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Twenty-Five Years Ago

––––––––
[image: image]


At seven in the evening, just as the sun teetered on the brink of setting, a deafening explosion rocked the Underworld. The ancient castle, which had stood for a millennium, quaked, its walls collapsing down to subterranean levels, four stories beneath the earth's surface. The second explosion, occurring just inside the perimeter walls, sent chunks of mortar and stone tumbling in all directions.

Amid the chaos, those in the path of the falling debris scrambled for shelter, with a singular goal in mind: safeguarding King Samal, Queen Karina, and their one-year-old daughter, Princess Calah. The concept of safety seemed ephemeral as volleys of firepower assailed them from every conceivable direction.

The warriors of the Underworld encircled the besieged castle, contending with a relentless onslaught of rogue Demons and other nefarious beings that had entered through an open portal. The combat was a relentless struggle for control of the castle and the royal family's lives. Many of the intruders possessed the same advantages due to their demon blood, towering at heights of six feet two inches and beyond, with physiques resembling tanks. Some were lean, others heavily built, but all boasted more muscle mass than they truly needed. Their sheer strength and magical prowess meant that demon-on-demon battles could endure for days. When opponents were evenly matched, knowing each other's strengths and weaknesses made victory elusive. The only hope of vanquishing an adversary was decapitation, an arduous task, as they anticipated their foe's aim for their necks.

The battleground became a macabre landscape of blood and death, as the unrelenting conflict showed no end in sight.

However, it was not just their unwavering bravery in battle that set them apart; it was their hearts and their deep sense of honor. While the King's army displayed a readiness to fight to the death, they also held a profound yearning for peace. They understood that saving the Underworld was inseparable from saving Earth itself. The destinies of both realms were intricately linked. History had borne witness to this connection on numerous occasions, including the most recent conflicts such as the Civil War, World Wars I and II, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and Desert Storm. The human population was led to believe that their military had been the savior, but what the government kept concealed was that when chaos reigned, the demons of the Underworld stepped in and took control as mercenaries. Strangely, they were content with this role.

Now, notorious figures like Hitler and Hussein languished in dismal cells in the depths of hell, courtesy of the King's Elite Warriors, comprising General Elijah Alexander, Roman, Damien, and Jacin.

Sweat trickled down Elijah's face, stinging his eyes as he bellowed orders to his men. "Secure the family below, immediately!" As the General, the weight of responsibility bore heavily upon him. If he failed to protect the King and his family, he knew he would never forgive himself. Moreover, should they meet an unfortunate fate and he survived, he might well face execution. He used the back of his arm to wipe away the sweat and blood smearing his face.

While many of his warriors executed his directives, he remained behind, fiercely determined to confront the villainous Caleb and exact a brutal revenge by separating his head from his body in the most vicious manner he could devise. There was no doubt in his mind that the orchestrator of this attack was King Samal's eldest son, Caleb.

As the agonizing hours dragged on, Caleb remained elusive. The only semblance of relief for Elijah was that they had decimated at least two-thirds of Caleb's followers. Caleb had slipped away, destined to live for another confrontation, and Elijah could only hope that he would be the one to sever the bastard's head and display it on a pike for the entire Underworld to witness.

Top of Form

Bottom of Form

Elijah inhaled unsteadily as he ventured into King Samal's underground chambers. "Fuck," he whispered as he rushed to the Kings side where Queen Karina lay bleeding from a gaping hole in her stomach. It appeared half of her torso was missing. The blanket she laid upon was soaked with her blood, dripping to the floor at a rapid pace.

Kneeling by his queen's side, he gently took her hand and offered the King a brief nod of recognition. Queen Karina summoned a faint smile and whispered softly, "Please, young prince, do not carry the weight of blame for the situation I now find myself in."Elijah shook his head. "Then who should I blame?" He hissed, his face filled with pain and sorrow.

"You will get the perpetrator. I have faith in you even if you do not." She squeezed his hand with what little strength she had, her eyes seeming to say more than her lips.

Elijah looked up at Prince Jonah Samal, the king's second son. "Where is the fucking healer?"

For the past five years, Jonah had intermittently served under him, participating in special missions. The King held the belief that every prospective leader ought to possess the skills of a warrior, understanding how to engage in combat and dutifully follow orders. Jonah, however, appeared to be a capable student but leaned more towards politics than the life of a fighter. 

Before Jonah could respond, his father answered for him. "We have not been able to locate one yet. Many of the warriors are looking for one now." The king's lips pulled in a tight line while he held their year-old daughter, Calah.

"Where is fuck Jacin?" Jacin, their medic, traveled everywhere with Elijah's Elite Warriors.

"We can't find him either." Jonah answered.

"Love?" Queen Karina reached for her husband, daughter and Jonah as he stood solemnly beside his father. King Markum Samal knelt beside his queen as his son Jonah knelt next to him.

"You and Elijah must promise me something." They exchanged nods, acknowledging the grim reality that her survival was bleak without the healer. As her life gradually slipped through their grasp, it tore at their hearts, a profound and crushing sorrow.

"You must make sure that Calah is taken somewhere safe, so she may have a chance to grow up and become a strong woman. She cannot survive here with me gone and-"

Markum softly touched her cheek. "Sweetheart, you're going to be fine. You'll be here to watch this little one grow to be as fearless and beautiful as her mother." Markum gave her a weak smile.

"Markum, you forgot to say I'm not stupid, which means I realize I won't be here to aid our daughter. Please, take her to Earth to my friends, the Gilham's. Let her live for me, Markum. Please." She whispered labored words, as tears filled her lovely green eyes.

King Markum Samal placed his lips to hers and said, "I vow to you she will be safe."

"Jonah." Karina looked at her stepson. "Your father will need you more than ever. I trust you won't let me down, my son."

"No mother. I would never let you down." Jonah leaned in and placed a soft kiss to his step-mother's cheek, the woman who more of a mother to him than his biological mother ever thought of being.

Karina then directed her gaze towards Elijah. "And you, General, the warrior, Prince Elijah," she began. "You shall await Calah's growth into a woman of twenty-five, at which point she will become yours by destiny. She was born to be your mate." Elijah tightened his jaw as Karina pressed on. "You will love her, safeguard her, and together you will bring forth offspring to cherish, just as she loves you with her entire being." She offered a gentle smile. "I perceive the disquiet in your eyes, General, showing that fearlessness does not entirely define you."

"My Queen, I would not make a suitable mate for such a precious gift as Calah." He saw a frown form between her eyes and corrected himself. "But it would be my honor to take her as my mate when she grows up."

Again, the Queen smiled at him. "I knew I could count on you, warrior, and friend. I just ask that you love and honor her as you have me when she is of age. I only trust you with her. Only you."

Elijah's brow furrowed at her final words, and then he delicately raised her cold, fragile hand to his lips, keeping it there for a moment before planting a tender kiss upon it. His heart fragmented into countless pieces, and he found himself adrift in a sea of emotions, unsure of how to cope with the impending loss of his queen.

"I will never let you down, my queen, my friend. One day, I will make Calah mine. I will love her and protect her with my life. That I promise you."

*****
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Elijah meticulously cleansed himself of all traces of battle, washing away his own blood, sweat, and the blood of various creatures that had splattered onto him. Caleb had rallied a significant number of vampires, nearly matching the demon forces.

Dressed in his customary black cargo-combat pants and a snug T-shirt, he chose a vivid shade of red this time, an acknowledgment of the bloodshed. His combat boots were tightly laced. There was no need to carry weapons physically; their magic allowed them to conjure weapons out of thin air. It was indeed a blessing not to be burdened with a physical arsenal.

At the door, Elijah halted, his attention drawn to his beloved dagger resting on a nearby table. Acting without hesitation, he seized it and flung it into the wall to his left, driving the blade deep into the surface. A tightness gripped his chest, a sensation entirely foreign to him. As an experienced warrior and general, he was unaccustomed to grappling with such emotions. Regret, certainly, but the agony and torment were unfamiliar territory. The intensity of these emotions swelled, leading him to turn away from the wall, descending slowly to the floor. He rested his elbows on his knees, bowing his head, overwhelmed by an all-encompassing sense of anxiety.

Top of Form

Bottom of Form

She was born to be your mate.  I only trust you with her. Only you.

Those words reverberated in his mind incessantly over the past few hours, causing his head to throb. Why had the Queen never disclosed this information to him before? Or the King, for that matter? A sense of betrayal gnawed at him due to their silence on this matter. He had no desire for a mate, nor did he have the time for one. Women required doting, coddling, and the exchange of trivial gifts like flowers, candy, or jewelry. And Prince Elijah Alexander was no coddler, damn it! He was the Prince of Darkness, a moniker he despised but had earned. He served as a general in an army of demons, and the notion of becoming someone's mate and raising children was not on his agenda.

Despite the seething anger he harbored for the King and Queen's decision to withhold this critical information until her final moments, he knew deep within that he would not let them down. He had vowed to be there for Calah as she grew up, to accept her as his mate, and provide for her needs, even if it meant giving her children if she wished. He was even willing to acquire flowers for her from time to time, despite his aversion to such gestures.

With newfound resolve, Elijah lifted his head and gently tapped it against the wall. "Well, damn it. I have twenty-four years to acclimate to this absurd promise I've made. She'd better turn out like you, my Queen, or I might just wring her pretty little neck." With those words, Elijah found some solace, and he rose to round up his men; they had a mission to fulfill, delivering Princess Calah to the Gilhams on Earth.

"Lije." A quiet voice said from Elijah's doorway.

"Roman." He narrowed his eyes at his friend, his warrior. Roman's face looked pained, even more than it should after the shitstorm they just walked away from.

Roman paused as though he was searching for the right words. "I-uh. Shit, Lije. I don't know how to say this."

"Just spit it out Rome. We need to get the Princess to her guardians."

"It's your family. Your family... is... fuck, they're dead." Roman's dark chocolate brown eyes had tears in them. Elijah's family was his family too. They grew up together, they caused trouble together and they got scolded by their parents together. 

Elijah's face paled, his body quivering with an intense internal heat, as the flames he carried inside were ready to erupt from within him."What? No. They should have been in the safe cell." Elijah caught himself before he swayed.

"I'm sorry, Lije. The safe cell's door was blown off the hinges and your parents and Anya were found inside... dead."

His eyes held Roman's, his jaw clenching. "How?" He needed to understand what happened to them.

Roman shook his head; he didn't want to tell Elijah what he and Damien had found. It was too gruesome. Too horrifying.

"Dammit, Roman! Tell me now!"

Roman swallowed hard. "They were beheaded, and their bodies burned."

Elijah couldn't hide the pain or the tears in his eyes. "Even Anya?"

"Yes, even Anya. I'm so sorry, Lije."

Elijah's hands balled up, heat emitting from them, flames threatening to burst free. He couldn't speak anymore of this, his heart bled. His soul gutted. "How many casualties?"

"A few dozen. But the odd thing is, is that some people seem to be missing, including children. Anya's friend Dana is missing." Roman knew Elijah needed a few moments alone to absorb this. "I'll go get Damien and we'll meet you at the gate with Princess Calah. We'll be there when you're ready. Again, I'm so sorry, Lije." He turned to leave Elijah to deal with his pain.

For several agonizing minutes, Elijah remained motionless, scarcely even drawing a breath. Then, all at once, he collapsed to his knees and wept. His parents and his baby sister were gone, their lives brutally extinguished. Beheading adults might be one thing, but the ruthless murder of a ten-year-old girl in such a manner was unforgivable.

Elijah finally wiped his eyes and stood. "As soon as I carry out this mission, I vow to you mother, father and Anya, I will avenge your deaths. I will hunt them down and rip them apart piece by piece and burn what is left. I will give them the same mercy they gave to you. This I promise."
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The sky was that eerie hour between dusk and dark where your mind played tricks on your eyes. Shadows came to life, making you see something that didn't exist. Julius and Stephanie Gilham, originally from southern California, were making their way back to their quaint hotel in Whitefish, Montana. They were well aware of the challenges that the cold Montana roads posed after dark, especially the deceptive and treacherous black ice.

As they drove through the remote road, the soft moonlight provided the only source of illumination, casting an ethereal glow on the dense forest that surrounded them. The frigid night air, at a temperature of just thirty-three degrees, was crisp enough to freeze their breath. It was a stark reminder that, although the winter snow season had passed, Montana could still deliver a chilling reminder of its past with a cold blast descending from Canada.

However, the real danger that the Gilhams had encountered was not the icy roads but something far more ominous and mysterious – The Facility. The mention of this enigmatic entity hinted at a deeper and more foreboding aspect of their journey, leaving the reader curious about the nature of The Facility and the secrets it held in the heart of Montana's wilderness.

The Facility looked like a large, plain warehouse with chain li and razor wire. Its remote location in northern Montana made it an unlikely place to stumble upon by accident, and its camouflaged roof concealed it from aerial surveillance, further emphasizing its secretive nature. The presence of armed guards only deepened the impression that this was a highly secure and possibly government-affiliated facility.

Julius and Stephanie left The Facility as guests. Their mission was to gather records and data from the scientists working within the facility. This suggested that they were operating on behalf of a larger organization or authority. The purpose of their mission was to collect information from the two remaining locations of The Facilities around the world. This hinted at a broader, global network of such facilities, and it raised questions about the nature of the data they were collecting and the identity of their enigmatic leader for over the past ten years, their compounds have come under attack.

Seven years in the past, their facility in Costa Rica lay in ruins, and all of their experiments had mysteriously vanished. Just two years later, the German facility was ambushed, and once more, the experiments managed to slip away. Following this, two and a half years after the incident in Germany, the compound in Thailand met a similar fate. The Facility found itself under systematic assault, indicating that someone was determined to see it permanently shut down and acquire their elusive experiments.

The most devastating attack on The Facility occurred a decade ago at their flagship facility in Australia. In this catastrophic event, five underground stories were reduced to rubble. The pinnacle of their experiments managed to escape, causing chaos that also led to the liberation of numerous original experiments. This attack set itself apart from the others in a significant way; it was orchestrated from within the compound, and the evidence pointed to Pandora as the one responsible. Pandora was the only experiment with the capacity for destruction on such a massive scale.

The sudden and devastating attack caught both the employees and the residents, or experiments, off guard. The initial blast reverberated through the reinforced concrete walls, causing them to crumble one floor at a time. Within the span of an hour, all that remained were the grim remnants of charred human bodies and over a hundred empty cells. The once secure walls now lay in heaps of rubble, and live electrical wires dangled perilously from the ceiling, sparking with every surge of power.

The toll of this assault was staggering. The Facility lost not only its living samples but also its residents, the invaluable data they had amassed, and their crucial records. This catastrophic setback inflicted a severe blow on The Facility, nearly crippling its operations and leaving it in a state of turmoil and disarray.

None of their Archetypes, the purebreds at the heart of their research, were ever found or recovered. The GEN1's, the first-generation births created from the DNA of these Archetypes, had also disappeared. The scientists now found themselves working tirelessly to recreate the extensive data they had lost.

The Australia Facility's devastating impact on the program had effectively brought their operations to a standstill. The grave mistake of housing a substantial number of Archetypes and GEN1's in a single location went unnoticed until it was too late, leaving The Facility in a state of profound crisis and uncertainty.

The search for Pandora continued, but after a decade of relentless pursuit, they were still no closer to finding any leads. Pandora had proven to be an exceptional creation, surpassing even their loftiest expectations.

As part of their routine, Julius and Stephanie made their monthly journeys from facility to facility, collecting data for backup at a secondary location, their home. Their second objective was to ensure the security of each compound. With only two facilities remaining from the original six, they devoted the remainder of their time to enhancing security measures and laying the groundwork for a new facility deep within the jungles of Belize. Their efforts reflected their determination to preserve their work, even in the face of relentless challenges and uncertainties.

Julius drove along the winding road with extreme caution, his eyes scanning the surface for any hidden, treacherous patches of black ice. He was eager to put the desolate wilderness behind him, a feeling he'd experienced at each of The Facilities, all located in unforgiving and seemingly remote corners of the world. As he navigated through this quadrant of Montana, he couldn't help but appreciate the raw beauty of the landscape, finding solace in its rugged, untamed allure.

Julius glanced over at Stephanie, who seemed somewhere else. "A trinket for your thoughts, my love."

She smiled, looking out her window. "Hmm... it depends on the trinket, I suppose."

Julius chuckled. "You know," he said tentatively, "there's something about this compound that doesn't sit well with me. Did you get the sense that there was something else going on here?"

Her strawberry blonde head was already nodding in agreement before Julius had even finished asking his question. "I'm not sure it's something going on from the inside."

"Explain."

Stephanie exhaled deeply as she gazed into the dark expanse of the wilderness. "I felt as though perhaps someone was watching us when we arrived this afternoon. And... this may seem paranoid, but it felt like there were eyes on us the whole time while we were inside the building. And I'm not talking about the usual sets of eyes."

"Did you do a cloaking spell before we arrived?"

The delicate witch nodded. "Of course, Jules. As I always do."

Keeping his eyes on the blackness ahead of him, he pondered. "Maybe that's what I was feeling. This damn wilderness interferes with my senses. Give me the Sahara Desert, and I can feel crystal clear. It must be these monstrous trees or some shit." Julius, a sixth-generation sorcerer, possessed extraordinary magical abilities. While he was capable of a wide range of magical feats, he relied on Stephanie, a fourth-generation witch, for her expertise in casting spells. Together, their combined talents and gifts were nothing short of overwhelming.

His mind wandered, thinking about their twenty-six-year-old daughter, Kya, waiting for them back home. They had told her they were going on a weekend getaway, which, in a sense, was true. He glanced back over at Stephanie, her gaze transfixed ahead, her eyes squinting. "Steph, what is it?"

"Don't you see it? Look up there. Little blue lights about three feet off the ground." She pointed out the windshield.

At that moment, the sky blackened. "Slow down, Jules. Something's not right."

His eyes narrowed as he focused on the road ahead. Then he saw it: two small blue orbs in the distance, positioned near the ground. These orbs remained perfectly still, not shifting in any direction or ascending or descending. They appeared to be fixed in place, resembling a pair of unblinking eyes.

"Jules, those are eyes. Do you suppose it's a wolf?"

"Wolves don't have glowing blue eyes. In fact, nothing has glowing blue eyes." He let off the gas and let the SUV slow on its own, coming to a complete stop. "No, that's something else."

They sat there, transfixed by the sapphire eyes that seemed to pierce the darkness, their unbroken gaze unwavering. Slowly, something began to emerge from the ground. Unfolding itself, it extended in both length and height, revealing massive wings that were as dark as the night itself. As the creature continued to transform, its body assumed a human shape. It stood nearly six and a half feet tall, with wings that stretched nearly twice its height. In its human form, it stood perfectly motionless, an enigmatic presence in the moonlit wilderness.

"Jules, you'd better turn around and get us back to the compound." Stephanie's voice was laced with fear.

"You read my mind. On it." He threw the car in reverse and hit the gas.

The creature cocked its head, its eyes narrowing in response to the feeble attempt to escape.

Without warning, Julius's vehicle collided with an obstruction that had suddenly blocked their path. They jolted forward, and Julius's forehead struck the steering wheel, causing Stephanie to scream in shock.

She turned to see what they hit as Jules wiped blood from his face. "There's a huge tree in the road." 

They sure as hell knew it wasn't there a minute ago. The creature had blocked their path with a massive pine tree, yanked from the earth by its roots.

They fixed their eyes on the winged creature before them. It made a single deliberate motion, extending one finger and gesturing for them to approach.

"Jules?"

"I see it. There's no way in hell I'm going to comply."

Suddenly, the car began to move forward of its own accord. The massive tree behind them, uprooted and transformed, was pushing the SUV closer to the creature.

"Oh shit!" Julius yelled as he tried to push the brakes to stop the car. He tried using his powers, yet they proved to be useless. After the tree propelled them about forty feet closer, it came to a stop.

A sigh of relief escaped their lips.

"Well, sweetheart, we can't escape it with the car or on foot. I can try to run it over, but I doubt it will let us get that close. I'll use my powers to deflect whatever it tries next as we hit the gas. But it has us trapped." Jules shook his head.

"This is it, then," Stephanie said with tear-filled eyes. Julius wiped one that fell.

"Okay, my love, you take the wheel when I hit the gas. This way, I will try to shoot it out of the way with electrical currents or try to stop whatever it has planned. And Steph, I will always love you, even in the afterlife." He gave her a warm smile and then a wink.

She sniffed and nodded. "I know. I love you, too."

He sucked in a deep breath. "Here goes nothing." Julius hit the gas.

*****
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A hundred yards away, the creature observed the Gilhams, once again tilting its head in curiosity at their audacious actions. It remained unmoving, a statuesque presence, as it watched the car gradually pick up speed, all the while studying its occupants. The male had his hands raised in a defensive posture behind the wheel, while the female gripped the steering wheel, her voice carrying a chant of some kind.

"What do you think you're doing?" He whispered to himself.

As the car closed in on the creature, he remained utterly motionless, confident that the vehicle posed no threat to him. He could sense the potent mix of emotions emanating from the occupants – fear, desperation, and an overwhelming sadness that their existence might be at its end. Yet he harbored no pity for them. In his eyes, they were undeserving of compassion, especially after their involvement in the enigmatic affairs they had been part of for so many years.

They deserved this. Death was earned, and it was his privilege to be the executioner.

The car drew nearer, now just about fifty feet from his position. The crisp night air tousled his hair, but the cold had no impact on his unfeeling skin. He rotated his neck from side to side, emitting a series of cracking sounds, as if preparing himself for a battle he knew was futile but was willing to engage in nonetheless.

He lived for this; blood, fighting, death, death for those who deserved the sentence.

As the couple approached within twenty feet of him, the creature extended his hands, conjuring balls of crackling electricity that shot forth and struck the front of the car. Sparks erupted as the vehicle jolted on the road. With two deliberate steps, he pushed his hands outward, creating an invisible force field that the car collided with. The impact was so intense that the car was sent soaring into the air, clearing the tips of his wings. He tilted his head back, observing the horrified expressions on the faces of Julius and Stephanie Gilham as their vehicle sailed over him.

An ear-splitting crash reverberated as metal collided with the unforgiving asphalt, the sound rolling across the ground like a tumbleweed in the wind. The car flipped over four times before coming to a screeching halt, resting on its roof. Steam and smoke billowed from beneath the mangled hood, and the headlights cast their eerie glow into the surrounding darkness, briefly illuminating a small patch of the forest.

He turned and strolled unhurriedly back to the wreckage, now sprawled in the middle of the two-lane road. With a deliberate crouch, he peered into the vehicle, hoping that the Gilhams were not yet dead. No, he wanted to converse with them first. Two sets of pained eyes gazed back at him. "Good, that didn't kill you," he remarked with an air of cold satisfaction.

"What... do you want?" Julius asked in a labored voice as he dangled upside down. At least the seat belt did its job.

Tilting his head at Julius, he said, "I want you to know why you are about to die." When they didn't even ask why, he knew they were guilty as hell. "I'm glad I don't have to go into a lengthy explanation for my actions. A guilty conscience always knows. Am I right, Jules and Steph?"

"How do you know our names?" Stephanie sputtered, blood trickling off her lips.

"I know everything about you. I know about The Facility, and I know who you work for," he paused, "and I know about your daughter, Kya." An evil smile revealed fangs.

Julius released his anger, making the car shake. "Don't you dare touch her, or I swear-"

"You'll what, Jules? You'll be dead in a few minutes," he responded, his cool composure only intensifying the fear in their eyes. "But you can save Kya if you tell me the name of your leader. The choice is yours."

"I thought you said you knew." Julius rasped, struggling to get air into his lungs.

"Now is not the time to be a smartass, Jules. But I do. I wanted to see where your allegiance lies, with your daughter or your master." He was met with silence. "Very well." He stood and walked away.

"Wait," Julius said, choking out blood. "Who are you?"

He paused for a moment, then walked back to the car and sensed the distinct smell of gas. Crouching down to maintain eye contact with them, he gave his response. "Well, I suppose it depends on who you ask. I've been called a murderer, a masochist, a disease, and an assassin. And on some occasions, I'm called a savior. The most common name I'm known by to your people is..." He whispered his name into their minds, Pandora.

He observed the terror that erupted in their faces as they recognized who he was—their missing experiment, lost a decade ago. He relished their fear, wanting this moment to linger, as they needed to experience the suffering he and countless others had endured within those accursed facilities. A swift death would have shown too much mercy; he believed they deserved nothing less than to suffer for years, subjected to the same mental and physical abuse that he had endured.

Once again, he stood and began to walk away. But before he left entirely, he turned around and cast one final, lingering gaze back at the scene. "And don't worry; I'll take good care of Kya for you as you have the Archetypes and GEN1's."

Hearing the Gilhams' agonized screams and unintelligible words amid the gurgling blood in their lungs, he once again conjured two balls of electric energy in his palms. Then he turned and aimed these orbs of power at the sorcerer and the witch. The sheer force of his energy ignited the car, transforming it into a blazing inferno that was sent hurtling into the air, a fiery spectacle against the night sky.

He kept walking, his footsteps carrying him away from the scene, and he heard the final impact of the car hitting the pavement. He knew, with grim certainty, that they were now dead.

Finally, dead.

An hour later, he found himself perched atop a mountain, silently observing the arrival of fire trucks, ambulances, and the police at the scene. There wasn't much left to do but extinguish the fire, which had now spread into the surrounding forest. He rarely lingered to witness the aftermath of the chaos he had initiated. More often than not, his role involved guiding people away from the facility to the teleportation circles, ensuring their escape from the consequences of their actions.

This was indeed a distinctive attack—a solo operation, no backup, just him. And in his own way, he preferred it like that. It meant that no one else would get hurt, as far too many had suffered at the hands of individuals like the Gilhams. Doing it his way offered the best protection for all involved.

There were times when he needed solitude like this—a moment to be alone with his thoughts. Living in a compound alongside hundreds of others didn't afford much personal space. In fact, he'd even resorted to hiding in his bathroom just last week, desperate for a mere five minutes of peace and quiet.

Resting his arms on his knees, he watched the tow truck drive away with the mangled, charred SUV secured on the flatbed. A smile graced his face, even though he couldn't quite explain why he felt the need to see it through to the end. It provided him with a measure of peace, knowing that they were now gone.

Standing up, he stretched his legs and flexed his broad shoulders before unfurling his large, pitch-black wings from his back. "I think I'll take to the friendly skies tonight," he mused. Looking up at the star-filled expanse above, he smiled, ready to soar into the night.
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Kya Gilham stood there, her gaze concealed beneath the veil of dark movie star sunglasses. It might have been considered cliché to shield her eyes from view, but on this somber occasion, it was an act of self-preservation. This was the day of her parents' funeral, and the weight of her emotions had left her drained, unable to summon the strength to meet anyone's gaze.

Her sunglasses concealed the puffy, red eyes that had borne the brunt of countless tears. Kya knew that her eyes must have appeared as though she had endured a series of brutal rounds in a boxing ring, battered and bruised by the relentless flood of sorrow. She stood in silence, a shielded, grieving figure amidst the crowd, finding solace in the anonymity that her shades provided.

Kya had lost count of how many times she had heard those familiar condolences, "I'm so sorry for your loss" and "if you need anything at all." She understood that people meant well, and their kindness was appreciated, but at this moment, all she desired was solitude. The weight of her grief was something she needed to bear alone.

The realization that she was truly on her own in this world, without any brothers or sisters to share in her pain, left her with a profound sense of emptiness. While her father did have a sister, who sat beside her at the service, it couldn't replace the void left by her parents. Furthermore, her Aunt Katherine resided in New York, a distance that felt like an entire continent away from their California home. She couldn't help but reflect on the stark geographical separation, thinking that she could probably reach Siberia more quickly than she could get to New York.

An odd and unexpected thought suddenly pierced through Kya's mind. She realized that, even before the tragedy of her parents' passing, there had always been a lingering sense of aloneness within her. Her parents had undoubtedly loved her, yet she had carried with her an unshakable feeling that something essential had been missing from her life.

For years, she had been unable to pinpoint the source of this hollowness, and she had done her best to sweep it under the proverbial rug. But now, with the loss of her parents, that void within her seemed to have intensified a thousand-fold. The profound ache she felt deep in her core, a gnawing sensation, made her stomach churn and her heart flutter with an unexpected surge of anxiety. It was as if, in the wake of her parents' passing, all the emotions she had buried resurfaced with a vengeance, forcing her to confront a profound sense of emptiness that had always been there, lurking beneath the surface.

Kya's gaze shifted to the small assembly of twenty people who had gathered for the funeral. Her parents had always been introverted, preferring solitude over social interactions, a trait she had inherited from them. As she clutched the two white roses, she willed her clammy hands not to tremble under the weight of her emotions.

When she looked up again, her eyes were drawn to a figure standing by a nearby tree. He was a tall man with short, neatly buzzed black hair on the sides and slightly longer on top. A well-kept beard and mustache covered his face, adding to his air of mystery. Draped in all black, including a trench coat, and donning sunglasses, he stood out in the sunlight, an enigmatic presence in the midst of the subdued gathering. Even though she couldn't see his eyes, Kya couldn't deny that he had a striking handsomeness about him. His presence was unusual, and in this moment of grief, it piqued her curiosity.

Kya's astonishment grew as she observed not one, but three more men scattered around the perimeter of the gathering. Each of them had a distinctive appearance that made them stand out.

To her left, there was a man who bore a resemblance to the first, with the lower part of his head cleanly shaved and a black ponytail cascading from the center. He, too, stood by a towering oak tree, an air of mystery surrounding him.

Looking over her right shoulder, her gaze landed on a third man, who contrasted with the others with his beautiful wavy blond hair that flowed freely down to his shoulders. He stood there, a striking figure amidst the mourners.

And then, as she glanced over her left shoulder, her eyes found a fourth individual, who seemed relatively more conventional with his chocolate brown hair and a more traditional haircut. He appeared to be discreetly lurking in the background.

The presence of these enigmatic men, all distinct in their own ways had the crowd boxed in, forming a perimeter. 

But who were they? Better yet, what were they doing there?

What the goddamned hell? As Kya observed the stoic presence of these four men, an unsettling thought crept into her mind. Her parents had always been mysterious and had kept their fair share of secrets, but the sight of these enigmatic figures intensified her curiosity. Their appearance was so unusual that it sparked a disquieting notion: what exactly had her parents been involved in?

The men, standing there like statues, bore an uncanny resemblance to characters one might find in a crime drama. The thought crossed her mind that they looked like mafia hitmen, and the tension in the air grew palpable. They appeared unmoving, as though they didn't even draw breath.

A chill ran down Kya's spine, and her stomach churned with a mixture of anxiety and confusion. She struggled to maintain her composure, her grip on the white roses tightening as she fought to keep her breakfast of toast and tea from spilling onto the grass in front of her high-heeled shoes. The situation was becoming increasingly unsettling, and she couldn't help but wonder about the secrets her parents had left behind.

"Aunt Katherine, do you know the man standing by that large oak tree?" She whispered, referring to the one with the ponytail. "He's on the right, behind the priest."

Katherine looked, leaning into Kya. "I don't see a man there, sweetheart. Are you feeling okay?"

ya maintained her gaze on the man with the shaved head and the black ponytail from a distance. She was confident that, at this range, he couldn't discern where her eyes were focused. The air was thick with tension and intrigue, and she was determined to observe this puzzling figure closely without revealing her scrutiny. She knew he was still there because, hello, she was looking at him. "Never mind. He must have left." Kya lied as she looked to her left and found leg-breaker number one hadn't moved.

What. The. Hell.

Was she losing her mind? She didn't think so, but as she continued to observe the unusual figures and the growing sense of intrigue surrounding her parents' funeral, she couldn't help but wonder about her own state of mind. The past week had been a whirlwind of grief, funeral arrangements, and emotional turmoil, and it had undoubtedly taken a toll on her. Her parents' death had been a traumatic event, and in such times, it was entirely possible for one's perception to be affected.

She contemplated the possibility that her mind might be playing tricks on her due to the overwhelming stress and the lack of sleep she had been experiencing. Perhaps it was even the after-effects of the sleeping pill she had taken the night before, coupled with a glass of wine on an empty stomach. It was a stark reminder to adhere to the warnings. And for Christ's sake, eat something.

Kya grappled with these thoughts as she tried to make sense of the surreal situation unfolding before her.

The priest's words snapped Kya's attention back to the immediate surroundings as he called her to place the first two roses on her parent's caskets. She complied, her legs feeling unsteady, and as she took those trembling steps towards the caskets, she noticed a subtle sign of life from the man with short black hair.

For a moment, his stoic presence seemed to crack. He flinched ever so slightly as Kya wobbled on her high heels, and that subtle reaction did not go unnoticed. Nice, her mirage showed concern she might fall flat on her face.

Kya managed to coax her unsteady feet forward, laying a single white rose on her mother's casket, and then another on her father's. As she turned to return to her seat, her heart lightened as she found that the four mysterious figures had vanished. It was a sigh of relief, a glimmer of reassurance amidst the strange and unsettling events of the morning.

Her initial fear and uncertainty began to dissipate as she entertained the idea that perhaps she had been hallucinating. Though hallucinations weren't exactly a desirable explanation, it was certainly more preferable than the alternative: the idea that these mystery men were somehow connected to the Mafia or some dangerous pursuit that she knew nothing about. As Kya resumed her seat, a sense of unease still lingered, but the immediate threat seemed to have disappeared, leaving her with a mixture of emotions and unanswered questions.

*****
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Kya's return home marked the end of a long and emotionally draining day. After hours of accepting condolences and nibbling on the food that well-wishers had brought to her parents' house, she finally found herself in her tiny one-bedroom apartment around seven in the evening. The drive had been a blur, her mind on autopilot, and she couldn't help but wonder how she had made it home without running a red light or encountering something worse. Let them break her legs or tie her ankles to cement blocks and sink her into the Pacific. She simply had no energy to spare at this moment.

Exhaustion weighed heavily on her, and she longed for the comfort of a long, hot shower, a sleeping pill, and perhaps a glass of wine to help her relax. Then again, the thought of wine made her hesitate, but she quickly reasoned that she didn't have anywhere to be tomorrow, so a glass was fine. At this point, her thoughts about the four mysterious men at the funeral seemed distant and unimportant. She had reached a level of weariness where she couldn't find the energy to dwell on whether they were real or products of her imagination. The prospect of danger, should it come her way, didn't seem to matter. All she craved was a respite from her grief and the exhaustion that weighed her down.

Kya's entrance into her small apartment was marked by a moment of disarray. She carelessly tossed her purse onto the sofa and kicked her heels off, each one finding a different corner of the room. Padding to the kitchen in a daze, she mechanically flung the fridge open, although she wasn't hungry. It was just something to occupy her thoughts.

In the end, her desire for wine overruled her fleeting intention of avoiding it. She reached into the fridge and pulled out a bottle.

So much for willpower.

With the bottle in hand, she turned to head for the shower. But as she took that first step, a gasp escaped her lips, and a shiver ran down her spine.

Kya's gasp caught in her throat as she turned and found herself face-to-face with leg-breaker number one from the funeral, the one with the thin beard and the slight flinch when she had nearly stumbled. He was leaning casually against the kitchen door frame, merely seven short feet away from where she stood.

Her heart raced, and her exhaustion evaporated as the reality of his presence in her apartment sank in. The implications of his appearance caused her to reach for a large knife out of the butcher block that, thank the good lord, was right next to her. "Who the fuck are you and why the fuck are you in my apartment?"

Kya's hands trembled as she held the knife, her grip unsteady, her eyes darting around her small apartment in search of the other three linebackers. Her mind raced with the belief that if one of these giants was indeed real, then it stood to reason that the other three were as well. The situation had taken a menacing turn, and Kya's fear and determination to protect herself swelled as she braced for the unknown.

He lowered his sunglasses, folded them, and tucked them into the breast pocket of his coat. He regarded Kya with a hint of amusement. Her attempt to appear tough with the knife had not gone unnoticed, and his almost-grin conveyed a sense of confidence that only deepened her unease. "Such a foul mouth for a pretty little princess." He said in a dry tone, one eyebrow raised.

Good, her hallucination speaks. When he removed his sunglasses, they revealed the most brilliant shade of blue she'd ever seen. In the midst of the tension and uncertainty, Kya found herself captivated by their piercing intensity, a stark contrast to the shadowy circumstances in which they now stood.

"Go to hell, asshole. And answer me. And what the hell were you and your goons doing at my parent's funeral?" She all but hissed, surprising herself.

He gave the slightest of grins. "Which question would you like me to answer, Princess? You've asked three now."

"I'm impressed, you can count. Just get out before I call the police." With a mixture of fear and determination, Kya set the bottle of wine down and swiftly grabbed the cordless phone. It was an item her parents had insisted on having, and now it became her lifeline. She dialed 911, her fingers trembling, determined to summon help.

In a swift and almost otherworldly movement, the man raised his hand toward Kya, and to her astonishment, the phone flew out of her grasp and into his. "No calls. We need to talk."

Her jaw dropped. Was that magic or an illusion? "Get back or I'll-"

As if in a surreal act of force, Kya watched in shock and disbelief as the knife she had clutched tightly was wrenched from her hand and sent spinning through the air. The man caught it effortlessly and, with a deliberate motion, buried the knife into the wall beside him. "And don't play with knives, Princess, unless you know how to wield one."

Amidst the tension, a chuckle emanated from behind the man, and the one with a more conventional appearance, sporting chocolate brown hair, stepped up beside him. "Damn, Lije. You're not supposed to scare her." He pulled the knife from the wall, walked over, and handed it back to Kya, handle first. "Hi, I'm Jonah. The asshole here is Elijah. And," he turned to wait for the others to step into her shrinking kitchen. "The blond is Roman, and the one with the perpetual frown there is Damien."

"Like I give two shits who any of you are. Get out!" She pinched the bridge of her nose and groaned, "Shit, shit, shit! This can't be happening. I've lost it. Officially. Lost. It. And I haven't even had wine. I can accept a nice dose of a hallucination, but having it after a buzz would make more sense."

"Hey, I just got here; I haven't had time to give her a hallucination." The blonde, Roman said as Damien scowled at him. His formidable mental abilities allowed him to craft illusions so convincing that they could make anyone see almost anything and believe it with absolute certainty. There had been occasions in the past when he had been accused of wrongdoing despite his innocence, which was why he now vehemently proclaimed his innocence. Few people were aware of the extent of his mind-manipulating talents, and it was a secret he guarded closely.

"It's sarcasm, Rome," Damien growled as he walked to grab her bottle of wine off the counter, pulled the cork, and took a long drink. Kya glared at him. "You shouldn't drink wine if you've lost your mind. I believe it's a rule or something."

"Yeah, well, I get accused of that shit so often, I automatically deny it now." Roman looked at Kya, grinned, and nodded to her. "Hi, Princess."

Exasperated, she pushed past Damien. "Whatever. Stay. I don't give a shit who you are or what you want. Help yourselves, assholes."

Just as she was preparing to navigate her way around Elijah, he abruptly seized her chin and compelled her to gaze up at him. "Watch your mouth, little princess. Your language is appalling."

Kya raised her fist and slammed it into his sensual mouth. "Fuck. Off." She groaned, holding her hand. She left the four giant men alone in her kitchen.

A door slammed, and the men exchanged glances and flashed a collective grin at Elijah as he wiped the blood from his lip.

"Well, that went better than I expected," Elijah said in his dry tone as he turned to look towards the short hall she disappeared into.

Jonah grinned. "Damn, Lije, she's gorgeous. Even prettier than mother was." He shook his head in awe. Jonah hadn't seen his baby sister for almost twenty-five years. She was only a year old when she was placed in the Gilham's care. Though Kya didn't know who he was, for now, that's how they wanted it.

"Tough little shit, too." Damien lifted his bottle for another swig of wine, a rare grin breaking across his face.

"If you can get past that foul mouth, then yes, she is pretty," Elijah grumbled in response.

"I think her trashy mouth and tough attitude are kind of sexy." Roman grinned, shrugging when both Elijah and Jonah growled at him. "What can I say? I like tough women."

"That's my baby sister, you dumbshit. She is not sexy." Jonah glared at Roman.

Damien belted out a laugh, nearly choking on his wine in the process. "You're the dumbshit if you think your baby sister is not sexy. She's sexy as hell. Right, Lije?" He was goading his leader, one of his favorite pastimes.

Elijah ignored Damien; some days, it was all he could do. "Go invisible tonight in case she gets up in the middle of the night. I don't want to hear blood-curdling screams if she thinks she was dreaming just now."

*****
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Elijah stood just outside her bedroom door, listening to the unintelligible mutterings that escaped from within. Leaning his forehead against the door, he took a deep, contemplative breath.

What the hell was he going to do with her? Her penchant for foul language and her propensity for violence, while somewhat understandable given her demon nature, left him perplexed. She was, after all, a demon princess, and in his mind, a princess should exhibit better manners. The fact that she had been raised by Julius and Stephanie Gilham seemed to have imbued her with the etiquette of a thug rather than the grace expected of royalty.

Yeah, Daddy will be proud.

The day that he, along with Roman and Damien, brought Kya to Earth and entrusted her to the Gillhams was still etched vividly in his memory. It had been the morning after the relentless attack on the Underworld, his home. Amidst the chaos, the fighting, and the spilling of blood, Kya's mother, Karina, had tragically lost her life.

Karina's last wish had been for her daughter to be taken to Earth and placed under the care of the Gillhams. She had known that her mate, King Markum Samal, would be overwhelmed with the immense task of restoring order in the Underworld, reinforcing their defenses, and pursuing those responsible for the attack. She had been aware that this would leave him with no time to raise a one-year-old baby and that a little girl needed a mother's care and love.

The pain that Elijah felt was just as intense on that day as it was twenty-five years ago. It wasn't solely due to the transportation of the king's infant daughter; instead, it was because that day had been the most excruciating of his life. It was an event he steadfastly refused to speak about—a memory that would forever be etched in his mind, a day he would never forget.

Elijah stood in the hallway, seemingly waiting for an eternity. He bided his time until her grumbling had subsided, and he could hear her flopping onto the bed. Instead of using the door to enter, he effortlessly materialized beside her bed and directed his gaze toward her.

Kya was lying on her side, facing away from him. She lay on top of the covers instead of under them, wearing only panties that barely covered her cute little ass and a tank top.

He sat beside her. "Face me, little princess." He ground out his words, noticing with a hint of surprise that she didn't appear startled by his sudden presence in her room.

"Oh, god. It's back." She groaned and buried her face in her pillow.

"Now." He ordered as he slapped her ass hard.

Yep, that got her attention.

"Son-of-a-bitch!" She flipped over to face him. "How dare you! Do not touch me, asshole!"

"Call us even for you punching me in the mouth. Some advice, little princess, don't ever hit me again."

His emphasis on ever did not go unnoticed by her, and it sounded like a low growl. Just how he meant it to sound. "First of all, asshole, I have a name. It's not little princess, it's Kya. And second of all, I'm not little. I'm five-seven. Now go away and let me have this nightmare in peace. Better yet, fetch me my wine."

Elijah cocked his head, observing Kya closely. She displayed a remarkable lack of concern, seemingly unworried that he or his men would pose any threat to her. This left him contemplating whether she was exceptionally brave or perhaps, on the contrary, remarkably stupid. Leaning down until their faces were almost nose to nose, he inhaled her sweet scent, his proximity creating an intimate tension in the room. "You are little next to us. And I have a name, too. It's Elijah, not asshole. Got it?"

"Whatever."

"Let me see your hand."

"No. It hurts. Your head must be made of bricks." 

He raised an eyebrow at her, his patience wearing thin. Elijah was not accustomed to repeating his orders, and Kya's resistance was beginning to piss him off. If she had been anyone else, he might have resorted to a much more forceful approach, perhaps even resorting to physical coercion. The idea crossed his mind, but he held back, struggling to maintain a semblance of restraint in this delicate situation. "Hand. Now."

She gave him a sweet smile. "Would you like the whole hand or just one finger?"

In response to her smart-ass remark, frustration and concern mixed in his actions, and Elijah reached out, his grip closing around her delicate hand. As his fingers connected with her skin, he couldn't help but notice the damage his face had inflicted. Her hand bore the marks of bruising and swelling. Testing the extent of the damage, he pressed gently on the knuckles on the back of her hand, and she yelped in pain.

"Dammit! That hurt. Why the hell didn't you warn me what you were about to do?"

"Your bones were out of place. They will heal now."

"Unless I hit you again." She narrowed those green eyes at him, full of fire and pure defiance. "Besides, I heal fast. I wasn't worried, Doctor Death."

"I wouldn't recommend it, little princess." He gently rubbed his thumb over her forehead and said, "Sleep."

In response to his command, Kya obediently closed her eyes and drifted into a deep slumber. Elijah found himself somewhat surprised by her compliance. Forcing one's will upon another demon was more challenging than doing so with a human. He had wagered that since she had been raised as a human and believed herself to be one, it might make the process more manageable.

Elijah sat there in silence, his gaze fixed on the slumbering form of Kya. She was a striking and alluring creature, bearing the name Princess Calah, the one she had been born with. Her body was elegantly proportioned, boasting muscular definition in all the right places. Curves that stirred his blood.

He groaned and stood up, feeling his pants suddenly becoming tighter. "I didn't want this, Princess. But I will not let your mother down. She trusted me to take care of you, and I will do so with my dying breath." He said, knowing she couldn't hear him.

Elijah decided to leave her to rest and to prepare himself for the inevitable chaos that would ensue in the morning when Kya realized they were here to stay and that her new reality was indeed real.
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Kya let out a weary sigh, tugging the bedcovers up over her head, seeking refuge from the relentless morning sun that had already breached her peaceful slumber.

God, was it morning all ready? It seemed as though the sun had risen far too early, and she felt as if she had barely closed her eyes for a mere twelve hours, praying for another twelve to follow. A persistent headache throbbed within her, despite her recollection of not indulging in any wine the night before. But then again, how could she be expected to recall anything from the day after laying her parents to rest? The mere thought of their recent interment left her emotionally numb.

Summoning every ounce of her strength, she fought to rise from the bed, pushing the covers aside as she sat up and stretched her tired limbs. After a pair of deep yawns, she made her way to the bathroom, turning on the hot water to soothe her senses. The cascading warmth enveloped her, and she whispered to herself that she would shed no more tears. In the past week, she had cried more than she had her entire life, leaving her stomach churning with the weight of it all. She had never been labeled a crybaby, but when you realize you have no one left in the world to turn to except for an aunt residing a great distance away, tears tend to flow freely and loneliness takes root.

She berated herself for indulging in self-pity, considering it was pathetic and uncharacteristic for her. She had always prided herself on her resilience and independence, and the sudden surge of what she considered "sissy-girl feelings" baffled her. However, she resolved to put an end to it. "No more," she told herself sternly. "Just immerse yourself in your work, and you'll be fine. You'll handle this and come out of it stronger." With determination, she focused on her tasks, determined to overcome this uncharacteristic moment of vulnerability.

Buck the fuck up, girl, quiet words whispered in her mind. The whispering voice that she heard made her frown, as it didn't sound like her own.

Kya's life as a freelance writer allowed her to work from the comfort of her own home, and when financial difficulties arose, she had the security of a substantial trust fund to fall back on. This arrangement led to a somewhat solitary existence, and as a result, she didn't have many close friends. Instead, her social circle consisted of acquaintances she had met through her work. Kya embraced her status as a loner, much like her parents, and found solace in the independence it provided. She had seen her parents' relationship and had learned not to rely too heavily on others, as they had often let her down and concealed unknown secrets for years. Although she had always sensed that her parents were hiding something from her, she had never managed to uncover the truth, and she now doubted that she ever would. The nature of those secrets remained a mystery, leaving Kya perpetually in the dark about her family's history. Despite the uncertainty surrounding her past, she had come to terms with her independent and solitary lifestyle, finding a sense of security and self-reliance in it.

