. Ana asked me about my life and soccer and if I was dating anyone.

      But she hadn’t mentioned the past. Not like this.

      “I knew she had a crush on me.” I thought back to those days. “I thought it was cute how she’d watch at the window for me.” I realized how that sounded and cringed. “To be clear, I had no romantic feelings about her then. Just a curiosity as to who she was and why her eyes felt like she saw more—understood more—than someone should at her age.” God. This was getting awkward. I had to stop talking. “I had a need to know her better, but I would never have⁠—”

      “I know.” She sat on the mattress beside Samantha, watching her sleep. “It was a shock to see you again, but I’m glad for it.” She looked over at me. “She’s not going to like that you saw her cry like that. While throwing up. In her underwear.”

      I could see how Sam might feel that way, but I didn’t care. “Tell her I didn’t notice.”

      “My daughter is many things. Dumb isn’t one of them.”

      “Well…then, tell her I liked what I saw.” I gave her a grin.

      Ana ranted softly in Spanish, and I laughed. “I can’t win here, can I?”

      “No! Stop that stupid conversation,” Eli said from downstairs. “Come down here. I have to leave for just a little bit, and I want to talk to you first.”

      “You should go,” Ana said, but I was watching Samantha sleep.

      I brushed my fingertips down her cheek. “I’ll be back.” And then pulled myself away from Sam to talk to Eli.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    




      PHOENIX
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      Dastien found me as I was halfway down the stairs. He passed me a pair of sweats and a T-shirt, so I changed quickly in the downstairs bathroom. I stopped by the laundry room, tossing my wet clothes in the sink to be dealt with later.

      When I finished, Eli motioned me to the porch. “Me first. I have to go see about something. Then, each of you can ask him all the questions you’d like.” He turned to Chris. “Yes. Even that one.”

      Eli walked to the front door without looking back, trusting me to follow. Now that Sam was back, and mostly safe, I didn’t mind going with the flow.

      “Sit.” He motioned to the Adirondack chair.

      “No. I can’t sit.” I was still too keyed up.

      I moved to the porch railing and leaned over it, staring into the spot she’d appeared this morning. The sun was setting now, and I couldn’t believe the turn today had taken. I was going to need a while to get over the sound of her screaming and the helpless fear I’d felt.

      “All right.” Eli leaned his hip against the porch railing and stared at me. “Samantha is special.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “I don’t think you are.” I wanted to argue that, but he put up his hand, stopping me. “You’ve seen some, but not all. You’ll learn. But before she wakes up, I have to say that I can break the anchor tie you just made with her.”

      “What?” No. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew I didn’t want him to break it. “You said it was permanent.” He wasn’t taking it from me.

      He laughed.

      “What?” I was starting to understand why Sam bickered with Eli so much.

      “You’re ignorant of what it is, yet you want to keep it. I hear your thoughts well enough.”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t sure if I’d get used to this⁠—

      “That’s why I’m giving you an out.”

      Oh. “No. I mean, it’s weird that you can read my thoughts.” I felt like I was on incredibly uneven ground, and I didn’t want to make a wrong move. “About the anchor—I don’t know what it is, but I know I don’t want it gone. That’s the last thing I want right now.”

      He studied me for a second, but I wasn’t going to back down.

      She heard me. All the way in Hell, she heard my voice. Not her mother’s. Not her friends. Mine.

      I don’t know how. I don’t know why. But I knew that it mattered.

      “You’re right. It does matter,” Eli said. “Being her anchor is a special role. She leaves her body frequently, and usually, she can find her own way back. But Astaroth is growing more bold. There’s… I’ve tried to prepare her, but I can’t do everything. I’m not allowed to do everything.”

      Even if Cosette thought that Eli wanted Sam for himself, I wasn’t getting that. He’d said he was like a father to her—aside from Frank, he might be the closest thing she had to a father figure in her life—but not quite that. I understood it, and I understood that parents tried to prepare their children for life, but this felt like more. This felt like he was warning me about something big. “Prepare her for what?”

