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      Loyal and deadly, Gunner has fought tirelessly alongside his brothers in the war between Heaven and Hell for the one reward he craves: a beloved mate of his own. But darkness snatched her away. Now she haunts his dreams, and his longing for a female lost to him forever is tormenting him to the edge of sanity.

      Luna risked everything to help the brutal warrior who should be her enemy—and lost. Now trapped in a cell and punished relentlessly for her betrayal, her wish for death is bested only by an intense desire for the man she cannot have. When he finds and rescues her, it awakens a part of her she never knew existed.

      But the monster who held her captive will stop at nothing to get Luna and her powers back, and those she loves most are in terrible danger...
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      "Why are you doing this? Why are you helping us?"

      Luna glanced at Grace. The other female was almost unrecognizable after the beating that demon had given her.

      There was no time for explanations. Her demon minders would be on them in minutes.

      "Stairs," Luna directed before Grace could trip. "I wouldn't wish this life on anyone.”

      "Come to the knights’ compound; they'll keep you safe,” Grace said, voice garbled, blood dripping down her chin.

      Luna shook her head. Leaving wasn’t an option. "I can do more good where I am. I’m his favorite, he trusts me.”

      “The demon I met, the powerful one?”

      Luna didn’t answer; the less Grace knew, the better for all of them.

      They made it to the garage, and Luna half carried Grace toward a black SUV. "I'm going to have to ask you to cover your eyes," Luna said.

      They climbed in, and she quickly secured a scarf over Grace’s nearly swollen-shut eyes.

      "At least there's no chance of me peeking," Grace joked weakly.

      "I'm sorry you had to suffer through that. I would’ve come sooner, but I had to pick my moment.”

      Feet pounding on concrete echoed in the distance. The assholes had already found her. Luna started the car and gunned it out of the garage and onto the street, weaving in and out of traffic, making a dozen turns, until she was sure no one was following.

      Grace looked blindly at her. "They know what you've done. You can't go back."

      “The windows are blacked out. They don’t know it’s me driving.” She had no choice but to go back. She wouldn’t leave without Ronan.

      “Cameras?”

      “None, it’s too risky.”

      “Are you sure no one saw you?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

      She’d survived all Sir’s punishments so far. She could again.

      "Look, I know you can't tell me your name, but please, if you ever want to get out, if you ever need help...shit, just someone to talk to…call me. Will you do that?"

      “Honestly…I hope I never see you again, Grace." The only other being she’d ever trusted was Spencer. The demi had been with her, with Sir, since she was seven years old. What would it be like to have someone else she could rely on?

      The thought was pointless.

      Being anything more to this female would be far too dangerous for Grace. Besides, she didn’t need anyone else.

      The only thing a dhampir like her needed was blood. She was immune to emotion; had no physical or emotional needs.

      That’s not entirely true, not anymore.

      It had taken her time to realize it, to accept it, but somehow, a year ago, she’d started to feel anger. Just that, the one emotion.

      That alone made her life more difficult. Learning to control it hadn’t been easy.

      A strange sensation curled in her belly, making her breath catch and the beat of her heart quicken. The last time she’d experienced something similar was when she was near the knight. Gunner’s presence did something to her. Whenever he was near, she had a strange physical response. She didn’t understand it. Didn’t like it—

      Or maybe she did?

      She wasn’t sure, honestly.

      Luna pulled off the road and stopped in an empty, shadowed parking lot outside Chambers Furniture Store. "You can take off the blindfold.”

      With shaky hands, Grace removed the strip of fabric covering her eyes. She was a mess, and the scent of her blood—and there was a lot of it—was making it hard to concentrate, even as Luna’s stomach rebelled. Starvation was one of Sir’s favorite ways to control her, and he’d had her on an extremely restricted diet.

      “You’re trying to stop him from releasing Diemos, aren’t you?” Grace asked, breaking the silence in the car.

      Maybe it was the hunger, the burning pain in the pit of her stomach that had her dropping her guard, but she couldn’t stop herself from blurting the truth. “I’m going to kill him before he gets the chance. No one gets to do that but me.”

      It was the right thing to do. Sir had aligned himself with the wrong side—and the power-hungry bastard had taken her and Ronan with him. It was her duty to stop him.

      It would also appease the murderous rage she felt looking at his smug face.

      Grace stared at her, long and hard. “You’re ill.”

      Luna shook her head. Unless you counted starvation as an illness.

      “We can help you,” Grace said weakly, her body trembling. “P-please don’t go back to that twisted fuck. You don’t need to sacrifice yourself for this cause.”

      “I’m not ill.” She couldn’t stop her gaze from dropping to Grace’s throat, lingering on the frantic pulse beating there. Her mouth went dry, the pain in her belly intensifying.

      It was only a matter of time before he allowed Luna to feed from him again, until her power thrummed through her like a live wire—until she felt Sir inside her, pumping through her veins like poison. “I’ll be okay…soon.”

      “Your eyes, they look…lighter?”

      Luna quickly looked away, the nausea spiking. “You’re mated to one of them, aren’t you?” she asked, ignoring Grace’s question. Not that she understood what that meant, not really. Mating. Sir spoke of it, the demons she was surrounded by did as well. But the concept of such a deep connection was foreign to her. Impossible to grasp.

      “Yes.” Grace’s lids lowered, almost closing.

      “Would you let your mate stop you from fighting? Even knowing the risks, could you stop?”

      “No. I’ll n-never stop fighting.”

      “I can’t stop either. I need to be where I am. I can get closer to him than anyone else.” Luna looked away, not wanting Grace to see the truth of her situation, what her survival—and the survival of her brother—involved. “I’m the only one who can kill him.”

      She could see that Grace wanted to say more, ask more, but in the end, decided against it. “What about the other demi-demons being held?”

      Sir had been collecting demi for their unique powers like some kind of evil zookeeper. Building an army here on earth for Diemos, the current ruler of Hell.

      Grace had been trying to find and free them.

      “I promise, as soon as I get back, I’ll get a message to your people, let them know where you can find them.” Sir couldn’t win, there was too much at stake. And the only way she could stop him was to stay with him.

      Forcing her shoulders to relax, Luna dropped the block she had covering Grace while keeping up her own. Blocking herself was usually as easy as breathing, but the hunger made it a little more draining.

      "So now what?" Grace coughed, wincing in pain as blood trickled down her chin.

      “We wait," Luna said.

      If what Sir said was true about a mated couple’s connection, Grace’s mate would have sensed her as soon as Luna dropped the block and would already be on his way.

      With a groan, Grace leaned forward and opened the glove compartment in front of her, finding a pen. “Give me your hand. My number.”

      It was a bad idea, but something inside her made her reach out, offering her hand to Grace. The pen slipped through Grace’s bloody fingers several times, but she managed to write her number just above Luna’s wrist, so her sleeve would cover it.

      Grace blinked heavily. “I m-meant what I said."

      Luna nodded as the odd sensation in her belly moved up, behind her ribs, and squeezed. Maybe she was ill? These odd feelings had been coming more frequently.

      Maybe you’re starting to feel other emotions.

      If that was true, she was screwed. She wouldn’t survive Sir without the numbness, the shield of emotionlessness to protect her. Her anger was hard enough to contain and hide.

      Several more minutes ticked by.

      The thump and screech of buckling metal above them was loud—

      A fist smashed through her window. A massive hand attached to a muscled, heavily tattooed forearm pinned Luna to her seat by her throat as Grace’s door was torn from its hinges and flung across the parking lot.

      Luna stared up at the male snarling down at her. Gunner. She’d never been this close to the knight before. He was huge, towering over her. His jaw was covered in a short beard, and the scar through his upper lip made his mouth twist as he scowled down at her. For some reason, her hand itched to reach out and touch him, and her hunger—it skyrocketed.

      Her fangs tingled, extended. There was no nausea, no repulsion at the idea of taking his blood into her body. No, her mouth watered. Something that had never happened before.

      She couldn’t bring herself to look away. Feeling trapped by the beautiful, fierce male about to snap her neck.

      “Gunner, no. L-let her go. She helped me." His pale-gold gaze slid to Grace and her mate. Chaos nodded. Sir had cursed him, all of them, enough times for Luna to know their names. Gunner’s hard, intense gaze slid back to hers, flashing fire before he released her throat and stepped back.

      "Bring her to the compound," Chaos said.

      "No." Grace shook her head, or tried to. “W-we made a deal. Let her go."

      Chaos scowled, but in the end, gave Gunner another sharp nod.

      Luna held Grace’s gaze for several seconds, and hoped the other female would be okay. Luna took a step, about to run, but couldn’t stop herself from glancing back at Gunner.

      The knight was watching her, his beautiful yet deadly gaze boring into her as if he were trying to see inside her. And instinct told her that if she hung around for a moment longer, he might actually be able to.

      Swallowing hard, she forced herself to turn away and ran into the night. And, as soon as she was deep in shadow, she summoned the last of her strength and threw up the heaviest block she could.

      She couldn’t let them follow her.

      If they did, her brother would pay.

      As she drew closer to their home on the other side of Roxburgh, Gunner’s face flashed through her mind again.

      She still couldn’t believe what she’d done a few weeks ago.

      Her master had summoned a beast from the depths of Hell, and when it went for Gunner, she’d stopped it. She’d saved him.

      The creature had run at the knight, and as she’d watched, her pulse had sped up, her belly gripping so tight she was close to throwing up. She hadn’t understood her reaction, still didn’t. She’d just known, she didn’t want it to be him that died, that it couldn’t be him.

      And just before the beast reached him, her hand had shot up as if it had a life of its own, and she’d thrown a barrier up in front of him, protecting him from all those jagged teeth.

      Gunner being alive had mattered. She didn’t know why, but it had. There was something about him. She didn’t know what it was, but she was…drawn to him.

      He was beautiful.

      He was most definitely fascinating.

      And sad. He always looked so sad.

      She may not experience emotions, beyond anger, but she’d read about them, seen people on television feeling them. Humans showed so much on their faces.

      She braced and reached out with her senses—but she couldn’t feel Sir. He wasn’t back yet.

      Since the Gunner-beast incident, Sir had been questioning her loyalty, and as a result, he’d assigned two of his favorite goons to follow her everywhere.

      Which meant he probably knew by now that she’d gotten away from them.

      She stepped onto the bare plot surrounded by caution tape. The facade the rest of the world saw was still intact. Her brother’s power was so strong he could make beings see, or not see, whatever he wanted. Although Luna hadn’t seen Ronan since they were children, his unmistakable power, so similar to hers, was all the proof she needed that he still lived.

      She glanced around, then walked onto the property, through the facade, to the other side. To the place her brother had created, hiding them from the world. A mansion stood, tall and ugly. Imposing.

      The door opened as she approached, Spencer filling the space. His lined face was frozen, and his eyes were almost black, an expression she’d seen on him many times. It happened when he was worried.

      “Is he back?” Luna asked as she walked inside. She still hadn’t sensed him.

      “Not yet. They’re all in an uproar that Grace escaped, though. He was furious, Luna. I’ve never seen him like that.”

      “Do you think he knows it was me?”

      Spencer swallowed, his eyes all black now. “I don’t know.”

      She reached into her pocket, pulling out the phone that she’d bought on her way home and handed it to the only person in the world she could trust. “I’ve put Grace’s number on this. I don’t know what will happen when Sir gets back or how long I’ll be away. But I need you to message her, tell her where they can find the other demi being held, then destroy it.”

      She had rubbed the number off her arm as soon as she’d programmed it into the phone. As generous as Grace’s offer was, she couldn’t risk being caught with it. For Ronan’s sake. She and her brother had only survived this long because they were useful.

      But Sir liked to assert his authority, and she could only assume the sadistic prick did the same with her brother. He pushed her to her limits, testing her capacity for survival. One day he’d take it too far; one day he’d kill her. Seeing as dying wasn’t the plan, she needed to kill him first. But she couldn’t do that until she found her brother.

      Wherever Sir kept him had to be close, but she’d yet to find where.

      Spencer touched her arm. “Please, take some of my blood. Feed. You won’t survive if he locks you away now. You’re already weak.”

      Luna’s stomach rebelled. “No.”

      Hurt filled his eyes.

      “I can’t…won’t do that to you.” I’d die before I did that. “Thank you, but I won’t do it.”

      It would turn their relationship into something that they would never be able to come back from. She never wanted Spencer to see her like that.

      She’d only ever drunk Sir’s blood. She’d never been permitted to drink from others, and never had. It was another way he controlled and manipulated her. He’d wanted her to crave him, hunger for him even when his blood made her so sick she barely stopped herself from throwing up after feeding.

      Again an image of Gunner filled her head, the way he’d pinned her to the seat. Her fangs had actually tingled—

      The door flew open, and Sir stalked in. His eyes were glowing, the veins in his throat bulging, lips peeled back.

      “You betrayed me! Again!” he roared. “I have loved you, taken care of you, given you everything you ever wanted, and this is how you repay me?”

      She said nothing. There was nothing she could say to convince him otherwise, not when he had already made up his mind.

      As for his love? If this was love, she was glad she didn’t have to experience it. And anyway, his love of power, not her, was what drew him to her family. His brand of love meant slaughtering her mother in front of her, kidnapping her and her brother, then tearing them apart.

      She’d heard Ronan’s cries through the wall, had heard him calling for her, for their mother, into the night. For dhampir, it was the connection to their human mothers that allowed them to have human emotions. If severed before they gained their powers, they’d lose the ability to feel. Luna was young when Sir came for her, she couldn’t remember what it felt like to have the full spectrum of emotions, but her brother’s cries that night still haunted her.

      He’d been taken away the next day. She hadn’t seen him since, had only felt him, felt his presence, his power come into being, felt it grow.

      Sir had appointed himself as some kind of twisted father figure. Until her hunger for blood began at age sixteen, then he’d become something else. And he’d made her pay for every ounce of blood he’d given her.

      She finally gained her powers a year ago, and he had been taking full advantage of them since.

      The male who had torn her life apart strode toward her now, and she forced herself to hold her ground, to rein in her anger. She couldn’t fight him, and there was no point running, no escape, no rescue from what was about to happen.

      He backhanded her, knocking her to the floor, then grabbed her by the hair and dragged her down the hall, down the stairs to the basement.

      She’d known this was the price she’d pay, and if given the chance, she’d do the same thing all over again. She’d still help Gunner and Grace and the other demi.

      He opened the heavy iron door and crouched down, his eyes locking with hers. “If I don’t lock you away, I will kill you. I will slit your delicate throat deeper and deeper until I take your fucking head off.”

      It was a waste of breath but still she tried because she knew the hell that was coming. “Sir,” she said, heart pounding. “Please, listen…”

      He stomped down viciously on her leg, hard enough that the bone snapped. The sharp cry that left her surprised her. He’d broken her leg before, hobbling her so she couldn’t easily escape if she somehow got out of this room. Yes, she felt pain, but not like this. Dhampir didn’t feel physical pain like humans did. It was muted. The pain of hunger surpassed all else. But this…this was beyond her experience.

      What the hell was happening to her?

      Sir dragged her across the concrete floor, deeper into the small steel-walled room, and dropped her.

      He strode to the door but paused, turning back. “Maybe I’ll be able to stomach looking at you in a couple of weeks.”

      The door banged shut a moment later.

      Luna threw her head back, and a sound came from her that she’d never made in her life.

      She screamed.
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      Gunner sat bolt upright in bed, the blood-curdling scream from his dream still ringing in his ears. He rubbed his hands over his face, body shaking, buzzing with electricity as if a low-level current was licking over his skin.

      Christ, he couldn’t take it anymore.

      That scream had echoed through his mind every single night for the last three months. The pain, the anguish rolling through him, through his flesh and bone as if it were part of him.

      He didn’t understand it.

      Who was she? Why was she in his goddamn dreams?

      Shoving the covers back, he rolled his shoulders, still stiff from the fight the night before, the deep cut he’d taken from some demon’s dirty blade stitching itself back together. Fucker.

      He showered quickly, then dressed and headed out in search of Chaos. He’d come in late last night and hadn’t wanted to disturb the male while he was with his mate. Gunner was the only one who had regular contact with Rocco now, mainly because he didn’t give his brother any damn choice in the matter.

      Roc was as close to the edge as he’d ever been. As close to tipping into the abyss as he was the day his female was stolen from him—as he’d helplessly watched her being dragged to Hell.

      Chaos liked to be kept in the loop; all the brothers did. They were worried. They wanted Rocco home at the compound where he belonged. But Gunner didn’t see that happening anytime soon. Fuck, if ever.

      He headed down to the first floor where they trained their demi-demons. Chaos was usually here in the mornings.

      A familiar battle cry rang out, followed by several more, but these were not so familiar. He paused, glancing into one of the bigger rooms he was passing.

      Grace stood in front of the class, Meredith, Eve, and Mia facing her. The looks on their faces were fierce as they ran through their drills. Anyone would think they were about to go to war, and not just running through their usual self-defense moves—

      He paused, frowning.

      “What’s up?” James asked.

      Gunner turned to the male. “The females are training pretty hard.”

      James glanced into the room through the small glass window. “Yeah, I guess they are.”

      Their mates would lose their minds if they went out with Grace and her crew. Chaos still struggled with Grace fighting even now, despite how good a fighter she was. Being protective of their mates was just part of their DNA. “You seen Chaos?” he asked James.

      “Try the control room.” Then the demi, who helped train others like him when they were brought in with their new powers, scared and confused, walked into the room with the females and joined Grace’s class.

      When Gunner made it upstairs, Chaos was there with Lazarus. Silas too. The angel had been living at the compound the last few months since he’d had his wings taken for helping them. And though Laz still had no love for the guy, he’d stopped showing his disdain quite as much—except when they trained. Then all bets were off.

      Chaos gave him a chin lift. “What’s up?”

      Gunner leaned his ass against one of the desks and crossed his arms. “I saw Roc last night. He fought beside me and Silas for most of the night.”

      Silas nodded. “He was quiet, but he seemed more…focused.”

      “Yeah?” There was no missing the hope in Chaos’s voice, or the pain. “You think he’s nearly ready to come home?”

      “There’s still so much rage inside him, brother. He’s got his demon in control for now, but it wouldn’t take much to flip him out. I say we keep with the slow and steady approach for now.” Gunner let his gaze hit both his brothers. “And honestly, being around you and your mates might be the thing that sends him over the edge. It needs to be on his terms, when he’s feeling solid enough to be around it.”

      Gunner found it hard enough to be around the loved-up couples in the compound on the regular, and he’d only felt his mate’s presence for a short time before she vanished—disappearing before he could get to her. He’d never laid eyes on her, knew nothing about her, and still, her loss was a yawning hole in his chest that no amount of killing or fucking could repair.

      Not that he’d been up for the latter in quite a while. The killing, though, he’d been partaking in liberally.

      He zeroed in on the slight weight around his neck, the small gold cross he never took off.

      Close to a year ago, when things had been seriously fucked up for all of them, Gunner had been so unstable, so close to succumbing to his inner demon and hurting someone, he’d had to ask his brothers to lock him away. That’s when he felt her. His mate. He couldn’t get to her. And when he’d finally gotten free, he’d followed what he could only describe as a shadow, an echo of her presence.

      He’d found this little cross on the pavement.

      It was hers. He was in no doubt that it had once hung around his mate’s throat. The chain was delicate and just fit around his neck.

      “He belongs here with his brothers,” Chaos said.

      Silas’s silver gaze moved between them. “We can’t force it.”

      Laz growled. “You’re not family, angel. Butt the fuck out.”

      Silas stiffened but dipped his chin. “Apologies.” He backed up a step. “I’m just heading out, anyway. I found one of Lucifer’s handmaids. They used to have the ability to move between Heaven and Earth freely, it’s a long shot, but maybe she can help us get Kyler back to Rocco.” Then he turned and walked out.

      “You gonna lighten up on him anytime soon?” Gunner asked.

      Lazarus swung to him, still pissed. “Until you have a mate, I suggest you not comment, brother. Because that angel chose to withhold information, I almost fucking lost mine.”

      Gunner bit back the growl climbing up his throat, fighting back what he really wanted to say as his blood pumped hotly through his veins. His brothers didn’t know what happened with Gunner’s own female, or that losing her was a direct result of what happened with Eve when Laz brought her to the compound that first time. And Gunner wasn’t sure if he’d ever be ready to tell them.

      He sure as hell didn’t want their pity.

      “But you fucking have her, though, right, Laz?” Apparently, he was going to say a few more things after all. “She’s walking and breathing and sharing your bed every night. I get you’re pissed, he shouldn’t have kept shit from you back then…but she’s okay. You have your mate.”

      Laz growled.

      Chaos cursed.

      “Silas has tried to make amends, repeatedly. He’s actively trying to get Kyler back to Roc, right this fucking minute,” Gunner bit out. “Eve has no problem with the angel, so why the hell can’t you let this shit go?”

      “I’m thankful for what he’s doing for Roc, I am, but, brother, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Laz fired back.

      “Silas had his wings literally torn from his fucking back and most of his powers drained before he was thrown away by his family for helping us. We are his motherfucking family. It’s time to get your head out of your damned ass, ’cause the way I see it, you’re doing a fuck of a lot better than he is right now.”

      They stared at each other, Laz breathing hard.

      “We don’t have time for this right now,” Chaos said as he stepped in between them.

      Gunner forced himself to break eye contact. “I sure as fuck don’t. I’m gonna go find Roc, make sure he’s not dismembering demons in the middle of the goddamn street.”

      Tugging his shirt off, Gunner tucked it in the back of his jeans and stepped out onto the balcony. Extending his bronze and gold wings, he took flight, heading for the city.

      It didn’t take long to find Roc. He was where Gunner often found him. On the roof of one of the buildings overlooking the alley where the portal opened every solstice and equinox. Where demons tried to escape Hell.

      The last place Roc had seen his female.

      Rocco lay back beside an air-conditioning unit, one arm under his head, the other holding one of his knives, spinning and catching it over and over. He looked even rougher than the night before. But at least he’d showered and changed his demon-blood-soaked clothes.

      Rocco’s navy blue eyes slid to him when he landed. “Back so soon?”

      Gunner shrugged, tucked in his wings, and sat beside his brother. “Chaos still wants you home…”

      “No.” Rocco spun the blade again.

      “Told him as much. Where you been staying?”

      “Got somewhere nearby.”

      Gunner leaned against the heavy steel behind him and rested his forearms on his knees. “Do you…have you sensed her at all?” Gunner usually tried to avoid talking about Kyler, but it wasn’t as if talking about her could make things worse. Who knew, maybe it would help?

      His brother's throat worked. “No…yes.” He shoved his fingers through his overgrown hair. “Fucked if I know. Sometimes, I think I do…but only when I’m asleep.”

      Gunner stilled. “What happens? You see her, hear her, what?”

      He fisted his hair roughly, his breathing growing ragged. His eyes darkened, black swallowing the blue of his irises, his demon showing through.

      “We don’t need to talk about it, Roc.”

      “I can’t,” he growled out.

      Gunner stayed where he was, sitting in silence with his brother.

      No, they didn’t need to talk.
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        * * *

      

      Wherever this pair of demons were going, they were in a hurry. Gunner glanced over at Rocco. His brother hadn’t needed any convincing to hunt with him tonight, and he’d taken it as a good sign.

      But looking at him now, Gunner wasn’t so sure.

      Roc’s eyes were all predator, black and focused on their prey. The skin over his face was taut and lined, at odd angles, as if his Kishi demon was right there below the surface ready to explode through.

      “You solid?” Gunner asked as they flew above the two leathren demons.

      He gave him a sharp nod. “Something’s not right.”

      Roc was right. Leathren preferred their own company. Two together like this was unusual. They fed off other people’s pain and suffering. They were scavengers in Hell, absorbing the screams and cries of the damned. On Earth, they followed pain and suffering wherever they could find it. But they weren’t known to share.

      There had to be suffering close by, and for these demons to willingly put up with each other, the payoff—feeding off the suffering of whoever was providing these fuckers with their dinner—had to be big, which meant someone was in some serious pain.

      Roc slipped his blade free, angling his body, preparing to swoop down.

      “Wait,” Gunner said. “Someone could need our help. You kill these demons now, we might not be able to find them.”

      Rocco growled low but did as Gunner asked. A month ago, hell, a week ago, there would have been no stopping him. He would have already questioned, tortured, and slaughtered both demons as soon as he’d seen them, convinced they might know something about his female.

      So far, his efforts to learn anything about Kyler and what had become of her in Hell had been fruitless.

      They turned onto a street. It was a swank part of town, lots of mini-mansions and big yards. An empty lot was up ahead, and the demons picked up pace when they saw it. They headed toward a cordoned-off mound of topsoil and—

      Vanished.

      “Fuck.” Things had been quiet since they’d raided a warehouse—a fucking prison—a few months ago. Gunner and his brothers had freed a bunch of demi-demons being held against their will by a powerful demon on Diemos’s payroll. Somehow the current ruler of Hell was communicating with the demons here on Earth, and he and his army had abducted demi to exploit their powers, to use them as weapons, to help grow his army and have them ready and waiting when Diemos finally escaped Hell and took over Earth.

      Grace, Chaos’s mate, had been one of those demi, and if it wasn’t for her little goth friend, Grace would probably still be a prisoner. The other female had helped Grace escape, and then she’d texted with details of where to find the rest of the demi who had been abducted.

      Because of her, they’d been able to take out a lot of the demon army tasked with guarding the demi as well.

      What they hadn’t done was find the little goth female who had helped them or the powerful demon behind it all.

      Roc sneered. “Fuckers are back to their old tricks.”

      They both landed and walked onto the empty lot, turning, searching the shadows. They’d been ambushed like this before. Demons seeming to vanish into thin air only to pop back up with a whole bunch of their buddies. Gunner stood there stiffly, Roc at his side, and waited, expecting it.

      But nothing happened.

      No hoard of demons holding rusty knives appeared, and it didn’t look as if the two leathren had any intention of coming back either.

      “Let’s keep searching the area,” Gunner said, because something seriously fucked up was going on.
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      Luna lay in the dark, strange sensations in her belly growing stronger, twisting as if they were in some kind of battle.

      Sir had his arms slung over her waist, his naked body pressed against her back, his fingers still deep in her hair, fisting tight even in sleep.

      She wanted to pull from his fucking hold, tear a leg off the bedside table and stab him with it. Then she wanted to go to the bathroom and wipe the stickiness from between her legs, followed by shoving her fingers down her throat and vomiting up his blood, hot and toxic, sitting in her stomach.

      Escape the awful way her body felt every time she drank from him.

      She wouldn’t do either of those things. He’d let her out of the basement a week ago, after two weeks without blood, food, or water. Without a soul to speak to. She’d been starved and on the verge of something…something she couldn’t describe when he dragged her out.

      Ever since, the strange sensations that moved through her body had increased, intensified.

      She didn’t want to believe it, but she was almost positive that what she was experiencing were other emotions awakening inside her. Why now? And how the hell could she stop it?

      How would she do this, live this, if she felt every moment of it?

      The anger inside her increased, making her shake. Sir had been keeping her hungry since he let her out, only feeding her a small amount, then shoving her away—until tonight.

      Now his blood was working its way through her body—strengthening her and weakening her at the same time. She slapped her hand over her mouth when it tried to climb back up her throat. Somehow, she managed to hold it down, breathing through her nose as its toxic roots reached out, taking hold of her, mutating her power into something it should have never been. Making her his weapon.

      His creature.

      She didn’t know what type of blood her kind usually fed on, but she was certain it wasn’t demon. She knew little about her people, but surely feeding should sustain you, not make you impossibly ill.

      Sir’s hold relaxed, and she managed to ease away from him a little, cringing when she felt another rush of liquid between her thighs. Using the sheet, she wiped it away. As usual, she’d been too starved, too focused on drinking to pay attention to the way he’d taken his payment from her body.

      The same way he’d been doing since she was sixteen.

      In movies and when she’d occasionally seen the demons around them have sex, they seemed to enjoy it, to take pleasure from each other’s bodies. Luna couldn’t comprehend it. She didn’t know what pleasure was. Humans, demons, others felt it, but it was a mystery to her.

      It was as if she’d been physically and emotionally switched off. And she was thankful for that. If she regained more human emotions now—

      She didn’t want to think what that would mean for her.

      Right now, the only things she knew, that she understood, was anger—and hunger—the kind that came with pain, like the agony she’d experienced during her two-week stay in the basement.

      Sir usually only wanted her body for sex when she fed from him. He said he had no choice. More often than not, that meant once a week, since that was all the feeding he allowed her to have. But since he’d only been feeding her a little at a time until tonight, she’d had to endure his attentions several times this week.

      With a groan, he rolled to his back, releasing her hair completely.

      She should stay where she was, but she couldn’t bear it another moment and slid from the bed, rushing to the bathroom to quickly clean up—something he didn’t permit. He wanted his scent on her, wanted all the other demons in his army to know she was his.

      When she walked back into the bedroom, it was dark and quiet, apart from Sir’s deep, slow breathing. She took in his still form.

      It would be so easy to kill him. To get a knife and do what Grace taught her. The other female had helped her dispatch a demon the first time they met. If only she knew where Ronan was being kept—

      A prickle of something lifted the hair at the back of her neck.

      Luna froze.

      It came again, but stronger this time. So much so, she grabbed onto the doorframe.

      The sensation running through her body, she recognized it immediately. Only this time it was stronger than ever before.

      He was here.

      Gunner.

      Luna rushed to the window and looked outside.

      He was right there on the front lawn. So close.

      Her heart began to beat faster and her hands grew clammy and sweaty and there was this strange fluttering in her stomach.

      What was he doing here? He stood with one of his brothers, and they were looking around as if they were searching for something. They wouldn’t find whatever it was they were looking for.

      Ronan didn’t just have the power to block them—this house and the demons here—from view. No, it was so much more than that, so much stronger. It was as if her brother had created a pocket that he’d slipped the house into. And Gunner and his brothers couldn’t enter without Ronan or Sir’s say-so.

      Gunner walked around the yard outside. Ronan’s block made it appear as if she were seeing the knights through intense, undulating heatwaves.

      She glanced over her shoulder. Sir was still in a deep sleep. She’d taken a lot of his blood. He slept heavily after she fed properly, needing to regenerate what he’d lost. He wouldn’t wake for several hours.

      It was wrong to leave this room, but the thing inside her, the sensations that moved through her body whenever Gunner was close, was even stronger now. She needed to resist, but the force drawing her to him was impossible to fight.

      Tugging on her robe, she rushed out of the bedroom and down the stairs. She wanted to get closer to him, that’s all, to see what would happen. Maybe discover what this odd feeling inside her meant.

      Darting down the hall, she ducked through the kitchen to avoid the demons on patrol. The risk she was taking was huge, but still she couldn’t stop herself.

      Slipping out the back door, she moved around the side of the house.

      Her breath quickened again when she saw Gunner, and her skin flushed hot. The feeling was…she didn’t know how to describe it. Only that she wanted more of it.

      This is dangerous.

      But she had to know why she felt this way around him.

      She moved closer. The tall, heavily muscled knight was frowning. He was always frowning. He stopped suddenly and looked back in her direction. There was no way he could see her, and she took advantage, taking in her fill of the handsome male. He was always so serious, but there was a kindness in his eyes that made her belly grow even more squirmy and warm.

      His head tilted to the side, and he changed direction suddenly, moving with purpose, moving toward her. A moment later, he stood just inches from her, his wavy form distorted by Ronan’s block. She wanted to reach out and touch him so badly her fingers twitched at her side.

      And then she couldn’t resist it, and her hand lifted all on its own as he turned his body so he was looking right through her. Her hand hovered a mere centimeter from his bearded jaw. He frowned harder.

      Demons were starting to gather in the front yard, watching his brother. They hadn’t seen Gunner yet. But it was only a matter of time before they attacked. The knights would have no warning. One moment they would be alone, the next surrounded by their enemy.

      “Leave,” she said, unable to stop herself from giving the warning even though he wouldn’t hear her, the same way she hadn’t been able to let the beast hurt him months ago. “Leave this place and never come back.”

      Gunner jolted, his brows lowering.

      Had he heard her?

      No, it wasn’t possible.

      “Hello?” he said, voice deep and harsh.

      Luna froze, blinking at the male right in front of her. Shocked. He had. He’d heard her.

      “Over there!” one of the demons yelled.

      They’d seen Gunner.

      “They’re coming,” she said urgently.

      He spun around, drawing his sword.

      But it was too late, the demons had revealed themselves, weapons in hand. They attacked his brother, and Gunner ran to help him.

      Luna clenched her fists so hard her nails bit deep into her skin, trying to lift a block around him. Why was she risking everything for this male? It didn’t make sense.

      But again, she couldn’t stop herself from trying.

      Still recovering after her last punishment, she had to fight for it. Her nails dug deeper into her palms, and blood dripped down over her knuckles as she called her power forth.

      Her eyes rolled back as agony stabbed at her repeatedly. She wasn’t strong enough for this, not yet.

      Just a little longer.

      Demons attacked from the front, and Gunner fought them back with his sword, his battle cry lifting goose bumps all over her skin. The brothers were outnumbered.

      Bloody tears streaked down her face, but not from using her power, and not from physical pain. She was used to that. She lived with that every day. What did these tears mean? What did any of this mean?

      A demon ran at Gunner from behind, about to bury his blade in Gunner's skull.

      Now. It had to be now.

      The block flew up as the demon appeared, stabbing at Gunner. Instead of stabbing the knight, he hit her shield. The hilt of the demon’s knife bounced back, hitting him in the face with a bone-crunching thud. The demon shrieked in pain, and Gunner spun around with a snarl, weapon held up, ready to fight. More demons came at him, but met the same fate, failing to make contact with the massive knight.

      She forced herself to let her block dissolve, now that she’d ruined the demons’ chances of a sneak attack. She’d seen Gunner fight before, these demons were no match for the warrior, and he proved it by tearing through them easily.

      Still, she kept her power simmering, ready to throw up another block if necessary, and blood from her hands had pooled at her feet by the time Gunner and his brother had killed them all. At least twenty demons. Sir would be furious.

      Gunner turned in a slow circle, looking for more, but there were none.

      Grace had told Luna that the knights could protect her—and in a moment of weakness, the urge to go to Gunner now, to reveal herself, to ask him to take her with him, almost won out.

      But she couldn’t leave Ronan behind. He was being held somewhere close, he had to be, and until she could free him as well, she couldn’t leave.

      With one last look at Gunner, Luna spun and ran around the side of the house and through the back door before the sensation inside her, the one tempting her to get closer to the knight, became too much to resist.

      Padding up the stairs, she eased the bedroom door open and slipped back inside. It was dark, and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust.

      She blinked several times at the rumpled covers on the bed.

      The empty bed.

      Her gaze flew around the room.

      Sir stood by the window, still naked, his back to her, body held rigidly and fury rolling off him.

      “Sir…”

      The door slammed shut with invisible hands, the lock clicking in place, sealing her in.

      She began to shake, her buried human instincts reacting to his fury all on their own. “I can explain…”

      He lifted a hand, silencing her without words, and slowly turned to face her. His eyes were glowing, his yellow irises burning into her.

      “You saved him,” he said, voice echoing eerily. “I gave you everything, Luna. I’ve protected you, taken care of you and your brother. I gave you all of me. My blood, my heart, my body, and over and over again you throw it back in my face?”

      She shook harder. She’d never wanted any part of him. She had endured it, him, all of him, to stay alive, to protect her brother. And the only thing he cared about was how powerful she and Ronan made him.

      “You are an emotionless void, my little dhampir.”

      He’d said those words or variations of them to her many times, but for some reason when he said them now, she had to fight not to flinch.

      “It is beyond your capabilities to care for this knight. So, what is it? Has he offered you something? Something you want? It must be something good to risk betraying me again? Are you sharing intel with them?” he asked, voice deceptively calm, but she knew better.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know him. I don’t know what happened down there. I was only watching, I didn’t do anything…”

      “Shhh, not another word,” he said as he moved toward her, his blazing yellow eyes never once leaving her. He closed in and took her face in his hands. “You know what happens now, don’t you? You know what happens when you betray me?”

      Yes, and she’d rather be dead than endure it again.

      And by the time he’d finished with her, she’d be as close to death as she’d ever been before.
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      Gunner woke with a shout, heart pounding, body soaked with sweat. That scream, Christ, it shook him to the core. His skin was hot and cold at the same time, tingling, goose bumps raised all over his flesh.

      What the hell was wrong with him?

      You’re losing your mind.

      It was late afternoon, nearly time to head back out and hunt, thank fuck. It was the only thing keeping his head straight. Or maybe not. Shit.

      His and Rocco’s conversation about Kyler filtered through his head.

      “Have you sensed her at all?”

      “Sometimes, I think I do…but only when I’m asleep.”

      The echo of that tormented scream was still ringing through Gunner’s head.

      Could it be…

      He growled and shoved the covers back. No, goddammit, she was gone. He strode across the room, dragging a hand over his buzzed hair. Thoughts like that were dangerous for his state of mind. He’d end up like Rocco if he let that shit sink in and take hold. He’d searched for her, reached out for her repeatedly—still did. Without even realizing he was doing it. Christ, several times a day, and he always got the same thing back. Nothing.

      What he was hearing, that scream echoing through his mind every night, was his own damn guilty conscience. What else could it be?

      He strode to the shower, desperate to wash the sweat from his body. Cranking the water as hot as he could handle, he climbed in.

      Resting his hands on the cool tile, he let his head drop, hot water soothing his stiff muscles. And god help him as soon as he let down his guard, it flashed through him again, that brief moment when he felt her, his female. It had only been minutes, but it had hit him like a bolt of lightning.

      That memory was visceral, so damn real, and always came at him when he was at his weakest.

      It washed over him with the scalding hot water, forcing a cry from him before he could stop it.

      He’d never felt anything like it. Elation, fear, an all-consuming longing for someone he’d never even met but was suddenly the most important part of him.

      A missing piece he hadn’t known was missing until he’d felt her.

      Then she was gone, and he hadn’t felt whole since.

      Fuck, he’d known her at that moment, despite never laying eyes on her. And he felt her loss now in the same way he would feel the loss of one of his brothers.

      He ground his teeth, squeezing his eyes shut as it came again, this time stronger. It was like she was there with him now, a shadow pressed against his side. His cock hardened as that familiar craving for her pumped through him like it had back then. A craving that would never, could never be satisfied.

      Gunner used to like fucking, a lot—females, males, goddamn orgies, it hadn’t mattered. It was just sex. A release. He couldn’t do it anymore. He didn’t want anyone else. He only wanted one female, his female, and he could never have her.

      It wasn’t even about the sex. It was a craving deeper than that, so much deeper. He saw it with his brothers and their mates. They only had to look at each other to communicate what they wanted, how they felt, and the longer they were together, the stronger it got.

      Gunner could think of so many times Kryos would suddenly stop what he was doing and go to Meredith as if she’d just called his name. He’d said he just knew she needed him.

      It didn’t matter what for.

      He just knew.

      Gunner had wanted that, more than anything. He wanted his female with a deep unwavering longing that physically hurt. Rocco was the only male who understood the feeling.

      Not that Gunner had shared what happened to him with his brother. Rocco had enough to deal with as it was.

      Another wave of longing hit him hard, making his muscles twitch and his limbs weak. He cursed and quickly ran the soap over his body, ignoring the ache of his neglected cock, and shut off the water.

      She was dead. Gone forever. He’d feel her if she was still out there. And somehow, he had to learn to live with the unbearable grief of it.

      He dried off, dressed, and got the hell out of his apartment. In his head was not somewhere he needed to be right then.

      Grace came running out of her and Chaos’s apartment down the hall as he walked out. All color had drained from her face, and she was visibly shaking. The female was a warrior, not much scared her. But right now, she was close to freaking the fuck out.

      “Grace,” Gunner called.

      She was already pushing through the door into the stairwell, flying up the stairs. Gunner followed quickly. He caught up to her just as she ran into the control room, and unsurprising, Chaos was already striding toward her, face etched with worry.

      “What is it, angel?”

      “It’s her,” Grace said, voice shaking as she pulled out her phone, handing it to her mate. “Someone just texted me from her number.”

      Chaos scanned the phone.

      “What’s going on?” Gunner moved in.

      Grace glanced up at him. “It’s from her phone, the female who helped me escape that warehouse. It’s been months. God, I thought she was dead.”

      After letting them know where to find the abducted demi, she’d blocked Grace’s number and Grace had been worried about the female ever since, even going as far as getting her crew to keep an eye out for her, to ask around and see if anyone knew her.

      There’d been nothing. Until now.

      “She messaged you?”

      Grace shook her head. “Someone else.”

      Chaos was frowning and held the phone up for Gunner to read.

      Goth Girl: She needs you. You owe her.

      A screenshot of GPS coordinates was underneath.

      Gunner frowned at it. “I’ve been here.”

      Grace was in his face in an instant. “What? When?”

      Something seriously fucked up was going on. “About a month ago, Roc and I followed a couple of leathren to a vacant lot. We’ve been watching the place ever since.” He pointed at the screen. “Right here.” He’d told Chaos about it at the time. They’d decided to patrol the area regularly. He glanced up at Chaos. “I’ve seen nothing else in all these weeks.”

      Chaos cursed. The fact that the little goth female was somehow involved with whatever was going on at that location meant something a whole fuck of a lot bigger was going on.

      “You think he’s there?” Gunner growled out. The powerful demon the other female was mixed up with, the same male who had recently summoned a beast from Hell and let it loose on the city in the name of Diemos—the current king of Hell. Lucifer, Diemos’s father, had managed to send the beast back, but he’d sacrificed Tobias to do it.

      The knights had believed their brother Tobias was dead. He had succumbed to his inner demon completely soon after he lost his mate—but before he was sucked into the bowels of Hell with the beast, they saw the truth. Their brother’s eyes hadn’t been black anymore, they’d been bright green, back to the way they’d been before Scarlet was killed. Tobias had been looking right at them as he was taken from them all over again.

      They wanted the fucker responsible for that shit. They needed to take the demon down before he built his army back.

      It was only a matter of time until Roc's female finally came into her power and was forced to use it, forced to open the gates of Hell for Diemos.

      “Could be a trap,” Gunner said.

      Chaos nodded, worry in his gaze as he looked at his mate, her determination written on her face.

      “We need to go now. I’ll call my people,” she said, taking her phone back and immediately tapping on the screen.

      “Don’t message James just yet, we need to make a plan. I’m not running into this headfirst, right into a goddamn trap,” Chaos said, voice hard.

      James was telepathic and Grace’s right hand. He sent messages out to her crew using his ability, kind of like a mass text but far more secure, and there was no chance of someone missing the message.

      “We don’t know for sure it’s a trap, Chaos,” she said, eyes flashing. “And do you really think I’d run in there without a plan of my own?”

      Chaos gripped the side of her slender throat and held her gaze. “I know how fucking kickass you are. How capable. But you have been worrying about this female for the last four months. I am going to say the same thing to you that I do to my brothers, the same thing they’ve said to me when my emotions are involved and I’m ready to tear the fucking walls down. Step back, let me take lead on this.”

      “I’m not staying behind,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Not asking you to, angel, I have a feeling we’ll need you and your people if this is a setup. But let me take point on this one, yeah?”

      She released a long breath but nodded. “Okay.”

      “I’m going over there now,” Gunner said, a tight, strange urgency gripping him low in the gut. “Do a flyby, check out the situation.”

      “Good,” Chaos said as Laz, Zen, and Kryos walked into the control room.

      Gunner yanked off his shirt and tucked it into the back of his jeans as his wings extended. He quickly texted Roc and took flight. His brother would want to be in on this. Plus, they’d need all the manpower they could get if that twisted demon was involved.

      Roc was there when he arrived, hovering above the empty lot. It was dark, and Gunner couldn’t sense a damn thing, not one single demon.

      “Anything?” he asked Roc.

      Rocco shook his head as his white wings, streaked with demon blood, beat slowly, the silver tips glinting in the moonlight.

      Gunner didn’t ask where the blood came from, he already knew how Roc spent his time, and he fucking got it. If Gunner knew his female was still out there, he’d torture, kill, tear down fucking walls to get to her as well.

      They’d both seen what happened to Tobias when he lost his female, how he’d embraced the darkness, the demon inside him, instead of living with the pain. But right now, Rocco wasn’t the only one fighting the darkness inside him, trying to pull him under. Fuck, at least Roc had a glimmer of hope. Gunner’s had all dried up.

      They waited, watched, used their senses to search the other houses on the street in case the female they were searching for was somewhere there. The dull thump of their boots on the packed soil when they finally landed broke the intense silence.

      “Where are you, love?” he muttered.

      Love?

      Where the fuck had that come from? Guilt shot through his chest even thinking of using the endearment with another female. It should be reserved for his mate and her alone.

      But he could admit to himself that he’d thought about the curvy little goth demi more than once. Her pale face and unusual violet eyes. The terror he’d seen in them when he’d pinned her by the throat to the car seat flashed through his mind more often than he’d like.

      They were still trying to pick up any sign of her, to sense her, when Chaos arrived, followed by Zenon and Lazarus.

      “Anything?” Chaos asked as his gaze slid to Roc. He didn’t approach, though, or try to get their brother to talk. He’d learned by now that Roc could only handle one thing at a time and keep his control. Having all his brothers coming at him at once would send him running.

      Gunner planted his hands on his hips. “Nothing, no sign of her or anything else.”

      On full alert, they scanned the area.

      Zen’s phone buzzed, loud in the silence. He pulled it out of his pocket and sighed when he checked the screen.

      “Lucifer?” Laz asked.

      Zen muttered a curse.

      “What is it this time?” Chaos asked as he searched the shadows. “Another picture of his cat? Or more about his truly disturbing sex life?”

      Lucifer liked to send pics of his cat, memes he thought were amusing, and occasionally shared tales of his sexploits, much to Zenon’s horror. The former king of Hell was determined to build a relationship with his grandson. Yes, it was a fucking odd way to go about it, but then this was Lucifer. Unsurprisingly, Zenon wasn’t that excited about any of it.

      And after what happened with Tobias, the way Lucifer had used him to send the beast back to Hell, none of them were the guy's biggest fan.

      Zen rubbed his temples. “He’s going on a…Christ, a blind date.” He held up his phone. Two pictures of Lucifer were side by side on the screen, one of him in a tee and jeans, the other in a dark suit, “this or that” typed along the bottom. In both, he was doing that duck-lips thing.

      Zenon shoved the phone back in his pocket. It buzzed again, then again…and again. Zen growled. “Ignore it.”

      They split up, walking over the empty lot, each of them reaching out with their senses and got the same as Gunner. Not one damn thing.

      Finally, they had no choice but to give up and head to the city for their normal patrol.

      But for some reason, the farther away Gunner got from that empty lot, the stronger the sense of…wrongness gripping him low in the gut became.
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        * * *

      

      Why couldn’t she die?

      Pain was all Luna knew anymore. She thought she’d suffered before, but this was a whole new level. She was too weak to move, to speak, to breathe.

      She’d stopped breathing a while ago, she didn’t know how long, but it was more than a day…possibly a lot longer. She guessed breathing wasn’t necessary for her kind.

      Her eyes couldn’t open anymore, so dry from the lack of any type of fluids that her lids were now stuck to her eyeballs.

      And still, she lived.

      If she was strong enough, she’d take off her own head. That’s how the knights killed demons, removing their heads. But seeing as she couldn’t move at all, or had any type of weapon, that, unfortunately, wasn’t an option.

      Gunner’s pretty, pale amber eyes filtered through her confused and sluggish mind. He had lovely lips as well. She’d never been kissed before. What would those soft yet firm lips feel like against hers?

      What would it be like to be kissed by someone like Gunner?

      She’d thought about it before. A lot.

      Thinking about him had always made her even hungrier. And imagining feeding from him hadn’t make her want to throw up, it had made her heart race.

      Seeing as it wasn’t beating anymore, that didn’t happen now. And the pain, the unrelenting burning, tearing hunger in her stomach, her throat, the agonizing throb of her head, made it impossible to focus on much else.

      Her only escape was the memory of Gunner.

      The scrape of steel echoed around the room.

      Luna lay there and waited, it wasn’t as if she could lift her head to see who walked in. If they were here to kill her, she was only sorry she couldn’t thank them for it. If they were here to torture her, she doubted she’d feel it past the pain she was already in.

      She didn’t care who it was.

      A hand cupped her face. “Look at me.”

      Sir.

      He quickly worked out she couldn’t because he pried her eyelids open, forcing her to look at him.

      He stared down at her. “You are repulsive,” he said. “So ugly, like this. Those awful unnatural eyes of yours have almost lost all their color.” His head tilted to the side. “Does it hurt, my little dhampir?”

      She stared back, unable to close her eyes again. This was the first time he’d come to her since he’d locked her in here, at least she thought it was.

      “Of course it does, and you deserve to suffer, don’t you?” He pulled out a blade and nicked the end of his finger. The scent of his blood filled the room as if he’d opened a vein, not given himself the equivalent of a paper cut.

      She struggled to get to it, and he chuckled, holding his finger, a bead of blood on the tip, just out of reach. She didn’t want to want it, him, but starvation spurred her on, and somehow, she found the strength to drag herself toward him.

      He laughed harder and gripped her jaw. “You’re pathetic.”

      Then he pried her jaw open and let that single drop land on her dry tongue. Luna moaned as that single drop ignited her senses. She tried to grab his hand, desperate for more, but her hand wouldn’t move. She had nowhere near enough blood to gain any sort of strength back. He pulled his finger away and stood.

      “Your suffering is so strong, my little one, that demons are coming again, from all over the city just to bask in it, to feed off your pain. No one will dare to cross me after this.”

      She tried to talk but only managed to mouth the words kill me.

      Anger transformed his expression. “You are mine. You have belonged to me since you were seven years old. You die when I decide.” He moved back in, and all she could do was lie there as he took her face in his hands again. “I love you, Luna. You are precious to me, but you betrayed me, you broke my heart.”

      He had no heart. None.

      “I have to make sure you never do anything so stupid again. I need everyone around me to know what will happen to them if they do. I want them to see you like this, ugly and starved and broken, and know that if they cross me, they will suffer the same.” He stood again. “I don’t think your will is completely broken yet, my little dhampir, and until it is, I can’t trust you.”

      He stepped back, tilting his head to the side.

      Please, she mouthed. Please.

      Sir’s eyes moved over her, and the cruelty looking back would have made her flinch if she’d been able to move. Yes, he wanted to break her, badly.

      “Your brother is dead, by the way,” he said in a low, almost gentle voice.

      She stared up at him, not comprehending his words at first.

      No. No. He was lying.

      “Hmm, probably ten years ago now. He gained his powers early, which was a boon, but he continued to ask for you. Where’s my sister? Let me see my sister. It became tiresome, so I removed his head from his shoulders.”

      It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be.

      “You feel his power, so it can’t be true?” he said as if he could read her mind. “Grace was a rare find, I’ll give you that, but do you really think she is the only demi capable of absorbing others’ powers and using them as her own?”

      Pain washed over her, more intense than anything she’d ever experienced. But this pain wasn’t the physical kind.

      “Why do you think you’ve never seen him, you stupid little fool?”

      He stared down at her, the evil inside him shining bright from his glowing eyes. He knew. He knew what she had been trying to deny, to hide. That she was regaining her emotions. And he was using them against her. He was using them to break her.

      “Yes, you most definitely need more time to think about what you’ve done.” Then he walked out, shutting the door behind him.