After her shower, Kya slipped into a pair of her beloved Levi cutoff shorts and a tank top, opting to forgo wearing a bra since she was working from home. The freedom of not needing one was one of the perks of working comfortably on her couch. Kya grabbed her hairdryer and carefully dried her long, chocolate-colored hair. Today, she decided to leave it hanging loose, a change from her usual routine of tying it up in a ponytail or securing it with a large clip to keep stray strands from falling into her face as she worked.

Glancing down at her right hand, Kya's gaze fell on a vague memory of some injury from the previous night. Yet, upon inspection, her hand appeared unharmed, leading her to believe it might have been nothing more than a product of her drug and alcohol-fueled delusions. The hazy recollection of the night before flooded back into her consciousness. In her dream, she had witnessed a chaotic scene with bombs raining down on a castle, people in a frenzied panic, and men engaged in brutal combat, resulting in copious amounts of bloodshed. Amid the turmoil, she had seen a beautiful woman in agony, surrounded by men. The only face that stood out to her was that of the woman, who possessed dark chocolate hair and striking emerald-green eyes, much like her own. Kya couldn't help but wonder if she had been the woman in the dream. Perhaps it was a vision of her future, though she harbored doubts about the idea of living in such a tumultuous setting.

Shaking off the unsettling dream, Kya moved out of her bedroom with determination, intent on making a robust cup of truck-stop strength coffee. There was nothing quite like the kind of coffee that felt more like chewing than sipping to put things into perspective. She entered her compact kitchen and came to a halt in front of the coffee pot, where half a pot of coffee sat waiting. It struck her as odd since she couldn't recall making it. Had she brewed it last night? If so, she had little doubt that it would taste awful this morning.

Damn, she needed a long vacation, probably one without booze and sleeping pills.

Kya's hand instinctively reached for the cupboard above her to retrieve a coffee cup, but it collided with a large, tanned hand. Startled, she let out a squeal and spun around, only to find herself pressed up against a solid, bare-chested figure, which felt like a brick wall. Her hand accidentally brushed against the warm, taut skin of the unexpected presence, and she let out a soft groan, dropping her head in surprise and embarrassment. "You're not a dream or a disturbing figment of my imagination, are you?"

"Afraid not, little princess," Elijah said as he got two coffee cups out from behind her.

Kya couldn't help but notice the earthy, enticing scent that seemed to envelop the space. She couldn't quite place what it was, but it was undeniably alluring. She tried to control her breathing, not wanting to inhale too deeply of his essence.

Trapped between the kitchen counter and his unyielding body, she found herself in an awkward situation. She dared not take a deep breath, fearing that her breasts might brush against his bare chest. To make matters even more uncomfortable, her nipples had hardened, and she couldn't help but worry that he might notice. In a hushed tone, she managed to ask, "How long have you been here?"

"All night. We didn't leave."

"We? I guess that means the three little pigs weren't imaginary either. Shit." She rubbed her tired eyes. "All four of you slept here last night?"

"Yes. And who does that make me? The big, bad wolf?" His stark blue eyes narrowed.

Kya shrugged, not willing to answer him.

"Here, drink some coffee. We need to explain a few things to you that the Gilhams were not allowed to tell you." He handed her a cup of black coffee.

Ignoring his remark about her parents, she held it to her nose and inhaled. "Damn, this smells good."

"Nope. That's me you smell." Jonah winked at her as he gave Elijah a little shove so he could get a refill.

Kya couldn't help but snort in amusement as she took a sip of her cherished coffee, appreciating the moment of normalcy amidst the unusual situation. However, she soon had to scoot over as Damien and Roman made their way into the kitchen. Her once cozy space was quickly diminishing as the four imposing figures crowded into her small kitchen, making it feel even more cramped and chaotic.

Roman grinned and winked at her, and Damien said, "Did I hear you call us the three little pigs? Not afraid of us this morning, Princess? Did you grow some balls last night while you slept?"

Elijah let out a low growl at Damien, and Kya's eyebrows shot up in surprise. Did he growl? "Would you like me to check, asshole?"

"You're not afraid of us this morning, Princess?" Roman repeated Damien's question, taking a drink of his coffee.

"What's the point? I mean, apparently, I'm still alive. No one chopped me up into little pieces and dropped me down the garbage shoot. Or worse yet, I could have been raped, passed around, and then chopped-"

The unexpected sound of Jonah dropping his coffee cup sent it crashing to the floor, shattering into pieces. Roman choked in surprise, Damien took a step back, his expression furrowing in a frown, and Elijah emitted another low, ominous growl from deep in his chest. The tension in the room surged as the situation grew.

"What?" Kya couldn't help but look puzzled as she observed the bewildered and tense expressions on the faces of the men in her small kitchen. The circumstances were becoming more and more confusing, and she was left wondering what had led to their unexpected and unsettling reactions.

"We're here to protect you, Kya. To harm you would mean a painful death at the hands of our general, Elijah." Roman said as he pushed the fragments of Jonah's broken coffee cup away from her with the toe of his boot, so she didn't step on the glass.

She raised a brow again. "So, you won't hurt me only because you're afraid that Conan the Barbarian here would kill you?" She jerked her thumb at Elijah. "I can't say that's altogether comforting either."

"No one, other than your mate, will ever touch you sexually, or I will personally cut off his manhood and feed it to him." Elijah's words came out as a low, rumbling growl, his frustration evident. He abruptly spun on his heel and stalked out of the kitchen, leaving the room with a palpable sense of tension and confusion that seemed to suffocate the space even more.

Kya watched his departure, still trying to make sense of the situation and the mysterious presence of these men in her home. "How sweet of him to- wait. Did he say mate? Mate? Monkeys and wolves have mates. Please tell me you guys aren't from the Planet of the Apes because I'm not a chimpanzee." She wasn't sure she was comfortable with where this whole conversation was heading.

Roman shook his head at her and chuckled. "You're a mess. You know that?" He followed Elijah's lead and walked out. "And, Jonah, clean up the mess you made before she cuts herself."

Damien grunted, glared at her, and stalked out, leaving Jonah behind.

Jonah leaned a hip against the counter, facing her. "We need you to sit down and listen to what we have to say, Kya. And an open mind would be helpful. In fact, it's imperative."

Kya couldn't help but groan in frustration as she pushed against his solid chest to try to make her way around him. It seemed like all of these men were incredibly well-built, as if they were made of rock. She couldn't help but wonder where these impressive individuals came from, and why had she never heard about them before? If she had known that men like this walked the earth, she thought, she would have moved there in a heartbeat, intrigued by the thought that gods might be living among ordinary people. "Fine. Go sit, and I'll be right out. I think I need some sugar in my coffee for this."

When she emerged from the kitchen, she had her coffee in one hand and a small bottle of whiskey in the other.

Elijah frowned at her breakfast drink while Damien hissed. "Where the hell were you hiding that, little girl?"

"In my panty drawer, where else?" She walked up to him. Sitting on her couch, his legs were so long she couldn't get around him.

He cocked an eyebrow up at her. "If I let you pass, are you going to share?"

"Damien." Elijah snapped at his friend. "Let her sit."

Damien moved his legs back so Kya could climb over to sit beside him. She settled in with one leg tucked under her and looked at the stoic Elijah. "Okay. So, who are you guys? No, wait. What are you guys? Yeah, that is definitely a better place to start." Kya's gut instincts were ringing alarm bells, and she couldn't help but sense that these men were far from ordinary. Their remarkable physical attributes alone were a clear indicator that something was amiss. Men with bodies that resembled those of gods and looked like male models were a rarity, let alone encountering four of them simultaneously. Moreover, she couldn't shake the memory of the peculiar tricks she had witnessed Elijah perform with the phone and knife the previous night, further fueling her suspicion that there was more to these men than met the eye.

Elijah shifted in the chair and waited before he spoke. "We're demon warriors from the Underworld."

And Kya's jaw dropped for the second time in twenty-four hours.
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Caleb's entered his apartment to see his two most favorite women waiting for him. His private apartment was a sanctuary from the tumultuous past he had shared with these two women at the Australian Facility. They had all spent many years together, facing challenges and uncovering secrets that bound them in a unique way.

The first woman, Olivia, was a striking figure with her adorable, pixy-like appearance. She had been born in the Australian facility, labeled as GEN1. Her brilliant blond hair and hazel eyes added to her charm. Olivia was relatively small in stature, standing at only five feet four inches, but her perpetual happiness was her most notable trait. Her DNA was a mix of various creatures, but predominantly demon and angel, with a touch of fairy and other unknown elements. The angelic blood within her enabled her to deceive with ease, and only Caleb and Raven possessed the insight to decipher when she was speaking the truth or weaving a fabrication.

Raven, on the other hand, was the second woman in the room, characterized by her black hair streaked with deep purple. Like Caleb, she was an Archetype, and her name seemed to reflect her enigmatic and mysterious nature. Her presence in the apartment contrasted sharply with Olivia's. While Olivia exuded happiness and light, Raven was shrouded in a darker aura, hinting at the complexity that lay within her. Together with Caleb, she had unraveled the secrets of the Australian facility and formed a unique bond with Olivia that had persisted for fifteen years.

Olivia's unique blend of angelic and demonic traits made her a fascinating and complex individual. Her inherent sweetness, which was characteristic of angels, was one of her most striking qualities. Her childlike curiosity added to her overall innocence, making her seem almost ethereal. However, beneath this charming facade lay a hidden power.

When provoked or pushed to her limits, Olivia's demon side would emerge, and she could unleash a formidable force. What made this transformation even more intriguing was the stark contrast between her appearance and her capabilities. Her innocent and cute exterior, even when she was kicking serious ass, often caught her enemies off guard. They found it difficult to take her seriously because of the stark difference between her appearance and her combat skills.

This contradictory nature became one of Olivia's greatest strengths. She learned to use this to her advantage at a young age, knowing that her enemies would underestimate her based on her innocent and adorable demeanor. This unexpected twist gave her a lethal edge in confrontations and made her a formidable force to be reckoned with, even in the most challenging situations.

Raven's personality was a stark contrast to Olivia's. She was predominantly dark and brooding, representing the black to Olivia's white. Trust did not come easily to Raven. In her eyes, trust had to be earned, and she reserved her smiles and laughter for those she genuinely trusted. Unlike Olivia, Raven had a tough and agile nature. She was constantly engaged in rigorous training to become a better fighter. While Olivia sought peace, Raven was always prepared for battle.

Raven's combat skills came naturally to her, as she was born a full-blooded demon. The scientists at the Australian Facility had further altered her DNA by introducing DNA from other species. The exact composition of her blood was a puzzle to her, with some traits being evident and others more subtle. Regardless of the specific makeup of her DNA, Raven was a formidable force to be reckoned with. If Olivia resembled a grenade in terms of her power, Raven was akin to an atomic bomb, capable of unleashing incredible destructive force when the situation demanded it.

The two women, Olivia and Raven, with their opposing personalities and unique abilities, were a dynamic duo when working together, capable of handling a wide range of challenges and adversaries.

The distinction between Archetypes and GEN1s in the world you've described is quite significant. Archetypes started as purebreds, each being a manifestation of a specific supernatural lineage, such as demon, angel, shapeshifter, sorcerer, vampire, fairy, elf, or any other being that the gods conceived. They were born with a lineage that defined their abilities and characteristics.

On the other hand, GEN1s were born from the other residents of the Australian Facility. These births were often the result of forced pregnancies, a deeply traumatic experience that many tried to forget. GEN1s, in contrast to Archetypes, did not have a predetermined supernatural lineage. Their abilities and traits were likely a blend of various lineages, which made them a more diverse and unpredictable group.

Caleb's relationship with Olivia and Raven was deeply profound, and they were his true family in every sense of the word. His blood relatives had abandoned him years ago, leaving him with a void that only his bond with Olivia and Raven could fill. The time they spent together within the compound had forged an unbreakable connection between them.

Their escape from the Australian facility, alongside the enigmatic experiment Pandora, was a testament to the strength of their friendship and their determination to break free from the facility's confines. The explosion that tore the facility apart marked a turning point in their lives, leading them down a path of freedom and self-discovery. Together, they had overcome countless challenges and dangers, solidifying their unshakable loyalty to one another.

The story of their escape from the Australian facility was marked by both hope and tragedy. While Caleb, Olivia, and Raven managed to reunite with some of the other residents, they were constantly hunted down and faced with the threat of being taken to a new, likely equally dangerous compound.

Before their escape, the facility had housed nearly three hundred residents, each with their own unique supernatural abilities. However, due to the volatile nature of some of these individuals, The Facility had systematically exterminated a significant number of them. Some, unable to bear their circumstances, chose to end their own lives, forcing their own extermination as a means of escape.

Pandora, an experiment who had been a source of concern and distrust for The Facility, was a ticking time bomb. His violent outbursts had led to the deaths of many technicians and the mutilation of others. His uncontrollable behavior was a result of the unpredictable effects of the new DNA that had been introduced into his genetic makeup. Over time, the tension and instability within Pandora built to a breaking point.

Eventually, Pandora's explosive nature culminated in a catastrophic event, leading to a violent detonation that would have significant consequences for everyone involved. The aftermath of this event would likely change the dynamics of their struggle for freedom and survival once again.

Pandora's enigmatic powers remained a mystery to the scientists who had subjected him to their experiments. He had the intelligence to conceal the extent of his abilities from them, even enduring abuse and torture without revealing the true extent of his capabilities. It was a tactic he used to keep his powers hidden, never turning them against his captors. Although the scientists suspected this strategy, they could never prove it. They may have subjected Pandora to unimaginable torment, but they never managed to break his spirit.

As time passed, Pandora's resolve to protect his secrets grew stronger. He knew that his ability to withstand their experiments and conceal his powers would ultimately be his saving grace. Even a decade later, The Facility remained no closer to finding him. Their relentless pursuit of Pandora persisted, but if he had managed to evade them for over ten years, it seemed increasingly unlikely that they would ever locate him. Pandora's exceptional skills at hiding, using the very gifts they had bestowed upon him, proved to be an insurmountable obstacle for The Facility's relentless hunt.

In that quiet moment, Caleb watched Olivia and Raven engrossed in a video game, their beauty illuminated by the glow of the screen. A warm smile graced his face, a testament to the deep affection and love he held for them. These two remarkable women were not just his companions; they were his family, the foundation of his world, and the reason he got out of bed each day.

Olivia squealed. "You bitch, you cheated," she said, flopping back into the couch in a slouch.

"You can't cheat at this. You just suck. Plain and simple. You. Suck." Raven grinned.

"Now, ladies, do I need to throw that contraption away?" Caleb asked with a smirk on his face, realizing he sounded damn old. At three hundred and forty, he was old next to these two.

Raven stood and stretched. "So, I understand that psycho took out the Gilham's."

"You sound a bit jealous, my love." Caleb's smile deepened as he noticed the mischievous smirk on her face. It was a small yet meaningful gesture, a silent reminder of the special bond they shared, filled with unspoken understanding and love.

"Have your demon comrades arrived yet?" She asked.

"Yes. They showed up at the Gilham's funeral yesterday. But I think you already knew that. Now phase two begins. They must realize by now that the Gilhams were killed, so they'll stick around to protect Kya."

A frown creased Olivia’s forehead. "But what if they decide to send her back to the Underworld? Don't we need her?"

"Yes and no. It would be nice to have her available to us in case she has some information that's useful, but I doubt she knows too much. It's them we need. Besides, they will have been instructed to examine her powers first before taking her back. It's a precautionary thing."

Raven cocked an eyebrow. "She would make an excellent pawn, though. Once we start the next phase, we can use her to bring them to us. Get the demons on our turf. After all, we'll be outnumbered."

"If it looks like they want to take her home, then we'll snatch her up."

Raven snorted and rolled her brilliant blue eyes.

"And besides, when have the three of us ever been outnumbered? Plus, we have over two hundred people here who can fight." He sent Raven a look. "And before you object, you know as well as I do that they need to fight too, to feel alive. They lived through the same hell we did, and they want and need revenge as much as we do. It's not fair to ask them to sit out and only participate in the evacuations. If you want to continue to leave them out, then what's the point in training them all to fight?"

Caleb appreciated and respected Raven's concerns for the well-being and protection of those under their care, especially the younger individuals among them. It was a reflection of her nurturing nature and her genuine desire to shield the vulnerable from harm.

He also empathized with Raven's reluctance to seek assistance from the others. As adults with unique skills and abilities, they felt a strong responsibility to be useful and proactive. Their experience, power, and determination were like a driving force, compelling them to take action.

In a way, it was a bit like asking the Navy SEALs to step aside while the Air Force took over. The specialized skills and abilities each member possessed were an essential part of their collective strength. Balancing the protection of the young and the need for the adults to be active contributors in the fight against the facilities was a complex challenge that they needed to navigate together.

Caleb's gaze remained fixed on Raven, and he could see the anxiety building within her. He understood the weight of the responsibilities they carried and the challenges they faced, which only seemed to intensify her unease. "Look, I'm not completely against using her as a pawn, but for now, I want you to do ghostly reconnaissance."

Her eyes sparkled with delight, but the joy never reached her lips. "Sounds like fun. Let the haunting begin."
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Raven observed the situation with a mix of fascination and amusement as the words left Elijah's lips: Demons from the Underworld. Kya's eyes widened, and her jaw dropped as she struggled to process this startling revelation.

Demons from the Underworld? It was a lot for anyone to digest, but for Kya, who had believed herself to be human her entire life, it must have been an earth-shattering revelation. Raven could see the gears turning in her head as she tried to make sense of it all.

Her eyes widened, and her jaw dropped as she struggled to process this startling revelation. It was a lot for anyone to digest, but for Kya, who had believed herself to be human her entire life, it must have been an earth-shattering revelation. Raven could see the gears turning in her head as she tried to make sense of it all.

For Raven, this was a golden opportunity to witness the unfolding drama and to explain the complex world of the demon realm to someone who had been raised in ignorance of her true nature. The prospect of enlightening Kya about her demon heritage while watching her come to terms with this new reality was undeniably entertaining.

As a supernatural being with unique and extraordinary abilities, Raven relished her ghostly form. She knew she was different from the average ghost, having abilities that extended beyond mere invisibility and the ethereal nature of spirits. While the demon quartet had their own powers, Raven's abilities were in a league of their own.

As she watched Kya and Elijah's conversation unfold, Raven couldn't help but contemplate the possibilities her unique abilities offered. She knew she had a front-row seat to an unusual and intriguing story, and her powers would undoubtedly come in handy as events continued to unfold.

Raven continued to observe the scene with great interest. The dynamics at Kya's apartment had become even more intriguing. The enigmatic blond demon, Roman, had certainly caught her attention. His physical allure was undeniable, but Raven had learned to trust her instincts, and she couldn't shake the uneasy feeling she got from him.

Kya nearly choked on her coffee. She nudged Damien beside her. "Hey, Hellboy, what'd he say?"

"He said we're demon warriors of the Underworld." His dark eyes held hers, waiting for her to pass out or argue.

Kya chuckled and shook her head. "Okay, I'm definitely going to need booze in my coffee. Gimmee." She held her cup out to Damien, who confiscated her alcohol when she climbed over him to sit.

Damien looked at Elijah, who rolled his eyes and nodded. Damien added a tiny bit of whiskey to her coffee, then added some to his. Kya took a sip and moaned. "Okay, demons from the Underworld, why are you here pestering me?"

Elijah held her gaze before he continued. "We're here to protect you, Princess."

"Why?"

"You were brought here and placed in the care of the guardians, Julius and Stephanie Gilham, almost twenty-five years ago."

"You're saying I was adopted?" She frowned. It would explain a lot about those feelings of not belonging.

"No. I didn't say you were adopted. I said you were placed in their care. They were to raise you until your father, our King, Markum Samal, believed it safe to summon you home."

"So, according to you, I'm this king guy's daughter?" Her tone was incredulous.

"Dammit, Kya, show some respect. He isn't a king guy. He's your father. You are the princess." Jonah hissed.

In his calm, soothing tone, Roman spoke. "Damn, Jonah, chill out. This is all new to her. And frankly, she's taking this better than she should."

Raven noticed the realization finally hit Kya. Elijah had been calling her little princess. Now they were getting somewhere.

"Then why was I sent away? Did I throw up on his majesty, was I colicky, or just a bad baby?"

"You were a much better baby than you are an adult." Damien snapped.

"Is that right? Well, fuck off. In fact, all of you fuck off, except the blonde. I think I like him." She grinned at Roman.

Roman didn't dare grin back. He didn't need to set Elijah off right now.

Raven couldn't help but appreciate Kya's spunky and fearless attitude. Despite the shocking revelation and the imposing presence of four demons, Kya's determination to stand her ground and speak her mind was indeed entertaining. It was clear that she possessed a fiery spirit and a willingness to confront challenges head-on, which was a quality Raven found admirable.

While Raven recognized that Kya's outspoken nature might lead her into trouble, she also saw it as a strength. It was a quality that could serve her well in navigating the complexities of her newfound demon heritage and the challenges that lay ahead. Raven continued to watch with a mix of amusement and intrigue as the interactions among the group unfolded, curious to see how Kya's boldness would impact the unfolding story.

Raven watched Roman closely as he cocked his head and began looking around as if he had heard or sensed something. While she doubted that he could actually sense her presence—as no one ever could—his actions did raise her curiosity. It was evident that Roman was searching for something or someone, and his heightened awareness was hard to ignore.

Elijah rubbed his temples, looking like he was about to implode, yet he remained calm. "You were brought here to be protected. A war broke out, and your mother died. It was her dying wish that we bring you here to be raised by her friends, the Gilhams. She wanted you to survive. And she didn't think that was feasible in the Underworld when she wouldn't be there to protect you while the King had business to attend to."

"What? No smart-ass remark?" Damien lifted a black eyebrow.

"How'd she die?" Kya asked in a soft, pained voice that made all four men snap their heads up and stare at her. It was a tone no one expected.

Jonah cleared his throat. "She died protecting you in the castle. She succeeded in her task, but we couldn't find the healer in time due to all the chaos, and she died."

All their eyes watched her; Kya looked back into Elijah's. Kya found it hard to tear her gaze away from Elijah. There was something about him that was undeniably captivating. "And have you come here to take me back to hell?"

"Not hell. That's a different place. You are from the Underworld. But we're not taking you just yet. You can't reenter until you can use all your powers sufficiently. And we need to know what powers you possess. We all have different gifts."

"It'd also be nice if she knew how to control her mouth." Damien sneered. "Hey, maybe that's her power—a smart-mouthed bitch."

Kya laughed. "Well, that's hilarious. Have you heard yourself? You have no more control over your mouth than I do mine." She tipped her head to the side. "Why don't I have powers now if I'm a demon?"

Jonah shook his head. "The only reason you do not have your powers is because you were removed from the Underworld at such a young age. If you grew up there, you would be powerful now."

Kya frowned. "Oh." She got up and started for the kitchen.

Roman looked at her. "Are you okay, Princess?"

She stopped, looking at the quiet one, and grinned. "Yeah. I need food. This coffee and whiskey are doing a number on my stomach."

Elijah stood to follow. "You have no questions?"

"I have about a hundred. But I'll ask them when I'm ready." She grabbed a banana off the counter and peeled it. "Starting with, why could I see you at the funeral, but my aunt couldn't?"

He tipped his head. "You saw us?"

"Wasn't I supposed to?"

"We weren't sure what powers you had, so we didn't know. And you made no indication that you did." Elijah leaned his large, muscular frame against the wall across from her.

Powers. Underworld. King. Princess. Castle. War and death. This was like a wildly spun story that no one would accept as the truth. But none held a candle to the story Raven had.
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Elijah observed her intently as she silently consumed her banana, a rare moment of quiet that had left her momentarily speechless. It was a stark departure from her usual demeanor, one he suspected wouldn't endure for long. She was not the type to be soft-spoken and demure, unlike her mother. In fact, she seemed more like Damien.

He groaned inwardly.

Elijah couldn't escape the dual challenges he faced. Not only did he begrudge the role of being the guardian of this princess, but he also resented the uncanny resemblance she bore to Damien, the formidable warrior. Her physical beauty alone posed a considerable obstacle. He knew that he needed to transform her from the charming, free-spirited girl the Gilhams had raised her to be an unsuitable daughter for the King. It was an arduous task that required him to undo the very qualities they had instilled in her.

"So," again, her soft words got his attention, "when are you guys leaving?"

Elijah shook his head, a growing sensation of frustration and perhaps the beginnings of a migraine gnawing at him. It was as if the woman before him was becoming an ever-increasing source of exasperation. Who could tell? All he knew was that aspirin wouldn't quiet either of them down, especially the latter. "We're not leaving for a few months. We must test your powers and see what you're good at and what you’re not. We can't leave you unprotected." He folded his arms across his chest as he watched her, waiting for an outburst or a frying pan to be hurled at his head.

"You're staying with me for the next few months? Are you shitting me?" She tilted her chin up at him in defiance. "Well, you can't stay here; my place is not big enough."

"We stay where you stay. End of discussion." He turned and walked out, making it clear that there was no room for compromise. Not that he expected her to keep her mouth shut for over fifteen seconds. A timer was counting down in his head.

"Bastard," she mumbled as she followed him back to the living room with more muscle and testosterone in it than it had furniture. "And why do you have to protect me? Am I in danger or something?" She raised an eyebrow at the demons.

Roman leaned against the wall, and he watched her sit in the chair he vacated. "The Gilham's didn't die in a car accident. They were killed. We're here to make sure whoever killed them doesn't get to you. We're your new guardians, Princess. Where you go, we go. You'll be safe with us." This piece of information, Roman alone, had picked up on. He had an inner voice that could examine a scene or a photo and see the truth that others couldn't.

Kya's eyes held Roman's for a minute. "Someone killed my parents?" Now her eyes landed on Elijah for the answer.

"I'm afraid so. Or so Roman thinks."

"Oh." She chose not to have him elaborate on this when a question popped into her mind. "What was that thing you said about my mate?" She watched Elijah, daring him to lie to her.

"Everyone has a mate, and until yours has come forward to claim you, no other man will touch you."

She laughed hard. "You're shitting me, right? Someone plans on coming forward to claim me? So, if I don't find this mate for, oh, let's say, fifty years, do you plan on keeping every other man on this planet from touching me?" She sported an incredulous expression.

"Pretty much." As he observed the wheels turning in her clever mind, Elijah briefly considered the idea of putting her back to sleep, just to give himself some space to think. He liked her so much better when she was out cold.

"News flash, genius, I am not a virgin. I have been touched by a man before. More than one, by the way." She waited for smoke to spill from Elijah's ears over that bit of information, but he stayed calm. "Yeah, well, let's see how well that little plan of yours turns out. What did Queen Karina look like?" Changing the subject, she asked no one in particular.

Silence fell among the warriors.

"What? What'd I say that pissed you off this time? God, you're gonna have to give me a rule book or something."

"How'd you know the Queen's name? We didn't mention her name." Jonah asked, watching his baby sister.

"It's a fairy tale my parents told me growing up. So, you see, this is why I'm not all that surprised about this whole story you're weaving for me. At least you aren't trying to tell me you're four of the Seven Dwarfs and I'm Snow White."

"This is no story," Damien hissed as he sprung from his chair, startling her. "We lived this nightmare you spoiled, little ungrateful brat. You might not be alive if it wasn't for the three of us hauling your ass and diaper bag to Earth." He motioned to Elijah and Roman.

Elijah's eyes snapped at his soldier. "Enough, Damien." He turned to Kya. "Tell us of this fairy tale you mentioned."

She exhaled deeply and sat back in the chair like a defiant child. "Fine. Once upon a time in the Underworld lived King Markum Samal and his beautiful wife, Queen Karina. The king had two older sons from his first marriage. Queen Karina raised the King's sons as her own; she loved them and cherished them. As time went on, the king's eldest son became evil, while the youngest son was a good prince and remained loyal to his kingdom.

"Then one day, the Queen gave birth to a daughter, Princess Calah. Calah was the apple of her mother's eye, and she only wished the best for her. But the evil prince had other plans. He raised a deadly army and attacked the castle one day to destroy his father and his family. The evil prince succeeded by killing his beautiful stepmother, and by doing so, he put the infant princess in grave danger.

"So, the Elite Warriors vowed to take Princess Calah to another land where she could grow up happy and healthy. The King and the good prince wept for their loss of their mate, mother, daughter, and sister. But one day, oh yes, one day, she would go home to be with her family and live happily ever after."

Scowling, Kya thought for a moment. "Oh, and something about one day a special weapon will come along that will put an end to all wars globally. It will be the ultimate weapon, and all nations will want it. But the Underworld will control it and rule the world. That part wasn't told often, only when they thought I was asleep. I never understood it."

Elijah and his men sat in rapt silence as Kya's tale unfolded. It was evident that she had heard this story countless times throughout her upbringing. The Gilhams had woven a piece of her history into a fairy tale, perhaps as a way to prepare her for the revelations that were now emerging. Yet none of them had ever heard the concluding part of her story, which raised perplexing questions. What weapon could she be referring to? They had no knowledge of any such mass destruction weapon.

She shrugged. "Well, that's the story. Plus, I had a vivid dream of that event last night."

Elijah gave Roman a curious look. You gave her the dream, didn't you? Elijah asked Roman in his head.

She needed to see it for herself to help her accept it as the truth. Roman shrugged. He had the strongest mind of the group and could sneak into any creature's mind at will. His gift often pissed off the other warriors, as he would occasionally plant thoughts for them to carry out.

Elijah watched her with curiosity, and then something hit him. "Why did you not seem surprised that Roman said the Gilham's did not die in an accident but were killed?"

"I'm not sure. At this point, nothing is all that shocking. Or," she shrugged, "I don't know. I just have odd feelings at times, like I knew somehow." She shifted uncomfortably in her armchair. "What were my parents? The Gilhams, I mean." Her eyes landed on Elijah for answers.

His blue eyes swirled with shades of navy blue to ice blue for a split second. "Julius was a sorcerer, and Stephanie was a witch. They had more than enough powers and tricks to keep you safe."

Kya laughed again. "Are there vampires, werewolves, and dragons in this story anywhere? I mean, come on. This is getting ridiculous. Show me some sort of proof that even one percent of this shit can be true, and maybe, just maybe, I'll believe I'm a princess from another realm."

Elijah flew out of his chair so fast that she didn't even see him move until she was being picked up and thrown over his shoulder. "Come with me. Whatever you do, do not make a sound." And he teleported them both away.

Raven couldn't help but smile as she watched the volatile warrior, Elijah, vanish along with the spirited and outspoken princess. The pairing was nothing short of a comedic spectacle, and she couldn't wait to see which of them would eventually manage to tame or influence the other. It promised to be an intriguing and entertaining journey.
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After being whisked away by Elijah, Kya peeled open her eyes to see only darkness. It was so dark that she doubted she could see her own hand.

The overpowering scent of sulfur assaulted her senses, causing her eyes to sting, her nose to burn, and her throat to feel raw. The pervasive stench of death and decaying flesh made her stomach churn. Amidst the cacophony of moans and screams of agony that seemed to seep into the very core of her being, she shivered in fear and confusion. She couldn't help but wonder in frustration, where had that infuriating Elijah disappeared to? Had he simply abandoned her in this dreadful place?

A solid and reassuring warmth pressed against her back, leaving her momentarily breathless. Even though she couldn't see him, the presence of Elijah provided some solace in this eerie environment. It was a strange mix of emotions—the impulse to turn and seek refuge in his arms warring with her reluctance to show vulnerability.

I'm here, little princess. His voice was a soft whisper in her head as one of his hands snaked around her waist and pulled her back tighter against his chest. Elijah waited until she settled into him and let her eyes adjust to the darkness. His hot breath touched her ear as he spoke in her head. If you speak out loud, they will hear you. They can sense you, but you are not visible to their eyes. You are safe with me, I promise.

Oh god. Where are we? And how the hell can I hear you in my head? She all but screamed that last sentence in her mind, hoping he could hear her as she heard him.

Elijah tightened his grip on her trembling body. You don’t need to yell for me to hear you. You asked for proof, so I brought you to hell.

Unable to resist the pull of comfort and safety that Elijah's presence offered, she instinctively snuggled into his chest. The rhythmic beat of his heart against her back served as a soothing balm to her anxious soul, and for the moment, she found solace in his body. You brought me to hell? Why didn't you take me to the Underworld for proof? Seriously, there has to be a better place to make your point. Apparently not for Elijah, though.

The Underworld is too dangerous to take you right now without full use of your powers. I can protect you better here.

Well, that had to be the dumbest thing she ever heard. Hell was a safer place to go? So, exactly how dangerous was the Underworld? This was not encouraging in the least. And the idiot wanted to take her to the Underworld in a few months. He had to be out of his freaking mind. There was no way in hell she was going. And, yeah, she saw the irony in that statement.

Her hand went to her mouth and nose. I think I'm going to be sick.

You'll be fine. Breathe through your nose, not your mouth. It doesn't taste so good. He chuckled. 

Wow, this was a great time for him to show a sense of humor. His abrupt mood swings were starting to concern her.

Why are we not in danger here? She closed her eyes, took a deep breath through her nose, and prayed to whatever higher power there might be, to not throw up.

Elijah's other hand slid down her arm and clasped her shaking hand in his. Demon Warriors that are not bound to hell can come and go at will. We're the only ones allowed to. We may visit the souls incarcerated, but we can't take a creature from this place. And before you ask, there are not only human souls, but souls here of demons, vampires, shapeshifters, basically any creature. And some creatures are so demented from being here so long that they have now turned into something nightmares are made of. They make Freddy Krueger look like a party clown.

I hate clowns.

Finally. We agree on something.

You didn't answer my question, though. Why are we not in danger here?

Elijah paused before answering. Three reasons. The first is that if you don't speak, they won't know you're here. As I said, they'll only sense a presence. Second, they don't have the freedom to roam as they wish. And third, they're afraid of warriors.

And you're a warrior?

Yes. Warriors bring these beings here to serve their sentences.

He gave her hand a squeeze. Shall we explore hell? There are a few people in this cell block you'll recognize.

Hooray, a fucking field trip! This should be fun. Wishing she had her camera, she was ready for a guided tour of Hell.

Elijah emerged from behind her and firmly grasped her hand, leading her down the corridor. The cacophony of moans and cries grew louder, more distressing, while the nauseating scent of decaying flesh intensified. The steamy heat pressed down on them, causing beads of sweat to form on their bodies. The air was so stifling that it felt hard to breathe, and Kya couldn't shake the unsettling sensation that something might be crawling around their feet. She resisted the urge to look down, fearing that she might scream if she were to encounter bugs or snakes coiling around her.

He continued down the stone corridor and made a left where the glows of small fires illuminated their surroundings. She tightened her grip on his hand, and even before she saw the glowing embers, she could see perfectly in the pitch black. But in no way was that the most startling thing on this little quest.

Elijah made one more turn and came to a stop.

Please tell me you know the way back out. Should we have been dropping popcorn or something? I don't want to get lost down here. Despite her effort to be a brave demon princess, her voice trembled with anxiety.

He smiled in the dark. She still had her attitude. Of course I do, little princess. Come, this one, you will know. And even if you don't recognize him, their crimes are on the post out front, so no one will ever forget what monsters they are.

Elijah came to a sudden stop and guided her closer to the man writhing on the ground, surrounded by the grotesque creatures. These small monsters had humanoid bodies with bird-like heads and wolf-like fangs, and they were voraciously gnawing on the man's flesh. The horrific scene unfolding before her eyes felt like something out of a Stephen King novel, sending shivers down her spine.

Chunks of flesh were gruesomely absent from the man's emaciated, decaying body, a horrifying sight that made Kya wince in revulsion. She instinctively sought protection, taking a step behind Elijah as a shield. The creatures continued their hissing and moaning in macabre delight as they feasted on their victim. The realization that there was nothing separating them from these dreadful monsters compelled her to huddle even closer to her protector.

He can't get to you, princess.

But what about those nasty little things chewing on him? There are no doors, bars, or cages, so why can't they get to us?

Those creatures are called Amon. And they have no desire to eat living flesh. And the barriers are invisible; there's more torture in making your prisoner think that freedom is a mere step away. The Amons can move where they wish. They can see you, but they're also afraid of me, so they won't come near. Only the prisoner can't see you, and he can't leave this space. Look at him. Do you recognize him?

Oh great, she had to take a closer look? The man was getting eaten by little monsters as he tried to crawl away from his tormentors. But she looked out of sheer curiosity. Then she took one step closer, narrowing her eyes on it.

Did she step closer? Had she lost her damn mind?

But yes, she knew this man. He was no man; he was the real monster, a monster far worse than the ones who were using him as a snack.

Holy shit. Is that Jeffrey Dahmer?

The one and only. It seems fitting that he's someone's dinner, doesn't it?

The bastard deserves what he's getting.

Yes, he does.

Elijah knew her feet were rooted in place, so he grabbed her hand and pulled her a few cells down on the left. And this one? Who is he?

This one she didn't have to even take a second look at. He was getting tortured, numbers were tattooed all over his thin body, and he was starving, with a layer of skin covering his bones.

Hitler. Her mind whispered.

And this bastard deserves what he's getting.

Kya nodded in agreement. Absolutely. Do they ever die? I mean, die all the way to the point where they even die from hell? And there's just nothingness?

Do you think their victims ever found peace in their brutal deaths? Did their families ever find peace in knowing what Dahmer did to their sons? Has the world ever forgotten what Hitler did to the Jews? No, they did not. It's only fitting that these monsters pay for all eternity in the fashion they killed their victims. Elijah shifted to look at her. Would you grant them a peaceful afterlife, knowing what they did?

Without hesitation, she answered, Hell no.

He gave the slightest of grins. Have you seen enough, Princess?

That's the dumbest question I've ever been asked.

Elijah chuckled. Then, in a blink of an eye, they were standing back in her cramped little apartment.

Elijah gazed down at Kya, registering the sheer horror in her eyes, while he paid little attention to the other three warriors, who had reacted with alarm, drawing their weapons. The oppressive stench of sulfur, smoke, and decaying flesh clung to their skin and clothes, prompting the warriors to instinctively step back as their weapons vanished. The pervasive scent of damnation itself churned their stomachs.

"You sonuvabitch!" Now she was livid. Kya slapped him in the chest. "Why did you take me there? How could you do that? You made me watch while those things ate... I hate you! I hate you for that." Then tears filled her eyes, and her body shook. "I hate you." Her voice turned into a whisper.

Elijah reached out and firmly grasped the back of her neck, pulling her close to him. She allowed herself to be held as the tears streamed down her face. He held her tightly, fully aware that she was right; he had acted like a son of a bitch. Gently, he lifted her up and carried her to her room. Setting her down on the bed, he then went into her bathroom and turned on the shower, the sound of running water filling the room.

He held out his hand to her. "Come with me."

Her red, watery eyes snapped up. "The last time you said that, you dragged me to hell, literally." Her words were sharp, and her jaw clenched tight.

Elijah knew he had traumatized her, but he had little patience with her sharp tongue. He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the bathroom. "Strip."

"Excuse me?"

"I said strip. And I mean now. I won't ask again, or I'll rip your clothes off myself." He growled as he pulled his own shirt off and tossed it on the floor. Then he bent to untie his boots as he sent her one last warning look with his eyes swirling from midnight to electric blue.

"What the hell? One minute you're almost nice, and you laugh, then the next, you're a giant ass again!" Kya knew that the eye color change thing was not a good sign; it meant he was pissed. Reluctantly, she kicked off her sneakers and undressed until she was down to her panties and tank top. The rest was staying put.

"Did you save the best part for me, Princess? I'd be happy to help you remove those." He eyed her remaining garments as he stood buck naked before her, then checked the water temperature.

"I hate you. Did I mention that?" Kya pulled her tank top over her head, letting it fall to the floor, then slid her panties down and stepped out of them. She shoved Elijah aside and got in the hot, steaming shower as he followed.

"Yes. I think you covered that already. But a man never tires of hearing it." Sarcasm dripped from his words. He stepped up behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. She flinched. He leaned in, putting his mouth to her ear. "I've seen a naked female body a time or two, Princess, so nothing you have will shock me. You said you needed proof; I gave you what you asked for. Would you have believed me any other way?"

There were probably a thousand other ways he could have made his point. Yet he took her to the most gruesome place he could think of, a place she could never wipe from her mind. Sounds and smells she'd never be able to forget. He knew anything less than a personal tour of hell, she would have found a way to rationalize. No, Elijah was a cunning warrior, and he made sure she had no doubt about that.

Bastard.

Elijah reached around her to grab the shampoo bottle. He poured some in his hand and lathered her hair. "Neither of us would be able to finish the day with the scent of hell lingering on us." He continued to work the shampoo into her long hair when he felt her body tremble once more; she was trying to hold back the tears. He had scared the little punk-princess shitless. "Fuck this." He spun her around, pulling her into his arms, and held her.

Despite all the frustrations and the undeniable fact that he could be a pain in the neck, Kya found herself strangely at ease in Elijah's embrace, as if it were a place of safety. His powerful, well-defined body pressed firmly against hers, and as his large hand glided down her back, tracing the length of her spine, it left an electrifying tingle in its wake. His other hand was entangled in her hair, keeping her close to his chest.

Kya fought against the impulses her body was urging—the desire to rub against him, to savor and relish his touch. She couldn't help but notice the way Elijah grew hard against her stomach, and her heart began to race. Her breathing grew erratic. It was perplexing; she desired him, and yet she couldn't quite comprehend why. After all, she had just met him, and he had certainly displayed a bossy and abrasive side that pushed her buttons.

Kya tried to wiggle free, but it only caused more friction, and he moaned.

He held her tight and growled. "I wouldn't do that if I were you. I'm having a hard enough time holding you naked in my arms without shoving you against the tile and fucking you until you beg for more."

His words shocked her. But her defiance outweighed the shock. "You'd be disappointed then, because I don't beg."

Tipping her chin up so he could look into her eyes, he grinned. "We'll see."

*****
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After Kya's shower, Elijah gently guided her to bed and brushed his thumb over her forehead once more. With a silent will, he coaxed her into a deep, much-needed slumber. He could sense the exhaustion that weighed heavily on her mind and body, even though it was still morning. Besides, he had his own thoughts to sort through, and he needed a break from the relentless barrage of questions the spirited woman had been throwing at him. In moments like this, he was grateful for the unique abilities he possessed, which made him better than Ambien.

Elijah remained there, silently observing her as she snuggled into her pillow, her sleep appearing far from peaceful. He couldn't help but wonder about the nightmares that might be tormenting her and whether she dreamt of the horrors they had witnessed. The thought of her being haunted by such dreams stirred a deep anger in him, not only towards the circumstances that had exposed her to such trauma but also towards himself for not shielding her from it.

Instead of walking away, he chose to crawl into bed with her, gently taking her cuddling pillow and replacing it with his own body. He held her close, finding solace in the moment she burrowed into him, seeking his comfort. What took him by surprise was the undeniable attraction he felt for her. It wasn't just her physical beauty; his body seemed to react instinctively to her presence, and it was a complication he hadn't foreseen.

He took the time to listen to the steady rhythm of her heartbeat, the soft sounds of her breathing. And the bastard he was allowed his hands to roam down her ribs, over her hip, and down to caress her silky thigh. He enjoyed the satiny smooth feel of her skin under his fingers, and he wanted to trace the same path with his tongue. The internal struggle between his protective instincts and the unexpected desire he felt raged within him.

Elijah couldn't resist the temptation to explore her face, his fingers tracing a delicate path down her straight nose, over her sculpted cheekbone, and finally running over those captivating, sassy, and at times foul-mouthed lips. Despite his internal turmoil, he couldn't help but appreciate the beauty that lay before him.

He smiled. Those lips that so many nasty words flew out of regularly made him want to kiss her senseless and then bite them. And he wondered what kind of passion that mouth possessed. No doubt, they would be full of heat, like her words.

Elijah watched her as she peacefully slept in his arms, contemplating the stark contrast between her innocent slumber and the fiery, determined spirit she exhibited when awake. He couldn't deny that he found her tenacity and courage admirable, qualities he realized he respected in a woman. It was almost as if she were fearless, and her newfound awareness of her identity had only confirmed that she could handle the truth.

However, there were aspects of her fate he had yet to disclose, and he knew they might pose even greater challenges for her. As he pondered the road ahead, he couldn't help but feel a complex mixture of concern and intrigue about the woman who had been thrust into his life.

He had not told her about one special feature the female demons are granted that the males are not. He cringed; when she discovered it, no doubt she'd be pissed. But what was new? From what he could tell, she lived for being pissed. And if that didn't set her off, there was always the fact that she was his mate that would do it. Another stupid promise he made to her mother on her death bed.

Elijah looked back at her lips as a soft sigh escaped, and he leaned down and kissed them softly. "You're mine," he whispered, accepting his own fate.

His woman. His mate. All his. Every smart-assed inch of her.

Elijah knew he must perform the blood bond with her for her own protection and his own peace of mind. So, there was another thing he hated having to explain. Elijah couldn't help but acknowledge the impending conversation that would define her as his. Everything he would have to tell her would seal her destiny of belonging to him.

Elijah couldn't help but reflect on the complexities of Kya's upbringing as a human, and how this posed an even greater challenge in integrating her into their world. It was clear that her human upbringing had left her unprepared for the truths of the Underworld. Yet he also considered that he might have struggled with the attraction he felt for her if she had grown up in the same castle as him. It would have been akin to pursuing a romantic relationship with a sibling, and that idea was far from appealing.

In a strange way, he mused, perhaps fate had its own plan by removing her from the Underworld, a plan that, despite its challenges, could lead to a future they both needed.

He was granted a mate he didn't want but couldn't refuse. And now that he had her wrapped in his arms, he knew he could never let go. Elijah grappled with the enigmatic pull he felt toward Kya, a force that he couldn't quite comprehend but couldn't deny. Deep within, he knew that she was meant to be his.

You're mine, he whispered in her head.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~ 6 ~

[image: image]


Kya slept like the dead, and damn, it felt good.

The memories of hell were still fresh in her mind, but it didn't seem so bad now. Bad for the bad guys, sure, but they chose the path their lives took.

She sat up and stretched. Realizing she had no idea of the time and that her phone was missing, she quietly tiptoed into the living room, trying not to wake the linebackers.

Damien was kicked back in the first chair, asleep, while Elijah was stretched out on the couch, about two feet too short. Jonah was in the other chair at the other end of Elijah. Roman was nowhere to be seen.

Kya surveyed the cramped route to the couch, where her phone was on the arm above Elijah's head. Both Jonah and Damien's feet blocked the entrance from each end of the couch. Either way, was as good as the next. She climbed over Damien's legs when he shifted, causing her to trip and land with a thud on top of Elijah's rock-hard body.

She grunted at the impact as Elijah's eyes flew open. In an instant, Elijah reacted, firmly gripping her waist with one hand and clutching a handful of her hair with the other. He hissed in irritation at being startled awake. Simultaneously, the other men in the room sprang into action. Jonah and Damien shot upright in their chairs, while Roman appeared seemingly out of thin air, brandishing a sword in each hand. The room had transformed into a tense and alert battleground in the blink of an eye.

Frankly, she was surprised she could even sneak up on them. Kya gasped when Elijah grabbed her and at Roman's sudden appearance with archaic weapons in hand.

"Did you miss my warm body, baby?" Elijah had a wicked grin on his sexy, tanned face as he teased her.

"I was looking for my phone." Her face was too close to his, but there was nowhere to go. If she wanted to go, she wasn't sure yet. His body, his touch—she was learning—was a source of comfort. The ass that he was provided her some peace, like she had known him for years.