      “War.”

      “War?”

      “There’s been a spiritual war ever since Satan first fell from grace. Time has passed. Battles have been lost and won. And the next era is here. We are in the days of iron and clay, when the world is getting darker, the fallen are powerful—crossing too many lines—and the end-times are near. Not here, but near. Before the end, there will be a battle for souls. Samantha will play a role in that. She will battle demons and save mortals’ souls before the end. That was the hope when she was born, and the path that she has chosen to take.”

      Sam was…powerful and courageous and amazing, and I had no doubt that she would fight whatever war she needed to fight.

      But this was huge. He was talking about the end times. Armageddon.

      The years before that—the days of iron and clay. It felt like a specific reference to something, but I had no idea what.

      “If you ask her, she’ll explain what that means to you. But I’m here to assure myself that you made the right choice. You have free will. You can walk away, but whoever her anchor is needs to be strong. Before you stay, know that you must start preparing for war. Your job would be to protect her. Be her rock. Her touch point. Her anchor. Her respite.” He was quiet. “She needs someone, but it doesn’t have to be you.”

      What? No. He wasn’t breaking it. “Absolutely not.”

      I wasn’t sure I could beat him up, but suddenly I wanted to try.

      “You couldn’t.” Eli gave me a sly grin. “But it would be fun for me if you tried.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or not. Instead, I looked back out to the road again.

      “I can find another anchor, but I’ll be honest. Breaking that bond would be…devastating for you. Which is why they’re considered permanent. I’d been searching for someone to fill this role for her since she was born, and until that day in the apartment, I’d almost given up. But I looked at your soul, and I saw what she saw.”

      That had me straightening. “What did you see?”

      “I saw something good for her. But the timing wasn’t right.” He leaned on the railing next to me. “Even with all that, it’d be better for her to be alone than to have someone who isn’t dedicated. Because it will be hard. It will strain both of you. There are times you will want her to stop, but she cannot be what she is if she does.” He started to glow, and I could see a faint outline of his wings. “If she walks down that path, she will become other…and she cannot…” He looked away from me. “It would break my heart.” He straightened and crossed his arms. “If you’re not strong enough to carry her through the hard, if you cannot support her fully, then you will weaken her. She cannot afford that.”

      He studied me for a second, but I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say.

      I wanted to be that person for her. I truly wished I was, and I would do my best to be what she needed. And if I wasn’t, I would force myself to walk away.

      But I couldn’t walk away. It would destroy me. I knew that. Even now. I wasn’t sure how I knew, but I did.

      They said you’d know it when you met the one, and I always thought it was bullshit. But it wasn’t.

      I thought through the last twenty-four hours—seeing Sam save my sister, training, lying in her bed, the screaming and the kiss and holding Sam as she was sick—and I knew—I knew it with every bit of my soul that there wouldn’t be a day when I wouldn’t want to be here doing this with her.

      “Good.” He patted the railing. “Very good choice. If she wakes, tell Samantha I’ll be back soon, but I’ll be close. I told her I’d watch over her, and I am, even if I’m not in the room. If she needs me, tell her to call out, and I’ll come. Same goes for you. Your tie to her links you to me, as well. Something happens and she’s not able, you yell for me. Immediately.”

      “Okay.”

      And he was gone. Just like that. Leaving only a threat lingering in the air.

      That had been much more intense than I’d expected.

      I took a moment to breathe, but I didn’t really need it. Eli had been intense, but the choices were all my own. I’d breathe better when I was back with Sam.

      I opened the front door and walked through the living room to my next discussion, hoping I’d get back to Sam soon. Even if I liked her friends, I just wanted to be with her.

      Everyone was seated at the dining table, waiting.

      Five werewolves, two fey, one witch. All of them powerful. All of them watching me.

      “Sit,” Chris said.