      Everything inside Luna built and built, the feeling so foreign, she didn’t know what it was, how to describe it, but it twisted and coiled together into one jagged ball of pain.

      Physically, she could no longer scream.

      So her soul did it for her.
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      Tobias sneered at the demon’s back as it walked out of his cell. The fucker was sweating and out of breath from trying to make Tobias scream. That wasn’t going to happen. The torture was nothing compared to the pain he’d suffered before Lucifer sent him here, nothing compared to the pain he’d already been through.

      And all the torture he’d received since he’d arrived in Hell was nothing less than he deserved. The things he’d done, the people he’d hurt… What he’d tried to do to his own brothers—

      His throat worked.

      He didn’t deserve their forgiveness or their love, but he’d seen both in each one of them, in their broken gazes, before he was dragged down to Hell. He wouldn’t let them down again.

      He was here for a reason. Lucifer had been cagey with the details, but Tobias would do whatever he was sent here to do, no matter what it was, if it helped his brothers.

      But there’d been more. Lucifer had offered him a reward for his sacrifice…there was a catch, of course, being chained to this wall, enduring months of torture was part of that. Tobias had been about to tell Lucifer he’d take the torture, he’d earned it, but he sure as fuck didn’t deserve a reward, not after the pain he’d caused.

      Then Lucifer told him what it was.

      Something he never dreamed possible.

      He dragged in a rough breath, his nerve endings lighting up. He didn’t know the time, time didn’t seem to exist down here. Hours in Hell translated to days on Earth. But he knew when she was coming, felt her before he saw her, an internal alarm bellowing as she drew closer.

      He stilled as the door opened, slow, hesitant.

      She peered around the door, not meeting his eyes as she moved into the cell. She never did. Her wild red hair was braided down her back, reaching her waist, and her strong fighter’s body was covered in a drab, brown shapeless dress that reached almost to her ankles, a long cloak over that. She clutched the small bowl she always carried and moved closer.

      He swallowed repeatedly. She was the most exquisite thing he’d ever seen, would ever see.

      Fisting his hands, he dragged in her scent as she drew near. Christ, that scent. He’d dreamed about it, even when he was nothing more than a bloodthirsty demon. There was no mistaking it. And as she finally closed the space between them, he had to bite back his moan. It was agony and pure joy combined.

      His female, his beloved Scarlet, was living and breathing, right here.

      And she had no idea who he was. None.

      Her hand trembled as she wrung liquid out of the rag floating in the bowl, as she reached out and began cleaning the blood from his skin, gently moving it over the gouges and cuts and burns, healing him so he would have lots of nice unmarred flesh to cut to ribbons all over again tomorrow.

      She never spoke to him, and today, like every day since he’d been down here—maybe months?—he tried again to get her to acknowledge him.

      “What is your name, female?” he asked as gently as he could. It was hard when his heart thundered in his chest and blood rushed through his ears whenever she was near.

      Her hand stilled for a split second, then she carried on cleaning his wounds. Every day he asked, hoping she would tell him, that she would remember him, every day she said nothing, gave him nothing.

      “Can you speak?” he asked.

      Again, she ignored him, carrying on with what she was doing. Always focused on the task she’d been given. A tendril of her beautiful auburn hair had escaped her braid, glossy and vibrant. If his hands weren’t chained to the wall, he didn’t know if he’d be able to resist touching it.

      “Your hair, it’s…beautiful. S-so beautiful. Did you know that?” he said, his voice breaking because again, she gave him nothing. And because, fuck, he loved her hair. Always had.

      This, this was his true torture. His female not knowing who he was, that was what had the ability to make him scream. It hurt more than anything that had been done to him since he was sent here.

      One last hesitant swipe with her rag and she stepped back. She was finished, all too soon.

      Scarlet wasn’t the type of female to do things slow or hesitant. She’d forgotten the strong, independent warrior she’d been.

      After she’d been taken from him, he’d been lost, so broken and desperate for an escape from the pain of losing her, he’d let his demon take over. Together, they’d shut off his emotions, protecting them both from the pain, and he’d turned into the thing he’d been fighting against all his life.

      And horrifyingly, through Tobias’s demon, Diemos was able to communicate with him. Tobias had become that fucker’s puppet. His skin still crawled thinking about it, the things his demon had done for its king, taking Tobias along for the ride.

      A vessel for pure evil.

      Somehow, Tobias fought his way back. Somehow, he’d overcome his demon, and he wouldn’t succumb again, because now he had a reason to fight.

      Scarlet turned away, and it felt as if his heart was being clawed from his chest. His demon howled, struggling to break free again, to take away their suffering, to make her see them, that part of him as desperate for her as Tobias was.

      He didn’t know how long he had before he missed his chance to have his Scarlet back, to help his brothers.

      But each day the torture grew worse, the demons taking him closer and closer to death.

      Somehow, he had to make her fall in love with him all over again.

      Before it was too late.
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      Gunner woke the same way he had for the last four months—that scream of agony ringing through his mind. His heart was racing, gut gripped tight, but now with this…shit, this added sense of urgency, of fear that he couldn’t shake.

      Pale violet eyes flashed through his mind, and he sucked in a startled breath, rubbing his face. Christ, he recognized those eyes, but why were they in his head?

      What in the fuck was going on?

      Adrenaline pumped through him, making his barely awake limbs tremble as he climbed out of bed. Christ, he was shaking from it. His body wanted to explode into action, was preparing to fight, preparing for something, but had nowhere to go.

      His hands continued to shake as he showered and dressed, and by the time he headed down to the first-floor training rooms, tension vibrated through him relentlessly.

      He tried to shake it off, to ignore it.

      He and his brothers usually trained on Wednesday, and the way Silas and Lazarus usually went at it, he wanted to be there to make sure they didn’t kill each other. He ignored the way his muscles twitched and his back itched with the urge to let loose his wings and take to the skies.

      But he had no fucking destination. This feeling had no outlet.

      When he walked into the training room, there was no sign of Silas. What he did find, though, was a furious Grace, with Eve, Mia, and Meredith at her side, all facing off against their mates.

      “Now what?” Gunner muttered, not in the mood for this right fucking now.

      Grace thrust her phone at him, and his muscles spasmed when he read the message. Another text from Grace’s friend. At least from her phone.

      His stomach gripped tighter. Coincidence? That he’d woken this morning with that female in his head?

      You don’t believe in coincidences.

      He quickly scanned the message.

      Goth Girl: You’re not looking hard enough.

      Gunner frowned as that sense of urgency increased to almost unbearable proportions, as fire burned through his muscles and gut, urging him to go…somewhere, right fucking now. “Why the fuck doesn’t whoever’s sending these just tell us how the fuck to find her?” he growled out.

      “I don’t think it’s that easy,” Grace said. “We know these demons are capable of blocking themselves. Hiding in plain sight. That has to be what’s happening now.”

      Gunner drew in a rough breath, trying to calm the hell down. “Yeah, I agree, but we can’t force them out of hiding. Christ, we were probably on top of them last night. Why didn’t they attack?”

      “They didn’t want us there,” Chaos said. “Whatever they’re hiding, it’s important and not something they want us to find.”

      “I can find them,” Eve said, hands planted on her hips, gaze locked on her mate. “I know I can.”

      “No,” Lazarus growled out. “There’s not one fucking chance in hell you’re going anywhere near that place.”

      Eve took a deep breath, her gaze not wavering. “My feet don’t even need to touch the ground. You can carry me, fly above them.”

      Kryos eyed Lazarus’s mate. “You think you can get into their heads, even through whatever’s blocking them?”

      “No,” Laz said with more force this time.

      “You’ve seen me work, Kryos. You’ve seen me interrogate them. My powers are so much stronger now,” Eve said, ignoring Lazarus completely. “I want to at least give it a try. If I can help this female, I need to do it.”

      “I could come as well,” Mia said. “If for some reason you have to get closer, I could hold them back…”

      Zenon’s snarl tore through the room. The male didn’t even bother with words.

      Mia closed the space between her and her mate and took his face in her hands. “You think those creeps could get through my fire?”

      Zenon shook his head. “Not happening.”

      Chaos moved deeper into the fray. “Look, I get where you’re coming from, Laz, you know I do. But I think we need to at least consider this. You can keep Eve away from any danger. Fly her over, let her feel it out. That’s all she’s asking.”

      Lazarus scowled as he stared Chaos down. “Thanks for the clarification, brother, but I think I know what my mate is asking…”

      “Please, Laz,” Grace said. “I know you're scared for her, but Eve can do this. She’s strong and fearless and more than capable. There’s a female who needs our help, who could be in serious trouble. She’s the reason we were able to save so many demi a few months ago. She’s the reason I’m standing here now. If we can help her, we need to do it.”

      Laz made a rough sound and his hand shot out, hooking Eve around the back of the neck and tugging her close, pulling her into his side. “I know how fucking amazing my female is, more than anyone.” He took her chin in his other hand and tilted her head back, looking into her eyes. “You’re really set on doing this?”

      “Yes,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist. “You’ll keep me safe.”

      Lazarus stared down at her for several long seconds, and his nostrils flared. “Fine. We’ll do it. But you aren’t going anywhere near the fucking ground, not even for a second.”

      “Okay.”

      “I don’t like this,” he added.

      “Noted,” Eve said, a small grin playing at her lips. Then she turned to Chaos. “When can we leave?”
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        * * *

      

      Pins and needles danced over Gunner’s skin as they flew over the vacant lot they’d been to the night before. With so much adrenaline pumping hotly through his veins, he was struggling to hold himself back. He was being torn in two, his body in full battle mode when there was nothing to attack.

      Lazarus was beside him, bright green eyes razor-sharp, scanning the area. His charcoal wings moved slow and steady, keeping him hovering high above the lot, Eve cradled protectively in his arms. He pressed his lips to the top of her head. “Do your thing, sweetheart.”

      She closed her eyes, her body relaxing in her mate’s embrace. Lazarus looked down at her, watching Eve closely, trusting his brothers to have their backs as she used her telepathic power to search for any active minds below them, for any demons hiding in plain sight. Her power had seriously grown in the last few months—

      Eve spasmed in Lazarus’s arms.

      “Eve?”

      She gasped, her eyes snapping open before rolling back. Blood trickled from her eyes, nose, and ears, something that happened often when she worked. But opening her mouth wide and screaming—a scream that wasn’t her own—was not.

      Gunner jolted as if someone had grabbed his shoulders and planted their knee in his gut. It was the scream that had tormented him every night for the last four months.

      “Eve, look at me.” Laz shook his mate gently, fear lining his harsh features. “Goddamn it, baby, fucking look at me right now.”

      Lazarus leaned in, his massive hand cradling her head, and said something rough against her ear.

      She gasped, and her eyes rolled forward, locking on Lazarus. “She’s there,” Eve said, as tears slid down her face, mixing with the blood. “Oh god, she’s…she’s in so much pain. We have to help her. You have to save her…”

      “How many can you feel?” Chaos asked gently, moving closer.

      “I’m not sure…ten? No more than fifteen,” she said, visibly trying to rein in her emotions. “You need to let me go back,” she said to Lazarus. “There’s someone else there, the one blocking them. I think…I think I can get into their mind and talk to them.”

      Laz pulled her closer. “You’ve never done anything like that, what if…”

      “It’s okay,” she said and cupped his face. “I’ll be okay.”

      She closed her eyes again, and Laz pressed his face into the crook of her neck, arms tightening around her.

      As soon as Eve went deep again, Gunner spun back, searching the lot.

      “Gunner?” Chaos flew in front of him. “You okay?”

      Gunner tried to shake out his shoulders, to breathe through the feeling building inside him, pulsing and growing, the buzzing in his head, the racing of his heart. “Something’s down there, and it’s…fuck, it’s calling me.”

      Chaos frowned and looked down at the ground and back. “What are you feeling?”

      Gunner clenched his teeth. It was muted, but it felt like…oh fuck, it was the same feeling he had when he was locked up and felt her.

      As soon as he thought it, his body went haywire, back torquing, fangs punching through, sliding down his chin.

      Chaos moved back. “What the fuck’s going on?”

      Eve was muttering and shaking. The barrier hiding whatever was down there was thinning, was about to drop because he felt her even stronger.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      Could this really be happening?

      His demon confirmed it when he clawed his way to the surface, preparing to fight with him, to do whatever it took to get to her. Gunner didn’t even try to stop it because he felt the same, and if his demon could help him get to her faster, he was all for it. He exploded into his Kishi demon form with a roar that he couldn’t hold back, echoing through the night sky.

      Gunner glanced around him, at the shocked faces of his brothers. Rocco was there as well, hanging back, but the look in his eyes… Yeah, Rocco knew.

      There was only one thing that could have caused this kind of reaction, and the determination on Roc’s face, the threat of death to anyone who got in Gunner’s way, was so clear it could have been tattooed across his forehead.

      Eve continued to whisper rapidly, then she screamed again, and whatever was blocking the demons there dropped. The bare lot transformed into a big-assed house, a mini-mansion similar to the others on the street.

      Gunner didn’t wait for an order, he flew at the place, teeth bared and sword drawn.
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        * * *

      

      Luna screamed. She didn’t know if it was out loud or just in her mind.

      She screamed for him. For Gunner.

      He was near.

      She felt him.

      Maybe it was her mind playing tricks on her? Had her starved brain conjured him up? But the roaring in her head and the tingle over her limbs wouldn’t let her retreat, kept telling her it was the truth, that he was there.

      A wave of agony burned through her more fiercely than ever before, and her scream grew louder. Her eyes were closed, but she no longer felt the rough concrete against her body, her cheek. After so long in this cold, damp room, she felt like she was suspended in her pain.

      A strange heat began sliding through her limbs.

      He was closer.

      Her internal cries grew stronger, more frantic. What if he didn’t find her? What if he left again?

      The tingle of her fangs trying to extend had her whimpering, and the gnawing in her gut was like acid, opening her up and spilling her insides out onto the floor.

      Gunner.

      Please, don’t leave me here.

      I need you.

      I need you.

      I need you.

      Gunner!
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      The demon screamed as Gunner sunk his claws into its throat and tore its head off. His brothers were at his back, Rocco at his side. They were all fighting, cutting their way through the demons guarding the house.

      Gunner wasn’t following Chaos’s lead, he had no plan. He had a one-track mind. All he could do was fight—fight to get to her.

      She wasn’t dead.

      She wasn’t dead.

      “I’ve got you, brother.” Rocco dragged his blade across another demon’s throat. “Follow it, let it lead you,” he growled.

      Yeah, Rocco knew, he knew what had flipped him out.

      A demon came at Gunner and sunk his razor-sharp teeth into his arm, right through the tough crimson skin of his Kishi demon form, and hung on like a rabid dog. Gunner punched it in the forehead twice, and when it still hung off him, he pulled his blade free and planted it in the top of its head.

      Its mouth released and it fell back, twitching on the floor. Rocco moved in and hacked its head from its body.

      Fuck. The screams, they were growing louder, echoing through Gunner’s skull. A wave of energy, of power, washed over him so hard and fast, his knees started to buckle from the sheer power of it. Rocco caught him around the chest before he face-planted the ground.

      His brothers closed in, fighting back the demons as Gunner fought to stay upright.

      “Fight it. She’s waiting for you,” Rocco growled against his ear.

      His words caused another spike of adrenaline, strong enough to propel Gunner forward. He followed what his female was sending out, as it grew stronger.

      Oh god.

      Her screams, her pain…no, it was agony, and it filled him to overflowing. He roared and swung his sword, slicing, maiming any demon who tried to get in his way, who tried to stop him from getting to her.

      His brothers were behind him, finishing them for him as he ran, colliding with fucking walls, like a drunk man, snarling and growling, roaring with fear and euphoria the closer he got to her.

      He reached the bottom of a set of stairs that took him deep into the basement. A door stood in front of him, and he smashed through it.

      An elderly male demi-demon stood in front of another door beyond that, a kitchen knife in front of him, shaking his head furiously.

      “Get out of my way,” Gunner roared. “Or I go through you.”

      “I won’t let you hurt her,” he said, throat working.

      Gunner wasn’t capable of articulating what this was, who he was, not this close, not when he felt her agony and fear so strongly. Not when she was calling his name. Screaming it. Screaming for him.

      “She’s his mate,” Rocco said from somewhere behind him.

      Then his brother was there, prying the knife from the male’s hand, moving him out of the way.

      Gunner went for the door, trying to yank it open. Locked. He stepped back and charged it, smashing his body into the reinforced steel, over and over. It dented, started folding in on itself. Gunner didn’t let up, roaring so loud his vision momentarily blanked out.

      With a metallic screech and a groan, the door finally gave out, and he gripped the buckled edge and tore it off the hinges, throwing it aside with a concrete-shattering crash—

      Gunner froze at the threshold.

      Oh fuck.

      Oh fuck.

      Jesus. Fucking. Christ.

      Backed into the corner, naked and motionless, she was nothing but skin and bones. One of her legs was bent at an odd angle, and her long black hair was matted around her drawn, skeletal face, but those violet eyes, so pale now they were almost white, were unmistakable. It was her.

      All this time, she’d been right here. She’d been with a monster. She’d been suffering.

      He’d wrapped his hand around her throat after she helped Grace escape. He’d touched her, and he’d had no idea who she was.

      His gaze moved over her, and his heart cracked down the middle.

      She should be dead. The condition she was in, she should already be dead.

      Rocco cursed behind him.

      Gunner ignored his brother and lifted his hands in surrender, somehow managing to shift back to human form despite the turmoil whipping through him. She whimpered, and tiny little fangs slid down.

      Dhampir.

      His female was half vampire.

      “It’s okay, love,” he said as softly as he could and gently scooped her up.

      Her head was on his shoulder, her face in the crook of his neck, and she whimpered again. He tilted his head to the side for her immediately, giving her the room she needed to feed.

      He felt her fangs scrape his skin lightly, but she was too weak to break through. Cradling her head, he gently moved her away, brought up his blade, and nicked the side of his throat, then led her mouth to the cut.

      Her lips latched on immediately, taking what he offered. She made soft mewing sounds, but she was still limp in his arms. Each pull on his vein, though, got stronger and sent shockwaves through his body.

      His knees gave out, and he fell against the wall, sliding down.

      “That’s it, love, take what you need. I’m here now. I’m here.” He cradled her to him, offering her everything. She could take it all, every last drop of his blood.

      Moisture hit his cheeks. He was crying, and he didn’t give a fuck. Tears of joy, of relief, of agony for what she’d been through were streaking down his face.

      He looked up at the door, to his brothers gathered there, big boots shuffling, pained expressions on their faces.

      “She’s alive,” he rasped.

      Chaos cursed. Zenon and Kryos looked down, stepping back to give him privacy.

      He cupped the back of her head, but his frail female stopped sucking, going completely limp again. He panicked, feeling for her heartbeat. Nothing.

      “She’s not breathing,” Gunner cried out.

      Rocco crouched down in front of him. “Dhampir don’t need to.”

      That’s right. He knew that. He’d panicked. Still, Gunner quickly shifted her so he could look down at her. Her eyes were open, lids heavy.

      Then she blinked, painfully slow.

      Gunner squeezed his eyes closed with relief. She was weak, that was all. He held her to him, but not too tight. She was so fragile, he was afraid he’d break her. She needed to feed but could only handle a little at a time right now.

      He needed to get her home.

      He looked around, wanting to cover her nakedness. He had nothing. His clothes had disintegrated when he’d shifted. Rocco tugged his shirt from the back of his jeans and handed it to him as if reading his mind. Gunner took it and carefully pulled the T-shirt over her head, covering her. His demon didn’t like another male’s clothes on their female, but wanting her covered won out over the possessiveness roaring inside him.

      Naked, he stood with her in his arms.

      Laz appeared at the door. He’d obviously taken Eve back to the compound and had just returned because his eyes widened as he took in Gunner’s female.

      “Who is that?” he asked as his brothers stepped back, letting him through.

      “My mate.” Gunner stared down at her to reassure himself he wasn’t dreaming, then back at Laz. “I felt her after you brought Eve home that first time, after I asked to be locked away, and then she was gone.” Gunner held her closer. “All this time I thought she was dead.”

      He ignored his brothers’ stunned looks and walked out. Rocco led the way, sword drawn, Zen at his back, both protecting them as Chaos, Kryos, and Laz tore the place apart, searching for anyone who could still be there.

      Gunner didn’t care. The only thing he cared about was the female in his arms. His female.

      She stirred, making little desperate sounds, trying to reach his neck again. He lifted her higher as he walked out of the house and onto the now darkened front lawn.

      She struck on her own this time, her small fangs sinking into his skin.

      He groaned as his wings snapped out from his back, and making sure he didn’t dislodge her hold on his throat, took to the sky. Rocco stayed with him, cursing when Gunner dipped and swayed. The more she drank, the more light-headed he got. But his arms, his wings, they stayed strong and sure.

      His brother dropped so he was flying below, more than likely so he could catch Gunner’s female if he needed to. But there was no way he’d drop her. Now that he had her, he was never letting her go.

      The compound finally came into view, and somehow he managed to land on the balcony.

      His female unlatched from his throat and went limp again. Her head fell back, and he looked down at her as he stumbled through the doors and into the control room. He swayed, hitting a desk, but managed to stay upright.

      The other females were there waiting.

      “You found her.” Grace rushed closer and gasped when she got a good look at her. “Oh god. I’ll call Jack, she needs a doctor. Bring her through, there’s an empty room upstairs…”

      Gunner shook his head. “She’ll be in my room. No doctor.”

      Grace’s eyes widened. “Hang on a minute.”

      Rocco called her name, and Gunner ignored them all as Rocco explained who she was—what she was—to the females gathered around him, and why she didn’t need a doctor.

      Gunner carried her through the doors and somehow made it down a flight of stairs to where the knights had their apartments. She latched on to him again, this time his shoulder, and moaned as she drew deep.

      Somehow, he got the door open and kicked it closed, stumbling to his bedroom.

      Lying back on the bed with her still in his arms, he let her have at him. Let her feed.

      He could regenerate blood fairly quickly. And if she took it all, it wouldn’t kill him. Her skin that had been ice cold when he first lifted her was warmer. She released him again, her head resting on his chest. He brushed her tangled hair back and tilted his head to look down at her.

      Her eyes were open, staring up at him, and they were a deeper violet now. She opened her mouth to talk but nothing came out.

      He shook his head. “Don’t try to speak, not yet.” She did another of those slow blinks, and his heart clenched in his chest. “It’s okay, take what you need, love. Take everything you need.”

      A bloody tear slid down her cheek and her gaze moved to his wrist. He offered it to her immediately, and another tear slid down her face. This time, she managed to lightly hold his forearm with shaky hands as she sunk her little fangs deep into his vein.

      Gunner reached down and brushed the tears away. “Don’t cry. Please, don’t cry. You’re safe now. I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

      The dizziness became too much, and Gunner couldn’t fight the weight of his eyelids any longer. He let them drift shut as his female fed from him, each deep pull on his vein soothing something inside him. For the first time since he felt her and lost her, there was no pain.
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        * * *

      

      Luna was warm. A warmth that sunk comfortingly into her bones, leaving her drowsy, her limbs heavy. She let her hand drift over her hips, down to her thigh. Not skin over bones, not anymore. There was flesh and muscle as well. She moved her leg, no pain seared through it. She touched it, slid her hand lower. It wasn’t twisted at an odd angle anymore.

      She tried to blink, and instead of being stuck shut, her eyes slid open.

      That’s when it all came flooding back—where she was and how she got here.

      She gasped, taking in the male beneath her and catching her scream before it could escape.

      Lying motionless, skin pale, bite marks all over his body, was Gunner. Oh god, she’d killed him. She’d fed on him until he had nothing left. She scrambled back—

      His hands shot out, wrapping around her wrist. His eyes were still closed, she wasn’t sure if he was even awake, but one of his heavily tattooed arms slid around her waist and pulled her into his side, tucking her there securely.

      Like he didn’t want her to leave.

      Why would he want her there after what she’d done to him?

      He’s delirious from lack of blood, he doesn’t know what he wants.

      She needed to move, to get out of there, now, but Gunner was so warm and smelled so good. She breathed deeply and winced. Unlike her. How could he bear it? He must be disgusted by how she’d looked when he found her, how she probably still looked. He’d walked in after breaking down the door to rescue her, because that’s what he’d done, hadn’t he? And how had she thanked him? She’d drained him of nearly all of his blood.

      She’d taken his vein and sucked until he was pale and weak and more than likely close to death.

      Pressing her ear to his chest, she listened to his heartbeat. Strong and steady. Good. That was good. If she killed him, his brothers would never let her out of here alive.

      But that wasn’t the only reason she was relieved he wasn’t dead, was it? There was that same strange feeling inside her, that pull to be close to him, that same desire to keep him alive that she didn’t understand.

      Her gaze slid to his mouth surrounded by a trimmed beard, and she swallowed as zaps like little electric currents shot through her lower belly. That was new.

      His breathing was even and deep. He didn’t look like he was dying.

      Yes, he was covered in bite marks, her bite marks, but he was warm—no, hot. And despite looking paler than usual, and a little thinner, his body was still solid, thick with muscle and—completely bare.

      Her gaze moved over him, taking in every inch. Tattoos covered both of his arms, and on the right one, the colorful swirls and patterns covered his shoulder and pec as well. On the left side of his chest there was an intricate swirling design, but it wasn’t a tattoo. She ran her hand over it and winced. It looked as if it’d been branded into his skin.

      Luna glanced down over his abs to where the sheet rested low on his hips. Very low. She couldn’t see underneath, but there was no missing the fact that he had nothing on.

      His body was so different than Sir’s.

      Luna jerked again at the thought of Sir, her skin growing clammy. That was also new.

      She tried to shake off whatever the hell was happening to her. She needed to stop this now and get away from here. She needed to find Spencer and make a plan. They couldn’t stay in Roxburgh. Sir would come for her, he’d tear down these walls to bring her home, and he’d destroy everyone in his path while doing it.

      Her gaze darted to Gunner. No.

      That couldn’t happen, not to him.

      What was it about this male? Why did her body react the way it did when he was close? She pulled away—

      Gunner’s grip tightened again. “Trying to sleep, female.”

      She froze, her gaze darting to his still closed eyes.

      Pushing against him again, she tried to climb off the bed.

      Gunner growled and tugged her back. “No.”

      Luna blinked down at him. No?

      One of his massive, calloused hands curled around the back of her head, and he gently but firmly brought her face to the crook of his neck. Without her say-so, she breathed him in deep. His scent was so good, and oddly calming.

      “Drink,” he said. “Then sleep.”

      She jolted again, her gaze moving down her own body. She was in a huge, oversize shirt. It didn’t smell like Gunner and it was splattered with blood. Mainly demon. She was naked underneath. Had they had sex? Had he taken payment for the blood he’d given her?

      She’d been so lost in her bloodlust, she couldn’t remember much of anything. “We’re both naked,” she said, her throat scratchy, voice husky.

      His eyes snapped open, his gaze clashing with hers. “When I shift, I lose my clothes. You needed to feed. Didn’t have time to dress, love.”

      Love?

      No one had ever called her that before. Why was he calling her that? Maybe he called all females that? For some reason that made her…angry.

      His gaze slid down her body to the shirt she was wearing, and his jaw tightened.

      She licked her lips. “I’m sorry you had to…uh, suffer through that. Um…did we, did you and I…”

      “Did we what?” His eyes flashed, narrowing.

      “We’re in bed together,” she said by way of explanation.

      “Are you asking if I fucked you?”

      She nodded.

      His jaw got even tighter. “While you were nothing but skin and bones, out of your mind with hunger, in pain, and scared as hell?”

      She bit her lip and tried not to flinch at the disgust on Gunner’s face.

      “You are repulsive. So ugly, like this. Does it hurt, my little dhampir?”

      Sir's words echoed through her mind. She’d never cared about her looks, or what anyone thought of them. But for some reason, she didn’t want Gunner to be repulsed by her. “No, of course not. I’m sorry. You and your brothers rescued me. You let me…” She motioned to his body, to the bite marks all over him. “Feed from you. That must have been awful for you. But I’m grateful.” She shifted, sitting up.

      Her head spun a little, but she felt strong, amazing actually. Gunner’s blood didn’t make her feel sick or confused. Her head didn’t hurt, it was clear and…she stared down at her hand. Holy hell. Her skin looked like cream silk. Her gaze shot back to Gunner’s. His blood had done this? “I need to leave now,” she said, because right then she seriously wanted the opposite, and that was so incredibly dangerous.

      And she didn’t…feel like herself. Drinking Sir’s blood had made her feel like a twisted junkie. Gunner’s made her feel healthy, alert. So goddamn good.

      “You’re safe now,” he said in a deep, soothing voice.

      “If I stay here, this place, wherever this is, will be compromised. He’ll come for me. He’ll tear down the walls to get to me.” And when you find out the terrible things I’ve done for him, you’ll either kill me or throw me out, anyway.

      Gunner’s nostrils flared, eyes going hard. “You are safe here. He can’t get past our wards, I promise you that.”

      She shook her head, trying to pull away again. “You don’t know…you don’t know what the hell he’s capable of, you don’t know…”

      “What’s your name, love?”

      She blinked at him, the dramatic change of subject and tone of his voice as surprising as hearing that endearment again. It was enough to pull her from the edge. “Luna.”

      His chest expanded, and his eyes softened. “Yeah? I like that.”

      Warmth filled her belly. She had no idea what that meant, and she refused to acknowledge the way his now soft eyes made her belly swirl. “Anyway, thank you, for…this. But I need to go. I need to find Spencer…”

      “Spencer?”

      “He was at the house when you came. He’s my friend.” That’s what Spencer called them, anyway. The concept was confusing to her.

      “Older male? Demi?”

      “Yes.”

      Gunner sat up so he was leaning against the headboard and curled his fingers around her wrist, his thumb swiping over the inside. Goose bumps lifted all over her. How could that feel so good? It was such a small, insignificant touch.

      How was it that she could feel this?

      She assessed herself, her body, her mind. Something was most definitely different. She’d been too afraid to believe it, but there was no denying it now. More of her human emotions were waking up, and it wasn’t just that. Her body, it wasn’t…numb. Not anymore.

      “He was there when we arrived. He was gone by the time my brothers moved out,” Gunner said and gave her wrist another of those gentle swipes of his thumb.

      His touch was…distracting.

      “He could still be there.” She needed to find him.

      “My brothers searched the place from top to bottom, then burned it to the ground. He wasn’t there.” Another swipe. More goose bumps. “It’s only been a few days. He’s probably lying low. I’m sure you’ll hear from him soon.”

      Luna stared at the huge male. “Days?”

      “You’ve been feeding and sleeping, recovering for three days.” His gaze slid over her. “You’re looking…” His nostrils flared. “So much better now, love. How’s your leg?”

      A shiver slid through her when he called her love this time. “You fixed it?”

      He dragged a hand down his face, mouth flattening. “I know someone. He was called in. It had to be re-broken. Thankfully, you healed fast. My blood helped.”

      She had no recollection of it, of any of it. She opened her mouth, then closed it.

      “So Spencer? He was the one texting Grace?”

      She shook off the tingles dancing over her skin, the way this male affected her, the way he drew her, and tried to focus on his questions. “I gave him the phone right after Grace gave me her number. I knew I had a punishment coming for what I did. I told Spencer to destroy it. He obviously kept it and used it when he got concerned. Neither of us knew if I’d survive this time.”

      “Your brother is dead, by the way. He gained his powers early, which was a boon, but he continued to ask for you. Where’s my sister? Let me see my sister. It became tiresome, so I removed his head from his shoulders.”

      Pain sliced through her, but not from hunger. It was emotional pain, the same pain she’d felt in the basement when Sir told her what he’d done.

      Suddenly, she was finding it hard to sit still.

      All this time, she’d done Sir’s dirty work, let him control and use her—and it was all for nothing.

      She thought she was protecting her brother—but Ronan had already been dead.

      A growl rumbled from Gunner and she jumped, flinching at the rage etched into his handsome face. “You’ve been locked in that fucking room since then?”

      She understood anger. That’s all she’d felt the last year. And she’d dealt with angry males before, a lot of them. Demons were angry twenty-four seven, but the look in Gunner’s eyes froze her to the bone. She stilled. Sudden movements were never a good idea around volatile males.

      “No,” she said in as soothing a voice as she could muster. “I was released after two weeks, but then I…did something to anger him again.” She didn’t elaborate, didn’t want to tell him she was punished again because she protected him, in case that angered him more. “I was in there a month this last time.”

      Gunner’s eyes turned black and he growled again, so low and vicious she was surprised her heart didn’t spontaneously start beating again, just so it could race like crazy in her chest.

      “A month?” he hissed, his thick fingers curling into tight fists. “He left you there, suffering with a broken leg, without food or water or blood for a month?”

      She bit her lips together and nodded again.

      “How did you break your leg, Luna?” His voice was smooth, deadly. Demanding.

      Demanding she answer. “It was part of my punishment.”

      His face turned red, and a vein in the side of his neck bulged.

      So this was what fear felt like?
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      Gunner locked his muscles so he didn’t explode out of the bed and tear his room down. The tornado of rage inside him needed an outlet, and the fucker he wanted to rip to shreds was still in hiding.

      When he’d realized Luna’s leg had healed wrong, he’d called Jack to come and take a look. Jack was a doctor and demi who had helped them a lot over the years.

      The way her leg had looked, the pain she must have suffered—

      He took several steadying breaths, locking it down.

      Luna needed him to keep his shit together right now.

      He took her in and made himself fucking breathe. It helped.

      The days of feeding and sleep had transformed her. She was almost back to the way she’d looked the first time he’d seen her.

      Luna. Yeah, the name suited her.

      Her skin was like pale silk and utterly flawless despite the grime smeared here and there. Her hair was long and jet black, framing her heart-shaped face. She licked her lips, lips that were deep crimson and so plump and perfectly shaped he was desperate to know how they’d feel against his. How they’d taste.

      But those eyes, fuck him, they were gorgeous. Her irises had been deadly pale when he’d found her, so drained of color they almost got lost in the whites of her eyes. Now, they were deep violet. Stunning. Christ, they stole his breath—

      And right now, they were wide—and filled with fear.

      Fuck.

      He took another steadying breath, trying again to cool down. Though after holding her in his arms for days while she was nothing but skin over bones—feeding her, while she’d been so lost to her hunger, all she could do was whimper and shake, and so weak she could only suck for a short time before she passed out—he wasn’t sure that was possible.

      She was still eyeing him warily.

      Good thing he’d remembered to take off the gold cross he’d been wearing. It was hers, he had no doubt, and if she saw it, she’d have questions, questions she wasn’t ready to hear the answers for just yet.

      Uncurling his tight fists, he lifted them in surrender. “I’m not going to hurt you.” The fact that he needed to say it cut him to the quick.

      She nodded again, but he could see in her eyes she was still deciding whether or not to run.

      “I need you to listen to me, love, okay?”

      She nodded, those eyes still wide as hell.

      He cleared his throat, trying to cull the growl in his voice. “There is nothing you could do, or say, nothing, that would cause me to harm you in any way. You don’t know me yet, I get that, but I swear on my brothers’ lives, you have nothing to fear from me.”

      Her pale, delicate throat worked. “Okay.”

      She was telling him what he wanted to hear, but she didn’t believe it.

      That image from all those months ago—of his hand around her throat before he knew she’d helped Grace—flashed through his mind again, and he felt sick to his stomach.

      “I know you’re scared. You don’t know us. But you know Grace, yes? You think she’d take shit from anyone?” He grinned, trying to cut through some of the tension. “Yeah, sure, Chaos can be an asshole sometimes, but you think she would’ve mated with him if he was a total dick?”

      A small smile played at the edges of Luna’s lips. “She ah…helped me remove a demon's head the first time I met her.”

      Gunner chuckled. “Sounds about right.” He let her barely there smile warm him. He liked that. Wanted to make her smile more. All the time. He still couldn’t believe she was here with him. That she was alive.

      “The demon’s name was Greg,” she said. “He liked to hurt me when Sir wasn’t around. I have…or at least had a high pain threshold. That asshole liked to test it. Killing him felt…good.”

      His chuckle stuck in his throat, and he had to fight another growl as his demon howled, wanting to break free and kill Greg all over again.

      “You’re angry again,” she said.

      “Yes,” he said, going for honesty. “I don’t like the idea of anyone hurting you.”

      She blinked. “I’m alive. He’s not.”

      Gunner took her in, unable to get a true sense of what she was thinking, feeling.

      “Will you stay, Luna?” He needed to tell her who she was to him. The last thing he wanted was to fuck around with this after so long without her, but she’d barely recovered. She was confused, and she was also wary as hell of him.

      He’d give her some time to get used to him, and then he’d tell her the truth.

      “Are you sure your wards are strong enough? Sir’s powerful…” Her lip trembled, fear sneaking back into her eyes before it was quickly replaced with anger.

      “They’re strong enough to keep him out, I promise you that.” He reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear before he could stop himself, and the backs of his fingers brushed her cheek. Her skin was silky smooth and cool. It warmed when she drank from him, but cooled again quickly. Probably because her heart wasn’t beating.

      She flinched, and he quickly pulled his hand back.

      “Do I really frighten you?” he couldn’t stop himself asking.

      “I…don't think so.” She licked her upper lip again and frowned. “Only Sir was allowed to touch me, still some of the other demons, not just Greg, liked to hurt me when they knew they’d get away with it. I guess I’m just not used to being touched in a way that doesn’t cause pain.”

      A sledgehammer came down on the calm he’d been working so hard for, shattering it with one mighty blow. He refused to let Luna see it this time, though, and the effort was so Herculean, he trembled. “I’m sorry, love. Next time, I’ll ask before I touch you.”

      Her head tilted to the side, eyes sharpening with curiosity. “Why would you want to touch me?”

      The move was all demon, and for some reason, to Gunner it was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. Christ, the last thing he needed now was a hard-on. “To comfort you. To comfort me. You don’t think you’d like that?” he asked, again unable to stop himself.

      She blinked in that slow way of hers. “I don’t know.” She looked down and touched the inside of her wrist. “When you brushed your thumb here, it felt…nice.” Her cheeks colored. “It made my skin tingle.”

      How could she not know if something felt good? What the hell had she been through? How long had that twisted fuck had her? Her emotions were all over the place, one moment she was smiling, the next there wasn’t a trace of anything there, and a second later she was wide-eyed and blushing.

      He knew a lot of dhampirs struggled with emotion or were devoid of them completely. Luna was definitely struggling.

      She frowned again when he said no more, her gaze locking with his, knocking the wind from his lungs. “But why would touching me comfort you?”

      Because you became my entire world the moment I felt you a year ago. Because I thought I’d lost you forever. Because I need to touch you to prove that you’re real and you’re truly here with me.

      “I thought you were going to die, Luna. Seeing you like that scared the hell out of me.”

      She continued to frown.

      Luna didn’t understand, and now wasn’t the time to tell her. “Would you like to take a shower? I can get you some clean clothes.”

      “God, yes. I must look and smell disgusting.”

      “Nothing about you is disgusting. Not one fucking thing.” Gunner swung out of bed before he reached for her, before he touched her again, and tugged on a pair of jeans lying by the bed. Luna was obviously strong as hell. How could she not be after everything she’d been through? But there was also a kind of naivete about her. She didn’t seem to understand relationships very well, of any kind. And ones that involved affection, definitely not. She said she had a friend, but he doubted the demon who kept her prisoner all this time had let them get too close to anyone else.

      She didn’t even know how to identify what made her feel good. Which told him she’d spent most of her life suffering and deprived. Christ.

      He dragged a hand over his shaved hair, and when he turned back, Luna had twisted to watch him. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes were wide and bright. She licked her lips before her gaze slid up to his face, and then she blushed harder when she realized he’d caught her looking at his body. He pretended he hadn’t noticed, but he took that little bit of interest, that blush, as a fucking good sign.

      “The bathroom’s just through there. I’ll get you some clothes and leave them on the bed. When you’re done, just come through to the living room.” He pointed at the bedroom door. “I’ll be waiting there.”

      Jesus, she looked so small and pale. Then her dark crimson lips curled up, flashing her little fangs. “Thanks, Gunner.”

      His pulse picked up speed at the memory of those dainty fangs piercing his skin, and his cock surged behind his zipper. “Don’t need to thank me, Luna. Whatever you need, I’ll be the one giving it to you,” he said, his voice impossibly deep and rough with need.

      His demon pressed against his skin and purred, and Gunner quickly turned away and walked out. He’d been fighting his inner demon his whole life, and now, with Luna close, the fucker had calmed.

      His demon was as infatuated with Luna as he was.
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      Luna stayed in the bath until the water turned cold. Her hand sat against her chest. Nothing. Her heart had died in that basement, even if she hadn’t.

      It made her feel even more of a monster than she already did. Yes, full-blooded vampires didn’t have a heartbeat, didn’t need to breathe, but she was half human. That slow steady thump in her chest had been a connection to that part of herself, to her mother, and to Ronan. She’d felt hers beating and imagined his beating in time.

      But Ronan’s wasn’t beating anymore. It had stopped years ago after his powers had been ripped from him and given to another. After he’d been slaughtered.

      She squeezed her eyes closed as her body shook and her chest ached. Her eyes stung, and something tickled her cheeks. She brushed her fingers over her skin. They came away red. Tears. And not the kind she got when she used her powers. This crying was an emotional response, and it wasn’t the first time it had happened. She’d done it when Gunner saved her, hadn’t she? Blood running hot and thick down her face.

      There was no denying it now.

      This was what it was like to have emotions.

      She fucking hated it. The anger she’d been able to handle, these other feelings, not so much. It was as if she were in a raging tornado, being pulled in all different directions, and she wanted it to stop.

      Swiping her tears away, she made herself open her eyes and fought the confusing feeling inside her. Thankfully, it was quickly replaced by rage. Yes, now she wanted to punch something.

      Someone.

      Sir would pay for what he did to Ronan. She would find a way to kill him like she’d always planned. Being here at the knights’ compound would make things more difficult, but she’d find a way. But first, she needed to find Spencer. If only she had the first clue how to go about it.

      The water she was soaking in was gray and disgusting from the filth that had coated her body and now swirled with pink from her tears. Screwing up her face, she climbed out, drained the tub, and turned the shower on, nice and hot.

      She climbed into the hot spray and sighed as she assessed her physical state. Gunner’s blood had definitely made her stronger.

      God, what must he think of her? Having her latch on to his vein, sink her fangs into his flesh, and drink from him. How could he stand it? How had he not shoved her away in disgust?

      Had he fed other dhampirs when they’d stayed here? She couldn’t be the only demi-demon whose demon half was vampire? Did the knights take turns? Whoever drew the short straw was stuck offering the bloodsuckers their vein?

      Duty. Gunner had fed her out of duty, that was all.

      But he’d been so…gentle with her, almost…affectionate? She knew what affection looked like. Humans showed it all the time. Hugging on the street, touching each other with wide smiles on their faces and color in their cheeks.

      She shoved her head under the hot spray and shook her head. No. It was kindness, nothing else. She was just having trouble recognizing emotions in others, not surprising when she was still trying to understand her own. She’d never experienced affection before, or maybe she had but just couldn’t remember? Her mother was a shadow in the past now, the memories distant and faded. So how would she know how to tell the difference?

      The knights were born to protect demi-demons like her. They fought hard to control the demons in this city, to stop Diemos from leaving Hell and invading Earth. Just being a demi put her under the umbrella of their protection. That’s all it was. The way Gunner had been with her in his bed had been all about duty. Nothing more.

      “Love.”

      She shivered. The way he said that all deep and raspy.

      Why did he keep calling her that?

      He probably called all demi that.

      “There is nothing you could do, or say, nothing, that would cause me to harm you in any way.”

      He said he’d never hurt her. Everyone who had ever said that to her had done the opposite. They’d lied, and they’d hurt her over and over again. She couldn’t allow herself to let her guard down, to fully trust him or the other knights. Her belly clenched as she shampooed her hair.

      They saved you.

      She squeezed her eyes closed.

      Because they don’t know the terrible things you’ve done.

      She sucked in a deep breath out of habit. She desperately wanted to trust them, to trust someone, she just didn’t know if she knew how.

      If she should.

      Opening herself up to more pain didn’t seem like a wise decision. Because eventually, they’d turn their backs on her, or worse, they’d learn the truth about her. It was only a matter of time.

      She’d been strong for so long; there hadn’t been any other choice. Her sanity had depended on the thick, impenetrable wall she’d built around herself. If it crumbled away now, what would be left? She couldn’t allow herself to drop her guard, to allow herself to think about her life up until this point and not lose her mind entirely.

      Not with how shaky she was right now. One moment she was crying, the next she wanted to punch something.

      And then there was Gunner.

      When she was with him, all she wanted was to get closer to him.

      Stop. Get control of it.

      She lathered the soap over her body, then rinsed off and climbed out. Drying quickly, she wrapped the towel around herself and opened the door, peeking into the bedroom. Just as Gunner had promised, there were clothes on the bed and the door leading to the small living room was closed.

      Gunner was out there now. Waiting for her.

      Then what?

      She didn’t know. She couldn’t remember a time when Sir wasn’t controlling her every move.

      Padding to the bed, she checked out the clothes and couldn’t help but smile. Grace had chosen these for her, there was no doubt in her mind. Black jeans and boots and a black sweater. There was even underwear, all black as well, and a small bag with some cosmetics, deodorant, hairbrush, a few other bits and pieces.

      Luna had her camouflage. And it was all black. Even without the ability to feel, to experience emotion, she’d been drawn to the color. Maybe it was silly to some, but when she dressed this way, when she put on her black eyeliner and lipstick, it was as if she was someone else. Like she was somehow protecting the real Luna behind a disguise.

      She needed that now more than ever.

      Luna dressed, feeling less vulnerable, stronger almost instantly. And after using the bathroom mirror to apply heavy eyeliner and lipstick, the terrible grip in her belly, the weight of the unknown, lessened just a fraction.

      She attacked her tangled hair with the brush. The thin bleached strip of hair she liked to dye different colors, usually red, had almost grown out, and her thick black hair was almost waist length now.

      She gripped the edge of the counter and looked herself in the eyes.

      Whatever comes next, you can handle it.

      With her armor back in place, some of the tension left her body.

      A soft knock sounded against the bedroom door. “Okay in there?” Gunner’s deep voice was muffled.

      She gripped the edge of the counter harder, her skin flushing hot just from the sound of the male’s voice. Her mouth watered, but not from the memory of his blood working its way down her throat, soothing and healing, but from the scent of his skin, the texture, the heat of it against hers.

      “Y-yes…” Barely a sound left her, her throat suddenly impossibly tight. “Yes,” she forced herself to repeat, stronger this time as she walked to the door.

      You can’t hide in here forever.

      Gripping the handle, she made herself open the door.

      Gunner stood on the other side, towering over her, concern in his deep gold eyes. He smiled gently, and the scar through his upper lip made his mouth curl on one side more than the other.

      She’d been away from him for less than an hour, and the impact of him, his size, his handsome face, that indescribable thing in him that drew her in a way she didn’t understand, was stronger than it had ever been.

      His nostrils flared as his gaze moved over her from head to toe, and for the first time in her life, she desperately wanted to know what someone else thought of her appearance. She wanted someone to notice her.

      Did Gunner like the way she looked? Or did her armor work on him like it did on almost everyone else?

      His smile curled a little deeper. “Now this is the girl I remember.” His hand lifted as if he was about to reach out and touch her hair before he remembered himself and dropped it again. “Feel better?”

      He really did remember her from the one time he’d seen her. Yes, she’d been more than aware of his existence, had seen him on numerous occasions, and sometimes…she’d actually sought him out on her own. She may have followed him a time to two as well.

      But he’d only seen her that one time. The time he’d punched a hole through a car window and held her by her throat while Grace’s mate rescued her.

      She didn’t bring it up, though. She understood why he’d done it. He thought she was the enemy. And she was, wasn’t she? Even if she hadn’t wanted to do the things Sir made her do, she’d still done them. “Yes, much better.”

      “You feel up to a tour? I’ll show you around the place, introduce you to my brothers’ mates and the other demi staying here.”

      She nodded. It’d be rude to say no after everything they’d done, even if the idea of meeting so many made her break out in a cold sweat. “Sounds good. So where will I be staying?”

      Gunner frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I assume you have separate quarters for the demi you bring here?”

      His frown grew deeper. “I thought that maybe you’d stay here, with me? You’re still recovering. If you need to feed again, if you need to…”

      “No.” The word burst past her lips with far more force than she’d intended.

      Gunner flinched, his body freezing in place.

      Feed from him? No goddamn way. The humiliation was too much for her to bear. She didn’t want this male, of all people, to see her like that ever again. Nothing but a slave to her hunger. Once was more than enough.

      Gunner was watching her, his jaw working.

      What was he thinking? Probably how ungrateful she was. Here he was offering her his vein, despite how awful it must’ve been for him, and she’d recoiled as if he was the monster.

      “I’m sorry,” she rushed out. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but I won’t burden you any longer. I sure as hell don’t expect you to feed me again.” She looked down at the floor, unable to meet his penetrating gaze.

      “You need to feed regularly, Luna.”

      “I’ll figure something out—”

      “How will you figure it out?” he said, so harshly, goose bumps rose all over her skin. “You need blood, I’m offering you mine.”

      She shook her head even as her fangs tingled and her stomach gripped with the beginning pangs of hunger. “You’ve already done enough. I’ll find someone…don’t worry about me.”

      “Look at me,” he said, softer but still harsh.

      It was difficult, she didn’t want to look at his handsome face, not when her body was screaming at her to move closer to him, to seek out his incredible warmth, to breathe in his intoxicating scent.

      She forced herself to meet his eyes. “You don’t need to offer yourself up like that.”

      His eyes were bright, hard, determined. “When you need to feed, love, you will feed from me.”

      She opened her mouth to argue and shut it again. That look brooked no argument. She didn’t understand why he was so adamant about this. Why he’d even want that?

      Duty. The voice in her head whispered again. His strong, unwavering sense of duty.

      She nodded but had no intention of doing as he asked. No, she couldn’t bear to be that…vulnerable with him again. That was asking too much. Her fragile emotions couldn’t take it.

      He looked pleased, and she ignored the niggle of guilt that she’d lied to him.

      He opened the door that led to the hall outside his apartment. “Right, now that that’s sorted, let’s go.”
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      The door opened and, like always, Scarlet peered around it before she walked in. And, like always, Tobias’s heart smacked to life in his chest. From the moment she walked into this room, his world became her. And the moment she left, he lived until she would come back. Until he could see her again.

      She was the only thing worth fighting for.

      His body was a mess, worse than the day before. It had been “fun with knives” day, and the demon had enjoyed the hell out of himself. Fucker.

      Scarlet moved into the room, and he fucking sucked in a pained breath. Oh, Christ. This had to mean something. How could it not? Yesterday, as she’d tended his wounds, he’d told her how beautiful her hair was, and today, for the first time since he was sent here, she wasn’t wearing a braid. No, her wild, glorious red hair was down and free.

      He wanted to believe it was for him so badly, he yanked viciously at his chains, trying to break free. She stilled and glanced up at him warily from under her lashes, still not meeting his eyes.

      “Sorry,” he said thickly.

      She lowered her gaze again and moved closer. Her scent invaded his senses, and he wanted to fucking cry, to roar in frustration. Why wouldn’t she remember? He needed her to remember.