"Hmm. And were you trying to frisk me for it? As you can see, I'm not wearing a shirt, so I suggest you start in my pants." His dreamy blue eyes shimmered with desire.

"Aren't you a funny demon so early in the morning? It is morning again, isn't it?"

"Yes, Princess. You slept nearly twenty-four hours."

"Good god. I don't remember taking pills or wine. How'd I sleep like the dead?" Her eyes narrowed at him. "Never mind. Where have you been hiding this sense of humor? And why don't you let it come out to play more often?" Knowing he wouldn't answer her questions, she kept talking. "My phone is above your head. I tripped over that big buffoon and fell, so don't worry that I'm coming on to you."

Damien growled. "I'm not a buffoon, street rat."

Kya shifted to get up, but Elijah held on. "What did I tell you yesterday in the shower about moving like that?"

Damien grinned, catching Elijah's attention. "You know, for having such a foul mouth and nasty attitude, you have a rather nice ass."

Jonah growled deep in his chest and glared at his friend as Roman shook his head, smiling.

Elijah's hands slid down to cup her ass. "Where the hell are your pajama bottoms?"

She rolled her eyes. "I outgrew PJ's when I was twelve. Besides, as you already mentioned to me in the shower, you've seen naked women. You've seen me naked. This is an improvement, I'd say."

Elijah growled, causing Kya to jump up. "Everyone, stop growling! It's starting to freak me out!" She went to the kitchen to leave the Neanderthals to themselves. They crowded her space. She could hardly breathe; their presence was suffocating.

"Go cover your ass!" Elijah snapped. He sat up and pinched the bridge of his nose. "She looks so damn innocent when she sleeps."

Roman grinned. "She's a handful, all right. Good luck, brother; I think you'll need it." He turned to see what Kya was doing in the kitchen and quickly turned back around, trying to stifle a grin.

Damien saw the odd look on Roman's face and turned to see what Roman was grinning about. He smiled too, then put his hand up to his face to shield her from his view.

The look on Roman's and Damien's faces didn't go unnoticed by Elijah as he leaned over on the couch to see why they were averting their gaze. And there Kya was, bent over, digging through the refrigerator in her skimpy panties, giving them all a view of her butt.

Elijah hissed and flew off the couch when Jonah asked, "What?"

"What the fuck are you doing? I said to cover your ass!" Elijah said, storming into the kitchen.

"I'm hung-" was all she got out as she was picked up and tossed over his shoulder.

"You do not walk around half-naked!"

"I'm half-dressed! Besides, I didn't know you guys slept here every night." She grabbed the waist of his pants for support, her fingers slipping into the back of his jeans. His hot flesh made her fingers tingle.

Jonah stepped into the kitchen and paled at the knowledge of his friends seeing his baby sister's half-naked ass. "Shit, girl. You need a whipping."

"She needs more than one," Damien said from his chair.

"Where'd you think we slept? At the Best Western?" Roman asked, still trying to hide his grin.

She grunted from being held upside down as she tried to look at Roman. "I don't know. I thought you guys perched on the roof's edge like gargoyles."

Jonah ran a hand through his hair, chuckled, and turned to leave. "I'll be back in a little while."

Elijah spun around, slapped her ass hard, stomped off to her room, and tossed her on the bed. She bounced once and went to get up as he landed on her, pinning her beneath his heavy frame. The box spring grumbled at the sudden impact of his weight. He caught her hands above her head. "I will kick that sexy ass if you ever walk around in your underwear again. Do I make myself clear, Princess?"

His words were ground out so hard that she half expected to see shavings of his teeth fall out, and for a split second, her first thought was to fear him. Then her second thought was... She wiggled her hips against his erection. He hissed through clenched teeth. Kya tossed her head back and laughed.

"You're playing with fire, little one. I am barely hanging on to my willpower as it is to keep from taking you this very minute. If you really want me inside you, then just say, 'Elijah, I want you to fuck me,' otherwise, behave yourself. Or next time, I'll throw my willpower out the window." He leaned down and kissed her hard, then jumped up and headed to her bathroom.

Kya lay there speechless. The bastard kissed her! And what was with his emotions being all over the place like a woman on her damn period? One minute later, he is indifferent. The next he is angry, then he's playful and flirty, then back to being a bastard.

Yes, the demon was definitely PMSing. Well, if he wanted a run for his money, then he set up camp in the right apartment.

*****
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The Facility buzzed.

The Maître was arriving soon. The arrogant man liked to be called The Master. He had a god complex.

Dr. Gupta's facility was up shit creek. The Gilham's died shortly after they left his facility two weeks ago. Word was that they were attacked by a supernatural creature. One most likely freed from one of their facilities that came under attack in the past ten years.

The tense atmosphere at the Montana Facility was palpable as everyone scurried to address the crisis at hand. The Maître's anger, a constant undercurrent in their lives, had intensified. His frustration wasn't solely about the tragic loss of his trusted employees, but the fact that this highly secretive location had been exposed. The stakes were high; the Maître couldn't afford any more losses, be it facilities or their residents. The fruits of his labor were too valuable to be compromised by continued incidents like this.

In this chaotic environment, scientists and technicians hustled, their white lab coats flapping in their haste. Their main objective was to secure the facility, ensuring that every detail met The Maître's exacting standards. However, the challenge was that these standards were as elusive as the man himself. What was acceptable one week may not be so the next. The Maître was known for his capricious nature, often changing the rules without warning. It was this unpredictability that kept the staff on edge and constantly striving to meet his ever-evolving expectations.

Dr. Gupta's anxiety was palpable as he stood there, fidgeting with his tie and lab coat, beads of sweat forming on his forehead. His small stature and unassuming appearance did little to mask the fear that had taken hold of him. With dark skin, jet-black hair, and small, round wire-framed glasses, he was the picture of nervous anticipation.

As the door to the sterile reception area flung open, a gust of wind disturbed the otherwise pristine environment, carrying with it some dust and leaves from the surrounding Aspen trees. The entrance of the Maître halted the room's activity, like a freeze-frame in a movie.

The Maître, an imposing figure, exuded an aura of power and intimidation. He removed his dark sunglasses and carefully tucked them into the breast pocket of his long leather duster. His cold, piercing gaze swept across the room, and when he noticed the debris swirling around his feet, his scowl deepened. He seemed to direct his displeasure squarely at Dr. Gupta, as if holding him accountable for the intrusion of nature into their carefully controlled environment.

Dr. Gupta, already trembling with fear, felt a chill run down his spine as the Maître's icy stare locked onto him. It was clear that this was a moment of reckoning, and Gupta had no choice but to brace himself for what came next.

The Maître's imposing presence demanded attention. He stood just under six-foot-three, and his lean, well-proportioned frame gave the impression of even greater height. His posture exuded an air of self-assured authority, and his muscular build hinted at both physical prowess and discipline.

His face was chiseled and sculpted, possessing a natural golden tint to his skin that added to his aura of charisma. While he was undeniably a handsome man, his physical attractiveness was tempered by the aura of coldness that surrounded him. The lines on his face, rather than reflecting kindness, bore the weight of experience and, at times, ruthlessness.

The Maître's good looks had served as a passport to places and pleasures that an ordinary man might have never been granted. But it was the confidence and unwavering determination he carried, along with the sense of power he radiated, that both made others trust him and fear him in equal measure. In the world he inhabited, trust and fear were often intertwined, and he was a master at exploiting that duality to his advantage.

The Maître was well aware of the fear he inspired among his employees, and that was precisely what he desired. He understood the fundamental principle that those who feared you were more easily controlled; it was a lesson he had learned long ago. It was a truth that echoed through various aspects of human history and psychology. The fear of consequences often held significant power over people's actions and loyalty.

His sharp eyes focused on the little nervous man on the other side of the room. The antsy man still fidgeted; his pockets seemed interesting at the moment. He grinned to himself as he ascended on Dr. Gupta. "Doctor." 

Sweat formed on Gupta's forehead; nervously, he wiped at it with his hand, then wiped the sweat on his coat. Holding his hand out for the Maître to shake, "Sir."

The Maître eyed the sweaty, frail hand and snorted. "I think not. That's disgusting, man." He scanned the hallways and tilted his head to listen. "Why the fuck is it so quiet in here? Did the rest of the employees manage to get themselves killed too?" His words snapped out.

Gupta flinched. "Uh... uh, no, sir. We are cleaning up a... uh, that is, we had, uh..." More sweat dotted on Gupta's brow.

"Spit it the fuck out!"

Gupta straightened his back and sucked in air. "One of the residents attacked two of our techs."

"Tell me you didn't put the resident down." His words came out snarled, and his eyes narrowed.

"Uh, no, sir. But it's recommended. He has attacked six here. One barely made it out with his life. We don't know how much longer we can continue experimenting with the male. He has grown too strong for us to contain when he's out of his cell. Even with the cuffs."

The cuffs they used neutralized their power. All species had cuffs that could make their powers useless; they had to create their own for each breed.

He took one step closer and glared down at the sniveling little man. "You will not terminate another resident. Or the next termination will be you. Do I make myself clear, doctor?"

Dr. Gupta nodded quickly and said, "Yes, sir."

"Now, take me to this male you speak of."
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In the confines of his twelve-by-twelve cell, he rested in the corner, his back pressed against the frigid concrete surface. He panted heavily, his eyes shut tight. He had inflicted injuries on two more technicians, harboring an intense desire to break their necks. Only the restraints on his wrists and ankles prevented him from achieving his gruesome intent. Maybe next time. There was always a next time.

His eyes tightly shut, he focused on steadying his breath. His anger had been so overwhelming that it seemed as though his heart might burst through his chest like a jackhammer. After he managed to break free from the secondary restraints, they quickly shot him with three tranquilizer darts, bringing him to the floor. It was nothing new; it had happened before, and he knew it would happen again. Unless they decided to end his life next time, which was a distinct possibility,

Death would be a welcomed change from this existence called his life. No more drugs, injections, experiments, or torture; yes, he would welcome death with open arms.

He cocked his head to the muffled voices on the other side of the four-inch-thick steel door at the end of his corridor. He knew both—the weasel Gupta and the prick they all called the Maître. And if he ever got out of here, the Maître would be his first priority to mutilate.

The door clicked open, and in walked both Gupta and the Maître, who halted right in front of his cell. Unlike steel bars, the fronts of the cells were fitted with bulletproof glass. The steel bars had long been damaged by numerous residents, though he couldn't fathom why no one could break through the glass. The only incident he recalled of the glass shattering was when a being named Pandora escaped from the facility years ago. But Pandora had blown out all the windows throughout the entire building. He didn't move from his corner or open his eyes when he heard the prissy doctor and the prick stop at his window. He simply waited.

"I hear you caused quite a bit of problems earlier, boy," the Maître said.

"I suppose that depends on who you ask, asshole." He kept his eyes closed, refusing to pay this God-wannabe any respect.

"Get on your feet! Now!" The Maître growled.

Slowly, his eyes opened. The dick wore a mask and used a voice changer. He was afraid of his identity being discovered when he spoke with the residents.

"Come in here and make me." Now he grinned, knowing the challenge would never be met. They were too afraid of him. From what he had picked up over the past few years, they were trying to make another Pandora. He heard that Pandora was supposed to be the toughest weapon of mass destruction they had ever built. And Pandora was a person, not a machine. Once he heard mention of Minidora, it sounded like they were using a child to turn into a new Pandora as well. But they lost the child in a raid on one of their facilities.

These fuckers would stop at nothing.

It had been rumored throughout The Facility that Pandora was responsible for the destruction of all the other facilities. He even heard that Pandora was most likely the one who killed the Gilham's. He didn't care who killed them, as long as they were dead. It meant there were fewer fuckers for him to kill when he got out.

His only solace was the belief that one day, Pandora would level the facility he sat in right now. He didn't even care if he made it out alive; he wanted to see that the other residents escaped. They deserved better than this life. They all did.

"I will have Gupta shoot you where you sit if-"

The bulletproof barrier rattled the entire wall when he flew at it, smashing his hands level with the Maîtres face. He saw both men flinch, a satisfying accomplishment. "Fucking do it! Your loss, not mine!"

An evil chuckle escaped from under the covering of the Maître's mask. "I don't need to kill you, boy. One of the other residents you hold dear will do just fine."

He kept his composure and regulated his heartbeat; he knew better than to show weakness. "From now on, if you wish to speak to me, I will only answer to my name. Which is not boy."

"Well, I have no fucking clue what your name is."

He snorted, "Of course you don't. It's Ares."

"As in the God of War, Ares? Cute."

"My parents thought so. Apparently, that's what I'm being mutated for." He turned his back on the Maître, walking back over to take his place on the floor once more, passing up the single bed for hard concrete. He pulled his knees up, resting his forearms on them casually.

"If you ever hurt one of the techs again, I will kill a resident in honor of you. Do I make myself clear, Ares?"

Unaffected by the threat, he responded. "I believe I can pretty much speak for everyone in here when I say, go for it. We'd rather die anyway. Do I make myself clear, Asshole?"

*****
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Elijah's frustration grew as he stood there, the icy water droplets clinging to his skin like a constant reminder of the infuriating woman he was bound to. As he sighed and rubbed his temples in a futile attempt to alleviate his building headache, Elijah couldn't help but wonder if there was any chance of finding common ground. Despite his own dwindling patience, he knew that success in whatever task or endeavor they were involved in would likely require some level of cooperation. But getting her to shift from her well-honed, sassy attitude seemed like an impossible feat.

The king would be mortified if he saw her like this; ill-tempered, mouthy, cussing up a storm, and zero modesty. Or worse, Elijah and his men would be blamed for her endearing personality. It wouldn't matter that the Gilhams raised her with the manners of a feral cat; they would be expected to teach her how to act, behave, and shine as the Princess of the Underworld.

After his arctic shower, Elijah stared out the kitchen window, coffee untouched and cooling in his hand. The prospect of staying on Earth with Kya, despite the challenges he'd already encountered, seemed like a prudent idea at this point. The consequences of a misstep within the realm of demons were far from forgiving. Demons didn't take well to being challenged, so the first demon she called an asshole would probably kick her ass all the way back to the slums of Hollywood.

Elijah heard someone come in the kitchen but didn't turn until that someone slammed into him, knocking his coffee cup into the sink and shattering on impact. He turned around and glared at Roman.

Roman offered a shrug and a grin. "Sorry, this place is way too small for us." He walked around Elijah to get himself some coffee before it was all gone.

"Damn straight, it's too small," Damien grumbled, pushing Roman aside to retrieve a coffee cup.

Jonah was the last to step into the tiny kitchen. "Lije, man, we need more room. Damien and I can go to the other house and start getting it ready. We could be outta here by late afternoon."

"Outta here?" Kya popped in all freshly showered as her long chocolate hair hung in soft, wet waves. "It's about time you guys find a place of your own. I suggest the new Holiday Inn a few miles north. I hear the pool is heated even in the winter, not that L.A. really ever gets cold."

"We're not going to a hotel." Elijah snapped, taking Roman's coffee. "Yours is in the sink."

Roman chuckled at Elijah and grabbed another cup from the cupboard. “How’d you like a dream tonight, brother?” One about a pretty little princess, he said in Elijah’s mind. A hard, cold stare was Elijah’s response.

"Sooo... Where ya going?" Kya asked tentatively. She had put Elijah in a bad mood, no doubt.

"We are going to a house that will be secure by the end of the day. And when I say we, you are included in that we. I suggest you pack everything you'll need because from there, our next move will be home." Elijah handed his coffee to Kya.

She took a sip and watched Elijah from over the rim. "And by home, you mean the Underworld?" She let that sink in. "What about my cat? Can I take him?"

"You have a cat?" Jonah almost laughed, but it came out more like a choking sound. Cats hated demons, and demons hated them even more. Their powers freaked cats out, and it didn't hurt that they could hiss better than some stupid feline.

"Well, no. I mean, sort of. I feed a stray cat that comes to my fire escape. But I haven't seen him in a while, though. I hope he's okay."

Damien cocked a brow at her. "Was he a scrawny little black thing?"

"Yes. You've seen him then."

"I saw him, then ate him." Damien rubbed his stomach. "Think he gave me indigestion, though. Cats can be so greasy."

Kya gasped. "You did not!"

"I did. And I kept his tail. Would you like to see it?"

She slammed the coffee cup down on the table and stormed away. "You stupid demon shithead!"

"Swamp rat!" He yelled back after her and then smiled at his friends. "That was more fun than I thought it would be."

"Please tell me you didn't eat her cat just to piss her off." Roman's face had an uneasy look.

"Hell no. I scared the little bastard away the first night we got here."

Elijah shook his head. Having to put up with Damien and Kya would take every ounce of control he could muster. "You two go get the perimeter locked down." He looked at Jonah and Damien. "Don't leave anything out either. I even want sensors on the windows and all interior doors in case she tries to slip past us."

Jonah stood and stretched. "Will do."

Damien finished his coffee, following Jonah out, and he paused. "Hey, we need some real food before I start to think that damn cat sounds appealing. Princess pain-in-the-ass eats like a girl. And get some of that flavored cream for the coffee."

Elijah frowned. Did he hear him right? "Flavored cream?"

"Yeah, they have vanilla, chocolate, Irish cream, and—just get those three. And some sugar. I need sugar to put up with her, like Oreo's. And if you can-"

"Shut up, Damien, and come on. I promise you won't starve to death, and if you don't whine while we're working, I'll even stop for fast food." Jonah waited for Damien to pass him, and he looked at Elijah. "Thanks, man, for giving me him to work with. My only consolation is that what you have in that bedroom equals him in the pain-in-the-ass department."

Jonah and Damien left the apartment, grumbling at each other. Damien demanded they stop at Pizza Hut before they work. Jonah argued that Pizza Hut wasn't open for breakfast.

Elijah pulled out a chair and sat at the tiny kitchen table. "You know, Rome, I appreciate that you're the quiet one. Now that those two are gone, why don't you start a grocery list? He's right; we need some real food when we get there."

"Are you serious? You want me to go shopping?" What the hell? A demon warrior didn't go grocery shopping.

"You can either go by yourself now, or you can wait until Damien returns, and I'll send him with you. You decide which is the lesser of two evils." Elijah grinned and went to check on the hellion.

He heard Roman grumble fuck you under his breath as he left the room.

Elijah chuckled.

*****
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By four in the afternoon, the team had completed their meticulous security preparations. The perimeter of the property had been fortified with cameras, tripwires, sensors, and incendiary devices. Their attention to detail was unwavering, leaving no room for potential threats to go unnoticed.

Inside the house, one of the libraries had been transformed into a command center. A row of eight monitors displayed various angles of the exterior, ensuring that they could monitor any suspicious activity. They had also installed sensors on the interior doors and windows, including Kya's bedroom. These measures left no stone unturned in their mission to keep the place secure.

The idea of putting an ankle bracelet on Kya had crossed their minds, but it was quickly dismissed. None of them wanted the daunting task of physically attaching such a device to her. Their trust in the array of security measures they'd put in place would have to suffice for now. When Elijah teleported Kya to their destination, she did what he expected her to; she bitched.

"You brought me to my parent's house?" She asked incredulously. "Of all the places in the world, you brought us here? I hate this fucking house."

"It's the least inconspicuous place to go. It's secluded and private. And if anyone shows up, no one will question why you're here. So, yes, I brought you home."

She crossed her arms over her chest. "It was never a home. It was a place where I was raised." She spun on her heel and stormed out.

Kya's childhood room appeared frozen in time, just as she had left it. The familiar sight of her belongings, untouched and undisturbed, should have brought a sense of comfort, a reminder of a simpler time. However, it failed to provide the solace she might have expected.

Kya's mind wandered to the days when she had eagerly planned her escape from her childhood home. She had yearned for independence—a chance to spread her wings and explore life beyond the confines of her parents' house. Her desire to move out had been driven by a longing for freedom, for the opportunity to make her own choices and experience the world on her own terms.

The sensation of someone's gaze sent shivers down her spine as the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.

Roman stood in the doorway, watching her as she examined her old room. He knew she'd sense him in a second if she didn't turn and see him first.

Kya's back stiffened. "What now, Elijah?" She spun and looked into the warm, dark brown eyes of Roman. "Oh, Roman. I'm sorry, I thought... well, you know."

He grinned. "You alright? I guess you're not happy about coming back here, huh?"

"At least I won't be tripping over the Neanderthals fat feet."

Roman chuckled. "Yeah, there is that." Roman ventured inside the bedroom. "Look, Kya, Elijah is doing what's best for you. You have to believe that and trust him. He would never do anything to put you in danger."

"This is all still so... foreign to me. I'm suddenly a princess demon from the Underworld, and I have four demon warriors tailing me. It's just so weird and invading, to say the least."

"Three."

"Three what?"

"Three warriors. Jonah is a diplomat who was assigned to come with us. He can fight because all demons can, but he is not a warrior by trade."

"Oh. Yeah, he doesn't quite seem like the warrior type. He seems a little prissy."

Roman swallowed a laugh.

Kya cocked her head and looked at Roman. "So, you guys think my parents were killed? Does that mean they were into something that got them killed?"

Roman studied her for a moment. They didn't know why the Gilhams were killed yet, but it seemed reasonable to think there was more to it than being the surrogate parents to the princess. That was one reason they picked the Gilham's house to set up camp in, to see if they could find something on them.

"Well, that's what we're going to find out. But my best guess would be, yes." His eyes sharpened, and he looked around the room, searching.

Kya frowned, watching him. "What? Are you looking for something?"

He shook his head, his blond hair moving with the slight movement. "I felt... I thought there was something or someone else in here for a minute."

She chuckled. "Oh, that. It's probably my pesky imaginary friend that follows me around. I'm pretty certain she's harmless."

Roman straightened in an instant, and a scowl formed between his eyes. "What are you saying? "Do you have a spirit or entity that is with you frequently?" The implications were unsettling. Having something like that trailing you was never good, and it was often downright evil.

"No, I didn't say frequently. It has been glued to my side since I was about five or six. She pretty much leaves me alone, but I always feel her presence."

"Fuck. We need to get everyone together and talk about this. Come on." He took her hand and pulled her along.

"Is this bad?" She asked, suddenly worried about her imaginary friend.

"It could be really bad. Let's go."
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Elijah listened as Roman explained the sensations he felt in Kya's bedroom. He didn't like this.

Someone or something knew Kya was back home and either followed her here, or perhaps it

never left. 

"Tell me exactly when this thing made itself known to you, Kya," Elijah said as he deliberately increased the distance between them, a necessity driven by his growing unease. Proximity to her was becoming increasingly challenging, and he found himself irritated by his need to touch her. He hadn't anticipated being drawn to her so intensely. He had always prided himself on not easily developing feelings for someone he had just met.

She frowned for a second to think. "I don't know... maybe around five or six years old. I have always felt like someone was watching me. But every time I looked around, no one was there, so I thought I was losing my marbles."

Damien snorted but otherwise kept his mouth shut.

"Oh, shut up. I have more than enough marbles to lose on occasion. Anyway, it seemed to never go away. It wasn't doing anything to harm me, so I let it go. I've always had this weird way of knowing something bad was about to happen, and I'd alter my path to avoid it. Then I began to think that maybe it was more like a guardian angel or something."

Jonah rolled his eyes as Damien burst out laughing. "You're as big of a fool as humans are. While guardian angels are real, they are not nice creatures; they're fucking evil."

Jonah saw the confusion on her face and helped out. "Look, guardian angels are extremely vile creatures. They trick people into thinking they are good. And when the humans let their guard down, the angels strike, taking, damaging, and sometimes even killing them after giving them false hope."

"Then why are they called guardian angels?" Kya challenged Jonah.

"We gave them that name," Roman said. "We refer to them as the guard because when humans let their guard down, they strike. Then the humans changed it to guardian because they were deceived into believing the angels were watching out for them. They watch alright; they watch for weaknesses and prey upon them."

"Well, if they're so evil, then why not call them demonic angels?"

"That's got to be the dumbest thing you've said so far." Damien snapped. "We are demons, and we aren't evil. That's where the whole misconception came from. The name angel sounds sweet, so they're the good ones, and demon sounds sinister; naturally, we're bad. Wanna guess who got the human population thinking angels are good and demons are bad?" Damien's cold eyes held her in place.

"I'm guessing the angels, asshole." She crossed her arms over her chest in defiance. Anger covered her face.

"Give a gold star to the demon princess." Damien backed down and turned away from her.

Elijah looked at Kya, she was pissed, and now he had to undo the temper that Damien set off. "Let's get back to the subject of what this entity may be. When was the last time you felt its presence?"

She turned to pace, still hugging her arms to her chest. "Uh, the day before the funeral. Once you guys popped into my life, she left. At least I think she did."

"She? You know it's female?" Elijah questioned. 

"I don't know that for sure; it's just something I feel. After all these years, I'm pretty sure it's a woman."

Roman took a deep breath. "I'd have to agree with Kya. It felt feminine. It felt strong and powerful, a different kind of power, and I can't put my finger on it." He shook his head. "The electrical energy I sensed from it is amazing, and it is a kind of power I have never felt in just one creature."

"What the hell does that mean? How can you feel if it's male or female? Did it speak to either of you?" Damien once again snapped.

Kya stomped into Damien's path. "Look, fucktard, back off. Got it? I'm sick of your bad case of PMS; I'll even share my Midol with you. Yes, it felt female, and no, it has never spoken to me. I can close my eyes and tell you beyond a shadow of a doubt that every person here is male, just by the feeling in the air. It's one of the weird-ass tricks I can do."

"Hmm. That's interesting. We'll test you on that later and hope that it's a useful gift for us." But Elijah knew that not all the gifts demons had were useful. He turned to look at Roman. "Anything else you can tell me about this entity?"

Roman shook his head. "Only that it's still here; I can feel it in the room here with us. Apparently, she followed us down here." He frowned. "No, wait. I felt something in Kya's apartment. I couldn't sense much, other than the air felt different."

Elijah took a deep breath and thought, Here goes nothing. "Show yourself, coward. Tell us what you want." He spoke into thin air, hoping for some reaction. He wasn't sure if taunting was a smart idea or not. And that's when it hit him—literally, in the back of the head. "Shit." He turned to see a book lying behind him on the floor. There lay a book on birds, open to the dove. "Cute, is this your olive branch, Dove?" The book slammed shut and flew back to the shelf where it belonged.

Roman smiled. "She's a mean little shit too. There's something else, but I can't put my finger on it yet. There is... I don't know." Roman gave up on putting his feelings into words. Sometimes his senses went into overdrive, leaving him confused about what he was picking up. Sometimes, he had to step back a moment and just feel.

Elijah ran a hand down his face. "Why does something seem wrong here? Rome, are you sure we are in no danger from this entity?"

"You mean other than getting whacked in the head with a book?" Jonah smiled. 

Roman shook his head. "I'm pretty certain she means no real harm. Besides, she hasn't hurt Kya in all these years. No, I think she's here more to observe than anything, unless you antagonize her again and she decides to throw something heavier at your head." Roman grinned, dimples flashing. "She did something we've all wanted to do on occasion."

Elijah rolled his eyes. "Okay, see if you can coax her out; maybe she'll show you why she's here and what she wants. Meantime, Jonah's not going back home like we had planned, at least not for now." Elijah caught a look in Roman's eyes. "What?"

"Nothing." He decided it was best not to mention that the entity wished Jonah would leave. Why, he couldn't be sure. But he'd keep it to himself.

"For now, we start pulling this house apart." Elijah glanced at Damien. Damien loved destruction; he lived for it.

"What? What do you mean, pull the house apart? I know I don't like it here, but that's no reason to rip it apart." Kya glanced from warrior to warrior.

Elijah leaned his shoulder against the door frame, crossing his feet. "You said so yourself; you didn't like it here, and I've noticed you're somewhat uneasy. I think there's something here that made you feel that way, and we're going to find it. Demon intuitions should be examined more closely." He nodded to Roman. "Besides, he feels it too. Right?" 

Roman nodded his head, slightly cocked, as if he were listening to something. "Yeah. I felt it the moment I walked in here. I hear... a faint humming at times, but..."

Elijah frowned. He knew Roman had sensed something since they arrived at Kya's parents' house; usually, he ignored the solemn looks Roman had at times like these. Roman had an ability that none of the rest of them had. He could feel any creature and communicate with it through telepathy. However, Roman's ability to connect with a mind went further than that; he could more often than not manipulate the mind of the creature, be it human, a supernatural entity, or an animal. With Roman being the quiet, mild-mannered warrior, no one ever assumed Roman had this ability to invade and control others, like the dream he gave Kya. He went about it with the quiet serenity that Roman possessed.

Frowning, Elijah waited; he knew that in a moment Roman would finish explaining what he heard.

"For fuck sakes, Rome. Finish already, would ya?" Damien snapped, always being low on patience.

Roman glanced over at Damien with a nonchalant expression. "It's been a while since you were laid, huh?" He turned back to Elijah and grinned, aware that he had pissed off the big, bad demon. "It sounds like a computer. It would have to be a desktop if I hear it hum, but I haven't seen any in the house."

Kya snorted. "My parents didn't own a desktop, only laptops, which they must have had with them since we haven't found them yet."

"Trust me; there's a desktop in this house somewhere. I think I'm hearing the fan start and stop." Roman replied. 

"Is there an attic or basement in this house?" Elijah asked Damien.

"Both, but there weren't any computers, just Christmas shit and other junk."

Kya snorted, "Wow, Hellboy, we agree on something finally. I call it Christmas shit too."

"Oh, goodie. Can we be BFF's now?"

Before Kya could smart back off at Damien, Elijah held up a hand to quiet them. "Children, please. Jonah, check to see if there're any rooms in the attic, and Damien, check the basement. I trust Roman's senses. Something has got to be here."

Damien grumbled. "Then Mr. Sensitive should do the checking in those creepy as shit places."

*****
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They had returned to Kya's childhood home for a few days, and it felt like a period of stasis. Kya couldn't quite define what was supposed to transpire, but it appeared that the men were deeply engrossed in thought. This struck her as unusual, given that these warriors were typically not the contemplative type but more of the action-oriented sort.

On a brighter note, her enigmatic, once-imaginary friend had now shifted her attention to Roman, a development that brought Kya a profound sense of relief. It was as though this enigmatic presence playfully teased Roman, trailing him closely yet remaining a silent observer.

The day before, Jonah had departed for several hours and returned in an irritable mood. Elijah argued that having a full-time diplomat was superfluous, asserting that they required an additional warrior instead. He proposed substituting Jonah with their healer Jacin and, consequently, sent Jonah away, although this decision was ultimately vetoed by King Markum. The king insisted on Jonah's continued presence because of his familial connection to Kya, a point that Elijah recognized.

Kya roamed through the expansive house, which perpetually bore the appearance of both a home and a lawyer's office. Her parents' residence never exuded the warm and inviting ambiance of a true home; it always retained the feel of a space dedicated to learning and study. Perhaps that was the driving force behind Kya's eagerness to venture out on her own when the opportunity arose; she yearned for a place of her own, a haven that could truly reflect her personality.

She desired a home that felt lived-in, one adorned with personal photographs and cherished knickknacks. Her vision was of a place where laundry occasionally found its way to the floor and dust settled gently enough to leave her name etched within.

Entering her father's study, Kya found herself in the midst of a surveillance setup with multiple monitors. Damien was seated at the table, skillfully adjusting the cameras to monitor the entire property through the screens. Observing him for a moment, she pondered the reason for this elaborate setup, wondering why they seemed to be preparing for a significant attack.

Meanwhile, Jacin was nonchalantly seated nearby, engrossed in his iPhone, seemingly indifferent to the surveillance preparations unfolding around him.

"So, Verizon has plans in the Underworld?" She couldn't help herself.

"Don't you have something better to do than watch us? Go away, street rat."

"Kiss my ass, Hellboy. I'll go where I please when I please." She turned her back on him and walked over to the wall where some of her father's pieces of art hung.

Damien grunted but ignored her, as he did so often. Jacin's eyes showed shock at the way Damien talked to their princess. Damien shrugged and grinned. "It's what we do. Deep down, we love each other."

"Speak for yourself." Kya stood with her arms crossed, her gaze fixed on the abstract expressionism art that her parents held in high regard. Wassily Kandinsky, a Russian-born artist, had become their favorite over the years, with a collection boasting at least a dozen of his pieces. While abstract expressionism wasn't to her taste, there was one piece that had always captivated her: "Capricious."

She recalled the countless hours she had spent as a child, her eyes locked on the artwork, attempting to decipher its enigmatic shapes. The central object in the painting had, to her young eyes, resembled a flying boat. It held a peculiar fascination for her, a fascination that persisted to this day. And now, as she found herself in the room once again, she couldn't help but be drawn to the captivating piece of art known as "Capricious."

Damien turned to look at Kya, in the same place for over five minutes, staring at the painting. "The longer you stare at the damn thing won't make it have any more sense than it did ten minutes ago."

Jacin casually stood, stretched his long, lean frame, and walked over to where Kya was looking at the artwork. "I kinda like it."

For a moment, she didn't seem to hear him. "I've never understood why I always come to this painting. It's like, it's important for some reason."

"It's weird, like all the others. Any five-year-old child could paint those, and yet a grown man did and probably died a billionaire." Damien paused and readjusted the camera in the massive backyard. "Most art is just useless and pointless."

"You'll have to forgive Damien; tragically, he was born this way." Jacin smiled at her.

Kya didn't feel like bickering with Damien, which seemed odd to her, so she let the subject drop. "So, Jacin, why did you come? I thought the almighty wasn't sending you yet." She knew calling the King the Almighty would piss Damien off, which was her only source of pleasure lately, so she didn't care.

"I'm their medic." He nodded in Damien's direction. "I'm one of the many medics or healers in the Underworld. But I'm the one that tends to the Elite Warriors, which is Elijah and his band of merry men here. And before you ask, I'm more like Roman than Damien or Elijah, which should make you happy to know that they're both one of a kind." His dimples winked at her when he grinned. His easy-going nature made her smile.

Kya shook her head and chuckled. "Yes, that makes me extremely happy to know there is no one else like Hellboy over there. He's more than enough."

"As are you, street rat," Damien grumbled.

"Hey," Roman said, popping his head into the room. "Elijah wants to see you, Kya. He's in the living room."

"The master called me, and I shall go." She said, sarcasm dripping from her words.

"Damn, Lije is going to have so much-" Roman stopped as something caught his eye. He stared at the wall where Jacin was standing. Narrowing his eyes, he walked closer to the painting to examine it. "Huh." He whispered to himself.

Damien punched a few buttons on the keyboard and leaned back. "There, we are up and going and recording again; I have no idea what knocked our system out, and what the hell are you looking at?" He asked, walking over to Roman and Jacin, who stared at the same ugly painting as Kya.

"This painting. I swear I've seen it before somewhere." He shook his head. "But I don't know where."

"It's ugly as hell, like all the others." Damien nodded to the wall with a piece of art every few feet in both directions from the one called Capricious.

Jacin chuckled at Damien. "He missed art appreciation in school, I think."

Roman looked down the wall at all the other paintings. "They were fans of this artist, go figure. It looks like something a child painted."

Damien slapped Roman on the back. "That's what I said. The little thug seems to be drawn to this particular painting as well. She was in here staring at it before you came to get her."

Roman frowned, still studying the odd piece of art. "Did it mean anything to her?"

"Not that she said, just that she's always been drawn to it, even as a child," Jacin said as he crossed his arms over his chest.

"Huh. Well, Damien, on your way to the basement, ask Kya to come back here after Lije is done with her, would you?"

"What makes you think I'm going back to that damn basement?"

"Oh," Roman smiled. "I forgot to tell you. Elijah wants the basement and attic checked again for the humming sound."

Damien groaned. "You hear the damn thing, so why don't you go look? And besides, why'd I get the basement again? I hate basements. They have spiders."

Roman laughed. "Something tells me that a spider would be more afraid of your ass than you are of his." No one, not even demons, liked spiders.

Damien grumbled something unintelligible as he left Roman and Jacin in the study.

"Jace, help me with something here. This wall is giving me some weird vibes."

"Maybe it's that painting you're looking at."

"That's part of it, but I suspect something more."

Ten minutes later, Roman had his answer.
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Roman and Jacin stood side by side, anticipating Kya's return. Roman's thoughts lingered on what might be concealed behind the wall. A moment of hesitation gripped him as he considered whether he should halt Damien and Jonah's exploration of the basement and attic. Then he quickly dismissed the notion, deciding to let them endure the ordeal of scouring the dark and musty basement. It seemed like a fitting experience for the usual irritations he had to contend with.

In a small, vindictive way, Roman hoped that Damien would stumble upon a few tarantulas along the way, perhaps as a well-deserved surprise for his trouble.

Jacin looked at Roman oddly before his eyes scanned the room. "Do you feel that?"

Roman's head once more tilted to listen, and it was as though something brushed against his ear, tickling it and causing him to startle. "Damn it! Cut that out, little witch. Can't you find a better way to communicate than flinging books or tickling ears?" He almost lost his balance when he sensed her gentle caress on his face, her fingers tracing down to the waistline of his combat fatigues. Her warm breath teased his jawline, causing his heart to race.

In the next instant, she sent him hurtling into the wall, and he collided with a solid thud, landing right beside the painting he had been studying.

"Jesus Christ!" Jacin swore. "What was that?"

Kya stepped into the office. "You trip or something?" She frowned at Roman as he sat with his back to the wall.

Roman stayed there for a minute longer, waiting for the little shit to do something else. But she didn't. Rubbing the back of his head, he unfolded his long frame and stood. "That crazy little witch likes playing games with me. She never touched you or anything?" By anything, he meant blowing in your ear or felt you up.

She shook her head. "Nope. I always begged it to talk to me, but I got the feeling that it didn't really like me. It seemed weird since it wouldn't leave me the hell alone."

Roman's warm brown eyes twinkled. "I think the word like is an understatement. It seems that she's as big a fan as Damien is." He winked at her.

"I've always wanted my own fan club, bitch," she said to the air. "So, Roman, what did you want? Hellboy told me you wanted to see me."

Jacin shook his head, smiled, walked back over to the monitors, and sat.

Roman rubbed the back of his head and pointed to the picture Capricious on the wall. "Does this mean anything to you?"

"Not really. I was always fascinated with it as a child, but I have no idea why."

"Look, I know this whole being a demon thing is new to you, but you were born with senses and intuitions that humans don't have. So, think back. Do you remember when your parents first got this painting?" He hooked his thumbs in the front pockets and waited while she struggled to remember. "Kya, close your eyes and clear your mind." She obeyed. Go figure. "Now take a deep breath and release it slowly. Go back to the day you walked into this room and first saw that painting. Something could have even smelled different to you that day or looked different. Something may even felt different. You have the information inside you; just let it surface."

Kya took one more deep cleansing breath, slowly releasing it. "I was about three, maybe four, and I remember this room was off-limits to me for a few weeks. I remember hearing hammering, banging, and power tools." She opened her eyes. "And fresh paint. I remember the smell of fresh paint. The floor in here was new. They said all they did was install new flooring."

"Then why the new paint smell? No, they did more than that." Roman touched the wall with all the odd artwork on it. "And I bet this wall holds some secrets."

"Probably about as many secrets as basements and attics do. Wonder if the boys are having fun yet?" Jacin said as he punched buttons to make the cameras scan the grounds.

"This wall has always been here. It separates my dad's study from my mother's."

Roman grinned. "Yes and no. Check out what Jacin and I discovered while I was waiting for your slow ass." He put his back to the wall and measured the space between the wall and the door to the study on the opposite side of the room. "That is twenty-two paces from this wall to that one. Now come here."

He went into her mother's study, next door, and did the same thing. He put his back to the back of the wall that separated the study from the library and measured the distance to the door. "Okay, that is eighteen paces to the door. So, if we go out here to the hallway from door to door, it should be approximately forty paces plus the depth of the separating wall. Watch." His eyebrows rose when he smiled at her. Roman measured from the study door to the next study door. Upon reaching his destination, he turned to Kya.

"Fifty-two paces." Her voice was quiet as she stood there and stared at Roman.

"Yes. There is a large space between the rooms. Elijah, gather the guys; you need to come see this. We're in the command center."

Kya scanned the room. Elijah was nowhere to be seen. "He's not here, you know. All I see is Jacin."

He gave her a half-smile. "You have so much to learn about being a demon, but lucky for you, I have the patience of a saint, so I'll help you. But he heard me. I spoke in his head, so I didn't need his ears. You're so demon illiterate, poor thing." He belted out a laugh as her mouth dropped at his unexpected insult.

"Great, Damien's rubbing off on you." Kya narrowed her green eyes at him.

Yeah, that was a frightening thought.
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Kya stood there, anticipation building as she waited for the guys to arrive, her mind drifting back to a memory she had long pushed to the recesses of her consciousness. It was a recollection from a night when she had disobeyed her parents' orders and sneaked downstairs. She couldn't quite explain why she had abruptly woken from a deep slumber that night. In fact, she recalled, she hadn't fallen out of bed, but rather, it felt like she had been pushed. A disturbing realization washed over her: if that was the case, then the malevolent entity had been with her far longer than she had initially realized.

The question is, why would she be tagging along with the likes of you all these years? Right?

Kya jumped, whispering, "Shit."

Roman and Jacin were on alert, their heads snapping towards Kya. Roman stared at her. "What?"

"You remember when you asked me if my imaginary friend ever touched me or anything? Well, I think she just now spoke to me."

"Are you sure?"

"Well, of course, I'm not sure. All I know is that I heard a voice say, 'The question is, why would she be tagging along with the likes of you all these years? Right?"

"And do you have an answer as to why she has been with you all these years? Better yet, why did she pick now to finally speak to you?" Jacin stood, crossing his arms again.

Because she is a moron and has never believed in anything outside her pathetic human realm.

Kya and Roman's eyes locked; they both had heard that smart-ass remark.

"What?" Jacin asked, noticing the glances they exchanged.

"So, she is truly a bitch. Well, guess what, girlie? I can out-bitch you any day; show yourself. If you weren't such a coward-"

"Kya, shut the hell up! Do not provoke her until-" Roman could only watch what happened next.

Kya found herself abruptly hoisted and forcibly propelled into the very wall they had been scrutinizing. Suspended nearly two feet above the ground, she dangled helplessly, her throat clutched in a vice-like grip. Struggling for breath, Kya's feet thrashed about in a frantic search for any foothold, her face contorted and reddening as she fought to draw in much-needed air, her body writhing in a desperate bid for respite.

Roman and Jacin both took one step to aid Kya when they were both knocked across the room. They hit chairs, tables, and anything else in their path along the way with a thundering crash.

Stay put, Adonis. She will learn the hard way.

Roman knew she was talking to him and not Jacin. He had been called pretty boy names his whole life. She is young and doesn't understand, little witch. Do not punish her for not understanding any of this. You have an unfair advantage. Roman unfolded his body and stood, waiting where he was.

The entity repositioned her grip from Kya's throat to her collarbone, so she could breathe. Listen closely, Princess. Never taunt me. Never threaten me. Never challenge me. I will kill you. I have killed many others for less, and I would love to have your blood on my hands.

"Little witch." Roman waited for her to answer him, but instead, she dropped Kya to the floor. Kya got to her hands and knees; she wheezed as she tried to get air into her lungs. The air changed, a sudden breeze of cold air turned warmer, and the witch left. For now anyway, but she'd be back. That much he was sure about.

Jacin hurried to Kya and helped her up as Roman stood, still listening. "You okay?"

"Oh, yeah, peachy." She rubbed her throat down to her chest. "That was, well, to say the least, it was new. She has never touched me before, at least not that I can remember."

"Just do as she says for now. No taunting, threatening, or challenging her. Got it? It's stupid to antagonize something when you can't protect yourself against it." Roman snapped. His patience was being tested now, with Kya and the witch.

"Yes, Adonis." She gave him a wicked grin.

A stern and unfamiliar expression crossed Roman's face as he shot her a piercing glare. Roman had endured his fair share of teasing and nicknames over the years, from being labeled a "lover-boy," "sex on the beach," "hot stuff," "Thor," and even "Romeo," but never had he been dubbed "Adonis." Adonis hailed from Greek mythology, and he was a mortal male of extraordinary beauty, a type of allure that would have made any man envious. He was a man who left women swooning in his wake—an ardent lover, to say the least.

Roman willed the embarrassment out of his face and took her by the elbow to lead her into the hall. "They're here. Let me break this little adventure to Lije later." He said to both Jacin and Kya.
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Elijah and Damien were the first to find Roman, Jacin, and Kya in the hall by the office. Jonah arrived, rubbing his hair furiously.

"What the hell are you doing?" Damien growled as he rubbed his arms as though he were wiping something off.

"The fucking cobwebs. The damn attic is like something out of a nightmare." Jonah shivered. "Why the hell don't people dust those places?"

"Really? Did you meet the King Kong of spiders up there? 'Cause I had a spider the size of a small cat down there." Damien looked over at Roman and caught him smiling as usual. "Zip it, pretty boy. Not a word."

Elijah pinched the bridge of his nose. "If you two are through comparing horror stories, could we please listen to what Rome has for us?" He caught the odd look on Kya's face but ignored it for the time being.

Roman whispered in Kya's head, certain she could hear him now. Calm yourself, Princess. Deep, slow breaths. "You know how I said I heard the humming of a computer? Well, I think I know where it's stashed. And it's not in the basement or attic."

"No shit." Both Jonah and Damien said in unison.

"So, where is this mysterious computer?" Elijah asked as he saw Kya sucking air into her lungs. "Kya, if you weren't a demon, I'd say you need an inhaler. Why are you breathing like you have been underwater for ten minutes?"

"I have COPD." She raised one eyebrow at him.

Elijah mimicked her expression.

Roman answered before Elijah questioned Kya. "We had a small run-in with our resident entity. I'll tell you about it later."

Elijah's eyes swirled shades of blue. "You'll tell me about it now, Roman."

"Look, it's no big deal. I pissed her off, and she put me in my place. I'm fine, so stop the macho shit. All this testosterone in this house is about to choke me, and yet you bring one more of you here. Don't walk into my life and assume you are in charge, got it?"

Elijah stepped closer, looming over her. "I am here to protect you, Princess, so I'll go macho shit all over your ass when I need to. Got it?"

Kya grinned a rather wicked grin. "Fine, but don't expect me to play nice."

Elijah's nose flared as he inhaled, and damn it to hell, but he breathed in her scent of wild jasmine. The woman smelled so much better than she behaved. If he could pinpoint a scent to reflect her attitude, he would give her vinegar and jalapeños. She had no right to smell so sweet and sexy when she behaved like a roller derby queen.

After a moment of chanting, she'll grow on you. Really. Elijah turned back to Roman, who stood with his arms crossed over his chest and a smirk on his face. He knew full well that Roman, like the rest, enjoyed watching them butt heads. "Spill. What'd you call us here for? You found the computer, I assume."

He shrugged. "In a manner of speaking, I know where to look, but I haven't found it yet. Come here. I'll show you what Jace and I discovered."

Roman showed the warriors what they had discovered by pacing off from the wall to the door in both the office and the library. They had about twelve feet of dead space.

"Damien, you want to kick a hole in the wall, or you want to go get a sledgehammer?" Jonah knew this would both excite Damien and piss off Elijah.

"No." Roman stepped forward. "We may need to conceal this room again, so we need everything intact. We need to figure out where the door is to the room."

Kya grunted. "At least Roman is the voice of reason. This place would be a pile of rubble if left up to the rest of you."

"It could be in either room, so Jonah, you take Damien and go to the library and search as though the room is made of China." Elijah knew how much fun Damien had smashing things up. He was like a damn kid sometimes. "Jace, you can teleport without knowing where you'll land; care to try here?"