      I wanted to tell him that I’d stand because I was still too wound up, but I remembered reading something about werewolf rules and how standing when everyone else was sitting declared dominance. The last thing I wanted tonight was to fight with a bunch of alpha wolves.

      Yeah. That wasn’t a good idea.

      I’d seen some videos of them in action, and I knew they could destroy me.

      Plus, I didn’t want to fight them. This was her family, minus her mom who was still upstairs with her. And Eli.

      So, I took the chair.

      “We’re not going to attack you or anything like that,” Tessa said. Dastien started to say something, but she put her hand over his mouth, silencing him. “I know we must be intimidating, but we love Samantha. She works for the pack, but that’s not why we care about her. She’s family. And for better or worse, you just staked your claim on her. You brought her back from Hell into her body and that means something.” She paused and dropped her hand from Dastien’s mouth. “My mate thinks it’s none of my business right now, but I’m asking anyway. Because I’ve been thrown into the deep end of the supernatural world before, and man, is it a lot.”

      “She’s got a point,” Chris said in his raspy drawl.

      “Shut up,” Dastien said, but there was no malice behind it.

      She shot Dastien a quick look and then back to me. “What are you thinking right now? Are you okay?”

      Am I okay? That wasn’t at all what I thought they were going to want to talk about. “I…”

      I hadn’t even begun to process the day. I’d shown up here hoping to ask her out to lunch or—if I was lucky—get her to spend the day with me. I felt like I’d been blindsided with all of this stuff, but I wasn’t sure I minded.

      And yet, how could anyone be okay after watching someone they care about deeply return from Hell and puke blood?

      I didn’t think I’d ever recover from the sounds of her screams traveling through the realms. I didn’t know what Samantha had faced in Hell, but I knew it was bad. Even just being on this side of it had been terrifying.

      I was going to need a lot more time to process all of it before I could even start to answer her question, but I tried. “I don’t know what you mean exactly. What do you want me to be okay with?”

      “Are you okay with everything that just happened? With Samantha? You weren’t given a lot of time to think about that choice. Are you prepared if she’s angry about what you did?”

      Angry? I hadn’t even really thought about that. Eli made it seem so sure that she would be okay, but…I was completely out of my depth.

      I leaned forward on the table, resting my forearms on it as I thought.

      “You weren’t angry when I did something similar,” Dastien said, and then I remembered their story. He bit her without asking or getting permission first, which was a big crime among the werewolves.

      Shit. Had I done that to Samantha?

      “No, I wasn’t angry that you bit me, but there’s a chance she might be.” Tessa shook her head. “But this is a different situation entirely. He wasn’t given a real choice either. It was either listen to her being tortured and likely die or bring her back. Someone had to save her, but we all heard what Eli just said on the porch. Earlier, he made it sound permanent, but he contradicted that now. And I don’t know which is the lie. If he wanted to be sure you were taking it seriously before and was lying that he couldn’t break it. Or, if he was lying now about breaking it to see what you would say.”

      “With Eli?” Cosette said. “It could be either way. Although by devastating to you he could mean death. Archons play by their own rules.”

      Death? I wanted to be angry with Eli, but that would’ve been wasted emotions. Because I didn’t want Eli to break it.

      But it wasn’t just about me. “If she doesn’t want it, do you think Eli will leave the anchor in place?”

      Chris leaned back in his chair. “Nah. Archons aren’t super friendly with mortals, but for whatever reason, Eli likes to hang sometimes. Sam is his girl. She wants you gone, you’re gone. Lying or not, he’ll find a way.”

      That was what I thought, but I had a feeling if it would save Sam, Eli would leave it.

      I had so many questions about Samantha and so much I wanted to find out, but none of them were questions that I was going to ask them. I wanted to talk to her. I wanted to spend time getting to know her and find out what her life was like. Was it always this insane? From what Eli had said, it might be.

      I wasn’t sure it mattered. I’d made my choice, and I didn’t regret it. Not even a little bit.