      Placing her bowl on the floor, she wrung out her rag and began her daily task, cleaning his wounds, healing them for the next round of torture. He couldn’t take his eyes off her as her delicate fingers gripped that rag, moving it gently over his abused flesh.

      And like every day, he asked her the question he was desperate for her to answer. “What is your name, female?” His heart continued to thunder in his chest as he waited, desperate for her to answer, to say anything, to hear her voice again.

      Her hand stilled for a split second, but instead of ignoring him and carrying on cleaning his wounds like she always did, she paused and licked her lips before her gaze darted to his for a split second. “I…I don’t know,” she said softly.

      His fucking legs almost gave out. Her voice. Christ, it was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. It would be light and sweet if it wasn’t for that slight rasp she’d always had. He loved that fucking rasp. It hit him in the gut, and he wanted to laugh, fucking weep, from the pleasure of hearing her again.

      She rinsed the rag in her bowl again and brought it back to smooth over his shoulders, up his throat, and along his jaw where the demon had sliced him deeply. “What is your name?” she asked.

      He had to swallow several times to get his voice to work. “Tobias,” he rasped. “My name is Tobias.”

      Her hand stilled, and her gaze met his again for a brief moment. “Tobias,” she repeated like she was tasting it on her tongue.

      “Your hair,” he said. “So beautiful.”

      She licked her lips nervously again. Another thing that was all Scarlet, his Scarlet.

      “Th-thank you, for wearing it down. I’ve been imagining how it would look since I first saw you. You’re so incredibly beautiful, I’m finding it hard to breathe.”

      She shook her head. No. She didn’t see herself the way he did.

      “Yes,” he said.

      She backed up a step.

      “Don’t go.”

      “I have to,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder.

      “Please. Please stay with me, just a little longer,” he begged.

      She shook her head, looking distressed, and turned to leave.

      “Can I give you a name?” he called after her. “Since you don’t have one.”

      She paused at the door and nodded without looking back.

      “Scarlet,” he said, his voice breaking as pain sliced through him. “Your name is Scarlet.”

      She rushed out the door, closing it behind her.

      And Tobias began counting down the minutes until she came back again.
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      Lazarus nudged him with an elbow as Gunner paused at the end of the hall, watching as Grace, Eve, Meredith, and Mia, armed with bags of “apartment warming” shit, stood outside the room Luna had insisted on having—away from him.

      He didn’t want her down here with the other demi. He wanted her in his apartment, where she belonged. Everyone, his brothers and their mates, knew she was his, his female. Luna was oblivious. And okay, that wasn’t unheard of. Grace sure as hell hadn’t wanted anything to do with Chaos, even though she’d known who he was, and Eve and Mia had been drawn to Zenon and Laz, but they hadn’t understood what it was.

      Luna seemed…indifferent.

      What happened now?

      He couldn’t force her to want him, to fall head over heels for him like he had her the moment he’d opened that fucking basement prison cell and felt her familiar presence.

      “Don’t overthink it, brother,” Laz said.

      Zenon’s yellow eyes slid from his mate back to Gunner before he nodded his agreement.

      Gunner huffed out a breath. “Easy for you to say. Eve actually wanted you.”

      “Give her time.” The muscle in Lazarus’s jaw jumped. “Fuck knows what she went through with that monster.”

      Zenon’s entire face went hard, his irises washing black. “Need to be patient, Gun.”

      Planting his hands on his hips, Gunner met Zenon’s hard yellow gaze head-on. “I know that. Do I want her? I fucking crave her like oxygen, but I don’t need to tell either of you that. I also shouldn’t have to tell you that I would rather cut off my own fucking head than hurt her in any way.”

      Zenon dipped his chin. “You got this.”

      “You just might have to work at it. You know, spend time together, get to know each other.” Laz shrugged. “Woo her.”

      Gunner ran a hand over his beard. “How the hell do I do that?”

      “Fucked if I know.”

      “Awesome.” His brothers were right. Just because Gunner felt it, didn’t mean she did, and he fucking needed her to feel it as well. He needed her close to him. And every time he thought about that fucking demon locking her in that basement, starving her, doing fuck knew what else to her, he had to fight not to lose his shit all over again.

      Shoving through the stairwell door, his brothers right behind him, he took the two flights of stairs to the control room where Chaos was waiting for them. He wanted to talk about their next move, and Gunner was right there with him. If it were up to him, he’d take that demon out, slowly and painfully.

      Kryos and Chaos looked up as they opened the door, Silas as well. Gunner had no idea where the male had been this last week, but he looked as if he hadn’t slept much. In fact, he looked like hell. The angel had managed to text Chaos while he was MIA, after he spoke to Lucifer’s handmaid, and unfortunately when Diemos locked Lucifer out of Hell, he locked his handmaids out as well.

      As soon as they gathered around Chaos, their brother’s gaze slid to Gunner. “What can you tell us?”

      Gunner’s spine straightened, and the constant anger he’d had swirling inside him since he found Luna in the condition she’d been in, shot higher. Silas’s hand landed on his shoulder, no doubt sensing just how close to the edge he was.

      “Not one fucking thing,” Gunner bit out.

      Chaos let out a breath that could mean a lot of things, none of them good. “We need all the info she can give us, Gunner, you have to know that.”

      “She’s been conscious two days, Chaos. She’s confused and scared…”

      “Rocco’s female…her life, a whole hell of a lot more, could depend on what Luna knows,” Chaos said.

      “She needs more time. I’m not forcing this. We question her now, she could run. She could be caught, I could…” Lose her again. He ground his molars. Yeah, Chaos was right, but he wouldn’t risk scaring Luna by questioning her if she wasn’t yet ready to talk.

      “How does she seem?” Silas asked. “She’s been through some serious trauma, emotionally and physically. What can we do to help her?”

      Chaos’s gaze softened. “I’m not a heartless monster. Silas is right, we’ll do whatever you need to help your female, to make sure she’s solid. But we need answers, and quickly. We need to know what she…”

      “Ask me whatever you want,” a strong but slightly shaky voice said from the door.

      They all turned. Luna stood there with Grace. She was shifting from foot to foot as she took in his brothers, as if she were preparing to run if she had to.

      Gunner moved to her instantly, unable to stay away when she was in the same room. He stopped in front of her. “You don’t have to, love, if you’re not ready.”

      She tilted her head back, her violet eyes catching his. “It’s fine. I’m okay. Ask your questions.”

      Grace moved closer, silently offering her support without touching her friend. She obviously knew about Luna's aversion to being touched.

      Gunner turned back to his brothers, who had fanned out, knowing that all together they were intimidating. Zen had rested against the desk, Kryos had taken a seat. All purposely not staring at her and freaking her out.

      Silas moved forward, smiling kindly down at her. “I’m Silas, and these are Gunner’s brothers.”

      Seeing the two of them together was kind of wild. They both had the same style: all in black. Though, whereas Luna looked like a moody little goth, the six-and-a-half-foot angel warrior with his tattoos, black clothes, heavy boots, and thick black lashes ringing his silver eyes, looked more like some satanic serial killer.

      Luna offered an uncertain smile.

      “Hey, Luna,” Kryos said.

      She bit her lips as she took them all in, still shifting from one foot to the other.

      “You have nothing to fear from any of us,” Silas added. “Nothing you say here will be held against you. No blame, not for anything, do you understand?”

      Gunner frowned. What the hell was he talking about?

      Luna nodded up at him, eyes wide.

      Gunner grabbed a chair and motioned for her to sit. She did, and he moved behind her, taking her back. Something she seemed okay with, which he was counting as a win. Grace pulled up another chair and sat beside her, her gaze locking on her mate. There was no missing what she was telegraphing to Chaos. Upset Luna and she would have his balls, and not in a good way. Gunner suppressed a grin.

      Chaos planted his ass on another desk, not missing her look, trying to make himself less intimidating as well. It wasn’t working.

      Luna, however, sat motionless, shoulders square. “Ask,” she said.

      “Tell us when you’ve had enough, okay?” Chaos said.

      She nodded, her fingers curled into tight fists.

      “How long were you with him?” Chaos asked.

      Her knuckles turned white. “I’ve been with him since I was seven years old. He came with his demons to my home. They killed my mother, and he took my brother and me.”

      Jesus fucking Christ. Gunner’s heart did an almighty smack against the back of his ribs. She’d been with that motherfucker since she was seven. He felt sick to his stomach. And going by his brothers’ expressions, he wasn’t the only horrified one in the room.

      “Do you know where your brother is?” Chaos asked gently.

      “Dead.” Her fingers dug deeper into her palms, and Gunner had to force himself not to stop her from hurting herself.

      “Do you know where the demon is?”

      She shook her head. “His blood, it’s…still inside me, but not as strong after feeding from Gunner. I can’t feel him right now. He’s most likely concealing himself. But I’ll feel him again when he wants me to.”

      Gunner moved to her other side, needing to see her face.

      “And will he want you to?” Chaos asked gently.

      Her lids lowered, hiding her eyes. “Yes. He’ll come for me. I have no doubt about that.”

      “Do you want him to?” Gunner asked before he could stop himself.

      Her gaze shot to him. “No,” she said, voice shaking before she turned back to Chaos. “But if I leave here, if I let him find me, I could kill him.”

      Jesus. “Luna…”

      “I can do it. I can. He won’t lock me away, not right away. He’ll want to question me like you’re doing now. But he’ll have to sleep sometime. I’ll take his head the way Grace showed me.”

      Gunner crouched down in front of her, vibrating with fear and anger. “You don’t put yourself in harm’s way, not for anything. I’ll be the one who kills that motherfucker. Understand?”

      She stared at him with wide eyes, then her jaw tightened and she nodded.

      Shit. She was doing the freezing thing again. Like she thought he’d lash out, take a swipe if she moved a damn muscle.

      Chaos cleared his throat. “What can you tell us about his powers? We’ve been on the receiving end of them enough times this last year to know how strong he is. He’s caused havoc. Hurt so many people. How is he blocking and controlling the demons?”

      Her gaze slid past Gunner, back to Chaos. “It’s not him.”

      Chaos frowned. “Then who?”

      She blinked her slow blink, her tiny body stilling even more, unnaturally so. “Me and Ronan, well, his powers anyway.”

      “You?” Gunner said, rocking back.

      Her gaze moved to Silas. “Do I still have nothing to fear from any of you?” she asked. “What about not holding anything against me?”

      All color had drained from Grace’s face. She’d lost people, lost fighters, friends, because of Luna’s and her brother's powers. He saw doubt, anger, fear slide through Grace’s eyes. If he didn’t get to the truth, and quickly, Grace would lose it.

      Her mate noticed too, and he crooked a finger at her. She went to him immediately, and he tugged her into his side, his big hand cupping the back of her head as he leaned in and said something for her ears only.

      Luna watched, emotionless, eerily still. Waiting. Waiting for them to attack.

      Fucking hell.

      “Why did you help him, Luna? Did he threaten you, force you?” Gunner asked, fucking hating himself for even saying the words.

      That emotionless gaze shifted back to him.

      “Luna…”

      “Are you going to lock me up now?”

      “No, but you need to talk to us. Make us understand.”

      “Will my motivation make a difference?” she asked. “How can you look at me, bear to have me under the same roof, knowing what I’ve done?”

      Silas moved closer, his silver eyes locking with Luna’s violet ones. “Tell them. You are not the monster you believe you are.”

      Her throat worked, the only outward sign of emotion. “He started feeding me his blood when I was sixteen…when I woke up one day with a thirst I didn’t understand. He understood. He’d been waiting. But his blood it…hurt me. It made me sick. And when I gained my powers a year ago, somehow I knew his blood…it affected it, made it into something else. He kept me hungry, always hungry. So I would crave him, his blood. No one else was allowed to feed me. He made himself my…everything.”

      “So what? You did it out of some warped sense of loyalty?” Lazarus asked.

      “Loyalty?” she whispered, pain and anguish in her voice.

      “You’ve been with him since you were seven years old,” Chaos said by way of an explanation.

      Her fingers curled tight again, so tight her nails broke the skin, blood bubbling to the surface. “That…fucker killed my mother in front of me when I was just a child. Separated me from my brother. Locked me away until I was old enough to be of use.” Her eyes burned into Lazarus. “I was forced to live among demons who despised me, who hurt me, tormented me any chance they got. He fed me his toxic blood, and because of it I was sick all the time. He threatened the only family I had left, told me if I didn’t do everything…everything he asked, I would lose the only person left on this earth I remembered feeling anything for.”

      Lazarus lifted his hands in surrender. “Luna, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      “I did what he said to keep Ronan alive. I stayed in that hell, for him. He used my brother to get me to do his dirty work.” Her jaw clenched. “But it was all for nothing, because he told me…he told me the last time he locked me away that he’d killed Ronan. Killed him, years ago, that a demi with powers like Grace’s took Ronan’s. All that time I thought I felt him, when it was only his powers that remained. It was someone else using Ronan’s powers to block for that sadistic fucking monster. I thought it was Ronan, I did it all for Ronan, but he was dead.” Her voice had risen. “I did all the awful things he said to save my brother, but he was already dead.”

      Her body shook uncontrollably, and blood from her clenched fists dripped from her hands.

      Gunner’s heart clenched, and he looked at his brothers. “She proved her loyalty when she told us where to find the other demi being held prisoner when she helped Grace escape. Christ, you were fucking there when I found her. You saw what he did to her,” Gunner said.

      “I did those terrible things. I did them,” Luna said, sounding hysterical now, lost in her own head. “And Ronan was already dead!”

      Gunner couldn’t take it another moment. He moved in close. “Luna…”

      “I was going to kill Sir, I promise, Gunner. I’d planned it all. I was going to find Ronan, then I was going to kill that fucking piece of shit. I was going to do what Grace showed me and take off his head. Send me back and I’ll do it now. I promise I’ll do it now.”

      She was shattering in front of him. “I’m going to touch you now, love, okay? I’m going to pick you up and take you to your room.”

      “Then you came to the house and I…I couldn’t let the demon kill you. He came up behind you and I had to stop him, but Sir saw me. He saw me, and he locked me away. But I swear I was going to do it, just as soon as I got out…”

      “You stopped that demon?” He’d heard the shriek of pain behind him while he fought. That had been Luna? Oh fuck, she’d been there. She’d used her power to protect him, and she’d been punished for it. He was the reason she was in that basement. His stomach rolled over. “You told me to leave, didn’t you, love? It was your voice I heard that night?”

      She nodded and stared up at him blankly, shaking so hard it had to hurt, but she said nothing more. She was about to break—

      She locked it all down.

      Suddenly shutting herself down in a way that worried the hell out of him.

      Gunner took her silence as an affirmative that he could touch her because he needed to. He couldn’t stand by while she suffered and not touch her.

      He scooped her off the chair and stood. She flinched but didn’t push him away or ask him to put her down.

      He glanced at his brothers, and it was written on their faces, the same thing he was sure was on his own. The same thing etched into Grace’s fine features. This female was not their enemy, what she did, had nothing to do with them. She’d been a broken little girl, torn from her brother after seeing a monster murder her mother. And his female was still broken. She’d survived the only way she knew how.

      “I’ve got you, love,” he said as he strode from the room, holding her closer than he should but unable to stop. “No one’s going to hurt you ever again,” he said against her soft, silky black hair. “I promise you that.”
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      Gunner looked down at the female in his arms. He wanted to take all the hurt, all the fear from her, but he didn’t fucking know how.

      She looked up at him and winced before she shoved at Gunner’s shoulder. “Let me down.”

      “It’s okay, Luna, I’ve got you.”

      She struggled harder. “Let me the hell down,” she screamed.

      Gunner quickly lowered her to the floor, hands raised, and backed up. “Whatever you’re thinking right now, you are wrong.”

      “I did what I had to, and I’d do it again. What do you think about that? I’d do it all again if I thought it would keep Ronan alive. I’d do worse. So you might as well throw me out now. Do it. I don’t need your goddamn pity or your protection. I’ve survived this long on my own and I’ll keep on surviving without anyone else.”

      Gunner shook his head, vibrating with fear that she might actually walk out and he wouldn’t be able to stop her.

      Christ, the way she was desperately trying to push him away, to protect herself from more pain, sliced him right down the middle. “No one’s judging you, Luna. I promise you that. And no one wants you to leave.”

      Her eyes were wide and filled with fear, with anger, with so many things. They darted around, landing everywhere but on him. “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered, then gasped. “My head’s spinning. I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t know how to be…when I’m not with him.”

      The horror in her voice was unmistakable.

      “Luna…”

      “I have this feeling, deep in the pit of my stomach. I fucking hate it, Gunner. It makes me want to run, to keep on running,” she said. “I don’t know what it is…but I don’t want it. I don’t want it.”

      “I’ll help you. We’ll get through this…”

      Her face crumpled, and she crossed her arms and strode away from him, cutting him off and heading down the hall. Gunner trailed after her, unable to do anything else. She was all over the place. The things she said, the way she described how she was feeling, something more was going on with her.

      He followed her through the stairwell door and back down the two flights of stairs, then out onto the third-floor hall.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “You don’t need to follow me. I won’t leave, okay?” She stopped outside her new room and studied him from under thick, black lashes.

      “I’m not following you because I think you’ll leave.” Not entirely. “I care about you. I want to help you. Whatever you need to make this easier, just ask me. You’re not alone, Luna.”

      Her gaze moved over his face, and color darkened her cheeks before her lips parted and she drew in a sharp breath. His own gaze was instantly drawn to those parted lips. She didn’t need to breathe from what he’d seen, and that involuntary physical response spoke volumes.

      She felt something. For him. He was sure of it. Even if she didn’t understand it.

      He almost dropped to his damned knees from the relief.

      Luna licked her lips, her gaze locking on his, and it was a punch to the sternum.

      “Luna…”

      She spun away, shoved open her door, and rushed inside.

      He followed, unable to stop himself. “We should talk about this.”

      “I want to be alone.”

      “It’s going to be okay, I promise.”

      Her hands lifted, gripping her head. “I need you to leave me alone.”

      She was freaking out. He didn’t want to leave her, not like this. “I’ll make it okay, love.”

      Her eyes widened. “It’s too much; everything inside me, it’s too much.”

      He took a step toward her.

      “I can’t take this anymore!” She doubled over.

      Gunner rushed her—

      She disappeared.

      One moment she was in front of him, the next she was gone. Completely.
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        * * *

      

      Luna couldn’t hold in her cry.

      She was being torn in a thousand directions. It was too much, too many emotions all at once. Gunner must think she’d lost her mind. Maybe she had. She didn’t want him to see her like this.

      “Luna, fuck…” Gunner's voice sounded panicked.

      She lifted her head to say something, anything, to the knight watching her break down in front of him.

      He stood there, statue still, jaw tight, eyes filled with alarm. It was as if she was looking at him through water. She’d lifted her shield, had blocked him out without even realizing she’d done it.

      That had never happened before, not once. And never that easy. The panic subsided a little.

      “Luna, please. Please don’t…please don’t…hide from me.”

      Luna stared at Gunner through her shields, her block so thick, she was completely invisible.

      She hadn’t used her powers since she came here. It felt wrong to use them when she’d caused so much pain with them. When she’d hurt so many people.

      “You’re still here? Aren’t you, love? You haven’t left…you haven’t left me, have you?”

      Left him?

      What did he mean by that?

      She moved so she stood directly in front of him, and he unknowingly looked right back. Her hand lifted the way it had the night he came to her house, her prison, the night Sir had locked her away. The urge to touch his handsome face, to take comfort in the warmth and texture of his skin, was so incredibly strong.

      Luna dropped her hand and walked around him, taking in his expression, the way he held his strong body so rigid. He was upset. Even to her, still learning about emotions, there was no missing it.

      Why?

      Why did he care?

      “Please, Luna. Please, come back.” He trembled. “I’ll leave you alone. I’ll give you space. I’m sorry, love. I’m so sorry.”

      She didn’t like seeing him like this. It…it hurt to see him like this.

      “Luna, you don’t need to hide.” He gripped the back of his neck, a haunted look taking over his amber eyes. “Please don’t hide from me.”

      She backed up until she was on the other side of the room, then let her block fall away.

      His head snapped up, eyes locking on her as soon as she was visible. He staggered back a step, then came forward two before he stopped himself.

      She couldn’t meet his eyes. “I…I hadn’t meant to do that.”

      “That’s okay,” he said in a raspy voice, chest pumping as if he’d been on a run. “It was my fault. I pushed.”

      Luna shook her head, but Gunner was already backing away, heading for the door. He turned back to her before he walked out. “I won’t do that again, love. You don’t ever need to protect yourself from me.”

      Protect herself from him?

      He was the only person she felt safe with right now.

      She opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come. Then it was too late.

      He walked out and closed the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Gunner stood against Luna’s closed door and tried to gather his own fraying emotions.

      Terror had fired through him when she’d vanished like that.

      He told her he’d leave her alone, but he didn’t know if he could. He wanted to be back in that room with her, wanted to be near her.

      But if she walked back out and found him still standing here, she might freak out and pull a disappearing act on him again. So he forced himself to back away from her door, to return the way they’d come. Each step away felt more wrong than the last.

      As he strode through the control room and toward the balcony, he locked eyes with Grace. “She needs some time. Can you check on her later?”

      “Of course, Gunner. Should I tell her when you’ll be home?”

      He swallowed, his throat tight as hell. “I think it’s best if I give her some space.” Yanking his shirt over his head, he tucked it in the waistband of his jeans and dove off the side of the building as his wings sprung from his back.

      He didn’t know where he was going, only that he needed to kill something. He needed to hurt the evil fucker who had convinced Luna she wasn’t worth anything, who had gotten in her head and warped the way she saw herself until she’d lost sight of who she was.

      “I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t know how to be…when I’m not with him.”

      A roar tore from him as he flew over the city, heading back to the place where he’d found her.

      Only now the burned remains of a house littered the area. A house that had been hidden from them. Where Luna had been hidden from him.

      Where she had been brutally punished for saving him.

      Christ. His gut gripped tight.

      Whoever that fucking demon had given Ronan’s power to was gone as well. The fucker would have taken them with him. No doubt hiding somewhere else, waiting, watching for his next shot.

      Luna said the demon would come for her. He’d try to take her from Gunner. That wasn’t going to happen. He’d make sure of it.

      “Come out and face me!” he roared. “Fight me, you twisted fuck.”

      Nothing. No one showed themselves, and that just had his rage shooting higher.

      Not knowing where that demon was or when he would try to come for Luna—and the fear that she might run before he could get through to her—was seriously fucking with him.

      “They’ve gone.”

      Gunner turned at Rocco’s voice.

      “I’ve been watching,” his brother said.

      He’d lost more weight, Gunner noted, his cheeks appeared drawn, his clothes looser on his tall frame. “Thank you, brother,” Gunner said, not asking why he looked as if he’d taken a giant step back when he’d seemed to be improving, if only a little. Because to a lesser extent he understood. Nothing would cure or fix Rocco, nothing but having his female returned to him.

      “How is she?” Rocco asked.

      Gunner shoved his fingers through his hair. “Confused, scared, angry. That fucker killed her mother, he’s had her since she was seven, Roc. His toxic fucking blood is the only blood she’d ever had. He used her as a weapon, said if she didn’t do as he demanded, he’d take it out on her brother. But that fucker had already killed him. So yeah, she’s fucking struggling right now.”

      Rocco’s eyes flashed black, then back to blue. “She’s talking, sharing, that’s gotta be a good sign.”

      Gunner planted his hands on his hips. “Brother, I’m the reason she was in that cell in the first place. She tried to warn me the night we came here, and he caught her. The state she was in, that was punishment for helping me.”

      A muscle in Roc's jaw jumped, and his eyes flashed again but stayed black this time. “She needs you.”

      “I wish she did.” He swallowed hard, pacing away and back. “She doesn’t want a damn thing to do with me. The last thing she should have to deal with is some desperate fucking needy male.”

      “You’re wrong, brother.” Rocco’s white, silver-tipped wings snapped out from his back. “You don’t know this, because you haven’t felt that bond between the two of you grow yet. But I promise you, even without mating, she feels it. Even if she’s afraid of it, even if she’s not ready to accept it, she feels it.” Roc’s gaze lowered, hiding his demon who had come forward to stare at Gunner through his brother’s eyes. Gunner had started to think Roc and his demon had made some kind of unholy pact to work side by side until they got Kyler back because his control over it, while he was so volatile, was seriously impressive.

      “Roc…”

      “Eventually, she’ll reach for you,” Rocco rasped. “Make sure you’re there when she does because, fuck, brother, the reward waiting for you…it’s worth any amount of suffering, any amount of pain, I promise you that.”

      With two deep beats of his wings, Roc lifted off and disappeared into the sky.

      Gunner stared after him, the things Rocco had said echoing through his mind.

      He already knew his brother’s words were true. He felt it deep in his bones, his soul. He’d do anything, suffer anything for Luna.

      Somehow, he would get through to her.
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      Gunner rolled to his back with a groan. He’d returned in the early hours of the morning and had barely slept. After talking to Roc, Chaos had called him into the city to back up Zen and Kryos. Some demons had shown up at a club and things got ugly. There’d been a handful of hellhounds there as well, and they’d jumped in to help since they loved a good fight.

      Afterward, a couple of them had asked Gunner to come back to their den and party. He used to do that quite a bit. They loved to fight and fuck, and Gunner had partaken when he hung out with them. He hadn’t been to the den in a long time, and he had no desire to go ever again, not to party, anyway.

      There was only one person he wanted, and he couldn’t see that changing for the rest of eternity. Which sucked for him if Luna decided she didn’t want him.

      He’d gone by her room when he got back but didn’t want to disturb her, so he’d spent the night tossing and turning until he finally fell asleep around 6 a.m.

      Rubbing his hands over his face, he glanced at the clock—and shot up in bed. 4 p.m. Shit, he’d slept most of the day. He’d left Luna alone all this fucking time.

      Throwing back the covers, he dressed and rushed out of his apartment.

      He took the stairs to the floor below and hustled down the hall, waving, greeting, and nodding to the demi moving about.

      They still had more than usual living in the compound after rescuing most of them a few months ago. Eve and Meredith had been working with them, helping them work through the trauma they’d suffered. But many still didn’t feel safe enough to leave. He sidestepped several children as they raced by. And some had moved here just wanting protection for their families.

      He reached Luna’s door, knocked, and waited.

      Nothing.

      “You in there, love?” he called.

      Still nothing.

      You’re pushing again.

      Shit, but he needed to know she was okay.

      Jogging back the way he’d come, he rushed up the stairs to Chaos’s apartment. Grace pulled the door open when he knocked.

      “You seen Luna today?”

      Her brow furrowed. “I mean, I haven’t seen her. She didn’t want to see anyone. I called through the door and she asked to be left alone. I gave her some space. She’ll come out when she’s ready. This is all new to her, and she’s been through so much.”

      “Are you sure she’s still there? That she hasn’t left? ’Cause she didn’t answer when I called.”

      Grace’s eyes softened. “She’s going to need time, Gunner. She’s not ready for all…” She waved her hands, motioning at him. “This. This mated male, overprotective, obsessive craziness you guys go through when you find your females. As a female who has recently been through this, I can assure you, it’s a lot. Like a lot, a lot. Especially if you’re used to doing for yourself. And with everything Luna’s been through? It’ll be seriously confusing for her. She already has so much to process without all this mate stuff on top of it.”

      Grace was right of course. Still, there was no way he could just stay away from her. “I haven’t told her we’re mates, not yet. But I need to…”

      “You need to be close to her, I get it. You don’t need to tell me. It’s hard to miss how you feel. Like now, your eyes have gone dark and your demon’s joining the party. He doesn’t like my suggestion of giving Luna time?”

      “No.” In fact, his demon was pissed the fuck off, like Gunner was.

      “Do you want me to check on her again? I’ll call you if she needs you.”

      Gunner growled; he couldn’t help it. And unsurprisingly, Grace was unmoved by his loss of control.

      “You’ll be okay, big guy. Hang in there.” She patted his shoulder. “Does Luna eat and drink? Or is it just blood?”

      “I don’t know.” Fucking hell. He should know that. Why didn’t he ask her?

      “Okay, well, I’ll head down with some food at mealtime and ask. It’ll give me an excuse to check on her without her thinking I’m ignoring her wishes. Can you hold out until then?”

      “No,” he said honestly. “I can’t.”

      Grace nodded in understanding. “Do what you need to stay solid, just give her the rest of the day, okay?”

      Gunner jerked up his chin and strode off. He wouldn’t usually care what anyone else thought. The only person’s orders he followed were Chaos’s. But Grace had been through this recently, and she was right, even if he hated that she was. It would be so easy to make the wrong move and send Luna running.

      Instead of breaking down her door and dragging her back to his apartment like he wanted to, and never letting her out of his sight ever again, he sat on the floor by her door, leaned his head against the wall, and stretched his legs out in front of him.

      Yeah, he seriously needed to calm his shit down. Closing his eyes, he attempted something he hadn’t since he found her, something that had never worked before—he reached out to her with his mind.

      Well, fuck.

      He felt her.

      She was there, still inside. Relief pounded through him. She was close, just inside the door. Could she feel him, too? He focused harder, trying his best to wrap his senses around her, to comfort her the only way he could.
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        * * *

      

      Gunner didn’t know how long he’d sat there, a few hours probably, his eyes closed, just letting his senses curl around her, letting her presence soothe him.

      It was nearing mealtime; Grace would be here soon to check on Luna. The thud of boots, not Grace’s, reached him a moment later. Someone sat beside him.

      “She okay?”

      Silas.

      Gunner didn’t open his eyes, kept his focus on his female. “I’m not sure. She’s blocking herself, but not totally? I’m not sure what I’m feeling, I just know she’s in there.”

      “She’ll get through this,” Silas said.

      “You know this? Or are you just spouting shit you think I want to hear?”

      There were several beats of silence. “I may have had a lot of my powers stripped and been thrown out of Heaven, but I’m not completely useless.”

      “That’s not an answer,” Gunner muttered.

      The angel shifted, getting comfortable. “I can’t see the future the way I once could, but I get this feeling, if that makes sense?”

      Gunner huffed. “Not even a little bit.”

      The angel chuckled low. “When I think about Luna, the feeling is…good.”

      “These feelings, is that how you knew she had something to tell us in the control room yesterday?”

      “Yeah, something like that. It’s a feeling, but it’s more visceral than that. The heart of her, Gunner, it’s so bright and warm. She’s full of goodness, but yesterday she was afraid, sick with guilt. A dark shadow hangs over her. She can’t see the truth through it, and right now she doesn’t know who she is, she’s never been given the chance to know.”

      Gunner’s gut gripped tight. “You got all that from a feeling, huh?”

      “Well, that and a bit of keen observation.”

      Gunner opened his eyes and looked at the angel. “You wanna tell me what I can do to reach her?”

      “Before I lost my powers I would have known, but I wouldn’t have been able to tell you. Now, I have no fucking idea, but this feels…right.” His silver eyes met Gunner’s, the corners crinkling. “How’s that?”

      Gunner huffed out a laugh. “Fucking useless.”

      Silas laughed with him. “So nothing’s changed, then.”

      “Nope. You’re still as confusing as fuck.”

      Grace walked out of the elevator, a tray of food and a drink in her hands. Gunner got to his feet, Silas with him.

      “Let me take it in,” Gunner said to her.

      Grace screwed up her nose.

      “I’ve waited out here for hours. I’ve fucking left her alone like she wanted, I just need to see her for myself.”

      “Fine. It’s not like I can stop you.” Grace knocked on the door. “Luna? You wanna open up? I wasn’t sure if you need to do the whole food thing, but I’ve got some here for you just in case.”

      Nothing.

      Grace tapped on her door again. “Luna?”

      A low moan, so soft, but it still reached them.

      Gunner was against the door in a second. “Luna, answer me,” he yelled.

      Again, nothing.

      He gripped the door handle and twisted it viciously, busting the lock. Then he put his shoulder to the door, smashing the deadlock, and rushed in.

      Luna was lying on the floor, shaking and pale. Her cheeks were sunken in as if she’d been starved for days not hours. Gunner dropped down beside her. “What’s wrong? What’s happening to you?”

      Her eyes were glazed, and her little fangs extended. “I need him,” she whispered, then sobbed. “I need his blood. I need it.”

      Gunner scooped her up off the floor. “Jesus, why didn’t you come find me? Why did you let it get so bad? I’ll give you all you need, love. Whenever you need it.”

      She shook her head, her body arching as a wail of pain tore from her. “I need him. I need Sir.”

      Everyone in the room stilled. Gunner’s arms unconsciously tightened around her struggling body, holding her tighter to him, afraid she was going to get away from him, that he’d lose her again.

      “I’ll feed you, Luna. Let me feed you.”

      She shook her head again, bloody tears starting to leak from her eyes. “No, not you. I need him.” Another sob left her. “Let me go. Just let me the hell go.”

      Gunner’s heart might as well have been torn from his chest and thrown on the fucking floor.

      Silas stepped closer, his silver gaze moving over her thrashing body and looking into her pale violet eyes, almost as pale as the day Gunner had found her starved in that fucking basement.

      “It’s as if she’s going through withdrawals, like a human addicted to drugs.”

      Gunner growled. “How the hell is that possible? She hadn’t fed for a month when we found her. What is she addicted to?”

      “This demon, his blood, if she drank from him a lot, her body could’ve developed a dependency.”

      Gunner tore his gaze from Luna and back to the angel. “Before me, she’d only ever fed from him.”

      Silas frowned. “There’s something different about this demon, his blood, for it to do this to her.” He leaned closer and gently cupped Luna’s face. “Look at me, Luna.”

      Her glazed eyes struggled to focus, and she arched again, crying out.

      “What’s his name?” Silas asked her. “Tell me his name, sweetheart.”

      “Sir. Only Sir. N-never his real name,” she said, panting, still struggling.

      “Do you know it?”

      She nodded.

      “What is it, Luna?”

      “A-Azel.”

      Silas stilled, then his eyes slid to Gunner. “Azel's not a demon…he’s an angel.” His eyes hardened. “No wonder she’s suffering like this. Our blood is potent.” He swore. “You need to feed her,” he said to Gunner. “You’ll need to feed her every day until he’s fully out of her system.”

      That’s all Gunner needed to hear. “Out,” he said to Silas.

      He was going to find this fucking angel and fuck him up.

      “What can I do? What does she need?” Grace said, her gaze heavy with worry.

      He shook his head. “I have everything she needs.”

      Gunner shut the door after them and carried Luna across the room to the bed against the wall.

      He pressed his lips to the top of her head. “You can beat this, love. We’ll do it together.”
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      It hurt. Oh god, it hurt.

      Luna was pressed against something hot. The warmth drew her in. She was so cold, and the gnawing hunger in her belly made it hard to think.

      “Drink from me, love, come on, you need to feed.”

      Gunner.

      No.

      She didn’t want to hurt him. Didn’t want that with him. No. She wanted to keep him in a corner of her mind that was good, that was honest and real. Not turn the kindness he’d shown her into something sordid and manipulative. She’d already been forced to give herself to one man to survive, and he’d taken a part of her soul with it—still had it in the palm of his hand even now.

      But not Gunner, she couldn’t do that with Gunner.

      All the fantasies she had about the male, the mere thought of him, had helped her get through the weeks she’d been locked away. She didn’t know why, but he was special to her, and she didn’t want to taint that, didn’t want reality to ruin the only good thing she’d ever had.

      He cupped the back of her head. “Drink, Luna. You need to drink.”

      She shook her head, using up precious energy. “No. I can’t. Not you.” She sobbed. “Not you.”

      His chest was bare, his skin warm under her palms. He was the heat drawing her in. Her hand was on his stomach, and the muscles tightened as he threaded his fingers in her hair.

      His mouth teased her ear, his hot breath against her cold skin. “He can’t have you,” Gunner growled. “He will never have you again.”

      Then he pressed her closer, her nose right up against his throat. His scent was stronger there, wonderful. She made a desperate sound as his pulse throbbed through her, as the rush of his blood pumping through his veins grew louder.

      Her mouth watered, remembering his taste, wanting it, wanting him coating her tongue, sliding down her throat, even as her craving for Sir’s toxic blood increased. She was being torn in two.

      The pain heightened, and her mouth opened against his skin as she cried out.

      “Do it, Luna. Bite me, love. Take from me.”

      She shook her head, fighting the urge to drink. Her fang nicked his skin, and a small drop of blood bubbled to the surface. Luna groaned and licked it before she could stop herself. The scent had her clawing at him to get closer, to get away, she wasn’t sure which. Her head swam, white-hot agony gripping her gut like a million razor blades slicing into her stomach.

      Gunner gripped the back of her head harder as she fought and pressed her mouth right there, right on the small wound she’d made, smearing blood across her lip.

      “No…no…”

      “Fucking bite me, Luna,” he growled, fisting her hair tighter.

      That slight sting of pain penetrated her foggy brain, and with it, something inside her shattered. There was no more holding back. She wasn’t that strong.

      She struck, latching on to his throat, sinking her fangs into the fat vein. She crawled over him, needing to get closer, her tongue worked his pulsing artery, encouraging his blood to flow faster as she drank him down. She closed her eyes and sobbed from the pleasure of it. The relief.

      The thick warmth slid over her tongue and down her throat, the pain easing. His blood was fragrant and dark and exquisite. Luna couldn’t think past her hunger; her thirst was too intense.

      But the more her pain eased, the clearer her mind got.

      She was so goddamn weak. Too weak to resist him. He had to think she was some desperate, pathetic creature. How could he not?

      She needed to release him, to get the hell away, but Gunner’s wide palm at the back of her head held her firm.

      “Don’t you fucking dare, Luna,” he growled out. “You take what you need, and you don’t stop until you’re done.”

      She glanced down his body.

      He was hard.

      Her hands curled into fists as she squeezed her eyes shut. She should stop drinking, but she couldn’t. She needed him, this. The alternative was going back to Sir. She almost had. The hunger had grown too intense, had almost driven her to return to that monster.

      She’d been hoping for Gunner fantasies for a little while longer, but that wouldn’t be happening anymore. Now everything would change. The reality was, for her to survive, she needed to drink, and nothing came for free. Sir had taught her that from the moment he took her from her mother.

      And right now, Gunner was the only one offering her blood when she would have preferred it be anyone but him.

      Mouth still attached to Gunner's throat, she quickly undid and shoved down her jeans, wriggling her legs to kick them off. The only thing she had that was her own was her body. Dhampir had been bartering their bodies for blood as far back as her kind had existed. It was a commonly accepted exchange.

      Gunner had gone completely and utterly still.

      Reluctantly, she pulled away, swiping her tongue over the wound she’d made.

      She tilted her head back but couldn’t meet his gaze. “I need to keep drinking,” she murmured. “I need more. May I drink from your wrist?”

      “Yes, you can have—”

      Hooking her fingers in her panties she shoved them down, too.

      “What are you doing?” he choked out.

      “Would you prefer me naked?” She grabbed the bottom of her top to yank off.

      “What the fuck, Luna?”

      At his sharp, rough words, she made herself look at him. “While I drink from you, I thought you’d want to…”

      “You thought I’d want to what?” he asked, his gaze boring into her.

      Her eyes dipped to the huge bulge straining the front of his jeans, then back to him. “I owe you. You give me your blood and I give you—”

      “Your body?”

      A warmth she’d never experienced before grew low in her belly. “It feels good when I drink from you, right?” She licked her suddenly dry lips. “You can fuck me, it’s fine. It’s an accepted and common payment from a dhampir to their donor.”

      He growled low, and the warmth in her belly morphed into a tingle. She’d never felt anything like it before.

      “Azel took this barter?” he asked, that growl in every word. Something flashing through his eyes made her want to squirm.

      “Yes.”

      His jaw tightened, his fists clenching and unclenching as he took several deep breaths. Finally, he said in a voice that was impossibly rough, “Put your clothes back on, love.”

      He was rejecting her offer?

      Her cheeks burned as she quickly tugged her panties and jeans back on. “Sorry, I just thought…I thought…” She sounded hysterical, but she couldn’t stop it. “I need to repay you.” Her new emotions were all over the place, confusing and disorientating.

      She was still hungry, shaking from her need, but she couldn’t bring herself to take from him again without giving something in return. When you owed people, it put you in a weak position. She didn’t want to be weak anymore. And not with Gunner, never with him.

      He watched her carefully, but she couldn’t hold his penetrating gaze. “I don’t need payment, Luna.”

      Her eyes stung. Not now, not more goddamn tears. How could she make him understand? She pressed her hand to his chest. “No…I need to give you something for all you’re doing…I need to, Gunner.” She was shaking now, and those tears threatened to escape from sheer frustration. She didn’t want to fucking cry, not again.

      His head tilted to the side, his gaze searching hers. “You won’t drink from me unless I take payment from you?”

      She bit her lip and nodded, holding back a whimper of hunger.

      “Okay,” he said gruffly.

      Relief fired through Luna, and she reached down to undo her jeans again, but his hand caught her fingers, stopping her.

      Her gaze shot up to his. “I don’t understand?”

      “I want to hold you while you feed from me, and while you drift off to sleep afterward.”

      Luna blinked up at him, his big body now leaning against the headboard of her small bed. “Hold me?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Yes.”

      Why? Why would he want to do that? “How is that payment?”

      “Trust me, it is.”

      His gaze stayed on her, and for some reason the way he was looking at her made her belly do weird little somersaults.

      “You still need to feed?” he asked.

      She looked down at the mattress. “Yes.”

      “Then come here, Luna, and take from me.”

      She crawled back to him, her skin flushing all over for some reason as he lay on his side on the bed and pulled her in close, tucking her in front of him. His entire body was pressed against hers, her butt snugged up against his groin, his tight stomach against her back. He wrapped his arms around her then, one arm going around her belly, the other coming up, so his wrist was close to her mouth.

      Slowly, she took his thick, tattooed forearm in her hand and brought it to her lips. She couldn’t help but draw in his scent, and the swirls and flutters in her belly grew more intense. On a moan that she couldn’t hold in, she bit down into the thick blue vein and moaned again when the warmth of his blood rushed over her tongue a second time.

      And for some reason, the tears that had been stinging her eyes, that she’d been fighting to hold back, began to slide slow and hot down her cheeks.

      Nothing in her world made sense anymore. She’d been a monster’s plaything most of her life, she saw that now, but as messed up as it sounded, at least her role had been clear. She knew what was expected. She’d had a plan. Find Ronan. Kill Sir. Leave this city with her brother and never come back.

      Now she didn’t know anything.

      And Ronan was dead.

      Her need for Sir’s blood had almost sent her back to him today, so deeply lost in her hunger and confusion. And the male holding her, who she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about from the moment she saw him, who fascinated her in a way she didn’t understand—but couldn’t stay away from—was now forced to feed her.

      She felt so goddamn weak. Once again, she had to rely on someone else just so she could function.

      A giant fucking burden, that’s what she was.

      And Gunner thought she was so pathetic, so pitiable, that he didn’t even want to use her body. He wouldn’t take from her the only thing that she could give him as payment for letting her feed off him like a goddamn bloodsucking parasite.

      She squeezed her eyes closed and more tears escaped—and she hated fucking crying.

      “Shhh, love. It’s gonna be okay,” Gunner said against her ear. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      No, it wouldn’t.

      Nothing would ever be okay again.
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        * * *

      

      Gunner was afraid to move.

      When Luna finished feeding, she’d kept hold of his arm, hugging it to her. Eventually, though, she’d rolled in her sleep so she was facing him. Her face was pressed against his chest, one arm up between them, the other over his waist. She was holding him tight as if she were afraid he’d get up and leave.

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      His cock throbbed, but he ignored it. Wanting to fuck your mate as soon as you found them was a given, but that was the last thing she needed from him.

      He bit back another growl; he’d been doing it all night. The realization that Azel, that twisted, motherfucking angel—who had murdered Luna’s mother, then abducted her and her brother for their powers—had used her like that, had made her think she had to give him her body in exchange for blood, made him want to roar and tear shit to pieces, preferably that fucker’s limbs from his body.

      His beautiful, precious female had been through hell. She was so strong, stronger than anyone he knew. Christ, the shit she’d survived. But there was this vulnerability, an innocence, an insecurity that she couldn’t conceal.

      Most people—demons, angels, demi—built walls, shields, using anger or sarcasm or humor as a defense mechanism. Luna didn’t have that. He guessed that’s what came from being so removed from the world. Every emotion she felt was written all over her face.

      There was no hiding, no pretense.

      She fascinated him more with every moment he spent with her. God, he wanted to protect and take care of her so badly he vibrated from the need of it.

      She made a little whimpering sound in her sleep and pressed closer. Gunner held her tighter in return. Luna was petite and curvy, and right now her soft, round hips and breasts were plastered against him. He glanced down at her, and his mouth literally watered from the desperate need to taste her skin, her lips—shit, every inch of her sweet little body.

      The fact that he had to take this slow was torture. It also soothed him, because he would do anything for his female. If he had to walk around with blue balls for months, fucking years, if that’s what it took for her to accept him, he would.

      With another sweet little sound, she bent her knee, her thigh moving up over his hip. Jesus fucking Christ. He could feel the heat of her pussy, could smell her heady scent. She was…fuck, she was turned on right then. He’d bet his incredibly hard, aching dick, she was wet.

      He groaned under his breath. What if she never wants you back?

      And, of course, now he desperately wanted to know what she was thinking about to make her body react like that. Who was she thinking about? Did she actually want Azel? Was it more than his blood she craved?

      Grinding his teeth, he sucked in a sharp breath through his nose. No, no fucking way did she have feelings for that sick fuck. All he could do was hope that her reaction was from being so close to her male. That being pressed up against him this way was having the same effect on her as it was on him.

      Luna stilled in his arms.

      She was awake.

      Her head tilted back, her gaze sliding up to his.

      “Hey,” he said, his voice sounding utterly wrecked.

      She licked her lips and looked away, at his chest, his shoulders, his arms. “I-I’m sorry…I’m not sure how I…” She tried to move away.

      Gunner held her firm. “It’s fine.”

      She blinked up at him in that slow way of hers, and Gunner got caught up in the vibrant color of her eyes. They were brighter, darker after feeding, and so pretty he couldn’t look away.

      “I don’t usually move in my sleep, I’m not sure how I—”

      “I like you close like this. Close to me.”

      Her brow scrunched. “You do?”

      She was all sleepy and warm, her face soft, lips puffy. Christ, he wanted to kiss her. “Yes.”

      “But last night when I offered to—”

      “Do you like it when I hold you, love?” He didn’t want her thinking about that, getting it all twisted in her head.

      She stilled, and her hand resting against his back moved, gliding over his skin. His demon purred, and he couldn’t stop his own shudder from the pleasure of it.

      Another slow blink. “You like it, don’t you, when I touch you like this?”

      “Yes,” he said. He wasn’t going to push her for more, he meant that, but he wasn’t going to lie either. She didn’t fully understand how relationships worked. Azel had only taken from her. Vampires were known for their lack of emotions, for being cold and distant. Luna was half vampire, add in being at the mercy of that sick fucking angel, and her confusion made sense. “You’re soft and smooth, and your skin is warm after feeding from me. I like the way you feel pressed up against me.”

      “That’s why you wanted to hold me as payment?” she asked, frowning. “Because you like hugs?”

      He wanted to smile and cry at the same time at her confusion. “First answer my question. Do you like it when I hold you like this?”

      Her eyes kind of glazed over, as if she was assessing her own body’s response. “I…I do, yes.” Surprise flittered over her features. “I feel warm as well, and your body…it’s hard and muscled. You feel…strong. I like…” Her hand slid over his side and around to his stomach, gliding up his chest, resting over the angel brand there. “Yeah, I definitely like the way you feel pressed up against me as well.”

      Jesus, she was killing him. He cleared his throat, so damn rough with lust, he was surprised he still had a voice at all. “That’s why I asked to hold you. Hugs make us both feel good.”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      He knew what she was thinking almost instantly. The whole payment-for-feeding-her thing. She was worried the balance was off. That he was still giving too much. Christ. “And when you feed from me, we both enjoy that as well. Knowing I’m giving you what you need pleases me more than you know. So we’re more than even.”

      “Why would that please you?” she asked, her hands now both getting in on that act, moving over his body, exploring, driving him crazy.

      “Because I care about you, Luna. And when you care about someone, making them feel good makes you feel good as well.”

      She shook her head, still looking confused as hell. “You have zero reason to care about me, Gunner. After everything I’ve done…”

      “You did nothing wrong,” he said with a bit more growl behind it than he’d intended. “And emotions and feelings don’t always make sense. I feel the way I do; does there need to be an explanation behind it?”

      This was probably the right time to tell her she was his mate, but he finally felt as if he might possibly be getting through to her. Telling her the mate stuff would definitely freak her out.

      She shook her head, her silky black hair moving like liquid silk. “No, I guess not.” She pressed closer, surprising him, her hands still moving over his skin. “I care about you as well. I’m not sure why, but I do.”

      And there it was, that innocence, that vulnerability right there on display.

      “I’m glad, love. That makes me incredibly fucking happy.”

      She smiled as well, flashing the tips of her little fangs, and his heart thumped harder.

      “I never knew hugs felt so nice,” she said.

      He slowly moved his hands over her back, massaging lightly, trying to give her pleasure while making sure she knew he wasn’t asking for anything else.

      “Who do you usually hug?” she asked into his chest.

      No one. He never hugged any-damn-one. “I don’t usually do a lot of hugging,” he said, sticking to the truth. “I’ve seen my brothers do it with their mates, and I liked the look of it.”

      “I don’t remember being hugged before I was taken. And not at all since. But I’ve seen it on TV. It feels better than I imagined.”

      “For me too.” He rubbed her back and asked what he’d been wanting to since she woke up in his bed. “Feelings, emotions, they’re new to you, aren’t they?”

      “Yeah,” she said softly. “I mean, the first time I started to feel something was about a year ago, but only anger. Anger, I know well. Though, thinking back, when Grace helped me kill Greg, there was more going on inside me. I was extremely angry, I know that much, but there was something else as well, maybe fear, sadness?”

      A year ago was when she got her powers, when he felt her, then lost her. “You didn’t feel anything good during that time? Just recently?”

      Her finger began tracing the brand on his chest. “Just recently, but I guess I didn’t have any reason to feel any of the good ones.”

      The until now went unsaid. Now she had a reason to feel the good ones. Fuck, yeah, that pleased the hell out of him and destroyed him at the same time. “How are you feeling right now, love?”

      She smiled sweetly. “I’m warm, and my skin feels sensitive, but in a good way. Does yours?”

      “Yeah, it does,” he said, fighting to control…shit, everything, his breathing, his pulse, his hands, his cock.

      She pressed closer still. “And my belly, it’s all swirly and tingly. Is yours doing that as well?”

      Fuck me. She was literally going to kill him. “Yeah, I got some of that going on as well.”

      She sighed happily. “I really like it.”

      He leaned in and pressed his lips to her forehead, unable to stop himself. “Me too.”

      “I’ve been a little all over that place, haven’t I?”

      He’d most definitely noticed. She breathed him in, and his balls tightened.

      “That’s only to be expected, everything’s still so new.”

      Her fingers traced patterns on his chest. “I guess being emotionally and physically shut down for so long will do that. It’s confusing as hell, Gunner. Up until a year ago, the only things I felt were hunger and pain. I didn’t know I was capable of feeling anything else.”

      He tried not to freeze, tried not to react in a way that would upset her, and made his body stay relaxed as he rubbed her back. “You won’t feel either of those things ever again, love. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Azel was going to die screaming.
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      Scarlet winced as she ran her healing rag as gently as possible over the other female’s back.