"What do you mean he can teleport without knowing where he'll land? I thought you had to have a visual of the place you were going. Otherwise, you could crash into something or land in a dangerous spot." Kya questioned the men.

Jacin walked up to the wall and placed his palms flat on it. "That's true with almost everyone, but I can sense where to land; it's one of my weird gifts."

A cold wind blew through the room, bashing into Elijah's shoulder, forcing him to step to catch himself. He almost ran over Kya; she was quick and sidestepped his propelling frame.

"What the hell was that?" Jonah said as he and Damien both drew a sword out of thin air.

"Our pissed-off little witch is back, it seems." Roman tilted his head to concentrate, and he zeroed in on her. He looked right at the entity, as though she were standing in the room. "You come to help, sweetheart, or play tackle football?"

Mm, Adonis, you're good. You're homing in on me now. It didn't take you long.

"You could say I'm a hell of a lot more than a handsome face, sweetness. So, answer me. Are you here to help or hinder?"

"Well, that settles it; Rome has finally gone insane due to that pretty face of his. I told you it doesn't pay to look like a god." Damien shook his head.

"She talks to me now. I'm speaking out loud to her for your benefit, asshole." He left out the fact that Kya also heard her. "Come on, little witch, what will it be?"

A hushed silence enveloped them, each person frozen in place. For thirty long seconds, the room remained devoid of any breath as everyone waited. It was then that the painting "Capricious" abruptly shifted, rotating sideways on the wall.

Soon after, the other paintings adorning the wall seemed to follow suit, each one turning in a random direction, with some veering to the right and others to the left. A sense of mounting tension filled the room. And just as the paintings shifted, an ominous click echoed from the wall behind them.

The expressions of shock were visible on everyone's faces. It was difficult to fathom who would go to such great lengths to conceal their affairs from prying eyes. After all, the Gilhams were hardly known for their social interactions, making the chance of an unexpected guest stumbling upon their secrets quite unlikely.

The weight of the impending revelation hung heavily in the room, casting a palpable sense of disquiet over the group. The implications of what they were on the brink of uncovering left them all feeling distinctly uneasy.

Roman walked over to the wall and waited, knowing his new friend would guide him the rest of the way. "Well, I'll be damned. Can I push anywhere, or is there a particular place to push? Show me, sweetheart." His hands moved, and they stopped about a foot apart on the wall lower than his chest. The witch took over, positioning his hands in the proper place. One hard push and the wall slid back, engaging a track system, and the wall slid to the right.

There before them was a secret room with the soft hum of a computer.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~ 10 ~

[image: image]


The six stood there in shock when the wall revealed a secret room. Under almost all circumstances, secret rooms were not good. This was cloak-and-dagger shit.

Elijah's gaze landed on Kya, her green eyes wide with fear. The need to reassure her that this may not be so bad after all weighed heavy on his shoulders.

Thank you, sweetness. Roman said to the witch.

Yeah, well, don't get used to me being helpful.

Roman chuckled. The difficult ones did not bother him in the least. He liked ornery women. They were usually more passionate in bed.

The entity snorted in Roman's head, and a crooked grin covered his face. For a moment, it slipped his mind that she could tap into his mind as he could hers.

Kya finally gasped. "Oh, my god. I saw this once when I was little. I asked my parents about it, and they told me I had a dream."

Damien rolled his dark brown eyes. "And you believed them, of course."

"Of course I did. I was six, you idiot. All six-year-olds believe their parents."

Jonah narrowed his eyes on the opening as Elijah stepped in and searched for a light switch.

"The switch is on the left," Roman offered.

Once Elijah located it, he turned to Roman. "How'd you know where it was?"

Roman shrugged and smiled. "She won't admit it, but I think she likes me." He thumbed the air over his shoulder, knowing he had snagged that tiny bit of information from the witch.

Damien stepped into the stale, stagnant room. "Well, hot damn. Here's your humming PC, Rome. Thank fuck I don't have to go back to the damn basement." He walked over to the far end of the room, 

where the computer sat, running but in sleep mode. He moved the chair out and made himself comfortable.

Damien was the computer guru. He had a love-hate relationship with the contraptions. He loved to use them and uncover information, but the minute things did not go his way, he was prone to kick them. Occasionally, his fist went through a monitor.

His fingers clicked away as the others stood in the stuffy room, watching him search for a password. After a few tries, he leaned back and groaned. "Any ideas, geniuses? I tried the obvious: all their names, birthdays, and anniversaries. Since they had no pets other than their daughter- I-"

Thump!

Kya's hand made contact with the back of Damien's head. Damien actually laughed.

Suddenly, the air in the overcrowded room shifted, and coolness swept through it, ruffling everyone's hair.

"Rome," Elijah growled.

"It's fine. She won't hurt anyone. Right, little witch?" He moved closer to Damien and stood looking over his shoulder, assuming she would follow him. He tucked his thumbs in his front pockets and waited; he knew she'd help after she opened the room for them. "I have the feeling you spent a lot of time in this room, sweetheart. And I bet you know the password. Care to share? I know you wanted us to find this room just for this computer."

It seemed as though everyone held their collective breaths. No one even as much as batted an eyelash, waiting to see if Roman could use his godlike finesse to bait her into helping them.

"Whoa." Damien leaned back as the pressure of an entity sat in his lap. "Well, this is creepy as shit. No offense, Sabrina."

Roman watched casually over Damien's shoulder as, one by one, the keys on the keyboard were depressed. As they were depressed, Roman said them aloud. "P-A-N-D-O-R-A." Magically, the computer came to life.

Moans filled the air.

The story of Pandora in Greek mythology said Pandora was given a storage jar to take down to earth but was told never to open it. But, as the story goes, she couldn't resist, and one day Pandora removed the lid, releasing all the evils of the world.

Elijah ran a hand down his face. "With a password like that, this can't be good."

The witch swiftly moved from Damien, and he grinned. "Rome, man, your witch has a killer body. She gave me a hard-on sitting on me." Damien groaned, doubling over in the chair. "Okay, okay. My apologies." He glanced at the other faces. "She hit me in my pride and joy. I had to apologize."

The witch moved through the small room, knocking Jonah, who had remained silent, into the wall. His head hit with a crack. "Ouch. Thank you." He said as he rubbed the side of his head. "Come back and see us anytime—no wait."

Thunk. Crack.

The witch slammed Jonah's head into the wall this time with such an impact that the sheetrock fractured.

Damien smiled. "Thank you, sweetheart. I've wanted to do that for a long time now."

Jonah threw his hands up in surrender. "Okay, okay. I'm sorry, too."

Roman cocked his head when he sensed she came back to him. Just remember, not everything is as it seems.

Thank you, little- Is it too much to ask you for your name?

And have you stop with all the pet names? I'm getting fond of Little Witch. But... you may call me Raven.

Roman grinned. Beautiful name.

You ought to see the rest of me, Adonis.

Roman inwardly cringed. Yeah, he had her looking like a sex goddess with that voice that taunted him. Can you stop with the Adonis crap?

Nope. I'm through playing nice for the day. Then she left.

Roman refocused his attention on Damien as he opened and closed various files on the desktop. Upon opening the file folders, there were many documents. Yet when the documents were opened, there was nothing in them. Had someone deleted the information? Damien continued to open and close empty documents, one after another.

Roman frowned. Remember, not everything is as it seems, as Raven said earlier. "Wait, D, go back to that last file and open it again."

"Rome, are you blind? There is nothing to go back to." Damien grumbled.

"Want your head crushed against a wall? If not, go back." Elijah looked at Jonah.

"Fine, pricks." Damien hit the file called Layout. Blank. There was nothing there. "See, assholes. This is what nothing looks like. Page after-" Damien frowned at the empty screen.

"Exactly, page after page." Roman pointed to the bottom of the document; it showed page one of ten. "If there is nothing in this file, then why are there ten pages saved?”

Once again, Kya gasped. "Oh, my god. I used to do this when I was a kid, so no one would see what I wrote. The typing is in white. So white ink on white paper-"

"Makes it appear blank." Elijah finished her sentence.

Damien quickly scrolled to the top of the document, hit Ctrl+A, and adjusted it to black ink, and voila! There it was. So fucking simple.

At once, all five peered over Damien's hulking shoulders to get a better look.

"What the hell? Are those blueprints?" Jacin narrowed his eyes at the screen.

"Yep," Roman replied. "But to what?"

Elijah reached out and squeezed Damien's shoulder. "D, as you fix these docs, print and save them to an alternate hard drive. We're going to have a little study group tonight."

Roman noticed the blank, frightened expression on Kya's face. And who could blame her? "Kya, sweetie, are you okay?"

All the men turned to Roman's concern. They all saw the same thing: terror.

"Who does this to all of their files? What were they into? What were they doing? I always had weird feelings that they hid something, but this?" She waved her hands in the room and at the computer. "This isn't normal."

Elijah reached over and took her hand in his, gave it a soft squeeze, and offered her a smile of sorts. "Damien will print everything off so we can study it tonight. It may be nothing at all and-"

She yanked her hand away and snapped. "Don't baby me! Nothing in my life is what it seems or seemed or whatever!"

Elijah knew this would all get tougher on Kya before it got better. His best guess was that she would have to see it with her own eyes to believe it, which meant only one thing: they were about to step into a huge pile of some serious shit. His gut told him that something very ugly would be revealed in the Gillham's files, and he couldn't help but wonder what that meant for them all.

Better yet, would they be prepared for it?
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Six long hours later, Damien finally emerged from the cramped, odorous room, which surprisingly seemed less unpleasant than when they initially entered. He extended his towering six-foot-five physique, emitting a satisfied groan, and then collected all the paperwork. He made his way to the kitchen, where the rest of the group was busy preparing a meal.

He was tired, hungry, and now irritable. He was not the best demon to work on the computer, but he was the one too stupid to realize that everyone else played dumb to get out of this work. Nevertheless, it did have one upside – he'd be spared from the chores of cooking and tidying up the damn kitchen.

As he entered the kitchen where everyone gathered, he headed over to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of beer. He opened it and swallowed half a bottle before he came up for air. "Bless you, Rome, for remembering beer."

"You're so welcome, darling, but my grocery shopping days are over. Never, ever again, am I entering or driving anywhere near a Wal-Mart. And I don't fucking care if you all starve to death. I. Won't. Do. It" He paused for a second. "Period."

All eyes landed on the calm and quiet Roman. They all stared, and then a rumble of laughter filled the quiet evening air.

Roman shook his head slowly. "Yeah, go ahead and laugh, boys, your turn is coming in the checkout lane. And I hope to hell that grandma is there with fifty or so coupons in front of you, holding up the line while she price matches. Jesus Christ, I wanted to toss her ass in her cart and kick it down the aisle. And if that wasn't bad enough, a mother with three kids she didn't know how to handle was behind me."

More laughter erupted from the men.

Elijah shook his head. "After all these years, Damien is finally rubbing off on you. What a shame."

Kya and Roman shared a glance, and she grinned at him.

"Fuck you too, Lije." Damien drained the rest of his beer, dropped it in the trash can, and found himself another.

Jonah grinned at the warriors. Being a diplomat, the only times he could act like them were times like this, just being one of the guys. "So, D, find anything interesting?"

"Interesting is an understatement. Some of it is confusing, weird, and just plain... wrong." He lifted one of his shoulders and gave Kya an apologetic glance. "What can I say, little thug? They weren't who you thought they were. At all. My guess is that it will get worse before we're done understanding what all this shit means."

Elijah exchanged looks with the others. "Well, hell. Let's eat first. Maybe it won't seem so bad on a full stomach."

"I'm not hungry." Kya spun on her heel and stormed off.

"Is it really that bad?" Jacin asked from his perch on a bar stool.

"Secret facilities, a collection of every species imaginable, kidnapping, murder, and..." he stopped and looked Elijah in the eyes, "experiments."

"What sort of experiments?" His dark blue eyes swirled before they morphed into a clear blue.

Damien slowly shook his head, making his black ponytail swing gently. "Some nasty shit, real nasty shit."
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Roman, with his arms folded across his chest, leaned against the counter once dinner had concluded. He anticipated Damien's next words and realized that they were unlikely to bring good news. By now, he had come to grasp that Raven wanted them to uncover certain truths on their own. Her foremost concern lay with unraveling the mysteries of the Gilham family. She led them into the room and activated the computer, underscoring the urgency of their quest for the truth.

While the others were skeptical about her intentions, he was not. He wasn't sure how, but he knew she came to help. Who cared if she had a mean streak? They all did. Roman couldn't help but wonder what she wanted out of this. Did the Gilhams hurt her or wrong her somehow? Were they friends at one time? Or was she working with them and things went bad?

No, you asshole! I wasn't working with them.

Roman grinned and snapped his thoughts back to the present. He was so deep in thought that he didn't sense her sneaking back in. Now he knew thinking along those lines would bring her back, if only to defend herself. Okay. Care to tell me how you knew the Gilhams, then? He waited and heard no response. Raven? Why won't you tell me?

Because I don't trust any of you yet. I must know whose side you're on, and until then, you'll only get information I need you to learn.

And how do I know I can trust you, sweetheart?

You don't. She answered without hesitation.

"Roman." Jonah all but yelled, snapping Roman out of his moment. "What world were you in just now?"

Roman shook his head slightly. "Just thinking." He looked up and reached for the beer Jacin held out to him. He twisted the cap off and took a long hard drink.

Elijah did the same. "Okay, D, tell us what you meant by experiments."

"Their experiments consisted of injecting one creature's DNA into another, through bone marrow, to morph them into something altogether new. It appears that some of their new breeds or experiments had to be destroyed because they couldn't be controlled. At least I assume that's what terminated means."

Elijah, Roman, Jonah, and Jacin all stood there with a blank look on their faces and dropped jaws. No one was prepared for that bit of information.

Roman rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't get it. Why would they be doing this? What would they gain by trying to blend DNA?"

All eyes landed on Jacin. With him being the resident doctor, they hoped he'd have an idea. He shrugged. "All I can think of is a super being, something stronger than what they started out with, faster, meaner, or indestructible. Whatever. That's if they could even make it work."

"Superior warriors." Roman surmised. "A weapon." He looked at Elijah, reminding him of Kya's fairytale story.

"This might be what they meant by a weapon of mass destruction. Shit. What types of beings did they use for experiments, D?" Elijah asked.

Damien shook his head. "That's where it gets tough. I'm guessing pretty much anything they could get their grubby hands on, but they didn't come right out and say. They used code words, so unless any of you know what a shrike, sandpiper, peacock, and mallard are other than birds, then it will take some time. There are more species than that, but they are all coded with bird names."

Like Raven, she too was a bird.

Ravens were considered the most intellectual birds, displaying high learning ability and the use of logic for solving problems. They were intelligent, making them dangerous predators. Despite their mischievous nature, ravens felt empathy. Female ravens were rather picky in choosing a mate and looked for certain qualities or traits, like the need for speed.

Roman wondered if Raven lived up to the bird's traits she was named for. If so, he couldn't wait to meet her in person.

Be careful what you wish for, Adonis.

Roman smiled to himself.

"Like the bird book that the witch chucked at my head." Elijah contemplated for a second. "Was there a dove in there too?"

Damien nodded. "Yup."

Roman rubbed a hand over his face and groaned. "Unless I can convince Raven to help us decode this, we may be working on this for a while."

All heads turned to Roman.

Damien grumbled. "That was one bird that I didn't see listed in this pile of shit."

"She's our resident witch. It's the only name she'll give me to call her by." Roman looked around the room. "Where are you hiding, sweetheart? Care to help?"

"Rome, I think you're putting too much stock in this creature. She could be setting us up for all we know. You being so goddamned easygoing is an excellent target for her to aim at." In an instant, Damien lay flat on his back, looking up at the spinning ceiling fan in the kitchen. He was slammed on the tile floor so hard that the cabinets rattled. "What the fuck!" He yelled as he got up. "If you can't handle the truth, then get lost, you psychotic bitch!"

Elijah looked at Roman with cold, steely eyes. "Roman, you need to try to get a grip on her and her emotions. We can't have her being violent all the time. Not with Kya in the house."

Roman gave Elijah an incredulous look. "Are you serious? You think I have any control, let alone any influence, over a person who, for some reason, decided to speak to me and not any of you? Maybe she talks to me because I'm the only open mind here who also doesn't happen to be a complete asshole. So, if any of you want her to ease up or help out, then you fucking ask her yourselves." He slammed his beer bottle down on the counter, shattering it, and stormed out of the kitchen.

The room fell silent.

Jacin muttered, "I'm not an asshole."

Roman seldom exploded, let alone at his brothers in arms. Roman was a thinker, not a yeller. His patience stemmed from the fact that if he remained quiet, he heard things others didn't, which meant he felt things that others couldn't. He was a warrior because of his gifts, not because he was a ruthless fighter. Being ruthless was bred into all demons. They were fearless, strong, and determined, males and females alike. The fact that Roman controlled his need to fight or kill was a greater skill than the other warriors possessed.

Others often looked at him as easygoing, mellow, and sometimes soft. But they didn't realize it took tremendous strength to behave that way and to appear calm. His gifts made him restless and edgy. His need to punch something, like Damien's face, was always an urge he fought to control.

Needing to cool down, Roman stepped out into the night air and looked up at the stars. The warm breeze blew through his hair. He didn't bother getting it out of his eyes; he closed them and breathed in the scents around him.

He wasn't sure what came over him in the kitchen. Inwardly, he wanted to yell 'you go girl' when Raven flattened Damien on the floor. He deserved it, but he wished she had flattened Elijah too. Frankly, he was sick of how overly protective Elijah acted with Kya. She was a demon for Christ's sake; she needed to act like one.

Most who met Roman assumed he would be attracted to a wallflower of a woman, a woman who needed his help and protection. But it was quite the opposite. Roman wanted a headstrong woman with the ability to fight side by side if need be. He wanted no woman he had to baby or protect.

What ate Roman more than anything was why he wanted to bash in someone's head for speaking out against the little witch. Why did he feel protective of her? He didn't want to feel that for any woman, he reminded himself. But he liked her assertiveness. She had no problems knocking the shit out of someone. Hell, she taught Kya a lesson in less than thirty seconds that the girl would never forget.

So why wouldn't she show herself to him? Clearly, she trusted him, or she would be haunting another warrior. Was she using him because of his demeanor? Or maybe she spoke to him because the others simply couldn't hear her.

Or maybe it's because I'm a sucker for the God of Thunder.

He smiled. She came back with another ridiculous comparison.

"Tell me the truth. Why don't you speak to the others?"

Hmm, well, Elijah is a bossy prick. Jonah is too much of a politician—I trust politicians as much as I trust clowns—and Damien is a fucking ass. And Jacin seems too easygoing.

She pegged them all. "And what am I, sweetness?" Roman was met with utter silence. It seemed she left him, but he still felt her essence close by. "Little witch, answer me? I need a little bit of trust."

You, Adonis, are all four rolled into one. Alone, all those traits can be annoying, but blended with the others... Can I trust you?

Roman's brows furrowed. "You have to ask? What have I done to make you think that you can't?"

It's not you so much, but more what you are, that makes me distrust you.

"Because I'm a warrior?"

No, because you're a demon. A full-blood. My bigger problem is that I realize I must trust you before this is all over. I must rely on one of you, and I know it may have to be you. I'll need your trust, and you will want to deny me because what I will need will go against everything you have ever trusted and believed in.

Roman exhaled and ran his hands through his hair. "Dammit, stop talking in riddles. Say something to me that makes sense."

Nothing I can say will make sense to you guys until you discover things on your own. You must uncover the truth about what's in those documents. And until they are stopped, I won't rest.

Roman understood her pain. "Did they hurt you?"

She didn't answer immediately. They have hurt everyone I have ever cared about.

"I asked if they hurt you."

No one can hurt me. I don't allow it.

Once again, she avoided his question. For now, he'd let it go. "Will I ever get to meet you in person?"

Maybe.

God, the woman was relentless. He smiled. "So tell me what you look like." Time to lighten the mood.

How about you tell me what you envision me looking like?

Games. Okay, he would play along for now. "Okay, you're sort of short—about five-two. You're a little thick around the middle with an unnatural glowing shade of red hair that needs a hairbrush taken to it. And you-"

Don't forget the damn warts and the hunchback!

He laughed at her outburst, knowing he'd rile her up. Even Roman did not understand how he knew what she looked like. But he knew without a doubt that if he ran into her in a crowded room, he'd be able to pick her out in an instant. Hell, he had the feel of her aura memorized.

And here I thought the ass in your group was the ogre.

"Damien is the ass, unless you meant Elijah." He walked over to a retaining wall that contained a huge variety of spring flowers and sat on the edge. "So, little witch, why me?"

The truth?

"Sweetheart, I've done nothing but ask you for the truth."

The truth is, I don't know why. You felt my presence; not many do. I can hide my presence from almost any creature, but not you.

"Kya has sensed you for years."

Only because I allowed her to.

Roman didn't understand why lately a calm had come over him, but he chalked it up to this creature that somehow had touched his soul. A warming sensation spread throughout his body when she was near. "Thank you, sweetness, for the truth. And for the record, I'm glad I can hear and feel your presence." He stood and walked back into the house.
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Everyone gathered in Julius Gilham's office for a meeting. They had to put all their heads together and break the bird code. Jonah left for the day, returning to the Underworld to report to The King on their findings up to this point.

Damien assembled all the bird names on a large dry erase board he bought since Roman proclaimed his shopping days were over. He listed the species alphabetically in a vertical row: crow, dove, falcon, hummingbird, mallard, owl, peacock, sandpiper, and shrike—the nine main bird species that kept coming up time after time.

"I realize how fucking ridiculous this looks, but this is what we're dealing with." Damien crossed his arms over his chest and stood back to examine the list of fowl. "I thought for a minute that maybe the first letter of the bird was the same as the entity. Like, falcon for fairy or dove for demon, but it won't work with all of the birds." He rubbed his chin as he studied the names.

"Okay," Elijah said, studying the board. "What about... well, shit, I don't know. I've never had to decode something before. I don't know where to start."

What two things are most alike? Raven whispered to Roman.

"Awe," Roman smiled. "Nice of you to show up, sweetheart."

"He's talking to himself again." Jacin shook his head.

Roman ignored his teammate. "She said, What two things are alike?"

Frowning, Kya studied the board. "I don't get it. What two birds are alike?"

"No, that wouldn't make any sense." Elijah was frowning too. His eyes narrowed at the list.

After ten minutes of throwing out asinine ideas, they were no closer to solving the riddle than they were before, and Damien yelled. "Dammit, you psycho bitch. Stop letting us flounder and fucking help. I know you have the damn answers."

They all held their breath, waiting for Damien to be struck down. Just as they were all about to rest easy, a force blew through the French doors, knocking chairs and people over. But Damien remained on his feet. The entity stopped before him. It kicked his feet out from under him while a strong hand held his throat and body-slammed him to the floor.

The entity slowly materialized in the form of a dark-haired female.

Elijah and Jacin leaped to their feet with weapons drawn. Roman and Kya stood, watching as Raven cut off Damien's air. He was gasping for a breath, but she held him captive with ease.

"Let him go!" Elijah barked at her back. They had yet to see her face, but she was dressed like one of them, a warrior.

With a swipe of her hand, she disarmed both warriors; swords and guns flew out of their hands and into the hallway.

Kya gasped and stepped back. "Holy shit."

The woman focused on Damien's eyes. He was a few seconds from passing out. "With just a bit more pressure, I could snap your neck, but today you live demon." She said, her voice raspy. Releasing his throat, she stood with her back to everyone.

Damien lay there for a minute, looking up at her and wheezing. Her eyes never left his. She tapped his thigh with her combat boot and held out her hand to him. Reluctantly, he took it, and she helped him up.

He stared at her for a moment before he spoke. "I was hoping that'd work. Jesus, you're a mean shit. I assume you are the little witch?

"And I assume you are the big ass."

Damien grinned; he admired a woman with the guts to take him on. "Do you want to meet everyone in person, or is body slamming them to the floor your handshake? 'Cause I'm okay with that too."

Her vivid blue eyes looked as though they were smiling at him, but the rest of her face didn't get the message. She turned to face the four behind her back. Her eyes first landed on Elijah.

"If you can't play nicely, you-"

Her chin lifted. "You really ought to think twice before you threaten me." Her gravelly voice emitted a sexy undertone.

Damien stepped up beside her. "This is Elijah, our general, our medic Jacin, Kya, and Roman, you obviously know. Everyone, meet Raven, our temperamental witch."

She glanced at everyone briefly, stopping when she got to Roman. Their eyes locked. Am I what you expected, Adonis?

Holy fuck, no. Better, so much better.

Face devoid of emotion, she turned to look at the board. "You demons don't give me a lot of hope in the intelligence area."

"Well, you seem to have all the answers, so spill." Elijah snapped.

*****
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Roman couldn't take his eyes off Raven. She was exquisite. Drop-dead, fucking gorgeous. The kind of gorgeousness that made his chest constrict. Hell, he felt like a damn boy with his first crush. And he didn't trust his feet or his voice at this very moment.

She was tall, lean, and muscled. Her hair was as black as a raven, with deep purple stripes throughout. A loose braid draped over her shoulder and hung past her breasts. Her face was soft yet angular. She had a long, straight nose, perfectly arched eyebrows, full lips, and a sexy mouth. But her eyes stood out the most; they were the most brilliant, clear, cerulean blue he had ever seen. They were even bluer than Elijah's.

This beauty was dressed in combat gear, much like what they wore: black army fatigues and a black tight tank top shirt with combat boots. Her brawny frame was loaded down with knives strapped to her legs and two pistols that hung from her slender hips. Not that she needed them. God only knew what was in her pockets that bulged. Her left arm was tattooed from her shoulder to her wrist. And he noticed a black cord hanging around her neck; whatever was on the end of it was nestled between her full breasts.

Roman swallowed hard. Then he remembered he'd better clear his head before she picked up on what was floating around in it.

She looked over her shoulder at him, giving him a look that told him he was too late. He grinned and shrugged his shoulders. Roman walked over and stood beside her. He needed to see what she felt like in person, to feel her at close range, and to breathe her into his lungs.

He cocked an eyebrow at her. "So, are you going to help, sweetheart?"

"It looks like I'll have to if I want you to move past this before the end of the month."

Fuck, that voice made him hard. It reminded him of Demi Moore's voice, the kind that made a man moan.

Elijah narrowed his eyes on her. "We're warriors, not cryptographers."

"Big word. Ok, Damien, are you writing these on the board?" He nodded. "Okay, then. We'll start with something easy. The Mallard. Ducks fly south for the winter; what other creature prefers warm weather?"

"The sneaky elves." Elijah supplied.

She nodded to Damien as he wrote Elf next to Mallard. "Elves aren't sneaky, they are cunning. Okay, at the top, Crow." She turned to look at Roman.

"Witch." He did not hesitate; she looked at him for a reason. He must have been right when he called her a little witch.

"Yes, but why?"

"What the hell difference does it make?" Elijah growled.

"Because you need to understand how they think; they don't do something without a reason." She glanced around, waiting for an answer, but none came. "Because the witch has a heart as black as the crow. Plus, people usually associate the two with bad horror movies. Now, Dove, I'll give to you since I doubt any of you will get this one. Dove is for demon."

Is your heart black as a crow, sweetness? Roman asked, watching her face.

Time will tell, Adonis.

"That's why you left the bird book on dove when you hit me in the head." Elijah glared at her.

"No. Dove is... Well, it's just the one we have no explanation for."

Roman sensed she lied with that answer; he sensed a difference in her heartbeat and her aura. "Then how are you sure Dove is a demon?"

"Because we know that almost fifty percent of the archetypes were full-blood demons. Process of elimination, and that fact tells us that a dove and a demon are the same." She shifted slightly away from Roman.

"That's impossible. How can so many be demons? We'd know." Elijah stated.

"Really? And how would you know? They go missing all over the world. And I bet you've even had some of your own go missing."

The four warriors all glanced at each other. Yeah, they had around three dozen go missing twenty-five years ago. A fact they weren't willing to share with her just yet.

Her eyes narrowed on the men; the looks on their faces didn't go unnoticed. Raven continued. "The Falcon stalks its prey; who is it?"

"A vamp," Damien said, but Raven shook her head. "A shapeshifter." 

This time, she agreed. "Yes, all shifter species stalk their prey. The Hummingbird is a fast, little bastard always hyped up on sugar."

"The fairies. I hate fucking fairies." Damien grumbled.

Raven almost grinned at Damien. "Owls are night creatures."

From the back of the room, Kya said, "Vampires?"

Raven didn't turn to respond. "Very good, Princess. I figured you either passed out or ran away you've been so quiet."

Damien grinned at her when Elijah growled low in his chest. Raven ignored both.

"The Peacock is the sorcerer because they are both showy and full of themselves. The sandpiper prefers sex over sleep, just like the-"

"Nymphs." All but Jacin said in unison.

She nodded. "Medic, are you awake?"

Jacin cleared his throat and grinned. "Yes, ma'am."

"Then, this next one is yours. A Shrike is a depraved psychopath and a villain in its world."

"The angel. Holy shit, that couldn't describe them any better." Jacin said as he met Elijah's frown.

Elijah crossed his muscled arms over his chest and watched Raven. "Besides the crow, what is up there describes what you are? Other than the Shrike, of course."

Raven kept her composure cool. "While you said that as an insult to me, you are not wrong. I most likely have shrike in me. While I do not know for sure which breeds blood flows through my veins, I'd venture to guess that I have most of them in me."

All five gasped or grumbled at that revelation.

Roman was the first to speak. "How is that possible?"

She shrugged. "Many years of trial and error. Certain original species are more adept at taking on and hosting foreign DNA than others."

"So, you were one of their experiments." Roman wasn't sure he wanted her to agree with that statement, though he knew it had to be true.

Raven's blue eyes held his before she looked away.

Jacin nodded. "Which would be why you said that at least fifty percent all started out as demons, right?"

Raven held Jacin's gaze. "So, you've been quiet because you are taking notes. Demons are tough bastards, as I'm sure you know, and their bodies are very gracious hosts. The vampires and angels are the next two most resilient hosts to fuse foreign DNA with, from what we've discovered."

"So," Jacin began, "all the residents of these facilities all started out as a full-blood demon, angel, or vampire?"

"Mostly, yes. They're called Archetypes, meaning they are the full-bloods of whatever species they started out as. There is a smaller percentage of other species that are archetypes as well."

"Then what are GEN1's?" Jacin asked, remembering it from the paperwork Damien printed out. He was scribbling notes as he spoke.

She looked over at Kya, who still stood away from the group. "Stop being a fucking coward, Princess. It's quite unbecoming." Then she looked back at the medic. "A GEN1 is the first generation of births."

"Fuck! They're letting them breed?" Elijah asked.

Roman looked at Raven with dead-serious eyes and said, "No, they are being forced, right?"

"Yes, some are artificially inseminated."

"And the others?" Another answer Roman wasn't sure he wanted to hear.

Her jaw clenched. "The ones they wanted to teach a lesson to... they tranquilized, chained down, and forced the transformed male to have sex with her."

All four men looked at each other as a round of shits and fucks left their lips.

"Class is dismissed, boys. I got things to do and people to torment." She turned to walk to the broken French doors.

"Are you coming back?" Roman asked.

"Think of me like God; I can hear you if you call, but I'll only answer if it suits me." She walked toward the balcony, disappearing slowly as she went.

At that moment, Roman knew he wanted this woman. While he couldn't explain it, he was drawn to her long before he ever saw her. Now that he had set eyes on this beautiful creature, he knew he wouldn't be able to walk away.

*****
[image: image]


Ares sat with his knees bent, resting his large forearms on top. He sat in the corner once again. He didn't know why he preferred the concrete floor over the bed, but he did. Beside his foot sat the book.

Love and War by John Jakes. While the man got many of his facts correct, there were a few he was wrong on. He should know; he was there.

Had he fought in the war, he would have been fighting for the North since he lived in New York. But when the war got too close, he got up and moved. And if the war got close once more, then he'd move again. He didn't want to fight the human war that he didn't give two shits about. His vampire friend, Gage, asked him to stay and fight with him, but he wanted no part.

Even so, it was nice to have a book to read.

From the corner of his eye, he saw the cover of the paperback flutter. Then it did it again. He kicked the book across the room, not sure what to make of the nonexistent draft.

The book slid back across the floor to him. Ares kicked the book again, and again it came back to its original spot.

I can do this all day.

Ares jumped to his feet and growled when he heard the voice in his head. "Who the hell are you, and how are you in my head?"

Ares, please sit down. I'm less scary than the Maître. Plus, if you speak out loud, their cameras will pick it up. Speak to me in your head.

He doesn't scare me, so fuck off.

She chuckled. I know he doesn't. I just want to talk.

Ares scowled. He had nothing to lose, did he? It depends on who you are and what you want.

Fair enough. My name is Raven. I was a resident at the first facility in Australia. There are a bunch like you and me that are free, and we're working on destroying the rest of the facilities and freeing the rest of the residents.

He grunted in disgust. You must be my fairy godmother. Is Santa coming to help you?

I understand your apprehension, but I'm not lying. Ever heard of Pandora?

"Of course." He muttered under his breath.

Well, Pandora works with us. He raises the roofs on the facilities, fractures the foundation, and we swoop in and pull all the residents out, and we eliminate the employees.

He? I thought Pandora was a girl's name.

Pandora is a weapon of destruction; it's not a character in Greek mythology. I'm doing recon work and thought you might like to help since we'll be breaking you out soon.

Ares grunted. Well, you thought wrong, sister. Besides, I don't know you, and for all I know, you work for the asshole. Then you tell him what I said, and I get the shit beat out of me for talking to you. Thanks, but no thanks. He walked over and sat on his bed.

Raven thought for a moment. I understand your concerns, but has anyone ever in all the time you've been here spoken to you in your head that wasn't trapped here with you? I know no one ever did in my fifteen years at a facility.

Fifteen years? Holy fuck, that was a damn long time.

Ares thought about it. She was right—no one ever had. But he wasn't sure that was even important. As much as he hated his life for the last—God only knew how many years—he wasn't sure if he should sell his soul to the devil's daughter.

I'm not the devil's daughter. I was kidnapped when I was a young child and held for fifteen years until Pandora busted up the facility we were in, and we all fled. Some got recaptured, and others were killed in the escape. Since Australia, Pandora acts as our armory, our artillery. Once we get the people out, we take them to a place we call Sanctuary—a cheesy name, I know, but that's what it is for all of us. I can promise you a life free of chains and cages, free of beatings and experiments, with revenge served up on the side.

In my experience, if it sounds too good to be true, then it probably is, Ares said as he closed his eyes.

That's usually true, but you must trust someone. You have nothing to lose, now do you? Well?

I don't know. I'll think about it.

Fair enough. But Ares, if you breathe a word of this conversation to anyone, I will send Pandora to kill you. Then everything you've lived through will be for nothing.

Ares knew she had left; the air in the room changed. He also knew she'd be back. Now he could add talking to invisible people to his list of insane shit that had happened to him.
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Raven left the little cabin that sat about a mile away from Sanctuary, her little private getaway. Sanctuary sat on four hundred acres that butted up against the mountains in northern Oregon.

Nine years ago, she and Caleb bought it and built large log cabin-style apartment buildings on it. As their numbers grew, they added more units. There were twelve units; each unit had sixteen two-bedroom apartments. The buildings had eight upstairs units and eight downstairs units and were set up as a giant square; all had an interior courtyard for some privacy. The building had an exit on all four corners of the bottom floor leading off the courtyard. And each apartment had a private patio or balcony for solitude. Living with so many people and roommates, sometimes you needed a place to retreat.

Sanctuary boasted an impressive array of amenities, ensuring that it could cater to all the needs of its residents. Within its confines, one could find a spacious cafeteria capable of accommodating up to three hundred individuals, two expansive training gyms that soared to a towering three stories, a well-stocked commissary, a generously-sized public pool, and not one but two play areas. Even with these abundant facilities, accommodating the ever-growing population of two hundred and eighty members became a logistical challenge, particularly as they continued to expand their numbers each year by rescuing those they had inadvertently missed during their raids.

Raven and Caleb had worked damn hard putting together the basics before they, with Pandora, broke others out of The Facility. They had to ensure there was a safe place well equipped with all the essentials for their people. And now they had a haven for them. And they would keep building when they added more people to the community. Four hundred acres could hold a lot of buildings.

The funds for this huge endeavor came from two sources: Caleb, Raven, and a few others hired themselves out as mercenaries to militaries all over the world, mostly the United States. The second source was by quicker means; they transferred funds from The Facilities bank accounts into an overseas account and bounced them all over the world before investing in the stock market.

Sanctuary remained hidden from prying eyes, thanks to the formidable witches and sorcerers within their ranks who had cast powerful wards to shield their territory from mortal detection. Furthermore, these sorcerers had established a clever alert system, a metaphorical tripwire, which promptly notified them if anyone approached too closely. In such instances, the shape-shifters, often taking the form of wolves, were dispatched to deter intruders since the presence of a grizzly bear or tiger would undoubtedly arouse suspicion. They left nothing to chance in safeguarding their sanctuary from external threats. The entire perimeter was fortified with guard towers, vigilantly manned around the clock. Such measures were essential, given the perilous lives they led.

Raven strolled by a deserted playground shortly after nine-thirty in the evening before reaching the central apartment complex. The architects had designed the apartment buildings in a grand arch formation, imparting a distinctive character to the layout. Both playgrounds were nestled in the heart of this arch, surrounded by a spacious grassy expanse for the adults. The apartment building positioned in the middle, which also happened to be her residence, was the inaugural structure constructed, and it contained fewer apartments compared to the others. This building featured eight more sizable apartments as opposed to the sixteen smaller ones found in the others.

Caleb, Raven, and Olivia occupied the top floor of the apartment building, the initial trio of tenants. The fourth apartment on the top floor served as a command center, housing the modern-day security equipment that safeguarded their sanctuary. Meanwhile, the remaining four apartments within their building were allocated to new tenants on a temporary basis, allowing them to adjust to their new surroundings before integrating with the established community. This arrangement facilitated closer supervision by the trio over the newcomers, recognizing that some struggled to adapt to their newfound liberty, much like former prisoners adjusting to life on the outside.

Raven stopped as she looked up at Caleb's apartment, his lights were on. She should just go to her apartment, but there were two things she desperately needed from him.

Blood and sex.
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Elijah watched Kya as she strolled through the garden from the vantage point of her father's office balcony. In the days following the witch's appearance, she had displayed an unusual quietness, seemingly burdened by a sense of responsibility for the Gilham's involvement. He granted her some time to sulk, recognizing the profound turmoil her world had undergone over the past few weeks.

The evening air carried a gentle warmth, a playful breeze tousling a stray curl across Kya's face. As she plucked a rose from the bush she had been contemplating for the last ten minutes, Elijah decided that her solitude had come to an end. Swiftly, he leaped over the balcony's edge, landing gracefully fifteen feet behind her, his approach as silent as a whisper. "I never thought I'd say this, but I'm tired of you being so quiet."

Kya screamed. "Shit, you scared me!"

"You've got to start working on your Spidey senses," he said, shaking his head. "Damn, I'm starting to sound like Damien now too."

"Maybe I'm a defective demon."

"I'm certain of it."

Kya planted her hands on her hips. "That's it. Roman and Jacin are the only ones I'm talking to anymore." She stomped off, only to be stopped by a large arm hooking her waist.

Elijah forced her up against his body. "Stop acting like a child and start helping us."

"Help you do what? I don't know shit."

One eyebrow rose, but he held his tongue this time. "I need some insight on some things. You lived with the Gilhams and the witch for a long time. There are things you either know or sense. And before I forget, don't you ever act afraid of the witch again; her type feeds on fear of others. You're a demon for Christ's sake."

She tried to wiggle out of his arms, but his arms were like steel bands, keeping her trapped. "If you want a tough broad, then why don't you go after her? I'm mouthy, not tough."

"I can't. I'm stuck with-"

Kya narrowed her fuming emerald eyes at him. "What? You're stuck with me? Is that what you were going to say? What the hell does that mean?" The more she talked, the more agitated she became, and she struggled to free herself from his grip.

Elijah didn't want to tell her, but he had to. Sooner rather than later. If he understood anything about this feisty woman in his arms, it was that she would go down kicking and screaming, and he admired that about her. "I can't have anyone I want because you're... you're mine."

She laughed. "I'm yours? Like hell. What does that even mean?" Then she screamed, "And let me go!" This time, when she wrenched herself from him, he let her go.

"Dammit," he said under his breath. "That didn't come out right."

"No shit." Hands perched on her hips once more, she waited for an answer.

Elijah wasn't the ideal candidate to deliver this message to her, as his nature was marked by bluntness. Roman, on the other hand, would have been a more suitable choice. He possessed the finesse to convey the information to Kya delicately, making it easier for her to accept. Yet Elijah's role was that of a military general, not a diplomat like Jonah or a compassionate figure like Jacin. The only individual who could potentially have handled the situation worse than Elijah would have been Damien.

"I'm waiting. And let me tell you, it better be a damn good answer, or I'll club you in your sleep."

"You can't sneak up on me." He gave her a small grin, hoping to ease the tension.

No such luck.

"Okay, the truth." She snorted before he continued. "When your mother was dying, she asked one thing of me: to take care of you when you grew up." He frowned. "Take care are not the right words, sorry. She asked me to take you as my mate." There, he said it. Now he waited for the fireworks.

"Mate? Your mate? As in... your wife?" She all but sputtered.

"Yes."

"No. I don't want a husband or a mate. So, no."

"Neither of us has a choice. The Queen asked it of me, and I made her a promise. Once a promise is made to the Queen, you keep it. So, Kya, whether you or I like it, you are my mate." She opened her mouth again, and he cut her off. "There's no more talking about it. And I'm giving you two weeks to decide if you're moving into my room or if you want me to move into yours. Either way, we'll be sharing a room and a bed." He spun on the heel of his boot and walked off.
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Raven knocked on Caleb's door. She should have just gone to her apartment, but now it was too late to turn back. She adored Caleb; he was her best friend. He was one of three people she couldn't live without. They had been through too much together.

He opened the door. His hair was still wet from a shower, and he was wearing only low-hanging judo pants. His body was lean, muscular, and tan. At six-four, Caleb was gorgeous from head to toe. His chestnut hair had natural golden highlights from all the time he spent in the sun, with vivid green eyes that popped against his sun-kissed skin.

Holding the door, he grinned at her. "Hiya, beautiful. Come in."

She met his eyes. "I'm sorry. You're ready for bed; I'll just come back tomorrow."

"I just got a shower, and I'm not going to bed since it's barely nine o'clock, and I'm not five." He studied her face for a moment. "Get your ass in here." He hooked his fingers in the front of her cargo pants and tugged her inside. "By the way, Salem was in bed by eight-thirty. She stayed up as long as she could, waiting for you."

Since she had no choice, Raven walked into his apartment and walked over to the small fire in the fireplace. A moment later, Caleb walked up behind her and held a glass of whiskey over her shoulder. She took it and downed the contents.

"Thanks. I meant to get back sooner." She tossed back the drink.

"Well, shit." He eyed her empty glass. "You must have had a bad day. What's up?"

Where did she start? With the vampire, the sex, or the blood? It felt like a crapshoot.

"I located a large male Archetype vampire being held at the Montana Facility."

"No shit? They haven't had an Archetype male vamp in quite a few years. Any idea how long they've had him?"

"Didn't ask. I'm guessing for at least five years. Long enough for him to have given up and hate everyone and everything. He wasn't exactly glad to hear from me."

Caleb nodded, taking a drink of his whiskey. "He didn't trust you." And who could blame him? They all had trust issues after being locked up in those fucking facilities.

"Nope. I told him we were coming for him shortly, but I don't think he cared or believed me. Also, he's quite old, like you." She grinned at him.

"How old?"

"Well, he was around before the Civil War. He had a book in his cell from that era, and he was thinking about how the author got some of it wrong."

Caleb shook his head and blew out a breath. "Wow, we haven't found a male vamp that old in a long time on the inside. The Facility has all but exterminated most of the older males they captured. Well, keep me informed on your progress with him, because if he's too dangerous, then I don't want him here. And don't you make a move until you talk to me first."

She had already thought of that. Raven would put him in her cabin if he needed to be in solitary for a while. They had more trouble introducing the vamps back into society than any other species. Raven could have the witches and sorcerers basically imprison him within the perimeter of the cabin.

"Now, what else are you not telling me?" Caleb walked around her and squatted down to stoke the fire.

Raven hooked her thumbs in her back pockets. "Nothing." She hated asking him for what she needed, let alone asking anyone for anything.

"Bullshit. Try again." He stood to face her, and that's when he noticed her larger than normal pupils. That meant either she needed sex, blood, or both. "Dammit, Raven, when was the last time you fed?"

She looked away from his examining eyes. "About... nine days ago."

He thought back. "Fuck, that was me nine days ago, and you haven't fed since? Not even from a bag? Shit." He reached out, took her chin in his hand, and made her look at him. "Sweetheart, after twenty-five years together, you still can't tell me what you need?"

"You don't understand, Caleb."

"No, you're damn right; I don't understand. You have had vampire blood flowing through your veins longer than you were a full-blood demon. Why can't you just accept who and what you are? Not to mention the nymph you try to deny too." His temper rose with his voice. "Shit, Raven. I was your source for both in The Facility and have been for most of the last eighteen years, and you still can't fucking tell me when you need blood or sex! And how long has it been since you were laid?"

The nymph in her needed sex about three times a week to stay strong, and the vampire needed to be fed about every five days. Without either regularly, her body would try to shut down to conserve energy. But she had been testing her limits lately to see how strong she could remain on her feet without being feral. It was risky, but she always pushed her limits. She had to, in case she was ever captured again.

She tilted her chin up in defiance. "Five days."

"Five days?" Caleb roared, causing Raven to clench her jaw. "What the hell is wrong with you, woman?"

"You shouldn't have to take care of me, Caleb!" She shot back.

His eyes glowed out of anger, swirling various shades of green. Eyes swirling in different shades were a demon trait, and the glowing came from unknown DNA. He stomped over to his kitchen and grabbed a paring knife. He walked back over and stood in front of Raven. Then he drew the knife across the side of his neck.

Blood gushed.
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Caleb stood in front of Raven, blood pouring from his neck. He was an ass for forcing this on her. He knew how hard she tried to remain strong and not ask him for the things she needed. But he also knew she wouldn't be able to resist the smell of blood, not when she was that hungry.

And he wasn't wrong.

Raven's eyes turned black as coal; the whites of her eyes disappeared, a trait from the witch DNA. She launched herself at Caleb; he caught her and steadied himself against the impact as she wrapped her long legs around his waist. Her canines extended, and she sank them deep into his neck, sucking hard on his vein.

He closed his eyes for a moment. Having her feed from him had always turned him on. He grew hard instantly at the feel of his blood being pulled from his body. As a full-blood demon, he had never had his blood taken since female demons didn't have fangs. But it was an act that his body responded to and loved.

In The Facility, when Raven first showed signs of the vampire DNA taking effect in her body, she was given techs to feed from. But she attacked and killed too many, so the Maître told everyone that only Caleb could feed her. Initially, he was torn apart when he fed her at the young age of fifteen. His body always stirred when she fed from him. And he hated himself for it. He felt like a pervert, a pedophile. But the choice was not his. Then, by the time she was eighteen, they had successfully infused the nymph DNA into her. She not only needed blood, but she also needed sex to survive.