      I’d see what happened when Samantha woke up. Until then, I wasn’t going to worry about anything else.

      I studied everyone at the table. “I can’t say that I understood everything that happened today or yesterday. I can’t say that I know what’s going to happen with me and Samantha, or what she’s going to think about what happened, but I’m here for her no matter what.”

      From their looks, I felt like I should ask permission for that, but screw that. I knew her mother was okay with me talking to Samantha. Eli seemed to approve of me, and he was the closest thing to a father that she had. So, these people were just going to have to accept that I was going to be around.

      A look passed among them, as if they decided something, and then Chris and Cosette looked at each other.

      Chris let out a low laugh. “Of course. That’s right. I’d forgotten.” Chris turned to me. “You have some timing…”

      Now, I was curious. “What?”

      “I have a proposition for you.”

      My brain was already on overload, so why not one more thing? “I’m listening.”

      “The house next door is open. The werewolf who lived there mated to a guy in the French pack. She moved last week, and I haven’t gotten a new application for sanctuary status, yet. Which is weird.” He glanced at Cosette for confirmation.

      “It is weird,” she said. “We’re usually fully booked with a waitlist.”

      He seemed to assess me as he stared me down, but I wasn’t looking away. “You live in the city. It’s a trek to come out here and see her, and most of her excitement happens at night. If you’re not training or playing soccer again…”

      “I’m not.” That phase of my life was over, and I wasn’t upset about it. Especially not now. “Are you offering me the place?”

      “Rent free. It’s yours if you⁠—”

      I leaned back in my chair. “I’ll take it, but I’ll pay rent. I’m not a freeloader. I’ve always worked, even if it was soccer. That was a fuckload of work.”

      Chris slapped a hand on the table. “Done. Sam is getting busier and busier. Just help her out. Train with us. We’ll be square.” He crossed his arms. “I love it when things come together like that.”

      “One request,” I said.

      “Ask,” Chris said.

      I looked around the table at everyone. “Eli said something right before…” I didn’t even know what to call it because it wasn’t just a kiss. “That he wasn’t going to tell her and that none of you would either. I’d like to add to that. Please. Don’t tell her. I need to come off as not a stalker, and just moving in next door is weird. She’s been to my house, and⁠—”

      “It’s a gorgeous house,” Cosette said. “I didn’t get to see much of it yesterday. Are you sure you want to leave it?”

      I wasn’t sure. “I’m not going to sell it, if that’s what you’re asking. My mom and sister live there, too.” I wanted to get this right, and I didn’t want to mess it up. “I don’t want to hide anything from her. If she asks, I’m telling her flat-out exactly what happened. And there’s a chance that she might remember it, but…” I looked around at all of her closest friends. “I don’t want to screw this up.”

      “I’ve been exactly where you are right now.” Dastien looked at his mate, and she scooted her chair closer to him. He smiled at her and tugged her fully into his lap. “Trust me when I say it’ll all work out. Even if she hates you for a second, it will work out.”

      “That’s fair.” Tessa settled back in his lap. “But I didn’t hate him. I definitely did some pushing for a second.” She gave me a soft, sweet smile. “Don’t worry. It didn’t last long. Clearly. And I don’t think it’ll be like that with Sam. I think she’d be okay with it. Maybe a little guilty thinking that you felt forced.”

      “I wasn’t forced.”

      Claudia let out a little “Mmm,” as if she weren’t so sure about it.

      Whatever. She didn’t know how I felt, then or now. “Look. I just need a chance to win her over normally. If I can. So, is there a way for me to move and not seem like a complete weirdo? And also not come up with some ridiculous, elaborate lie?” I closed my eyes. “I don’t want to lie to her. I refuse to do that.”

      “Just say you wanted to be close to her,” Claudia said. “She’ll appreciate it.”

      I opened my eyes and turned to her. She was the quietest one of the bunch, and that seemed to make her words more important. “That’s it? She won’t think it’s weird.”