      Scarlet.

      The name Tobias had chosen for her was pretty. She’d been so long without one. They called her drudge, the demons and Diemos. She didn’t know why Tobias was in chains here, what he’d done, but she found herself thinking about him more and more often.

      The female beside her hissed.

      “I’m so sorry,” Scarlet whispered as she dipped her rag in the small bowl at her hip.

      “I’m fine,” the female said through gritted teeth.

      Diemos himself had sent for Scarlet to tend her, and not for the first time. The small, fragile-looking female belonged to their king. Though going by how often he punished her, she obviously didn’t want to belong to Diemos. Not surprising. Who would?

      He never allowed her to leave his quarters either. No, she wasn’t locked in one of the cells like Tobias, at the mercy of demons, but this was still a prison. And if this wasn’t torture, Scarlet didn’t know what was.

      A shiver slid through her as she looked around the king's chambers. There was a glossy black stone bed, the mattress covered in deep blue silks, and a large charred wooden chest sat at the end of it. A few other dark wood pieces of furniture were scattered around—a desk, a couch with blue silk cushions—but what made her shudder with revelation was the glistening dark walls. They looked like glossy obsidian, but when Scarlet had taken a closer look, it was blood that made the stone shine, blood running down the walls from the cells above.

      “Would you like me to help you to the bathroom?” Scarlet asked, another task she’d done several times when the female had been too weak to walk on her own.

      The other female shook her head. “He told me not to move.”

      Scarlet’s heart ached for her, but there was nothing she could do. The king would do terrible things to both of them if they went against him. The way he obsessed over the small female, watched her, controlled her, was unsettling.

      She eased her rag over the female’s abused skin again and thought about Tobias, the way he’d asked for her name every single day she’d tended him—how she’d felt the day he’d given her one of her own.

      Did this female know her name? Would having one of her own help her the way it had helped Scarlet? She found now she stood a little taller. And for once no demon guard was listening or watching their every move. Or worse Taren, Diemos’s right hand, who was always close by. The male was almost as terrifying as Diemos himself.

      “What is your name?” Scarlet asked.

      The female stared at the wall for several long moments. Finally, she blinked, and a single tear slid down her cheek.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you…I just thought…”

      “Kyler,” she said huskily. “My name is Kyler.”

      “That’s such a lovely name. I’m Scarlet.”

      “It feels…so long since I’ve said it out loud, since someone has called me by it,” Kyler said, her gaze so incredibly hollow.

      Scarlet carried on tending Kyler’s wounds. “Is there something I can do to help you?”

      Kyler shook her head. “Nothing that wouldn’t get you killed or tortured for eternity.”

      “There must be something? The way he treats you… I know the passageways, the cells, deep hidden places barely anyone goes. I could hide you.”

      Kyler remained completely still, only her eyes moving. “As soon as I left this room, they’d be on us. He’d tear Hell apart to find me. I’m too important.” She huffed out a humorless breath. “If I moved a finger right now, he’d know. And he'd return. Then you’d need to come back to do this all over again tomorrow.”

      Oh god, she literally wasn’t permitted to move.

      “Kyler…”

      The door opened, and Scarlet shot to her feet as Diemos strode in, tall and pale and utterly terrifying. His yellow eyes locked on Scarlet, and fear so strong her lips trembled spiked through her. Then his gaze slid to Kyler, at her almost fully healed back. “Ah, almost as good as new, my darling,” he said in a voice that grated down Scarlet’s spine.

      Kyler’s gaze became so impossibly empty it hurt to look at her.

      Diemos glanced back at Scarlet. “Leave, drudge, you have work to do elsewhere.”

      It took a second to unfreeze, to make herself move.

      Diemos walked to the bed as Scarlet rushed to open the door.

      “I hate it when we fight, my precious one,” he said to Kyler. “But making up is always so much fun.”

      Scarlet had to bite back her sob. Leaving Kyler there felt wrong in every possible way, but what could she do? Diemos was their king. They couldn’t win. If she tried to help her, Scarlet would end up dead, and Kyler would endure even more torture. That wouldn’t help either of them. For now, she could do more by being there for the other female when she needed her.

      Kyler’s muffled cry of rage hit Scarlet as she pulled the door shut after her.

      Shaking, Scarlet rushed away.

      Hours later, she was still rattled when she finally reached Tobias’s cell. There were a lot of other cells she’d had to stop at first, and all the pain and suffering was more than she knew how to deal with. She’d tried to remain numb to it. It helped her get through each day, but with every moment she spent with Tobias, it got harder. And today, after talking to Kyler, she was more than struggling.

      She walked into Tobias’s cell, the male who had started to not only fill her head during the day but her dreams as well, and a sob broke free.

      “No,” she whispered. “What have they done to you?”

      Blood coated his chin, his chest, dripping down his bare legs. His big, muscular body was torn and sliced, bite marks in his flesh. But the blood, there was so much blood pooling at his feet.

      He tried to smile, he always smiled no matter his condition, his pain. “I-I’m okay.”

      Seeing him like this, it…hurt. Her ability to switch off from what she was seeing every single day was failing her. But this male, seeing him like this, it was so much more, it hurt like she was the one bleeding all over the floor. How could that be?

      She rushed forward. Her sympathy and pain wasn’t helping him right now.

      Looking up at him, she forced herself to smile as well. “I’m going to take care of you,” she whispered, then as gently as she could, she began the long process of cleaning and healing his wounds.

      And while she did, she kept her head down to hide the tears burning hotly down her cheeks, because tomorrow they would hurt him again. They would cut and bite and tear at his beautiful, strong body until he was bleeding all over again.
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      Luna’s small room was crowded.

      Eve, Meredith, Grace, and Mia had all stopped by. Eve and Meredith were sitting on her bed, and Grace and Mia were on the small couch in the corner. They were talking and laughing, and Luna wasn’t exactly sure why they were here. Why they’d want to be?

      She’d been at the compound for close to a week, and all the females had been kind and welcoming. They were demi as well, all with their own powers. Grace could draw another demi’s powers into herself and use them as her own, like the demi Sir had used to take Ronan’s powers. Eve could get in people’s heads and retrieve information, and according to Gunner, was strong enough to kill a demon with her mind. Mia’s power was fire, and Meredith was an amplifier, which meant she could help boost another demi’s powers, increasing them to devastating proportions.

      All so different. Unique.

      Honestly, it made Luna feel less of a freak.

      They’d shared openly, and though they hadn’t pressed her to do the same, Luna had found herself explaining the way her blocking power worked before she knew that she was going to.

      She’d started to feel…at ease around them. She liked the other females, but she wasn’t sure why they wanted to spend time with her.

      They all smiled at her, and they seemed to enjoy helping her order more clothes online—even if she hadn’t liked using Gunner’s money to do it. He’d insisted, of course.

      And when she confirmed that yes, she did eat and drink a little “normal” food but didn’t actually need it, they’d bought her a huge basket full of “treats” and shown her the communal kitchen on the top floor that was stocked with more food and drinks for her to use any time she liked.

      Luna didn’t know what it was about these females, but when she was with them, she found herself smiling a lot as well.

      Grace had also given her access to some books the knights owned containing information on different demon breeds. She’d learned a lot. She’d known that dhampir spent most of their life emotionally and physically numb if they were taken from their mothers at a young age, but perhaps their humanity was never truly stamped out completely? It was sitting dormant just waiting to be awakened again?

      “So Gunner’s taking you somewhere tonight?” Grace said, pulling her from her thoughts.

      At the mention of the massive knight, Luna’s belly erupted into flutters. The same kind that fired to life when he fed her. They stayed the whole time he held her afterward as well. God, they grew stronger every day.

      “Yep.” She chewed her lip and glanced up at Grace. “Do you think we’ll go outside? Maybe I’ll need a sweater.”

      Grace grinned. “You like him?”

      Luna nodded as she looked through the clothes that had arrived today. “He’s kind.”

      Every night, after he’d been out hunting, he knocked on her door, freshly showered and smelling delicious. As soon as she laid eyes on him, she couldn’t stop herself from moving closer. He let her hug him, then he’d lead her to the bed and hold her while she fed.

      Last night, after he’d lain with her a while, she’d almost asked him to stay. She liked being with him.

      Who was she kidding? She more than liked it. When he went back to his own room, she wanted him to come back.

      Maybe you’re transferring your dependency on Sir, and his blood, to Gunner.

      Was that all it was, this…this need to be near him?

      She ran her fingers over the softness of the black sweater she’d chosen. No, that wasn’t it. It couldn’t be. She’d never missed Sir when he was gone.

      But you didn’t feel emotion then either.

      Even without emotion, she knew she didn’t want to be around Sir. He caused pain. Gunner gave her the opposite.

      She ran her hand over the sweater again, then brought it up to her face to rub on her cheek. She’d never felt anything so soft in her life.

      “I know you’re used to doing everything yourself, but if you need anything, if you want to talk or ask me something…anything, I’m here for you,” Grace said.

      Luna smiled at the other female, but it was hard to meet Grace’s eyes. “You’re so kind to me Grace…you have…god, every reason to hate me. Now that I’m starting to understand emotions, feelings, the reality of what I did…” Her throat tightened, cutting her off, and her eyes stung.

      Grace closed the space between them. “I don’t blame you, Luna. I would have done the same in your shoes. I’d do anything to keep my family safe. Anything. I think we’re more alike than you think. I want us to be friends, okay? We look out for each other here. All of us, especially the females in this room. We’re here for you, whatever it is. We have your back.”

      Mia, Eve, and Meredith all moved closer as well.

      “We’re glad you’re here, Luna,” Mia said.

      Eve smiled at her gently. “We’re your sisters now.” She chuckled softly. “Mia’s the sweet one, Merri’s the mother hen, and Grace is the big sister who will kick ass for you.”

      Meredith scowled. “Mother hen? Gee, thanks.” Her gaze came to Luna. “Well, Eve’s the quiet one who secretly leads everyone astray. That female is a bad influence.”

      Eve nudged her. “I am not! I’m the friendly one.”

      Grace cackled. “Since I’ve been here, it’s always you that comes up with the secret plans to get the guys to do what we want. You are an evil genius.”

      They all laughed, and instead of crying, Luna found herself joining them. She’d been doing that more often as well. It was exhilarating. She’d been using the internet a lot to help her identify her emotions. Putting names to the way she felt. Exhilarating was the best she could find for laughter.

      Grace’s words moved through her, warm and comforting. She didn’t deserve their forgiveness. But right then, she really wished she could be part of their family. She wasn’t, though, and eventually, she’d have to leave. Spencer was somewhere in this city. He was alone, and he was all she had left. She needed to find him.

      “Thank you…for everything. Coming here, meeting all of you, you showed me what kindness truly means, that it exists,” Luna said, grinning, that tight feeling in her throat trying to sneak back. “I hope we’ll still be friends, even when I’m gone.”

      Grace frowned. “Gone?”

      Yep, now her eyes were stinging again as well. “I can’t stay forever. I’ll have to leave eventually, like all the other demi who come here,” she said as she sat on the end of the bed to pull on her boots, taking an extra moment to get it together.

      When she glanced back up, the females were all watching her, eyes soft.

      “What is it?”

      Grace cleared her throat. “Sorry, nothing. And no, we won’t be friends, we’ll be sisters, always.”

      Luna felt warmth gather behind her ribs as she stood. “I’d…I’d like that. More than you know.”

      Someone knocked at the door, and her smile widened.

      Gunner.

      She strode over and pulled the door open. “Hi,” she said as those now familiar but still so new flutters and swirls exploded to life in her belly.

      Gunner’s gaze moved over her black jeans and T-shirt. The muscle in his jaw jumped. “You look nice.”

      “So do you,” she said and stepped closer. He immediately opened his beautiful tattooed arms for her to fill the space. The first Gunner hug of the day might just be her favorite. She breathed in his scent greedily. “You feel nice, too.”

      He made a kind of choking sound and tightened his arms around her. It was kick-ass, as Grace would say.

      “Mmm, and you smell nice,” she muttered.

      His mouth went to her ear. “You as well.”

      Little tingles danced all over her skin. That was new, and it was just as nice as the belly flutters. Together they were, yeah, wonderful. Exhilarating, like laughter, but better.

      Someone cleared their throat.

      “We’ll just head off, then,” Grace said.

      “Have a nice night, you two,” Mia added.

      The other females left, and Gunner loosened his hold on her. “You ready?”

      “Let me just grab my sweater.” She rushed to the bed and grabbed it, then moved back to him. “Where are we going?”

      “Not far.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. “It’s still too dangerous to stray far from the compound, but I hope you’ll still enjoy it.”

      She pulled the door shut and took the hand he was holding out for her. “I know I will.”

      He chuckled, and the tingles and belly flips grew even stronger.

      “Your faith in me is humbling,” he said and led her to the elevator.

      She squeezed his hand. “I enjoy everything we do together.”

      He glanced at her, and his expression grew intense. “Being with you is the very best part of my day.”

      Her knees actually wobbled at those words, and heat washed her skin.

      Did he really mean it?

      They walked on, and he hit the button for the control room.

      “How do you feel about flying?” His gaze searched hers.

      “Flying? Like in a plane?”

      “I do fly a plane, actually, not that I’ve needed to use it in a while, but I meant flying…with me.”

      Holy shit. “Really?”

      “Do you remember me bringing you here?”

      “Not really.”

      He squeezed her hand lightly. “All the more reason to give it a go.”

      She couldn’t contain her grin. “I’d love that.”

      “Good,” he muttered, his eyes glittering.

      The doors slid open and he led her from the elevator into the control room and out to the balcony.

      He tugged off his shirt and tucked it into the back of his jeans, and Luna struggled to keep her hands to herself and not to run them all over his bare chest. That was something else she was enjoying. Touch. Like her sweater and Gunner’s skin.

      Before she came here, her world had been all about the hunger she lived with. She barely noticed the texture of something, the temperature.

      Everything was so much brighter now. Clearer.

      “You okay with me carrying you, love?” Gunner asked.

      She was. It was shocking how much her feelings had changed in such a short time. “Yes.”

      He closed the space between them, and with a grin he scooped her into his arms. “Hold on tight.”

      She flung her arms around his neck as his wings sprang from his back, instantly moving, catching the air, and lifting them off the balcony.

      “Okay?” Gunner asked as they went higher.

      She nodded, smiling, but knowing her eyes must have been as round as saucers.

      Gunner shot higher, and she clung tighter to him, burying her face in the crook of his neck, and laughed like crazy. She heard and felt Gunner chuckle, and she loved it. Loved the deep, raspy sound. It gave her those same tingles across her skin.

      “Look down,” he said gruffly.

      She laughed again and shook her head. “You’re trying to scare me.”

      “Are you scared?” he asked against her ear.

      She breathed in his scent, the fragrant skin of his throat, and everything in her calmed. She shook her head. “No.” I’m never scared when I’m with you.

      “Then look, love.”

      Lifting her head, she looked down at the compound, at the area around it, and gasped. “We’re so high.” She looked up. “And the stars seem so close, like I could reach out and touch one.”

      “Do you like it?” he asked, pressing his lips to her hair.

      What would they feel like on her lips? Warm or cool? Were they soft or firm? That scar through the upper one intrigued her. “Like it? I love it.”

      They flew around for a while longer. Zooming high and then plummeting, making her belly flip in a different way. Luna laughed and screamed and begged him to stop, then begged him to do it again. And Gunner laughed as well. His was deep and low, and she loved it all so much she couldn’t wipe the smile from her face.

      Eventually, though, he lowered them to the roof of the compound. His large hand sliding to the back of her neck and squeezing gently before he released her. If she still breathed, that touch alone would have stolen the wind right out of her lungs. Now she was aware of how different things felt against her skin. She was hungry for it, for touch, for the sensation of different textures, greedy for the warmth of Gunner’s skin, the coolness of his hands, like now, after he’d been flying.

      He reached back for his shirt.

      “Wait,” she said, the words flying from her mouth before she knew they were coming.

      He paused, brow scrunching. “What is it?”

      She bit her lip.

      “You can ask me anything, you know that, love,” he said, watching her carefully.

      She did, he’d made sure of it, and right then she wanted this more than anything. Her fingers actually tingled from wanting it so bad. “Can I…will you let me touch your wings?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Maybe Luna shouldn’t have asked? Gunner’s expression had shifted. And she’d never seen that look on his face before.

      His wide chest expanded sharply, and he nodded. Just that.

      She didn’t understand his reaction or the look in his eyes, but she couldn’t resist moving closer so she could touch either. His cheeks had darkened, and each exhale sounded rougher. As much as she wanted to know how his beautiful wings felt, she didn’t want him to do something he wouldn’t like.

      “Are you sure? You’re breathing faster. You don’t like them being touched?”

      “It’s not that,” he said, his voice tight. “No one’s ever…touched them before.”

      “Why?”

      He cleared his throat. “Letting someone put their hands on my wings, it’s an act of total and complete trust.” He clenched and unclenched his fists. “And they’re…yeah, they’re highly sensitive. Touching someone’s wings is…it can be intimate.”

      “Oh.” Now she wished she hadn’t asked. The last thing she wanted was to make him uncomfortable. “I’m sorry. I won’t—”

      “Please,” he said suddenly. “Please, Luna, I want you to.”

      The belly swirls went crazy. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.”

      One word but said so low her knees did that wobbly thing again. “You’re positive?”

      He dipped his chin.

      Okay. She moved around him slowly until she was at his back. Anyone would feel vulnerable having someone behind them, but even more so for a warrior like Gunner.

      “I’m going to touch you now,” she said.

      His wings were bronze, flecked with delicate strands of gold. “They’re so incredibly beautiful, Gunner,” she whispered as she lifted her hand to one of the arches that rose high from his back.

      The tips of her fingers made contact, dancing gently along the arch, and his head dropped forward.

      “Am I…does it hurt?”

      “No,” he said, voice strained.

      His feathers were incredibly silky, and she slid her hand higher. His big body shuddered. “Gunner?”

      “It feels good, love. B-better than I ever imagined.”

      The idea that she could make him feel good…yeah, she liked that. So much so her skin flushed hot. And the feel of his smooth wings, delicate and exquisite, made her greedy for more. She brushed over the other arch and down the side, over and over, while Gunner shuddered and moaned softly.

      When she moved her hand back to the center of his back to start all over again, he stepped away suddenly. “I think we should…um, stop now.”

      When he turned to her, his eyes were dark, his cheeks were pink, and his skin was covered in goose bumps.

      “But you liked it?”

      “Yeah—" He cleared his throat again. “I liked it a lot.” His wings vanished, and he tugged his shirt on. “I, uh…have a surprise for you. I think we should get to that now.”

      A surprise?

      He motioned behind her, and she turned.

      There was a table with a red cloth over it. Gunner strode over and pulled it away. Several little cakes and what looked like chocolate in different colored wrappers sat in a bowl.

      “What’s this?” she asked as she moved toward him. When he was there, she was always drawn into his orbit. Not getting close to him was an impossibility.

      “Now that I know you can eat food as well”—he grinned—“that you have a sweet tooth, I thought I’d share a few of my favorites with you for dessert.”

      His grin morphed into an uncertain smile that didn’t just make her legs feel funny, it made all of her feel weak and shaky. “Heh, so that’s why you taste so good? Your dessert addiction,” she said, trying to tease him, to not show how his small gesture made her dead heart feel as if it had expanded in her chest.

      He didn’t need to do this, any of this. No one ever had before. And as for surprises, she’d only ever had the bad kind.

      Yet here they were, on a rooftop, with a table covered in treats for her, after flying through the night sky in his arms.

      Gunner had grown still, and when her gaze hit his, his nostrils flared and his amber eyes glowed.

      She quickly looked away. “So, uh…what do we have here?”

      He came around and pulled a chair out for her. She sat, and he drew the other seat close to her and sat as well. “I thought we’d start with a cream puff.”

      He pulled a plate closer. It had a pastry on it, covered in powdered sugar and obviously filled with cream.

      “Have you had one before?” he asked.

      “No. Spencer used to occasionally buy me chocolate bars when he bought food for…” She cleared her throat. She didn’t want to say his name, let alone think about that bastard right now. Her stomach cramped, a craving starting to grow just from having him in her head. How could she want his blood so badly when it hurt her, when it made her sick? Why did she still want it?

      She shoved that fucker from her head. “Before, I knew if something was sweet, but my senses were so…narrow that I couldn’t really taste it. That’s changed since I’ve been here, with you.”

      “So everything’s new?”

      “Yep,” she said, trying to sound okay, to be okay, when the truth of what she’d missed, what she’d been through, hurt like hell.

      He shifted in his seat. “So not just taste?”

      She licked her lips, forcing herself to look him in the eyes when she wanted to look away, to run away. He must think she was such a freak. “Um, no. Touch and scent, and temperature, too.”

      He made a rough sound as his fingers curled into a fist. “Azel, his blood, that fucker messed with you, love, in a lot of ways.”

      He had. His blood was poison. He was poison.

      Gunner’s big frame shifted again, and he slowly uncurled his fingers, in obvious effort. “So what do you like? Now that you can experience those things?”

      She smiled at him, thankful he’d changed the subject, and took the lifeline he’d offered. “I like to be warm, and I like sweets,” she said, motioning to the table. “I like soft things, like this sweater.” She grabbed one of his rough-skinned hands and brought it to her shoulder to feel. “See? So soft.” Gunner ran his hand over it, over her shoulder, and down her arm, then took her hand. He squeezed her fingers. “And I like touch. I’m surprised, honestly. I never did before. It used to make me feel…” Sick to my stomach. Like she wanted to stab someone. She shook her head and forced a smile. “When you touch me, I don’t feel the way I used to. I like it. I like the way it makes me feel, here.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “And here.” Then her stomach. “And I get goose bumps.”

      Gunner had gone still again. He swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing, and his smile was tight. “Glad as fuck to hear that.”

      Silence fell between them, and his gaze moved over her face. After several long seconds, and desperate to break the tension, Luna reached for a pastry.

      Gunner swiped it away from her with a gritty laugh. “Hold up, Miss Sweet Tooth. We’re sharing this one. I might be a nice guy, but I’m not that nice.”

      He was that nice. He’d proven it from the moment he pulled her from the basement and brought her here. He tore it in half, shoving his portion into his mouth. She expected him to hand her the other half, instead, he held it to her lips. “Try it. The cream is lightly sweetened.”

      The scent was most definitely sweet, but also slightly salty, and there was no missing the richness of the cream. So, so tempting. Without thought, Luna leaned in. Her hunger for new tastes and sensations pulling her in as if she were a toddler trying something for the first time.

      She took a bite.

      Cream coated her tongue, and her taste buds exploded to life. She moaned. “Oh, wow.”

      Gunner’s Adam’s apple bobbed again. “Yeah?”

      Nodding, she leaned in and took another bite. “It’s amazing. You have excellent taste.” Then she wrapped her hand around his and brought his fingers closer, taking the last little morsel. There was cream on his fingers, and without thought, she swiped her tongue over one, but she didn’t get it all, so giggling, she pulled the first finger into her mouth and sucked it clean, then licked powdered sugar off the next two.

      A rumbling, repetitive sound had her looking back up. Gunner was watching her with black eyes. His cheeks were dark and his nostrils were flaring.

      The sound was coming from him.

      “Sorry.” She quickly dropped his hand, inwardly cringing. “I’m so used to being close to you, you know, with the feeding and everything. I shouldn’t have done that. I mean, boundaries, right?” she blurted. “I’m still, you know, working all that stuff out.”

      Her face was hot as hell, and the urge to hide was near overwhelming.

      The breath he released was shaky. “You don’t need to be sorry, love. And I have no boundaries where you’re concerned. None.”

      None? So what? She could literally say or…do anything to him and he’d let her? The sound grew louder. “What’s that sound, Gunner, and why are your eyes like that?”

      “My eyes are like this because my demon likes you. That sound is him purring.”

      “You speak about that part of yourself as if he’s a separate being.” Knights were half angel, half demon, she’d learned this from Azel, but the way he spoke about it was confusing.

      “We are, kind of. As you can imagine, those two sides of myself go together about as well as oil and water. We fight sometimes, and times, like now, we are in complete agreement.” His hand went to his chest. “That’s why I have the brand. It was given to me by angels. All knights have them. It stops us from entering Hell, so our demon half can’t corrupt us.”

      “I never realized.” She stared into those black eyes and bit her lip, not sure how she felt about it.

      “My demon isn’t like the ones you’re used to. He…we, would never hurt you. I promise you that.”

      Luna stared deeper into his eyes, and Gunner let her, remaining still while she studied him. And though his eyes were almost all black, they were still soft, there was still warmth. No, she had nothing to fear from Gunner’s inner demon. The sound grew louder. “Why is it…why are you purring?”

      “Because we both like you. And we both really liked what you just did.”

      There went the belly flutters again. “When I sucked your fingers?”

      His cheeks grew even darker. “Yes.”

      “Why?” she whispered.

      “Just like you, I like the feel of…certain things.”

      “And that felt nice? Like my sweater?” She felt like a damned naive idiot. But touch and the emotions and feelings that came with them were still a mystery she was unraveling, and sometimes she had to ask for help.

      He shook his head. “Better than your sweater.”

      Better than her sweater? Now she wanted to know what it felt like. And hey, he did say he had no boundaries where she was concerned. Swiping her finger through the cream of another dessert, she held it out. “Show me.”

      More shifting in his seat and his jaw tightened. “You want me to—”

      “Suck my finger,” she said, lifting the digit to his lips, desperate to know if he was right.

      He remained still for several moments, then wrapped his hand around hers and brought her cream-covered finger to his parted lips. He sucked it deep, and Luna knew her eyes were wide, but she couldn’t help it. The flutters in her belly reached new heights, and when he swirled his tongue around her finger and sucked more firmly, something tugged even lower.

      Heat washed over her skin, and she suddenly had the urge to squeeze her thighs together. So she did. She also made a whimpering sound, a desperate, greedy sound she’d never made before in her life.

      Gunner released her hand, and she pulled her finger free, blinking up at him, not sure exactly what she was feeling.

      “Well?” he asked, his voice deeper and grittier than she’d ever heard it. “Better than your sweater?”

      “Y-yes,” she said, her voice husky. “Better than my sweater.”
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        * * *

      

      Luna lay beside Gunner in her bed.

      After feeding her sweets, they’d come back to her room and he’d offered her his vein the way he did every night. She’d accepted, of course. She couldn’t stop herself. She was drinking from his throat tonight, her favorite spot to drink from for several reasons. She could press the entire front of her body to his, and also, the way he cupped the back of her head, sometimes pressing his mouth to her hair, sometimes breathing in her scent was kind of wonderful.

      She enjoyed the hell out of all of it.

      “Don’t stop until you’ve had enough,” he said against her ear, his heavy, tattooed arm wrapped around her, taking his payment. It hadn’t taken her long to realize he’d only suggested holding her to make her feel better, to appease her guilt. There was no payment. The male gave and gave and demanded nothing in return. And every sweet thing he did cracked her protective shields a little more each time.

      She drew deep from his vein and her belly squirmed, the heat there swirling before dipping lower, the same way it had when he’d sucked her finger, hitting her between the thighs.

      She gasped against Gunner’s throat and squeezed her legs tighter together.

      That helped. It felt good, actually. So good.

      She wanted more of the feeling. But there was no way she could ask Gunner, he’d already given her so much. It didn’t matter that he said he had no boundaries.

      Asking him for more would be taking advantage. He’d already told her he didn’t want to have sex with her, and she was pretty sure what she was feeling had something to do with that.

      The urge to rub up against him grew.

      Control yourself.

      Pulling away, she licked the puncture marks she’d made in his skin. She wanted to keep feeding, but right then she didn’t trust herself and worried she’d end up doing something that would embarrass them both and make this sweet, kind male uncomfortable.

      When he rolled her to her back on the bed and kissed her forehead a little while later, then stood and headed for the door, she had to bite her lips together.

      Somehow, she stopped herself from asking him to stay.
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      “We need to do something now. The longer this fucker is out there, the more damage he can do,” Chaos said. His gaze slid to Silas. “Is there any way you can get a line on Azel? Do you guys have some kind of angel radar or some shit you can use to track him?”

      Silas’s jaw clenched, frustration written all over his face. “I’ve tried. I’m not strong enough, not anymore.”

      Gunner crossed his arms in an effort not to fucking punch something. Azel had been thrown out of Heaven as well, some of his powers stripped like Silas. But instead of lying low, the power-hungry angel had found a way to get them back, through Luna and her brother, and maybe others as well. “He’s aligned himself with Diemos. Luna isn’t safe until we find him and put him down.”

      “Yeah, they’re definitely BFFs,” Kryos said. “There’s no doubt with all the shit he’s pulled.”

      “Either that or he’s got plans to take over himself. Position himself as Diemos’s main man and control the demons already here.”

      Gunner growled. “Right now, we’re all just pulling theories out of our asses. I want him found, and I want him dead.” He glanced at Silas. “Will the angels help? One of their own has gone rogue.”

      Silas shook his head. “I doubt it. And there’s no chance they’d give me an audience to even ask.”

      “What the fuck did you do?” Lazarus asked. “Why are they so pissed at you? It has to be more than you just helping us out from time to time?”

      Silas crossed his arms. “I made a deal with the fates a long time ago. The angels found out.”

      Everyone stilled.

      Chaos frowned. “You fucked with fate?”

      Silas shifted in his big boots.

      “What kind of deal?” Chaos asked.

      Silas shrugged. “Everyone has two paths. I just made sure Zenon stayed on the right one.”

      Zenon went statue.

      In the past, Silas stayed tight-lipped about…fuck, everything. But he wasn’t restricted by the Heavens like he’d once been anymore.

      “The path that led me to Mia, that kept me here?” Zenon asked.

      “It’s fine. Not a big deal.”

      Zenon’s entire body shook. “Not a big deal?”

      Silas shoved his hands in his pockets and changed the subject. “So…what about Lucifer? Maybe he could help find Azel?”

      Zenon’s yellow gaze stayed locked on the angel, silently telling him this wasn’t over. They all owed Silas more than they ever knew, for what he’d done, what he’d given up for their brother.

      Lazarus cleared his throat. “If anyone can help, surely it’s Lucifer.”

      Zenon’s jaw tightened. “I’ll ask.” The male would do anything for his brothers, but Lucifer was not someone Zen wanted to encourage. The former king of Hell was also the king of TMI and loved sharing with his new grandson. Mia found his pictures and texts hilarious, Zenon not so much.

      He pulled his phone from his pocket, hit the number for Lucifer, and put it on speaker.

      The phone rang once. “Yo! Z-man! Holy shit, you called, you actually called. Was it the cat memes that wore you down or the sex stories? It was my sexploits, right?”

      Zenon rubbed a temple with one hand and shook his head. “Nope, definitely not that.”

      “Mia likes me. You need to listen to your mate, she has good taste. And I know it’s her picking my outfits when I send pics, and don’t try to tell me it isn’t, ’cause I know it is. By the way, she’s a fucking genius. I’ve gotten lucky every time I wear what she chooses.”

      She did choose. Gunner had seen Mia take Zenon’s phone from him and, giggling, send a reply.

      “Don’t want to talk about my mate with you, Lucifer…”

      “So this isn’t family business?”

      “No.”

      “Ha! You just admitted we’re family.”

      Zenon muttered a curse.

      “Adam, come back to bed,” a female voice echoed down the phone.

      “Be there in a minute, Bunny!” Lucifer chuckled. “Man, I love human women. They don’t try to kill you in your sleep.”

      “Adam?” Silas asked, saying what they were all thinking.

      “Don’t be an old woman, Si, we all gotta bust a nut from time to time. Even you, right? I’ve heard all about you and—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Silas bit out.

      They all turned to Silas, who avoided the questions in their eyes.

      Lucifer laughed, dark and rough. “Zipping my lips as we speak. And yes, Adam. You think a woman wants to come home with a dude called Lucifer? Humans have been force-fed bullshit about me since forever. Adam was a fucking Goody Two-shoes. Chicks love that shit.”

      “Okay, we’re getting off track here,” Chaos said. “We need to find a fallen angel. Can you help?”

      “Who?”

      “Azel.”

      Silence. “Azel?” His voice was like ice. “You sure?”

      “Yes,” Zenon said. “He’s working with Diemos.”

      Lucifer exploded into a string of curse words. “That motherfucker is supposed to be dead.”

      “He’s not,” Silas said. “And he’s found someone who can hide him.”

      “You can’t feel him at all?” Gunner asked.

      “Adam, hurry up!” the female voice called again.

      “For fuck’s sake, Bunny!” he yelled back. “I’ll be there in a minute. You and Fantasia start without me.”

      “Fucking hell,” Kryos muttered.

      “Jealous,” Lucifer said.

      “Can you feel him?” Zenon growled.

      “Can you feel him, Grandpa,” Lucifer said.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Zenon said.

      “Not even a little. And a promise that you’ll stop ignoring my texts.”

      Zenon ground his teeth, his eyes slicing to Gunner, then the rest of his brothers.

      “Say it,” Lucifer said.

      Zenon’s jaw worked. “I promise not to ignore your texts.”

      “Awesome. Now the other thing.”

      Their brother held the phone in a grip that made the thing groan. “Can you feel Azel…” he growled out again. “Grand…pa?”

      “Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      “Answer the fucking question.”

      “No,” Lucifer said. “I can’t.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Zenon’s chest expanded and he looked ready to commit murder. Zenon wasn’t the only one.

      “You were right, Silas, for once. Someone is hiding him. I’ve got nothing.”

      Gunner rubbed his hands over his cropped hair, close to losing his shit completely.

      “Can you keep trying?” Chaos asked.

      There was a beat of silence. “I’ll keep my feelers out for Azel. I’m fine if someone takes that piece of shit out, but there’s only so much I’m willing to do when it comes to this war. Look, I know Diemos is a fucking lunatic who wishes me dead, but he’s still my son. I love him and Zenon both. I can’t take sides in this. This whole thing has to play out without my interference.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Silas bit out.

      “As a heart attack, Si, but yeah, if I get a whiff of Azel, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thank you,” Chaos said.

      “All goods. Right, off to go fuck. Take care, boys. And don’t forget, Grandpa loves you, Z-man.” Then the phone went dead.

      “Helpful as always,” Lazarus snarled before his gaze slid to Gunner. “What about taking Luna into the city, like I did with Eve? Maybe he’ll sense her outside the compound wards and reveal himself.”

      “No fucking way.”

      The door to the control room opened and Luna walked in. A sweet-as-fuck smile curled her lips when she saw Gunner, her gorgeous eyes bright and lined with black liner, those pretty little fangs flashing. Jesus, he ached for her.

      “Okay, love?” he asked moving toward her. He’d planned on spending eternity moving toward her.

      “Yeah, I was just walking, wandering around really. Somehow, I ended up here.” Her gaze darted over his shoulder to the big males behind him.

      He knew why she ended up here. She’d spend eternity moving toward him as well, whether she understood it or not, whether she wanted to or not.

      “We were just talking about you, actually,” Chaos said.

      Luna did that wide-eyed slow blink she often did. “Oh?”

      Gunner spun to his brother. “It’s not happening.”

      Cool fingers curled around his forearm and squeezed lightly. Her skin was already dropping in temperature. She’d need to feed again soon. “What’s going on?”

      Gunner looked down at her. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

      She stepped to the side, so he wasn’t shielding her from Chaos anymore. “Why were you talking about me?”

      “Chaos, don’t,” he gritted out.

      She turned back to him then, her brow furrowed. “Please, I want to know.”

      What choice did he have? He hated lying to her. “We haven’t had any luck finding Azel…”

      She flinched.

      Fuck. He slid his hand around the back of her neck and held her firm, keeping his eyes locked on hers, keeping her right there with him. Letting her know he had her and he wasn’t fucking going anywhere.

      “Ronan’s power,” she said. “Whoever got it when Sir…killed my brother is protecting him.”

      “We thought that maybe if Gunner took you outside the compound, flew above the city, Azel might sense you, that maybe it would bring him out of hiding?”

      Gunner slid his thumb over the silky-smooth skin of her throat, getting her to look at him again. “You don’t need to do it, love. We’ll find him without your help.”

      “But it could take a lot longer. And Rocco’s female is still in Hell, and yes, time moves slower down there, but still that’s time we don’t have,” Chaos added.

      Alarm filled Luna’s gaze. “Rocco’s female’s in Hell?”

      “Yes, but you don’t need to…”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “Luna…”

      “I want to. The things I did for…Azel, were things that hurt you, all of you. I can’t take it back or make it up to you, but I’d like to help you now if I can.”

      Gunner’s chest felt too tight, he was breathing heavily, something close to panic taking hold. If he lost her again, he didn’t think he’d survive it this time. As if she sensed his fear, she moved forward, moved toward him.

      “It’s okay,” she said for his ears only and pressed into his side, her head going to his chest and breathing deep like she often did, taking in his scent. Comforting him and herself at the same time. Jesus, she broke him in two. But she didn’t stop there, her arms came around his waist and she squeezed tight. “It’s going to be okay, Gunner. You’ll keep me safe.”
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        * * *

      

      Later Luna stood just inside the control room, waiting to leave. It was dark outside and cloudy.

      Gloomy.

      She hugged herself, brushing her hands over the sweater she had on under her jacket. Gunner told her to dress warmly. He wasn’t here yet, and she took another step back as Gunner’s brothers moved to their mates. Only Grace wasn’t here, since she was already in the city with her crew, ready and waiting should the knights need backup.

      But Chaos and his mate would have shared a similar exchange as his brothers and their females when they parted.

      Luna tried to look away, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Lazarus and Eve, the way he threaded his fingers in her hair and took her mouth. The way Eve wrapped her arms around her mate as if she didn’t want to be parted from him. It made Luna’s chest feel hot and tight, a strange longing growing there.

      What would that be like? To be kissed like that? She’d seen humans kiss plenty of times and had been curious even then. Some kisses had been deep and consuming, like Lazarus and Eve’s, and some quick, a friendly show of affection.

      She assumed it had to be pleasurable. But having no concept of pleasure, she’d never really understood why they did it? But watching Gunner’s brothers now, the way Zenon looked at Mia like she was his entire world. The way Kryos curled an arm around Meredith and buried his face against her throat before whispering something in her ear—maybe she was beginning to understand.

      They had a connection, but it was more than that. It was as if they were two halves of the same whole and being parted physically hurt the other.

      The strange longing in her chest gripped tighter.

      “Ready, love?”

      She jumped, her face heating at being caught watching such private moments. She looked down, suddenly self-conscious. Sir had told her nearly every day that everything about her was ugly. A blood-sucking creature like her would never know what it was like to be someone’s missing half. And standing there beside Gunner, so handsome and kind, it hit her harder than she was prepared for. Than she had the ability to process.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      God, could he be any more wonderful? One day he’d find his missing half the way the rest of his brothers had. And that knowledge hurt.

      More reason for her to leave here as soon as the threat was gone. He’d find his female and move her into the compound, into his apartment. With a connection like the ones his brothers had with their mates, Gunner would forget all about her. He wouldn’t have time for her anymore.

      He sure as hell wouldn’t want to feed her.

      Pain lanced through her.

      But she’d always known she’d have to leave, right? And Spencer needed her, wherever he was.

      The knights rescued and trained demi-demons here before they left to start their own lives. They would expect her to do the same.

      A light weight pressed against her lower back. His hand. She looked up, and his worried gaze was focused on her.

      “Luna?”

      “I’m fine, just a little nervous, I guess.”

      His eyes softened, and she had to remind herself that this was his job; caring for her, being kind to her was all part of being a knight. Nothing more. Though, maybe they were friends as well. She hoped so.

      “I’ll be with you the entire time, and if you feel him, if we see him, you throw up your block, okay? You shield yourself from him the minute you feel him close.”

      She swallowed hard, painfully. “I will. I promise.”

      That steady touch to the small of her back stayed there as they walked toward the balcony where the knights had gathered.

      Gunner pulled off his shirt, tucking it in the back of his jeans, and without a word, he scooped her up in his arms and held her close to his chest.

      “Arms around my neck,” he said near her ear, making her shiver.

      She did as he asked, and the nerves in her stomach that had become unbearably strong at Gunner’s mention of Sir lessened. No, she hadn’t known this male long, but everything he’d done since he found her made it hard not to trust him—not to lean on him.

      The knights flew from the balcony, one at a time, and she tightened her hold on Gunner. Leaning on this male was a terrible idea. Relying on anyone but herself was a path right back to pain and regret. But she couldn’t help it. Being with Gunner was intoxicating.

      For so long she’d felt nothing, disconnected, empty, and every day she spent with Gunner she was learning more, experiencing more, feeling more.

      “You okay?” he asked as they moved away from the safety of the compound.

      She nodded against his chest, her throat too tight to speak. She was more than okay when she was with him. He held her tight, but he didn’t need to, she wasn’t sure she could let him go even if she wanted to.

      Yes, she should keep him at arm’s length, or at least try to—not easy when she was relying on him for blood—but she wasn’t going to. From the moment she saw him, she was drawn to him.

      Fighting it wasn’t an option right now, not while she was with him so much.

      And when she left, when this was over, it would hurt like hell. She had no doubt about that. But then, she was used to pain. What was a little more?

      They flew over the city, and Gunner gave her a small squeeze. “Lower your blocks, Luna.”

      Fear ignited in her veins, right down to her bones. There was no mistaking this feeling for anything else. What if Sir was strong enough to take her from the knights? What if he took her from Gunner and back to the hell she’d been living before?

      His mouth went to her ear. “I got you, Luna,” he rasped. “That fucker is not ever getting you back,” he said as if he could read her mind. “I won’t fucking let him.”

      She believed him at that moment; the conviction in his voice made it hard not to. So tightening her arms around him and burying her face against the crook of his neck, she squeezed her eyes closed and let her guard drop.

      Gunner’s arms flexed like the movement was involuntary, as if he felt it when she let her block drop. He cursed under his breath but didn’t say anything else as they began circling the city streets.

      Luna had expected Sir’s presence to immediately flood her, and when it didn’t, she forced herself to reach out with her senses.

      Nothing.

      She continued to try, even when everything in her recoiled at the idea. But Gunner never once loosened his hold on her, making sure she felt safe and protected, like he’d promised, and checked on her in that low rumbly voice at regular intervals.

      “We’ll do one more sweep,” he said after several hours of trying, and still no sign of Azel.

      Gunner signaled to Chaos.

      His brothers split up, heading in different directions, and Luna glanced over Gunner’s shoulder to the big male still flying behind them. He’d been there almost the entire time. “Rocco’s your brother as well, why doesn’t he live at the compound?”

      “He hasn’t been okay since Kyler was taken from him.”

      “I wish I knew how to bring her back.” The other male was suffering, and it was impossible to miss.

      “He was there when I found you. He’s made it his mission to help keep you safe.”

      She didn’t remember much of when Gunner found her, except wanting him, needing him.

      They flew over the lot where she’d lived with Azel, where the house had been at least. There were only charred remains there now. Azel had always moved them around a lot, but they’d been in that house for over a year.

      “Anything?” Gunner asked.

      She closed her eyes again and tried to concentrate.

      A vibration skated across her skin as they drew near.

      “I can feel…something, but it’s not strong enough to be him. He’s not here.”

      When Sir…Azel was close, she knew it. A shiver sliced through her even as that unwanted craving inside her tried to fire back to life.

      It scared her how quickly it grew. Feeding from Gunner every night had helped. In the morning Luna was fine, but by the end of the day, before she’d fed again, she felt it fighting to take hold of her once more. What would she do when she had to leave the compound? Where would she go? Who could she bear to feed from after Gunner?

      “Time to head back,” he said, rousing her from her thoughts. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”

      She nodded and clung to him as they headed back to the compound, Rocco veering off when Gunner gave him a signal.

      The idea of doing this again tomorrow sent fear through her all over again.

      But she’d do it. She’d help the knights however she could.

      She owed them everything.
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      They landed on the balcony off the control room, and Gunner lowered her to her feet, his wings vanishing as if they’d never been there. She itched to touch them again, to make his big body tremble. To give him pleasure.

      He cupped her face gently, tucking her hair behind her ear. “How’re you doing?”

      She remembered Lazarus kissing Eve before they left. He’d looked down at his mate with eyes soft like Gunner’s were now. She licked her lips. What would it be like if he leaned in and kissed her now? What would it feel like?

      “Luna?”

      She blinked up at him. “Sorry?”

      “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Good, I’m…good.”

      “Do you need to feed?”

      His voice dipped low when he said it. It always dipped low when he asked if she needed to feed. She didn’t know why, but she liked the way he sounded, even while she hated that she needed that from him, that she had to take from him. But after what happened when she hadn’t fed, when she’d tried to resist, it wasn’t like she had any other choice.

      She lowered her gaze to the floor, hiding her eyes again. They must be lighter now. Ugly. No, she hadn’t felt Azel tonight, but there’d been a shadow of him when they were near their old house and it had affected her.

      It coated her skin even now, like toxic ooze. She shuddered. “Yes…please.”

      He took her hand. “Come on.”

      She followed like a lost lamb, through the control room and down the stairs to her room. He sat on the bed, still shirtless from flying. The muscles in his chest twitched as he positioned himself, and Luna was drawn to him as she always was.

      His beautiful deep gold eyes lifted to her. “Where from tonight, love?”

      She swallowed as her gaze went to his strong throat. His scent was exquisite there, and she loved the sound of his low growls when she struck, when she took the first few pulls—the way he swallowed convulsively and his breaths quickened.

      Climbing onto the bed beside him, she sat on her knees. Her fangs tingled, had lengthened. “Are you okay with me drinking from your neck again?”

      “You can drink from anywhere you want.”

      His voice had a husky note to it. Yes, he liked it when she drank from him. But she wished he’d let her repay him in some way. Still, he asked for nothing in return, insisting that holding her was payment enough. Resting her hand on his shoulder, she leaned into the spot she liked best. “Ready?” she whispered.

      “Yes.”

      She struck, and his blood filled her mouth, rich, fragrant, and so impossibly good. A moan slipped out before she could stop herself. Azel's blood had tasted bitter and dark and…wrong. Gunner made her body sing, made her want to get closer, made her want to touch.

      Her hands moved over his chest all on their own. She whimpered and moaned and wriggled closer. She’d been doing it more with each feed, getting used to her body’s reaction to feeding from Gunner and finding it harder and harder to resist what it wanted.

      Gunner's hands were suddenly on her hips, holding her still. Had she been moving them? She ached between her thighs and wanted pressure there, needed it. She squeezed her legs together the way she had the last few nights, but the ache grew more intense and her breasts felt full and tight, her nipples tingling.

      “Fuck,” Gunner muttered, startling her.

      Oh shit, she’d taken more than enough blood, and more time had passed than she’d realized as she’d relished the feeling that feeding from Gunner gave her.

      She licked the puncture wound quickly. “Sorry…I’m sorry.”

      His fingers flexed against her hips. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Luna.” He cleared his throat. “But I better head back to my room.”

      He stood and Luna had to stop herself from reaching for him. “You can’t stay a little longer?” God, she sounded needy, pathetic, but he usually stayed for a while and held her afterward.

      Her handsome knight ran his hand over his short hair, cheeks flushed, chest pumping hard. “Not tonight, love, I just…I’m tired. You need anything, anything at all, come find me, okay?”

      “Because we’re friends, right?” She didn’t know why she asked, but she needed to hear it. She needed to know she was more than just another demi-demon to him, that she was more than that.

      His hands went to his hips, and his nostrils flared. “Yeah, Luna, we’re friends.”

      “And friends look out for each other, do things for the other when their friends need them.”

      His eyes darkened. “That’s exactly what they do. You need something from me?”

      She shook her head, not sure how to ask for what she wanted. How could she when she didn’t know exactly what it was? “No, I’m…I’m fine.”

      He stood there for several long seconds, then finally took a step back. “Okay, well, night, love.”

      “Night,” she whispered.

      Then he walked away and out the door.

      She wanted to call after him, beg him to come back. The restlessness inside her had only grown and she didn’t understand it, or why it made her want Gunner closer. Not just physically. In every way.

      She scrambled off the bed and paced, not knowing what to do with herself. In the end, she took a shower to try to ease whatever this was. But by the end of her shower, the feeling swirling inside her had grown worse.

      The hot water over her naked skin was now too much, something she had barely registered in the past. The way the soapy washcloth moved over her nipples made her shudder, and they were tight and tingly, the color darker than she’d ever seen before.

      Dressing was torture. The texture of fabric on her oversensitized skin had her moaning. And there was a longing inside her that she didn’t know what to do with, or how to make it stop.

      And one thought kept swimming around inside her head, over and over, until she couldn’t take it anymore, until she walked out of her room and up one flight of stairs to Gunner’s door.

      She knocked, her face flushed hot and her palms sweaty.

      The door opened, and she dragged in a breath, oxygen she no longer needed filling her lungs until the useless organ ached and she forced it back out. He was in track pants, low on his hips, and shirtless. His cropped hair was damp like hers. He’d had a shower. Why the thought of him naked and soapy like she’d just been had her dragging in another breath, she didn’t know.

      “Luna? What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      She licked her lips that she was sure were fuller from her biting them, biting at them to stop the tingle from just the thought of what she was going to ask. “You said we’re friends,” she blurted.

      He stilled. “We are. What’s going on?”

      “I feel…weird, and I don’t know what to…how to…”

      He grabbed her hand and gently pulled her into his apartment and closed the door. “Talk to me.”

      “Will you kiss me?” she rushed out.

      He went still again like he sometimes did, and the only sound was him swallowing. His Adam’s apple slid up, then down, and his brows lowered. “You want me to kiss you?”

      “I think so, yes.”

      “You think so?” he asked in that impossibly deep, husky version of his voice that she couldn’t seem to get enough of.

      “I can’t stop thinking about the way Lazarus kissed Eve goodbye. It made me feel restless, and I…I can’t go to sleep until I know what a kiss feels like.”

      His massive arms crossed over his chest. “When you think about it, who do you imagine kissing you? Lazarus? Or me?”

      “You,” she said without hesitation, then quickly added, “Because we’re friends. Friends kiss, right?”

      “Not the way Laz and Eve kiss.”

      “What would a friend kiss be like?” she asked as her hands trembled.

      Gunner moved closer. “You want me to show you a friend kiss?”

      She nodded. “Yes.” She wasn’t an idiot. Of course she knew couples kissed one way and friends kissed another way. She wasn’t blind. What she didn’t understand was this feeling inside her. What was it? And how did she make it stop?

      His gaze slid from hers, moving to her cheek, and then he leaned in and pressed a soft kiss there, lingering for just a couple of seconds before lifting his head again.

      “How was that?”

      She blinked up at him. “Nice, I guess…quick.”

      His lips curled a little on one side. “You didn’t like it?”

      “No, I liked it, but it wasn’t anything like Laz and Eve’s kiss.” She’d just said that out loud, hadn’t she? Her face grew hot. She’d lost all damn control over her mouth and what came out of it apparently.

      He licked his lips and tilted his head to the side. “Do you think you’d like to try a kiss like that?”

      She would, that’s exactly what she wanted. Her mouth was suddenly bone dry. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “Is that what you want, Luna?” he asked again, his tone almost demanding.

      She chewed her lip, hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. “You’d do that?”

      “Yes.”

      She wanted that, badly. She wanted Gunner’s lips on hers, to feel the way Eve had while it was happening, all breathless and happy. That’s how she’d looked anyway.