The Maître tried controlling her with blood and sex. She never complied with everything they wanted, and she nearly killed herself on more than one occasion by refusing both. Most of the time, the only way anyone could get near her to have sex was to tranquilize and bind her. They would wait until she woke up before the Maître would rape her. The asshole called it scheduled sex, but it was rape in his eyes. The Maître wanted her aware of what was happening to her as punishment, trying to break her. And for the longest time, only he had sex with her.

Occasionally, he'd let his men have her as a reward for a job well done, until she broke free from her shackles and killed two of them. The one that sealed Caleb's fate was the one she mutilated; she ripped his dick and nuts off and shoved them down his throat, then tore his throat out with her fangs. When the Maître realized that even being raped didn't break Raven, and after she killed three of his men, they stopped. That's when the Maître declared that Caleb was also her only source of sex. He despised Caleb, so giving the young beast to him for blood and sex was a form of punishment for him.

The Maître did not understand how right he was in assuming that this was a punishment for him. Only Caleb didn't feel punished for the duty, but for the act. He felt dirty for being so much older than Raven. But the one thing that soothed his tortured soul was the knowledge that, since he alone provided her with blood and sex, she was safe from them. She would no longer be raped.

Raven stayed strong and focused during her abuse. Each time they hurt her, she would lay there, chanting calming words in her head. The employees sometimes wore masks to keep their faces unknown. If they didn't, they put a dark bag over the residents' heads. The Maître consistently masked his identity from the residents during experiments and torturous procedures, leaving them to question the hidden truths behind his concealed face. Whenever The Maître communicated with them, he used a voice changer. In Caleb's perspective, this practice held significant implications, suggesting that he had a distinct identity that he needed to keep concealed.

And if Caleb didn't feel like a big enough shit already for having sexual thoughts about her when she fed on him at such a tender age, then having sex with her sure as hell did it. Raven was still a baby in his eyes—an eighteen-year-old baby who shouldn't have this life. But neither of them had a choice.

They had to survive. And they did.

Now, twenty-five years after he and Raven first found each other in the Australian facility, she still couldn't ask or tell him when her vampire or nymph needed to be fed. Oddly enough, they were nothing more than BFF's—best fucking friends. He made her laugh when he gave their relationship a name. They were friends—the best of friends—who shared anything and everything and remained close.

Caleb walked to his room, carrying her effortlessly, and laid back on his bed. She straddled him, still pulling on his open vein. His hands caressed her back down to her ass, and then he hugged her close.

"Let's get your clothes off. I need to fuck you while you feed."
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A peaceful night's rest did little to alleviate Kya's mood. The more she dwelled on Elijah's assertion that she was his mate, the deeper her anger festered. Frustration surged within her, leading her to hurl a book at her bedroom wall, then another, and finally a delicate glass figurine. The fact that the stubborn demon had declared her as his mate the previous night left her exasperated, and she was rapidly growing weary of their archaic customs, to the point where she felt an urge to let out a scream.

So she did. At the top of her lungs.

Her brief tantrum had the unintended consequence of summoning five imposing warriors into her room in the blink of an eye. Jonah, who had returned that morning, appeared particularly taken aback by her blood-curdling screech, even more so than the others.

"What the hell's wrong with you, street rat?" Damien snapped, making his huge knife disappear into thin air.

"Get out! All of you! Get out! Get out! I want my life back!" She was on the verge of tears.

The warriors had limited exposure to weeping females, leaving them all standing there in silence, their expressions marked by sheer bewilderment.

Elijah's nostrils flared, trying to control his anger. "Damien and I are leaving." Elijah looked at Jacin, Roman, and Jonah. "One of you three talk to her and calm her the fuck down." He and Damien vanished.

"Use the goddamned door!" Kya screamed in the air.

Roman, Jacin, and Jonah all looked at each other. They knew why Elijah had left the task to one of them because they each had patients that neither Elijah nor Damien were capable of.

Kya's hands were balled into fists at her sides, her body trembling as her anger built rapidly. "I said get out, and I mean now." Her words were quiet, filled with menacing anger as she ground them out.

Jonah took several steps toward her and reached for her. "Kya, sweetie, let's sit-"

Swoosh.

Kya disappeared.

The three all gasped and looked at each other.

"Shit," Roman whispered. "She picked a fine time to learn how to do that."

"I vote that Jonah tells Elijah that we just lost her." Jacin grinned.

Jonah ran a hand through his hair. "Well, crap. Rome, can you track her with that mind stuff you do?" Everyone always relied on Roman for any trick that involved the mind for the past three hundred years.

He gave Jonah a how the hell do I know look. "I can try, but she has not been cooperating on opening up her senses yet. She has remained pretty closed down from the beginning." Roman gave them a look of new-found knowledge. He grinned. "Well, I'll be damned. She can block everyone completely out. She can stop us from getting in, therefore making us think that she's not on the same page as us."

Jacin had a boyish look of excitement on his face. "Amazing. We haven't had anyone who can do that in a long time. That would mean she could use her talent to conceal herself and others. She's got shielding abilities. That's a talent that is usually only available to natural-born witches."

"That must be why the Gilham's let her live so far away from them. They knew she could remain hidden from danger." Jonah said. "Or... do you think that she was experimented on too?"

Jacin shrugged his shoulders as he rubbed the back of his neck. "Anything is possible. A natural-born demon shield is rare. I'd need to test her blood to see."

"This little talent can get Kya into places unnoticed by almost any type of entity or creature. This is awesome." Roman shook his head in astonishment. Demons always sensed another demon. "Well, shit!" Something else just hit Roman. "This is what Raven does. She blocks her presence from all of you."

Jonah frowned. "Who the hell is Raven?"

"The witch, remember? She came to see us the other day when you were gone in her physical body." Roman was pacing now, his mind spinning. "She can also allow who she wants to feel her presence, which is why only Kya and I can sense her. This must be what Kya has been doing, or am I the only one who has lost her in this house?"

Jacin narrowed his eyes on Roman. "No, I've misplaced her twice now. By the way, Rome, do you think you can talk the witch into giving me a sample as well?"

"Not in a million years. But ask her if you want. You may end up on your back like Damien, though."

"What has Kya been doing?" Elijah came back, sensing there was something wrong. He looked around. "Where is she?"

The three warriors looked at each other, but Jacin decided it was best if he broke the news to Elijah. No one kills the healer for bringing bad news. "Uh, she sort of disappeared."

"What does that mean?" Elijah barked at his men.

Jonah shook his head. "She was here one minute and teleported out of here the next."

"She doesn't know how to teleport, Jonah! Did the witch take her?" Elijah was boiling, which took very little these days.

"No, Raven didn't take her. Kya just figured it out, probably by accident. But that's not all." Roman tentatively mentioned. There was no good way to tell Elijah they may not be able to track his mate.

"Spill, Rome."

"Okay, I just figured out why she's been so difficult to reach. She has the same ability as Raven; she can block all others out. She's a shield. They can remain concealed from everyone's radar, including their telepathy. Which is why none of you sense when Raven is here. She told me so herself the other day. Raven said the only reason Kya and I could hear her was that she allowed us to." She said that she couldn't shield herself from him, but he would not share that just yet.

"Well, this is just fucking great." Elijah pinched the bridge of his nose.

"You know, Lije," Jonah began, "I was thinking, maybe I should tell her who I am. She might need someone she thinks is an ally here for her. I'm her brother. It might help."

Closing his eyes for a moment, Elijah said, "I don't care. Do whatever you want, Jonah. All I know is that I can't take much more of babysitting a full-grown woman. I'm ready to just ship her ass home and let your father deal with her."

Damien barged in. "Hey, get this. I'm searching supernatural websites, and guess what I found?" The site he referred to was only available to species that weren't human. In fact, humans wouldn't know what it was if they stumbled upon it by accident.

The warriors stared at their biggest demon, the most tech-savvy one. "What? No guessing? You guys are no fun. Okay, the word is that whatever caused the Gilham's crash was something called Pandora. Like the password to the PC."

"And what is Pandora?" Elijah asked.

Damien shook his head slowly. "Well, that is either the best part or the worst part of what I have discovered. And trust me, when I say terrifying, it doesn't even come close to describing how scary this shit is."
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Kya’s body trembled.

How she accidentally made herself disappear was a complete mystery. Fortunately, she had a clear idea of where she had reappeared; otherwise, she'd be up shit creek. And if she could do this again, it would be out of the damn house.

She had learned the importance of consistently carrying a credit card in her back pocket long ago. Two muggings had taught her that. Following her second unfortunate encounter, she had also come to rely on that eerie intuition that forewarned her of impending trouble.

As remarkable as her teleportation ability was, she found herself only transported as far as the closet in her very own damn bedroom—a closet situated in the very same room as Roman, Jacin, and Jonah.

And Jonah said he was her brother! How many more secrets were they keeping from her?

She was through with this. No more. She was leaving.

Now she had to figure out how to make herself bounce from one place to another because she would not stay with these assholes any longer. And she sure as hell would not be one of their mates because that buffoon was dumb enough to promise a dying woman.

Screw that. She didn’t need any of them. She could do this on her own. And if not, she could always call on the bitch witch. She hadn't killed her yet, so her chances seemed good; she wouldn't try now. At this point, she trusted her more than the rest, except for Roman and Jacin. They were almost loveable.

And to top everything off, she had a brother. They even had the same shade of green eyes. What the hell! No wonder he stepped between Elijah and her at her apartment when she discovered them there. It was brotherly love.

Yeah, right.

She sat on the floor of the dark closet and contemplated: How did you know where you'd land when you teleported? Quickly, she decided she liked the term bounce better. So, how can you pinpoint where you land when you bounce? Maybe you must go to a familiar place, a place you know. Perhaps if you concentrated hard enough on a place or spot, that's where you'd land. It seemed logical enough. So, she envisioned the beach where she loved to go as a kid, closed her eyes, and thought really hard.

Not a damn thing happened.

Didn't someone have a manual or something on how to be a demon? And how to use one's powers, or how to figure out what your powers are?

Frustration built, and the next thing she knew, she hit the sand hard on her ass. "Owwww," she groaned, the pain jarring all the way to her brain. Looking around, she grinned. "I did it." She scooped up handfuls of sand and allowed it to slip through her fingers, a satisfied grin spreading across her face. Kya then shut her eyes and took a deep breath, savoring the aroma of the salty water in the tranquil moonlight.

She cast a swift, cautious look around to ensure there wasn't anyone around. Not a soul was in sight. Straightening herself and brushing the sand off her butt, she contemplated giving it another shot. This time, she focused on the camp she had attended as a child, located much farther from the Southern California beach, approximately six or seven hours away. But she figured it was worth a try. The farther she could distance herself from the demons, the safer she would be.

Yet again, nothing happened. "Oh, come on!" She heard the growl in her voice for the first time, and it terrified her. Suddenly there she was, standing by the old run-down cabin she slept in as a kid, immediately losing her footing and falling on her ass again.

Kya threw herself back and laid there in the dirt. "Shit, shit, shit!" She threw her arm over her eyes. Blowing gently in the breeze, leaves fell from the oak trees, spiraling down towards her. "Gotta figure out how to stay on your feet, klutz."

She stood and smacked the dirt and leaves off her backside, thinking she wished like hell she had a flashlight. Being in the woods at night without one left a creepy Friday the 13th feel. So she thought of another place to land on her feet. Think positive, she reminded herself. She needed another secluded place to land. Kya stood there, her mind searching, and discovered she had nowhere else to go. She had been raised like a hermit, away from people, no friends, nothing.

Suddenly, her life felt empty. No family and no friends.

"Fucking pathetic," she mumbled.

Then she remembered that this camp had a river that ran down one side when there was water in it. California rivers and creeks were often dry beds of sand. She closed her eyes, pulled at some of the anger inside her, and willed herself to the river bed.

And once again, she made it to her destination. Landing on a rock, she twisted her ankle and rolled down fifteen feet to the dry river bed. She sat up and winced. Sensing wetness, she wiped at her forehead and saw blood on her hand.

She cursed the Gilhams for not teaching her a damn thing. How could they have been so irresponsible? They should have taught her shit for her own protection. She was useless as a demon. Goddamned useless.

Kya knew that she needed to somehow get to a motel for the night, which would be lots of fun on a bum ankle. Plus, how could she bounce herself to a motel without someone seeing her land or crash land? She had to think this one through. A secluded motel off the beaten path, or at the very least, one where the back was somewhat secluded, was imperative. Luckily, it was dark, which cut the chances immensely that someone would see her appear out of thin air. Because that would be fun to explain.

She'd needed to find a decent place for the night, get a hot meal, and take an even hotter shower. Then, in the morning, she would leave this life and the demon assholes behind.
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Elijah and the men followed Damien back to the command center. The cameras were scanning the property when they entered the room. Elijah noticed that the secret room was open; airing it out would have been his guess.

They all took a seat on the plush leather furniture that made them all feel out of place. Roman propped an ankle on his knee and relaxed. Jacin did the same while Jonah leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs. And Elijah paced like a caged panther.

Roman cleared his throat. "Lije, shouldn't we look for Kya?"

He stopped in his tracks. "She couldn't have gone far; they never do the first time. We'll search for her in a few minutes." He turned back to Damien. "Go ahead," he said, then resumed stalking.

"Okay, here's what I have on Pandora, or The Pandora Project. Those records were buried deep within files that no one would think to look at." He thumbed through his handwritten notes. "The Pandora Project was apparently their biggest success. He—I'm calling Pandora a him for now—was kidnapped; the age isn't clear. But what is clear is that he is what they call an Archetype, a full-blood."

Elijah continued pacing, "Isn't Pandora usually a female's name? What species?"

"I assume it's a male. But he started out as a Dove. Demon."

That got everyone's attention.

"Wait, how'd they kidnap a demon? I know Raven said many demons were kidnapped, but how? I mean, we're the toughest breed on the planet. So, how'd they do it?" Jacin asked, scowling. Demons didn't get kidnapped; they were simply too strong, fast, and cunning.

Roman and Elijah's eyes met. "Remember when I told you that some of our people were missing the night of the attack? Could that be what happened—all those people were taken for experiments? We never found any signs of them in all these years."

Twenty-five years ago, when the Underworld was attacked and their queen was killed, nearly three dozen of their people couldn't be found. They searched, but not knowing where to look, they never located any of their people. It dumbfounded them that almost thirty-six demons disappeared without a trace; some were children.

"Shit," Jonah mumbled.

Elijah stopped wearing out the Persian rug and looked at his men. "Over the years, we had a lot more go missing on Earth, nearly a hundred or more over the past twenty-five years. We assumed they had just started a new life somewhere. They could have a lot more than the first thirty-five." He shook his head, wondering if these sick people at The Facility had their family and friends.

Damien flipped through his stack of papers and found what he was looking for. "Okay, apparently, Pandora was given the DNA of just about every damn species you could possibly think of."

Jacin scowled, leaning forward. "Wait, you mean more than those bird names we decoded?"

"Yup." Damien nodded. "There's succubus, different breeds of shape-shifters: harpy, dragon, pixie, sprite-"

"Okay, we get it. A lot of fucking species." Elijah hissed.

"So why weren't those listed in the bird codes?" Roman stood and walked to the window, casually glancing around the grounds for their missing little demon princess.

Damien shook his head. "I don't really know. I'm just guessing here," he said, looking at Jacin, "but I think those breeds were just fillers, enhancers to the other species. They wanted the shit that came with the other powerful breeds with special skills."

"Exactly." Jacin's voice became lively. "Some species of DNA could act as binders or fillers, as you called them. They may have needed pixie DNA to bind angel DNA to a full-blood demon. That would take a lot of trial and error, though."

"Well, they certainly had the time," Roman said quietly, rubbing his eyes.

"What else do they say about the abilities this Pandora has?" Jonah frowned.

"Oddly enough, they don't specifically say what powers he has. They only say stuff like, He should be able to level a city block; he could sink an aircraft carrier, decimate a small country." Damien swallowed, "And my favorite is, he is a weapon of mass destruction. This is some serious shit guys. But what I haven't found are any records of what he actually could do. I think they never tested his powers." Damien tossed his notes down on the coffee table and took up the pacing where Elijah left off.

"Or they couldn't." Elijah frowned. "With that kind of power, how could they? He'd kill them."

Roman stood and walked to the window. "Well, I feel warm and fuzzy now. We're hunting a monster that we're not even equipped to take down."

"Should be fun," Jonah added dryly.

Elijah stood still, statuesque, his eyes fixated on a spot on the overpriced rug. "We've got to find a facility. We need to break into one, see what the hell is going on, and take any of the residents we can find."

"And maybe snatch a doctor or two," Jacin said with vigor. "That would be a tremendous help."

"Keep this in mind too. I think everyone they experimented on was given every type of DNA, just like Pandora." Damien added.

"So, what made Pandora better than the rest?" Roman asked.

"I think it's because all the DNA took in Pandora; with the others, only some of it did."

Elijah groaned. "D, any logistics on the facilities? Where might we look for one of these?"

Damien shook his head. "I'll keep looking, though."

"Wait a minute." Roman turned away from the window. "The Gilham's were killed in Northwest Montana; there would have to be a facility there. One look at this house tells you that people as prissy as the Gilham's wouldn't go to a remote mountain on vacation."

"Rome's right. In the meantime, the rest of us start scouring this place for the princess. She's probably scared shitless of her new-found ability." Elijah nodded, walking out.
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Raven sensed it the moment Kya teleported. Having been Kya's constant companion for numerous years, she had developed an instinct for detecting any unusual occurrences involving the princess. After feeding from Caleb, she materialized within the Gilham residence just as the group engaged in discussions concerning Kya's role as a shield and The Pandora Project. On this occasion, she put in extra effort to remain concealed from Roman's watchful gaze. She mulled over the inconsistency of her ability to elude his notice, wondering why, at times, she could successfully obscure her presence while on other occasions, he instantly detected her arrival.

Roman's insight had been accurate; both she and Kya were shields. However, neither of them was born with this ability – in her case, there was little left that could be considered "natural" after the relentless interventions of the doctors. Nevertheless, it was acceptable to her because she was powerful and well on her way to exacting her revenge. From the very moment they managed to break free, they had been meticulously plotting the downfall of each facility, one by one, with their determination to see it through long before they ever made their escape.

Raven felt a wave of relief when Roman realized that the next facility in their sights had to be in Montana. This discovery was essential, not just for tactical backup but also to let the warriors witness a facility firsthand; as the old saying goes, "seeing is believing." Montana marked the subsequent phase of the plan crafted by her and Caleb. Raven was even prepared to draw them a precise map if necessary. It wouldn't be the first time she provided them with crucial information, just as she had done when they found The Pandora Project file.

For once, she contemplated the idea of taking a straightforward approach with them, disclosing her plan, and assessing whether they might willingly offer their assistance. Such a direct approach was not her typical style; she derived pleasure from observing others as they researched, pursued, and devised their own plans. This approach often revealed their true character, strengths, and weaknesses.

A wry smile crept across Raven's face as she pondered how the warriors seemed to be all brawn and little brains, though Roman was certainly the exception with his intelligence. Her smile faded, however, as she couldn't help but question the inexplicable pull she felt towards him.

Roman had the body of a Greek god; he was sexy as hell and then some, but she knew this was more than sexual. From the moment she laid eyes on the God of Thunder, she gravitated toward him. A strange sensation enveloped her, as if an invisible tether were latched onto her waist, gently but persistently tugging her closer to him. What bewildered her even more was that she had sensed his attraction long before their eyes ever met. Every time she appeared to taunt them, she could feel the longing stirring within his body. The desire coursing through her, however, did nothing but infuriate her. She had neither the time nor the inclination for such distractions. If Roman ever wanted to touch her, she wouldn't be able to say no to him. That much she knew.

Snapping herself out of her reverie, she shifted her attention to the warriors, who had been scouring for the princess for over an hour. A growing irritation was brewing within her.

Raven abruptly materialized in their kitchen, swung open the fridge door, and grabbed a beer. Popping the top, she took a leisurely sip. She knew that Roman would soon sense her presence, given that she hadn't erected her usual shield to conceal herself from him or anyone else, for that matter.

In less than a minute, she found herself encircled by five men, four of whom had drawn swords and knives as they materialized in the kitchen. Roman was the sole exception. She knew he would feel it was her and not an outside threat.

"Fuck!" Damien cursed as he made his daggers disappear. "I don't remember inviting you for a beer tonight, sexy witch." He walked over to her, grabbing the beer from her hands, and drained the rest.

"You are such a wonderful welcome committee with all your cool knives and swords." She said dryly. "Since when do I wait for an invitation?" Her eyes landed on Jonah. "Welcome back, Prince."

Jonah held her gaze, then spoke. "How do you know who I am?

"I'm fucking smart."

Damien chuckled.

"Cut the shit," Elijah growled. "What do you want now?"

"Yes, let's cut the shit. I want to know where the hell Kya is."

"It's none of your damn business." Both Elijah and Jonah said in unison, as if they had rehearsed it.

"I beg to differ. She never went missing on my watch in all these years. Yet, you are supposedly protecting her, and you lose her in a few weeks." Raven glanced over at Roman, who had barely blinked since his arrival in the kitchen. "Why are you the only one who is never ready to kill me when I show up, Adonis?"

"Maybe because there are better things I'd rather do to you than kill you." His chocolate-brown eyes twinkled when he spoke. "Did you come here for some of that?"

She snorted, turning to Elijah. "You have no idea where she is, do you? I'll tell you this: She is not in this house or on these grounds. Hell, she's not even in the damn town."

"That's impossible. The first time a demon learns to teleport, they never go far, only a few hundred feet or so."

"Is that so? I thought that rule of thumb was for a child, not an adult. I must be wrong then."

"And how the hell would you know that?"

"I know a demon or two." She strode toward Jacin, stopping a foot in front of him. He was tall and lean, like Jonah. Like all the others, he was muscular and handsome. She surmised it must be a male demon trait. Caleb was damn hot too, though she would never tell him that. It would have only made his ego too big to handle. And most days, he was just too much to begin with.

"So, Doc. You look like there is something on your mind." She touched a tattoo on his forearm with the tip of her finger. It was a mixture of tribal and geometric shapes; they all had them. "I like this one." She shot a small electrical current up his arm when she touched him, narrowing her eyes. She dropped her hand when he flinched.

Jacin smiled easily at her. "Thank you. It's my family's symbol. Our mark, I guess you'd say. All males bear their family crest." Absently, he rubbed his arm where she touched him.

She nodded. "Like a brand." She held his eyes long enough to make him shift his weight. Raven felt four sets of eyes watching her intently, three sets waiting for her to strike Jacin. "So, no question for me?"

"Well, actually, yes. Would you be willing to give me a blood sample?"

"Why?"

"I'd like a sample to study. Damien is finding out what The Facility did to the residents, but I'd like some blood to study." Jacin said, hopefully.

She shook her head. "I was a lab rat for too many years, Doc. As cute as you are, I'm afraid I might try to kill you if you came at me with a needle." And she wasn't lying. "I won't go under someone's microscope ever again."

"That's okay. I completely understand."

"No, you don't have a fucking clue." Her voice remained calm. Rarely did she raise it at someone. No, she was quiet when she spoke, giving her a lethal undertone. She spun back around to Elijah. "So, tough guy, how are you going to find Kya?"

"Don't worry about it. She's our problem, not yours." Irritation rang in his voice.

"Your mate is your problem? An endearment like that is probably why she escaped from you. But you're making it my problem. Here's the deal: I'll give you three days to find her and bring her ass home. If you can't do it and I find her first, she belongs to me."

Jonah roared as he made a move toward Raven. "Over my dead body!"

"I'll take that as an invitation." She glared at him. "The second half of my deal is this. If you do find her before I do, then you have two weeks to get her trained and in shape. She must be trained as you would any other warrior. At the end of those two weeks, if she can't take down Goliath here," she thumbed Damien, "then she's mine. And I'll fuck her over to make sure she can defend herself."

Jonah grabbed her arm from behind as Roman yelled a warning to him. "You will not touch her!" Jonah hissed.

Raven didn't even turn to look at Jonah; she simply blasted him with energy, shooting him out of the kitchen into the dining room. He hit the wall with such an impact that it sounded like a small explosion. Wood studs protruded from the drywall, and the pictures came crashing to the floor as the chandelier danced wildly above the table.

She spun on her heel so fast to go after Jonah that Roman barely jumped in front of her in time. She hit Roman with a ball of energy, but it did nothing to him. He blocked her path, holding her upper arms. "No, sweetheart. He gets the point. Don't you, Jonah?" He said over his shoulder. He pulled her closer to his body, his forehead almost touching hers, and whispered in her head. Sweetheart, your eyes have gone black, and the whites are gone. I don't know what that means, but you need to fix them now before they freak out on you.

Raven drew in a long breath, steadying her heartbeat. Then she looked up at Roman with crystal-clear blue eyes. Thanks.

Jonah stood, shaking drywall dust from his hair. "Yes, I get the point!" He snapped at Roman. "Crazy bitch."

"Jonah! Shut the fuck up." Roman hissed at the prince, who was pushing his luck with more than the witch.

Raven looked up into Roman's calming eyes. What the hell just happened a moment ago? He should have landed next to Jonah with her blast. He didn't even appear to have felt it, which was impossible. Wasn't it? She pulled herself away from Roman's touch, not understanding.

"Roman," Elijah said in a low growl. "I don't want her back here ever again. You got that?"

Roman turned to look at his friend of three hundred years. "I think you'd better get used to playing nice with each other, Lije. Because if you think I have any more control over Raven than you do over Kya, then you're dumber than I thought." His words snapped out. "In fact, all of you need to chill the fuck out. She's the closest thing we have to figuring out all this shit. And she knows exactly where Kya is, so if you want to get to her first, then I'd ask nicely if I were you." He pointed at Elijah.

Raven gave Roman a dark look. How'd he know that she knew where the little brat was? Was he that tuned into her? She was getting a little bit worried. No one could read her, ever. Sure, Caleb could occasionally, but he was different. Roman's gifts were starting to scare her. If she couldn't conceal things from him, did that mean he could see through her lies? This was something she never prepared herself for. And he couldn't know certain things, not yet. It might destroy all their plans.

*****
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Elijah ran a hand wearily down his face, then leaned back against the kitchen counter, folding his arms across his chest and crossing his feet. He conceded that Roman was correct. Finding common ground with the witch was crucial, particularly if she held information about Kya's whereabouts. Since Raven had been confined in a facility, she represented their best chance of obtaining further intelligence. He begrudgingly admitted it, but he needed her. In the grand scheme of things, this wasn't unlike the way alliances formed during wartime—sometimes you had to collaborate with your adversaries to achieve your goals. And that's exactly what he intended to do.

Roman looked at Elijah, and Elijah nodded to him in agreement.

"Okay, so a truce between the two of you?" Roman looked from Raven to Elijah.

She shrugged. "It's not in my nature to play nice."

"No shit." Elijah drawled. "But I'll try if you try." He had to admit that he admired her fire. If he trusted her, she was the kind of woman he'd want as one of his warriors. Though she'd be the first female.

She cocked her head and looked at Elijah. "I understand you're only playing nice because I have something you want that you don't want me to have. So, you're using me to get it." For a moment, she appeared to contemplate. "I guess that's okay since I'm using you as well. It seems fair enough. Deal."

Frowning, Elijah asked, "What are you using me for? I have nothing you need."

"You might be surprised." She glanced over at Jonah, who fought to control an inferno within.

"Well, I'm starving; I'm ordering pizza," Damien said as he grabbed the phone off the kitchen counter.

Elijah grunted. "What's new?" He looked back at Raven, with her eyes on him again; she seemed to be waiting for something. "Okay, so do you want to give me clues as to where to find our princess, or do you really want to take her home with you?"

Raven heard Jonah make a sound of disbelief. She winked at him.

Jonah flipped her off.

"No, I don't want her. Not now, anyway." She mirrored Elijah's pose against the counter across from him. "I don't do anything for free, though."

Despite his best efforts, Elijah found himself unable to read her, a situation he hadn't anticipated. He typically possessed a sort of insight that provided clues about his adversaries' intentions, which was one reason why he held the rank of general. However, Raven was an exception; she offered no inkling of her plans. In fact, she held her cards close to her chest, much like he did when facing the enemy, and it irked him immensely. "I should have seen that coming. What do you want?"

She waited. "I'm not sure yet. I'll let you know later."

He shook his head. "Huh-uh, no deal unless I know what I have to pay."

"Are you fucking kidding me?" Jonah yelled. "Get her back now, Lije, no matter what the cost, or I'll kick your ass."

Elijah showed no concern over Jonah's threat. He raised a black eyebrow, amused. "You have never been able to before. And if you don't like the way I do things, then go home, Jonah."

Jonah stomped out, mumbling like a scolded child. "You all are fucking nuts for trusting her."

"Probably right." Damien grinned. "But, hey, we like to live life on the edge." He winked at Raven.

"What do you want from me, woman?" Elijah asked Raven once more.

She narrowed those brilliant blue eyes at him. "I want to talk to you alone."

He scrutinized her closely, taking in her confidence, strength, and stubbornness that seemed unyielding. Her tall, lean frame mirrored his own. A long black braid cascaded over one shoulder, with a few unruly strands escaping. Reluctantly, he had to admit her exotic beauty. Despite his lingering distrust, his curiosity grew. Elijah gestured to his men to vacate the kitchen. Silently, Roman, Damien, and Jacin left the two alone. "Okay. What do you want?"

"I want you to send Jonah home, and he isn't to come back. And this is your idea, not my payment."

He understood that part. She didn't want Jonah to know she had sent him home. Why was what he wanted to know, unless she demanded payment for that too? "Why?"

"Because he will get in the way of what needs to be done with her. He's an overprotective big brother that will baby her, therefore hindering any progress that is to be made with her."

"He's acting like a normal big brother."

Her jaw twitched. "I wouldn't know about that. But you know I'm right."

Elijah exhaled deeply. "Yeah, as much as I hate to admit it, you are. I was thinking about doing it anyway, so consider it done."

She turned to leave and looked back at Elijah. "I'll be back tomorrow for you."

He straightened and took two long strides after her. "No, tonight. Bring her here."

"I don't deliver like the pizza guy. Jonah goes first. Then tomorrow I'll be back." Her hands perched on her slender hips, feet apart. A warrior stance, if he ever saw one.

"Fine."
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The Maître sat in his opulent chamber, deep in thought, as he weighed his next strategic move. That wily woman, Raven, once a captive resident of his, had now aligned herself with the demon warriors. Their arrival to safeguard the King's daughter after the demise of his employees, the Gilhams, was an unwelcome twist. It was precisely the kind of outside interference he had long sought to avoid. He had spent years attempting to reclaim one of their former residents, but to no avail. She was a cunning adversary. Now, it seemed she had joined forces with the demon warriors. Why hadn't she disclosed her true nature to them? She was part demon. Of course, she would lead them to believe there were demons in his facilities, aiming to recruit them for her mission to obliterate him and his organization.

Well, shit.

He was already aware of her involvement in the attacks on his facilities. She and her mysterious allies had become a formidable threat that needed to be neutralized before they could obliterate everything he had worked so relentlessly to build. He could only assume that Caleb was still involved, the slimy prick.

Caleb was practically Raven's keeper while they were contained in the Australia Facility. He was the only one who could handle the crazy, lethal bitch. So, it was a good bet they were still together on the outside.

For years, he and his team relentlessly pursued any leads that might uncover the hiding places of Raven, Caleb, and the others, all to no avail. They had proven extraordinarily adept at staying concealed from his relentless efforts. Their search had taken them to countless remote corners of the globe, from Alaska to Siberia and beyond, yet the elusive fugitives remained elusive. He recognized their exceptional capabilities, born from a series of extensive experiments. Just as a witch and sorcerer could cloak their compounds, so had they masked their facilities from him. Yet, the enigma remained: how could they discover his facilities while he struggled to find theirs? He began to suspect that one of their other creations might possess the ability to locate their facilities.

Pacing—the thought alone made his blood boil. What he needed was someone to get close to her—someone working for him who she thought she was saving. The estrogen-driven bitch had a thing for saving creatures; he imagined her with her own private zoo.

He smiled.

The answer was obvious: plant someone with her she thought she could trust, and they could blow the place up from the inside, as she did to all his facilities. All he wanted was the fucker Pandora back. Everyone else could die if need be; he'd prefer to get them all back, but he would gladly settle for just Pandora.

"Just wait, my dear. I know you're going to hit my Montana Facility soon, and we'll be waiting."

*****
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Ares sat quietly in his corner, his eyes closed, acutely aware of the gnawing hunger that twisted his stomach into emptiness. This perpetual hunger was nothing new; he was always starving. The Maître never provided him with enough blood, a deliberate tactic to maintain control over him. A vampire could only endure for so long without blood before descending into madness. Ares couldn't help but wonder what other deprivations were being imposed on the other residents to ensure they remained submissive to the Maître's will.

Ares thought about the woman who had appeared in his head. Perhaps she was a mere hallucination brought about by his unrelenting hunger. The peculiar incident of the moving book seemed to support this theory. Yet, despite the hallucination hypothesis, it all felt remarkably tangible. He couldn't help but wonder why she had chosen this particular moment to communicate with him and, more puzzlingly, why she seemed to care at all.

Ares supposed it didn't matter; if she was real and he was freed, then he'd go on his merry way. If not, well, then this was his fucking life for a very long time.

The thick metal door at the end of his hallway opened, and the mechanical sound was hard to miss. He listened to one set of footsteps grow closer to his cell before stopping at his window. His eyes were closed, waiting to be spoken to.

"Ares, I would like to hire you for a job." The Maître said in a robotic tone. He wore his traditional white-faced mask, and his voice changer was on his throat, like always.

Motherfucking coward.

Ares chuckled. "Kinda hard to hire a prisoner to do a job, don't you think?"

"It would involve you being free, of course." He snapped; his patience was already thin. "I have it on good authority that there will be an attack on this facility soon. The creature who will be breaking in here will take as many of you with her as she can get her hands on."

"How could you know this place will be attacked? If you know, you can stop it."

"I know because she and the other asshole, Caleb, have been searching for this facility. I'm certain they'll find it since the Gilhams were killed recently. As for stopping the attack, it's nearly impossible."

"And you want me to let her get her hands on me? That right?" Ares knew how this asshole thought. After two hundred and some odd years, he could read people. He speculated that this was the same woman who spoke to him.

"It's quite simple, really. She'll want to save you. You go with her and join her little family of misfits, and let me know where her compound is."

"Then what?"

He rolled his eyes under the mask. "Then you're free."

Not only was he a fucking coward, he's a fucking liar too. No way in hell would he invest this much in him and simply let him walk away.

Ares shifted on the floor, stretching his long legs out in front of him and crossing his ankles. "No, I mean, what will you do to them?"

The Maître hit the window with his fist. "That's none of your damn business! You just do as I say, and then you go free."

"And what if I don't know where her compound is even once I'm there? You know, like it's cloaked in invisibility or has wards or something."

"Then you may go on a killing rampage if it pleases you. But I want the female and Caleb left alive. They are also holding a small child, a four-year-old female. I want the child." He said it with a wave of his hand, as if it were an afterthought.

"What the fuck do you want with a child?"

"Again, none of your damn concern. You do the job you're told to do."

The sick fucker wanted the child to use it as a bargaining chip. Or the child was Pandora. Either way, this fucker had another plan he wasn't sharing. "I have no guarantees that you won't stab me in the back. You don't exactly seem all that trustworthy to me. I could be wrong." Ares's voice dripped with sarcasm.

The Maître released a deep, throaty laugh. "And I have no guarantees I can trust you."

"Which is why I would ask for more than my freedom. Once I'm out, freedom will be mine, and I can leave you high and dry. Then you'd waste your precious time hunting my ass down too. But if you were to pay me as well, I might be more inclined to hang around and do the job. I will need money once I'm out." He could see the wheels spinning in the Maîtres head. Money would be more of a guarantee for both.

He raised an eyebrow. "And if I decide not to pay you while you're out?"

"Then I hunt you down asshole. And trust me, when I find you, I will remove a small piece of you over a long period of time. You will beg for death."

*****
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As promised, Raven popped into the Gilham house the next evening, just as the sun was setting. Roman spun around simultaneously when she materialized, and they collided hard. He hauled her up to his body to keep from knocking her back on her ass.

She groaned on impact. "Shit."

"Trying to sneak up on me, beautiful?"

His warm, brown eyes held her in a gaze that sent an instant rush of tingling sensations coursing through her. The heat radiating from his well-toned, hard-muscled body stirred feelings in her she had never experienced before. For some inexplicable reason, her stomach churned almost queasily when she was near him. It was an odd sensation, like having a giant fish flopping around inside. Yet, whatever was churning within her only heightened her desire to draw nearer, to explore every wondrous inch of him.

She jumped back when she realized where her mind had gone, forgetting he had easy access to her thoughts. He grinned at her, letting her know it was too late.

"Oh, shut up." She mumbled.

Roman's chuckle rumbled in his chest. "I didn't say a word. But anytime you want to try that, I'd be happy to oblige you." He winked, adding in a whisper. "With or without clothes on."

"Oblige her by doing what?" Elijah stood behind them, arms folded across his chest, in his favorite don't mess with me pose.

"Nothing." They said in unison. Their eyes met briefly.

Elijah looked from one to the other. "You ready?"

"That depends on you," she said, cocking her head to the side.

"All done. Permanently."

She nodded. "Then let's get this show on the road." She held her hand out for Elijah to take; he hesitated, and she raised an eyebrow at him.

"Why do I feel like this is the deepest pile of shit I've ever stepped into?"

"Aw, what's the matter, Captain? Afraid to fly the friendly skies of Raven-Air? Maybe you need an airsick bag."

"God, I hate you."

She made an unladylike sound, then turned to Roman. "And you, Adonis, stay the hell out of my head."

"Afraid that's not going to happen. I like what I see there." He winked once again at her. "And be nice, Lije."

Five seconds later, they landed. Raven and Elijah exchanged uneasy glances as the eerie atmosphere settled around them. The motel's uncanny resemblance to the Bates Motel, complete with its one-story structure and foreboding ambiance, sent shivers down their spines. The place looked like a horror movie was filmed there recently. From their vantage point across the street, the light breeze blew a smell that could only be described as death. Rotting flesh filled the air, wrapping around them and clinging to their skin. Hopefully, it was a cat or something and not a human. Though a human wouldn't have surprised either of them.

"What the fuck is she doing in this dump? Couldn't she find anything that didn't resemble a crack house?" Elijah growled, running a hand through his short black hair. "The crazy woman could get herself killed in a place like this. Dumb ass."

The paint on the motel was peeling off, and the vacancy sign had only two and a half letters that lit up. The vehicles in the parking lot were all beat up, probably like some guests of the motel. Trash littered the edges of the building, collecting like dust bunnies. The aroma of trash and a decaying carcass surrounded them, making it hard to breathe.

"No arguments here. So... who do you think she'll be more pissed at seeing, you or me?"

He snorted. "No contest. I think she hates you more." At least he hoped so. Some days, he was sure she'd peel the skin from his body if given half a chance.

The wind blew loose strands of Raven's hair in her face; she tucked it behind her ear. "Everybody does. Maybe you two should start some sort of club since you have that in common." She took off, walking towards the sleazy little motel. "Come on, jackass. This place is even giving me the creeps. And that smell is about to make me puke."

"What did Roman mean when he said he liked what he saw in your head?" Elijah frowned, thinking how Roman's words bothered him.

"No clue. She's in room nine." Raven pointed to the left. Avoiding what she would not discuss with a total asshole was something she was good at.

"Bullshit, you know. And if the man is insane enough to start having feelings for you and you hurt him-"

She spun around and slammed a hand on his chest. She heard him grunt as the force pushed the air out of his lungs. "You'll what? I told you before that you better think before you threaten me. You already know I missed charm school, but I can be the meanest bitch you've ever met if I'm crossed. So, no more threats unless you want to see that side of me."

Elijah's jaw twitched, but he said nothing to provoke her any further. He simply grabbed her wrist and removed her hand from his chest. He felt a small tingle shoot through his hand when he touched her. His eyes darkened, swirling shades of blue.

They stepped up to the paint-chipped door of room number nine. Elijah raised his fist to beat on the door. Raven threw a hand out and smacked him in the chest. Are you stupid? She can teleport now. And if she sees her two most favorite people at the door, that's exactly what she'll do. She spoke in his head, so Kya couldn't hear them.

Woman, if you hit me again, I will hit back. And that's not a threat. He ground his words out in his head between clenched teeth.

She cocked an eyebrow at him. I look forward to kicking your ass.

He snorted. In your dreams, sister. On three, then. The odd look Raven gave him did not go unnoticed.

Elijah counted to three, and they both teleported themselves into Kya's room. She was sitting on the bed with her knees pulled up to her chest. When the dynamic duo appeared, she screamed and jumped up off the dilapidated mattress.

"Jesus! What the hell are you doing here? No, I don't care; just go." Kya waved her hand at them, shooing them away.

Simultaneously, both Elijah and Raven cocked one eyebrow at her and crossed their arms over their chests as though they practiced the move.

Raven coughed. "Fuck. What is that smell, and why does it smell as bad in here as it does outside?"

Kya shrugged. "You get used to it."

"Jesus Christ, I hope not," Elijah said, rumbling low in his chest. "This is the shittiest place you could have found outside the city dump, Kya." He shook his head at her in disgust. The woman's intelligence gave him serious issues.

"I don't care," she stated defiantly as she stared into Elijah's brilliant blue eyes. "I'm not going back. I will not be told that I'm going to be someone's mate. Oh, and I just found out that Jonah is my brother! I'm so sick of lies and secrets, and I'm through. Through!" She all but stomped her foot like an angry child.

"Yeah, well, I bet you're not the only one with a brother you don't want." Raven eyed her, then she nudged Elijah. "You want to explain our deal, or shall I? Whatever you decide, make it fast. I am beginning to taste this stench. And I have an urge to take a bath in bleach."

Elijah almost grinned. If he didn't hate Raven so much, he might enjoy being around her at times like this. "Okay, Kya, Raven, and I have come up with something. Or, she has. I have as much say in this as you do, so don't pitch a fit yet." He took a deep breath and immediately coughed. "Christ." He inclined his head as he spoke to her. "The deal is that you come home with me and we teach you to fight. If you leave again, then Raven will hunt your ass down, and she'll take you home with her. And God only knows what will happen then. She may barbecue you and eat you for all I know."

"What? How dare you two decide what's best for my life! You have no right! I'll just keep leaving until you get sick of looking for me."

Elijah took a menacing step toward her, crowded her space, and growled. "I can chain your ass in the basement, sweetheart, if I have to. Demons have teleporting-proof cuffs and chains. Is that what you want? To be my prisoner?"

Kya was fuming now. A vein appeared on her forehead, and her jaw twitched. "That's what I am now anyway!" She screamed, not backing down.

"You feel like helping here?" Elijah snapped at Raven.

Raven had her nose buried in her T-shirt while Kya and Elijah were butting heads. "Why? You seem to be doing great. Besides, I'm trying not to speak... or breathe. Seriously, how can you both stand it?" Maybe it was the shapeshifter blood she had in her; she was certain it was a wolf. Which would explain why she had a harder time with the stench of rotting flesh and decaying whatever the hell that was.

"Would you stop whining? Or I'll toss you through the wall; maybe it'll smell better in the next room!"

"What he said," she nodded towards the demon warrior. "You stay with him, or I keep you. While you won't be chained like a wild animal at my place," she gave him a dark look, "there is no chance you will bounce. I have too many wards, spells, and other magic shit that will keep your ass put. And I will whip you into shape. You'll be able to take down Damien in two weeks, or his ass." Thumbing Elijah, she pulled her nose out of her shirt. "And while he just wants to fuck you, I'll fuck you over, and it won't be pretty." She winked at Kya and gave her a threatening glare. "But... the choice is yours."
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Wow, a choice.

That's what they called it. They would let her make a choice.

Both were bossy assholes. It was like choosing between death by fire or drowning. Both would be slow and miserable. She had no options; they saw to that.

God, how she hated both of them right now.

How did her life spiral towards the depths of hell in a blink of an eye?

Kya couldn't help but smirk as she observed Raven and Elijah, who appeared to underestimate her resolve. They seemed convinced that they had successfully manipulated her choice, assuming she'd select Elijah as the lesser of the two evils. It was true that Raven's apparent disinterest in her felt more like a threat than a genuine desire, but she had no intention of letting Elijah claim her as his mate.

Elijah's pursuit had been making her uncomfortable, especially with his two-week ultimatum to share a bed with him. Kya was determined to stand her ground and make it clear that she wasn't going to bend to his will. She had her own plans and wasn't going to let anyone dictate her choices. With her own hidden agenda and determination, Kya knew she had to be cautious and play her cards right in this delicate situation.

The similarity between Raven and Elijah was uncanny, not just in their relentless pursuit of Kya but even in their physical attributes. Both with their dark hair and piercing blue eyes, it was as though they were cut from the same mold.

Mate, she whispered in her head.

"Well," Elijah barked, snapping her attention back to the problem at hand.

Kya planted her hands on her hips. "I'll go with Raven." She knew they would never expect that, and she wasn't disappointed in their reactions.

Elijah shouted, "What!?"

Raven laughed. Kya’s jaw dropped at how beautiful Raven was when she laughed.

Elijah turned and glared at her.

"You heard me. You gave me a choice, and I picked Raven."

"Over my dead body," Elijah hissed at Kya. "She won't put up with your shit like we have. You're safer with me."

"Oh, give me a break. She'll be perfectly safe with me, most of the time."

"But will she be safe from you? I don't think so." Elijah turned and snapped his words just inches from her face.

Raven drew in a breath and coughed again. "Shit, I've got to stop doing that." She placed a finger on his forehead and gave him a push. "No worries, my bark is worse than my bite." She all but purred with that raspy voice of hers. "I'll even make sure no one else fucks her for you."

Elijah lunged at her, but she disappeared and materialized on the other side of the room. She chuckled at his knee-jerk reaction.

"You planned this. You knew she'd pick you, didn't you? What fucking game are you playing?" Anger seeped from his pores.

"Maybe I can just go wait this out in hell. It didn't seem so bad. I'd even have a little minion pet." Kya mumbled to herself, her arms crossed over her chest.

Elijah snapped. "You have got to be the most selfish and stupidest creature I have ever met. You pick a psycho witch over me and even would rather go to hell to get away from me? I have sworn to protect you with my life, and at this moment, the thing that is in danger of killing you is me. You don't deserve to be a princess, and you certainly don't deserve everything we have put on the line for you." His words went from shouting at her to a low, intimidating growl. "But if she is what you choose, then fine. But you're not going unprotected."

Kya's eyes were wide. She half expected him to grab her by the hair and drag her out of the fleabag motel. The caveman act suited him. "Fine, then give me some protection." She held her hand out, expecting him to give her a gun or maybe one of their archaic daggers.

Kya's heart pounded in her chest as Elijah's menacing smile revealed fangs. The grip of his powerful arms around her, combined with the painful yank of her hair, left her helpless and exposed. She couldn't escape his cold and unyielding embrace as he forced her head back, revealing her vulnerable neck.

The moment his fangs pierced her soft flesh, a wave of excruciating pain shot through her. She gasped, her vision blurring as the world around her spun into darkness. Kya's instincts screamed at her to resist, but the overwhelming force of his hold left her with no option but to endure this horrifying and unwanted embrace. Kya could only gasp; no scream left her lips. Her eyes watered as she felt him take two long pulls of her blood, and then it felt like something was flowing back into her neck. Elijah retracted his fangs and then licked the wound, sealing it.

Demons had fangs! What the hell, why did no one mention this before? She thought only vampires had fangs. Shit, she really needed a crash course or something on supernatural creatures.

And fuck him!

He pulled away with pained eyes. "I'm sorry I had to do that, Kya, but you left me no choice. No man will come near you now. I've marked you as mine. You belong to me." With a nasty glance at Raven, Elijah vanished.