      “This group is weird,” Tessa said. “Truly. And in relationships, we all moved so quickly. Humans like to say that they know when they know, but with supernaturals, it’s a pull that’s instantaneous. It can’t be ignored. I felt it with Dastien before I was bitten. You feel it with her. Just go with that. She won’t be able to—or even think about—pushing you away.”

      They were making this sound a little too easy.

      “I think being honest is the best,” Cosette said. “She likes you. Tell her it’s a long drive, and you want to be around her as much as possible while you see what’s what. And that you wanted to train with her in the mornings.”

      That was a good point. “I did say I wanted to do that.”

      “Then, tell her your mom and sister will watch over the house, and that you wanted to stick around.” Chris shrugged. “You wanted to make sure she was okay. Train with her. And the house was open. It doesn’t have to be that complicated.”

      “Right.” Could it be that easy?

      “It’s a lot of emotions all at once,” Dastien said. “I get it. Feels like a lot.”

      Man, he had that right. “If she doesn’t want it—me—then I’ll ask Eli to break the bonds. As long as that doesn’t mean he’s killing me.” I hoped that didn’t happen, but I wasn’t going to force myself on her. She deserved love, and I hoped I was the one who could give that to her.

      I wanted it, desperately.

      And I didn’t need credit for what I’d done. I didn’t want her to feel like she owed me anything because she didn’t. That was the only reason I didn’t want to tell her right away. I needed to know if she wanted me back, and if so, I knew I could make this work.

      Living next door would be the easiest for Samantha. We lived too far apart right now, and selfishly, I wanted to be around for as much time as she’d let me.

      My mom and Rain would be fine at my house for a while. I hadn’t lied when I said my family didn’t cramp my style. That wasn’t an issue. But they hovered sometimes, asking me about what I was going to do now that I wasn’t playing soccer. It had been nice at first, but sometimes it was a lot.

      And the dynamics of living with my mom again were hard sometimes. She still treated me like I was a kid, instead of a grown man and retired pro soccer player who was trying to figure out his next phase in life.

      I was going to have to talk to her about Samantha, too. She’d been awful when Sam was dealing with Rain, and that wasn’t going to work for me.

      I wasn’t sure how to change what my mom thought about Sam, but I’d figure out something.

      Ana came down the stairs. What was wrong now? Was Sam okay? I started to get up, but Ana waved her hand at me to sit down. She held out what looked like a small remote.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “A baby monitor. She’s asleep. She’ll sleep for a day at least. Her temperature is normal, and I have her hooked up to the machines again. I’ll hear any issues through this. She’s fine.” Ana went into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. “Too much coffee right now isn’t good. It’s almost dinnertime, and we all need to sleep. But this will ease our souls. And you have a drive home. Unless you want to sleep here?”

      I looked at my watch. It was just after six p.m. I’d gotten here early this morning, but it felt like so much longer.

      This had, without a doubt, been the craziest day and a half of my life, and that was saying something.

      “I’d like to stay, if that’s okay? I’m happy to take the couch.” I pointed to the one in the living room.

      “Sure. That’s okay with me, Nix.” Ana was an amazing host, and I was grateful for it.

      There was a knock at the door, and Chris got up. “That’s for me.” He came back with another man carrying food.

      A lot of food. “You guys really do eat all the time.”

      “It’s kind of a thing,” Tessa said. “But you do get used to it.”

      Ana walked around the table and handed me a mug. I looked in it. “Café con leche?” I hadn’t even asked for one, and she’d brought it to me? She was one of my new favorite people.

      “Yes. Thank you for bringing her back.” She looked tired—more tired than she had before all of this started—but she gave me a sleepy, happy smile. “I’m grateful.”

      I didn’t need gratitude. “I’m just glad I could help.”

      She patted my shoulder and went back to the kitchen to help with the sacks of food.