      You’re so ugly, little dhampir.

      Ice slid down her spine and she took a step back.

      How could she put Gunner through that? She should never have come to his room. He’d done so much for her already. She swallowed down the pain. “God, I’m sorry for putting you in this situation, Gunner. I’m taking advantage of your kindness. I’m not sure what came over me.”

      “Luna—”

      She took another step back, which felt wrong, so wrong. “I know I’m…ugly and my eyes are unnatural and creepy to look at and you’ve had to endure me feeding off you every night. You must think I’m so fucking selfish asking for more. It’s just that I’ve never been kissed before, and it looked really nice, and I’ve been feeling so strange, and I’m…drawn to you in a way that confuses me and I couldn’t sleep, so I came here and—”

      “Shhh,” he said as he closed the space between them, his jaw working and his eyes almost black again. “Don’t…do not say another fucking word, Luna.”

      She blinked up at him, stunned. His arm curled around her waist and he tugged her in close, pressing his big body against hers. He was trembling. Her knight was trembling so hard she felt it.

      “Gunner—”

      “Shhh,” he said again and shook his head.

      He closed his eyes and took several long, slow, deep breaths, and when he opened his eyes again, they weren’t as dark, she could see the golden flecks among the amber.

      “Azel told you, you were ugly? That your eyes were unnatural?”

      She nodded since he obviously did want her to speak right then.

      “I’m gonna back up to that in a minute, but first I’m gonna tell you this again. I don’t endure you feeding from me, I fucking love it. I like being able to give that to you. And I sure as fuck don’t think you’re selfish, not in any way.” His hand cupped her face, and he looked deep into her eyes. “Now we’re gonna circle back to the first thing you said, okay?”

      “Okay,” she whispered, caught in his gaze.

      He took another one of his deep, shaky breaths. “You, Luna, are the most beautiful female I have ever laid eyes on. Ever. To me, you are fucking perfect. That is not bullshit. I’m not just saying that shit to make you feel better. I’m saying it because it’s the truth. Do you believe me?”

      Could he really see her that way?

      “Do you believe me?” he repeated.

      His gaze was so intense, so earnest, she could almost believe him. God, she wanted to. She wanted it to be true so badly.

      “Luna?”

      She nodded, giving this kind male what he wanted. Her eyes stung the way they did before she cried. He was trying to make her feel better, and she couldn’t bear to disappoint him.

      “As for your eyes? Ever since I first saw you when we came for Grace…” He brushed her temple with his thumb. “I dreamed about these stunning violet eyes, Luna. Dreamed night after night about them, and when I found you and you looked into mine, I knew it was you, instantly. My dream girl. And fuck, love, I can’t tell you how happy, how relieved I was that you were still alive.”

      “I don’t know if I am…alive,” she whispered, her skin flushing and tingles igniting all over her body. She was surprised she’d managed to speak after the things he’d just said, with the way her entire body was reacting to his beautiful, kind words.

      He chuckled, but the sound was pained. “You’re here with me, warm and perfect, and talking and moving. That’s all I give a fuck about.”

      His words stripped down her walls, layer by layer. What could she say to that?

      “I’m going to kiss you now, not on your cheek, not like a friend, but like a male kisses his female. Do you know why that is, Luna?”

      She stared up at him, belly fluttering wildly, palms sweaty, chest warm and flippy, and shook her head, because she knew what he was about to say was going to shake her to the soles of her feet. “No.”

      “Because you are mine. Mine, Luna. Do you understand?”

      She shook her head again, even as everything inside her felt as if it exploded, but not in a painful way, in a wonderful way. Which didn’t make any sense, but that’s exactly how it felt.

      He huffed out a sound that was half grunt, half laugh. “You will, I promise.”

      Then he cupped the back of her head and leaned in. For a moment, his mouth lingered above hers, then finally, he pressed his lips against hers. His were warm and soft, but firm as well, and forget tingles, electric zaps shot all over her body, from her lips down her arms, through her belly, between her thighs, and down to her curled toes.

      Gunner moaned and tilted his head as he moved his mouth over hers. His beard tickled her skin, and she grabbed for purchase. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, so all she could do was wrap her arms around him and hold on as her knees went weak, threatening to give out on her completely.

      And just when she didn’t think it could get any better, he swiped his tongue over her lower lip, the way she did every night over the puncture wounds she made in his skin. She moaned and her mouth kind of just…opened, and she did the same back to him.

      He made that low, vibrating sound he said was his demon purring and kissed her deeper, his tongue licking into her mouth, tasting her, and she tasted back, stroking his tongue with her own.

      His hand stayed at the back of her head, fingers buried in her hair the way Azel used to do when she’d fed from him. But it didn’t feel the same. Gunner wasn’t tugging, controlling, instead he was gentle, his fingers moving in a restless way that felt really good.

      His other hand slid to her lower back, and he tugged her in tight to his body. She gasped into his mouth when she felt a hard ridge against her belly. She’d never thought much about that part of a man’s body, not even when Azel had taken her during feeding. She’d felt nothing, had just been glad that he was taking his payment so he wouldn’t use it against her later.

      Now she was…curious.

      She pushed her body against him as well, and when that didn’t appease her curiosity, she reached down and cupped his thick length.

      He jerked back with a hiss.

      She froze. “Sorry, I’m not sure why I did that. I was just…I was curious.”

      He was doing that fast breathing thing again.

      “It’s fine.” He was trembling harder as well. “I wasn’t expecting it, that’s all. But I think we should take things slow, yeah?”

      “What things?” she said as she moved back in, resting her hands on his chest because she needed to touch him.

      “I’ll explain, I promise.” His gaze was dark again and searched hers. “Did you like it, the second kiss?”

      “Yeah, I liked it.” Like wasn’t anywhere near a big enough word, though. She wanted to make him understand. “I felt zaps all over my body, but they were really good zaps. My nipples are still tingling and between my thighs is…”

      “I think I should take you back to your room now,” he growled low.

      “Why? I want to keep kissing. I thought you liked it, too?” she said, unable to hold anything back or filter her words.

      He groaned, and it sounded pained. “I do. I want to keep kissing you as well, love, I can’t tell you how much I want that. But yeah, we need to take it slow, and we need to talk before this goes any farther. So tonight, you’ll go back to your room, and tomorrow we’ll talk, okay?”

      She had no idea what he was talking about. He was serious, though, but honestly, all she could think about was him telling her that he wanted to keep kissing her. “Are you sure we can’t keep kissing?”

      He muttered a curse, took her hand, and led her out into the hall and back to her room. When they got there, he leaned in and pressed his lips to hers again, giving her a kiss that wasn’t a friend kiss but wasn’t like the one they’d had in his apartment either. It was really nice, but she still wanted another one of those deep kisses.

      “When we get back tomorrow night, we’ll talk,” he said to her.

      “What about?”

      He chuckled. “I’ll tell you tomorrow when we get back.”

      “Hmm.” She’d be worried if he didn’t look so happy about whatever they needed to talk about. “Will I like this conversation you have planned?”

      He chuckled again and pressed a kiss to her forehead, which should probably feel like a friend kiss, but didn’t either. “I fucking hope so.”

      “Fine, I’ll wait.”

      He took a step back, grinning. “Night, love.”

      “Night, Gunner.”

      He grinned wider, then backed up several more steps, turned, and walked away.

      Luna watched until he disappeared into the stairwell.

      Then she forced herself to go inside her room and not run after him and beg for more of his wonderful kisses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Luna watched Grace carefully and tried to imitate her moves.

      The other demi in the room didn’t seem to be having any trouble following her instruction.

      Grace did a combination of punches, followed by a kick. Luna tried and almost fell on her ass. The other female had come to her room earlier and asked if she wanted to join them training. The idea of being able to defend herself sounded damn good. But so far, she absolutely sucked at it.

      Mia, who was closest to her, gave her a little nudge with her elbow. “You’re doing great, seriously. We all fell on our asses when we first started this class.”

      Luna wasn’t so sure about that. Mia was probably just trying to be kind. And as Grace ran through the next combination of moves, her anger and frustration grew.

      Her face heated when she stumbled again. What the hell was she doing here?

      You’re making sure you’ll never be controlled and used ever again.

      Yeah, well, it sounded good in theory. It was the in-practice part she was failing miserably at.

      She looked down in surprise when Mia curled her fingers around Luna’s and tugged her toward the back of the room. “I’ll show you.”

      Her humiliation heightened, but she followed. She wanted to do this, goddammit. She wanted to be able to fight, to defend herself.

      She’d seen Grace and her crew of demi fight many times while she’d hidden in the shadows, doing Azel's dirty work, and now she was envious of their skill. So instead of pulling away and fleeing, she nodded at the beautiful redhead. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” Mia smiled back. “This stuff didn’t come naturally to me. Grace has that sleek, lean build, perfect for fighting. I, on the other hand, have curves, a lot of them. It took me a little longer to get used to moving my body in ways I never had before. Eve’s the same. We got booty and we like it.”

      Luna chuckled. “I most definitely have booty.”

      Mia grinned. “Us booty babes need to stick together. The more you do these moves, the stronger you’ll become, and the easier it’ll get. Believe me, I’m super uncoordinated, but Zenon worked with me as well, and now I can kick ass. So will you.”

      “You think so?” Luna hated the desperate note to her voice, but she wanted this. She hadn’t realized how much until she walked in and was confronted by a room full of determined demi capable of beating the shit out of a scum-sucking demon.

      “I know so.”

      “Do you go out with Grace and fight?”

      She shook her head, something moving through her eyes. “No…not yet. Zenon isn’t overly excited about the idea. Eve and Meredith want to as well, but our mates are…protective.”

      It must be nice to have someone care about them like that.

      Had her mother cared about her once?

      The strongest memory she had of her mother was the way she’d died. And Ronan, well, he’d been a child as well. She struggled to remember him sometimes too.

      “Maybe you could get Gunner to help with your training?” Mia said.

      At the mention of his name, she instantly remembered the way he’d kissed her, and her face heated again. “He’s already done so much, I wouldn’t like to ask.”

      “He wouldn’t mind,” Mia said, smiling warmly. “In fact, I think he’d love it.”

      “I don’t know, maybe I could ask.”

      Mia squeezed her hand. “I think you should, but until then, I’m happy to work with you, and I know Grace would be more than happy to as well. Eve, Meredith, James, and I have a class with Grace on our own a couple times a week. You’re more than welcome to join us. You can go at your own pace.”

      Warmth built behind Luna’s ribs, taking her by surprise. “Thank you.”

      “Hey, we’re sisters, remember? No need for thanks.”

      She didn’t understand why they were all so nice to her. Why they had singled her out, of all people?

      Mia gave her another little nudge. “Okay, let’s run through a few moves. We’ll go slow until you get the hang of it, then pick up the pace.”

      Luna nodded, determined to master this.

      Half an hour later, the room had cleared out, all except for Luna and Mia.

      Grace had come over and given Luna a few pointers before she left, and had shooed everyone else out, thankfully. Now both Mia and Luna were red-faced and sweaty. Mia hadn’t let her stop until she ran through without a mistake, and it boosted her confidence.

      Of course, that’s why Mia had been so persistent, and Luna was more grateful than she could say. She was getting it. She was actually getting it.

      The door opened as Luna was doing a step-forward-and-jab move, and she and Mia both glanced over. Gunner and Zenon walked in, pausing just inside the door.

      “What’s going on?” Zenon asked his mate, his yellow gaze moving over her.

      Mia walked to him immediately and wrapped her arms around his waist, looking up at him. “Luna and I were training.”

      Luna would have probably found the male’s yellow eyes unsettling if her own hadn’t been so unusual. She was used to the looks by humans when she’d occasionally let herself be seen, even a few demons had looked at her funny. So no, she wasn’t afraid of the way he looked, tattoos, scars, and all. Outward appearance didn’t bother her, not after living with demons most of her life.

      But the vibe he threw off, that was something else. She’d felt it the first time she’d seen him months ago. It screamed don’t come any closer, and Luna heeded it now, staying back when she felt that familiar pull toward Gunner.

      One of Zenon’s hands slid up Mia’s back and into her hair. “You’ve been training hard,” he said, still looking into his mate’s eyes.

      She reached up and cupped his face. “Stop worrying. I’m not going to run off and join Grace’s crew.”

      He made a rough growly sound.

      Mia shook her head and glanced back at Luna. “I’ll let you know when we have our next training session.”

      “I’d like that.” Luna tried not to react as Gunner moved closer to her, but it was impossible, especially after his kissing demonstrations last night.

      Mia took her mate’s hand. “Come on, I need to shower.”

      Zenon made a deep, throaty sound and lifted her off her feet and carried her out of the room. And suddenly Luna wasn’t sure what to do. Usually, she would have stepped closer for a hug, desperate to get near Gunner. But after their kiss, she felt…unsure.

      “No hug?” Gunner said as if he’d read her mind.

      She turned to him immediately, relief that he still wanted that from her, that she could touch him. Because she always wanted to touch him.

      He wrapped his arms around her. “That punch was perfect, by the way.”

      She pressed her face to his chest. “Mia’s a good teacher.” He rubbed her back, and she sighed. “I’m sorry I’m all sweaty.”

      “Doesn’t bother me.”

      “I probably stink.”

      “Nope, you smell delicious as always.”

      She tipped her head back. “Delicious?”

      His nostrils flared. “Oh yeah, I’m fighting not to sneak a little taste of you now.”

      The ache she’d been getting between her thighs sparked back to life. “If you want to taste me, I don’t mind.”

      Gunner groaned and chuckled. “Female, you’re killing me.”

      She smiled. His chuckles were infectious. “How am I killing you?”

      He didn’t answer, just tucked her hair behind her ear, his gaze locked on hers.

      “Are you going to kiss me again?” she asked, because the more he looked at her that way, the more she wanted him to.

      “Do you want me to?”

      She licked her lips. “Yes…but do you want to?”

      “I haven’t been able to think about anything but the way your lips felt under mine last night.”

      Okay, she liked that. She liked that a hell of a lot. “Do it, then.”

      He chuckled again. “What if I start and I can’t stop?”

      “I’m okay with that.”

      His head tipped back and he laughed, a deep, throaty rumble. It was beautiful. Could a laugh be beautiful? Gunner’s was. She couldn’t look away as her hands slid up to his chest so she could feel it as well.

      When he looked back down at her, his eyes glittered with amusement. “Okay, love. But you need to tell me what kind of kiss you want.”

      “I think you know,” she said, suddenly finding it hard to look him in the eye.

      He cupped her jaw and tilted her head back. “Tell me.”

      She swallowed several times as she met his gaze again and forced herself to say it, to find the courage to ask for what she wanted. And like Mia with the training, perhaps that was the point. “I want a kiss where my body is pressed against yours, so it’s not just your lips on me, but all of you. The one where you opened your mouth and your tongue slid against mine…”

      The growl that came from him was unexpected, and before she could say any more, he tipped her head back and brought his mouth down on hers.

      A gentle brush of lips, once, twice, three times.

      More, she wanted more.

      Then he gave it to her. He pressed his thumb down on her chin, opening her mouth, and his tongue swept inside. Her arms slid around his neck, and he tugged her closer, his huge frame bending over her, arching her back as he kissed her more deeply.

      His mouth was a demand against hers, and she loved it. She’d never felt this good in her life. She copied his movements, moving her tongue against his until she no longer had to think about it. In the end, she didn’t have to think about any of it, she just felt, letting her mouth do what it wanted because it seemed to know what to do all on its own.

      Gunner’s arm spasmed around her before it went loose and he lifted his head, eyes black, chest heaving. “Christ, you’re good at that.”

      “Really?” She smiled wide, so wide her cheeks hurt. Happy. She was so incredibly happy.

      “Yes,” he said and rubbed a hand over his hair. “You make me forget myself, where I am, who I am. Christ, every damn thing.”

      “Since I’ve never kissed anyone but you, that has to mean I’m a natural.” She was smiling like crazy. She had to look ridiculous, but she couldn’t stop, and right then didn’t care if she looked like an idiot.

      Gunner tugged her back to him, hugging her before kissing the top of her head. “I guess so. Come on, let’s go before I start kissing you again.”

      “And who could blame you?”

      He laughed again as he led her from the room, and Luna couldn’t take her eyes off him while he did.

      “You need to change, maybe eat something before we go back out tonight. You like pancakes?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He kept her tucked in close to his body and led her down the hall. “Let’s find out.”
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      Dread filled Scarlet as she rushed down the hall. Something was wrong. She didn’t know how she knew it, but an awful feeling, dark and hollow, had gripped her since she woke. And the closer she got to Tobias’s cell, the worse it got, as if a cold, shadowed claw was reaching up and squeezing the frantically beating muscle behind her ribs.

      She paused when she reached the door. There was more than one leathren demon hanging around outside. The demons were feasting on pain, on Tobias’s pain.

      Oh god, what had they done to him? She shoved the door open and rushed inside.

      The sob that had already been climbing her throat burst from her at the sight of Tobias’s battered and bleeding body. Every day it got worse, every day they took him closer and closer to death.

      She rushed to his side. He wasn’t chained to the wall today, no, they had him on a slab of curved stone. He was on his back, chained down so tight, his entire body was bowed brutally.

      Falling to her knees, she cupped his face. “I’m here,” she whispered as tears streamed down her face. “I’m here.”

      Another day, maybe two, and she wouldn’t be able to bring him back. There would be no repairing the damage his demon tormentors had done.

      “Please, open your eyes, speak to me. I can’t lose you, my love, I can’t lose you, not again…”

      The endearment slipped from her lips without thought, and the big male stirred. She stilled, blinking down at him in confusion. Again? Why had she said that?

      Tobias coughed, and blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. Frantically, she dipped her rag in her little bowl and began moving it over the deep, gruesome cuts in his skin. God, she could see bone…organs.

      It was too much. He’d been hurt too badly for her ministrations to help. But she had to try. There was no holding back her sobs as she dipped her rag in the bowl’s healing liquid and wrung it out over the worst of the wounds. With a fierce cry, she yanked at the unforgiving chain pinning down his arms, but it didn’t budge. His breathing was shallow and so slow she kept waiting for it to stop altogether.

      Dragging the back of her hand over her eyes, she picked up the bowl and began to pour its contents, slowly and carefully, over his wounded body, something she’d never done before. And thankfully, every time she set it back down, it refilled on its own.

      Tobias’s eyelids quivered but didn’t open. Her sobs became more desperate as she poured bowl after bowl of the healing liquid over his skin.

      With wet hands, she leaned over him and touched his bloodless face. “Please, please, Tobias, open your eyes. Please, don’t leave me here alone. I don’t want to be alone again.” He remained completely still.

      He was dying.

      Scarlet pressed her forehead to his. His face was as cold as the rest of him. “Please,” she whispered again and pressed her trembling lips to his.

      Sparks of light danced like fireflies behind her eyes, and zaps of sensation shot through her veins. Unsure what was happening, she clung to him, afraid to let him go. Something was happening, something important—

      “Back away,” a rough voice said behind her.

      Scarlet spun to face the demon standing at the door. His teeth were curled back cruelly, and his black soulless eyes, eyes that made her skin crawl, slid from her to Tobias. But even more frightening, he carried tools of torture. If this demon hurt Tobias again, he definitely wouldn’t survive.

      She stood, trembling with fear. “No.” Her voice was so broken and quiet, she was surprised he heard her.

      But going by the glee flashing in those terrible eyes, he most definitely had. “Did you say no, drudge?”

      Scarlet moved from foot to foot. “You’re not hurting him, not again.” She would rather he turn his instruments of torture on her than Tobias.

      Her fingers clenched and unclenched, her body flexing and tightening in a way it never had before, as if it were preparing for something. Pure rage built inside her gut and she let it. She let it fuel her for something she didn’t understand but felt so incredibly right.

      The demon charged her, knife in hand, but instead of his blade slicing into flesh, she spun and kicked him in the jaw like some dormant muscle memory had fired to life.

      He came at her again, snarling and cursing, and Scarlet didn’t think, instead she allowed her body to take over and jabbed the heel of her palm into his windpipe. The startled demon grabbed his throat, and with a growl she’d never unleashed before, she sunk her nails into his shoulders, brought up her knee, slamming him hard in the nuts, then jerked her head forward, smashing her forehead straight into his nose, crushing it.

      The demon crumpled to the floor, and without thought of what she was doing, or how she knew to do it, she scooped up the knife he’d dropped, wrenched back his scaly head, and sliced its throat. And she kept on slicing until the demon’s head fell from his shoulders.

      Panting, she watched as the demon turned to ash before her eyes, disintegrating into nothing. Shaking, she stumbled back a step, unable to comprehend what she’d done. How she’d done it.

      Who the hell am I?

      It was always there in the back of her mind, ever since she woke here—who she was, where she’d come from. Where the multitude of scars on her skin had come from, or what she’d done to have such a strong body, muscled and limber.

      She was a fighter. She could fight.

      A large ring of keys lay among the demon’s ashy remains and she snatched them up and moved to the chain locked around Tobias. She was getting him out of this cell. Now.

      He lay there, pale blue eyes open, watching her.

      “You’re awake.” She glanced back at what was left of the demon. “I-I didn’t have a choice. But you’ll be okay, now. I’ll make sure of it.”

      He opened his mouth, and nothing but a gurgled rasp came out. Scarlet tried key after key, desperately searching for the right one, terrified another demon would come. Finally, when she slid the next one into the large, rusted padlock and turned, the chains fell away.

      Tobias tried to stand, struggling with the effort.

      “Wait.” Scarlet tore a thick strip of fabric from the bottom of her tunic and wrapped it around his stomach, knotting it to try and staunch the blood coming from the gaping wound.

      Then quickly shoving her bowl and rag in the large pocket of her cloak, she helped him get to his feet. She was a lot smaller than him, but she was strong.

      He opened his mouth again, but still he couldn’t speak. Going by the way he shook his head, she guessed he was telling her to leave him, to save herself.

      “Not happening, big guy,” she said and pulled his arm around her shoulders. Wrapping hers around his waist, she took most of his weight and, gritting her teeth, helped him limp to the door.

      He squeezed her shoulder and made another gurgling sound, trying to stop her again.

      “I know a place, somewhere you can hide until you’re stronger. They won’t find you.” What the hell was she doing? They were in Hell, what happened afterward? It wasn’t like they could just leave. Would he be forced to hide for the rest of eternity?

      She glanced up at the male beside her, and those blue eyes she dreamed about at night and was desperate to see every morning when she woke, were locked on her. It didn’t matter what happened to her, she couldn’t see him like this again, she would risk everything to keep him safe.

      The feeling was so strong, it was as if some fundamental part of her that she never knew existed had broken free.

      “Let’s go,” she said, and after peeking out and making sure the way was clear, she led him out of the cell. “Hold on to me, and don’t let go.”

      “Never,” he said in a barely audible rasp, finally finding his voice. “Never again.”

      Again.
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      Gunner glanced down at Luna. Her eyes were closed as they flew over the city, reaching out for Azel. He tightened his arms around her. That monster wasn’t getting close enough to hurt her ever again.

      Christ, the anger inside him was a raging storm. He’d been keeping it together for her, not letting her see the fury in his heart. But it was getting harder by the day.

      That fucker Azel was well hidden, and it was messing with Gunner’s head. After he’d said good night to Luna the day before, he’s gone down to the gym and destroyed one of the punching bags. Beaten it until his breathing was so labored, he felt fucking sick, until his knuckles split and bled all over the floor.

      What his precious female had suffered for so long, what that fucker had done to her, it was tearing him up inside. She’d been so closed off, numb in every way, for such a long time. Simple emotions and feelings confused her. Physical touch fascinated her.

      He wanted to claim her more than anything else, but she wasn’t ready for him, not yet. Maybe not for a long time. It had to be her choice, and he wasn’t sure that right now she was capable of making such a huge decision.

      “Anything?” he asked her.

      “Not yet.” A small smile curled her lips. “When can we have pancakes again?”

      He chuckled, but the anger riding him made it sound rusty. “Whenever you want them, love.” How the hell could she always make him smile, laugh when he was in a constant state of rage and lust. She soothed him and his demon even while she unknowingly tempted and tormented them at the same time.

      “How about when we get back?”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      She made a little mmm sound that hit him low in the gut, and he gritted his teeth. Before their first kiss, being apart from her, even for a short time, had been hard, but now it was unbearable. He hated that she wasn’t in his room with him, and in the morning when he woke, even though he could sense her in the same building, he couldn’t relax until he sought her out, until he made sure she was there, that she was okay.

      Luna jerked in his arms and her eyes squeezed tighter.

      “What is it?”

      Her eyes snapped open again, and they were filled with terror.

      “Jesus…Luna?”

      Her body bowed powerfully in his arms, and she cried out.

      “Fuck. Talk to me, Luna.”

      “H-he’s here. I can feel him.” Another of her painful cries tore through him.

      “He’s hurting you?”

      Gunner was vaguely aware of his brothers flying around him, closing in, searching the streets below.

      Her fingers dug into his shoulder, her nails cutting through skin. “His b-blood, it calls me…” She gasped. “What’s wrong with me…” Her fangs elongated.

      Oh fuck. She was like an addict desperate for her next high. Only Luna didn’t want this, she didn’t want that monster or his blood. Her dependence on the toxic shit in his veins did.

      “Put up your block, Luna. Put it up now.”

      “I c-can’t,” she cried out and thrashed in his arms.

      She was fighting him, trying to get away from him, even as high up as they were, trying to get to the monster calling for her. “Put your fucking block up, Luna,” he roared, fear making him shake her.

      She hissed and fought harder.

      Gunner searched the street below. Nothing—

      The road moved, it was a small movement, like heat waves wriggling up from the hot pavement. Only it wasn’t hot, the sun had been down for hours. He was there, right below them, Gunner would bet his life on it.

      “Down there,” he called to his brothers.

      Zenon, Laz, and Chaos instantly fell away, going after Azel. Kryos stayed at his side, sword drawn.

      “D-don’t let me go,” Luna begged, sobbing hard. “Please don’t let me go.” Bloody tears ran down her face as she continued to fight to get away. Her mind and body were at complete odds, and it was tearing her apart.

      Gunner growled and spun her in his arms, so her chest was pressed to his. He gripped the back of her head and shoved her face against his throat. “Fight it. Drink from me, now,” he bit out.

      She cried out again, and her body went stiff in his arms a moment before she exploded into action, fighting harder than before. “I can smell it. I can smell his blood.”

      The fucker had opened a vein down there, trying to get her to go to him—that was the only explanation. Well, two could play it that way. Gunner’s claws extended, and he sliced one of the razor-sharp tips across the side of his throat.

      Luna stilled instantly, and he didn’t give her time to think. He cupped her head again and put her mouth right there, right over the cut he’d made. She latched on immediately.

      Zaps of pleasure shot through him as she drew deeply, desperately. He banded his arms around her, groaning when she struck and buried her fangs into his skin.

      Her hot, slick tongue worked his vein, arms tight around his neck, her legs lifting to lock around his waist. She moaned loudly as she drew from his vein and ground down on his hard cock at the same time.

      “I’m getting her out of here,” he called to Kryos.

      His brother whistled down to Chaos to get his attention, then signaled that they were leaving. Gunner flew as fast as he could, getting her away from Azel. No, they hadn’t seen him, but he’d been there. He’d fucking been there.

      Luna ground against him again, and Gunner’s hand dropped to her ass to stop her before he fucking blew in his jeans, but instead, as soon as his hand landed on her soft round ass, he squeezed. Luna’s head lifted then, lips red and swollen, gaze heavy and filled with unmistakable lust.

      His cock throbbed. “Luna…”

      Her mouth smashed down on his, arms locked around his neck, and she kissed the fuck out of him. He could taste her mixed with his blood. It wasn’t bad, it was…good. But then anything that was mixed with the taste of his female was ambrosia to him.

      His arms tightened around her as she rubbed up on him frantically, whimpering and moaning. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done, but he gently pulled her back, kissing her once, twice more.

      “Need to see where we're going, love, to get us home.”

      Her hair was windblown and wild from fighting him, her cheeks pink from his blood and being turned the hell on. Yeah, fuck, he could smell how hot she was.

      Then she confirmed it.

      “Please, I need…something. I ache between my thighs. I’m so hot and swollen. I’m…” Her cheeks darkened. “I don’t know what’s happening, Gunner. What’s wrong with me?” Then she ground against the ridge of his hard-on again and moaned helplessly.

      He fought for control. Fuck, he wanted her so badly his mind spun and his body throbbed. He pressed her mouth back to his vein. “There’s nothing wrong with you, love. What you’re feeling is natural, healthy. You need to come, Luna, and I’ll make sure you get there.”

      Watching her come and not sink inside her would probably kill him, but he didn’t give a fuck about himself. Luna was all that mattered. He landed on the control room balcony. Kryos was still with them but staying back. Gunner strode out and down the stairs to his floor, taking her to his room. He needed her in his room, in his bed.

      “What’s happening, Gunner?” she asked, still moving restlessly against him.

      “What you’re feeling is sexual desire, love.”

      She licked her lips. “All the times Azel had me I never felt like this,” she said, clueless to how her words affected him. Fucked with him.

      His demon snarled, and Gunner couldn’t hold back his growl. “That’s because you didn’t want him.” Because he was taking advantage of her when she was vulnerable. Because Azel was a sick fucking piece of shit who needed to be put the fuck down.

      He carried her into his room and kicked the door closed behind them.

      Luna lifted her head. “I feel this…this desire all the time when I’m with you. That means I want you…like that, doesn’t it?”

      Gunner was breathing heavily, trying desperately to maintain control. “Only you can answer that question, Luna.”

      She was still wrapped around him and he around her. It was so fucking hard, but he stayed completely still as she looked up at him…and fuck him, as she leaned in and licked over the wound at his neck, sealing it shut. Then she proceeded to press little kisses up his throat and along his jaw to the corner of his mouth.

      “When I do this, the heat, the ache between my thighs increases,” she said.

      “Yeah?” His dick throbbed harder.

      “Yes.”

      She pressed those soft-as-fuck, perfect lips against his, and Gunner somehow managed to remain still.

      “And when I kiss your mouth, I feel zaps in my belly. My skin feels flushed.”

      He grunted, it was all he was capable of.

      “And when I think about you, it makes me smile and I get goose bumps all over my skin.” She lifted her gaze to his as she licked her lips, rubbing up against him again. “Yes…yes, I want you like that.”

      His knees almost gave out from relief at her words. “That’s good, Luna, so fucking good.”

      “Do you want me like that?” she whispered.

      “Yeah, baby, I want you like that. But tonight isn’t about me, it’s about you,” he rasped.

      “It is?” she asked, bright violet eyes wide.

      “You want me to ease that ache you have? You want me to make you feel good, love?”

      Her gaze grew heavier, and she squirmed against him. “God, yes. I need you to do that. To make me…” Her brow scrunched.

      “Come.”

      “Yes, I need you to make me come.”

      Gunner carried her to his bed. His fucking bed, where she should be beside him every night, and laid her down. “It’ll be easier if you lose the jeans. Can I take them off?”

      Her hands flew to the button, popping it open, tearing down the zipper, and shoving them down her legs before he’d finished asking.

      Christ, he didn’t know whether to laugh or fucking weep.

      Like most things with Luna, she was a mix—unabashedly hungry for new experiences but also a little naive at the same time—and always so fucking brave.

      Fuck, he loved her.

      He helped her with her boots and pulled off her jeans the rest of the way, leaving her in just her top and panties. What he wanted was her completely naked, but she’d been used by Azel in ways he couldn’t bear to think about, and that fucker had done damage. It was just a matter of time before it surfaced, before Luna felt the full impact of what he’d done to her.

      So yeah, he was taking it slow.

      He meant what he said, this was all about her. He would make her come, but he wasn’t rushing anything.

      He crawled onto the bed still in his jeans. “I’m gonna touch you through your underwear, love, you okay with that?”

      She nodded quickly.

      He kissed her as he pushed her bent knees wider, then lifted his head and watched her eyes as he pressed all four fingers there, giving her some pressure first. Oh fuck, she was wet. The fabric of her underwear was drenched.

      Her thighs dropped wider and Gunner had to drag in a steadying breath, which meant he took in more of her scent, making his head spin.

      Her pussy was smooth under the thin fabric, completely bare. Vampires were hairless, dhampir obviously were as well. His cock throbbed steadily now. He ignored it and moved his fingers in a gentle circular motion.

      Luna’s gaze moved between his gaze on her and what he was doing between her thighs.

      “How does that feel?”

      Her hips rolled, and she licked her lips. “Good…nice.”

      Being as gentle as he could, he spread his fingers, parting her pussy through her underwear, opening her up, exposing her tight, little clit. He pressed down on it softly, then scissored it gently between his fingers, sliding up and back.

      Luna gasped and arched. “Th-that’s, god…even better.”

      He smiled at her, hoping she didn’t see the pain there because his cock was about to snap the hell off. “It’s gonna get even better than that.”

      “I-it is?”

      At her broken words, his heart cracked wide open. “You’ve never felt like this before, love?” he asked as he carried on rubbing her gently but firmly. “Not even by yourself?”

      “N-no,” she said and whimpered.

      Of course, she hadn’t, but it was hard for him to imagine what that had been like for her. What it was like to be numb to physical touch. Her thighs trembled and her hands fisted the sheet, those impossibly beautiful violet eyes heavy-lidded and focused on him. Then her eyes shut tight and her lip trembled.

      “Luna?”

      She slammed her knees together on a cry, but not because she was coming.

      “Luna, what’s going on?”

      “You think I’m strange, don’t you? Some weird…unnatural monster.”

      She whispered the last, and the pain that came through tore his already decimated heart to shreds. “Fuck, no. Never. I think you’re perfect, Luna. So fucking perfect.”

      She turned away, and he slid up the bed to cup her jaw, making her look at him.

      “Don’t look at me…my eyes are…”

      “Beautiful,” he whispered hoarsely. “Don’t let him in, Luna. Don’t you fucking dare let him in here with us. That’s all him, those ugly words. He said that shit to you, didn’t he?”

      She nodded, lips trembling, body shaking.

      “He’s pure evil. He likes to cause pain any way he can. He fucking lied to you, Luna, lied to keep you down, to keep you compliant. To control you. He filled your head with that hate when you were too small to know different. Listen to me now. You. Are. Perfect.” He cupped her precious face. “Female, you take my breath away.”

      She blinked up at him. “Why are you so nice to me? Why do you…like me so much?”

      He had to fight the emotion spreading, expanding in his chest. Jesus, she had no idea how amazing she was. None. “I never knew it was possible to miss someone I’d never met,” he said. “But I missed you, Luna. I missed you. I’ve been waiting for you, love, for so fucking long. Now you’re here and everything about you is perfect, wonderful, fucking breathtaking. Better than I ever imagined. I want to take care of you, protect you, make you happy.”

      Another slow blink. “You’ve been waiting for me?”

      “Yes,” he choked.

      “Me?”

      “Yes, love.”

      “Why?” she whispered. “Why me?”

      He chucked, and it was shaky as fuck. “Because you’re mine, Luna, and I’m yours.” He hadn’t planned to tell her yet, but he didn’t want to wait anymore, he couldn’t. “You are my mate. Like Eve is to Lazarus, Mia to Zenon, Meredith to Kryos, and Grace to Chaos. You are the half of me that I’ve been missing my whole life.”

      She froze. “No, that can’t be…”

      “You know it’s true. Think about it. You were drawn to me, weren’t you? You felt things you never had before.”

      Her shaky fingers curled into fists as something he couldn’t name flittered through her eyes.

      “And when you were locked in that basement, you called for me, didn’t you? I heard you, Luna. You called for me because you needed me.”

      “Y-yes,” she said shakily, lips trembling.

      “I thought you were dead. I felt you for just moments, a year ago, but I couldn’t get to you, and then you vanished.” He opened the bedside drawer and lifted the delicate chain he’d put in there the first day he brought her here. “I searched, and all I found was this.”

      Her hand lifted to her throat, eyes widening.

      “All this time, I thought you were dead, until I found you in that basement, until you called out to me.” He was shaking now as well. “I’m so sorry, love, so fucking sorry. I should have found you sooner, I should have come for you sooner. I failed you, but I’m going to spend eternity making it up to you, I promise you that.”
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      Luna stared up at Gunner, trying to think of something to say, trying to think of anything at all.

      Gunner was her mate.

      Her mate.

      Hers.

      She took the chain he held out to her with trembling hands. “This was my mother’s. I took it before we were dragged from our home. I wore it every day, even when I didn’t understand why, anymore. The day I gained my powers, Azel made me take it off. He threw it away. He told me he was all I’d ever need.” She stared at it stunned. “You found this? You knew it was mine?”

      “Yeah, Luna, and I wore it every day, because I wanted, needed, to feel close to you, in any way I could.”

      “And you’re…you’re sure about this?” she asked, because it wasn’t sinking in, not really. How could it be true? How could something this…this wonderful be true?

      He lifted his hand and gently cupped the side of her face. “I’ve never been so sure about anything in my life. There’s no question, no doubt. It feels this good when we’re together because we were always meant to find each other, to belong to each other.”

      His words made her chest get that warm feeling again. But this felt so much more, so much bigger.

      Warmth spread over her face. “And you want this…me?”

      “Christ, more than anything. I want you, more than anything.”

      She studied his face as he slipped the gold chain from her fingers and secured it around her throat. His eyes were bright, his gaze steady, the vein at his throat pulsing faster.

      Truth. Every word he’d said.

      She’d learned to read the cues of those who lied, she’d had to, living with demons. Gunner meant what he said.

      He wanted her. Her.

      “Have you suffered from any brain injuries, delusions, or hallucinations recently or in the past?”

      His Adam's apple bobbed and his brow scrunched up. “What? No. Why?”

      “Just making sure there’s no mistake. That you’re not confused.” She couldn’t bear it if he took it back.

      He blinked at her, then tipped his head back and laughed, deep and rumbly. She smiled. He was beautiful when he laughed. He was beautiful when he wasn’t laughing as well.

      When his laughter died down to chuckles, he lifted her hand and kissed her wrist. “Definitely not confused. What are you feeling, love? I hadn’t planned to tell you until you’d had more time to recover, but I couldn’t keep it to myself anymore.”

      She looked down at his big hand holding hers and ran the pad of her thumb over his thick fingers, before bringing that massive, battle-scarred hand to her lips to kiss his rough knuckles. “What am I feeling?”

      His throat worked again, and he dipped his chin.

      “Well, though I can’t be one hundred percent sure, I have read the definition online quite a few times while I was researching emotions, and it seems to fit very well.”

      “What is it?” he asked in a rough, broken voice that lifted goose bumps all over her again.

      She smiled up at him even as nerves battled low in her belly. “Joy.”

      His nostrils flared. “I’m gonna kiss you now.”

      “Thank god.”

      He chucked again softly as he took her face in those brutal but gentle hands and pressed his lips to hers. The kiss started sweet and slow, but quickly became more urgent, consuming.

      As his mouth moved, his tongue teased hers, and her body began to heat, the ache between her thighs building again, and her nipples tightened in a way she knew Gunner would be able to feel against his chest.

      “I…I have that feeling again,” she said against his mouth.

      “I know,” he growled back.

      “How?”

      He pulled away, his gaze on hers, his fingers buried in her hair. “Your scent is heavier. I can smell how slick your pussy is.”

      “You like that?”

      “Yeah, I fucking like it.”

      “Are you going to touch me there again?”

      He moved forward, and Luna fell to her back. He lay beside her, propped up on an elbow. “Yes,” he said as his hand slid down her belly. “Yes, I’m going to touch you there again.”

      Her legs fell wide as his rough palm snagged on the front of her underwear. He didn’t go as slow or as gentle this time. He spread her, still over the top of her panties, and glided over that spot that had her gasping even though she didn’t need to take a breath.

      His nostrils flared, and he slid his thumb over it again.

      Her hips jerked. “What is that? How are you doing that?”

      He pressed his lips to hers. “The little nub at the top of your pussy is your clit. It has a whole bunch of nerve endings there that make you feel good when you touch it.”

      He did it again, demonstrating, and she cried out as her inner muscles fluttered. “Is it because of you…that I c-can feel this? That I can feel anything?”

      “I think so,” he said, watching her reaction to his skilled touch.

      Luna had been numb, emotionally and physically, for so long. She wasn’t numb anymore.

      She arched as the pleasure grew. “Gunner, something’s…happening.” She tried to pull away but ended up grabbing his wrist and holding him there instead.

      He cursed, watching her with molten, black eyes. “You’re close, love. Let it happen. I promise you’ll like it.”

      He was so handsome, so incredibly beautiful, she couldn’t look away. “I need to move my hips,” she gasped out.

      “You do whatever feels good, my love.”

      His love.

      Oh god.

      She did what he said, chasing what felt good, moving her hips, rolling and grinding against his hand. Her skin was hot and sweaty and her breasts felt tight, her belly warm and tingly. The feeling grew between her legs. More, she wanted more of it.

      Her gums tingled and her fangs elongated.

      Gunner groaned as he watched her, not stopping what he was doing. And then, god, he kissed her, his thumb on her chin, opening her mouth so he could swipe his tongue inside. The feeling between her thighs, in her belly, grew more insistent and she whimpered.

      Gunner lifted his head a little, eyes locking on hers as he lapped at the tip of her fang, then took her mouth again, his tongue dueling with hers. Oh shit. The taste of his blood filled her mouth, had her losing control completely.

      Luna clutched him to her, arching up when what was happening between her thighs exploded into sensation, lights danced behind her eyes, fire and joy and beauty completely owning her. She cried out, all of it too big to hold in. Her body shook and her inner muscles clenched and released over and over in a way she’d never felt before.

      “That’s it, Luna, let it all go,” Gunner said above her.

      When it finally washed through her, that big, overwhelming feeling slowly dimming, she opened her eyes and stared up at him. “H-holy shit.”

      He laughed, deep and wonderful, never taking his eyes off her.

      “I…I don’t know how to describe the way that felt,” she said.

      He smiled, though it looked a little pained. “So you’re saying you’d want to do it again?”

      “God yes, again…definitely again. Lots of agains.”

      His smile widened, and he laughed again huskily. “Christ, the shit you say, I fucking love it.”

      She made him happy as well. That pleased the hell out of her, but there was something that would make him even happier. “Now it’s my turn to make you feel good.”

      His smile slipped. “This wasn’t about me. This time, and however long you need it to be, it’s only going to be about you.”

      “That’s not fair.” No, that wasn’t okay, not at all.

      “You need to get that idea out of your head. That isn’t how our relationship’s gonna work, love. I don’t need payment, remember?”

      Okay, maybe she was a little intimidated, and yes, unsure. She’d always associated sex with Azel, and it was all negative. She didn’t want that asshole in her head when she and Gunner touched each other, when they took it farther. She looked at Gunner closely. He didn’t seem angry or disappointed, and he had said they should take it slow.

      Still, his body was beautiful, she loved touching him, and really there was only one way to get used to it, to push Azel out of her head—

      “Can I look at you?” She motioned to the obvious erection behind the zipper of his jeans. “Your penis, I mean.”

      He stilled. “You want to look at me?”

      “Yes. I won’t lie, it is kind of intimidating.”

      His fingers slid over her wrist, back and forth, soothing. “Are you afraid of it?” he said and motioned to his erection as well.

      “No, I don’t think so. But I think it’d help if I saw it.”

      That pained expression looked even more so. “If you’re not ready to look, we don’t need to…”

      “What if I’ve been thinking about it, a lot? And FYI, I have. That would mean seeing you was also about me, yes?” It was the truth. And maybe familiarizing herself with Gunner’s body first would help with her nerves, would ease the niggling uncertainty?

      His breath shook, and he cleared his throat twice. “Is that what you really want?”

      She looked down his long, muscled body to the massive bulge straining the front of his jeans and licked her lips. “Yes, I want to see you.”

      Gunner rolled to his back, his chest was pumping hard. His abdominal muscles were rock solid, and they bunched as he put his hands behind his head. “Have at it.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded, eyes dark and glittering focused on her in a way that made that ache between her thighs start all over again. Crawling closer, she sat on her knees at his hip and reached for the button of his jeans. His breathing grew even quicker, and she glanced up at him. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

      “I’m good, love. Go ahead.”

      Her gaze dipped, and her curiosity was too strong to ignore. She popped the button and eased down his zipper. He was wearing black boxers, so she tugged on his jeans. Gunner lifted his very nice butt so she could ease them down a bit. Oh god. Through the thin fabric of his underwear she could see the outline of it, so long and thick.

      She traced it with a gentle finger, and Gunner's abs danced as he made a hissing sound. “Is that all right?”

      “Yeah.”

      She glanced up at him again. His cheeks were dark, his eyes almost completely black, and he was clenching his teeth. “Are you sure?”

      One sharp dip of his chin.

      Thank god for that, because now she wanted to see him even more badly. Lifting the elastic of his boxers, she slid them down the front. The fabric hooked on the head of his penis, and when it sprang free, his heavy length slapped against his stomach.

      Luna froze. “Oh.”

      Gunner muttered a curse.

      “It’s big. Bigger than any I’ve ever seen.”

      “Is it?” he choked.

      She tilted her head to the side. “Mmm-hmm.”

      “What are you thinking, Luna? Tell me what you’re thinking, love?”

      What was she thinking? She glanced up at him. “We’re mates, so I assume you’ll want to have sex with me?”

      “You don’t want that?” he asked as he breathed hard, making the muscles all over his chest and stomach clench and release.

      “I guess my main concern is, will it fit? Obviously, I’ve had sex before, but I don’t remember much. I guess I blocked it out. This is bigger, though, I know that much.”

      Silence.

      “Will it feel good?” She tilted her head to the other side. “As good as what you just did to me? Because sex has never been good before.”

      More silence.

      She studied his body. He was beautiful there. Could a penis be beautiful? Well, Gunner’s was. “I know I sound like an idiot. I mean, I’ve touched a male’s…cock before, I’m not completely innocent about what goes on between males and females, but I’ve never enjoyed being…penetrated by one.”

      Even more silence.

      “Gunner?” She looked up at him again…and jolted when she took in the look on his face. “What’s wrong?”

      His jaw worked and his nostrils flared as he dragged in breath after breath. “I don’t…I don’t like…” He hissed, yanked up his jeans, and all but flew off the bed, pacing from one end of the room to the other.

      “Gunner, you’re starting to freak me out,” she whispered.

      “Sorry.” He gripped the back of his head. Every muscle and tendon on display was in stark relief. He breathed heavily and his face was contorted, the scar through his lip making it look like he was mid snarl. “I want to kill Azel, tear him into tiny pieces after I’ve tortured him for hours and made him fucking scream for what he did to you,” he said in a deadly voice she didn’t recognize.

      She shot to her feet. She’d never seen Gunner this angry before, didn’t think he could be this filled with rage. “I didn’t think…I shouldn’t have said…”

      “No, Luna. You haven’t said or done any fucking thing wrong.” He strode to her, his fingers curling around her upper arms, and leaned in. “I feel so fucking helpless. I want the threat to you gone, I want that piece of shit wiped off the face of the earth.”

      “I won’t talk about it…him, anymore, I promise…”

      He dipped lower, catching her gaze. “What you went through with him, I don’t want you to hold back. You’re so damn precious to me, Luna. I don’t think you understand how much, not yet. And yeah, knowing how badly you were treated by him, it makes me want to tear down walls, but you lived it, the least I can do is hear it.”

      Again, his words rocked her to her core. “Thank you, for being so…wonderful. But I don’t like seeing you this upset. No good can come from talking about any of it.”

      He tugged her into his body. “I’m sorry for the way I reacted. I don’t want you to hold back or measure your words around me. I’ll do better, love, I promise I’ll do better.”

      With every word that came out of his mouth, her dead, lifeless heart grew warmer, bigger.

      His phone beeped, and he cursed when he pulled it from his pocket and read what was there.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Something’s come up. I have to go.” He kissed her, soft and sweet. “Will you stay here? Will you sleep in my bed with me tonight? I just, I need to hold you. Will you do that for me?”

      Luna nodded, wanting to give him whatever he needed from her, and yeah, she wanted that as well. She wanted to stay close to him. Needed to.

      He kissed her again. “I have to go to the city, but I’ll be back soon, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said as he strode from the room.

      Her male.

      Her mate.
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      There were demons everywhere.

      Gunner growled and swung his sword, taking off a demon’s arm before the fucker could let his blade fly.

      There had been no hiding this time. These demons had made themselves known as soon as Gunner and his brothers had arrived on the scene.

      They’d wanted the knights to find them. Why? He had no clue but got the feeling they’d learn fucking soon enough.

      The parking lot behind an unused warehouse on the outskirts of Roxburgh was now a full-blown battleground.

      Gunner grunted and hacked at the demons in front of him, Rocco at his back. Zenon and Kryos were doing the same a couple of yards away, and Lazarus was near the warehouse fighting beside Brent, Zenon’s “brother-in-law” and friend of the knights, while Silas, a gun in one hand and sword in the other, demonstrated that, yes, he was in fact ambidextrous.

      Chaos was close to Grace, fighting alongside her crew, while his mate fired bolt after bolt into the demons coming at them relentlessly. James was fighting with the other demi, close enough to Grace that he could use his telepathic ability to send out her orders if needed while he covered her back.

      It was bloody carnage.

      Moonlight filtered down on the scene, light glinting off weapons, the clash of steel, the thunder of gunshots, and the cries and screams of pain filling the night. No, these demons weren’t trying to hide. No disappearing acts. No surprise attacks.

      Did Azel still have the power to do that without Luna? Her brother's power had been given to someone else, but it wasn’t being used here, not now.

      A demon ran at Gunner, ducking his sword and slicing his side with a dirty fucking knife. With a hiss, Gunner grabbed the demon’s hair, wrenched its head back, then planted his foot in its chest, sending the fucker flying. When it came back at him a second time, Gunner didn’t miss, and the demon’s head hit the gravel, turning to ash a moment later.

      A scream came from behind him as Rocco shoved his sword through another, taking its head as well—

      A loud whistle echoed across the lot.

      Gunner spun around.

      The demons around them suddenly stopped what they were doing, turned, and ran for the shadows.

      “After them!” Chaos roared.

      The knights took flight, the others chasing them into the surrounding streets. Grace managed to take several more down with her bow as they tried to run, and Chaos stalked after them, removing their heads.

      They continued to search the area, but most had gotten away, splitting up and running in all directions, heading for the darkness.

      Eventually, they all made their way back to the parking lot. Silas, Brent, along with Laz, Zen, Roc, and Kryos were standing in the center. Gunner wasn’t the only one bleeding. And he sure as fuck wasn’t the only one pissed right the hell off.

      “What the fuck was that?” he said. “Were they just in the mood to get fucked up or what?”

      Silas shoved his fingers through his black and gold hair. “Some were skilled fighters, but most were not.”

      “Yeah, which means they were dispensable,” Brent said, wiping his blade clean on the side of his suit pants, his gun now back in his chest holster.

      Grace and Chaos strode over to join them, the rest of her crew standing back.

      “We managed to get a couple more, but most got away,” Chaos said, looking as pissed off as the rest of them.

      Grace scanned those assembled, then turned to her crew, the demi who fought beside her almost every night. “James?” she called out.

      The demi all glanced around when James didn’t come forward, and several jogged to check the dark corners of the lot in case he was on the ground injured.

      “Maybe he’s left already?” Brent said.