*****
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Raven's mixed feelings surged as she observed the unfolding events. She couldn't believe how infuriated Elijah was at being outsmarted by Kya. While Raven had expected this outcome, it was clear she wasn't thrilled with it either. She had no real desire to take Kya. In reality, it was Caleb who had a vested interest in Kya. And a part of Raven resented Kya. The situation was becoming increasingly complicated, and Raven couldn't help but feel a mix of emotions as she contemplated the uncertain path ahead.

Raven's gaze lingered on the shocked and speechless Kya, who stood in the shabby, squalid motel room, her face reflecting the horror of the recent encounter with Elijah. The unexpected event had taken everyone by surprise, and Raven had to admit she was just as bewildered. She knew little about demon traits or customs, let alone the intricacies of their mating rituals. Her upbringing had been far removed from the world of demons, as she had been kidnapped at a young age.

With Kya now under her care, Raven felt the weight of responsibility for someone she didn't particularly like. She pondered whether to pass this task on to Caleb, who had shown a keen interest in bringing Kya to Sanctuary. There were many unanswered questions and uncertainties in the air, and it seemed like they needed to consult Caleb to make sense of this situation.

Raven pinched the bridge of her nose and inhaled, forgetting the gagging stench of the room. She swore and grabbed Kya's arm. "Come on. I'm about to hurl." In a flash, they were standing in the field in front of her little cabin in the woods. Raven tipped her head back and sucked in a deep breath of mountain air filled with pine, clearing her nostrils, lungs, and mouth.

Raven stepped into the dimly lit cabin, a place that was her sanctuary away from the world. From the exterior, it had the rustic charm of the old west, but inside, it offered all the modern comforts she needed. It was her second home, a secluded retreat where she could escape from the chaos and be alone with her thoughts. And right now, she needed to think about how she got herself into this damn mess. And certain a beer or two would help.

Raven's footsteps halted on the first step of the cabin when she noticed that Kya hadn't followed her. She turned to find the dismayed princess still standing in the same spot where she had left her in the field. A mix of frustration and impatience welled up inside Raven.

She looked at Kya, her expression hard, and silently urged her to move. Raven was not one for nurturing or coddling. "Kya, move your ass. Come sit down, and I'll grab us a beer." When she returned to the porch, sure enough, Kya was sitting on the top step. Thank God she wasn't comatose, or Raven might have to drop her back off with the Captain.

"I hate that bastard so much. One day I will kick his ass back to his precious Underworld." Kya rubbed the tender spot on her neck where Elijah bit her. "I didn't know the bastard had fangs. What the hell did he bite me for anyway?"

Raven popped the caps off both bottles and handed one to Kya. "I'm not sure. While I have demon blood in me, I have no clue about their mating rituals."

Kya's jaw dropped. "Mating rituals? What the hell?"

"I guess that's what that was all about. He said he was giving you protection, after I commented that I wouldn't let anyone fuck you. My best guess is that when he bit you, he marked you somehow. Either as his mate or it's something that will keep all other males from you. Or both." She chuckled. "For what it's worth, I'd love to help you kick his ass back to the Underworld."

Kya frowned at Raven's willingness to help her beat the shit out of Elijah. "I know why I don't like him, but what's your problem with him? You haven't liked him from the beginning."

Kya was right; she hadn't liked him from the beginning, and that probably would not change anytime soon. "I don't know. There's just something about him I don't like, and I trust him even less." There was plenty not to like about the Prince of Darkness, but this wasn't the time to go into it with her.

"About as much as I trust you? I think the reason you two don't like each other is because you're so much alike." Kya expected that to piss her off, and while it did, it also made Raven laugh. She raised an eyebrow at her. "I half expected you to knock my head off over that." Kya thought for a moment. "In fact, your mannerisms are even similar, and you could pass for siblings."

"Bite your tongue, bitch. We both act the way we do because we're both leaders of our people, both warriors. And the only other thing we have in common is you. He wants you, and I don't. We'll go to Sanctuary in a while. In the meantime, you can sit here and plot ways of getting even with him. And we'll train you how to take down that caveman boyfriend of yours."

"He's not my boyfriend," Kya groaned. "Being able to kick his ass will be worth it, though."

*****
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Elijah's fury was intense as he returned to the Gilham's house, his search for Kya ending in disappointment. The tension in his body was ready to explode, and he seethed with anger. Kya's choice had taken him by surprise; he had assumed she would pick him over Raven. However, her decision to align herself with the enigmatic Raven had left him seething.

To make matters worse, it was evident that Raven didn't really want Kya, which brought a twisted sense of satisfaction amid his frustrating day. The situation was growing increasingly complex, with emotions running high, and it seemed that nothing was going according to anyone's plans.

It was one shitty day after another lately. Honestly, he wasn't even sure why he cared. He never wanted to be saddled with the princess in the first place. He only agreed out of honor and duty to his queen. Something he now regretted. But what was he to do? Tell the Queen no? Not likely, not while on her deathbed.

That day, twenty-five years ago, was etched in his memory.

Queen Karina turned to Elijah. "And you general, warrior, Prince Elijah. You will wait for Calah to grow into a woman of twenty-five, and at that time, she will belong to you. She was born to be your mate." Elijah clamped his jaw as she continued. "You will love her, protect her, and give her babies to love as she loves you with all that she is." She smiled softly. "I see the distress in your eyes, General. Not so fearless after all."

"My Queen, I would not make a suitable mate for such a precious gift as Calah." As a frown formed between her eyes, he corrected himself. "But it would be my honor to take her as my mate when she grows up."

Again, the queen offered a weak smile. "I knew I could count on you, warrior and friend. All I ask is that you love and honor her as you have me when she is of age. I only trust you with her. Only you."

Elijah frowned at her last statement, then raised her delicate, cold hand to his lips and held it there before he placed a kiss on it. His heart shattered in so many directions that he didn't know what to do. He was losing his queen. "I will never let you down, my queen, my friend. One day, I will make Calah mine. I will love her and protect her with my life."

"Shit." Elijah scrubbed a hand down his weary face. Protecting Kya wasn't the problem. He would protect anything out of honor and duty; the loving her part gave him indigestion. Something he was sure Tums couldn't handle. He didn't want to love any woman.

His heart still held too much pain from that night.
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Elijah's thoughts swirled with questions and frustrations as he pondered the dynamics between Raven and Kya. It was evident that Raven held no fondness for Kya, which made him wonder why she had given him the ultimatum to train Kya in combat skills.

He questioned whether Raven's motivation was to genuinely prepare Kya for some purpose or if it was just a ploy to aggravate him. If it was the latter, it seemed the tables had turned, and Raven had unwittingly taken charge of Kya's training.

Elijah's irritation stemmed from Kya's lack of knowledge about her own identity and abilities, but he knew he couldn't fault her for that. The situation had become increasingly complex, with more questions than answers, leaving everyone involved to navigate a web of mysteries and personal conflicts.

Elijah's frustration and disappointment were evident as he paced back and forth in the living room. It felt like nothing had gone his way since their arrival, and he had yet to accomplish anything substantial. The feeling of spinning their wheels while sinking deeper into the quagmire weighed heavily on his mind.

The sounds of conversation and laughter emanating from the command center served as a stark contrast to his internal turmoil. He hadn't informed the others of his return, needing a few moments of solitude to collect his thoughts and contemplate the situation.

As he mulled over his options, Elijah considered the possibility of demanding that Raven return Kya, regardless of whether it would upset Kya or not. Alternatively, he thought about using this time as a much-needed break from the stubborn princess, like a spring vacation. The decision was far from clear, and he grappled with the best course of action in the midst of this complicated and ever-evolving situation.

Elijah heard the loud thumping of boots coming his way. He stopped pacing and turned to face his men, his warriors, Roman, Jacin, and Damien.

"You didn't kill Kya, did you?" Roman asked with a grin.

Elijah ran a hand through his hair and exhaled deeply. "No, but I'm a dagger away from killing that witch of yours."

A frown replaced Roman's grin. "What happened?" Not bothering to correct Elijah on the ownership of the witch.

"Don't kill the witch. As ornery as she is, she's starting to grow on me, like a wart," Damien said. Then, grinning, he added, "And she's fucking hot."

When Roman didn't correct Elijah about the witch, it bothered him. He didn't want Roman to set himself up for what was bound to be a disaster. Elijah's pacing resumed, with his hands balled up, ready to punch something, and anything would do. "That stupid witch gave Kya a choice between her or me, and the even dumber princess picked the witch! If I knew how to find them, I'd wring both their necks." He all but spat his words out, his fury building as the heat rose from his fists. So much anger vibrated throughout his body that he had to concentrate on keeping the flames from breaking free from his clenched hands. His gift of fire at his fingertips was often hard to control when he got this furious.

Jacin, usually quiet and subdued, laughed out loud. When they all turned to look at him, he laughed even harder. As he continued his deep laughter, Damien joined in, as he too saw the humor in this situation.

Roman thought for a second and then laughed with them, realizing those two women together would put on quite a show, like a paranormal catfight.

Elijah looked dumbfounded at the three warriors cracking up. Belly laughs coming from each of them. "What the hell? How is this funny?"

Jacin choked back a laugh before speaking. "Come on, Lije. The two women don't like each other, yet Raven gave Kya a choice. Then Kya picked her over you, screwing you both. Kya knows neither one of you wants her, so she picked the candidate that would piss you both off. They will get on each other's nerves so fast that they both may be missing hair by the time we see them again."

"Or Kya will get Kentucky fried by the witch." Damien chuckled out.

"That helps, thanks." Elijah snapped. 

Fuck, Kya knew he didn't want her; he hadn't thought of that. She must feel like the ugly stepchild no one wanted. Now he felt like a steaming pile of shit. And he kept reminding himself that none of this was Kya's fault.

"We need to figure out how to find Kya. Roman, maybe you can call the bat-shit crazy woman you're half in love with and talk some sense into her. And before you tell me to go fuck myself and talk to her myself, she will only listen to you, and you know it." He pointed a finger at Roman, making his demand.

"I love the fact that you all have so much faith in me to talk sense into that woman but-"

All four men looked at each other as they heard someone yell shit. They were the only ones in the house, or should be. A weapon materialized in each of their hands. Silently, they followed the soft mutterings of a woman's voice.

It led them to the kitchen. They entered holding knives, daggers, and swords as they surrounded a small blond woman who appeared to be baking.

She was only about five feet five, petite, and looked to be about a hundred pounds soaking wet with a short blond ponytail high on her head. When she turned to Elijah, clearing his throat, she had flour on the tip of her petite nose and cheek.

She smiled, her hazel-green eyes sparkled, and twin dimples danced across her cheeks. "Oh, hi. Anyone want cupcakes?" She glanced at the swords, daggers, and guns they all held, not the least bit worried they'd use them on her.

How was it that she had been here long enough to have a bowl of batter, yet they never sensed her?

The warriors made their weapons vanish, stood there in awe, and looked at the cute little woman with flour on her pixie-like face. They couldn't help but notice she was in very short shorts with a tight tank top, and she was barefoot. The fact she was barely dressed did not escape their attention, not by a long shot.

"Who the hell are you, and what are you doing?" Elijah asked as he cocked his head, crossing his arms over his chest. She was almost too cute to be mad at, so he just used a stern voice on her.

She held a large stainless-steel mixing bowl propped on one hip, stirring her batter. "Oh, I'm Olivia, and I already told you, I'm making cupcakes. German chocolate." She grinned, her eyes wandering to Damien, giving him a once-over.

"We know you're making cupcakes, Tinkerbell," Damien growled, her head snapping up to meet his eyes. "We want to know why you are here. You just got the hankering to make cupcakes and randomly picked our house to break into and make the mess in?"

"No. That's just silly. I'm your new hostage." Her smile was infectious; Jacin and Roman were both grinning back at her.

"Our new hostage?" Roman asked. "We've never had a hostage."

She shrugged a small shoulder. "Well, that's what Raven said I was. I'm your hostage until you get Kya back."

Elijah growled. "That bitch. She sent you here to replace Kya?"

"Yup. She said she didn't want you all to feel bad about losing the princess to a psycho witch who outwitted you, so she sent me here as insurance that you'd get her back. Which is okay with me because you have a really big kitchen. There is so much I can bake in here! Brownies, cookies, pies, cakes, tortes, and, ooh, French toast! No one lets me make that anymore. I hope you all like French toast because that's what I'm making for breakfast all week." Olivia bounced with joy. "This is going to be so much fun!"

The woman had something wrong with her. They silently agreed on that when they looked at each other with astonished expressions at her excitement.

"What the hell's wrong with you?" Damien said as his eyes narrowed on her with an intense inspection. "How much sugar have you eaten today?"

"None silly. I don't eat sugar." She grinned.

"How the fuck can you bake all that shit and not eat sugar?" Damien snapped out.

"Oh, that doesn't count." Her brows drew together as she thought. "Okay, that may not be true; I may have had some sugar... a little bit with coffee. Or maybe a lot with a lot of coffee. I can't remember now."

"So," Elijah began as he pinched the bridge of his nose. "This is how you normally behave with or without sugar and caffeine?" It was a frightening prospect for someone to be this happy all the time. She would piss Damien off beyond belief.

"I don't understand." Olivia looked at each warrior for some clarification. Then she smiled again at them.

Damien spun on the heels of his boots and stomped out, mumbling. "I hate happy people. They're fucking irritating."

Roman just shook his head and chuckled at her. "You can go home, Olivia. We don't need a hostage. We know Raven will return Kya."

Olivia stopped stirring her batter and looked at Roman, giving him a sly smile. "You're Adonis."

"Excuse me?"

"She calls you Adonis. Now I see why. You're gorgeous."

Roman groaned. "Fuck. You deal with her, Lije." He followed Damien's lead, stomping out of the kitchen.

"And you must be the pain-in-the-ass Captain; well, she has lots of names for you," she said to Elijah. "Which means you must be bashful." She nodded to Jacin.

Elijah almost laughed at the look on Jacin's face. "So, Rome is Adonis, Jacin is bashful, I'm the pain-in-the-ass Captain. Who is Damien?" Elijah had to know, for some unknown reason.

Olivia beamed. "He's the ogre."

Now Elijah chuckled. As much as he didn't like the witch, she had pegged them all with appropriate nicknames and then sent them a fucking fairy. Plus, she fucked him over, knowing exactly who Kya would pick.

Two for the witch, and zero for Elijah.

*****
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Olivia couldn't contain her excitement when she learned that she had been assigned to stay at the Gilhams house with the warriors. For her, it felt like a thrilling field trip—an adventure she had never experienced before. Olivia didn't attend school, so this was a unique opportunity for her.

One of the aspects that made this adventure so special was the freedom she had to bake to her heart's content without anyone complaining. Back at the Sanctuary, she had often gotten into trouble for overcooking, but now she saw it as an advantage. After all, she'd always heard that the way to a man's heart was through his stomach, and she had four big men to cook for, just like Thanksgiving turkeys. The possibilities seemed endless, especially if they had a sweet tooth, which happened to be her favorite when it came to condiments, food, and desserts. Olivia was ready to embark on this new adventure and make the most of this unique opportunity.

After a great night's sleep in Kya's room, Olivia showered and now had a huge breakfast on her mind. She stood at the large stainless-steel stove, breathing in the smell of cinnamon from her French toast. Olivia turned each one over to cook the second side as she waited for the warriors to come down for breakfast. The smell would bring them down, for sure. Olivia hummed to herself as she worked; she loved music as much as she loved sweets. Often, the two went together for her. She bobbed as she worked, letting the music fill her head and guide her body.

The sound of heavy footsteps had her turning around to greet the hungry man. She smiled wide. "Morning, Damien."

Olivia's favorite warrior, Damien, had just entered her world, and she couldn't help but be mesmerized by his presence. To her, he was incredibly sexy and attractive. Standing at about six feet five, with broad shoulders and a chest she eagerly hoped to see without a shirt, she assumed he was incredibly fit. His black hair was buzzed on the sides and pulled back into a short ponytail, and he was dressed in blue jeans with a snug black long-sleeved T-shirt that accentuated his chiseled chest and arms, fitting like a second skin over his sculpted body. His skin had a smooth, golden tan, much like the other warriors, giving him a sleek and enticing appearance. Despite Damien's tough exterior, Olivia couldn't help but desire to explore him from head to toe. She was determined to accomplish this task one day soon. The only downside, in her opinion, was Damien's attitude. However, Olivia was confident that she could change that with her secret weapon, sugar. She believed that sweetness would be the key to winning him over.

Damien grumbled something no one with three sets of ears could have understood when he saw her in the kitchen. He walked past Olivia, barely tossing her a glance, and went straight to the cupboard for a coffee cup. He poured himself a cup of heaven and leaned against the counter to enjoy the dark Columbian roast he lived for each morning. Damien took a drink, which he immediately followed by spewing it all over the floor. "What the hell is that?" Now he did more than glance at Olivia. He glared at her as he dumped the rest of his brew in the sink.

"It's coffee, silly. What did it taste like?" She said in her sweet voice as she went back to check on her French toast, not letting his harsh tone disturb her in the least.

He jabbed a finger at the pot. "That shit is not coffee. It was liquid sugar. Why the hell would you put sugar in it?"

"I didn't put sugar in it."

"Like hell, you didn't."

She contemplated. "Hmm, maybe I did. I can't remember." Everything tasted better with sugar; she even put it in her milk.

Damien rolled his eyes in disgust as he looked up and watched the rest of the guys enter the kitchen. He stood with his arms over his chest, still glaring at Olivia. Elijah noticed the nasty look on Damien's face but ignored it, grabbing his own coffee cup.

"I wouldn't if I were you," Damien stated as he turned to look for the fresh ground coffee in the cupboard.

Elijah once again ignored Damien and poured a cup, then mimicked what Damien did: sip and spit. "What the hell?" Elijah growled.

"I tried to warn you. Dump that shit out, Rome." He ordered as Roman stepped up to get a cup, sidestepping when Elijah spit.

"What the hell did she do, add a whole bag of sugar?" Elijah said as he turned the tap water on and ran his mouth under it to rinse out the diabetic coma dose of sugar off his tongue.

Olivia turned and put her hands on her hips. "No, I only used half a cup. It's good; just drink it and hush." She went back to removing her French toast from the griddle and placing it on individual plates for the men.

"Oh, now you remember adding sugar? That was not half a cup. It was more like three cups. You never add sugar to the pot of coffee, you damn fairy. You let everyone add it to their own cup if they want it." Damien snapped as he put fresh grounds in the coffee filter. Roman handed him a fresh pot of water and laughed at Olivia.

Jacin chuckled. "I'm just glad Roman and I lagged behind. But that," he nodded to the filled plates, "sure does smell good, Olivia. I'm starving." He accepted a plate with four thick slices of cinnamon French toast from her, taking it to the bar to sit.

Elijah and Roman waited for the coffee before sitting down to eat, while Damien refused her food; decent coffee was all he needed right now. Olivia joined the men, ate with them, and chatted between each bite. And after ten minutes, Damien had enough.

"Could you please shut up for five damn minutes, Tinkerbell?" Damien growled. "What are we going to do about her? She needs to go home. Shit, I'd rather deal with the street rat."

Olivia lifted her stubborn chin. "I'm not going anywhere. I stay as long as Kya is gone, so try to be nice. I have feelings, you know. And I'm not a fairy." Fairies were much smaller than she was. She did have fairy in her, but just a small amount, not enough to count in her opinion, which was why she lied.

Jacin swallowed a bite of French toast and looked over at Damien, who still leaned against a counter, now with his coffee in hand. "Why don't you eat, man? Maybe it will make you feel better this morning. You have no idea what you're missing." He resumed wolfing down the heavenly, sticky goodness.

Damien snorted. "No thanks; I've tried her coffee." He topped off his cup and stalked out of the kitchen.
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Around eight in the night before, Raven all but opened the door and shoved Kya into Olivia's apartment. Raven told her to make herself at home but not to leave until she came back to fetch her in the morning. And yes, she said fetch.

Kya found Raven's earlier display of sympathy towards her in the context of Elijah somewhat reassuring. Given Raven's strong dislike for him, Kya appreciated that Raven had shown some concern. However, Kya couldn't help but feel a sense of unease when it came to Raven. The Ice Queen had a way of keeping Kya perpetually on edge. Kya never knew what to expect from her and often found herself navigating a complex and unpredictable relationship with Raven.

Kya's decision to side with the witch over the warrior had left her with a sick feeling in her stomach. She realized that she had put herself in a difficult position, and it seemed that no matter which choice she made, she was in trouble. The uncertainty of her current location added to her anxiety. She considered the option of leaving to find a more familiar place, but she also understood that this might not sit well with the witch, potentially making her situation even worse. Kya found herself in a complicated and challenging situation with no easy way out.

Yep, no matter what, she was fucked.

After a restless night's sleep, Kya went to shower, and to her surprise, she found a stack of clothing and some personal items sitting on the counter. Which must mean the Ice Queen snuck in and left her some supplies. Thankful she didn't have to wear her dirty clothes one more day, she stripped down and stepped into the hot spray to wash off the remnants of the nasty motel.

Kya was determined to gather more information about her surroundings. She left the dainty bedroom behind and started to explore the unfamiliar place. Last night, she hadn't bothered to turn on any lights, so she had no idea what the layout of the place looked like. She had simply curled up and gone to sleep, exhausted from her previous experiences, especially her time at the Death Motel. This exploration was her first step in trying to make sense of her current situation and perhaps finding a way to navigate it.

The first thing Kya noticed was that the girl sure liked yellow, purple, and cutesy shit. In every corner of the apartment sat lacy pillows, candles, stuffed animals, cartoon character memorabilia, and figurines, mostly ones with wings. Other than all the girly crap, the place glistened and sparkled with cleanliness. The carpet even had vacuum marks, the stove and sink shined, and there wasn't a speck of dust anywhere. At least she was a neat freak, even if her taste in décor looked like a ten-year-old girl lived here. Yet Kya, being on the slobbish side, worried that she might mess up the fairy princess's apartment.

She wandered around, opening cupboards in the kitchen. Her stomach had been talking to her for the past hour. After the fifth cupboard, she realized sweet shit made up this woman's diet. One cabinet had every baking ingredient known to mankind, almost like a grocery store aisle and then some. Another had store-bought cookies, fruit pies, licorice, gummi bears, and every flavor that M & M's made. It would be a miracle if Olivia had any teeth left in her mouth.

Seriously, who ate like this and survived?

Kya wandered over to the refrigerator and wondered where someone got a sunshine yellow fridge with Gerbera daisies and butterflies all over it. Sweet drinks, juices, soda, and chocolate milk were her drinks of choice. "God, I think I'm going to be sick." She said to no one. She shut the fridge with the thought that she'd starve to death if she had to survive in what was in Olivia's kitchen.

Then she heard a knock on the door. Huh, the witch knocked; who'd have figured? Busting in and barking orders was more her style. Raven was the last person she expected to have manners; in fact, she was sure they didn't exist.

Kya walked to the door, noticing a poster of the cartoon character Maleficent on the back of the door with words written in purple glitter marker: Raven, my sister. Kya snorted a laugh; yeah, she could see the resemblance to the evil Disney character.

Kya started to unlock the door, realizing it was never locked. Well, that was scary. She cracked the door open to peek around it and saw a tall, drop-dead, gorgeous man smiling on the other side. He was tall, lean, and muscular, with chestnut brown hair and emerald green eyes. Kya was beginning to believe there was no such thing as a so-so male in her new supernatural world. They all would stop traffic, causing a twelve-car pileup. A woman with impeccable manners would drop her chin and drool.

She knew her jaw had dropped when he chuckled at her and spoke. "Hi, I've been asked to fetch you." He extended his large hand for her to shake. "I'm Caleb, and you are obviously Princess Kya."

"Uh, just Kya. I'm still not sure about all this princess shit." She shook his hand and felt an odd sensation overwhelm her. She pulled her hand back and shoved both hands in her back pockets of her jeans.

He cocked his head when she withdrew quickly from him. Caleb heard her stomach rumble, and he smiled. "You're hungry. I'll take you to the dining hall to get something to eat. I'm sure if you opened Livy's cupboards, you know it's a five-year-old's paradise in there," he nodded toward her sunshine yellow kitchen.

"Yeah, she sure likes sweets. She must be a dentist's dream."

Caleb laughed. "If she got cavities, she would be. We bought stock in a sugar and candy company a few years back because she used so much in her baking." He shrugged when Kya gave him a startled look. "It just made sense. Come on, let's get breakfast."

Kya followed Caleb out of the second-story apartment and onto the upper quad. The building had the appearance of a log cabin, and it was designed in a large square shape. A spacious balcony wrapped around the entire upper level, while below on the ground level, there was a patio. The patio area was surrounded by grass, various plants, and flowers, adding a touch of natural beauty to the setting. Below the upper quad, there were four more apartments, one on each side of the structure, with four on the top level as well. The picturesque setting seemed to contrast with the uncertainty of Kya's current circumstances.

"So," Kya cleared her throat, "where does Raven live? In the cabin?"

He pointed to the north end of the building. "She lives on the left side of me, and Olivia lives on the right. Stuck between two beautiful women." He winked.

"One big happy family, huh?"

He led her to the staircase. "Pretty much. We have our disagreements, but Raven, Olivia, and I have been together for many years. We know when to fight and when to walk away." He gave her a wicked grin. "And we have been known to have missing hair and skin on occasion."

"As long as she doesn't eat me or whack off limbs-" she abruptly stopped, hoping he didn't respond with something like, 'Not in a while, she hasn't.'

Caleb laughed. "Raven is tough on the outside, but the woman has a heart of gold that would make Midas piss himself. But I doubt you'll believe me until you see for yourself."

"Got that right."

"I think I like you, Princess."

"Well, you might be the first."

Caleb laughed. "Yep, I'm sure I like you."

Kya continued to follow Caleb as they left the quad area of their building and entered a vast grassy expanse. The grassy area was crisscrossed with paths leading to numerous other identical apartment buildings. These buildings were arranged in the shape of an arc, and a large path ran in front of them, connecting all of them together.

In the center of the grassy area, within the interior of the half-moon arrangement of buildings, there were various amenities. Playground equipment, a volleyball court with sand, and log tables and chairs were scattered around for residents to enjoy. Across from this park, she spotted a massive building with steam rising from the top, and from the smell in the air, she guessed it to be the dining hall.

To the right of the dining hall and set back farther in the woods, she noticed two larger buildings, each about three stories tall and shaped like giant boxes. The layout of this place seemed to be quite organized and designed for the comfort and recreation of its inhabitants. Kya was beginning to get a better sense of her new surroundings.

As they continued on, people who saw her smiled, saying good morning to her and Caleb. They didn't appear shocked to see a new face. Maybe it was because she followed the sexy god, Caleb, around like a lost puppy. Oddly, even though he was smoking hot, she was not attracted to him. Even odder, she wondered why she wasn't attracted to him.

"Up ahead is the dining hall; there are three meals a day. The building to its left is the commissary; pick up anything you need there. And those two three-story monstrosities are the training centers." He paused for her to catch up. "If you need anything, just ask me." Then he stared at her.

"What?"

"Sorry, I was just thinking about how beautiful you are."

Kya felt her face blush. "Thanks, but apparently I'm spoken for by a demon asshole."

Caleb looked at the two small punctures on the left side of her neck. "So, I see. I guess the asshole wanted to make sure no other man would touch you, huh? By the way, those marks will never go away. They literally represent his mark."

"Fuck him." Kya's jaw clenched. "What does it mean? I know I'm a demon and all, or so I'm told, but I don't understand anything about this stuff."

"Well, you're in luck. I'm the oldest living demon here. Well, I started out as a full-blood demon anyway. It means that you are now his mate. No other male, a demon male especially, would dare touch you. You now carry his scent. You are his." Caleb looked pained just saying the words.

Kya fumed. "I am going to kick his ass as soon as I learn how. How dare he? I-I... I just want my old life back. I want to go home and pretend none of this ever happened." She blinked the tears away. Demons didn't cry, did they?

Caleb reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "I'm sorry, sweetheart. They should have known this would happen when they gave you to the Gilham's. But we'll make sure you are capable of kicking Elijah's ass all the way back to the Underworld. Raven and I both will."

"Wait, how do you know I was given to the Gilham's?"

"Raven's kept track of you, remember?"

"Well, yeah, but she never said why. I doubt she followed me because she adored me." Her snarky tone had Caleb grinning. He gave Kya pause. Why did he seem familiar? She felt like she knew him from somewhere. Asking him would be the quickest solution, but at this five minutes, she wasn't sure she wanted the answer. She couldn't handle any more surprises.

Kya saw Caleb narrow his eyes at her, so she asked. "I'm sorry, I was thinking. Have we met before?"

He smiled. "No. I have never met you before. Come on, let's eat. But don't eat too heavy; you are training after breakfast."

"I can hardly wait," Kya muttered.

She walked into the dining hall, and the delicious aroma caused her stomach to roar with anticipation. A rainbow of fresh fruit caught her eye. Looking down the buffet, she saw every breakfast meat, pancakes, waffles, biscuits, toast, quiche, yogurt, oatmeal, cold cereal, and more. They cooked your eggs to order at the end of the line.

She stood in awe. "Wow."

Caleb handed her a plate and tray. "Yep, this is an everyday occurrence. We work hard to make sure our people have everything they want and more."

"But why? Fewer choices would suffice, wouldn't it?"

"Probably. But these people have lived through hell, where they had no choices. Their life wasn't their own. They did what they were told when they were told and ate what they were given. And sometimes they were made to go hungry, so we give them so many choices that we boggle their minds."

"I'm sorry. I don't really understand what all of you went through, but I'm sorry." This time, her eyes narrowed on him. "I'm certain I have met you somewhere before."

"Well, let me know when you figure it out." A wink.

*****
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After a satisfying breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast, and fresh fruit, Kya joined Caleb and followed him to the training building. The three-story structure had an open ceiling that extended to the top, though she wasn't initially aware that one level was situated below ground. Inside, a complex network of ropes, chains, platforms, half walls, and beams dangled from the floor to the ceiling at various heights. It left her puzzled, as she couldn't fathom how anyone could reach the top platform without the presence of stairs.

The floor and walls of the training area were padded, seemingly designed for safety during intense training sessions. Kya had a feeling she would be getting closely acquainted with these padded surfaces as she embarked on her training, which she anticipated to be quite challenging.

Raven landed three feet in front of her, coming out of nowhere, and Kya yelled. Raven was dressed in a sports bra and leggings. Her abs were ripped, and her arms were muscled. Her left arm was covered in an intricate tattoo that looked sexy as hell on her.

Kya hated her even more. She was tall, lean, muscled, and gorgeous, so yeah, there was so much to hate about this woman.

Raven cocked an eyebrow. "You scare so easily, Princess. Demons do the scaring. They don't get scared. Buck the fuck up, girl."

"What?" Kya frowned; she heard those words before, after her parents' funeral. She thought it was her inner voice, at least that's what she told herself.

"Finally caught on, huh? You've heard my voice in your head more than you think." Looking at Caleb's grinning face, she added. "You ready? You can sit this one out if you want. You are getting up there in age. I wouldn't want you to have a heart attack."

Caleb stepped up to Raven, nose to nose. "I'm the only one who can give you a run for your money, sweetheart, so enough with the old man jokes." He kissed the tip of her nose, walked around her, and slapped her butt.

Kya observed with keen curiosity as Raven and Caleb engaged in their training exercises. Their teleportation skills were on full display, as one would teleport while the other attempted to predict and intercept their landing. The primary objective was to avoid being caught. If they happened to land on the same perch, then it would trigger an intense fight between them. Kya winced several times as she witnessed the forceful hits and kicks they delivered to each other.

At one point, Raven executed a remarkable move, sending Caleb hurtling from a platform positioned about forty feet in the air. As he plummeted, he executed a graceful backflip, vanishing from view only to reappear right in front of Raven, tackling her with incredible force. The two of them crashed to the padded floor, demonstrating the advanced and challenging nature of their training. Caleb landed on top of her. He sat up, straddling Raven's body. "Old, my ass. You're sluggish today, baby. You practically painted a target on your ass for me."

Raven panted, looking up at Caleb. She grinned. "Yeah, whatever. I let you catch me. I didn't want you to feel old and slow."

Caleb leaned down until they were once again nose to nose, his hands braced on either side of her face. "You're distracted, sweetheart. What has you distracted? Or should I say who?" His green eyes twinkled with mischievousness.

"Fuck you." Her words held no heat.

Anytime, baby, anytime. Caleb kissed her forehead before standing, pulling her up with him.

After six long hours of observation and training, Kya started to form a better understanding of what was expected of her. It seemed that she needed to master the art of jumping or teleporting from one platform to another without any clumsy face-first landings on the padded floor. She was also expected to make use of ropes or chains to generate momentum when necessary. This challenging task required a combination of physical strength and the use of her magical abilities. However, Kya found herself struggling, as even a simple bounce often ended with her landing on her ass rather than gracefully on her target. It was clear that she had quite a journey ahead of her to meet the expectations set for her training.

And what the hell? Caleb and Raven made it look so damn easy. Of course, they had a lot more experience being a demon, hybrid, mutant, or whatever they were. And when they weren't kicking her off a platform, they began teaching her hand-to-hand combat. Leaving with all her teeth proved quite an accomplishment.

By three in the afternoon, Kya's body was a symphony of pain. She had pushed herself to the limit, using muscles she didn't even know existed for most of her life. The thought of not being able to move the next day or possibly for a whole week made her groan in agony. As she made her way back to Olivia's apartment, she couldn't help but feel like she was waddling, much like a tired goose.

All she wanted now was a nice, long, hot salt bath—a soothing remedy for her aching body. However, she couldn't help but wonder if her demanding trainers had something else in mind for her, as she had certainly been put through a grueling training session.

As the days went on, Kya's training at Sanctuary continued. She spent a considerable amount of time training with Raven, and when she wasn't actively participating, she observed both Raven and Caleb working with others. It became apparent that both Raven and Caleb were beloved figures within the community. Raven maintained a serious and focused demeanor, while Caleb always seemed to wear a warm, constant smile, balancing out her seriousness. The more Kya got to know Caleb, the more she found herself drawn to his personality. He came across as warm, kind, genuine, funny, and someone who loved to laugh.

Caleb's protective nature was evident when it came to Raven, and he clearly cared deeply for her. However, Kya found herself uncertain about the nature of their relationship. It was challenging to decipher whether their connection was a romantic one or more like lifelong friends who had been through numerous trials together. Regardless, Kya envied the bond they shared. She had never experienced a friendship quite like theirs, and it left her yearning for a connection as strong and enduring.

Kya, in contrast, considered herself one of the biggest loners of all time. She often marveled at her ability to engage in conversations with people using complete sentences, given her limited social practice. Her solitude had clearly left her unaccustomed to the dynamics of close relationships, and the camaraderie she witnessed between others, like Caleb and Raven, served as a stark reminder of what she had been missing in her life.

Kya found that with each passing day spent around Caleb, the magnetic pull she felt toward him grew stronger. It was an inexplicable sensation, one that she couldn't easily explain or shake. It wasn't a romantic attraction, despite his undeniable sex appeal. He didn't stir those feelings in her, and he was remarkably patient and understanding when it came to her lack of knowledge. Importantly, he never made her feel inadequate for asking questions or seeking guidance.

What Kya experienced with Caleb was something different, something she couldn't put her finger on. He made her feel safe and complete—a sense of security and wholeness that had been foreign to her before. It was a comforting and normal feeling, a connection that she cherished and deeply enjoyed. Kya was discovering a different kind of bond, and it left her feeling grateful for the time she spent with him.

Kya's perception of Raven underwent a significant shift after observing how she interacted with the people in the community, especially the children. The way the children idolized Raven, much like they did with Caleb, was a revelation. Despite her tough exterior, Raven's interactions with the kids transformed her into a role model. Children of all ages, from toddlers to teenagers, gravitated towards her, seeking her guidance and mentorship. Raven took the time to teach and guide them, and it was a side of her that Kya hadn't anticipated.

Reluctantly, Kya had to admit that she now saw the witch in a different light. Caleb's insight had been accurate about Midas. The tough-as-nails warrior had an unexpected side, one that made her not only respected but adored by the children of the community. The image of Midas being shocked and standing in a puddle all day seemed entirely fitting, given the surprising depth of Raven's character.

The most shocking revelation for Kya was a little girl named Salem, who referred to Raven as "mama." Kya didn't pry with questions, but it was clear to her that Raven hadn't given birth to this child. Instead, she assumed that Raven had saved Salem, just as they had done for many others within the community. The unexpected and heartwarming bond between Raven and Salem further deepened Kya's understanding of the complex and compassionate nature of the people at Sanctuary.

As nearly two weeks passed, Kya's body gradually adapted to the demanding training and relentless challenges posed by Caleb and Raven. To her surprise, she began to show progress and discovered she wasn't half bad at it. She learned how to bounce on command and land on her feet instead of her butt. Raven, with her impressive combat skills, taught Kya how to take down a man much larger than herself. Kya had the opportunity to practice these techniques with Caleb, who made the experience enjoyable and often had her laughing.

Caleb's humor was infectious, and there were days when he had her laughing so hard that she didn't even notice when the witch, Raven, threw an energy ball at them, knocking them both to the ground. It seemed that the "Ice Queen" didn't particularly appreciate anyone having too much fun. Despite the challenging training, Kya found moments of camaraderie and laughter in the company of her trainers, which helped her adapt and make progress in her training.

After yet another grueling day of training, Kya's body and mind reached their limit. That night, as she lay down to rest, she experienced the same recurring dream she had while in her apartment. In her dream, a castle was under attack, and chaos reigned as people ran in panic, screams filling the air. Warriors fought fiercely, slaughtering the intruders, and fires raged out of control. The scent of burning flesh assaulted her senses, sending a bone-chilling shudder through her body.

In this horrifying dream, she watched familiar faces like Elijah, Roman, Damien, and other warriors she didn't recognize, all engaged in relentless combat, killing without hesitation. Swords and daggers pierced through bodies, emerging slick with blood; then heads were severed, and some victims were sliced open from stomach to throat. The gruesome and violent imagery left Kya with a profound sense of unease and dread as she experienced this vivid and terrifying nightmare.

Blood gushed. So much blood.

Then she heard Elijah yell, "You son-of-a-bitch, Caleb. I will find you and fucking kill you!"

Kya bolted upright in bed, sweat on her brow. "Caleb."
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Damien studied the Gilham's notes for days on end. His damn eyes crossed from the tedious work as he searched maps of the region of Montana that the Gilham's were killed in. Google Maps provided little help since they mainly documented residential areas. So, he tapped into a satellite and was studying an aerial view, one of his helpful hacking skills.

He stopped and rubbed his eyes. He hated this. Spending a day in the kitchen cooking was beginning to sound pretty damn nice if it meant walking away from this shit.

When he lifted his head, Olivia sat in front of him on the desk, cross-legged. He jumped and hissed at her. "Shit! Don't sneak up on me like that, pixie dust."

"Sorry, I thought I could help you." Her green eyes twinkled, and her voice held excitement.

"No. Now go away," he shooed her with his hands. He didn't need this. He really didn't. The fucking fairy wouldn't leave him alone. When she wasn't pestering him, she was staring at him, eyeing him from head to toe. Certain she was thinking about what he looked like naked, he fled from her each time, like a scared little boy. But shit, he wasn't used to a woman like Olivia being so bold with him. He was usually the aggressor. And he wasn't sure what to do when a female as dainty as Olivia turned the table on him. She left him feeling flustered.

"I guess I could make more cookies. What kind do you want today?" She made sugary goodness daily, sometimes twice a day.

Damien wanted to move away. Her close proximity made him nervous. Her smell was intoxicating. And she was so damn gorgeous; the thought of what her little body would feel like to him kept him tied in knots. "I don't want any more damn cookies, Tink. So, go away."

Her smile faded, making him feel like an ass, a feeling he rarely experienced. "I can help you find what you're looking for if you just give me a chance. I can do a lot more than cook, you know."

What the hell? What was she implying? Shit, he didn't need the visual of Olivia on her back with a man between her thighs, especially him.

If she was talking about her skills in research, then he had nothing to lose. He could let her study the screen for the next five hours and give his eyes a rest while keeping her out of his hair. It was a win-win situation. It would also prevent her from baking any more damn sweets, so it was a triple win. The kitchen was packed with every flavor of cookie, three flavors of cakes, brownies, cinnamon rolls, and six flavors of pies with ice cream. The woman was relentless. How she ate so much sugar without exploding was a mystery.

Damien growled deep in his chest, "Fine. Come down here, and I'll show you what to look for."

Olivia hopped off the desk and into his lap. She propped her chin in her hands, elbows on the desk, and leaned over. She offered Damien a great view of her cute little ass. She still donned the short shorts and a skimpy top, showing the pale flesh of her waist.

Damien froze. The crazy little fairy-like creature was sitting in his lap, making him as hard as a fucking slab of granite. She may have driven him nuts, but there was no denying that she was sexy as shit. She was so tiny next to him, almost a foot shorter, yet his size didn't intimidate her. Nothing scared Olivia away. He tried many tactics, none of which worked. She just kept on smiling and seemed oblivious to his snide remarks.

Her high ponytail cupped under, making it appear to be a loose bun, exposing her tempting, slender neck. A neck his fangs itched to sink into, to taste. Her emerald green eyes sparkled with every word she spoke, and dimples appeared whether she smiled or not. But when she smiled, she was spectacular. Eyes danced, dimples winked, and she won everyone over instantly.

Except for Damien. Nope, he'd fight it with his last breath.

He resisted because he knew she had a thing for him. She made no secret of her attraction to him. Olivia would talk about one day when they were mates, making him stomp and yell, all adult-like. The harder he tried to ignore her, the closer she got to him. Olivia was gorgeous, so yeah, she turned him on. But she was way too sweet for him. He liked tough, strong women like Raven or Kya. Shit, did he just say Kya? Raven, for sure, but Kya? No way, not the street rat.

Taking a deep breath and willing his body to relax, Damien leaned forward. Olivia's back touching his chest caused heat to rip through his body. "Okay, what I'm looking for is a hidden building in this forest." He moved the mouse to show her the area he was searching. "I have it broken down into numbered sections so-" 

Olivia shifted in his lap, teasing his manhood.

Deep breath. Deep fucking breath.

"So, start with this section, B3. Look for anything out of the ordinary. Look closely at variations in color or pattern. If a pattern breaks or the color doesn't blend, then we may be on to something."

She bounced on his lap with excitement. "I can do this! I'm good at puzzles. Or I suck at it, not sure which. Maybe it depends on how you look at it."

Half the time, what she said made no damn sense; he found it best not to ask her to explain. And he caught her in lies, so he wasn't sure when she was telling the truth. "Okay, now Tinkerbell, off my lap." He hoisted her up by her waist, his fingers against her warm skin. He stood, pushing the chair back as he did, setting her back on her feet. "I'm getting some fresh air and a beer." Maybe a cold shower, too.

Olivia nestled in the chair and studied the screen, smiling. Damien shook his head, thrilled that she was happy with the daunting task and ecstatic that he had a break from the screen and the sexy as fuck fairy. It didn't matter if she found anything or not; what mattered was that she was out of his hair and the kitchen. Every day a dessert went down the garbage disposal, so she'd think they were eating all the sweets. If they ate any more of her sugary goodies, they'd all need to join Jenny Craig. Maybe they'd get a group rate.

An hour later, Olivia followed Damien's scent to the kitchen, and then it guided her outside. She sniffed the air; his scent told her he was by the pool. She watched Damien often sitting by the pool, lost in thought.

Olivia walked up behind the chaise lounge, where he was kicked back in, reached over the top, and rested her hands on his shoulders.

Damien yelled and flew out of the chair. "Fuck! Stop sneaking up on me! Damn it. You about gave me a heart attack."

"Sorry. I'm just quiet. I'm not sneaking." She gave him a pouty face. "For a big guy, you sure scare easily."

He ran a hand through his hair; he had taken the ponytail out when he was relaxing by the pool. "What? Did you get bored already? Or did you just give up?"

Olivia put her hands on her perfect, curvy hips. "No. I found what you're looking for."

He snorted. "Yeah, right. In an hour, you found the damn facility I've been searching for for nearly two weeks now. Right."

She gave him a sexy smile. "Care to make a wager on whether I did or not?"

His dark eyes watched her, not altogether trusting her. "What do you have in mind?"

Her sweet, innocent face glowed. "Nothing much. If I'm wrong, I leave you alone. If I'm right, you have to kiss me. A real kiss."

He barked out a laugh. "You're delusional."

"Then you shouldn't be afraid."

"I'm not afraid," he snapped.

Olivia held out her hand for him to shake. "Then you have nothing to be worried about, do you?"

"Fine, Tinkerbell," he said, taking her hand, "you'd better start packing your bags."

Damien was certain when he made the bet with Olivia that she was yanking his chain.

He groaned. Why did he have to think of that analogy? He'd love nothing more than to have her yank his chain.

Olivia knew what buttons to push to get a reaction from him. He had to admit, the woman had him pegged, and it pissed him off. He wasn't worried that she found the building, hell, he was certain he had found it three times already. So, the chance of her locating it in an hour was impossible. And if he won, she'd have to leave him alone.

Victory was at his fingertips.

Damien followed her back through the house, watching her sexy little ass sway from side to side with each step. Suppressing a groan, he walked through her vanilla-cupcake scent. Damien could only assume she ate so much sugar that it seeped through her pores, giving her a fresh-baked smell.

Suddenly, his sweet tooth intensified.

Olivia pointed to the chair. "Sit."

"I'm not a dog," he grumbled. Then he obeyed, just like a dog.

As soon as he sat, Olivia took up residence on his left leg. "Okay, I wrote the coordinates down for you. But I left the mouse in the right spot too." She reached across Damien and grabbed the mouse. "See this area? It's in here. Look at the variations in the color and patterns of the trees."

He rubbed his chin; he thought he found a location close to this a few days ago. The more he looked, the less likely he thought he had found it. His eyes played tricks on him after days of searching.

"Are these the coordinates?" He picked up a sticky note that read, J-L, 20-22, followed by a smiley face in the center of a daisy. When she nodded, he added, "Okay, I'll check it out. Now get off my damn lap and let me work."

She muttered something he couldn't understand. "Fine. I'm hungry anyway." She tapped her chin, deep in thought. "I'm thinking vanilla cupcakes sound yummy. How about you?" Olivia's eyes danced with mischief.

Damien glared at her. Did she know that's what she smelled like to him? Had he mentioned it, or was this purely a coincidence? Or could the damn fairy read his mind? Well, fuck, if she could read his mind, he was in deep, deep shit.

"No, I don't like vanilla cupcakes. Now go away." Once again, he shooed her.

"What do you like?"

Her voice held a hint of sexual connotation, making his body come to attention yet again.

Before Damien could respond, Elijah, Roman, and Jacin walked in. Elijah was still pissed at Raven and complaining about the bull-headed, bitchy, witch.

Damien rolled his eyes at his leader. "It could be worse. You could have the pixie dogging your every move. I'll take the witch and her badass body slamming move any day." He narrowed his eyes at Olivia, and she winked at him. "If she didn't attack you twice, then I don't want to hear you complain." Damien had been knocked on his ass twice by the witch. She had a mean streak and anger issues worse than him. And to take him down was quite a feat.

Jacin hooked his thumbs in his pockets. "He's mad because Raven won't let him see Kya today."

"How the hell can I protect her if I can't be near her?" Elijah snapped out.

Roman grinned. "Raven has no intention of hurting her. She'll be fine."

Elijah crossed his arms over his muscled chest. "And you know this how? You're completely blind when it comes to the witch."