      I leaned back in the chair again, this time with the warm mug cradled in my hands. “How soon can I move in?” I asked Chris.

      Chris paused what he was doing at the island and smiled. “Tonight. Tomorrow. Whenever you want. House is yours. Fully furnished. Cleaned.”

      “You have any other empty houses?” Claudia asked. “I think I want to stick around for this.”

      “I agree,” Lucas said. “May I have a cup of that?” he asked Ana.

      “Oh, sure. I just thought werewolves didn’t need the caffeine.”

      “Yes, I don’t need it to stay awake. It burns too quickly through our systems to do that, but like you said, it soothes the soul.” He draped his arm along the back of Claudia’s chair. “I think we could use some soothing after today.”

      Apparently, the house next door was the only vacancy, but Tessa offered up her and Dastien’s house to Claudia and Lucas. She said a friend from Ireland might stay there, too. If she ended up coming.

      Ana moved around the kitchen, bringing some coffee for everyone who wanted it.

      We sat there for a while, chatting, and it felt normal.

      It wasn’t. At all. I knew that, but part of me felt like I was home. Like I’d found my new purpose in life.

      Van also asked about a house, and Axel offered to share his with the fey warrior.

      This was good. I wasn’t sure where my role would be in all of this, but I’d figure it out.

      Because I couldn’t think of any other place I’d want to be. Ever.

      I sipped my coffee and listened to the conversation around me, about the person in Ireland, if she could come stay for a bit.

      I got the feeling that everyone here was going to be calling in the rest of their troops and keeping a close eye on me.

      That was fine. I wasn’t offended. If it were one of my sisters, I would’ve been doing the same thing.

      I wondered what Frank was going to think of this. He hadn’t shown up yet, but I knew that would change soon. I hoped he’d have my back.

      Eli came back to stand guard, and it was time for everyone to go home. Everyone except me.

      I’d called my mom to tell her I’d be staying here tonight—which she wasn’t happy about—while Chris went to grab me a key. I’d break the news that I was moving out of the house in the city later. I couldn’t handle dealing with her attitude right now.

      Chris came back with a whole duffel of clothes and toiletries. He said it was all new stuff he kept around for strays—which I assumed was a term for lone werewolves—or emergencies. It seemed like I had a bit of a learning curve for everything that happened at The Sanctuary, but I was here. And I wasn’t leaving. For the first time in my life, I found a place I really wanted to be.

      As soon as everyone was gone and Eli was settled by Sam’s bedside, Ana handed me the monitor and said she wanted a shower. So, I sat on the porch in Sam’s chair and listened to the sounds of the night while I had a second café con leche.

      A group of wolves ran past the porch. One stopped to howl at me. They were so much bigger than normal wolves, but I wasn’t afraid of them. I gave them a wave, and I could’ve sworn one of them laughed at me.

      There was something about this place. Maybe it was magic in the air, but the night just felt crisper, more alive, and yet safer than any other place I’d ever been.

      I could’ve stayed at the house next door, but I wanted to be here when Samantha woke up.

      I wasn’t sure if she’d have the energy for a workout for a while—but when she did—I wanted to be with her.

      Who was I kidding? If she was going to do anything, I wanted to be with her.

      I was on the verge of being obsessed, but was it obsession when you loved the person?

      Love? It felt way, way too soon, and yet, it felt true.

      I couldn’t believe any of this.

      I’d never been in love before, but Father Francis opened that door, and it hit me so hard, so fast.

      I wasn’t sure she felt the same way. I knew she liked me, but I was pretty sure I liked her way, way more.

      That was okay. I had time. Time to win her over. And I would.

      Eli mentioned this whole Armageddon thing, but it didn’t sound like an immediate concern. He made me feel like we had a moment. There would be battles and souls to save, but I’d make sure we found time to take breaks and enjoy life, too.

      I took a sip of my coffee, and for the first time in a long time, I felt excited to find out what was next.

      More than excited.

      I couldn’t wait.
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