      Grace shook her head. “James is my right hand, he wouldn’t leave without telling me.” A muscle jumped in her jaw. “Something’s not right.” She pulled out her phone and tried to call him.

      No reply came.

      Roc and Kryos took flight, searching from the sky. Gunner, Zenon, Laz, and Chaos joining them a short time later.

      The others went back to search on foot.

      Several hours later, James was still nowhere to be found.
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        * * *

      

      Gunner walked into his apartment, anger and frustration still riding him.

      Fuck.

      He paced the small living room, trying to get it together.

      It was quiet, but Luna was here, right where he’d asked her to stay. His pacing took him to his bedroom door, desperate to see her. He’d only been apart from her several hours, but he’d felt her absence the way he would a missing sword arm—the most vital part of him, or at least it had been until he’d found Luna.

      His hands curled as soon as he saw her, itching to go to her, to touch her skin.

      She was lying on her side, head on his pillow, fast asleep. Christ, he forgot how to fucking breathe every time he laid eyes on her. He wanted to climb in with her right then and there. Fuck, he needed her so badly he shook. But he was covered in blood, his own and the demons he’d killed. And the strength of his need for her right then, shit, it scared even him.

      So he forced himself to walk past her, to close himself in the bathroom, and strip down.

      His muscles and joints felt weary for the first time in a long time, so much so that when he climbed in the shower, he had to press his palms to the cool tile. Head bent, he let the hot spray wash over him.

      He clenched his teeth as the rock in his chest kept growing.

      James wasn’t a knight, but he was their brother. The demi had been with them for more years than Gunner could remember. Always there, always giving everything he had to the knights, to his people.

      Not just training, but fighting, putting his life on the line every damn night for the greater good. He was their friend, their brother, and right now he was in the hands of their enemy. There was no doubt in Gunner’s mind about that. He was either dead or wishing he was, and they had no fucking clue how to find him.

      Azel was behind this, he had to be.

      They’d searched for hours, but James was just…gone.

      Grace had sent word out, she had eyes and ears around the city, but there was nothing more they could do, not without a trail to follow.

      He shuddered. Fuck. Grace was one of the strongest females he’d ever met, but tonight she’d been broken. James wasn’t just her friend, he was her brother-in-arms, her right hand, and like the rest of them, felt she’d somehow failed him.

      Gunner groaned as that rock in his chest grew heavier, so heavy it was almost too much to bear.

      “Gunner?”

      He sucked in a sharp breath, head twisting to the female standing on the other side of the shower glass. She was wearing one of his shirts. It swamped her tiny frame. He tried to steady his voice. “It’s okay, love. I’ll join you in bed shortly.”

      She stood there, those stunning violet eyes blinking at him through the water rivulets running down the glass. “Something’s wrong. You’re upset.”

      “I’m fine. I promise. You head back to bed.” He turned away, unable to continue to look at her and not fall on her, not beg her to hold him, to let him have her. Because right then he needed her in an all-consuming way, and it was only growing stronger.

      A moment later, he heard the door open behind him, and he squeezed his eyes shut, gathering himself.

      He turned—

      “Fuck.” He dragged in an unsteady breath as Luna climbed into the shower with him, her small, curvy body completely bare except for the gold cross hanging around her neck. “Luna…”

      “You’re injured,” she said. “I can smell your blood.” She glanced down at his most obvious wound and made a soft sound of sympathy. Her head tilted back again. “You were fighting tonight?”

      He dipped his chin, it was all he was capable of doing right then. How could he speak when he was in the shower with his female? The most beautiful, sweet, tempting little female he had ever encountered. She was his, and one day soon they’d make it official. They would mate.

      But they weren’t there yet.

      She needed time, and having her with him, naked and wet, and looking at him as if he hung the stars and the moon was more than he could handle. Still, he didn’t tell her to go, because his need to be close to her—the roar of his demon to get closer to what was theirs—was more than he had the strength to fight right then.

      So he stood completely still as her small, pale hands moved over his body, cataloging his injuries. She whimpered as if she felt it as well when her fingers danced gently around the knife wound in his side. She bent down, he assumed to get a closer look—

      “Christ,” he barked as her tongue swiped softly over the deep cut. It didn’t cause pain, no, the opposite.

      She stayed where she was, but her gaze lifted to him. “Did that hurt?”

      “No,” he gasped.

      “Will you let me?” she said, motioning to the slice in his skin. “My saliva will help speed up healing, the same as when I lick the puncture wounds I make with my fangs.”

      He nodded, his ability to speak now choked off completely as he watched her, her little pink tongue, now streaked with his blood, sliding over the slice in his flesh.

      She swiped over it several more times, then checked with him again. “You’re sure I’m not hurting you?”

      “You’re not,” he managed to get out.

      No, she wasn’t hurting him, and if she looked down, she’d see exactly the effect she was having on him. His skin tingled where she’d licked it. He could actually feel himself healing, the skin drawing together. His own natural ability to repair his injuries was fast, but not this fast. He was forced to use the tile wall as support again as his sweet, well-meaning, utterly gorgeous female worked her way around him, licking every cut and graze he’d received tonight until he tingled all over from it.

      Until he was so impossibly hard, his cock was angled straight up, dark and veined and throbbing.

      She’d moved around his back and was at his other side, lapping at a slice in his bicep, when she stilled. Yeah, she’d just gotten an eyeful of his hard dick.

      Gunner’s breathing was ragged, chest pumping, eyes heavy-lidded, and so incredibly close to grabbing his cock and fucking his fist right there in front of her, he had to clench his fingers tight.

      “Gunner?”

      Her palm rested on his lower back, soft and warm, the other hand sliding across his stomach, making him suck in another breath. “Ignore it.”

      “It feels good when I heal you?” she asked, and there was no mistaking the curiosity in her voice.

      “Yeah, love, it feels good. I’m tingling all over, and you’re naked and so fucking gorgeous…” Another ragged breath. “Just ignore it, okay?”

      He wanted her beyond reason, but not until she was ready. And there was no way she was, not yet, not after the shit she’d been through.

      Her hand drifted lower, and he grabbed her wrist with a hiss.

      Eyes wide, she looked up at him. “You don’t want me to touch you?”

      “It’s not that, I promise it’s not that. I’m hard, yes, but I’ll live. You don’t need to do anything you don’t want to,” he said, voice like gravel.

      “Before you left earlier, I wanted to. I wanted to touch you. It’s all I’ve been able to think about. Will you let me now?”

      He should probably discourage her, should do the right thing, but he needed her so bad, to be closer to her in any way he could. So instead of telling her to leave, to go back to bed, he released her wrist. “You can touch me however you want, love.”

      Please, touch me. I need you to touch me.

      Her fingers tentatively curled around his length, and Gunner’s hands slapped against the tile in front of him again because his knees were dangerously close to giving out.

      She moved then, ducking under his arm so that she was standing between them, right in front of him. Her gaze dipped to what she was doing, sliding up and back, then lifted to his again, searching his face, gauging his reaction to her touch.

      He couldn’t stop himself from rocking his hips into her soft grip, desperate for more.

      She licked her lips. “Am I doing it the way you like it?”

      “Tighter…please. Grip me nice and tight.” She did immediately, and he growled under his breath, gasping. “Faster…that’s it.”

      He wasn’t going to last long, not this time, not the first time she touched him like this. His gaze moved over her, her soft, round breasts, her nipples tight. The way her stomach trembled, her bare pussy, the way she was clenching her thighs together, then back to her gorgeous eyes.

      She was wet for him, aching just as badly now.

      “Spread your legs for me, Luna,” he said, or more demanded, but he couldn’t control the rumble to his voice. Thankfully, she did as he asked immediately, proving him right.

      He slipped one hand between her thighs and his balls drew up tight. She was slick and hot and perfect.

      He leaned in and kissed her sweet mouth as he toyed with her clit, groaning as she kissed him back enthusiastically, while she stroked his cock at the same time.

      “Gunner, I need…”

      “I’ll get you there.”

      “Please,” she said, gripping him tighter, making his damn eyes roll back.

      His finger brushed over her tight opening and he almost fucking came. “You feel so good, love.”

      “So do you,” she said, huskily. Her hips moved as well. “I feel so…I feel so incredibly empty.”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      She was destroying him.

      “You want me to slide a finger inside?” he managed.

      “Y-yes, I think I’d like that.”

      He parted her pussy with his fingers, then gently slid one inside, nice and slow.

      She cried out softly and clenched around his finger. That was what finished him off. Gunner growled and hissed and came hard all over Luna’s hand.

      He was still recovering from blowing the hell up, but Luna’s needs were more important, giving his female everything she wanted was branded onto his DNA and drove him like nothing else ever had in his long life.

      So before he was even done, he dropped to his knees and lifted one of her thighs over his shoulder. He looked up at her as he slid his finger back inside, watching her eyes as he worked her.

      Her hand went to his head, but there was nothing to grab with his hair buzzed and her nails grazed his scalp. She kept her gorgeous eyes trained on him, a look of pure pleasure on her face.

      “You like that?”

      “Y-yes…but I need, I need more. Can I have more?”

      Gunner was hard again in an instant, and he bit back another growl as he slid his finger free of her tight pussy and pushed back in with a second. “You can have anything you want, love. Anything. I’ll always give it to you.”

      Her lips parted, full and red and puffy from moving them all over his body as she’d worked at healing his wounds. Gunner bit back a growl as her lids lowered and her color deepened. Christ, her nipples were darker as well, tighter. His hand was on her thigh over his shoulder, and he felt the muscle flex. She was close. His gaze dipped back between her thighs, unable to look away from his fingers sliding in and out of her. Christ, how wet she was.

      He wanted to put his mouth on her, lick her, taste her, make her come against his tongue, but one step at a time. There was no need to rush her. She wasn’t going anywhere. He’d make sure she felt safe with him, that she moved at her own pace, accepted him in her own time.

      He brushed his thumb over her clit as he fucked her with his fingers.

      Finally, her cry echoed around the small room, her pussy clamping down hard. His gaze shot back up so he could watch her as she came for him.

      She called out his name, her hips moving, breasts shaking, belly quivering. Jesus, he was close to coming again just from watching her.

      “So beautiful, Luna. You’re so fucking beautiful.”

      She stared down at him, and not for the first time his gaze slid over her chest, where her heart rested, unmoving and silent. She wasn’t panting after coming or breathing heavily. She was still. She was always so still.

      “Okay?” he rasped.

      Her gaze didn’t waver, remained locked on his, a million things he couldn’t name moving through her eyes. “Do you really think I’m beautiful?”

      Lowering her leg from his shoulder, he stood and brushed her hair behind her ear. “My gaze is drawn to you whenever we’re in the same room, and then I can’t look away. My heart skips a beat every time you look at me with those stunning violet eyes.” He cupped her cheek and slid his thumb over her puffy lower lip. “And when I close my eyes at night, all I see, all I want to see is this beautiful face.”

      She gave him one of those slow blinks. “But I’m just…I’m…”

      “You still don’t believe me?” he asked, his heart cracking at the doubt in her eyes.

      She searched his gaze for several long seconds, and then he saw it, the moment she finally believed him. When she finally saw the truth in his eyes.

      She blinked, and a red tear streaked down her face. “Gunner.”

      That’s all she said, but the way she said his name said more than a million words could. Her voice was filled with so many things—pain and happiness, loss and sadness. Joy.

      She fucking tore him in two. Luna felt everything so damn deeply. She was still getting a handle on her new emotions and the way they affected her.

      Still fighting the demons in her head, repeating Azel's ugly words.

      And he wasn’t surprised when what she was feeling now literally knocked her off her feet.

      She crumpled, and he caught her in his arms.

      He’d always catch her.

      Always.
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      Luna clung to Gunner as he rubbed the towel over her damp skin, then carried her to his bedroom.

      Somehow, he managed to climb on the bed with her still in those strong, tattooed arms, wrapping them so firmly and surely around her as they lay there.

      He held her as she cried, her emotional demons rearing up, battering her, the pain of the past washing over her like a tsunami.

      The names Azel had called her.

      What he’d done to her when he fed, using her body, taking pleasure from her when she hadn’t fully understood what was happening—when she was vulnerable, starving, and alone. She could admit to herself now that she’d actively tried not to let herself think about it. About any of it.

      After he’d used her, when it was over and he was done with her, she would lock it away in the back of her mind. Pretend it never happened.

      Her body and emotions had been blessedly numb to it, and she was thankful for that now. She wasn’t sure how she would have remained sane if she’d been the female she was now living with him. If she felt everything the way she did now.

      No, she wasn’t numb anymore, and the reality of what Azel had done to her, what he’d taken from her, was suddenly tearing at her from the inside out.

      “He hurt me, Gunner,” she whispered into the dark.

      “Yeah, love, he did.”

      There was no mistaking the feeling growing inside her, so hot and vast and wild. “I hate him. I hate that fucking twisted asshole with everything in me.”

      Gunner’s hold tightened. “He deserves your hate, love, but don’t give him any more of you.”

      She squeezed her eyes closed, her body shaking as she tried to stop the images, the memories from filling her mind. “He took what wasn’t his to take. He treated me like a thing, like I was nothing.”

      Gunner pressed his lips to her forehead. “He was wrong. He was so fucking wrong. You’re not nothing, Luna, to me you’re everything.”

      She turned in his arms and pressed her face against his massive chest and shuddered. “I should have fought. I should have looked harder for Ronan. I should have tried to leave sooner. I should have killed that piece of shit while I had the chance. I should have—”

      “Stop,” Gunner clipped out, gripping her chin and tilting her head up. “Don’t you dare blame yourself for any of it. Not one fucking thing. You did nothing wrong, Luna. You survived. You got through every damn day because you are so incredibly strong and brave, and I’m so fucking glad…” He swallowed repeatedly. “I’m so fucking glad that you did and you’re here with me now.”

      This male, god, he broke her. Every day with him, he chipped through the walls that had been around her all her life and slowly but surely revealed the real Luna, the Luna who had lived behind cold indifference, protecting herself from the pain. Gunner cared for her, he did. How could she have ever doubted it, doubted him?

      “What did I do to deserve you?” she whispered. “Why did the fates choose me to be yours?”

      “Because they knew, as I do, that no one else exists on this earth who could make me as happy as you do. Who could give me everything that you do.”

      Her lip trembled as she stared at him through the darkness. “I can’t wait to be your mate,” she said, meaning it with everything in her. “Wish I was ready now. I wish my head wasn’t so…all over the place…”

      “We have all the time in the world, love.”

      There he went, making her cry all over again. She sniffled, and Gunner wiped her tears away with his thumbs. She wanted to be his mate so badly, but Azel was still poison in her veins, the monster in her head, and when she gave herself to Gunner, she didn’t want that evil, that darkness with them.

      Pressing her hands to his warm, hard chest, she breathed him in, letting his scent, his strength ease the turmoil inside her. “Will you tell me about it? About mating. What’s it like?” She didn’t want to think about the past anymore, only the future.

      “What do you want to know?”

      His gravelly voice lifted goose bumps over her skin, the good kind. “Everything.”

      He chuckled, a sound that had her feeling all the things she now associated with the word joy. His hand moved over her back, warm and soothing. Luna snuggled closer.

      “It happens during sex,” he said. “The way my brothers tell it, there’s this thread of light that appears while you’re making love to your female.”

      “Making love.” Luna found herself repeating the words before she knew she was going to.

      “Yeah,” he said roughly. “What we’ll have will never be just sex, Luna. What you and I will share, will always share, will be so much deeper, so much more.”

      Her face warmed, wondering what “making love” with Gunner would be like. “That sounds nice.”

      “I guarantee it’ll be better than nice,” he growled, low and sexy.

      Her head was resting on his bicep now, and she slid her arm around his waist. “What do you do when you see the thread?”

      “You grab on to it, metaphorically speaking, I guess. That’s how my mated brothers have explained it.”

      “Do I have to do it as well?”

      She felt rather than saw him shake his head. “Only I’ll see it, and only I can make us mates.”

      “Hmm.”

      He chuckled again. “Hey, I have no control over how it works.”

      She laughed softly, and it felt so incredibly good. How did he do this? A moment ago, she was falling apart in his arms, and now she was laughing, feeling safe and wanted. She could barely contain her happiness. “Then what?”

      Gunner was quiet for several seconds and his heart beat faster, harder, thudding under her hand.

      “Then we become mates. Laz, Chaos, Kryos, even Zenon have tried to explain to me how it feels, but none of them have been able to put it into words…besides really fucking good.” He chuckled again. “After that, we’re joined forever. If you weren’t already, you’d become immortal like me. And we’ll be able to track each other, call out to each other even easier than we can now. Over time that link between us will grow stronger until I’ll be able to feel how you feel even when we’re apart.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So if I’m pissed off at you, you’ll know?”

      He laughed again, low and rumbly and yummy. “I guess so. I’ll do my best not to do that.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      “No problem.”

      Luna smiled at him through the darkness. His fingers brushed her chin, and he tilted her head back before his lips brushed over hers, kissing her so tenderly her chest got warm and fluttery. He lifted his head, then pressed another sweet kiss to her lips, then another.

      “You still looking forward to becoming my mate, love?”

      She would not cry again. She would not. “So much.”

      He let out a relieved breath as if he was actually scared she would reject him. “Don’t cry, baby,” he said gently.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Since you rescued me and I started…feeling, I’ve become a goddamn fountain. Why don’t you cry all the time? It’s all so…overwhelming.”

      “I’m just used to it.”

      She blinked, fighting back the tears. “When was the last time you cried?”

      His large, rough-skinned hand cupped her face, and he looked into her eyes through the shadows. “When I found you in that room.”

      “Oh god,” she all but wailed, and the tears began to flow all over again.

      Gunner held her tightly in his arms, protective and comforting, and Luna clung to him, not wanting to ever let him go.

      She’d never had anything, definitely not anyone, that was hers.

      Gunner would be hers.

      And she would be his.
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        * * *

      

      “We need to see what she can do,” Chaos said, his hard gaze unwavering, a frown making his forehead wrinkle.

      The male frowned a lot. Luna opened her mouth to say something, but Gunner beat her to it.

      “She’s barely recovered. She’s not up to it yet.”

      “We don’t have time. You know that as well as I do. Christ, James is out there now, probably being tortured. We need something, fucking anything to tip the scales.” Chaos’s gaze flicked to her and softened a tiny bit. “We need to know what you can do, Luna. We’ve seen demons appearing out of nowhere, easily fifty demons concealed, then standing right beside us. Your power is unique and fucking impressive. It could make a huge difference in this war.”

      She wished she could tell him what he wanted to hear. “A lot of that was my brother…or his power at least. His was the strongest between the two of us. I block, mainly.”

      “How strong is it?”

      She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt as her belly squirmed, suddenly feeling hollow. It wasn’t a good feeling. In fact, she wanted to find the nearest hole to crawl in. Shame. She was pretty sure the emotion she was feeling was shame. “I mean…yes, my power is strong. The beast that was summoned…”

      “You were the one blocking it, stopping us from getting to it, to Azel?” Gunner asked beside her.

      “He ordered me to protect him while he performed the summoning ritual.” Her stomach lurched just remembering that night.

      “And the trance-like state so many demons have been in when they fight us?” Chaos asked.

      “That was Azel. My brother and I are…were…” She had to clear her throat at the thought that she would never see her brother again, that Azel had ripped his powers from him and killed him in cold blood. “We’re blockers. I can create shields as strong as you saw that night. I can also create a block so…” She searched for the right word. “Layered, that I am essentially invisible. Ronan, well, it was his power that blocked and maintained cover over our house. Between the three of us, we could control and conceal the demons who have been attacking you this past year.”

      “Will you show us?” Chaos asked.

      Luna hadn’t used her powers since she’d vanished from emotional overload in front of Gunner. It still didn’t feel right to use them after she’d caused so much pain.

      But if she could help now, she had to show them.

      So she did what she had since she was trained to use her powers a year ago, calling them forth, but this time, it didn’t feel the same. There was no feeling of razor blades slicing through her veins, no acid burning her gut, no fundamental feeling of wrongness making her sick to her stomach.

      “It’s not the same…” She spun to Gunner, her eyes wide. “This is different. It feels, it feels right, good.” It worked the same, but using her power didn’t send her entire mind and body into distress.

      “Do you think it’s my blood?” Gunner asked.

      “There’s nothing else it could be.” She lifted her hands, raising her block, and couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across her face. “When I drank from Azel, I had to fight not to throw up.” She blushed and cleared her throat. “I definitely don’t have that problem with you.” Her gaze slid to Chaos. “Try to touch me.”

      Chaos lifted a hand and moved closer until he butted against the barrier she’d made. “Christ. This is amazing, Luna. How much force can it withstand?”

      “Well, the beast ran into it and it stopped him in his tracks.”

      Gunner made a strange sound beside her. He was thinking the same thing she was. That she’d stopped the beast from getting to him that night. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him right then or she might cry all over again at what she’d done, what had almost happened to him because of her.

      “Can you show us your layered block? How that works?”

      She nodded and envisioned layer after layer stacking up in front of her.

      Both males cursed.

      “You’re completely invisible,” Gunner said. “I didn’t try last time, but if I reached out now, would I be able to touch you?”

      “How many of us could you block at once?” Chaos added.

      “On my own? I’m not sure. I’ve always had Ronan’s power boosting me. Quite a few, I think.” She dropped the block and motioned Gunner forward.

      He joined her and she lifted the block again, in layers.

      “You’re both gone,” Chaos said. “Can you use your barrier at the same time?”

      “Yes,” she said and lifted that as well.

      “Try touching us,” Gunner said.

      She looked up at him. “He can’t hear us when my barrier’s up.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head.

      He reached out and cupped the side of her face. “I can feel it, your power. Your skin is tingling against my palm.” His eyes grew intense. “You saved me that night, too, didn’t you, love? The beast was gunning for me and you blocked it, you protected me like you did at that house.”

      She nodded because suddenly she found it difficult to speak.

      “Thank you.”

      She nodded again, and he brushed his thumbs over her cheeks. They came away coated in blood.

      “That always happens when I use my power. I’m not crying…”

      Gunner's mouth came down on her, cutting off her words. Luna lifted to her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around him, kissing him back. She was greedy for him, always.

      Someone cleared their throat, and Luna pulled back, only realizing then that her block had dropped completely. She’d been so wrapped up in the male grinning down at her that she’d lost all control.

      “Mental note. Keep you two apart if we ever use Luna in the field,” Chaos said.

      Gunner grabbed her hand and squeezed it gently. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”

      “I want to help,” she said, meaning it with everything in her. “I want to help fix what I broke. You’ve seen what I can do.”

      “I don’t like the idea of you being out there…”

      “Grace fights,” Luna said, injecting all the determination she felt into her words. “And you know I can keep myself safe. No one will even know I’m there.”

      “Azel will, and after the way you reacted the last time he was close…” He planted his hands on his hips. “Until that angel is out of commission, I want you here where it’s safe.”

      A shiver moved through her at the memory, but things had changed. “I know this sounds weird, but I can feel him leaving me. The more I drink from you, the less I feel of him.”

      Chaos crossed his arms. “It’s working, then. Silas was right.”

      The door opened and Rocco strode in.

      Luna inwardly winced at how much the knight had changed since the first time she’d seen him fighting with his brothers. His face was harder, his body so much leaner.

      “Roc?” Chaos straightened. “What’s going on?”

      The male’s gaze came to Luna, and she took an involuntary step back.

      “Got a message for you.”

      “Me?” she squeaked.

      “A male named Spencer? You know him?”

      Luna rushed forward. “He’s my friend.”

      “He’s been trying to find you, asking around. Made contact with a demi who used to work at a bar with—” His jaw tightened, strain and anguish lining his features.

      Kyler. He didn’t need to say his female’s name, it was written all over his face.

      “Is Spencer okay?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her.

      Luna took it and saw a phone number scrawled on it.

      When she looked up again, Rocco was already walking out. She glanced at Gunner. “Can I use your phone?”

      “It could be a trap,” Chaos said.

      Luna shook her head and stared the knight down. “Spencer’s my friend. He’s looked out for me since Azel took me from my home.”

      Gunner crossed his arms. “Let’s just think this through…”

      “I’m going to talk to him one way or another,” she said. “You can’t stop me.”

      The muscle in Gunner’s jaw jumped.

      “What harm can talking to him do?” Nothing would stop her from making contact with Spencer. She’d been worried about him since they were separated.

      When neither of the males said anything or handed her their phones, she turned to Chaos. “He helped me save Grace, to bring all those demi home, that has to count for something.”

      His eyes grew hard, then finally he nodded at Gunner. She turned back to the male who would soon be her mate and moved into him, getting closer, pressing against him, and looked into his eyes. “I need to know he’s okay, Gunner.”

      He made a rough sound, not quite a laugh. “Christ, female, I’m in serious trouble with you, aren’t I?” He pulled his phone from his pocket and handed it to her.

      She didn’t know what he meant by that, but she liked the way his amber eyes sparkled.

      “Keep it short.”

      She opened her mouth to protest.

      “Just until we know where he is, what he’s been doing since we found you, yeah?”

      “Fine,” she said. “But I trust Spencer with my life. I have many times. He loves me in his own way. He’s taken care of me since I was small, made sure I had everything I needed, and he always tried to sneak me food when Azel was pissed off and locked me away. He’d never do anything to hurt me, Gunner. He’s family.”

      His biceps tightened, and his cheek ticced. Something she’d said had made him unhappy. “Call him.”

      She quickly dialed the number.

      “Put it on speaker,” Gunner said, looking tense.

      The phone rang twice.

      “Luna?” Spencer’s familiar voice echoed down the line.

      “Thank god. I’ve been so damn worried. Where are you? Are you okay?”

      Silence. “Luna?”

      “Yes, Spencer, it’s me.”

      “What the hell have they done to you?”

      Her face heated. “They haven’t done anything. They’ve kept me safe. They’re helping me.”

      “You used the word ‘worried,’ and there was feeling behind it. Something’s happened,” he said gruffly.

      “That’s not important now, tell me where you are.”

      Another pause. “I’m being watched. I can’t make a move, not yet.”

      “Why did you leave? The knights would have protected you.”

      “There was so much confusion. I tried to follow, but Sir’s henchmen were everywhere. I lost sight of you and had no choice but to run.”

      “Tell me where you are, we’ll come for you.” She glanced at Gunner when she said it. His expression remained tense, not giving away what he was thinking or feeling. Now that she’d begun to understand emotions, she didn’t like that Gunner was hiding his from her.

      “As soon as I know it’s safe, I’ll text you and let you know my location.”

      She didn’t want to wait, she wanted to get him now. “The knights can handle it. Just tell me.”

      “I’m not putting you in any more danger, Luna. I’ll send you a message as soon as I can. I have to go.” Then the line went dead.

      Luna glanced up at Gunner, then at Chaos. “Do you believe me now? You can trust him.”

      “He could be lying, under orders from Azel…”

      “No,” she said with so much force she even surprised herself.

      Gunner moved closer. “Luna—”

      “No, Gunner. You’re wrong.” Then she leveled a look at both massive knights. “It’s your job to protect demi, isn’t it? Well, Spencer needs your help. You have to help him.”
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      Tobias clung to Scarlet, his legs only slightly stronger. They’d been making slow progress through the cavernous tunnels for what felt like hours; though, he was sure it was nowhere near that long. Still, he felt like he was on above-ground time. Hours here translated to days up there.

      He glanced at Scarlet again. His female was strong, but he was much bigger and she’d been taking most of his weight since they’d set off. The muscles in her arms trembled from the exertion.

      “You need to stop and rest,” he said, trying to slow her down.

      She looked up at him, cheeks dark from the strain, and shook her head. “Not yet, it’s not safe here—”

      The thud of footsteps ahead had him cursing. They’d turned into a long unbroken hall with nowhere to escape. It sounded like only one, a guard, judging by the clank of steel against steel, the sound of the black armor Diemos’s guard wore unmistakable as he walked. Tobias looked quickly around, but there was nowhere to hide, no nook or room to duck into. The guard would turn the corner and be on them in moments.

      Scarlet cursed as well, and before he could process what she was doing, she pulled the drab brown cloak she wore off her shoulders and threw it around his. Then she leaned against the wall, reached forward, and tugged him against her.

      His body may have been cut to ribbons and weak as a foal from blood loss, but as soon as he found himself pressed against her perfect curves, his body reacted. He stared down at her, into her vibrant green eyes, and all the precious oxygen he’d been fighting to get into his lungs left in a rush.

      Her lips parted and her cheeks darkened. “Quick, kiss me.”

      “What?” His heart exploded into action, pumping what little blood he had left through his veins and down to his cock.

      “Demons sometimes come here for clandestine…um, liaisons.”

      “Why? Demons fuck anywhere.”

      “Not when several of the high-ranking officers have lovers who are extremely possessive and have been known to kill anyone else they sleep with.”

      She tugged the hood over his head and tugged him closer. She was completely concealed by his body and was more holding him up than anything, but it had the same effect. They looked as if they were in a lover’s clinch. The sound of those boots thumping on the stone floor grew louder.

      Her gaze searched his as she licked her lips and gave him a small nod.

      Tobias had been without her, without his reason to breathe for so long. For so damn long. How many times had he dreamed her back to life, dreamed of kissing her, even when he was so consumed with darkness, even when his demon had crept into his heart and turned him into a monster? He’d tried to fight it, but he’d still felt her loss as if half of him was missing, even then.

      And if they lived through this moment, he would make sure they were never separated again.

      “You need to make it convincing,” she whispered, blushing even more.

      Scarlet never blushed. There was only one occasion he remembered, and now was not the time to think about that. This new version of her was just as intriguing, just as perfect. But his female was still in there, he’d seen her when she’d fought that demon in his cell, her quick thinking now. He would bring her back, every part of her.

      “I think I can manage that,” he rasped before he lowered his head and finally…fucking, finally, caught her lips with his.

      Scarlet’s gasp shot through him as soon as their mouths touched, zaps of electricity shocking him, setting him alight. Christ, it was like forked lightning raining down on them, through them, grounding him as he sucked her lip on a deep, needy moan and slid his tongue against the lower one.

      Home.

      It didn’t matter where the fuck he was, she was home. His mate. His Scarlet. Always.

      Scarlet whimpered, her hands clutching the cloak he was wearing and holding him to her as if she thought he’d step back.

      Not fucking happening.

      Her lips parted, and he got his first proper taste of her. His entire body jolted. Yes. There you are, my beautiful girl. There you are. Her tongue swiped back, tangling with his, and he had to brace one hand against the wall so he didn’t crush her with the full weight of his body, while the other curled around her waist.

      He tugged her closer, needing more of her, and pain from his injuries sliced through him. He ignored it, didn’t care if he fucking bled out all over again, not when Scarlet was back in his arms, kissing him the way she used to, as if she could never, would never, get enough of him.

      His heart expanded in his chest, his eyes stung, and his throat tightened—

      She stiffened. The thud of those boots was louder. They were nearly on them. He dug his fingers into her waist, telling her it was going to be okay, that he had her, and hating that he was so fucking weak right then.

      He waited for the boots to stop, for someone to shout or recognize who he was, but that thud only paused for a moment before carrying on. Obviously reluctant to disturb them in case it was one of his superior officers.

      The footsteps faded away, and Scarlet tugged him closer a moment, then released him, taking her perfect lips away from his. He wanted to chase them, take them back, but he had to be careful.

      If he gave too much away, if he told her outright who he was, who they were to each other, he might freak her out, she might run from him, and the powers Lucifer had given him wouldn’t come to be, would vanish into thin air. He wouldn’t be able to do what he was sent here to do…whatever the fuck that was. He wouldn’t be able to help his brothers.

      Whatever his task here would be, he had a feeling it wasn’t going to be easy. But he’d do anything for the female looking up at him wide-eyed, her forehead still pressed to his. He’d keep her safe.

      He’d try to make up for the evil he’d done. For the way he’d hurt…fuck, nearly destroyed his brothers.

      Her breathing was heavy, cheeks flushed pink. “Yes, that was um…very, convincing.”

      “You think?”

      She nodded.

      “Thanks. You were pretty convincing yourself,” he said, and despite being on the run in Hell and feeling as if he’d been crushed under a boulder, he smiled when she blushed deeper and had trouble meeting his eyes.

      She dipped her gaze to her feet. “R-right, well, we better get going. They obviously haven’t sounded the alarm yet, but it’s only a matter of time. We need to hurry. It’s not much farther.”

      She slid back under his arm, and wrapping hers around his waist, they walked, shuffling really, along the hall again.

      A short time later, they reached a crossroads and carried on ahead. The farther they went, the more untraveled the cavern looked. Cobwebbed and abandoned. The hall suddenly came to a stop, the whole thing boarded over with scorched heavy timber.

      Scarlet leaned him against the stone wall, gripped one of the boards, and pulled. It came free, and she leaned it to the side.

      “What is this place?” he asked as she helped him through the space she’d made, then put the board back in place behind them.

      She glanced up at him. “Lucifer’s old chambers are down here. Diemos closed off this wing and boarded up his rooms when he took over. I found the key in my room a long time ago, caught in a deep crack beside my bed. I have no idea how it got there, but every spare moment I had, I searched for the room the key fit.” She led him to a set of wood and iron double doors and pulled the heavy iron key from her pocket.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence. Somehow Lucifer had engineered this. He had to have. “Why did you search?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure. I just had this feeling that I needed to find it. And when I found the rooms, I thought perhaps I might need this place one day. I don’t know why.”

      “Why didn’t you come here a long time ago? You could have been safe here.”

      She blinked up at him and shrugged again. She couldn’t explain it.

      Tobias could.

      She hadn’t known it, but she’d been waiting.

      She’d been waiting for him.
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      Gunner had never been in any kind of romantic relationship in his long life. He’d never bothered, had never wanted one, because his mate had always been out there, and it was only a matter of time before he found her.

      Luna was finally here with him, and fucking typical, the world was on the verge of falling apart.

      Nothing was how he’d imagined it would be. No. But he was happier than he’d ever been in his life, despite the impending doom.

      Tomorrow there would be more fighting, more anger, more pain, more desperate searching for a way to stop Diemos from walking through the portal one solstice or equinox after using Rocco’s female, her power, and tearing their world down.

      So tonight, he was going to do something he never had. Go on a date—or something like that. Netflix and chill? He’d heard the term before. He guessed it meant relaxing with your loved one in front of the TV? It was a human thing. He had no idea what the hell he was doing, but he wanted Luna to know how important she was to him. Maybe get her to relax, enjoy herself for one night. Without fucking Azel being mentioned, or the coming goddamn apocalypse.

      One night with no worries. Just the two of them.

      So when he walked back to his apartment after talking with his brothers and Grace—discussing the heartbreaking fucking truth that they had no idea where James was and trying to come to terms with the fact that he might be dead—he was desperate to see Luna.

      He needed to be with her.

      Just one night without thinking about any of it. Or at least try not to.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he did a Google search.

      "Netflix and chill" is an internet slang term used as a euphemism for sexual activity…

      He closed the screen with a curse. Okay, that wasn’t what he thought it meant, not at all. But it wasn’t as if he had time to keep up with fucking human slang. And now he had an image of Luna in the shower with him, her beautiful little body all curvy and wet, the way her pussy had felt gripping his fingers.

      Shit.

      Nope.

      Don’t think about that. Do not fucking think of Luna coming around your fingers.

      He reached his apartment and took several calming breaths before he opened the door and walked in. She was there waiting for him as he’d asked her to. And her bright smile when she saw him made him fucking light-headed. Just the sight of her soothed him.

      His demon clawed at his subconscious to be free, to get to her, and writhed in pleasure at the sight of her at the same time. He was as confused and desperate for their female as Gunner was. He was also calmer than he’d ever been in Gunner’s life.

      She grinned and motioned to the coffee table in front of his couch, where she’d set out popcorn and soda as well as a couple of glasses.

      “This is what people do on movie nights, right? Eat popcorn and drink soda?” She looked at the table. “I’ve never done anything like this before, have you?”

      He’d asked her if she wanted to do this tonight and she’d seemed excited. He shook his head, his throat working, mouth dry as hell. “Not like this. I don’t think watching Ghost Busters with Rocco counts.”

      She laughed softly, and he felt it right behind his ribs. Luna was wearing her tight black jeans and her favorite soft sweater. Her long black hair was down and now layered with pink—Grace had helped her color it the day before—and her violet eyes were bright and ringed with black eyeliner, making them pop even more than they already did. A grin curled his lips when he looked down and saw she was wearing a pair of his socks.

      She wriggled her toes. “You don’t mind that I stole them? My feet were cold and these looked so warm.”

      “You can have anything of mine you want.” He moved closer to her, always desperate to get closer.

      She tipped her head back as he leaned in and kissed her gently hello. And Christ, it took everything in him not to take it deeper, not to beg for more. Her cheeks were darker when he lifted his head, and that just made him grin wider.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, the words leaving his mouth without thought, and the way she smiled after he said it made him determined to tell her every single fucking day. “Okay, what are we watching?”

      She rushed around the couch and all but dove on it before she patted the seat beside her. “Well, after much deliberation, I’ve decided on Deadpool.”

      She was sexy and impossibly cute, and Gunner moved around the couch, in a hurry to get close to her again. “What’s a Deadpool?”

      “No idea, but Grace said we’d both like it.” He sat and Luna grabbed a soft-looking blanket, that wasn’t his, and draped it over them both. She glanced up at him, her nose scrunching up in a fucking adorable way when she grinned.

      “You cold, love?” he muttered, damn near mesmerized just looking at her.

      “Not really, but Mia said this is what you do when you have a movie night.”

      “Are you telling me Zenon sits under a fluffy blanket and watches movies with his mate?” Gunner asked.

      “Yes, that’s what I’m telling you. And she gave me this blanket since she knows how much I like soft things.” She rubbed it on his cheek. “See? So soft.”

      That had him swallowing, mouth dry all over again. His heart was beating faster too. When she was like this, experiencing something new and wonderful, it was a fucking delight to witness. It also cut him to the bone knowing how neglected and deprived she’d been for so long. He wished he’d thought of getting her a soft blanket like this.

      He nodded and tried to calm the fuck down as she settled back with the remote. She turned on the TV and clicked around, opening Netflix and choosing the movie. “Eve showed me how to use it…Netflix, not the TV. I’ve used a TV before, obviously.” She snorted. “I may have been locked in our bedroom most of the time, but I’m not that ridiculous.”

      Gunner’s muscles seized up. Our bedroom. Her and Azel's.

      She glanced up at him, obviously sensing his change in mood. “Oh, I meant…”

      “It’s okay, love,” he said quickly.

      She nodded and slid closer to him. His arm was along the back of the couch and she curled in under it, wrapping her arm over his stomach and resting her head on his chest, then pressed play.

      It was torture. Exquisite fucking torture. Gunner swiped the bowl of popcorn off the table and set it on his knee, offering her some.

      She took a handful, and the sound of her eating made his muscles loosen and his heartbeat slow as the opening scene began.

      Gunner only saw bits here and there after that. How could he focus on the movie with Luna pressed up against him? When he heard, shit felt, every gasp and giggle she made? He didn’t even try to fight his manic grin when she out-and-out laughed her ass off.

      But he was doing okay, had his shit under control, until…the insane sex montage started. It had Gunner frozen and then laughing because it was hot but also funny as hell. It also had him fighting a serious hard-on because Luna made all these little gasping sounds while she squirmed against his side.

      Then fuck him, he felt her nipples harden, grazing his ribs when she squirmed some more.

      He tried to ignore it and had finally gotten his dick under control by the end of the film, when she turned to him and asked if he wanted to watch another one. What could he say?

      “Yeah, love, pick whatever you want.”

      He’d sit here all night with her if she wanted. His female happy, snuggled up with him like this, was heaven. Okay yeah, it was torture because he wanted her so bad—but it was also utter fucking bliss.

      She picked some movie called Friends with Benefits, and everything was going okay until about the thirty-minute mark when the friends decided to enjoy some benefits. That’s when Luna squirmed again, and her hand that was on his thigh flexed in a way he assumed was involuntary.

      He tried to ignore it, but it was getting harder by the minute. He was getting harder by the minute, especially when she bit her lip and her nipples…Jesus fucking Christ. Those tight little nipples pressed into his chest again.

      She was on her side, her legs up on the couch, and he dropped his hand from along the back to the outside of her thigh, right as the muscle tightened. She was squeezing her legs together.

      He dipped his head, lips going to the delicate shell of her ear. “You need something, Luna?”

      Please, fucking ask me to get you off.

      She licked her lips.

      “’Cause you know if you need anything, anything at all, you just have to ask for it.” Was that his voice? Had it ever been so rough? No. No, it hadn’t.

      “Um…no, I, uh…I…”

      He squeezed her thigh stopping her mid-stutter. “You’re squirming.”

      She tilted her head back so he could see her eyes. Her face was flushed, lips swollen and red from biting at them. “No, I was just…”

      “We’re mates, Luna, or we soon will be, you can be honest with me. You can tell me anything, ask for anything.”

      Her pink cheeks darkened more and she licked her lips again. “I’m just curious,” she whispered.

      He cupped her cheek. “About what?”

      She licked her lips again. “His head was under the covers, between her legs.” Her fingers flexed against his thigh again.

      When he spoke, all the lust he was feeling was right there in his voice. “When he went down on her?”

      “That’s what it’s called? I mean, I’ve seen demons do it before, of course, but…” She screwed up her face. “Everything they did creeped me the hell out.”

      He dipped his chin, it was all he was capable of.

      “She seemed to like it.”

      He cleared his throat. “Yeah, she did.”

      “Do you think…”

      Say it. Please, fucking say it. “What, Luna?”

      “Do you think I’d like it?”

      His hands shook and his demon was going apeshit inside him. “Yeah, I do.” Because he’d make damn sure she did.

      She chewed the side of her lip. He wanted to offer to get down on his knees and do it right there and then, but it had to be her. She had to be the one to ask for it. It had to be her decision.

      Luna glanced back at the TV, and with his hand back on the outside of her thigh, he could feel she was still clenching those thighs. She was turned way the fuck on. Her scent was driving him insane.

      After what felt a lifetime, she turned back to him. “Do you think that sometime, you’d maybe…that you’d maybe like to, um…do that?”

      He swallowed convulsively. “Yeah, I would. I’d like that with you a whole fuck of a lot.” Sometime? She was killing him. That was okay, though. He’d wait, could keep on waiting, as long as she needed.

      She was quiet a full minute.

      “Gunner?”

      “Yeah, love.”

      “Would you like to do that, um…now?”

      He sucked in a ragged breath and tried to let it out slowly so he didn’t snarl his next words. “I’d fucking love to do that now.”

      Her hands dropped to the front of her jeans and she snapped the button.

      Christ. Gunner covered her hand, halting her. Her gorgeous eyes shot up to him, so much need there, it nearly fucking broke him.

      “First, we kiss,” he said.

      Her eyes brightened, and she got to her knees and dove at him, her mouth landing on his, making him growl as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

      Fuck, yes.

      He’d been wanting to do this, to kiss her properly since he walked in the door. Leaning forward, he tugged her smaller body under his and laid her down on the couch.

      Luna was soft and warm under him, her mouth like fucking heaven. He sucked her plump lips, groaning when she licked into his mouth with more confidence than she’d ever kissed him with before. Kissing him back with just as much urgency. Yeah, he loved that. Loved that she was taking what she wanted from him, that tonight she’d wanted something and had trusted him enough to ask for it, even if she’d been shy at the start.

      They would be mates, and if she wanted something from him, he wanted her to know she could always ask. Always. That nothing would ever be too much or wrong. If she wanted it, he’d move the sky and the earth to give it to her.

      He covered one of her full breasts with his hand, and she whimpered, arching up, silently asking for more. Yeah, that pleased the hell out of him. Luna showing him what she liked. Sliding his hand under her sweater, he covered her over her bra and lightly pinched her tight little nipple between his fingers.

      She gasped and shoved her hand under his shirt, seeking his bare skin. She liked it because her soft hands didn’t stop moving. Gunner kissed his way down her throat as he tugged her sweater up, exposing her beautiful breasts covered in black silk and lace. He glanced up at her, at the heavy lust in her eyes as she watched him, and fuck, that was hot. She was hot.

      He tugged down both cups of her bra, his gaze never wavering as he leaned in and sucked a nipple into his mouth. Luna arched deeper, her nails grazing his skin, making him hiss. Jesus, had he ever been this hard?

      Taking his time, he licked and sucked and toyed with her, then moved to the other nipple and started all over again. The way Luna writhed under him, the way her scent grew stronger—she was ready for his mouth. More than ready.

      He shook as he kissed his way down her belly. The couch wasn’t huge, so he had to kneel on the floor, but he didn’t care. He glanced up at her again as he slid open the zipper of her jeans, as he tugged them off her smooth thighs. Tossing them aside, he looked at her pussy hidden beneath black cotton and groaned. Her panties were drenched, molded to her in a way that drove him fucking wild.

      “Ready?” he managed, voice like fucking rusted steel.

      She nodded. “Y-yes.”

      Yes, Luna had limited experience, and she’d suffered so much in her life, but she was so incredibly strong. She knew what she wanted, was eager to experience new things, and Gunner was so fucking thankful the fates had chosen him, that he was the one she’d walk eternity with.

      He slid her panties down her legs and tossed them on the floor, then panting like hell, mouth watering, body shaking from how much he wanted his mouth on her, he leaned in and kissed her inner thigh.

      Luna spread wide for him, squirming, and then…finally, he lapped at the smooth seam of her pussy, and fucking near convulsed from how good she felt, how phenomenal she tasted on his tongue.

      He’d been holding back, trying so hard to go slow, but as soon as he had her on his tongue, he snapped. Flinging her legs over his shoulders, he spread her pussy and covered her with his mouth. Groaning and growling, he licked and sucked and kissed her as if his life depended on it.

      Her hand went to the back of his head, her nails grazing his scalp, her hips lifting off the couch, grinding up, showing him she liked what he was doing, telling him she wanted more.

      “Gunner,” she gasped. “Oh god…oh god.”

      Gunner’s chest puffed the hell up from the sounds of her pleasure. Nothing was more important than making her feel good. Nothing. He played with her, circling her tight opening with his tongue, dipping inside just a little before moving up to her clit and sucking it gently. He repeated it over and over until she was thrashing and her pussy was fucking dripping.

      She moaned helplessly. “P-please, I feel so…I need…”

      “More,” Gunner growled.

      “Y-yes.”

      “You want my fingers, love?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” It was obviously all she could manage, but the fact she spread wider for him, her ass lifting higher, told him all he needed to know.

      Gunner didn’t fuck around and pushed two fingers deep inside her as he latched on to her clit and sucked. Luna bucked under him and screamed, coming for him instantly, her pussy clamping down hard on his fingers.

      She shuddered and moaned and clung to his head and shoulders as she continued to roll her hips, grinding up, drawing out her orgasm.

      When she collapsed back, her eyes were heavy, her cheeks were flushed, and her fangs were peeking out.

      Gunner couldn’t help but grin up at her. “Well?”

      “You need to ask?” she said huskily.

      “Nope.”

      She giggled but looked close to passing out.

      He scooped her up off the couch and carried her to the bedroom. By the time he got there, she was out cold. He wasn’t surprised with everything she was going through.

      Laying her in bed, he ignored his impossibly hard dick and stripped because he couldn’t handle his jeans strangling his cock another moment, then climbed in with her.

      He couldn’t bring himself to leave her, not even to relieve the pain of his blue balls in the bathroom. Instead, he lay there aching and hard and watched his female as she slept.
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      Luna woke to a quiet apartment and a throbbing ache between her thighs.

      She glanced at the clock. Several hours had passed since they’d watched the movie.

      How could she still want more of Gunner already?

      Light from the living room filtered in, and she turned toward him—

      She sucked in a breath. He was beside her. No covers. Completely naked.

      Luna squirmed and clenched her thighs as she drank in the sight of him.

      He was asleep on his back, one hand behind his head, the other resting on his tight abs—and he was hard. So incredibly hard.

      The way he’d made her lose her mind tonight? She never knew it was possible to feel that way, that incredible. And yeah, she wanted him to do it again. Badly.

      Should she wake him?

      You’re being selfish.

      He needed his sleep. He’d be out fighting again the next night.

      And he was always giving to her, and as greedy for him as she was, she kept on taking. Biting her lip, she tried to ignore the increasing demand between her legs, how slick she felt when she slid her thighs together, how impossibly needy.

      But she couldn’t.

      Her breasts were tight and full and her nipples ached. Her hands went to them all on their own, cupping, then squeezing. Her fingers toyed with the tight tips the way Gunner had earlier, and she gasped when she felt the pull lower, right where she ached the most.

      Her face was hot and her belly trembled. Could her fingers do what Gunner’s had? Curiosity and desperate need had her sliding one hand down her belly, had her thighs spreading to make room for her tentative fingers.

      She slipped them over her lower lips. She was hot and slick, and when she moved her fingers over her clit, tingles of pleasure shot all over her body. She kept on doing it, over and over, and the more she teased herself there, the wetter and more desperate to come she got.

      What if she…

      She slipped a finger inside and there was no holding in her little cry of pleasure. Her gaze shot to Gunner. He was still asleep, and so incredibly beautiful.

      Looking at him while she touched herself, made it so much better. She slid her finger in and out the way Gunner had, and her other hand joined in, rubbing over her clit at the same time.

      Her gaze dropped to his hard length resting on his stomach, and she imagined it moving inside her. Another needy sound escaped. More. She needed more. She pushed in another finger, crying out again.

      Her hands moved faster. Was Gunner's erection growing bigger? That part of him, it was as beautiful as the rest of him. She imagined it pushing deep inside her, thrusting powerfully, and she bit her lips to hold in her whimpers as her hips rolled.

      Her gaze moved up over the taut corrugated muscles of his stomach, his wide chest lightly dusted with hair, up to his handsome face—

      She froze.

      His eyes were open.

      “Don’t stop,” he rasped. “Don’t you fucking stop, Luna.”

      She flushed even hotter but was too needy to care that he’d caught her. So she did as he said and kept moving, her fingers thrusting in and out quicker, deeper. She was going to come like this, with Gunner’s eyes locked on her. With that fierce hunger burning in his eyes.

      The hand on Gunner's stomach slid lower. The heat in her belly curled tighter.

      Was he going to—

      He gripped that big, hard weight resting on his stomach, tight, and started stroking, hard and fast.

      Luna made a sound she never had in her life, pitched high. The tip of his cock glistened, and the faster he pumped the more wetness leaked out.

      He spread his legs a little and reached down, cupping his heavy sac, squeezing lightly, and groaned, and the whole time, his gaze, so hot and intense, was focused on what she was doing to herself.

      “That’s it, make yourself feel good. Show me how good it feels. Soon it won’t just be your fingers fucking you, it’ll be me, won’t it, love?”

      His dirty words only managed to make Luna ache more, and when he squeezed his length hard and more wetness slid out, she broke. Stiffening, body trembling, she cried out helplessly. Her thighs snapped closed and she rolled her hips, pressing down on her clit, riding the pleasure to the end.

      Gunner barked out beside her, and she watched through heavy lids as he came as well, never once looking away from her.

      They lay there, Gunner panting, staring at each other, and maybe she should have been embarrassed, but she couldn’t find it inside herself to be.

      “So fucking gorgeous,” Gunner growled out.

      “I couldn’t help it,” she said into the quiet of the room. “I woke wanting you, and I…”

      “You liked it? Making yourself come?”