"I don't think someone as sweet as Olivia would be best friends with someone who wasn't a good person."

Damien leaned back in his chair. "Rome might be onto something here, Lije. If Raven hasn't skinned and barbequed this one here," his thumb pointed to Olivia, "then I think Kya is safe."

Elijah turned and glared at Olivia, and she smiled at him. His stare became more intense, causing her to move closer to Damien.

"If you scare her into my lap, I'll kick both of your asses." Damien pointed at Elijah and Olivia.

"I found the compound in Montana," Olivia said, bouncing on her toes. Her excitement earned a grin from Roman and Jacin. "Which is why I should make some cupcakes to celebrate."

Four groans came from the men. The smell of baked goods made them want to gag.

"I said no more fucking cupcakes!" Damien growled. "And I don't know if she found the compound yet. I was about to check the coordinates she gave me."

Elijah frowned. "You were letting her help you?"

"No, he's so grumpy. I don't think he eats enough sugar. Anyway, I offered to help so he could take a break. Then, poof, I found it! Now he owes me a real kiss."

Damien pinched the bridge of his nose as all three men turned to look at him, jaws hanging. "Or, pixie dust here leaves me the hell alone when I win the bet."

Roman laughed. "Wait. You mean if you win, she has to stop hitting on you, and if she wins, you have to submit to her? Shit, is it too late to place my bet?"

Elijah and Jacin also found humor in the wager and laughed with Roman.

"My money is on Olivia," Jacin winked at her.

"May I remind you all that I am the one who has been searching for this for two weeks now? There's no fucking way she found it in one hour." Damien said as he brought up the program for the satellites he tapped into. "If you give me a few minutes, I will position the satellite to look at this area and zoom in on it."

Everyone remained silent, watching Damien do his thing. No one wanted to leave until he checked out the location. First, they wanted to see if they found the compound. Second, they wanted to know who won the bet.

After fifteen minutes of Damien zooming in and searching the three-square-mile area, checking and double-checking, he turned and scowled at Olivia.

She smiled. "I won."

The men busted out laughing at Damien's expression, even Elijah.

"You cheated! How'd you do it? There's no fucking way you found this site so quickly. You had help." He waited for her to answer, and she continued to smile at him. "It was the witch, wasn't it? She helped you cheat."

Olivia gave him her innocent, sweet look. "I'm a full-blood angel; of course, I cheat and lie when it helps me get something I want. But that doesn't change the fact that you made a bet with me. So, the bet stands." She popped her hands on her hips. "Oh, wait, I'm not just an angel; I have demon in me too. And maybe some other stuff." She appeared to be contemplating. "Hmm, maybe I'm more demon than angel; I can't remember now."

"Like hell, it doesn't change the facts! If you cheated, the deal is off." He stood to face her.

Elijah put his hand between Olivia and Damien. "Okay, stop arguing. Settle this on your own. Now we need to get our hands on some blueprints, figure out what county this is in, and visit the area to get a lay of the land."

Damien was still staring at Olivia, ready to pounce. "On it." He sat down in the chair, looking at Olivia. "Or does your witch have this info already?" Now he wasn't sure when she was being truthful.

She nodded. "No." All four sets of eyes landed on her, silently questioning her answer. "Okay, probably. Or maybe yes. Probably yes. Raven is a damn genius."

"No, maybe, or probably yes? Fuck." Damien rubbed his temples. "Rome, you're up. Get ahold of your witch and sweet talk her ass off. I'm sick of wasting time."

"And I'll let you know when I'm ready for that kiss." Olivia grinned and spun around, leaving three of the men chuckling while Damien muttered, Fuck.
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Two hours after Roman had called out to Raven, he retreated to his room to contemplate what he had been experiencing. He had been picking up on feelings or thoughts that he believed were coming from Raven. Roman's ability to sense her emotions or thoughts had left him with a sense of certainty that something was on her mind, prompting him to find a moment of solitude to reflect on what he had sensed and consider what it might mean.

His mind was his gift—a powerful one. He could plant one of his memories in someone's dreams like he did Kya, but it went beyond that. He could read minds if people didn't block him, which was how he knew Damien wanted to fuck Olivia against a wall.

That one made him chuckle. Their resident badass had a thing for the adorable pixy-like creature. Complete opposites, so opposite, they shouldn't even be in the same room with one another. And Olivia knew just how to play him. It was comical.

But Roman could also plant a thought in a person's mind, often making them think it was their own idea to begin with. It was something he rarely did, yet he considered doing it to Damien to calm his irritable ass down. The man needed to get laid by Olivia. After almost two weeks, Roman sensed Damien's need for her grow each day, even though he would never admit it.

And hell, he wanted nothing more than to have Raven plastered against a wall too. The woman oozed sex appeal. And her voice—holy shit, her sexy, raspy voice—made him instantly hard. Roman knew she'd be a difficult one to catch. She was used to being in charge, and the woman was slippery. But he felt a pull toward her, even before he set eyes on the beautiful creature.

A pull he had to explore with his hands, mouth, and cock.

So deep in thought, Roman missed the air in his room had changed until it was too late. Before he knew what happened, he was flat on his back, with Raven looming over him. Her knees were braced on either side of him as she held a knife to his throat.

"Knock it the fuck off, now." Her blue eyes narrowed on him.

"Uh, what are you talking about, sweetness?" Roman reached up and wrapped his fingers around her wrist, carefully moving the knife away from his throat.

"Stop putting those thoughts in my head. You've been doing it a lot lately, so stop it."

"I'm not planting thoughts in your head. What thoughts are you having, baby?"

"Like hell, you're not. They aren't my thoughts, so they must be yours."

Huh, he assumed he was picking up on her thoughts, and she thought he was giving them to her. This was odd. He'd never had this happen before.

A small grin tipped his lips. "Tell me the thoughts you are seeing."

Raven sat back, straddling his body. Her tight little ass sat right over his hardness. "Don't play stupid with me, Adonis. The thoughts where you strip me naked and screw me against a wall, then the floor, and finally the shower." Her dark head tipped. "You have a thing against beds?"

Chuckling, Roman sat up and grabbed her waist to keep her in place. Hell, she felt good sitting on him. If he wasn't mistaken, he heard her pulse speed up. A visible thump of the vein in her slender neck caught his eye.

"First off, little witch, I am not planting those thoughts in that pretty little head of yours. And second, I would not do something to make you distrust me. So, I think it's your fantasy." He gripped her hips tighter, leaning closer. "However, I'd be happy to fuck you in all those places. You game?"

Raven made no move to get herself out of Roman's grip. "It is not my fantasy I am seeing. I am not that stupid." Her intense eyes watched him as if she were inspecting his mind. "If you're not planting those thoughts in my head, then where are they coming from?"

"I didn't say they weren't coming from me, baby. I said I wasn't planting them in your head." He watched her as she studied him.

While she was thinking about the implications of what he said, he leaned in and took her lips. Roman kissed her softly, slowly, and sensually. He opened her mouth, and when his tongue found hers, he groaned. The feel of her on him, in him, shot all his desires to the surface like a damn rocket. Hot desires that made his skin tingle—a slow inferno building. Her taste was as exotic as the rest of her.

He hooked an arm around her and flipped Raven over on her back, with him between her thighs. His mouth explored hers as she kissed him back. Feeling her hands slide up his back, he ground his pelvis into hers. Slowly, he broke off the kiss, resting his forehead on hers, he groaned. "Fuck, you taste so damn good. While I didn't give you those thoughts, baby, I will tell you that yes, they are my fantasy. Somehow, you're tapping into my head, and I'm not sure how you're doing it. But yes, I want to bury myself inside you. From the first time you spoke to me in my head, I have had this incredible urge to touch you, kiss you, and make love to you." He was looking into her vivid blue eyes when he spoke the last sentence. "I think you want me too, Raven. I see it in your eyes." It didn't matter; they barely knew each other. The pull was strong and magnetic.

In a flash, Raven disappeared from under Roman. She stood by the window with her back to him. Her long, midnight-colored hair hung to the middle of her back, and the deep purple streaks popped against the blackness.

Roman stood and walked over to her, bracketing her in with his body and placing his hands on either side of her on the windowsill. His mouth was close to her ear. "Why'd you run, little witch?"

"Because I think it's only fair that you know something about me upfront. Something that may change your mind about getting involved with me, Adonis."

"And what's that?"

Raven turned in his arms to face him, her breasts skimming his chest. "I don't do relationships. I have casual sex, and that's it, nothing more."

Could Roman live with that? Oh, hell no. But he would not tell her that. No, first, he needed to see if this led anywhere. Besides, there was a chance she'd change her mind after she saw what they could have together.

He gave her a crooked grin. "So, I've been warned. But if you think that will scare me away, then you're wrong." Lowering his mouth to hers, she placed a hand on his chest to stop him.

Raven closed her eyes and breathed him in. Her other hand came up to his chest, grabbing a handful of his shirt, she pulled him to her. Raven rose up on her toes and kissed him with a hard, passionate kiss that rocked Roman to the core.

In less than five minutes, they were both naked, with her back to the wall. Lifting her up, Raven wrapped her long, sexy legs around him. Positioning himself at her entrance, Roman looked into her eyes, which now glowed blue. "You are so fucking beautiful, little witch. Don't hold back; give me everything. And when you think you've given it all to me, give me more."

*****
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Days passed since Kya had the dream where a castle was bombed and people were killed—or rather, demons. She still shook when she heard Elijah yell Caleb's name. Was Caleb responsible for the attack and all that blood? While she didn't know Caleb well, he didn't seem like the type.

Caleb smiled all the time, making up for all the times Raven did not. He joked and laughed, and he was like everyone's big brother. Their people flocked to him every time they saw him walking around. And he didn't seem to have a violent bone in his body, even though she was sure that wasn't true. Under the right circumstances, anyone could be violent. But in her heart, she was certain he couldn't be responsible for the attack on the Underworld. If he was, he'd carry around remorse or guilt, unless he was a cold-blooded killer, which he was not.

Maybe it was a different Caleb. It had to be.

Kya yelled when a shoe hit her. "Jesus, why do you sneak up on me?"

"Your demon senses should be on alert 24/7. It's not my fault you're jumpy." Raven crossed her arms over her chest, her boot toeing the matching shoe at her feet. "I need to talk to you about a couple of things. First, I'm taking you back to your boyfriend this afternoon."

Standing to face the witch, she said, "No. I'm not ready."

"You can take down Caleb, and he's damn tough; you'll be fine. Some of your demon traits are surfacing, which is why you're still able to walk. They can help you fine-tune those. Besides, that man of yours is driving me fucking insane. He wants you back, so I'm taking you back."

"First, I'm sure Caleb lets me take him down. And Elijah's not my man! And I don't care what he wants."

"Well, you're bound to him whether you want to be or not. The sooner you accept that, the better off you'll be." Raven narrowed her blue eyes at Kya. "He would never hurt you. You know that, right?"

Kya rolled her eyes. "Yes, I know that. I just don't like him telling me that I'm his mate. Why are you so sure he wouldn't hurt me?"

One shoulder lifted. "He doesn't seem like the type. You could do worse, I think." Raven offered a rare smirk. "Look, you two need to deal with this. But in the meantime, I need to tell you not to mention Caleb or any of our people's names to them."

"Why?" Was he the Caleb, after all?

"Because I don't want anybody here to be revealed. We have worked damn hard to keep ourselves hidden. And since I'm the one who fell into their laps, I want to leave all our people out of it. I will deal with them alone until I bring them here to meet everyone and see what we have in Sanctuary. But now is not the time. And I'll know if you break your promise about this, and trust me, you won't like the consequences."

"I don't recall making any promises."

Raven actually smiled, and she was beautiful. The stoic expression was gone, her cold blue eyes softened, and she had a faint dimple on her left cheek. Her smile made her appear approachable, but Kya knew better.

"It doesn't matter, Princess. Those are my rules. I'll be back to get you in a while." Raven started to leave, then stopped. "Whatever sudden doubts you're having about Caleb, trust me when I say they're wrong."

"And why should I trust you?" Kya took a defiant pose. Out of anyone, she trusted the witch the least.

"I have never lied to you, Princess. I promised Elijah I'd keep you safe, and I did. I promised no man would lay a hand on you or fuck you, and no one has. I promised you'd be able to take down a man twice your size, and you can. You have more reason to trust me than your boyfriend. So, I won't break my promise to come after you if you do not keep your mouth shut about our people." Raven spun and left, leaving the door open behind her.

Well, the ray of sunshine left on a sour note, as usual. What was with that woman? She was so moody, mostly with her, and wondered why Raven had deep-seated hostility towards her. But Raven's seriousness drove her nuts. One day, she hoped that she could kick the Ice Queen's ass just for fun.

And why did she say what she did about Caleb? Could she read minds on top of everything else? If so, it was just unfair. She had no special talents that were useful. Most days, she felt so stupid and useless.

A knock had Kya's head snapping up.

Caleb stood in the doorway, a shoulder propped against the frame, grinning. "Hey, can I come in?"

"No one usually asks before they barge in here, so sure."

He chuckled. "Raven has very few boundaries. I'm sorry; I should have warned you. But I hear it's too late for that. She's taking you home."

"Yeah," she grumbled. "You know, I should be happy to leave the Ice Queen, but I'm going back to the first-born caveman. So, no matter what, it sucks."

Caleb walked up to her, hooked a hand around Kya's neck, and pulled her to him. "Look, Princess, if you ever need me to come to your aid, you call. Got it? I know Raven gave you the speech about not mentioning our names for our protection, but if you need me, I'll come."

"Why?" Kya frowned. Caleb barely knew her; why would he promise such a thing? Especially if he was a murderer.

"First off, I'm not Raven. I like almost everyone. And I like you, Kya. You've been dealt a shitty hand in this fucked-up game, like a lot of us. We need to stick together and back each other up."

"Did anyone tell that to Frankenstein's bride?"

Caleb tossed his head back and laughed. "I promise not to tell her you called her that, but Kya, she would back you up in a heartbeat. That much I know for sure."

"Are we talking about the same person?"

"We are, sweetheart." Caleb kissed her forehead. "Good luck with your mate, and remember, he didn't ask for this either. But he's an honorable man who will uphold his promise to your mother."

"How do you know that? Do you know Elijah?"

"Remember what I said; if you need me, call." He winked at her as he walked out.
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As promised, Raven returned to teleport Kya back to her home a few hours after she threatened her. Despite her irritation with Kya for her own reasons, a part of Raven acknowledged that she would miss the sarcastic woman. She couldn't help but think that if it weren't for her personal grievances, she might actually like Kya. It was clear that Caleb had developed an affection for her, which Raven couldn't understand, and she couldn't resist calling him an "idiot" in her thoughts.

Raven and Kya landed in the kitchen, a place Raven knew the men were not. They were in the command center. She opened the fridge and grabbed a beer. Before she could shut the door, she heard the click of a gun, yet she didn't bother turning around.

"Why the fuck don't you knock?" Elijah snapped.

"Shit!" Kya gasped at the sight of the gun.

"And next time you pop in, Samantha, bring some beer to replenish what you steal," Damien said, leaning against a counter.

Raven turned. "Who the hell is Samantha?"

"The witch in Bewitched, the TV show. Granted, it's an oldie, and Samantha was nicer than you."

Raven looked over at Roman, and he winked. Damn, the man was hot, and she hated him for it. He wasn't a pretty boy, like she teased. He was ruggedly handsome, yet his looks weren't as intimidating as Damien and Elijah.

"Kya? You okay?" Elijah finally asked her.

"Yep. I'm just not used to having a gun pointed at me."

"And can you take my ass down?" One eyebrow rose with Damien's question.

"Probably not." She glanced at Raven, who gave her a slight nod of her head.

And Kya struck. The men didn't even see it coming. Kya moved like a cat and kneed Elijah in the stomach. When he doubled over, her knee came up and hit him in the chin, propelling him back enough for her to kick his feet out from under him. She took him to the ground in under four seconds.

Kya loomed over Elijah with a boot in the center of his chest. "But I can take down him."

Damien tossed his head back and belted out a laugh. "Damn, street rat, that was pretty fucking good."

Roman and Jacin were grinning and chuckling at the look on Elijah's face. She surprised him, and really, it did him good to be taken down a notch by a woman. His woman.

Elijah picked himself up off the floor. He managed a small grin when he stepped up to Kya. He took hold of her chin. "Feel better, sweetheart? I sure hope so, 'cause if you do that again, you're going to be in some trouble."

Kya beamed a smile at him. "It did feel pretty good. But you remember, the next time you try to bully me, I can hold my own now." Kya started to leave when Olivia bounced into the kitchen.

"Oh my gosh! You're the princess!" Olivia ran up to Kya and grabbed her in a tight hug. "I'm so happy to finally meet you."

Kya frowned, pulling back. "And who the hell are you?"

"A royal pain in our ass," Damien grumbled.

"That's because I won the bet, and you still owe me a kiss." Olivia smiled sweetly at Damien. "I'm Olivia, silly."

Kya glanced at Raven for some help. The adorable blond woman was still in her personal space, and Kya tried inching away, to no avail.

Raven fiddled with her beer bottle. "Olivia, give her some space. Go crowd Damien." Damien flipped her off before she continued. "Kya, Olivia is one of our people. It's her apartment you were staying in."

"Yeah, I can see that. Little Miss sunshine and sparkles. I hope I didn't leave your place a mess for you. Well, if you'll all excuse me, I want a hot shower and my own bed."

Six sets of eyes watched Kya leave before Elijah spoke up. "Did you do anything to hurt her?"

"Like I'd tell you if I did."

He took a threatening step closer, the muscles in his arms rippling. "Listen, witch, I don't have patience for your games. She'll tell me if you did, so you're better off coming clean."

"Really? You think she'll confide in you? You're delusional, demon." Raven stepped up, not willing to back down, as the other three men all straightened, ready to pull the two apart. "I've been with that little shit since she was a kid, and yet she lives. So back the fuck off."

"Her surrogate parents were just killed, so forgive me if I'm a little cautious." His words were clipped, indicating he wouldn't back down, woman or not.

"Well, I don't know anything about that."

"Yes, you do, Raven. You killed them." Olivia chirped.

All four men stared at Raven in shock.

Elijah took another step, with Roman right behind him. "Lije, back off and let her explain. You can explain, can't you?"

An eerie energy swept through the room as they waited for her answer. Whether they got the truth was yet to be seen. As quiet as it was, they all should have heard Kya's approach, but they didn't.

"What? You killed my parents?"

"Raven, sweetheart, I think you'd better explain." Roman's soft voice had her eyes snapping to his.

"Don't baby her, Roman. She doesn't need protection. You'd better fucking answer us now." The words seethed from Elijah's mouth. His body tensed, prepared to attack if her answer didn't please him.

"Or what? You want a crack at me, captain? ‘Cause I'd love to play." Raven put up her hands as Roman jumped in front of Elijah, and she blasted them both. Only it didn't affect Roman. It went through him, hit Elijah square in the chest, and blew him back into the counter with a thundering crash.

Elijah roared and went after Raven, but Roman still blocked his path.

"Whoa!" Roman grabbed Raven around the waist. "Stop. This will get us nowhere, so both of you stop." When he looked down into Raven's eyes, she was frowning at him.

Raven pulled away from him, wishing she could stay in his arms for a moment longer. Something about this man called to her, and she didn't know why. She didn't have time for feelings—not for a man, anyway.

Raven glanced at Olivia. "Thanks, by the way." Looking back at a livid Kya and Elijah, "Yes, I killed them." She confessed, deciding it was best to protect Pandora. Raven didn't want them to think Pandora was a monster or a cold-blooded killer. Even though most days, it was the truth.

"Why?" Kya asked with tears in her green eyes.

"Because they deserved it." Raven saw the confusion in everyone's eyes. “And we needed them out of the way."

"You bitch!" Kya screamed and went after Raven, only to be hauled up against Elijah's body.

"Get the fuck out of here and don't come back, or I'll forget you're a woman." Elijah fought hard to control his anger as he held onto Kya.

Raven's blue eyes glared at Elijah. "Yeah, good luck with that. But seriously, how fucking stupid are you, Elijah? You have heard what Damien has uncovered so far, and you think the Gilhams were innocent? Why the hell do you suppose they have all this information on their computer?" Her eyes held his. She wouldn't back down from this man or from any man.

"We haven't figured that out yet. Maybe they were gathering information to stop The Facility and turn it over to the authorities or our king."

Raven pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. "God, you're damn stupid. I shouldn't have to draw this out with crayons, but I guess I will. The Gilham's worked for The Facility. They traveled to all the locations once a month to gather and back up their data."

"You can't know that. You didn't know them!" Kya shouted, squirming to free herself from Elijah's iron grip.

"And neither did you, Princess. All the years you were with them, you had no idea who they were or what they did." Raven narrowed her eyes at Kya. "You don't remember, do you?"

"Remember what?"

"That you were an experiment too. None of you have asked why I've been watching Kya all these years. That's why I haunted you. They began altering your DNA when you turned twelve; only I was still a resident at that time. But there had always been an open link between us, so I used it. Once I got out, I tracked them back here and watched and listened."

Kya was shaking her head furiously. "No, they would never do that to me. Besides, I'd know if they did."

The men all stood stunned as the story unfolded. This was the break they needed—having Raven explain without dropping hints or making them work for it. Elijah still looked ready to strike, and Roman looked ready to protect Raven if need be. The scientist in Jacin took over, and Raven could tell he was cataloging all the new info. Damien's hard eyes just watched.

"Yeah, I'm sure you would." Her dry, sarcastic tone had Elijah's nostrils flaring. Looking at Damien, "Have you come across any reference in that pile of crap about Little Dove?"

Olivia's face lit up. "Yes, just today!" Damien cocked an eyebrow at her, and she smiled. "I like watching you work."

"Like the blond pain-in-the-ass said, today was the first reference I've seen of Little Dove. Let me guess; since Dove refers to a demon, she is the Little Demon."

"Yes."

Now Elijah snapped. "Why the fuck don't you just tell us everything you know? Stop with these damn games. Just tell us what you want us to know!"

Raven stayed calm after her initial attack. Elijah pushed her buttons, and more than anything, she wanted to knock the shit out of him and fillet him. But Adonis kept interfering. And right now, Roman studied her. Was he trying to get in her head again? If he ever got in and saw everything she hid up there, he'd be horrified.

"As you can see," she nodded toward Kya, "what I say isn't believed. So, it's better if you figure this out on your own."

Roman stepped toward Raven. "Look, little witch, why don't you tell us what you know? And when Damien uncovers the information, then Elijah will see you're telling the truth."

Her gaze met Roman's chocolate brown eyes; they were soothing and comforting. Yet she still wanted to retreat to protect herself from him. He couldn't hurt her physically, but her heart couldn't take another setback.

"Because I don't give a shit if he believes me or not." Raven glanced over at Jacin, who just listened. "Take some of her blood, Doc. Maybe they'll believe you." And with that, Raven disappeared.

"Shit! Wait, witch! You forgot to take Tinkerbell with you." Damien yelled, then glared at Olivia. "Go, now. You are no longer our hostage." He stormed out of the kitchen as Olivia grinned at him.

Elijah scrubbed a hand down his face. "Dammit, Jace, get a blood sample tomorrow. We need to get to the end of this before I kill that woman."

Roman moved into Elijah's line of sight. "You will not touch her, brother, or you'll deal with me. And I promise you won't like the outcome."
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Elijah still was livid from yesterday. No, livid didn't describe how fucking mad he was at the witch. He wanted nothing more than to snap her neck. He didn't like her attitude, her stubbornness, her... hell, he just didn't like her. And it was obvious she hated him just as much.

His gut twisted thinking about the possibility that Kya had been an experiment too. Yet she said she remembered nothing. How could that be? How could they have done things to her without her knowing? She'd have to be knocked out cold with something that could take down a grizzly. Demons metabolized drugs quickly, so even if they knocked her out, they'd have to keep administering them to keep her under.

While what the witch said about the Gilhams pissed him off, he doubted she had a reason to lie to them. At least he didn't think she did. And if she was lying, Roman wouldn't be able to save her from him.

Jesus Christ. 

Kya's guardians may have used her as an experiment. The people her mother trusted with her life. The king would be devastated when he learned of this. For now, until he knew the entire story, he wasn't saying a word to the king. He needed all the facts first.

Last night, Elijah went to check on Kya and heard her sniffing in her room. She had been crying. And yeah, if he had the balls, he would have checked on her to see if he could do anything for her. But who was he kidding? She didn't want him anywhere near her. The woman he marked as his mate hated him nearly as much as he did the witch.

Today was a new day, so he manned up and knocked on her door. He waited until she opened the door for him. "Good morning." Her green eyes still loomed with anger. "Can I come in and talk to you?"

"I have nothing to say." Kya tried to slam the door in Elijah's face, but his hand caught it.

"Let me rephrase that; I need to talk to you." Pushing the door open, he walked in, then shut it behind him.

"I have nothing to say to you. You bit me the last time I saw you."

"I didn't bite you. I marked you. There's a difference."

"Really? Because it felt the same to me. I don't care who any of you are or who my real father is; I want everyone to go and leave me the hell alone. I've managed all these years without four large goons protecting me. I figure I can keep doing it." Kya tried to walk around Elijah to open the door when his large arm caught her by the waist.

Elijah hauled her up to his body, trapping her in his arms. "Look, Princess, we are bound to one another, like it or not."

"Not."

His eyes narrowed at her. "I suggest we get to know one another and make this work. No other man with a brain will ever touch you. They'll know you belong to me. And if they are stupid enough to touch you, I'll kill them."

Kya slammed her fists into his chest. "Belong? You pig! I belong to no one! Let me go now!" Her struggles were in vain; his arms were like a steel trap.

His hand came up to her neck and tilted her face to his. "Remember a few weeks ago when I said we'd be sharing a room in two weeks? Time's up. I'm moving in here with you tonight."

"Like hell, you are."

"Care to make a bet?"

"You're not sleeping in my bed." Kya ground out her words.

The fire in her eyes made Elijah want to smile. He wasn't sure why, but he missed her sassy attitude. With a smirk, he said, "Shall we make two bets?" He lowered his face to hers, and her scent tickled his senses. "You. Are. Mine. That's something you'd better get used to, Princess." Elijah released her and opened the door, pausing. "And Jacin is on his way up to get a blood sample."

"He can try."

"I'd be happy to hold you down for him. One way or another, you're giving him a blood sample." He spun on the heel of his boots and left before she got the last word.

Four hours later, Elijah paced behind Jacin as he studied Kya's blood sample. Sitting while Jacin did his thing wasn't an option. Hell, he was used to being the one in charge, making shit happen, not waiting for shit to happen. The wait was killing him. Roman, Damien, Kya, and Olivia all sat around the room and waited with more patience than Elijah, though Roman seemed on edge.

"Jesus, Lije." Jacin looked up from his microscope. "Could you sit for a while? You're driving me nuts."

"Then hurry up."

"Well, shit. Why didn't I think of that?" His dry, sarcastic tone had Elijah stopping dead in his tracks, scowling at him. "Look, man, I'm not really sure what it is I see here. I see demon cells in here, but I'm not familiar with what other species of blood cells look like or how the cells move. There's some weird shit here. All I know is that she's more than a demon now."

Damien propped his boot on his knee. "You know, you could call the witch. I bet she'd know."

Elijah's head snapped around to Damien so fast that Damien started laughing. "Or I could just kill you for suggesting it." He looked over and saw Kya watching him; her eyes were still angry. Elijah did not understand how to fix this mess with her. He never had a female of his own, so he didn't understand the way they thought. Sure, he had sex as much as any other man, but sex differed from whatever the hell this was.

Roman cleared his throat. "Damien's right. Raven is the one with the answers. She'd save us a lot of time."

"Yeah, right. She's toying with us, Roman. You're just too damn blind to see it. What is it with that psycho witch that has you so fucking blind that-"

"Shit!" Roman flew off the couch to catch Raven as she materialized in front of Elijah. But this time he missed. She had Elijah flat on his back, with a gun pointed under his chin, before anyone knew what happened.

"See what I mean? She's fucking unstable! Get off me, witch, before I forget you're a woman and take you out!" Elijah roared.

"You want to see unstable? I can show you unstable like you've never seen, asshole." She kept the gun firmly against his skin. Her voice was low and controlled.

Roman lifted her off Elijah. "Whoa, there, baby." He held her tight as she fought to free herself. He felt a vibration tingle his body as she shot energy at him. "I'm not letting go, so stop now."

"And to think I was coming back to offer to help, but fuck you. You do this on your own, Captain."

Elijah jumped to his feet. Furious anger rippled through his body. His hands fisted, and, in an instant, flames shot from his hands, spreading up his forearms—an odd gift he was born with.

Raven glared at him as she looked at the fire that engulfed his arms. "Nice trick; I can do you one better, though." A sizzling sound came from her hands, and electrical currents snapped and crackled. Little lightning bolts snaked out of her palms.

"Fuck, Lije!" Damien jumped in front of Elijah as Roman blocked Raven's path. "You'll burn the damn house down. Then where will we work? Put those fucking flames out."

Kya's eyes were wide when Elijah made flames burst from his hands. Then, to see lightning form in Raven's palms, had her shrink back onto the couch.

"Whoa, there, baby." Roman held Raven tight as she fought to free herself. For the first time, he felt a small dose of her power. "I'm not letting go, so stop now." He repeated. Roman knew that when Raven shot her power at him, the tingle intensified, but was not painful.

"Let me go, Adonis, or I'll shoot your ass through the wall and fry it at the same time."

"No offense, little witch, but I don't think you can. You shot me with whatever-the-hell that was coming from your hands, and all I felt was a tingle." He tugged her body flush to his and lowered his mouth to her ear. "Reel in that anger, baby; I can still feel it in you. While you're at it, make your eyes blue; they're black again."

Raven disappeared out of Roman's grip and materialized again in front of him. "You guys can figure this shit out on your own. So, good luck with that, since you'd be nowhere without my help. I'm through with this asshole." She nodded to Elijah.

"And I'm all broken up over it too, witch." Elijah snapped back.

The tension in the room thickened with each passing moment. Olivia and Kya remained on the couch, silent. Elijah, Damien, Roman, and Raven all stood, ready to fight.

Jacin jumped up, knocking his chair over. "Wait, please. I need your help. I don't know what the hell I'm looking at here."

"Not my problem. I gave you all a chance, and the jackass blew it."

Elijah stepped toward Raven. "Listen up, witch, if you don't leave now-"

"Enough!" Damien placed a hand on Elijah's chest. "The two of you knock this the fuck off now! Lije, you know damn well we need Raven's help. We'd have never figured out those damn bird names, and you know it. Or that the street rat was an experiment too."

Roman nodded in agreement. "He's right, we need her, and for reasons I don't understand yet," he said, looking at Raven. "She needs us too."

Elijah and Raven continued to kill each other with their eyes. Damien and Roman each kept watch, ready to pull the two apart.

No one heard Kya walk up when she said, "Hellboy and Roman are right. You need her. I may not like her much, but from what I've seen, she's smart, and she knows how to make things happen."

Elijah couldn't believe his ears; Kya was sticking up for the witch. Was he the only sane one left on his team? Damien, Jacin, and now Kya wanted her help. Roman was to be expected; the idiot had a thing for her from the very beginning. He didn't trust her; every fiber of his being told him she had an ulterior motive. And until he knew what that was, he couldn't trust her. "If you guys want her help, then fine. But if she steps out of line, I'll take her ass out."

"I doubt you could, but don't stop dreaming." Raven's voice was quiet and calm, so much so that Roman's gaze snapped back to her.

"Dammit! Both of you stop right now. No more goading and threatening each other. Got it?" Damien waited until he got a nod from Elijah and Raven. "Great, now shake on it."

"Don't push it, Damien. I've agreed to work with the witch but-"

"I have two conditions." Raven took a stance similar to Elijah's, ready to strike.

"Of course you do. So, it begins." Elijah sneered at the woman.

Raven gave him a smirk. "I'll be the bigger man and ignore that remark. Condition one is that I get to hit you up the backside of your head every time you call me witch. I have a name, so use it."

"Roman calls you a little witch all the time, or have you forgotten?"

"He doesn't say it with contempt in his voice. There's a huge difference." Raven's blue eyes held Elijah's until he nodded.

"And what's your second condition?"

"That all of you keep an open mind about what you will be discovering. There are going to be times when you will absolutely believe the things you learn can't possibly be true."

"And how do we know if you're telling us the truth?" Elijah would not make this simple, not by a long shot.

Raven looked at Roman. "Can you tell if I'm lying or not?"

"If you let me in, yes." Roman could act as a lie detector if that person wasn't blocking him mentally. Roman had the most powerful mind of a demon that the Underworld had seen in over a millennium. But acting as a lie detector was one of the simplest things he could do.

"There you have it, then. Adonis will know if I'm lying. Unless you don't trust him either, you do seem to have trust issues worse than mine."

Jacin jumped back in before they could bicker again. "Now that we have all that settled, can you take a look at the slide under the microscope?"

"I'm not a doctor, Jacin. I wouldn't know what I'm looking at."

Elijah planted his hands on his hips. "Then what good are you?"

"Jesus Christ. Are you PMSing?" Raven frowned at him, and Kya chuckled as all eyes landed on her.

"Oh, sorry. It's just that I've thought the same thing about him from the beginning. But, to help all of you out here, I'll remind you; I'd know if they did something to me. I mean, I was sick for about a year when I was about twelve. I underwent a bone marrow transplant for a rare form of leukemia. Other than that, I've always been healthy."

Everyone's faces held shock and dismay. Did she really think she was able to get sick? The woman had no clue about being a full-blood demon.

The silent Olivia finally snickered and got up to join the group. "Silly Princess, you can't get sick."

Elijah scrubbed a hand down his face and groaned. "Shit, Kya, Olivia is right. You could never have had leukemia. You're a demon."

Jacin agreed. "It's physically impossible, Kya. Demons don't get sick or contract human diseases."

"Well, I went to a hospital. An entire hospital couldn't have been in on something like this. The human world has rules and regulations for doctors and hospitals."

Roman frowned. "Kya, how much of the hospital did you see? The outside, the nurse's station, the corridors? What?"

She thought for a moment. "I was never there all that long. The doctors let me come home after a day or two and let my parents care for me. I guess I only ever saw my room."

Jacin shook his head. "They never would have allowed that with a bone marrow transplant, ever."

"Wait," Elijah said. "You never saw the outside of the hospital or emergency room?"

"No, I guess I didn't."

"How is that possible, street rat? Were you unconscious or just blind?" Damien crossed his big arms over his chest as he studied her.

"Look, Hellboy,-"

"She was unconscious." Raven supplied, her face void of emotion. "And she didn't go to a hospital."

"And how the hell do you know this, Raven?" Elijah emphasized her name, finding it hard not to call her witch.

"Really? Because the Gilham's were too smart to have witnesses." She looked over at Damien. "You searched the basement when you were looking for the humming computer, didn't you?"

"You already know the answer to that question."

"And yet you didn't find anything unusual?"

This time, Damien just glared at her, refusing to answer and wondering if he had missed something.

Raven frowned. "And Jonah checked the attic, right?" They all nodded in response. "Let's go check the attic out again. Since he's not a warrior by trade, he may have missed something."

"Like what? A whole damn hospital?" Elijah's tone was snarky, and stopped Raven in her tracks.

"Just one room, dumbass. C'mon, Livvy, you're up."
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Moments later, Raven led the group as she opened the door to the attic, and all seven of them entered the dusty third floor. She was determined to find the specific room she was looking for, and she had little faith in a politician like Jonah to locate it. Instead, she placed her trust in Damien's searching skills, believing he had a better chance of uncovering the information or items they sought in this attic. The dusty and dimly lit space held secrets and potential answers, and Raven was resolute in her mission to discover them.

The attic space they entered was relatively large, measuring about thirty by fifty feet. It was a significant area for an attic, although relatively small compared to the size of the house itself. To the left, they could see clear crates that were marked for various seasons and occasions, including Xmas, Fall, and Halloween.

On the right side of the attic, there were pieces of old furniture and a collection of toys, including Kya's baby crib, a stroller, a wagon, and a four-foot-tall dollhouse. The assortment of items and memorabilia stored in the attic hinted at a past filled with memories.

Kya walked over to the dollhouse, running her fingers along the roof. "I thought they got rid of this."

Olivia stopped beside Kya, her fingers following the path Kya's made. "It's beautiful. You were a very lucky child."

Kya snorted. "Because I had a dollhouse?"

Olivia's perky self was gone. "Yes. And because you lived in a beautiful home with your parents. Some of us grew up in captivity. I never even had a doll growing up." Olivia walked away and studied the baby crib with tears that threatened to fall.

Raven watched the faces of the others when they weighed Olivia's statement. It was something no one had thought about other than her. Sorrow covered the faces of four big warriors.

Damien looked away, and Raven saw empathy in the badasses eyes. Olivia may have driven him nuts daily, but he wasn't the hard-ass he pretended to be.

Raven walked over to Olivia and placed her hands on her shoulders. Using telepathy, Raven asked, Are you okay?

She doesn't get it, Raven. She does not understand what she had, and she acts like a spoiled, ungrateful brat.

I know, sweetie. Maybe one day she'll be able to appreciate the life she had. If not, maybe we can lock her in a cage for a while until she does.

Olivia smiled, then chuckled.

They all watched Raven console Olivia. Elijah watched closely, not expecting Raven to be nurturing, yet she had Olivia smiling in no time.

Behind Raven, Roman also chuckled. She turned to look at him. "Were you in my head, Adonis?"

He grinned and shrugged. "Your fault; you didn't block me."

Raven lowered her head and looked up at him. In her mind, she replayed the day when he fucked her up against the wall. He filled her up. He thrusted hard, then harder, their bodies damp, their kisses furious, and then they came crashing down together as orgasms tore through them like wildfire.

"Jesus Christ," Roman grumbled, running a restless hand through his hair at the image she showed him. He got hard instantly, seeing that scene replay in her mind.

"Serves you right." Her eyes smiled, but like most days, her lips didn't get the memo. She turned back to Olivia. "Okay, Livvy, do your thing."

"What's her thing?" Damien asked. "Other than baking fifty pounds of sweets daily."

Olivia walked slowly around the perimeter of the attic, stopping occasionally and tilting her head as though she were listening.

Raven watched her as she answered. "Olivia can sense space, which means she can detect if there is a hidden room up here. She can also tell us exactly what's in the room to prevent anyone from walking into a trap. But the most interesting thing she can do is touch an object and tell us its history, its life, and its memories."

Jacin grinned. "No shit. That's pretty cool. I have only met one other person who could do that." He glanced at Elijah. Elijah frowned, knowing who Jacin referred to.

Olivia looked at Kya. "So, you see, I saw a piece of your childhood. Whatever you think it was, I saw a happy little girl who had everything she ever needed." She stopped and placed both hands on the left interior wall of the attic. She closed her eyes, and her head dropped toward her chest. Looking back up at the wall, she said, "There's a door right here to a small opening."

"Just a door to a small opening? That wouldn't be big enough to make Kya think it was a hospital room." Elijah's hands perched on his hips, glancing at Kya as she shifted from foot to foot.

"The small opening is a... short hallway. Then there's another door." Olivia turned back around to find Damien staring at her. "Through the second door, you'll find another room bigger than this one."

"You know how to open the hidden door?" Raven asked.

Her smile beamed. "Yup." She turned back around and placed her hands about three feet apart, then slid her hands over the wall. Her hands stopped, and she pushed; the wall popped in, and the door slid to the right.

"Jesus, what is it about these people and secret rooms?" Elijah looked at Kya, who frowned; her eyes met his. He walked over to her, placed a hand on the back of her neck, and softly squeezed. "Come on, let's take a look."

Shaking her head, she said, "I can't do this. I don't want to know. I can't go in there."

"Unless you find shackles, chains, steel bars, or torturing devices, then grow the fuck up, Princess, and get in there. You have no clue the life that was bestowed upon many of us at The Facility, that your damn parents were a part of." Olivia snapped, walking through the door.

Everyone just stood there for a moment after Olivia's little outburst. They had never heard her talk like that before. They could deal with her chipper attitude, but this dark, angry one worried them.
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Kya's stomach churned with anxiety and unease as she entered the second secret room. The discovery of these hidden rooms made her question how she could have lived in this house her entire life without ever knowing about their existence. The more she uncovered about her parents and their secrets, the more horrified she became. It was a disconcerting realization that she might not have known her parents as well as she had thought.

Kya's apprehension grew, and she couldn't help but wonder what awaited her behind that door. She was certain that whatever lay on the other side would be deeply unsettling and had the potential to turn her life upside down yet again.

Taking a deep breath, she willed herself to remain calm. She didn't want to appear weak in front of these tough-as-shit demons. While she had never been a pussy before in her life, now was not the time to start.

Damien was the last to enter, and as he did, Raven hit the light switch, and the room came to life. It looked like a nurse's station in any hospital. Charts, phones, a computer, and a printer all sat behind the station, with bright lights overhead. The floors were polished, with a wheelchair sitting on the right side and a freshly made gurney on the left. At the end of the room was a door marked Staff Only. On each side of the nurse's station were ten doors, five on the right and five on the left. All ten had a number beside the door with a rack to hold a patient chart. Each rack contained a chart for legitimacy.

"Oh my god," Kya whispered.

All seven stood in silence as they took in what was in front of them. It seemed remarkably real. Kya would have never known she wasn't in a real hospital. Except for actual staff, and they didn't know where those people came from yet.

Kya slowly walked over to room 303 and opened the door. She gasped and collapsed. Elijah caught her before she hit the floor. "Oh, god, oh, god. This is the room I was always in." Tears flowed down her face. So much for not being a pussy.

Elijah turned her to him, and he held her. His eyes met Raven's, and she frowned.

Raven walked around them into the room; everyone else followed. She stopped at another door and opened it; it was a bathroom with an emergency call chain included. She pulled it, and a beeping was heard from the nurse's station. "Wow, they were thorough." Her head dropped, and she turned away from the others.

"Jesus fucking Christ," Damien said, dismay in his voice. "Who were these people?"

Roman walked over to Raven and turned her chin to look at him. "You okay?"

Her blue gaze found his. "This just triggers some memories I like to keep buried."

Olivia slowly retreated out the door. "I need to leave." She spun and ran.

Damien watched Olivia leave. "I got her."

He followed Olivia out into the main part of the attic, where she stood staring at a doll in the baby crib. Slowly, Olivia reached for the doll. Holding it in front of her, she smoothed the hair out of its face.

Damien didn't know what to say. She looked so tiny and frail, standing there holding an old doll. "Hey, Tink, are you okay?"

"My first memory of ever seeing a doll was when I was five. I was being held in a small cage, sort of like a dog kennel."

Damien's gut wrenched, thinking of her being treated like a wild animal. The more he learned, the angrier he became. He stayed silent to let her continue.

"I remember them taunting me with toys. If I did something they liked, they'd let me have one for a short time. Then they'd take it away again. One day they wanted me to make a toy come to me with my mind." Her voice was soft and painful as she remembered. "They knew I was always looking at the doll on the top shelf. She had blond hair like me and blue eyes. Her gown was made of beautiful red velvet. I'd never seen a dress like it before, and I could never tear my gaze from it."

Damien reached out and touched Olivia's shoulder. "Look at me, pixie dust." His big hands gently turned her to face him, and as he suspected, tears flooded her emerald eyes. But she didn't allow them to fall, as a searing pain shot through his chest for her.

She offered a sad smile. "I wanted to touch that doll so bad. I wanted to hold it and feel it in my arms. I wanted to know what it felt like to hold something to my chest and hug it. I had never been hugged and wondered if it felt like I imagined it." Her teary eyes went back down to the doll in her hands.

Fuck. Damien nearly broke at her words. She was a lonely, frightened child who wanted to feel loved and to be held and comforted.

"They would use the doll to get me to do stuff. If I didn't do what they wanted, then they'd put the doll in a cupboard, so I couldn't see it. They knew I'd stare at the doll for hours on end. If I was good, they'd bring her back out so I could look at her."

"Did they ever let you hold it?"

Her blond head shook. "No. I was never that good. I never earned it."

"Fuck," Damien grumbled and did the unthinkable; he pulled Olivia into his arms and held her. Really, he had to. Her pain was just too much for him, and he wanted to make it all stop. He had to before he crumbled.

Olivia stood holding the doll in Damien's arms. She sniffled and looked up at him. "It was stupid. It was just a damn doll. It shouldn't have mattered to me."

"It isn't stupid. You were a child who wanted a doll to hold and play with. Every little girl should have her very own doll."

Another sad smile, and Olivia removed herself from his embrace. "Sorry about all of that. I'm okay. You can go back now."

Back in the room, Jacin rubbed the back of his neck. "Shit, this is insane. They thought of everything." His keen eyes scanned every detail of the room.

Kya finally pulled herself out of Elijah's arms and walked over to the monitors that sat beside the hospital bed. She pushed a button, and the machine came to life. Pushing it once more, it turned off. She turned and left the room, rushing to the door marked Staff Only. She threw the door open and found a surgery room. An operating table sat in the middle of the room, monitors were against the wall, and a surgical tray with large needles, scalpels, and gauze pads was next to the table. Large lights hung over the bed, and a double sink was at the right of the room.

She picked up the scalpel, looked at it, and then threw it. "Sonofabitch! You assholes!" She kicked the tray over, and the instruments went flying, clanking as they hit the floor. Then she proceeded to destroy the room; objects flew in every direction as she cursed with her tantrum.

Elijah went to stop her, but Raven laid a hand on his arm to stop him. Feeling the heat rise from his skin, her hand dropped. "Let her be."

Damien stepped back in time to see Kya's hands balled up into fists, and the room rumbled. Objects blew in every direction, hitting all five people in the room. Everyone ducked until everything came to a halt and the room quieted.

Elijah picked himself up off the floor and looked at Raven. "What the fuck did you do?"

Raven looked down and saw a scalpel buried deep in her shoulder. "Well, shit."

"Don't touch it," Jacin said as he went to a cupboard and grabbed gauze. "Jesus, that went in deep." Only an inch was sticking out. He looked at her, "You ready? On two?"

"Why not three? Isn't that the usual number?"

"Two saves time." He gave her a crooked grin. And with one quick yank, the scalpel came out. Blood gushed down the front of her as Jacin opened her shirt and pressed the gauze firmly against the wound. "Let me fix this so it heals without a scar."

"No. I heal faster than all of you. It won't scar."

"Too bad. It's what I do, so sit still and no arguing."

One eyebrow rose as Raven watched Jacin. He pulled the gauze away and placed two fingers on her skin. He held them there for a few seconds, and when he removed them, the wound was sealed. Her skin was flawless, with no marks left behind.

"Nice, Doc." She nodded to Jacin. "That's pretty cool."

He smiled at her. "Anytime." Jacin was called a healer for a reason; he literally could heal with a touch of his hand. No stitching or bandages needed.

"Answer me, dammit!" Elijah yelled at her.

Raven stood and walked over, stopping right in front of him. "I didn't do a damn thing, asshole. That was all your girlfriend." She looked over at Kya, who stood there in shock. Turning to see that Damien came back, "Where's Olivia?"

He nodded toward the door. "She's sitting in the attic. She's okay for now. What the fuck just happened?"

"Kya?" Elijah turned her to face him. "Did you do that?" She was frozen, and her hands trembled. Elijah reached for her hands and took them in his. "Kya."

She looked up at him with tears in her eyes that threatened to escape. "Yes. I don't know how I did it. It's never happened before."

"I'm done here." Raven pushed past Roman and walked out.

He caught up to her before she made it to the main attic door. He spun her around and pulled her into his body. "I'm going to ask again; are you okay?"