      “Yes, I liked it. I liked you watching me as well.”

      He reached out and tugged her against him. “You should explore your own body, Luna. It’s healthy and natural and beautiful. You’ll learn what you enjoy and what you don’t. But next time you want me, you wake me.” He grinned, but kind of screwed up his face as well. “Please, fucking wake me.”

      She laughed, he was teasing her, pretending he’d be sad if she didn’t. “Okay, fine. If it’s that important to you,” she said, teasing him as well.

      “But if you want to get yourself off…then yeah, again, please fucking wake me. Your male sure as hell wants to watch.”

      “And join in as well?” she said shyly, pleasure fluttering behind her chest at everything he’d just said, but mainly for calling himself hers.

      “You think I could watch you ride your fingers and not come as well?”

      His look of horror had her laughing outright. He laughed with her, low and deep, and squeezed her tight before he kissed her softly.

      “Fucking love that laugh, Luna. Never get sick of hearing it.”

      She snuggled in closer. She loved lots of things about him. Everything in fact.

      “Gunner,” she said against his chest.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think I might need you again, to um…you know…”

      He growled and flipped her onto her back in a heartbeat. She giggled, giggled, as he grinned down at her and licked his lips.

      His expression softened. “Christ, I love that as well.” Then he threw her legs over his shoulders and buried his face between her legs.

      She stopped giggling after that and started moaning.
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        * * *

      

      Luna wasn’t sure what Gunner was thinking, but his expression was hard, his amber gaze laser-focused. They were on the roof of an apartment building, right above where Spencer had asked her to meet him.

      “You have nothing to worry about,” she said, taking in the hard line of Gunner’s jaw.

      “We don’t know that.”

      Spencer had messaged that morning with his location and a small window of time to extract him. Her friend was being hunted by Azel and his demons, and if they captured him, they’d punish him or worse.

      “Spencer knows you and your brothers will be with me. There’s no way even Azel would try anything here. This is too public, there are way too many humans.”

      “It hasn’t stopped him in the past.”

      “In the past, he had me to keep him safe. Even hidden behind my brother's stolen cloaking powers, he’ll know that I’d be able to sense him this close. That makes him vulnerable. He doesn’t like being vulnerable. He’s power-hungry, but he’s a coward.”

      Gunner’s hand slid up her back, curling around the nape of her neck; the hold was possessive, protective, and also offered comfort. She liked it. She liked that when she was with Gunner, there was this undeniable sense of belonging, that she knew she was right where she was meant to be.

      That they were equals.

      Not owned. Not someone’s property.

      Gunner constantly put her needs ahead of his own, and she wanted to be the one to do that for him. To give him everything he needed.

      Her male was selfless in a way she never knew was possible. In a way that had broken through all the pain and the barriers she’d lived behind for so long and allowed her to begin to figure out who she really was.

      All Gunner’s brothers were with them, even Rocco. Grace and her crew were hidden in the shadows below, ready if they needed backup.

      “He should be here by now,” Gunner said, scanning the alley below.

      “He’ll come. I know he will.” She’d barely gotten the words out when Spencer strode around the corner, head down. He was wearing a ball cap, something she’d never seen him wear, and a long coat. “Take me down.”

      Gunner didn’t move.

      “Gunner?”

      Her big, growly male shook his head. “Not until I know it’s safe.”

      Rocco approached her friend and Spencer tipped his head back, eyes wide as the massive knight crowded him.

      “That’s definitely him?” Gunner asked.

      “Yes, it’s him. Now please, take me down.”

      Rocco was talking low as Laz and Zenon moved around him as well. Luna glanced back up at Gunner. His eyes were closed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Searching for demons.”

      “And?”

      “I can only sense demi.”

      Tension slid from her. Spencer would never purposely do anything to hurt her, but they could have followed him.

      Rocco lifted a hand, waving them down without looking away from his prey.

      Finally, Gunner scooped Luna up, walked to the edge of the building, and stepped off. His wings caught the air so they drifted smoothly to the alley floor below. As soon as her feet hit the pavement, Luna ran to Spencer.

      “Luna!” Gunner barked out.

      She didn’t miss the older male’s shocked expression when she threw her arms around him and hugged him tight.

      He stood there stunned for several seconds before his arms finally lifted and he hugged her back. She looked up at him and smiled as tears slid down her cheeks. “I thought you were dead. I’m so glad you’re okay.” She shook her head and chuckled. “Don’t panic, they’re happy tears.”

      Spencer’s mouth opened and closed several times before he finally croaked out, “Happy tears?” He blinked. “So it’s true? How did this happen? You can really feel everything?”

      She nodded as more of those damned tears fell. “Yes.”

      Spencer made a pained sound that had her frowning. “What is it?”

      He cupped her face. “I thought you were faking it when you called me, that you were giving me some kind of sign, that you needed help…if I’d known…” His expression became pained. “I’m sorry,” he whispered so softly only she would hear.

      She turned as someone else walked around the corner, tall, so tall, and so incredibly pale. Luna froze and tried to pull away from Spencer, but he held on. She glanced around, but no one was reacting. It was as if they couldn’t see him striding toward her.

      The air around the tall male rippled like heatwaves. She recognized the power instantly. This was the male who had taken her brother’s power. She was about to yell, to let Gunner know, but the male lifted his head—

      Violet eyes identical to her own stared back. Her legs went weak, but Spencer held her up.

      “Luna?” Gunner said, moving toward her.

      But it was too late, the male…her brother, lifted his arms out toward her and she and Spencer were surrounded by his power, pulled into it.

      Gunner yelled and ran toward her, the other knights doing the same. But they couldn’t see her. Gunner reached for her, but he couldn’t touch her. Mayhem erupted around them as the knights and Grace’s crew searched frantically for her.

      Ronan moved closer, his eyes never leaving hers. She stared up at him in shock when he stopped in front of her, when he looked down, his face so familiar, so precious. He was a man now, but he was her brother, she was in no doubt.

      He cupped the side of her face, skin cool. “Sister.”

      “You’re alive?” She grabbed his arms as more happy tears began to flow.

      “Yes.” He looked down at her, his expression smooth, not a trace of outward emotion showing. Just the way she used to be. “They took you from us. I’ve come to take you home.”

      “No, they didn’t take me. Gunner rescued me.”

      “That’s what they want you to believe, but they only want you for your power, Luna,” he said and glanced at Gunner. Her knight was close, close enough to touch but impossible to reach. He was yelling…no, roaring her name, his expression lined with rage, filled with pain, with anguish.

      Panic built inside her. “Please, let me go, I need to go to him,” she pleaded.

      Ronan shook his head, his gaze searching hers. “You’re confused. Dhampir aren’t supposed to feel, Luna. They broke you.” He motioned to Gunner again. “He broke you.”

      Gunner roared, the sound all demon.

      Luna tried to run to him, but her brother scooped her up easily and strode toward the mouth of the alley. She screamed and fought, but it was no use.

      Ronan turned the corner and she lost sight of him.

      She lost sight of Gunner.

      Her heart was a dead lifeless husk in her chest, but somehow it still managed to shatter.
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      Gunner’s roar filled the alleyway, the power behind it shaking him to his bones, rattling his fucking skull. His brain short-circuited and his fist smashed into the brick wall in front of him. He was going to tear it down, tear it all down until he found her.

      His fist connected with the brick, again and again, skin splitting, bone crunching, blood everywhere. A frenzy of desperation and anger making it impossible to stop. He called her name until his throat was raw.

      But she was gone, oh fuck, she was gone. The cry that left him as he threw another punch couldn’t be him. It couldn’t be. His demon had control, and there was no stopping him. They wanted her back. They wanted her back right fucking now.

      Strong arms came around him from behind, pulling him back, or trying to. Then more, hands at his shoulders, around his chest. Someone stepped in front of him, he had no idea who, all he could see was red. He smashed his head forward, connecting with something. He growled and tried to fight his way free of whoever was holding him.

      The punch to his jaw sent a shockwave through him, enough that the red receded. Rocco stood in front of him, nose busted and leaking blood.

      His brother gripped his face in his big, rough hands and got nose-to-nose close. “Stop. You need to fucking stop. Now. I know what you’re feeling, brother, you know I do. But we can’t look for her when we’re trying to stop you from killing yourself.”

      Gunner jerked back, pulling away from Chaos and Zenon who held him from behind, and staggered.

      “You need to focus,” Chaos said. “Reach out, search for her.”

      Gunner shook his head, the clawing of his demon relentless, its howls lifting the hair on the back of his neck. All the calm, the control he’d had over that part of himself since he found Luna was gone, decimated because she was gone. If he looked in a mirror, his eyes would be completely black.

      His demon pressed against his skin, causing a ripple down his spine, so close to the surface, so desperate for him to shift and let him take over.

      “Find the control,” Zenon said low. “Dig deep and fucking find it.”

      Gunner shook his head again. “She’s gone.” Dragging his fingers over his head, he paced back and forward, so much adrenaline pumping through him with nowhere to go.

      “You can track her,” Rocco said. “Right?”

      The reality of just how bad this was hit with full force at Rocco’s words. Gunner met his searching stare. “We’re not mated. She needed time after what Azel…” He growled. “She needed time. I can’t track her, I can’t find her. They’re blocking her again.”

      Chaos cursed.

      “She had some freedom before, she won’t anymore.” Gunner shook his head. “Azel will make sure I never find her again.”

      At those words, the fragile grip he had on his control snapped. His demon pushed harder, and Gunner let him have his way. He shifted into his Kishi demon form, his clothes falling in tatters at his feet, and shot into the night sky.

      Luna had found a way to reach him before. No matter how long it took for her to get another chance, he wouldn’t stop reaching out for her, calling for her until that time came.

      He wouldn’t stop searching.

      The rest of it could all burn.
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        * * *

      

      Luna fought against Ronan’s hold until she couldn’t anymore. He held her to his chest, striding through the city streets. The air around them rippled as they seemingly walked right through people. His power was so incredibly strong, stronger than she ever believed.

      She gripped the lapel of his jacket. “Ronan, please, tell me where you’re taking me.”

      His vibrant violet eyes locked with hers. “Home.”

      “Home? What do you mean?”

      Ronan blinked down at her slowly, his confusion clear. “He needs us.”

      She struggled again. “No, goddammit, no. Not back to him. Not back there.”

      Ronan’s hold on her tightened. “Calm yourself, Luna. What is the matter with you? Your eyes, they’re bleeding, but you’re not using your power.”

      She shoved at his chest, and there was no holding back her panicked scream. And she kept on screaming. His hand touched the side of her face and something pulsed heavily through her head.

      Then there was nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Luna opened her eyes.

      And oppressive darkness closed in.

      She was back in the basement.

      Panic seized her by the throat.

      Wrapping her arms around herself, she squeezed her eyes closed and bit her lips together. She would not cry, she would not show Sir her pain. That fucker would not get the satisfaction.

      Gunner.

      The way she’d seen him before Ronan took her rushed forward, burning an imprint into her mind. His anguished roar echoed through her head, and the cry she tried to fight escaped.

      A scraping sound reached her from the other side of the room.

      Luna jolted and curled deeper in on herself.

      If Sir touched her, if he made her feed from him and forced himself on her—

      Her body convulsed as she dry heaved.

      “Luna?” A light came on.

      She jerked back, blinking as her eyes tried to adjust.

      A small lamp was on across the room. She wasn’t in the basement. No, of course she wasn’t. That basement didn’t exist anymore. The house didn’t exist anymore.

      Ronan sat in a chair across from her, watching her as if she was some newly found species.

      Luna pushed up, not from a hard concrete floor but a huge bed. “Where am I?”

      The bedroom she was in was filled with dark furniture and hunter green walls, curtains, and bedcovers.

      Her brother’s head tilted to the side. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you cowering?” He stood and moved closer, still studying her. “What do you think is going to happen here?”

      “Where is he?”

      “Sir?”

      “Yes! Goddammit, Ronan, is he here?” Her voice was growing higher with her panic.

      Her brother shook his head. “I planned on reaching out to him once I found you. I failed him. His house was destroyed, you were taken,” he said, voice almost robotic. “We saw you with the knight and you wouldn’t come to him, to us. He was angry. He won’t return until he has us both, until we can make it safe for him to do so again.”

      Azel wasn’t here, he didn’t know where they were, for now. “So when I wouldn’t go to him, when I was with the knights, what did he do?”

      “He told me to find you or never return.”

      It was a bluff. It had to be. “You can’t possibly want to go back to him.”

      His brow scrunched. “Why would I not? He needs our powers for his cause. He needs us. And it was my failing that allowed the knights to find you, that they were able to destroy his house.” Ronan’s frown deepened. “That day, something or someone was able to get inside my head, they spoke to me. The shock of it…my block fell. It takes time to rebuild one that strong. I couldn’t do it fast enough.”

      Eve. It was Eve who got in his head.

      Luna hadn’t missed the tiny crack in her brother’s voice, could it mean something? Ronan was cold, emotionless, there was no missing it. He was the way she’d been for many years. It was the nature of the dhampir. But she had emotions now, she felt. It started slowly. Was the same thing happening to him? Was he feeling something? There had been a note of desperation in his voice when he spoke of being reunited with Sir. Was he aware of it?

      Azel had manipulated her brother into coming after her. That asshole would be lost without Ronan, without both of them, but somehow he’d convinced Ronan it was the other way around.

      She had to get through to him, and letting her new emotions lead her wasn’t going to work. Maybe she heard something in his voice, maybe not. But right now, her best bet was cold hard facts.

      “The cause he’s had us fighting? Sir is on the wrong side. He’s on the side of evil, you must know that?”

      His hands slid into the pockets of his trousers. “Both demons and demi are powerful. Humans are not. It’s only logical to assume Hell will eventually prevail, that Diemos will be released and take the earth. Sir knows this also.”

      “It’s not a forgone conclusion, Ronan. There are good people, demi, the knights, fighting for what is right. Humans don’t deserve to die or be exploited because Diemos wants more. Demi don’t want to be under his rule, they want to defeat him.”

      His stare was intense. “Impossible. The knights can’t win.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not. We can fight, and we should. What Azel—”

      “You dare use his name?”

      She slid off the bed and moved closer to her brother. “Azel's not a demon, Ronan, he’s an angel. Did you know that?”

      He stilled. “No, he’s a—”

      “You’ve seen the scars on his back?”

      A sharp nod.

      “They’re from having his wings removed before he was stripped of most of his powers and thrown from Heaven.”

      Ronan’s expression didn’t change, if anything, it now looked like smooth marble, giving away absolutely nothing. “How do you know this?”

      “Lucifer is the grandfather of one of the knights. He confirmed it. Lucifer, Ronan. How can we not believe him?”

      “Lucifer is known for his mischief-making. He could be lying.”

      It was hard, but she had to keep her emotions in check, even when panic tried to fill her empty lungs and choke her. “His scars, how else can you explain them?”

      “Battle.”

      “Azel told me you were dead just before I was found, that your powers were given to someone else.”

      He frowned. “Why would he say that?”

      “Didn’t you wonder why we were kept apart?”

      “I did query it.”

      “And?”

      “He said you were a distraction I couldn’t afford, that the work I needed to do was too important.” He shrugged. “I’m powerful. As a child, I needed focus and discipline to harness it. I was always close by.”

      “I missed you, Ronan. I missed my brother.”

      “I don’t understand such feelings.”

      She touched his forearm, and he looked down and frowned again. “I know you don’t. I didn’t either. But I always had this ache, right here,” she said, touching her chest where her heart used to beat. “Something was always missing.”

      He stared into her eyes as if trying to see inside her, and finally, he nodded. “I think…I think I experienced something like that.”

      Was she getting through? Was she actually getting through to him? “He told me for years that you were locked away, that he’d hurt you or kill you if I didn’t do as he said. He lied to me.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “I never forgot what he did to our mother. I didn’t need to feel or understand emotions to know that was wrong. I refused to give him my loyalty because of what he did. He manipulated me to ensure I complied.”

      His mouth tightened, a tiny chink in that stony mask. “Our mother? What do you think he did?”

      Luna stared up at him as pain assaulted her, disbelief. “He killed her, Ronan. You were there beside me when he removed her head in front of us.”

      A muscle in his cheek jumped. “No. No, you’re wrong. I have no recollection of that.”

      “You were there, Ronan. You stood beside me, you cried out for her as she fell to the floor. That’s why he’s kept us apart, that’s why he wouldn’t let us be together. Together, we would defy him.” She squeezed his forearm. “He is nothing without us. Nothing.”

      “I don’t believe it. I’d remember him murdering our mother…”

      “You must have blocked it out, seeing her slaughtered that way. You were older. Maybe your bond to her was stronger? Having that severed would have caused you great distress. It did for me. You’ve locked it away, Ronan, to protect yourself, but if you try, if you think really hard, I know you’ll remember.”

      He pulled his arm out from under her hand. “The knights, they’ve toyed with you, sister. They’ve taken advantage of your emotions, your weakness.” He took a step back. “You’ve been brainwashed by our enemy.”

      Her panic grew. “No, you’ve been manipulated by Azel. This loyalty you feel toward him, he doesn’t deserve it.”

      “You’re wrong,” he said, voice low, cold.

      She shook as fear sent freezing icicles through her veins. “He locked me away, Ronan. Months without blood, not even food or water. I was skin over bone when Gunner found me. My heart stopped beating, my organs had shut down.” She grabbed his hand and pressed it to her chest. “See. Nothing.”

      “Mine doesn’t beat either.”

      “He did the same to you?” she rasped.

      “He did nothing to me. Our hearts are unnecessary, it’s not unusual for them to stop.”

      She’d had no idea that it could happen.

      One of many things Azel had kept from her. She looked up at her brother. God, she wasn’t getting through to him. “He made me drink his blood, his toxic blood, and then he used my body for his pleasure. He hurt me. Manipulated me.”

      His shoulders stiffened. “You know so little of the ways of our kind, sister. Our bodies are our currency. It’s the accepted price for the blood we drink. It’s the most logical form of payment since our donors feel arousal when we feed from them.”

      God, she was going to be sick. “That may have been true, but that doesn’t mean it’s right.”

      “Your emotions are skewing things in your mind…”

      “Ronan…” she choked, pain slicing through her. “He used you like that as well?”

      Her brother looked completely unmoved. “Yes, of course.”

      “That’s…it’s not right. No one has the right to take any part of us without us giving it freely. What he did to you, to me, was wrong, Ronan. All of it.”

      “You’re confused.”

      Warmth ticked down her cheeks. She was goddamn crying again. Had anyone in the history of the world ever cried as much as she did now? “We were children and he took us from our mother. He killed her and made us his playthings. He used us for the power we could give him. He doesn’t care about either of us.”

      He stared at her long and hard before he finally spoke. “Logic is beyond you now. The knights have toyed with these emotions you have somehow developed and you are not seeing things as they truly are. Once Sir is back with us, he’ll help you overcome your weakness.”

      Then he turned and headed for the door across the room. Luna ran after him, grabbing his arm, terror exploding from her in a strangled cry.

      He stopped and grabbed her arms. “You’re being irrational. Don’t make me tie you to a chair. There is no getting away from here, Luna. And if you attempt to leave my shields, I’ll feel it and will bring you back. There is no escape. You need to come to terms with it.”

      Then he shoved her back, opened the door, and strode out, locking it behind him.
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      With a snarl, Gunner kicked the demon at his feet, then dropped to his knee and tore the fucker’s head off.

      Threats and torture weren’t working. They knew something; he could see it in their eyes.

      But no one was talking.

      He and his brothers had paired up and been searching the city for hours. Rocco’s growl had him turning around. His brother bounced on the balls of his feet, covered in as much demon blood as Gunner was, sword swinging in his hand. He jutted his chin to the other side of the parking lot.

      Demons, at least five of them.

      Gunner drew his sword, on the edge of losing his shit completely. Rocco had been where he was now, had been living with the rage a long time, and they were feeding off each other’s fury and despair. In the back of his mind, he knew how dangerous that was, but right then he couldn’t find it in himself to give one single fuck.

      He wanted Luna back, and he would hunt down and torture every demon in this city until one of them talked.

      The demon standing slightly ahead of the others grinned, eyes alight with humor.

      “Something funny?” Rocco taunted.

      The demon shrugged. “Just remembering this bitch we picked up earlier.” He lifted his hands in fake surrender and spoke with a higher voice. “Who are you? What do you want? No, please don’t hurt me. Funny shit.” He chuckled. “Like seriously, can’t these whores come up with a new script already?”

      His friends laughed with him.

      They were purposely trying to get them to attack, that was obvious, but Gunner couldn’t hold back his reaction. His demon couldn’t either, and it fought to be free. He glanced at Roc, whose bare shoulders rippled as his demon did the same.

      “Remember that one a while back?” The demon talking elbowed the one closest. “That bitch lost her shit.” His gaze slid to Rocco and locked on. “Who did she keep calling out for again?” he said to one of his buddies. “Donny…Ronny? No…Rocco. That’s it.”

      Rocco turned to stone beside him.

      “Help me, Rocco. Roccccccooooo.” The demon smirked. “She was shaking so hard, and you should have seen her eyes when we handed her over to the orthon Diemos sent for her. Fucking hilarious. Our king was looking forward to meeting her too. Wonder how she’s doing in Hell?” He grinned wider. “How do you think she enjoys sharing Diemos’s bed?”

      Rocco’s roar split the night like thunder before he exploded into his Kishi demon form, and once Rocco shifted, there was no holding Gunner’s demon back. He didn’t want to. He wanted to tear those demons apart. Their smiles vanished when both Gunner and Roc used their wings to propel them forward. They spun and ran.

      Fuck that.

      His fangs and claws elongated, rage throbbing through him. Rocco’s wounded snarl, his pain and rage matching Gunner’s own. They went after the demons, and Gunner tried to keep his focus through the red fury clouding his vision, but it was impossible.

      They rounded a corner, deeper in the shadows now, behind a building set for demolition. There weren’t five demons anymore, there were at least twenty-five.

      Gunner didn’t pause, and neither did Rocco. This was a setup, there was no doubt in Gunner’s mind, but he and his brother knew exactly what they were flying into. Diemos, Azel, trying to take them out, fuck knew and fuck if he cared. Did they really think uneven odds would stop them? Did they think they could win against their fury?

      The only thing that would stop either of them at this point was having their females returned to them unharmed, but since that wasn’t fucking happening, every single one of these demons would soon be nothing but ash on the ground.

      “That demon’s mine, and I’m taking him alive,” Rocco said as they swung their swords, cutting through the first demons dumb enough to come at them.

      Gunner nodded, and with a roar removed the head of the demon in front of him. The one right behind tried to back up and Gunner laughed, the sound pure evil. The darkness inside him slipping a little deeper into his bones and through his veins. He didn’t care about that either.

      He would kill every fucking demon in this city, would tear it all down, and he wasn’t going to stop until he had Luna back.

      He would never stop.
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        * * *

      

      Luna stiffened as the door to her new prison opened. Her brother walked in. Alone.

      She’d been there four long nights, and each morning she woke expecting Azel to be there to take her back, for her nightmare to begin all over again. Only this time without the mercy of numbness. This time she would feel everything, body and soul.

      But he hadn’t come. Not yet.

      And every morning Ronan came in with food and offered her a glass of blood—whose blood she had no idea. She didn’t want to know, and she declined it each time. The only blood she wanted was Gunner’s.

      Maybe it was stupid to reject it; her hunger grew with each day, her body growing weaker, but she couldn’t make herself drink it. And her ability to go without this long was proof that she’d finally flushed Azel out of her system.

      What she craved most, though, was Gunner—his arms around her, his scent, his rough, deep voice soothing her, calling her “love,” just talking to him. Being near him. Everything. She missed everything about him.

      She missed him so much it actually caused her pain. Who knew that was possible? And the longer she was away from him, the deeper was her…despair.

      In her condition, and with how strong Ronan was, if he chose to keep her hidden from Gunner, he would never find her. She would be lost to him forever.

      Azel would never let her out of his sight ever again.

      So when Ronan began his questions, the same ones he asked every morning—going over what she’d told him the first day she was brought there—it was a struggle to lift her head. Four days without feeding, plus a broken heart—because that’s what this had to be—all she could do was snap out her answers.

      “You’re agitated this morning? Why?” Ronan asked, that same expressionless look on his face, the robotic voice.

      Luna made herself sit up. “Because I’m sad and I’m scared,” she said, telling him the truth.

      “Why?”

      “I miss Gunner so much I hurt. I’m scared I’ll never see him again, and I’m terrified that Azel will show up at any moment and lock me away all over again.”

      “You truly believe he treated you badly?”

      She rubbed her hands over her face, then looked up at him. “I know he did. He treated me…and you, like property. Like weapons. Like playthings. That’s not right, Ronan.” Why was he doing this, asking her the same questions every day? Dare she hope he was having doubts about all of it?

      Something moved through his gaze, something other than indifference. Confusion yes, but also something else. Unease? Doubt? Could it be?

      “Azel killed our mother for our powers. How can you be loyal to that monster?”

      “Like I said, I have no recollection of that. You could be lying,” he said without heat or accusation.

      “Why would I lie about it?” It took everything in her to keep her voice from trembling.

      He slid his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “Because you want to be reunited with the knight.”

      “I’m not lying. It’s the truth.” She stood and moved closer.

      Ronan looked so different now, his face was more angular, harder than the boy she remembered. His gaze used to be warm. She’d only been little, but now she remembered the way her brother used to smile at her, the way they’d played. He’d been older, and she’d struggled to recall their time as a family before she regained her emotions. It was all coming back, so many memories. “Do you remember her?” Luna asked, looking up at him.

      His gaze grew distant. “Not really. She had black hair like you and me, didn’t she?”

      Luna swallowed as emotion tried to clog her throat. She fought it back. “Yeah, she did. She used to smile and laugh all the time. I remember that much. She’d read us stories before bed, funny ones that would make us laugh.”

      Ronan blinked, confusion in his gaze.

      Didn’t he know?

      “Dhampir aren’t born emotionless. Only the ones who’ve had the bond with their mothers severed lose their emotions. You felt it once, like I did before Azel killed her and took us.”

      His shoulders stiffened. “How is that possible?”

      “You don’t know our histories?”

      He shook his head slowly. The “only what Azel told me” went unspoken. She’d managed to learn a little about their kind during that time, but Ronan obviously hadn’t.

      She motioned to the chair, and he thankfully sat. She took that as a good sign. For now, he was willing to listen. Maybe then he’d look into it as well, and he’d see for himself she was telling the truth.

      Luna sat on the bed, crossed her legs, and tried to stay calm, to speak only facts. The last thing she needed was him accusing her of being overly emotional again and disregarding everything she said, or leaving without hearing it.

      “Dhampir are born with emotions like any other being, but they need their human mothers and the bond they share to remain unbroken until they reach adulthood. If it’s severed, like ours was, they lose those emotions.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I overheard things while I was among the demons. And the knights have demon archives. Information on powers, on demi like us—half vampire, half human. There are websites you can find online, created by demi from all over the world. Humans think it’s a myth, fantasy, but Grace, another demi I know, showed me how to find the sites created by our kind, how to search for information.”

      He said nothing.

      “Do you believe me?”

      His gaze moved to the window, and he sat motionless for the longest time.

      “Ronan?”

      “I…I’m trying to remember. Yes, you’re right, she did smile a lot, but she was human. Humans smile.”

      “They do, so doesn’t it make sense that we could be born with emotions as well, since we’re half human?” Her hands shook, so desperate for him to believe her. “Do you remember us, you and me?”

      His fingers flexed, then curled. “You smiled as well,” he said.

      Luna froze. “Yes, I did. You remember?”

      His gaze went inward again. “I think so. Now that I’m trying…” He frowned and jolted, blinking rapidly. “When we were children, I used to hide and surprise you, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, yes you did.”

      “It made you laugh. Why would I do that?”

      Her throat was getting tight again. She curled her fingers into fists to stop from pulling him into a hug. “Because we were children, and we used to play together. We liked to make each other laugh, and sometimes we fought. Once you got so angry when I broke the wheel off one of your toy cars that you stole my favorite doll and hid her for two days.”

      His expression didn’t change, his gaze sliding back to her. “The car was blue.”

      “Yes.”

      “Your doll had hair made of black yarn.”

      How could he be in any doubt now? “That’s right.” She shifted, dropping her feet to the floor and leaned forward. “Why do you think you did those things? Took my doll, or made me laugh?”

      He suddenly looked haunted. “I’m not sure.”

      He knew. He had to know. She licked her lips, knowing she was close, so close to making him believe. Making him confront the truth. “Because you had an emotional response. Pleasure from laughter. Anger from me breaking one of your favorite toys. The only reason you no longer feel those things is because Azel did what he did.”

      Ronan stood suddenly and paced away.

      She reached down the front of her shirt and lifted their mother's necklace, holding up the tiny cross when he turned back. “She used to wear this all the time. Do you remember it?”

      He froze.

      “Ronan—”

      “It was covered in blood,” he said.

      Luna had cried, sobbing uncontrollably as she’d washed their mother’s blood from it. “Yes, after Azel had finished with her, it was covered in her blood.”

      He stood motionless, an expression so devoid of anything, she had no hope of reading him.

      “Ronan, are you okay?”

      “I have a male here who knows your knight.”

      She blinked up at him. “What? Who?”

      “I took him for questioning when I was looking for you. I let the demons think bringing him in was at Sir’s request, but it was mine.”

      “James? You have James?”

      He turned and headed for the door

      “Ronan, wait—”

      “I need to question him further.” He walked out and locked the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      The night was never-ending.

      It was hours since Ronan had walked out, and when a soft knock finally came, she knew it wasn’t her brother. The door opened, confirming it.

      Spencer stood there, looking unsure of what his welcome would be. “May I come in?”

      The urge to hug him was as strong as the urge to kick his ass. “It’s not as if I can stop you, right? You’ll do whatever the hell you like, anyway.”

      He flinched, and he had the decency to look shamefaced.

      “So he’s letting me have visitors now?”

      More guilt and sadness looked back at her. “Apparently.”

      “Don’t,” she bit out. “These new emotions are messing with me enough. I don’t need to feel bad about being angry with you on top of everything else.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Why did you do it, Spencer?” The sadness she felt over his betrayal was so strong, so raw.

      Her old friend didn’t miss it and looked down. “It was a mistake.”

      “No shit,” she said. “Why did you bother texting Grace when I was locked up, why did you ask her to help free me if you planned to just drag me back?”

      “I thought having the knights close to the house would be enough of a threat for Sir to let you out, that he’d want the use of your powers. You’d been in the basement so long. I just wanted you out. I never expected the knights to take you. Then after they did, Ronan found me. I thought…I assumed he felt about Sir the way you and I did. For as long as you’ve been separated from Ronan, you’ve been desperate to find him. He was alive, and I wanted to give you back your brother.” He sat heavily in the chair by the bed. “I’m so sorry. I got everything wrong. As soon as I saw you in that alley, I knew I’d messed up.”

      She stood and went to him, her need to soothe his pain overriding her anger. She’d felt a bond to the older demi from the moment she’d met him. What that was, she hadn’t understood until now. She cared for Spencer like family, like she thought a daughter might love her father. So she lowered herself to her knees beside the chair and pulled him in for a tight hug, surprising him.

      “Get over it,” she muttered. “I’m a hugger now, apparently.”

      He chuckled and gave her a squeeze before lifting his head. “We need to get you out of here and back to your knight.”

      Luna climbed to her feet and sat back on the edge of the bed. “There’s no getting away from Ronan. Not yet. His power is wrapped too tightly around me. I can feel it. The moment I step outside this room, he’ll know.”

      Spencer rubbed his hands over his pale, tired face. “There has to be something we can do.”

      “I’ve tried to talk to him, to tell him the truth about Azel. He’s struggling to reconcile what I’m telling him with the lies that fucker has force-fed him for most of his life, but I think…I think I might be starting to get through.”

      A pulse of energy blasted through her, so strong and dark and cold and ugly, she gripped her stomach and had to bite her lip so she didn’t dry heave.

      “What is it?” Spencer asked, jumping to his feet and rushing to her.

      Oh god, no. No.

      “It’s too late. He’s here. Azel's here.”
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      The key slid into the door, turning easily as if it hadn’t sat unused for fuck knew how long. She pushed the door open and helped him inside before shutting and locking it after them.

      “I found out some information about the rooms Lucifer created. The only entrance to it is the door we just came through, and without the key it’s impenetrable.”

      Tobias stood and looked around the large space. It was a living room, with a large couch covered in cushions and lots of black and silver accented by touches of crimson. Several doors were leading from it.

      Scarlet motioned to the one closest. “An office of sorts.” Then to the one beside it. “A dining room.” Then the last door. “That’s the bedroom.”

      Was it just him or had her voice turned husky? “I don’t want to complain, but I think I’m going to fall on my ass if I don’t lie down soon. Do you mind?”

      “Oh, of course.” She helped him again, moving to the last door. She turned the handle and pushed it open.

      “Jesus,” Tobias muttered.

      She giggled, and his stomach gripped tight at the husky, sweet sound.

      “Who the fuck needs a bed that big?” Tobias said, eyeing the monstrosity.

      “I don’t think he spent much time in it alone.”

      No shit.

      The room was decorated in more black. Black silk walls. Black velvet bed coverings with silver and gray cushions in velvets and silks. The furniture was deep mahogany, and there were silver candelabras and wall sconces and an open fireplace built into the wall opposite the bed. Between the fireplace and the bed was a large, soft-looking couch flanked by chairs, also in black velvet.

      Lucifer liked black.

      The room was huge, and he assumed the former king of Hell had spent a lot of time here.

      Scarlet pulled back the covers, and Tobias screwed up his face. “Christ, do I want to get in there?”

      Scarlet bit her lip, fighting a smile. “It’s fine. It smells fresh and clean. It always does. I guess Lucifer wasn’t a fan of laundry and made it so he didn’t have to do any.”

      “Thank fuck for that.”

      She laughed, and he paused on his way to the bed as the sound worked its way through him. That laugh, it was the one she’d make when they were fooling around, teasing, play fighting. Throaty and sexy. The one that usually ended with them fucking for hours.

      “You’ll be safe here.”

      “We,” he said.

      “I need to return every day. There’s a female who needs me. Diemos calls for me personally to tend her. If I don’t come when summoned, he’ll know something’s wrong. And I won’t abandon her.”

      There was no way she was going anywhere on her own, especially anywhere near fucking Diemos. She was never leaving his side again. “If you’re summoned, I’ll go with you.”

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      “I just need a disguise,” he said, grinning as he removed the cloak she’d draped around his shoulders. He just needed armor, the helmet would hide his face, and he’d pass as a guard. “It’ll be fine.”

      Scarlet bit her lip at his nakedness. He glanced down at himself. He was filthy and scarred and covered in dry blood. “Is there a bathroom in here?”

      She nodded and motioned to another door off to the side. “Sit there and I’ll get the bath ready.”

      Tobias growled. He wanted a bath badly, but he hated that he was still so fucking weak. He needed to rest and eat, regenerate the blood he’d lost.

      He needed Scarlet to remember who the fuck she was, who he was.

      “Someone’s surly.” She smirked at him.

      The way she said it, that smirk, it was so Scarlet. So much so that he lost the power to speak. She walked away before he could think of a reply.

      He may be as weak as a wet kitten, but he’d be damned if he would make her carry him to the fucking bathroom. It wasn’t easy, but using the furniture to hold himself upright, be finally made it.

      Like the others, this room was massive. The bath big enough to fit more than a dozen people at once. It was already full of steaming water.

      Scarlet was moving around the room, collecting what he needed, and glanced up at him, again trying not to look below the waist. She failed, and he had to bite back his grin.

      “Are you ready?”

      He nodded and moved to the bath. Christ, it was more like a small pool. He was going to fucking drown in there with how weak he was.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll help you,” Scarlet said as if she could read his thoughts.

      She always had known exactly what he was thinking.

      He growled again, pissed off that he couldn’t even fucking wash himself. But the growl died an abrupt death when Scarlet reached up, untied her tunic at her shoulder, and let the coarse brown fabric slide to the floor and pool at her feet.

      Naked.

      She was completely naked.

      His cock responded instantly, like all knights…hell, all males, at the sight of their female standing bare in front of them. She was blushing again, but then she shrugged. “It’s no big deal. I’ve seen you naked loads of times. It’s just skin and bone and muscle.”

      Tobias grabbed on to the wall as her words hit him, as a memory of the night they first mated rushed him hard and fast.

      “I’m in here,” she called from his bedroom.

      He swallowed, and followed that beautiful voice across the room, into his bedroom. The bathroom door was open.

      He paused at the threshold and was forced to grip the frame.

      She stood by the tub, in only a damp towel. “Laz let you live, then?”

      He nodded. It was all he was capable of doing.

      Without another word, she let the towel fall at her feet. Tobias stood there, rooted to the spot.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He shook his head. He was so not okay.

      She chuckled. “What’s the big deal? I’ve seen you naked a thousand times. You guys are always shifting in front of me and flashing your junk. It’s just skin and bone and muscle. Get over it.”

      He looked up at her, swallowing repeatedly when he saw she was flushed pink. It was the first time he’d ever seen his warrior female blush.

      She was nervous.

      “You’re so much more than that,” he rasped. “Christ, Scarlet, you’re so fucking beautiful.”

      A small splash pulled him from the memory in time to see her take the first two steps into the pool.

      “Are you coming?”

      He released the wall and reached for her. “Yeah.” He’d follow her fucking anywhere.

      And thanks to Lucifer, Hell included.

      Her smaller fingers curled around his, leading him down the steps and into the steaming water. “Sit there on the step, so you don’t drown.”

      He ate up the sight of her, knowing every freckle, every scar on her body—every one of those lush curves. When she turned to reach for the shampoo and a water jug, he had to bite back his growl at the sight of the tattoo high between her shoulder blades. Did she know it was there? Probably not. She’d gotten the stylized T not long after they’d mated as a surprise for him.

      A small, gentle smile curved her lips as she came back to him, almost shy. “Tilt your head back.”

      His cock reacted the way it always had to that little rasp in her voice. He did his best to ignore it and did what she asked, letting her pour water over his grimy hair, getting it nice and wet before lathering it up with sweet-smelling shampoo.

      He had to bite back a groan as she massaged his scalp.

      She made a little hmming sound as she finally began rinsing it.

      “Your hair is so pale. Under the dirt, it’s so blond…” Her hand stilled.

      He turned to her, taking in her small frown. “Scarlet?”

      She shook her head. “Sorry…I’m not sure where my mind just went. Have you always worn it long?”

      “Yeah.” The feeling of her fingers running through his hair made him want to moan with pleasure. How often had she done this for him? When he’d come home from fighting, bloody and dirty, sometimes wounded, she’d climbed into the bath or shower and washed his hair, his body. She’d always loved his hair.

      “I like it.”

      He made a rough sound, so desperate for her, for her to remember him, them, he wanted to fucking cry.

      She grabbed a washcloth and soap, and he had to close his eyes when she dragged the soapy cloth over his shoulders, across his chest, and down his arm. She paused when she reached the gruesome scar in his forearm. He’d done it to himself, slicing the angel brand he’d been given out of his skin. Lost in his darkness, he’d done it so his demon could take them to Hell, to serve Diemos.

      His stomach rebelled.

      He hadn’t gotten here on his own, thank fuck.

      Not until Lucifer had helped.

      Things could have turned out very different if that had happened. He might never have found Scarlet down here. He might still be the cruel monster he’d become, killing indiscriminately, fueled by revenge.

      Just the thought of the things he’d done made it hard to breathe, made it hard to live with himself. Without Scarlet, there would be no reason to even try.

      “How did you get this?” she whispered.

      He swallowed thickly. “I did it to myself.”

      Her fingers curled around the scar, and she looked deep into his eyes. “Why? Why would you do that?”

      “Because I lost the most important person in my world, my reason to live, and I didn’t care what happened to me anymore.”

      Her lashes fluttered, and she bit her lip. “A female?”

      He nodded.

      “Do you…do you still love her?”

      “Yes,” he said. “With everything in me.”

      She blinked at him several times. “Oh.”

      Christ, she was jealous…of herself. He couldn’t take it anymore. This was killing him. Tearing him apart. He cupped her chin and forced her to keep looking at him. He wasn’t able to tell her the truth. He wouldn’t risk losing her all over again, but he couldn’t stop himself from pushing.

      “She was the most beautiful female I’d ever seen.”

      She tried to pull back. He didn’t let her.

      “So strong and brave and mine. I miss her so much I can’t fucking handle it most days. I want her back, Scarlet. I fucking want her back.”

      Her eyes were wide and glistening. His words were hurting her. He wanted to fucking roar his frustration. “Who were you before you came here?” he growled.

      Confusion flashed through her eyes.

      “Where did you come from?”

      “I don’t know—”

      “Who were you, Scarlet?”

      “I don’t—”

      “Think,” he yelled. “Fucking think.”

      “I can’t. I’ve tried,” she yelled back, trying to move away again.

      No fucking way. “You haven’t tried hard enough.”

      “I have…I have tried—”

      “Are you a quitter?” he barked, the same words he used to use when they trained. The same words that would make her furious and fight harder, push harder.

      And it worked now as well. Anger fired in her eyes, so familiar he struggled to draw breath. “No.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “Nothing,” she said with more strength behind it.

      “You are, you’re afraid of what you’ll remember.”

      “No!”

      She struggled, trying to pull away, and with every moment that passed, there were subtle changes in her expression, in the way she moved her body.

      His Scarlet.

      She was right there. Right fucking there.

      “Quitter,” he yelled.

      She growled.

      He’d come this far, he had to keep pushing. “Stop being a fucking coward, Scarlet—”

      “Fuck you, T, you egotistical dickhead. I don’t know why I mated you!” she yelled.

      Words he’d heard many times in the training room, usually right before she’d work even harder to kick his ass, followed by her kissing the hell out of him.

      He grinned at her and replied the way he always had. “Because you love me, you fiery wench.”

      Her fury was still front and center and her hands shot outward, dislodging his hold on her, easy as that. Exactly how his Scarlet would have done it.

      And as soon as he lost his grip, he went under, his spaghetti limbs unable to stop him. He went down with a huge-assed grin on his face. He didn’t float, he sunk like a lead weight. He never was a good swimmer.

      Hands hooked under his armpits and he was hauled back up.

      Before he could blink the water from his eyes, Scarlet was there, peppering kisses all over his face. His chin, his cheeks, his eyelids, his mouth, tears already running down her precious face.

      “I remember. I remember everything,” she said, sobbing and trembling. “Oh god, you found me. You found me.”

      Tobias forced his arms to cooperate and pulled her in against his body and held her, shaking and, fuck, crying with her.

      When she lifted her head, she looked deep into his eyes, searching, seeing all of him. “Where did you go?” she whispered.

      She didn’t mean physically, no, looking into his eyes she could see the scars on his soul. His female saw him, always.

      Tobias clung to her tighter. “I’ve done such terrible things, Scar,” he said brokenly.

      She cupped his face and shook her head. “Whatever you did, that wasn’t you. I know you, my love, I know you. I’ve seen right to the heart of you.” She pressed her forehead to his. “That wasn’t you, Tobias,” she said more fiercely, then she pressed her lips to his.

      He kissed her back and hoped like fuck she was right.

      Because whatever it took, whatever he had to do, he would never lose her again.
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      The door to her room opened and Luna stumbled back, throwing up her hands, trying to lift her block. But Ronan’s power was too strong, the heavy weight of it clung to her, hindering her own.

      Spencer ran to her, putting himself between her and her brother as he walked through the door.

      Expression blank, Ronan’s gaze moved over her as Azel strode in behind him.

      Luna recoiled, tugging Spencer back. If he got in between Azel and what he wanted, the fallen angel would kill her friend.

      “I’ll die before I go anywhere with you,” she said, locking eyes with the male who had used her, manipulated and tortured her for most of her life.

      The evil bastard moved up beside Ronan, his hand lifting to the back of her brother’s neck, fingers curling around it in a possessive way. Her brother’s reaction was small, but she didn’t miss the way he stiffened, the slight flinch at Azel’s touch. It made her stomach rebel even harder.

      “Now, don’t be like that, Luna. I’ve missed you.”

      “You’ve missed my power. You missed the power I gave you, Azel,” she fired at him.

      He huffed a low laugh even as his eyes narrowed. “You call me Sir, and I don’t need you, little girl. You are lucky I showed an interest in you and your brother at all.”

      Luna laughed as well, humorless and loaded with hatred. “You’re delusional.”

      He went still, his gaze moving over her in a way that made her skin crawl. “You’ve changed.”

      “You have no idea, asshole.” He’d suspected she was starting to feel something while she was locked in the basement, he’d made that obvious when he’d tried to break her by telling her Ronan had died. Now he would have no doubt.

      He hissed. “You dare speak to me like that?”

      “I’m sure you’re more powerful than me, a lot more, but not as powerful as you pretend to be. How much did the angels take from you when they threw you from Heaven?”

      Azel's eyes flared.

      Ronan frowned, looking between Luna and Azel. “Is it true? Are you an angel?”

      “No,” Azel said through gritted teeth. “The knights have done something to her mind. She’s confused.”

      “You’ve seen the scars, Ronan, just like I have. He had wings once, but they tore them from his back.”

      Azel turned red, his face a mask of fury.

      There was no escaping what was about to happen, not with her powers hobbled, but she would not cower to this twisted male ever again.

      With rage lining his face, Azel threw up a hand, firing his power at her.

      Luna braced for the hit—

      Nothing happened.

      His power didn’t reach her. Didn’t even brush past her.

      Azel spun to her brother. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Ronan stepped away from him. “You’re an angel.”

      Azel said nothing, rage rolling off him.

      “You lied,” Ronan said, his expression flat but his eyes darkened. “Our mother,” he said. “You killed her.”

      Azel's jaw worked. “It was necessary.”

      Ronan’s tall, muscled frame vibrated with power, his block thickening and growing until it was so dense it was almost suffocating.

      He was protecting her, and he confirmed it when his violet gaze slid to her. “Go. Take Spencer and the other demi with you.”

      “No,” Azel roared, trying to use his powers again, but still, nothing happened.

      Ronan began to sweat and shake, the veins and tendons on his neck bulging. Azel was strong, even after having most of his powers stripped, and her brother couldn’t hold him off forever.

      “Go,” her brother barked again.

      Luna hesitated. “Come with us.”

      He shook his head as Spencer grabbed her hand and tugged her from the room. The door flew shut behind them, the lock engaging. Ronan had locked himself in with that monster.

      “I can’t leave him,” she said, desperately trying to open the door.

      “We can’t help him now. We need reinforcements. Ronan is weakening, and without him, Azel will overpower you, both of you.” Spencer tugged on her arm. “We have to go!”

      He was right, and it killed her to run from her brother. She’d only just found him. But she had no choice, not right then. With her powers blocked, she was as helpless as a human. If she tried to help, it would end in them both being hurt or worse. They needed backup.

      Spencer led her to a room at the end of the hall, and pulling a key from his pocket, quickly unlocked it.

      “James!”

      The male jumped to his feet and ran to her. “How did you find me?”

      “I’ll explain later. We have to leave. Now.”

      James moved instantly, following her and Spencer through the apartment and out onto the street.

      Ronan’s power began to slip away as soon as she left the building, all of it now focused on fighting Azel.

      She tried her own again and nearly collapsed in relief when she was able to surround all three of them with a sturdy block. Without it, they’d be exposed and vulnerable. “I have us covered, but we need to get off the street.”

      “Gunner won’t be able to sense you if you’re blocking us,” James said.

      She grabbed his hand and ran down a side street. “If I drop my block, Azel will send his demons after us. We’ll be outnumbered. We’ll be caught again.”

      “She’s right,” Spencer said sticking close. “We have to stay covered.”

      “I won’t risk leaving us exposed even for a moment.” There was a car at the end of the alley, probably belonging to the owner of the pizza shop beside it. “Can you make the car drive?” she asked James.

      At his nod, she quickly looked around for something to break the window. There was a broken brick on the ground by the dumpster. Grabbing it, she handed it to James.

      He smashed the back window without hesitation and popped the locks. “Quick. Get in.”

      Luna and Spencer clambered in as James did something with the wires under the steering wheel. A moment later, the engine fired to life and they tore out onto the street.
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      “Brother…”

      “Not now,” Gunner barked at Chaos.

      Gunner was being an asshole, he was aware of this, but right then, he didn’t give that first fuck. He didn’t have time to chitchat. He didn’t give a fuck about anything except finding Luna and bringing her home. He’d only come back to the compound long enough to get more weapons. If he was here, he wasn’t out there torturing demon scum and trying to get them to talk.

      “I think you’ll be interested in this,” Chaos said.

      “You’d be wrong.” Gunner crossed the control room, heading for the doors.

      “A car just pulled up to the compound gates,” Chaos said. “Brother, it’s Luna.”

      Gunner spun around. “What?”

      Chaos said nothing more because of course he’d heard.

      Gunner sprinted back the way he’d come, smashing the door to the hall open  and rushing into the stairwell. He propelled himself over the railing, ignoring the stairs completely, letting his wings explode from his back to catch the air as he dropped the five flights.

      His boots hit the floor with a thud and he was running again, yanking open the door at the bottom and bursting into the parking garage just as the car rolled in. He was on it before it had fully stopped. Gripping the door handle, he yanked the door clean off the car. He hadn’t meant to, but he’d lost all control.

      Luna sat in the back. “I’m okay,” she said, trying to undo her seat belt.

      He growled, it was all he was capable of, and reached into the back of the car, tore the seat belt in half, and lifted her out, holding her to him. He tried not to crush her, but having her back when he thought he might never see her again was making it hard to be gentle.

      He glanced at James as he approached and gave him a chin lift and somehow managed actual words. “Glad to see you as well, brother.”

      James did the same, lips curling up on one side.

      Gunner motioned to Spencer. “Take him. Put him in a cell. I’ll deal with him later.” Because that fucker was the reason Luna had been captured, and he would pay for it.

      Luna shook her head, taking his face in her hands. “He didn’t do anything wrong, Gunner, I promise. Don’t lock him in a cell. I’ll explain everything, but please, you need to help Ronan, you need to help my brother.”

      Gunner's head snapped back. “Your brother?”

      “He held Azel off so we could escape,” James said.

      Luna stared up at him wide-eyed. “He’s alive. He’s been alive this whole time.” She clutched him tighter. “He’s fighting Azel on his own. I don’t know how much longer he can hold him off.”

      Boots thudding on the concrete floor echoed around the cavernous space. His brothers.

      He pressed his mouth to the shell of her ear. “I want you in my apartment and I don’t want you to leave it. Wait for me there, love,” Gunner said in as gentle a voice as he could manage while relief and fury battled it out inside him.

      “Azel’s still strong, you need to be careful.”

      He buried his nose against her hair and breathed deep. When he lifted his head, there was no missing the fear in her eyes.

      “You will come back to me, won’t you?” Luna whispered.

      His body went from trembling with rage to full-out shaking. “Nothing could stop me.”

      Her hand lifted, and she cupped his bearded cheek. “Being parted from you felt like dying.”

      There she went, rocking him to his fucking core.

      “Luna,” he rasped.

      “I know I’m new to this and I’m still learning about my emotions and how they feel, but before my brother took me, I was pretty sure I’d fallen in love with you, Gunner. I did quite a bit of reading about it and a lot of the…symptoms, I have, pointed to love. And when I thought I’d never see you again, I knew I was right. Because for the first time since you found me, I didn’t have to analyze my physical reactions or my thoughts, I just…knew.”

      He pulled her in tighter, and fuck shaking, he was quaking, breath damn near rattling from his lungs, muscles jumping, veins pulsing, ears buzzing. “You love me?”

      “Yes,” she said without hesitation or reservation.

      Gunner pressed his lips to the delicate skin just below her ear and squeezed his eyes closed, breathing roughly through his nose to hold it together.

      He pressed another kiss there, then lifted his head, his gaze locking on hers. “I love you too, Luna. But that word seems too small to describe the way you make me feel, the way I feel about you.”

      They stared into each other’s eyes, neither one saying a word but saying so damn much at the same time.

      “We need to get going,” Chaos said, breaking the spell.

      James was with his brothers, had filled them in.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He pressed a soft kiss to her lips, then lowered her to her feet. Grace was there, Mia with her, and both females wrapped their arms around Luna before leading her away.

      Luna turned back, not taking her eyes off Gunner until she walked through the door and he was out of sight.
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        * * *

      

      Gunner stood in the room that Luna had been held in—he could still smell her scent—and kicked over the bedside table. The room was already trashed.

      The whole apartment was fucked, furniture broken and tossed around, curtains torn down, and blood, lots of blood smeared everywhere.

      He had no idea who it belonged to, Luna’s brother or Azel. But with the amount of blood around the place, whoever had been injured would be either dead or would need a fuck of a long time to recover. He hoped for Luna’s sake that the blood wasn’t Ronan’s.

      Gunner was searching the room while his brothers checked out the rest of the place. This wasn’t someone’s home. There were no personal touches. But it was close to where Azel had lived with Luna in his hidden McMansion.

      Gunner moved to the next room. The master bedroom. His gaze moved to the bed. The sheets were rumpled. He moved closer, and there was a little blood smeared on the white sheets as well, only this blood had dried. It was older.

      Ronan had fed from someone here. Screwing up his face, he leaned in and sniffed. There was something familiar about it. This scent had been on Luna when he first found her, when she still had Azel in her system.

      Gunner straightened. The angel had used her brother here. Had convinced the male he needed to feed from him. Maybe Ronan’s dependency on Azel's blood was as strong as Luna’s had been.

      Azel was a fucking monster.

      A sick, twisted predator who had preyed on Luna and her brother. Who had taken advantage of them, of what they are.

      He strode out and helped search the rest of the apartment, but there was no trace of the angel or Ronan and no clues as to where they would have gone.

      “Go to your female,” Chaos said, planting his hands on his hips. “There’s nothing here. Laz and Kryos will stay and watch the place overnight. I’ll let you know if we find anything.”

      Gunner didn’t need to be told twice. He’d come to kill Azel, and since the fucking coward had disappeared again, there was no reason for him to stay.

      Not when Luna had just told him she loved him, and not when he’d been separated from her for close to a week. A separation that had almost killed him.

      Without another word, he walked out and took to the skies.

      He needed her.

      He needed her now.
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      The door banged shut, followed by the thump of heavy boots.

      Tightening the towel around her, Luna rushed out of the bathroom.

      Oh god, please, let him be okay.

      The bedroom door was already open and Gunner was walking through, amber eyes slicing to her. Her knees actually wobbled as his gaze ate her up hungrily, a wildness in his eyes she’d never seen before.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No,” he said. “No, I’m not okay, Luna. You were gone for days. I had no idea what was happening, if he was hurting you…”

      “No one hurt me, no one touched me.”

      He let out a ragged breath. “Azel?”

      “He wasn’t there, not until the day we escaped. Ronan didn’t want to believe the things Azel had done at first, the lies he’d been told, but he kept me hidden. He saved me in the end.” Pain sliced through her. “Ronan wasn’t there, was he?”

      He shook his head.

      Somehow, she’d known her brother wouldn’t be coming home with Gunner.

      “Is he…dead?”

      “I don’t know, love.”

      He had to be okay. He had to be. She couldn’t bear to finally find him only to lose him now. He’d shielded himself and her from Azel, he could do it again. He could keep himself safe. As long as he hadn’t believed the fallen angel’s lies all over again.

      “Why are you all the way over there?” Gunner said.

      She moved, then ran to him, and he caught her up instantly, strong arms banding around her as he lifted her off the ground. His mouth came down on hers a moment later, hungry and hard. He’d kissed her in a way that told her how much he wanted her before, but not like this. He’d never kissed her like this.

      The hand at her back moved up, thrusting into her hair, and he tilted her head where he wanted it, his mouth opening over hers, tongue thrusting deep, claiming, so incredibly possessive.

      He kissed her until she was squirming, then lifted his head, tugging hers back at the same time. “I need you, Luna. I fucking need you.”

      Her skin grew hot, clammy, and she gripped his shoulders. His level of hunger for her was overwhelming. He’d been holding back from her all this time, hadn’t he? Not wanting to scare her. He’d been fighting to control all the wild hunger rolling off him now.

      He’d hidden it, trying to protect her. Always protecting her. Always putting her needs first.

      If she still needed to breathe, that realization would have knocked the wind right out of her lungs. The male staring down at her so intensely was the best male she had ever met—kind and generous and selfless and affectionate. What he felt for her was in every single thing he’d done to make her life easier, safer. In the way he held her and spoke to her, looked at her.

      His big body quaked. “I’m sorry, love.” His arms still banded around her squeezed tighter. “You’re not ready. I just…I was so fucking scared.” He pressed his face against her throat and breathed in deep, shaking harder. “The need to get closer to you is an ache down to my bones. Just let me hold you, okay? We don’t need to do anything else. Just…I need to hold you.”

      Those heavily muscled arms squeezed again, crushing her to his massive chest, the trembling of his body not waning, his ragged breathing not slowing. He thought she was afraid, that she didn’t want to take that final step with him when it was all she wanted at that moment.

      “Gunner,” she said, pressing a soft kiss to his temple, the only place she could reach. “The way you want me…” she whispered against his skin. “You make me feel so incredibly loved. I’ve watched you for so long, a yearning I didn’t understand building every time I saw you. My soul recognized you before I did, it knew who you were.” He lifted his head, and she cupped his whiskered jaw and stared into his gorgeous eyes. “I wasn’t living until you found me. My heart may have stopped beating, but I’ve never been more alive. Not ready? I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life.”

      He snarled as deep repetitive vibrations rolled from his chest, as the muscles in his strong arms flexed against her.

      She smiled, letting him see everything she was feeling. Emotions that she was able to experience now because of him, because he found her and changed her whole world.

      “I want to be your mate, Gunner. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

      The sound that left him wasn’t of this world. Animalistic and raw. His demon was right there with him. His massive hand cupped the back of her head gently, reverently. “Are you sure?” he asked, voice full of grit, of need. “Once it’s done, it can’t be undone. It’s forever, Luna.”

      “I want forever with you,” she said, somehow managing to stop the tears trying to break free.

      He sucked a breath in through his nose. “Luna.”

      That was all he said, just her name, but the weight in that one word, his tone deep, solemn, and so rough, expressed more than anything else could.

      He moved then, carrying her to the couch where he sat, keeping her across his lap. Then, gripping the towel wrapped around her body, he tugged gently. Luna bit her lip as it fell away as Gunner pulled it out from under her and threw it on the floor.

      She was completely naked in his arms, in every sense of the word, and she’d never felt safer in her life.

      “Do you have any fucking idea how gorgeous you are?”

      She shook her head.

      A half chuckle, half grunt huffed out of him and goose bumps lifted all over her body as a big calloused palm made slow progress up her calf. “This smooth skin like cream silk makes me crazy. I want to spend hours just running my lips over every part of you. And these curves,” he said as his hand moved over her thigh, to her hip, then to her waist. “Curves that feel fucking phenomenal against me, so soft, so sweet.”

      One of his hands cupped her breast, and she sucked in a surprised breath.

      His long, thick, rough-skinned fingers toyed with her nipple and he pressed his forehead to hers. “You are everything I ever dreamed of, Luna, everything I would have wished for.”

      Oh god.

      “But your beauty is so much deeper than this gorgeous body, this stunning face, those exquisite eyes. It shines from within; it lights you up. You shine so bright, love, I can’t look away.”

      “Gunner,” she choked, trying to hold it together.

      He was destroying her in the best possible way, one sentence at a time, and as he spoke, that huge battle-scarred hand continued to move over her skin, smoothing over her stomach, her arms, skating over her thighs, teasing, tormenting, making her squirm and shiver and tingle all over. He made another pass across her upper thigh and she moaned, squeezing them together.

      “Please,” she said, covering his hand with hers.

      He dragged his nose up the side of her throat, sucking on her jaw, nipping her earlobe. “Spread your legs for me, love.”

      Holy hell. She didn’t think she could get any more turned on, but at this quiet demand, she felt a rush of heat between her thighs.

      Gunner continued kissing her neck, sucking on her skin as he cupped her and slid one thick finger along the seam of her pussy.

      “Fuck, Luna, so wet.”

      She whimpered and tilted her hips, silently asking for more. He gave it to her instantly and moved that wicked finger through her slick, tender flesh. His erection was long and hard beneath her, and knowing how much he wanted her, too, just turned her on more.

      “Please, Gunner,” she begged.

      “You want to ride my fingers, love?”

      She nodded quickly, and his dark chuckle caused another of those hot zaps through her belly.

      He dragged his fingers back through her center before pushing one deep. Luna jerked in his arms, crying out, spreading her thighs wider, asking for more, always more. He thrust in and out of her body with smooth and steady strokes. And when he curled his finger inside her, hitting some perfect spot, she reached down and covered his hand, holding him there.

      “More?” he gritted out.

      “Yes.”

      He pushed in a second finger and thrust deeper. “Fuck, you’re all over my hand, Luna, soaking into my jeans. You gonna come for me?”

      She cried out again, so close, right on the edge.

      “Faster?”

      She bit her lips and nodded.

      His fingers moved faster, and the feeling building inside her, that now familiar feeling grew and grew until she was sure it couldn’t grow any bigger until she was moaning and calling Gunner's name, desperate to reach the peak.

      “Coat my fingers, Luna. Give it to me,” he growled against her ear.

      Trembling from the force of it, she broke, screaming his name as she came for him, as she gave him what he wanted, gave him everything.

      Gripping her tight to him, he stood and carried her to his bed and laid her on top of it. He stood there, nostrils flaring, chest pumping, and his gaze moved over her naked body. Reaching back, he gripped his shirt and yanked it over his head, tossing it aside.

      Luna fisted the covers. His chest, shoulders, those tattooed arms, all of him was a work of art. She marveled at his rippling abdominal muscles, thick biceps, and heavy, corded forearms. And his pecs, square and wide, danced as he stripped off his boots and jeans.

      He straightened, and Luna stared up at him in awe, fingers fisting the sheets. She’d seen him naked before, but the way he looked now—it was something else.

      Every muscle and tendon strained from his restraint.

      “Can’t wait any longer, love,” he said roughly.

      She held her arms out for him and he came to her.

      His massive thighs bulged as he climbed onto the bed, his cock so thick and long stood straight up, bobbing between them as he moved over her.

      His massive body covered hers, and she looked up into his handsome face, his gorgeous eyes intense as she wrapped her legs around his waist. He rolled his hips, the heavy weight of his cock dragging along the center of her, making them both groan.

      Strain lined his face as his gaze searched hers, waiting, looking for any signs that she wasn’t ready for this, for him. Even now, he would stop if she asked him to. Gunner would wait as long as she needed.

      But she was done waiting.

      She pulled him down and kissed him, then smiled up at him. “Make me yours.”

      Pressing his forehead to hers, he groaned and grabbed her butt with one of those big hands, holding her there as he rolled his wide hips, bringing the head of his cock right where it needed to be.

      His eyes stayed locked on hers as he eased inside her, slow and steady. He was thick, stretching her gently but steadily. There was no retreat, just that silent demand of his cock that she take him, that she take all of him.

      No, there was no going back. Gunner was taking her, claiming her, one perfect inch at a time.

      Her mouth dropped open on a cry as he slid deeper.

      The strain on his face grew more intense. “Good?”

      All she could do was nod. Good didn’t come close to how she was feeling. Then he was all the way inside her. It was too much, too good, and he hadn’t even moved yet. Her pussy immediately began fluttering, pulsing, and Luna had no control over the way her nails dug into his back or the way her hips tried to rock against his.

      “Fuck,” Gunner growled out. “You gonna come again, love?”

      Luna licked her lips and frantically nodded. Gunner slammed his mouth down on hers at the same time he withdrew and thrust back in. Once, twice, a third time and she exploded. A thousand stars and light and sparks, raining down over her as wave after wave of the most intense pleasure she had ever experienced rolled through her body from head to toe.

      She clung to him, and when she could open her eyes again, Gunner was staring down at her, color high on his cheeks, sweat beading his forehead, and that huge warrior's body rocking into her harder, faster, dragging out her pleasure until she was gasping for breath she didn’t need.

      “You are mine, Luna. Mine. You’ve always been mine.”

      She nodded, clinging to him with everything she had.

      “And I’m yours,” he all but snarled. “Nothing, no one can come between us, not ever again.”
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        * * *

      

      Gunner didn’t know it was possible to feel this way. Making love to her, being inside his female was beyond anything he had ever experienced in his life, but it wasn’t just that. The light inside her shone from her beautiful violet eyes as if she could see right into his heart.

      Every thrust of his hips brought her closer in a way that couldn’t be explained, it just was. Every whimper and moan, every sweet, hungry, desperate sound she made broke him into millions of tiny pieces while putting him back together again at the same time. On the outside, he was the same, but inside, he never would be again.

      Her nails dug deeper, one hand at his ass, the other low on his back, and his cock throbbed harder, balls so heavy and tight he couldn’t fucking see straight.

      He gasped when her pussy tightened around him again, then again. “Christ. You gonna come for me again, Luna?”

      Her eyes were half-lidded, sexy as hell, hot. He wouldn’t be able to hold off if she came around his cock a second time and not go with her.

      Oh fuck. The thread, silver and glittering and so incredibly fine, was right there. Proof of what he’d known since he found her.

      He locked eyes with her. “Ready, love?”

      “Yes,” she gasped out.

      Her back bowed, and fucking hell, she was coming again. Gunner grabbed on to that thread right as Luna came at him, fangs elongated, lips peeled back, so fucking sexy.

      She latched onto his throat and his mind blanked the fuck out as he lost control, thrusting into her, coming so hard his vision went dark. It was like forked lightning, bolts of rapture nailing him, shooting through him over and over. He shook so hard the bed did with him.

      Luna’s fangs stayed buried in his throat while his cock stayed buried in the wet heat of her clenching pussy.

      He’d died and been reborn.

      There was no other way to describe it. Everything was brand new. Everything was more. So much more. Her teeth slid free of his flesh as the storm began to clear. Her tongue swiped over the puncture wounds and sent another wave of pleasure through him.

      Gazing down at her, he found it hard to speak.

      Her fingers lifted, and she brushed them over his cheek, the tips coming away wet. He was crying.

      “My beautiful mate,” he said, voice like gravel. “I love you more than any words could express.”

      A bloody tear streaked down her cheek. “You taught me what it is to love, to be loved,” she whispered, her voice husky with emotion. “And now I have an eternity with you to show you—”

      She gasped suddenly, a small cry escaping as she jolted beneath him.

      “Luna?”

      Another tear slid down her cheek as she drew in a deep, desperate breath, then another.

      “Luna?” he barked out. “What’s going on?”

      She grabbed his hand and pressed it to the center of her chest.

      Gunner stilled at what he felt.

      “My heart…it’s beating,” she whispered, as more bloody tears slid down her cheeks. “It’s beating for you.”

      He rolled to his side, taking her with him, and Luna held both of their hands to her chest, shaking softly against him. His demon roared in his head, the joy too much for the both of them.

      She was his, she was finally his.

      He cupped her face, and placing his forehead to hers, he made a vow. “No one will ever hurt you again.”

      The possessive growl in his voice was unstoppable as his protective instincts shot to new heights. His brothers had warned him, but he never understood, not until now.

      Whatever it took, he would keep his mate safe.
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      It was quiet.

      Gunner stood on the edge of a building, looking down at the street below. The apartment Luna had been held in for nearly a week was still empty. Not that he expected Azel to suddenly reappear.

      But still, it was too damn quiet.

      The streets were practically empty as if even the humans could sense danger and were staying away.

      There was nothing here, though, nothing he could see, anyway. He couldn’t sense any demons either. Had Ronan aligned himself with Azel again? Could he be concealing the fallen angel? It was hard to believe he would after what Luna told him. And there’d been all that blood in the apartment. They’d fought. Ronan had held Azel off so Luna could escape.

      The angel wouldn’t forgive the other male for that easily.

      Maybe the dark vibe he felt was just a shadow left by the evil flowing through that fucker’s veins.

      A gust of wind washed over Gunner’s bare chest, bringing with it the scent of demon blood, sweat, and rage.

      Rocco.

      He turned to his brother and pain sliced through him like a molten blade.

      This conversation had to happen, and he’d been dreading it despite the indescribable happiness he felt since he’d made Luna his mate several days ago.

      The agony etched into Rocco’s face was hard to look at. Christ, it killed him. It’d only been a few days since Gunner had last seen his brother, but he continued to physically deteriorate. His face was all sharp angles, the scruff now closer to a beard.

      Gunner took a step closer. “Brother—”

      Rocco shook his head. “I can sense it, can see it in your eyes. I’m happy for you, for both of you. Truly, I am.”

      Gunner didn’t know what to say, how to make this bearable for him. It wasn’t possible.

      “So…how was it?” Roc asked, voice so low and gritty it lifted the hair on the back of Gunner’s neck.

      “We don’t need to talk about this—”

      “I want to know,” Roc said, but there was no missing the growl, the underlying anger.

      His anger wasn’t directed at Gunner but at what had been stolen from him. Telling Roc how fucking amazing he felt, how goddamned happy he was, wasn’t something his brother needed to hear right now.

      “Gunner,” he bit out, his jaw working, fingers clenching and unclenching, body shaking. “I…I need to know, please, just…just fucking tell me.”

      Rocco was torturing himself and they both knew it. “Nothing good can come from talking about this, brother.”

      Roc shook harder. “I dream about her, think about her every day, every night. She’s the only thing in my head. And the fucking awful, twisted, horrific truth of what she’s going through right now, right at this very moment…” He gripped the sides of his head, gritting his teeth. “It’s all I can fucking see. I can’t see how things were before she was taken from me. I can’t remember, Gunner. The darkness won’t…it won’t let me see. I need you to tell me. I need to close my eyes and see Kyler and me, just for a moment, please.”

      Roc was willing to put himself through hell and back to feel close to Kyler. Jesus fucking Christ, they were losing him. They were going to lose him the way they’d lost Tobias. But Gunner couldn’t deny him. If sharing this gave him even a moment of peace, he would do it.

      “Close your eyes,” Gunner said.

      Rocco did as he asked, chest pumping, his fists so tight, knuckles so white they looked close to splitting.

      Gunner’s throat was tight, and he had to clear it several times to talk. “We…we came together, Roc, like we’d been made to fit only each other. Did you see it, that thread, when you were with Kyler…before?”

      “No,” his brother said. “Silas told me it’s not there until your female has her powers.”

      “It’s gossamer fine and so beautiful you know it has to come from something so fucking pure, so good and perfect. That connection between her and you, even before mating…you know, Roc, you already know nothing is more perfect than that.”

      “Yeah…there’s nothing like it.” Roc shifted from foot to foot. “When you mated, you saw it and you grabbed for it?”

      “Yeah, and I fucking held on.”

      “What’d it feel like, Gun?”

      “It was like Luna wiped me clean. Nothing before her matters. I cracked down the fucking middle, and when she put me back together it was with a part of her inside me. When you reach for that thread, when you take hold…for me, it was pure unrestrained euphoria. I never knew it was possible to feel so much, so fucking much. You think you reached the peak, that it can’t feel any better, but then it does, it grows and grows and somehow you find the capacity to hold it all inside you. And just when you think you’re going to die from the pleasure, the joy of it, it overflows and, fuck, Roc, fuck, it gets even better.”

      Rocco was trembling, eyes still squeezed tight. “And w-when it’s over?”

      “It’s not just you anymore; it’s you and her. You aren’t on your own, you know?”

      “Our demons…the darkness?” Roc rasped.

      Their demons, the fuckers they spend their whole lives fighting until they mated. “They’re still there, but it’s not the same. They’re leashed, brother. Your demon loves her, worships her as well. It doesn’t want to break free and lay waste anymore. It wants to be with her, it wants to protect her as well. You are of one mind. You share the same heart. Her.”

      Gunner stood there watching Roc. His brother’s eyes stayed closed and he was breathing roughly, those fists still tight, and he was deep in his own head because, for one fleeting second, his mouth curled up on the side. Like in his desperation for Kyler, to make her his, his mind was tricking him, just for that second, was letting him imagine it was him and Kyler, instead of Gunner and Luna.

      But slowly the strain crept back, the pain.

      “Roc?”

      “Don’t—”

      “Rocco—”

      “I don’t want to open my eyes, Gun. If I open my eyes, she’ll be gone again. She’ll be gone, and she’ll be suffering and so fucking scared. She’ll be calling for me. Calling over and over and I won’t come.” His eyes snapped open with a strangled roar.

      Gunner sucked in a sharp breath.

      Desolation. Annihilation.

      That’s all that was left.

      Gunner took a step toward him, but Rocco dove off the side of the building. Gunner ran to the edge, the fall wouldn’t kill him but recovery would be a living hell. Rocco plummeted toward the cracked pavement at full speed—

      His wings snapped out at the last minute, then he was shooting higher, into low cloud, disappearing into the sky. Gunner wanted to go after him, but that’s not what Rocco needed right then. Not what his brother wanted.

      It was late, the sun would be up soon. They’d been patrolling all night, looking for anything that might lead them to Azel. But so far there was nothing.

      He was tired and he wanted his mate. After being with Roc, more than ever. He wanted to hold Luna.

      His phoned beeped and he checked the screen.

      Chaos.

      Shit, they were under attack.

      Gunner’s wings burst from his back, and with two deep beats, he lifted off the building and headed for the action.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had barely risen and it was still gloomy outside.

      Gunner wasn’t back yet, and he hadn’t answered any of her texts.

      Luna shoved back the covers and pulled on her workout clothes. Gunner had explained that he might be hard to reach while he was on patrol and that she shouldn’t worry.

      How was she supposed to do that? The man she loved could be hurt somewhere…or worse. Fear tried to fight forward again.

      No. She’d know. If he was badly injured, she’d know. They were tied together now. Linked forever. If he was in trouble, she’d know.

      Desperate to get out of her own head, she headed down to the first floor to the gym. She needed to work off some of this restless energy.

      “Can’t sleep?” Grace asked when she walked in, her friend’s expression knowing.

      Luna shook her head. “How do you do it?”

      “When I’m not out there with him, I pace around a lot.”

      “Me as well,” Mia said from behind her.

      Luna turned—they were all there, Eve and Meredith as well.

      Eve held up her phone. “Just choosing music. Any requests?”

      “Whatever you usually listen to. I haven’t really listened to a lot of music.” Azel hadn’t liked her to. He said it would put stupid ideas in her head. “Nothing slow.”

      “Gotcha.”

      A moment later a fast, rhythmic beat filled the room.

      Luna followed the other females to the treadmills. There was a wall of them all lined up. Luna started slow and increased the pace along with the others as they warmed up.

      Eventually, they all settled into different speeds. Eve and Meredith a fast walk. Grace an all-out run, and Luna a quick jog. No, she hadn’t done much running in her life, but her vampire half gave her excellent stamina, and right now she needed to get rid of all the nerves flying around her belly.

      Her breathing grew heavier, her heart, newly beating, pounding harder. It felt good. Her hand lifted to her chest to feel it. Gunner really had brought her back to life in every way.

      A smile broke out across her face and she didn’t even try to contain it. She looked up, seeing herself in the wall of mirrors in front of them, and barely recognized herself. Her expression was animated, filled with happiness. All her life she’d seen people in magazines, TV programs, movies wearing a similar expression to the one she had now. She’d tried to fake it over the years. Had smiled at herself in the mirror, curious, but she’d never looked like this. Her eyes had always given away the truth.

      That’s when she realized Eve, Mia, Grace, and Meredith were all looking at her in the mirror as well, and their smiles rivaled her own. A giggle bubbled up inside Luna, and she had no choice but to let it free.

      They knew why she was smiling, and their happiness for her increased her own.

      She had no idea where it came from, but the sight of the three females, their cheesy grins so wide, turned her giggle into an all-out laugh.

      “We look freaking deranged,” Grace said, barking out a laugh as well.

      Meredith burst into a fit of giggles, and Eve threw her head back and belly laughed. They laughed and laughed until tears were running down their faces.

      Mia snorted. “Oh man, I needed that.”

      Eve was still grinning wide. “Excellent tension release.”

      Grace sobered. “We’re just so happy for you, Luna. You deserve this, you and Gunner both.”

      Luna couldn’t wipe the grin off her face. “Thanks, guys.”

      “You’re one of us now,” Eve said. “And bonus, we won’t be as outnumbered by those stubborn males.”

      Meredith snorted. “I waited a freaking long time for all of you. After I mated with Kryos, I thought, yes, finally, I’m going to have sisters. But no, Laz didn’t find Eve for another fifty goddamn years. That’s a long time with these stubborn males on my own, being totally outnumbered. The tables have finally turned.”

      Eve patted her shoulder. “You took one for the team, we appreciate it, girl, more than you know. Also, you’re the hottest seventy-three-year-old I’ve ever seen, so there is that.”

      Meredith chuckled and shoved Eve lightly.

      Eve was right, Meredith was stunning. Her features had been frozen in time, forever twenty-three. This immortality thing was no joke and Luna was so happy that these females would always be here, would always be her sisters.

      “I don’t know how you did it, Merri,” Mia said. “They don’t even try and hide their glee when they outvote us every movie night and we're stuck watching some terrible action flick.” Mia rolled her eyes. “Gunner was always the deciding vote, he’d stick with his brothers, then never show up for the actual movie.”

      “Well, I have a new appreciation for movies, and I think Gunner does, too, so you most definitely have my vote—”

      A tingle shot down Luna’s spine. Not a good one. She winced and grabbed the front of the treadmill. It happened again before she’d fully recovered, and she stumbled.

      She yanked the cord out of the treadmill, causing it to grind to a halt as a wave of sticky, oily darkness washed over her. Nausea gripped her belly, and she doubled over, panting, struggling for breath.

      “Oh god. No. No.”

      Grace was beside her immediately, a hand on her back. “What’s going on, Luna? Talk to me.”

      “He’s here,” her mind screamed, unable to get the actual words out.

      Somehow Azel had found her. Somehow, he’d found the compound. The males weren’t here. The building was filled with innocent demi, with her friends, her new family.

      The fear spiking through her grew until she could barely breathe.

      “Luna?” Grace said louder, crouching down so she could see her face. “What is it?”

      “He’s here,” Luna managed to gasp out. “Azel. He’s come for me.”

      “Contact the guys,” Grace ordered one of the other females. “How powerful is he, Luna? Can he get inside, past the wards?”

      Luna gasped for breath as another wave of darkness washed over her. His impatience, his demand for her to go to him getting stronger. “I don’t know.”

      “There are children here,” Eve said, her voice breaking. “What are we going to do?”

      Azel had come for Luna, just her. She would not let him hurt her family. The fear started to shift into something she’d never felt before. She knew anger, but nothing like this. Red and hot, pulsing through her veins.

      Luna hissed. “This isn’t happening. I won’t let this happen.” Straightening, she spun and ran from the room. Pounding down the stairs.

      Her power shifted inside her, strengthening, widening, thickening. She welcomed it, let it loose, let it grow and morph into whatever it was meant to be, whatever Gunner’s blood did to her, to it.

      She reached the ground floor, ran into the garage, and hit the door opener. Fists clenched, she stood in front of the wide door as it slowly lifted, and without hesitation, walked out into the dusky morning light.

      Azel stood behind the gates. No, she couldn’t see him through the iron, but she could feel him like a black cloud surrounding her. The gates shook, vibrating with his power. He was done waiting. Any moment he would break through.

      The distance between her and the gates yawned out between them. She started forward, striding faster, rage pumping through her. How fucking dare he come here. How dare he think he had some claim over her. She didn’t belong to him, not anymore.

      Gunner had given himself to her, and she to him freely. He was hers, and she was his, and no one was taking her from him. No one was hurting the people she loved. She broke into a run, throwing up her block, layer after layer, thicker and thicker. The gates shook harder, and she headed straight for them. He wasn’t getting inside. No fucking way.

      Suddenly, the gates exploded, iron shrieking as they blew off their hinges. Her block pushed forward, flowing from her as she ran, deflecting the debris, sending it in different directions.

      “He’s got Willow!” Grace yelled. “The ward’s down.”

      Luna spun around, only now noticing the other females were right behind her. Willow was the witch who created the compound’s wards. Gunner had explained it to her. That’s when she spotted a female with red hair lying motionless on the ground by the gates, only the whites of her eyes showing as she stared blindly ahead.

      Azel had found her. He’d hurt her.

      Luna’s fury increased when she saw the demons lined up behind him, so many.

      “Go back,” Luna yelled at the other females.

      “Like hell,” Grace barked as she loaded a bolt into her bow. “This is our home. I’m not letting those fuckers anywhere near it or my people. And he’s sure as fuck not getting you.”

      Mia shook her head, her hair flying around her, body shaking, eyes glowing. “We’re in this together.”

      James came running out, along with a group of demi from inside, all armed. Azel started toward her, and Luna’s rage engulfed her. She pushed her block higher, wider as she moved toward him.

      He smirked at her—

      His hand shot up to his head, grabbing the side, and he frowned, gaze darting around the lot. It landed on someone behind her. Luna turned. Eve was focused on him, her blue eyes glowing and swirling from her power, rage lining her face.

      Luna widened her shield as far as she could, covering Eve, covering as many as she could.

      The demons roared and ran at them, and Mia’s hands came up, balls of fire swirling and growing in her palms. With a scream of rage, she let them fly. They hit their targets, demons screeching, burning. Grace was beside her, firing bolt after bolt into the demons still approaching.

      Luna thickened her shields, her power stronger than it had ever been, and kept walking toward Azel. He was struggling now. Eve was in his head. She was hurting him.

      He shook himself and kept walking.

      “We’ve got him,” Eve said.

      Meredith had moved up beside Eve, her hand on Eve’s shoulder, eyes closed and focusing hard. She was using her amplifying power to increase Eve’s. Blood ran from Eve’s eyes, ears, and nose.

      Azel's step faltered again, and he roared in anger.

      “I need a weapon!” Luna yelled.

      Grace kicked a knife toward her, and Luna snatched it up and ran for Azel.

      No more.

      This ends now.

      Azel shook his head like an angry bull, in obvious pain. Luna lifted her hands. He wasn’t going to hurt the people she loved—this monster who had killed her mother, who had snatched her and her brother from their lives, who had tortured her, had nearly broken her—and sent a wave of power at him with everything she had in her.

      He roared again and dropped to his knees. Luna prowled toward him, his shock and fear now clear in his eyes.

      She moved up, while she battered him continuously with her power, not letting up, and with a growl that came from a part of her she never knew existed, she fisted his hair and wrenched his head back.

      A hand came down on her shoulder, and her power surged higher, brighter. She glanced back. Eve was there, drawing strength from Luna, giving it in return. Meredith with her hand on Eve, doing the same, boosting them both.

      Luna drew in a fortifying breath and turned back to her tormentor. She looked him in the eyes. “You’re going to die today, Azel.”

      He gritted his teeth. “I did everything for you.”

      “You manipulated, used, and repeatedly raped me. And you did the same to Ronan.”

      He flinched. “No…I…”

      “Where is he, what did you do to him?”

      His face twisted into something that resembled pain, and not the physical kind. “I don’t know.” He shook his head as if he was trying to shake it loose. “I didn’t h-hurt you, Luna. They’ve brainwashed you. I love you. I love you and Ronan both.”

      “You killed our mother!” she yelled, her voice nearly lost in the battle raging around them. “For what? For power, to be Diemos’s servant. You are pathetic.”

      “Diemos loves us, he wants the best for us. The angels betrayed me, but Diemos loves me. He should control Earth, not the humans.” His face twisted. “I did what I did for all of us, for a better world for you and me and everyone here.”

      Flames shot up around them.

      Luna fisted his hair tighter. “Bullshit.”
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      The compound was under attack.

      Mia sent a distress call, and Gunner and his brothers were on the verge of losing their fucking minds.

      The demons they’d been fighting had attacked on Azel's orders, keeping the knights out of the way, so that piece of shit could go after Luna.

      Gunner was going to tear him apart. He growled. The flight home was taking too fucking long.

      His heart slammed against the back of his ribs. The air around him and his brothers was thick and silent except for the rhythmic beating of their wings as they frantically flew for home. Raw fury and anguish swirled around them and by the looks on their faces, they were right where Gunner was, deep in their heads, terrified for their mates.

      If anything happened to Luna—

      He couldn’t even think it.

      Finally, they drew close, and growls and vicious curses cracked the air.

      Jesus fucking Christ. Gunner could barely believe what he was seeing, but at the same time, he wasn’t the slightest bit surprised.

      Mia, fuck, she hovered high above the ground, hair whipping around, arms outstretched. A large circle of flames was below her, and the whole time, she was sending balls of fire, one after the next, at the demons fighting outside of it.

      Grace and James and several other demi were among the demons fighting, and there was a group of demi on the control room balcony, all with their heads down, eyes closed, powers focused on the enemy, slowing them down, causing pain, attacking the demons with whatever powers they had. And it was working. Demons clutched their heads or stood frozen, a couple looked as if they were asleep standing up.

      And in the middle of it all, surrounded by Mia’s fire, was Luna.

      His mate stood right in front of Azel. The fallen angel was on his knees in obvious pain. Luna fisted his hair, his head wrenched back, the air around them shimmering from the force of her power slamming into him, over him, pummeling him with it, with everything she had.

      Eve stood right behind her, hand on Luna’s shoulder, blood coming from her eyes, nose, and ears as Lazarus’s mate invaded Azel's mind, weakening him, attacking the fucker from the inside. Meredith was right behind Eve, hand to her shoulder, head down, boosting both Eve’s and Luna’s powers, shaking from the effort.

      “Fucking hell,” Chaos bit out.

      Several cars rolled up, and Grace’s crew jumped out and joined the fight. Silas and the hellhounds arrived at the same time, shifting and jumping in, tearing demons to shreds.

      Zenon flew to Mia, getting right in front of her. She cupped his face with one hand and threw a ball of fire at a demon with the other. Chaos shot to the ground to help Grace and James and the other demi. Zenon followed after reassuring himself that Mia was okay.

      They had enough people fighting now, and right then, Azel was the biggest threat. Even on his knees, Gunner didn’t trust him.

      Gunner, Laz, and Kryos made a beeline straight for their females and the monster with them. Gunner landed and approached Luna from the side. “Love, I’m here,” he choked out when he got a good look at her.

      Bloody tears ran down her face, fangs extended, shaking with emotion, with pain and anger.

      “You stole my life from me, my brother’s life. Now I’m going to do the same to you.”

      Azel's gaze slid to Gunner, then back to Luna. “You kill me and Diemos will only find someone else to do his bidding. You can’t stop him. This will never end, not until he’s free to leave Hell. You will lose. You will all lose,” he said.

      Gunner reached for the knife Luna was holding.

      She jerked back. “Don’t try to stop me, Gunner.”

      He looked into her bright violet eyes and shook his head. “Not trying to stop you, love, just adjusting your hold so when you slice, it goes nice and deep.”

      Azel struggled and Gunner walked behind him, gripped him under the chin, planted his knee in the fucker’s back, and wrenched his head back farther. “You’re lucky it’s Luna with the knife and not me. I sure as fuck wouldn’t make it quick, motherfucker.”

      Gunner wanted to be the one to end him, to fucking torture him. The mated male, the demon inside him, demanded it. But he wasn’t the one who had been hurt most by this twisted fuck. Luna had.

      Azel stared up at him. “She may be yours now, knight, but I had her first,” he said through gritted teeth. “It was my blood she drank first, and my cock she took first. Nothing you can do will ever change that.”

      Gunner tensed to snap his neck but didn’t get a chance. Luna cried out in rage, and fueled by all the pain Azel had caused her, she slashed the blade she held across his exposed throat.

      The fallen angel gasped, his mouth opening and closing as blood bubbled up and poured from him, eyes still locked on Luna in shock.

      She got in his face, almost nose to nose. “I’ve already forgotten you, asshole.” Then she plunged the knife in his heart and twisted.

      Gunner let him go and stood back, letting the fucker’s body fall to the ground. He had no idea if angels needed their heads removed to stay dead, but he didn’t stop his female when, in a frenzy, she crouched over Azel's unmoving body and sliced and hacked until his head was removed from his shoulders.

      When it was done, she stood, the knife clattering to the ground beside her. His mate was breathing hard, shaking from the adrenaline, the fear, the anger.

      Gunner scooped her up, holding her close. “It’s over, love. He can’t ever hurt you or Ronan again.”

      He looked around him. The fighting had stopped, and the ground was covered in the ashy remains of the demons who dared to attack their home. Their females, warriors all, stood with their mates, or in their arms, the way Luna was in his.

      Chaos was striding to Grace who was crouched beside Willow. The witch was trying to move but failing. Willow and Chaos had been occasional lovers before he found Grace, she was also their friend, and she’d been hurt because of them. But before Chaos could reach the females, Warrick, the hellhounds’ new alpha, strode over and scooped Willow up.

      The hound growled when Chaos got close. “I’ve got her.”

      “Willow?” Grace said, asking Willow if she was okay going with the hound.

      The witch nodded. “Warrick will take care of me.” Her gaze slid to Chaos. “I’m sorry. I tried to stop him. He was…he was just too strong.”

      “You did nothing wrong,” Chaos said. “Jesus, we should have done more to protect you.”

      “No shit,” Warrick barked, then he turned and carried her away.

      Grace flew at her mate instantly and Chaos caught her, burying his face against her throat.

      Gunner looked down at Luna. “Okay?”

      She looked up at him, eyes bright and tinged pink, bloody tears smearing her cheeks. She had Azel's blood on her hands, her clothes.

      And fuck him, she was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen.

      Luna gripped his shirt. “He’s really gone, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah, love, he’s gone,” Gunner rasped.

      “He can’t ever hurt Ronan again. He can’t hurt anyone I love.”

      It didn’t surprise him that she put everyone ahead of herself. “You did that, Luna, and I’m so fucking proud of you.”

      He kissed her then because he couldn’t hold back another moment. His mate clung to him and kissed him back just as fiercely. Without a word, his wings sprung from his back and he lifted off the ground, Luna safe in his arms.

      A few minutes later, he was striding down the hall toward his and Luna’s apartment, shoving the door open and walking in. He kicked the door behind them and headed for the shower.

      He could smell Azel on his female, and it drove him and his demon insane. That fucker didn’t get to exist even if it was only the scent of his blood.

      Luna was tearing off her clothes before he even put her on her feet. Gunner turned on the shower and did the same, climbing under the hot spray right after his mate. The water turned pink, washing the last traces of that fucker from her skin. The satisfaction he felt made him growl.

      The need to claim Luna throbbed through him. The need to appease him and his demon both that she was theirs, that she was safe, that she was never leaving them.

      He fucking lunged for her, and Luna was ready and waiting. “I need you inside me,” she said desperately as she climbed his body, wrapping her legs around his waist.

      Gunner’s mouth came down on hers, and he kissed her with all he was feeling, all the desperate need, the anger that that fucker had tried to take her from him again, and relief that he would never get the chance again. Luna hung on tight, grinding against him, sliding the wet heat of her pussy along his length.

      Hand dropping to her lush ass, he moved his hips back and Luna burrowed her hand between them, taking him in hand, leading him right where she wanted him.

      On a groan, he pulled her down on his cock, filling her with one deep thrust. Luna dropped her head back, crying out, and he sucked and nibbled her throat, working his way back to her mouth.

      “Yes,” she said against his lips.

      He stepped forward so her back met the shower wall and planted one hand against the tiles, the other under her ass. He slid out and slammed in deep.

      Their bodies moved together, hands clutching, mouths hungry, completely lost in each other.

      Luna gasped. “More.”

      Gunner’s thrusts turned sharp and deep, giving her more, giving her whatever she needed. He’d always give her whatever she needed, nothing pleased him more.

      She tightened around his cock, her panted breaths turning to desperate sobs.

      “You gonna come for me, love?” he growled against her ear. “Come for your male. Let him feel how much you love him deep inside you.”

      Her eyes locked on his, glassy and heavy-lidded, and his cock grew harder, thickened even more. Her fangs extended.

      Gunner trembled from how much he wanted her to take a bite out of him and cupped the back of her head, thrusting deep, exposing his throat for her. “Bite me.”

      Her arm tightened around his neck and she pounced, moaning against his skin when his blood filled her mouth. Her hips rolled and her pussy clamped down on Gunner's cock. He hung on to the wall as he lost it, lighting up like a fucking fireworks display was going off behind his eyelids. He came with his mate, as she drank from him, shaking and groaning.

      Gunner stayed there, unable to move as Luna slid her tongue over the puncture wound she’d made. Each drag of her tongue sending shockwaves through him, jolting through his lower belly and along his pulsing shaft.

      When she was done, she rested her forehead against the base of his throat, still trembling, pussy still fluttering lightly.

      “Fucking hell,” Gunner said.

      She nodded against him. “We should definitely do that again. Shower sex, every morning.”

      His face split into an idiotic grin. “Agreed. What about sex in our bed?”

      “That too.” She looked up at him. “And I liked fooling around on the couch with you as well, just FYI.”

      Gunner tipped his head back and laughed, the sound rough and low and filled with all the joy he was feeling.

      When he looked down, Luna was gazing up at him, and she was smiling so wide his fucking heart nearly burst.

      They stared deep into each other’s eyes and Luna cupped his face, her thumb brushing over his beard. “Whatever happens, whatever comes next, we face it together.”

      “Together,” Gunner repeated before he took his mate's perfect mouth again and kissed her.

      He didn’t want to think about what came next in this war, not right then.

      But Luna was right, whatever was coming, he’d face it with his mate at his side.
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      Tobias hung back, but still remained close to Scarlet. The heavy black armor worn by Diemos’s guard concealed him well. So far he’d gone unnoticed. He needed to keep it that way, for everyone’s sake.

      His female kept her head down, clutching her healing bowl, moving quickly toward Diemos’s quarters. Fear prickled all over his skin. He didn’t want her anywhere near that fucker on a good day, but right now, fuck no. Diemos had been on a rampage, furious about something and taking it out on anyone who went near him. Scarlet was determined to go, though, and they both knew that if she didn’t obey after being summoned by the king himself, someone would come looking.

      He had no idea if Diemos knew who Scarlet really was. If he even knew that Tobias was in Hell. Lucifer had been the one to send him here, perhaps he’d concealed Tobias as well somehow?

      He hadn’t had a visit from the king of Hell, and Tobias assumed a knight in his domain would have warranted some personal attention.

      So for now, he was working under the assumption that he was flying under the piece of shit’s radar.

      If only he knew what the fuck Lucifer wanted him to do. Instead, he’d gotten a cryptic, “You’ll work it out, asshole. And if you don’t, shit’s about to get apocalyptic around here.”

      He did know once he’d completed his first task, the new powers that Lucifer promised him would kick in. He didn’t give a shit about power, not anymore. He just wanted to be with Scarlet, keep her safe, and help his brothers. But Lucifer had informed him that he’d need them.

      Again, he had no fucking clue why.

      So yeah, no pressure.

      Scarlet walked straight up to the charred wooden door. Taren, the sadistic fuck and Diemos’s right hand, opened the door for her, his black eyes locked on her in a way that made Tobias grip the hilt of his blade tighter.

      The other male closed the door after her and thankfully stayed where he was, holding sentry, barring anyone else from entering the room. Scarlet told him about the female Diemos kept in there. At first, he thought Diemos, being a sick and twisted individual he was, was getting his rocks off dishing out a little torture, but the female had been here a while now.

      She was never allowed to leave Diemos’s room. Trusting no one but his right hand to stand guard.

      This female was important. Somehow Tobias needed to get to her. Scarlet had been building trust, getting closer to her, and was going to try to learn more. But if she was overheard, if Taren walked in and heard something—

      Tobias gritted his teeth.

      The best way to make sure that didn’t happen was to create a distraction, and with the way that fucker was eyeing the door like he wanted to follow her in, Tobias had to do it now. The alternative was killing Taren, but that had to be a last resort. Diemos would want to know what happened to his favorite and that wouldn’t end well for anyone.

      Fuck it.

      Tobias grabbed a demon as he walked past and tossed the ugly fucker with all his strength at Taren, then stepped back into the shadows.

      Taren’s bellow of rage echoed off the stone walls, and the demon snarled, looking confused and pissed off. Taren grabbed him by the throat, and the demon tried to take a bite out of Taren.

      A female thaneous demon shrieked and ran at them from out of nowhere, going for the demon. All four of her arms swinging, clawing, trying to protect Taren, not that he needed protecting. He was doing more than fine on his own.

      How sweet.

      Taren smashed his fist into the demon’s face and tossed him aside, and the female rushed to him, trying to inspect him for injuries. Taren pushed her away, but she came back, this time on her knees, and reached for the front of his pants.

      Taren arched a brow, then shrugged, watching with dead eyes as she shoved his pants down, pulled out his cock, and started sucking him off. Her long lizard-like tongue lashing out between his legs, sliding over his balls, and kept on going. Tobias could hear Taren’s gasp and growl when she slid that tongue right up his ass. That was some serious skill.

      Taren obviously thought so as well because his eyes weren’t quite as dead anymore.

      Well, there you go.

      Couldn’t get a better distraction than that. Tobias stayed where he was, watching the door for Scarlet and hoping Taren didn’t blow his wad too soon.

      The door opened and Scarlet walked out, right as Taren fisted the female’s hair and started brutally fucking her face, glowing as he came. He didn’t even notice Scarlet pass.

      Definitely something to remember for next time.

      Scarlet walked by him, her gaze finding him even as her head stayed down and focused straight ahead. Tobias fell in behind her, staying back again. And he continued that way until they reached the safety of Lucifer’s chambers.

      She tossed aside her brown cloak and turned to him as soon as he walked in behind her and closed the door. She rushed to him and wrapped her arms around him. Tobias kissed her, holding her close, hating that she still needed to walk among that nest of vipers.

      The kiss turned wild. They still couldn’t get enough of each other, and he knew they never would. Her hands moved over him, unbuckling his armor, shoving it off his body, her desperation making her shake.

      “What is it, Scarlet?”

      She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “I need you, I need to know you’re actually here, that this isn’t a dream.”

      Whatever she’d found out in that room had rattled her. She’d tell him what it was, but first, she needed him.

      Tobias thrust his fingers in her wild red hair and lifted her in his arms, carrying her to the bed. She yanked her dress over her head, tossed it aside, and reached for the front of his pants, tugging them open. His mouth came back to hers, and he worked his way down her throat.

      She pulled him back and shook her head. “I want you inside me, now.”

      Scarlet reached down, took his cock in her hand, and guided him to her.

      Eyes locked with his mate’s, he thrust inside her, giving her what she needed. He took her, hard and deep, both of them shaking, grasping for the other, locked so tightly together, he didn’t know where he ended and she started.

      When she finally cried out, gripping him so tight, light flashed behind his eyes and he had no choice but to go with her.

      He stayed where he was, planted deep, covering her body with his, her arms and legs wrapped tightly around him.

      “I love you,” he said.

      Her lashes fluttered. “I love you too.” She cupped his face and looked deep into his eyes. “Promise me we’ll never be parted ever again.”

      “I promise,” he choked. “I’ll do anything, fucking anything to make sure that never happens.” He brushed his lips over hers. “Talk to me, beautiful girl.”

      A tear streaked down her cheek. “It’s worse than we ever imagined.”
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      Rocco landed silently on the roof of the compound, but stayed back, sticking to the shadows.

      Why the hell had he come here?

      To torture yourself.

      Voices, laughter echoed into the night. His brothers with their females. Brent and Chaya were here, Silas and James as well.

      A grill had been set up and Zenon was flipping steaks, a small grin curling his lips at something Mia had said to him. Gunner and Luna were off to the side, and his brother had his head dipped, was saying something to his mate that made her eyes sparkle and her cheeks blush.

      Everywhere he looked were happy couples.

      Rocco’s demon hissed, clawing under his skin.

      His demon hated being around this as much as Rocco did. Yeah, he was happy for his brothers, every one of them, but with the connection they all had, the link that joined him to each one of his brothers, meant he was getting bombarded with their joy twenty-four seven, and it was killing him slowly.

      Sometimes it was so big and bright, he struggled to breathe.

      So yeah, he was happy for them, but he didn’t want that shit inside him. He didn’t want their joy invading his fucking head, trying to fill his heart.

      He had no room for it, didn’t want it.

      Silas glanced his way. The angel had clocked him as soon as he’d landed, but he’d stayed away. Time was up. He headed toward Rocco now, a tense expression on his face. Rocco’s demon shrieked his rage and clawed more fiercely.

      Thankfully, none of Roc’s brothers noticed, too caught up with their females. Whatever the fallen angel had to say, Roc didn’t want to hear it. Nothing he could say would bring Kyler back to him. Everything else was a waste of fucking breath.

      “Why don’t you come join us?” Silas said when he stopped in front of him. “Your brothers would love to see you.”

      “As fun as that sounds, I’ll pass.”

      Silas stared at him, his silver eyes boring deep. “There’s still hope, Roc, you need to hang on to that.”

      Nope. No. He couldn’t do this now. “How about you fuck off with your positive-thinking bullshit, yeah?”

      “Believe me, I know I sound like a fucking asshole,” Silas said. “But I have this feeling…I’ve been getting these feelings and…”

      “Fuck yourself with your feelings, Silas,” Rocco growled. “Your feelings won’t bring my female home…” He cut himself off, the pain of talking about Kyler was too much.

      Rocco walked away to the sound of his demon’s screams of pain. Just the mention of Kyler was too much for both of them, the screams grew so anguished and loud, Rocco almost blacked the fuck out.

      It was as if Rocco’s own pain had become a separate entity in the form of his demon. Darker, more violent, completely and utterly broken.

      Somehow, he managed to stay conscious and dove off the side of the compound roof. There was only one place he could handle being right then. His wings carried him on autopilot, across the city to the spot he’d last seen her, the only place he could feel close to her anymore.

      The alley was dark, shadowed, and overflowing with malevolence.

      He landed and strode to the brick wall at the end—to where the portal, dark and smelling like death, opened every solstice and equinox and spewed out demons. Where he and his brothers slaughtered as many as they could to protect mankind. The evil could be felt here even now.

      His female was surrounded by that same evil, was living in it, in that darkness, with creatures that would take pleasure in causing her pain.

      With Diemos, who was evil itself.

      He pressed his hands and forehead against the warm brick and roared with everything inside him, his demon joining him with so much force, he lost his sight for long seconds.

      Rocco pushed away panting, and shoved up his sleeve. He looked at the scar there, at the half-mutilated angel brand he’d tried to cut out when she was taken from him, and drew his knife.

      The next time the portal opened, he was going in.

      And no one could stop him.
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