This time, she wouldn't look at him. She sucked in a deep breath and laid her forehead against his chest. His arms wrapped around her and held her tight. Roman kissed the side of her head. "I'm sorry, baby. I take it some more very bad memories just surfaced."

"You could say that."

"If you ever feel like talking about it, I'm here. Day or night."

Raven pulled back and looked up into Roman's brown eyes. "Why? You don't even know me. Not really."

Roman tugged her body back to his and lowered his forehead to hers. "Because there's something about you that pulls me to you. I want to get to know you, all of you, inside and out."

"You might not like what you find. In fact, I'm certain of it. I'm not always a good person, Roman. Elijah is smart not to trust me. And if you stick around long enough, I'll disappoint you."

"Like hell, you will. Besides, none of us are always a good person." He gave her a grin. "You know, I think that's the first time you ever called me Roman. And I think you like to pretend to be evil to keep people at arm's length. It keeps you from being disappointed if someone rejects you. And that way, you can't get hurt." His hand went to her neck, his thumb tracing little circles on her jaw. "Lucky for you, I don't scare away so easily. And I see through your façade." He took her hand and pulled her with him toward the hallway to the attic. "Come on, killer, let's get out of this fucking nightmare."

Kya walked out with Elijah behind her. She stopped and looked at Raven. They just stared at one another for a moment.

For what it's worth, Princess, I'm sorry for everything they did to you. But I won't apologize for killing them.

Kya nodded, then walked away.
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Elijah stood by the window in the command center, observing the somber atmosphere that had enveloped everyone since they had left the attic hospital. The group had fallen into a state of quiet introspection, and a heavy silence filled the room. Elijah's expression conveyed his own inner turmoil as he pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. A headache pulsed behind his temples, and his stomach churned with anxiety. The weight of their recent discoveries and the uncertainty of their situation weighed heavily on his mind, leaving him feeling tense and unsettled.

Did the Queen know what monsters her friends were? She must have had no suspicions; otherwise, he knew she would never have trusted them with her daughter. How could they do this to Kya? It made him wonder how they treated her on a normal day. No wonder Kya was so removed from society; she was such a loner. She didn't feel safe around people. Perhaps she didn't understand it when she built the wall around herself, but deep down, she knew she had to for her own protection.

Elijah grappled with a profound sense of helplessness. He recognized that he didn't possess the nurturing qualities or the knowledge of how to support Kya through the emotional turmoil she was experiencing. He wasn't someone who naturally provided comfort or knew how to navigate these delicate situations. He also understood that Kya wasn't seeking his help or sympathy. She was strong-willed and determined to handle her challenges on her own terms.

However, despite his rational understanding, a part of him felt compelled to try and fix things for her to alleviate her pain and discomfort. This internal conflict reflected his deep concern for Kya's well-being, even if he didn't quite know how to be of assistance in the way she might need.

The recent discoveries in the attic had left them with three deeply upset females, each struggling with the revelations from that unsettling space. In the midst of it all, Roman was the one who seemed to have a grasp on how to offer support and comfort, and he was focusing his attention on consoling the most difficult of the three women.

Damien kept listening for Olivia, who was in the kitchen as usual. Elijah hoped to God she wasn't making any more cupcakes.

Roman sat on the couch, and Raven was lying down with her head on his leg while he played with her long black hair. Roman was genuinely surprised to see Raven so shaken by the contents of that room. She had always appeared to have nerves of steel, unwavering in the face of challenging situations. Her visible distress made him question what might have transpired in her past to rattle her so profoundly. The attic had exposed something deeply unsettling, and it left him pondering the mysteries of her life and the experiences that had shaped her.

Jacin still had his eyes glued to the microscope, while Kya wouldn't come out of her room.

"Ugh. Dammit, Jacin." Raven jumped up off the couch and walked over to him. "Look at the cells that appear to morph before going back to normal. That is the DNA of a witch."

He looked up at her. "Seriously? How do you know that? I thought you said before that you wouldn't know what you were looking at."

"I lie sometimes. But I know because I have some witch in me." Elijah snorted. "Shut it, Captain. And the cells that split, then go back together and split again into a different formation, that is a sorcerer."

"Let me guess. You have a sorcerer in you too." Jacin sat back in his chair and looked up at her.

"Yeah, among other things. So, did you guys know that Julius was a sorcerer and Stephanie was a witch?"

"Fuck, yes, we did," Elijah muttered from the window, scrubbing a hand down his face. It meant that the Gilhams used their DNA and put it into Kya.

"This just keeps getting better and better." Damien leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs. Then he stood up and went to the kitchen, no doubt to check on Olivia.

"I'm going to go check on Kya." Elijah stormed out of the room.

Once at her door, he stopped outside; it would be their room as of tonight. Yeah, that'd go over well after the mood she was in. But he didn't care, he opened the door and found her in the same position she was in moments ago. She stood with her back to him, looking out the window. Elijah walked up to her, stopping inches behind her.

"Don't worry. I'm all cried out. I know it scares you when a woman cries."

Once again, he snorted. "It doesn't scare me. It's just... I don't have experience with crying women. I don't know how to fix this for you, and it pisses me off. I'm used to solving problems. And all we're doing is finding them. It feels like it's burying me."

"And you hate feeling helpless."

"I've only felt helpless one other time in my life, and it nearly destroyed me." And that was the truth. If not for Damien and Roman, he would have slipped over the edge to a place he wouldn't have been able to claw his way back from.

Kya turned around to look at him. "Elijah, you can't fix everything all the time. If people don't feel disappointment, pain, and sorrow, then we'd never grow stronger. We'd never be able to move forward or learn from it."

"So, you don't want me to fix this for you?"

Shaking her head. "You can't. The people who I thought were my parents betrayed me. They used me as their lab rat, and I was so naïve. I thought they loved me so much that they took me to the best specialists in the world. They never cared about me." She turned away from him to look out the window again.

He suspected it was because she was about to cry again. Elijah turned her around to face him. One arm tugged her body to him, and his other hand cupped her neck, tipping her face up. "I thought you said you were all cried out?"

"Asshole," she sniffled, and he chuckled.

"Kya, look, I know this thing between us may suck for you right now, but I promise to give you a good life, and even more importantly, a safe one. I will never let anyone hurt you ever again."

"You can't protect me from getting hurt."

"Watch me." He dropped his gaze; for a moment, he couldn't look her in the eye. If not for him, she would have never been placed in the arms of the Gilham's. Elijah took her to them and left her. Why hadn't he felt something was off? He'd never forgive himself for putting her in the hands of monsters. Now he was glad that Raven's people had them killed. He only wished he could have watched them die.

"It's not your fault."

His eyes snapped to hers. How'd she know what he was thinking? "It is, Princess. My men and I brought you to them."

She shrugged. "I could just blame Hellboy."

"Yeah, we could just blame him." Elijah scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bed. "Come on, lay down, and close your eyes for a while. This has been a fucked-up day so far."

"Thank God, I thought you were hauling me to the shower again."

"Don't think that it hasn't crossed my mind." He placed her on the bed, grabbed the blanket folded up in the chair, and covered her with it. She grabbed it, pulled it up to her chin, and hunkered down in it. He leaned down and kissed her forehead, then rubbed his thumb across it. "Sleep, little princess."

Kya obeyed and closed her eyes.
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Damien stood in the kitchen doorway, watching Olivia stuff a cake down the garbage disposal. Next, she grabbed a plate full of cupcakes. Most of the baked goods were gone, and that said a lot since there had been close to twelve desserts cluttering the counter earlier.

"Tinkerbell, what the hell are you doing?" Damien took the cupcakes from her and sat them down. Then he grabbed her hips and sat her on the counter next to them.

"What does it look like? I'm putting everything down the disposal like you guys do." Her head dipped. "I'm not stupid. I know it's what you all do."

He frowned. They had been caught. "Yeah, but not for the reason you think. We just can't eat as much sugar as you can. You just make too damn much for us to eat."

"You never eat anything I make."

Her adorable face pouted, and Damien had the sudden urge to kiss the pout off her lips. To taste her lips, hoping they tasted like the vanilla that emitted from her skin. He stepped up to the counter and braced his hands on either side of her bare thighs. She always wore those damn short shorts that had him thinking things that kept him in a perpetual state of hardness.

"I don't like cake, doesn't matter who makes it. But I liked the apple pie you made last week. That never had a chance to go down the drain."

Her green eyes looked up at him, and she gave him a small grin. God, she was gorgeous. Her petite, pixy-like features, emerald eyes that appeared to glow some days, and that smile always turned his insides to putty. Though he'd never admit it, he liked her chirpy attitude. And her bright blonde hair was always pulled up in a ponytail, exposing her slender neck, tempting him and making his fangs itch. He wanted his mouth there to nip, taste, and kiss. Bite.

"Look, Olivia, I know I may seem uncaring, but I'm not a total ass. Are you okay?"

Olivia lowered her head. "I'm always okay."

Damien tipped her chin up with one finger and looked into her pained eyes. "I don't believe you."

"It doesn't really matter."

"I believe I owe you something." He lowered his mouth to hers.

Shaking her head, Olivia pulled back. "No. I don't want a pity kiss."

"That's not what this is."

"If it wasn't, you would have kissed me by now. I know I may always seem happy and bubbly, but I have feelings too. I just know how to hide them. And I won't accept a pity kiss." Olivia tried to push him away so she could jump off the counter. He wouldn't budge. "Besides, I cheated. I didn't find the Montana facility."

Damien gave her a crooked grin. "I know you didn't, sweetheart."

Her brows furrowed. "How?"

"Because I had been looking for days, yet you found it in a matter of minutes. I knew the witch helped you. Something told me not to trust you, but I made a deal with you anyway. So as far as I'm concerned, I still owe you."

Olivia bit her lip as she looked up into Damien's eyes. Leaning up, she placed a soft kiss on his cheek. "I won't be bothering you anymore. Goodbye, Damien." Olivia disappeared before his eyes.

Damien dropped his head and said, "Fuck."

*****
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Roman watched Raven from the doorway; she stood on the balcony of his room. After helping Jacin with Kya's blood sample, she left, or he thought so until he sensed her in his room.

She stood overlooking the property; her long black hair was free and blowing with the breeze. The purple stripes danced. Everything about this woman was exotically beautiful. Though he didn't know her well, he knew Raven was a strong woman, not just physically but emotionally. From what they had learned from the documents on the computer, she had to be The residents were experiments. They were abused and tortured. While he didn't know how long they had her or what they had done to her, he saw the anguish in her eyes when she saw the mock attic hospital. That room opened up a wound that had never healed. She and Olivia both were taken back when they saw what the Gilham's had in their attic.

He slowly walked toward her. Bracketing her in when he placed his hands on the banister on either side of her, he placed a kiss on the back of her head. "Do you feel like talking, little witch?"

Raven didn't answer him. Instead, she leaned back into him, taking comfort in his body.

Roman wrapped his arms around her and held her. "Look, sweetheart, you don't have to talk to me right now; just know that I am here if you ever feel like it. None of us know exactly what happened to any of you in the facilities, but I think the time has come that we need some details. We need to understand exactly what happened in there to all the residents. I hope someday soon you can trust us enough to talk about it."

"Trust me when I tell you you do not want to know. I'm not even sure you would believe me if I did tell you. I'm sorry, but I can't. As I'm sure you can tell, I have trust issues." She paused. "And until I feel like I can trust all of you, I just can't. Don't take it personally. I'm this way with everyone."

Roman turned her in his arms, cupping the side of her neck. His thumb caressed her jaw. His other arm pulled her tighter into his body. "I get it, baby, I do. I just want you to know that if you ever need to talk, I'm here."

"Why? You don't even know me." She repeated her question from the attic.

Leaning down, he kissed her lips softly. "It's not for my lack of trying. I can't explain it, but from the moment I sensed your presence, I've felt a connection to you. I don't know what it means, but I know I need to explore it. And I don't care how many people you've scared off in the past. I'm not going to be on that list. So, get used to it, little witch." Roman lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her. Opening her mouth, his tongue found hers. He tasted her vulnerability, her sweetness, and her passion. Raven slid her arms around his neck and kissed him hard. She jumped up and wrapped her legs around his waist as the kiss grew furious. Roman wanted more. He needed more. Reluctantly, he broke the kiss. "I want you, Raven. I need to be inside you."

She studied his face, as though she were trying to decipher something. Lowering her forehead to his, she whispered, "Then take me, Roman. Now."

His lips found hers again, realizing he loved the sound of his name on her lips. "It'd be my pleasure, baby."
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Raven stood in the doorway, watching Salem sleep. The room was bathed in a soft, dim light, casting a gentle glow on Salem's peaceful face. With every rise and fall of Salem's chest, Raven felt a sense of tranquility wash over her.

Salem's tousled hair framed her face, and a faint smile played at the corners of her lips as she dreamed. The room was filled with a quiet, rhythmic sound of her breathing, a soothing reminder of the deep slumber she was in.

Raven couldn't help but feel a surge of affection as she observed Salem's vulnerability in this moment, tugging at her heartstrings. She knew that life could be tumultuous and unpredictable, but in this instance, everything was calm, and for now, that was enough.

As she continued to stand there, Raven's thoughts wandered, contemplating the journey that had brought them to this moment. She silently vowed to protect Salem and keep her safe, cherishing simple moments like this.

Salem came into the world at the Thailand Facility with unknown parentage. Raven and her accompanying team swiftly gathered all the facility's residents. Among them was an eighteen-month-old, confined in what seemed less like a cell and more like a fortified dog kennel. When Raven forcefully removed the cage door, she was met by a pair of large, brown eyes gazing up at her, prompting a smile to grace her face. Tiny, chubby arms stretched out toward Raven as the child softly uttered the word "mama."

"I'm not your mama, precious girl, but you're coming with me. You're one of us now." Raven reassured her as she lifted the baby into her arms. However, as she did so, an unexpected jolt of electricity coursed through her. While it didn't hurt Raven, she knew others would have to be careful if they ever touched her. She slowly realized that the baby had been kept in a cage because her power made physical contact dangerous.

Raven held the precious infant with her adorable black curls and deep walnut eyes close to her heart, and from that moment on, she never let go. There was something about her tiny soul that resonated with Raven. In Salem's presence, everything seemed to fall into place, and even on her worst days, holding her in her arms brought a sense of calm and painted a smile on her lips. Occasionally, Salem's unique abilities still caused the occasional electric shock, but Raven had learned to be prepared.

Raven dedicated herself to teaching Salem what it meant to be loved and cherished. Through her unwavering affection, Salem's once dormant craving for love blossomed, capturing the hearts of everyone who had the privilege of knowing her.

At four years old, Salem was a powerful little being. Her tiny little body held so much magic that Raven was the only one strong enough to practice honing Salem's skills. Salem had nearly killed a three-hundred-year-old sorcerer and a Kodiak bear shifter. After that, Raven only practiced with Salem under a dome.

The dome was a series of spells, wards, and tricks a group of their witches and sorcerers created. It allowed Raven and Salem to let their magic fly without being seen from the sky. Without the dome, it would look like the 4th of July or a war when they practiced. Plus, it protected anyone on the outside of the dome from getting hurt. But Salem also had a strong mind, one that Raven didn't understand, nor did she know how to help her control it.

Raven gazed upon the slumbering beauty. Salem was a curious child, and her dreams unfolded like ethereal spectacles, casting vivid images into the air above her, similar to holograms. It was a phenomenon that had left both Raven and Caleb perplexed, as they couldn't pinpoint its origin. While elves were known for their peculiar talents, the elves at Sanctuary had confirmed that this was not a skill typically associated with their kind.

Caleb walked up behind her and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her back into his body. He kissed the side of her head. "She's asked about you all day. I hoped you'd be home before she went to bed."

"I hoped so too."

"What happened? Olivia came home withdrawn. She won't talk about what happened today, and she's stayed in her apartment ever since."

"We found another secret room in the house."

"Shit. What now? Where?"

"It was in the attic. They had a huge portion turned into a mock hospital. It had a nurse's station, hallways, a surgery room, and Kya's own hospital room. One she said she used every time she went in for treatments for leukemia."

Caleb rested his forehead against the back of Raven's head. "Fuck. So, they did experiments on her."

"Yes. Jacin took a blood sample from her." She paused, leaning further into Caleb. He held her tighter to him, waiting for her to continue. "I think all she has in her is-"

"Let me guess, witch and sorcerer."

Raven nodded.

"Bastards. How'd she take it?"

"How do you think? More denial at first. Then she blew a gasket, and the room began to shake and rumble. Shit flew in every direction, and we all hit the deck until it stopped."

"You lost your cool, I guess."

Raven snorted. "I love how everyone blames me first. And I said we hit the deck. No, it was Kya. She said it'd never happened before. My best guess is that her anger made this power surface."

"Sounds about right. I want her back here to learn these skills. It will be too dangerous for her to practice anywhere else."

"Good luck with Elijah letting her go with me again. Besides, Olivia told them I killed the Gilham's. I agreed that I did, keeping Pandora out of it."

"Well, shit."

"Yep. And I'm not asking Captain Asshole to let me take Kya, just so you know. That man can barely look at me without trying to kill me."

Caleb chuckled. "He'll come around. Elijah is stubborn, but when it comes down to it, he's a fair man. But, no matter what, sweetheart, we need her back here to train."

"Yeah, well, I'll figure something out then. But I'll be damned if I'm asking that prick. I guess I can always kidnap her. I'm sure he'd love me then, huh?"

He smiled into her hair, kissing her. "You know, I've been thinking."

"Yippee."

Caleb pinched her butt. "I wonder why some days I put up with your mouth. As I was saying, I had an idea. I think Roman might be able to help Salem."

Raven spun around in his arms. "No fucking way in hell."

His green eyes narrowed on her. "Raven, listen to me." He placed a finger on her lips. "He has the most powerful mind I've ever encountered, and we don't know how to help her or train her. That baby is powerful, and she needs all the help she can get. Don't let your pride stand in Salem's way, sweetheart."

"You miss their friendship?"

"Yeah, I do. But I'm pretty sure they hate me after the attack on the Underworld." Caleb leaned down and kissed her lips softly. "Think about what I said." He turned and walked away.

"Caleb."

He stopped, looking back at her.

"I need," her eyes averted for a split second, "I need blood."

A slow grin spread across his handsome face. "I know you do, baby. When you're done here, come find me."

*****
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The house was quiet. Normally, Elijah wanted it that way, but after yesterday morning in the nightmare attic, everyone was still withdrawn. No one comprehended what they saw up there. And no one wanted to talk about it, least of all Kya.

The usual cheerful, bouncy Olivia withdrew immediately from the attic. Seeing her shut down did something to Damien; hell, it did something to them all. Elijah noticed it made Damien oddly silent. He knew Damien tried talking to the angel, but Olivia left, and they didn't know if she was coming back. Though he didn't have time to worry about Olivia, he had Kya on his mind.

Elijah watched Raven while they were in the attic; even the tough witch seemed subdued. She, too, said little after they vacated the horror on the third floor. After helping Jacin identify Kya's new DNA, she disappeared, and Roman followed shortly after. Elijah wanted to know what she experienced as a resident, but he knew he'd be the last person she'd talk to. They needed to understand what had happened to Kya and what the Gilham's were a part of.

Kya kept to herself the rest of the day, as did he. He didn't know what to say, and honestly, there was nothing he could say that would make a difference to Kya. A part of him felt responsible for handing her over to these people almost twenty-five years ago. Sure, he had no idea what they'd do to the baby they promised to protect. Then to discover that Raven was the one to kill them certainly came as a shock.

Elijah ran a hand through his hair. He didn't want to think anymore. Leaving the window he stood at for the last two hours, he headed upstairs for a shower. He opened the door to Kya's room to find it empty. Elijah went into her bathroom, stripped, and stepped into the hot stream of water. Placing his hands on the cool tile, his head dropped. He just stood there, letting the water hit his exhausted body, weary of thinking. After not moving for nearly fifteen minutes, he washed and shampooed his hair. Wrapping the towel around his hips, he stepped out of the shower when the bathroom door flew open.

Kya stared at his nearly naked body, then snapped at him. "What are you doing?"

"I'm taking a shower. Or was."

"I know that. I mean, why are you using my shower?"

Elijah stepped closer to Kya as she retreated a step. "I told you I was moving in by last night. I know it's been a fucking long couple of days. Besides, I don't think you should be alone."

For once, Kya had nothing to say. No smart-ass remarks, nothing. She spun and fled the bathroom, and he heard drawers opening and slamming. Propping a shoulder against the door frame, wearing only his towel, he watched her gather a few pieces of clothing.

Kya walked back to the bathroom; his body blocked her way. "Move. I want a shower."

Elijah remained in her path and looked at her. He reached for her face, "Kya-"

She pulled away. "Don't. Just move. Please."

He stepped out of her way, and the door slammed behind him. Elijah had half a mind to throw the damn door open and join her in the shower. But that half of his mind was tired and not thinking straight. By the look on her face, she'd try to castrate him if he did.

Walking to the closet, he pulled on a pair of loose pajama bottoms and walked over to her balcony door. Every upstairs bedroom had a private balcony overlooking a piece of the property. He stepped outside into the warm air and waited until Kya finished. Fifteen minutes later, the bathroom door opened. He stayed where he was, understanding Kya's pain to an extent, and he knew she had to come to him.

And she did. Kya walked out and stood beside him, not saying a word. And he let her remain silent, knowing she'd speak when she was ready.

"Who were they?" Her voice was a soft whisper, laced with pain and anguish.

Elijah turned around and leaned against the railing, so he could look at her. Her dark chocolate hair hung in wet, loose curls. Kya wore pajama shorts and a tight tank top that had him suppressing a groan. Her nipples were hard and pushed against the fabric of her shirt.

"I'm sorry, sweetheart. I wish I had answers for you. The best person to shed some light on the Gilham's is going to be the witch, and well, she wouldn't help me if her life depended on it. And after finding out she killed them, well, I don't know if we can trust her at all."

"You're not supposed to call her the witch anymore."

He let out a snort. "Yeah, well, I'm not calling her that to her face; I think it'll be fine." He scratched his thin beard, changing the subject. "What was her place and the people like? How many people does she have?"

"More than you could imagine. I'd guess around close to three hundred people. From two-year-olds and up."

"Jesus Christ. I never expected that many." He paused, looking at her. "What were they like?"

Kya still didn't look at him. She shoved a damp curl behind her ear before speaking. "They were all very kind and welcoming. Yet, some looked haunted. And a few looked at me oddly. I couldn't put my finger on why, though. Maybe because I was an outsider. They're not used to strangers showing up who didn't come from one of the facilities. They gave me free run of the property when they weren't working my ass off. And I stayed in Olivia's apartment."

One eyebrow rose. "What was that like?"

A small smile touched her lips as she turned to look at him. "Flowers, bright colors, stuffed animals, glass figurines—and her kitchen only contained sweets. She had a bright yellow refrigerator with large Gerbera daisies and butterflies on it."

Elijah shook his head and grinned. Kya stopped and stared at him. "What?"

"I don't see you smile much. You should do it more often. It makes you look less scary."

"I don't look scary; that's Damien." He shrugged. "There isn't much to smile about right now, is there?"

Her hands fisted the railing, dropping her head. "No, I guess not."

Elijah reached out and grabbed her by the hips, pulling her between his legs. It was probably a mistake because there was no denying that he wanted her. Hell, he was attracted to her from the moment he laid eyes on her at the cemetery. And while he'd never tell her, he liked her vivacious attitude.

Her small hands landed on his bare chest, attempting to keep her distance. "Elijah, no."

"Stop worrying, Princess; I'm not going to do anything to you that you don't want. I've never forced myself on a woman before, and I won't start with you." His fingers gripped her hips as he tugged her closer. "Look, Kya, I understand we have come here and turned your world on its axis, but I will do everything in my power to fix this. Well, fix may not be the right word. But I will help you through this. No matter what happened in that fucking attic, remember one thing: you're damn tough, and you'll come out on top."

Her green eyes looked up into his, and suddenly, they reminded him of Olivia's eyes.

"I'm not sure you know me well enough to know that. I've kept myself from the world because I feel safer alone. Being at Raven's was the most people at one time I've ever been exposed to for that long of a period. Sometimes, I felt like I was on the verge of a panic attack. And I wanted to run back to Olivia's Fairyland apartment and hide."

"I'm sorry they sheltered you so much. But I can see what kind of person you are, Kya, and I see strength." He chuckled, "Shit, you picked Raven over me in that fucking motel room. And I knew a part of you was afraid of her."

Her head dipped once more. "I only picked her to piss you off."

"Yeah, I know." He lowered his lips to her forehead and kissed her. Elijah slid a hand to her slender neck, tipping her face to his. "I'm sure you'll do more things to piss me off too. And I'm pretty sure I'll piss you off in return. But no matter what, we're in this together." He looked at her lips, and god, he wanted to kiss them. Elijah needed to know what she tasted like, but she wasn't ready for that. Sure, he kissed her hard in her apartment, but he did that to piss her off. Now he wanted nothing more than to strip her clothes off, hold her naked body next to his, and make love to her until dawn.

Instead, he scooped her up into his arms, walked back into the bedroom, laid her on the bed, and then climbed in next to her. Elijah pulled the covers up over them. Laying on his back, he tucked one hand behind his head as Kya rolled away from him and closed her eyes. A part of him wished she would have turned to him to be held.

He ached to touch her and hold her.
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Two hours later, Elijah remained awake as Kya rolled over and nestled close to his body. He gazed at her while she cozied up to his chest. His arm, which had been resting under his head, gently wrapped around her, embracing her warm form. He knew that if she were aware of her actions, she would feel embarrassed and pull away, so for the time being, he relished the sensation of her velvety skin against his own. And yeah, he got hard. Her breast was pressed to his chest, and one of her legs draped over his. She made herself comfortable, and he loved the feel of her in his arms.

Elijah had never entertained the idea of settling down before. He had never desired a committed relationship with a single woman, but with Kya, it suddenly held a certain appeal. The notion of having a home with a woman and children, something he had always considered meant for others and not himself. And the more those crazy thoughts ran through his mind, the less crazy they seemed.

Unlike humans, demons didn't require months or years to become acquainted with each other. Demons experienced a profound connection and love that went beyond the surface. Their souls recognized their mate instantly, and when that moment arrived, it engulfed them entirely, capturing their mind, heart, body, and soul.

Elijah kissed the top of her head and whispered, "You are mine, Princess. I don't care how long it takes; I will have you as my mate." His fingers skimmed down her thigh that was tossed over his legs, stirring. She moaned at his touch.

Suddenly, Kya's eyes flew open, and she looked up at him. "What are you doing?" She tried to move away, but he held her in place.

"I'm not doing a damn thing. You put yourself here a little while ago. I was just enjoying you in my arms."

"Let me go." Again, she tried to escape his grip.

The hand on her thigh made its way to her face. "You know what I think? I think you wanted to be in my arms. You want me to hold you, kiss you, and make love to you. But you're more bullheaded than I am, and you won't admit it."

"You're delusional. Now let me go."

A small grin touched his lips. "I don't think I will." Elijah lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her. He opened those tempting lips that were always smarting off at him and dipped his tongue inside. Kya responded, her body arched into his, her fingers dug into his chest as a small moan slipped past her lips.

Not wanting to scare her off by rolling on top of her, he pulled her on top of him instead. He cupped the back of her head as her legs straddled his hips. The kiss became more frantic, and she ground her hips against him. His hand slid down her back and cupped her ass, dragging her tighter against him.

"Stop." Kya panted. "Wait. We can't do this."

Elijah wouldn't let her flee; he held her in place. "Why can't we do this? You are my mate, and I am yours. I want you, Kya. Feel what you have done to me." He ground his hardness into her hot center.

She snorted. "Men get hard just looking at a woman, so I'm not all that flattered. I don't know you at all, Elijah."

He nipped at her lips. "Then get to know me, Kya. Let me get to know you. You want to know something about me? That day, I took you to hell in the shower. I wanted to fuck you senseless. I knew then that I wanted you and that I wanted you to be mine. It was the hardest thing I ever did, showering with a sexy woman and keeping my hands and cock to myself." His eyes narrowed at her. "And baby, you want me. There's no denying it."

"And you know this how?" One perfect brow arched.

Apprehension covered his face. He knew she wouldn't want to hear his answer.

"What? Just say it." She demanded, looking down at him.

His hand grabbed her ass, bringing her closer to him. "I can smell your desire. I know you're wet for me right now. And it's becoming awfully hard to not flip you onto your back and sink inside you."

"That's not fair. I need secrets, and you pushed past the boundary, demon." Again, she tried to pry herself out of his arms.

"Sweetheart, you're a demon too. You should have been able to smell my desire for you as well. I can help you hone in on your sense of smell. Then you'll know every time you've stirred me up. Let me make love to you, Kya. Let me help you release all the pent-up energy you're trying damn hard to control."

Shaking her head, she said, "I can't. Not yet. Please let me go."

"I can't let you go. But I'll give you some time." He slid her body back down, holding her in his arms. "You're staying right here in my arms. After the day you had yesterday, this is exactly where you need to be. Where I need you to be."

*****
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Roman walked into the kitchen at seven in the morning, the attic fiasco still fresh in his mind. The night before, after spending time with Raven, he was worried about her and Olivia. The two were both quiet, and Olivia fled as soon as she could. At least he grabbed hold of Raven before she had a chance to flee. The woman was damn hard to hang on to at times.

She wouldn't talk to him, but she allowed him to hold her and make love to her. Well, making love certainly wasn't the right term. They fucked hard. Every time he tried to slow things down to love her slow and gentle, she'd do something to stop him—anything. Roman realized she was terrified of letting herself have feelings for him. Raven couldn't let him have that part of her that was vulnerable—that part of her that could break. So, she tried like hell to make what they had purely sexual to protect her heart. She built a fortress around herself to ensure no one would ever get close to her.

Yet he was grateful she stayed, even if all she wanted from him was raw, hard sex. It was a step in the right direction with her, at least. The more she let him have her, the more she'd see that his feelings for her weren't just physical. And maybe, just maybe, he'd have a real chance with the female warrior.

Afterward, they laid down on his bed, and he held her in his arms. Neither said a word for a long time. Hell, he didn't know what to say. None of them knew what she and Olivia went through in captivity. And really, they weren't sure they'd be prepared for the truth.

Roman didn't understand why he felt the way he did about Raven. And sometimes, when he looked at her, something about her felt familiar—something in her eyes. Since he was certain he'd never met her before, he believed it was because they were soul mates. Soul mates are drawn to one another by a pull that can't be ignored or tamed. That's the way he felt about Raven, and he couldn't get enough of her.

After he had sex with her, followed by an hour of utter silence, Raven climbed on top of him. Straddling his hips, she looked down at him and spoke into his mind. I'm sorry, I can't talk about it right now. I know you want answers, but I don't know if I can give them just yet.

Why not, baby? Do you not trust me enough to tell me? His eyes traveled over her beautiful, naked body that sat on top of him.

It's because I don't know you well enough to tell you. And because of my serious trust issues. Her blue eyes frowned. Can you do something for me? You can say no, and I'd be okay with it.

He nodded. Ask.

Can you make me forget for a while longer?

What'd you have in mind?" His fingers caressed her thighs.

One black brow rose. What do you have in mind?

Roman sat up, hooking an arm around her waist; they were face to face. Let me start here. He nipped at her lips. God, I love this sassy mouth. He kissed her again. Know what I think? I think you're not as nasty as you pretend to be. Deep down, you're a passionate, kind, and loving person. And you don't want to be, because it makes you feel vulnerable. And if you feel vulnerable, then you open yourself up to getting hurt. He cupped her neck. Listen to me, little witch. I am the last person in this world who would ever hurt you. So, you'd better start figuring out a way to trust me, because I've decided I'm keeping you.

Keeping me? I'm not a stray dog.

No, a stray dog would be more appreciative of my overall lovability. And my willingness to put up with your moods.

Raven smiled and lowered her forehead to his. Yeah, there is that. You'd be better off with a Labrador. You know, Adonis, I think I really like you. I can't promise you can keep me, but you can have me for now.

Then I guess I'll take what I can get. He tipped her head back and kissed her slender neck. However, I suggest you get used to the idea of you and me, because I'm not giving up just yet.

"Are you awake?" A deep male voice grumbled.

Damien's harsh tone snapped Roman out of his memory of last night with the sexy-as-shit witch. Rubbing the back of his neck, he felt himself get hard. "Yeah. I was just thinking about yesterday."

"Fuck, I'm trying to forget." He shook his head. "I don't want to think about what those assholes did to an innocent kid, even if it was the street rat."

Roman watched Damien as he grabbed a mug and poured coffee. Damien was normally a tough sonofabitch, but yesterday affected him.

Olivia affected him.

"Where's Olivia?"

"I guess she went home."

"You guess?"

"I'm not her keeper, brother. Nor do I want to be."

Roman smiled. He knew better. Somehow, the bouncy little fairy-like creature snared the tough, harsh, and often rude Damien. No, he'd never admit it, but Roman saw it in his friend's face. After you knew someone for over three hundred years, you knew everything there was to know.

"Why the hell are you smiling at me?" His scowl deepened.

"No reason. I was just thinking how damn pretty she is. If I hadn't seen Raven first, I'd definitely be interested in Olivia." Roman shrugged as he baited Damien. "She's fucking hot. Even a blind man could see that." He picked up his coffee and walked out, leaving Damien to stew over his well-chosen words about Tinkerbell.
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Kya was aware of Elijah's departure from the bed hours ago. He moved with the utmost silence, but she remained attuned to every sound. The subtle rustling of the covers, his gentle breath, and even the rhythm of his heartbeat all registered in her perception. It surprised her that she could detect his heartbeat; she was thankful her heightened senses were developing.

It was about time.

What added to her unease was the fact that she had nearly surrendered to him the previous night. When his lips met hers, she felt herself almost unravel. Elijah's sculpted body exuded comfort and fortitude, and his hands ignited a trail of fiery, tingling sensations as they traversed her form, venturing into exploration. And she wanted more. She wanted him to strip her clothes off and feel his hot flesh on hers, to feel his hard shaft slip inside and fill her.

Kya wanted him to persuade her to go further, but he didn't. No, he kept his word, and he was a man of honor. He wouldn't take advantage of her in the state she was in. Part of her was disappointed. It made her wonder if his display of affection was out of responsibility because of his crazy promise to her mother, the queen. The man's emotions were more unpredictable than those of most women. Every day was an adventure, wondering what would set him off.

Regardless of the challenges he faced, she acknowledged that she had her own complications when it came to him. Kya sensed an undeniable attraction drawing her toward him, her body reacting whenever he was close. Her heart raced and fluttered in response. His scent stirred her blood, an aggravating reminder. Each day, it seemed her body was increasingly disloyal, operating opposite of her rational thoughts.

What Kya understood was that removing Elijah from her life wouldn't be an option. He upheld his word and honor with unwavering dedication. When he claimed her as his, he did so with a sincere commitment, a fact evident in the intense gaze of his blue eyes. It occurred to her that if she was bound to him as he was to her, perhaps he was onto something; they ought to become better acquainted. He exuded a harsh, intimidating, and brooding demeanor, and she held out hope that getting to know him might reveal another facet of his character.

She needed to see another side of him.

Kya stopped in the hallway and paused, tipping her head, she concentrated. She tried to figure out where everyone was in the house. Jacin was already in the command center, studying and hoping to find something new. Roman and Damien were in the kitchen. Yet she didn't sense the Ice Queen or Tinkerbell anywhere. And Elijah was outside, near the garden. She headed outdoors, realizing she had just pinpointed everyone's exact location. It freaked her out, but at the same time, she was damn proud of herself for this small accomplishment.

Making her way out to the garden, she spotted Elijah sitting on a bench. His arms rested on his legs, his head down. His beard looked like a five-day growth, never thicker. It gave him a sexy, dangerous appearance, and it looked damn good on him. He wasn't as tall as Roman or Damien. He was about six-two. Elijah was all lean muscle, making him appear thinner than the other two. And his overall package was damn sexy. And for that, she hated him because it made her senses go haywire every time she looked at him.

Kya walked up beside him. "Mind if I join you?"

His position didn't change; only his head turned. "You never have to ask permission to join me."

"Yeah, well, I'm not always your favorite person. I've been told I can be difficult." When his black brow rose, she smiled. "But I'm willing to bet you've got me beat in the difficult department."

He grinned, and God, when he did that, it made her go all mushy inside. His smile changed his entire appearance. When Elijah wasn't smiling, he appeared stern and unapproachable. Raven had that look down pat, too. Maybe it was a warrior thing.

Elijah sat up and swung his leg over the bench to straddle it. "Have a seat, Princess."

Kya groaned. "Can you please stop calling me that? If it was a pet name, then I may be fine with it. But I know it's not."

"You want a pet name? Like Rome calls Raven little witch, or Damien calls Olivia Tinkerbell?"

She chuckled. "No, I'm good with just Kya. But Tinkerbell fits Olivia to a tee."

"Yeah, it does." Cocking his head, he studied her. "Did you want to talk to me about something?"

"Not much for small talk, are you?" Kya reached over and plucked a small pink rose from one of her mothers, or Stephanie's rosebushes. Bringing it to her nose, she inhaled its sweet aroma. "I've been thinking; maybe you're right. We should get to know each other. This way, I'll know what sets you off and when to stay clear."

Again, one black eyebrow arched. "Or maybe I'll know what sets you off and when to stay clear."

She offered him a crooked grin. "Now that we have that settled, tell me about your life. What were you like as a kid?" Now she raised an eye at him. "You were a kid once, weren't you? I mean, you weren't born this size and age with this attitude, right?"

"Damn, isn't it too early for you to be this much of a pain in the ass?" He ran a hand over his head. "Okay, I was an only child for over two hundred and fifty years."

Her eyes got huge. "Wait. You're over two hundred and fifty years old? No way."

"Yes, and that's still fairly young in demon years. Five hundred for us is like being in your mid-thirties in human years." He looked down for a moment. "Anyway, I was a troublemaker as a kid." He chuckled. "Well, I had a lot of help. Damien, Roman, and Caleb were always my partners in crime."

Caleb? They knew each other and had been friends? She couldn't ask him about Caleb to see if it was the same one at Sanctuary, per Raven's threat. And Damien seemed like a troublemaker, but Roman? "Roman? Yeah, right."

"Are you going to protest my recollection of my life through all of this? If so, this is going to be a damn long day of getting to know each other." Kya rolled her eyes at him, and he continued. "Anyway, we were hellions, to the point where our parents all ganged up on us one day. I was a little older than you are now, and our parents sat us down and gave us an ultimatum. We either straighten our shit up and train to be warriors, or we got sent to Earth to fend for ourselves."

"And you chose to be a warrior."

"Nope. We said, see ya." He shook his head and grinned as he reminisced. "We thought we were tough enough to make it in the human realm with ease. Boy, were we wrong. We didn't understand humans, their ways, or their customs. We didn't realize that we'd have to pay for everything, and that required a job. And we had very few skills that were valuable here."

Kya was entranced by his story. This was the most she'd ever heard him talk, especially without snapping at someone. And he seemed at ease. Reminiscing changed his whole demeanor. And it made her smile.

Elijah frowned. "What?"

"Nothing. I like your story. Go on."

"So, we were on Earth for about two months before we decided we bit off more than we could chew, let alone swallow. As much as it hurt our pride, we went home and began training to be warriors. And here we are."

"What about your family? What are they like?"

For a brief instant, Elijah's face lost all expression. Then he offered a small grin. "Thirty-five years ago, my parents finally had another child. I got a little sister, Anya. God, she was beautiful. At first, I thought having a little sister was going to be a real pain in the ass. In the Underworld, we take an active role in our siblings' lives. We help teach, train, and guide all our siblings, nieces, and nephews as their parents do. But one day, when Anya was about a year and a half, she hurt herself and came running to me with tears streaming down her tiny face. I picked her up, and she clung to me, sobbing. And from that day on, I understood how important she was to me. How I never wanted her to cry for anything ever again."

Kya observed him as he discussed his sister. The affection he held for her was clearly visible in his eyes, and it added a touch of humanity to his demeanor. She glimpsed a different facet of the otherwise composed exterior he displayed, and it garnered her admiration. Kya had a sense that he concealed his emotions and constructed a protective barrier to prevent others from getting too close, although she couldn't quite comprehend why, given that he had a loving family. She was certain they didn't use him as a guinea pig and run experiments on him.

"Hell, she didn't only have me wrapped around her tiny, little finger; she had Roman, Damien, and Caleb where she wanted them too. Four big warriors all turned into mush when that little girl reached out to us."

"Hellboy? No way." She couldn't believe Damien turned to mush for anyone.

A huge grin covered his handsome face. "Hard to believe, I know, but he adored her. And we all taught her something that bonded us with her. Damien taught her to fight when she was about seven, and she was damn good for a kid too. Roman taught her how to shoot a bow, and she was able to shoot as well as him. He never misses a target, nor did she." He stopped and frowned. "And Caleb, well, he taught her how to smile and laugh. He said we were all too much of a hardass with her and she needed to have fun, and he refused to teach her anything serious." He shook his head and grinned. "He would paintball or mud fight with her. She'd come home covered from head to toe in shit, and my mother would hose her down in the yard."

His description of Caleb told her it was the same man she adored at Sanctuary. Kya reached out and touched Elijah's hand. His gaze snapped up to hers. "And what'd you teach her?"

"I taught her how to find her opponent's weakness. How to control the situation and only let them see what she wanted them to. To never let them see what she had up her sleeve."

"Wow. Caleb was right; you were all hard-asses." She chuckled at his look. "I can't wait to meet her and your parents."

Elijah pulled back, jumped up, and walked several steps away from her.

Kya followed. "What? What'd I say?" She touched his back, and he pulled further away. "Dammit, Elijah. What did I say to set you off now?"

His hands balled up as heat rose from them. The anger caused his fire to smolder just beneath his skin.

"If you burn me, I'll kick your ass. I can feel the heat from here. Now talk."

He turned to look at her. His ice-blue eyes swirled with multiple shades of blue. "Drop it, Kya." Elijah walked away from her.

"Drop it? You said we should get to know each other. How can that happen when you shut down and shut me out? If you walk away from me now without telling me what this is all about, then don't ever come back."

He turned and bore down on her, stopping inches from her face. "I believe I've told you many times that you are mine. You're stuck with me, Princess."

"Stuck is a horrible description. Is that how you want to live, stuck? Well, I don't. I can and will walk away." She pushed at his chest and walked around him, only to have his strong arm hook her waist and force her body against his.

"Wait." Elijah held her body to his with ease as she struggled to escape. "Look, I have never had to tell anyone this before. Everyone I know knows this story. You'd be the first person I'd have to say it verbally to, and it's... difficult."

Kya saw the pain in his eyes, and she knew they were dead. He had no family in this world, either. Sure, she had a father and Jonah, but she didn't know them, and they didn't feel like family. "Oh, god. Are they all gone? I mean-"

"Dead? Yes."

"I'm so sorry. How did it happen?"

His hands moved to her waist, keeping her close. "They died twenty-five years ago, during the attack on the Underworld. Your mother was not the only one who died that day."

"Oh, god, I'm sorry. Please tell me what happened." She gazed into his eyes, brimming with sorrow, and it deeply touched her. This imposing and resilient man appeared incredibly vulnerable, as if the pain were still fresh, as though it had occurred just yesterday. His anguish felt more immediate than her own, even though she had recently lost her parents. When he tugged her body closer, she understood that he needed to touch her to get through this. Kya leaned into him, her hands on his chest, and she waited.

"All residents in the Underworld have what we call a safe cell. It would be like a bomb shelter for humans. They got inside with Anya when the explosions started. But someone went into their home and blew the door off." He paused and closed his eyes for a second. "My parents were beheaded, and their bodies burned."

"Oh my god." She was afraid to ask, but she had to. "And your sister?" His haunted eyes looked at her, but he said nothing. And she knew; she died the same way. "How old was she?" Kya asked in a whisper.

Elijah clamped his jaw so hard that a muscle ticked. "She was almost eleven."

Tears sprang into Kya's eyes as her hand went to his face, cupping his jaw. "I'm so sorry, Elijah; I really am."

His face turned into her hand, his eyes closed, and he kissed her palm. He remained silent. There was nothing more to say. His family had been brutally murdered. He was shredded from the inside out; the pain never dulled.

Kya tipped her face back up to his. "Elijah." His eyes focused on hers. "Thank you for telling me about your family. I want to hear happy memories when you're ready. You must remember the good times to help deal with the pain. Apparently, you're stuck with me, so I'll be here when you're ready." For a moment, his eyes softened, and then the expression that replaced it had her stomach flipping.

Hunger consumed his features.

"Kya," he said, lowering his mouth to hers. His kiss was soft yet passionate. It wasn't urgent or desperate, not laced with lust. Just need, he simply needed her. His hands remained on her hips as he kissed her with slow, hot passion. Elijah's talented lips moved over hers with precision as he ignited the fire in her. Nipping before he broke their connection. When he looked at her, his eyes were mixed shades of blue. "I want you, Kya. Let me have you just once, and I promise, stuck will be exactly where you want to be."
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Three days had elapsed since the revelation of the hidden hospital in the attic, and just as long since anyone had laid eyes on the witch or Olivia. Elijah, truth be told, had little interest in their absence. The witch had a knack for getting on his nerves, and Olivia's perpetual cheerfulness grated on him. It was now clear to him why Damien had been so irked by her. No one could sustain such relentless happiness. Nevertheless, the day they spent in the attic shattered the veneer of the once-angelic Olivia. She finally snapped and departed, leaving Elijah with a pang of guilt over his earlier irritation.

It had been a couple of days since he confided in Kya about his family, a story he had never dared to vocalize before. In fact, he had gone to great lengths to bury it deep within his mind. But the spirited princess had issued an ultimatum, threatening to distance herself from him. Deep down, he knew she couldn't truly go away. He had no intention of allowing her to walk out of his life, even if it was an empty threat. When Elijah declared that she belonged to him, he meant it with unwavering conviction.

After spending hours poring over the Gilham's files last night, he felt utterly exhausted, with a throbbing headache to boot. Although the Gilham's notes lacked explicit details, the prevailing belief was that the residents, regardless of age, had suffered both physical and psychological abuse. Children and adults alike seemed to be subjected to the same cruel treatment. There was mention of shackles on the walls and tables, used to redirect bad behavior.

Elijah couldn't fathom the immense duration of suffering those individuals had endured—being confined in cells, enduring psychological torment, and enduring physical torture for years on end. It left him nauseated. What sort of monstrous entity could orchestrate such cruelty? And the pressing question remained: who the hell was bankrolling an operation of this magnitude?

When he reached his breaking point, he went upstairs, shed his clothing, and entered a scalding shower. He stood beneath the searing stream for what felt like an eternity, tormented by the nightmarish images from the computer files. Then, in the midst of his distress, he pictured Anya's face, looking up at him with a smile. It was a poignant recollection, marking the last time she had ever smiled at him on that fateful morning of the attack.

Elijah, you promised me. Her little lips pouted when he told her he had to go to the castle on business.

I know I did, Anya. But just because I promised you, that doesn't mean I have to do it exactly when you want. When I'm done, I'll come back for you and take you target shooting. Have your bow ready when I return. He watched as the wheels spun in her young mind.

She shrugged. Or maybe I'll ask Roman. He never tells me later.

Sonofabitch. She issued a threat against him. He found himself on the receiving end of a ten-year-old's bullying, which left him pondering what the Underworld was coming to. Then a grin crept across his face as he realized he had probably been the one to teach her how to make threats. However, she was too young to grasp that it simply didn't work on him.

Roman will be with me. He kneeled to her level and tipped her chin to meet his eyes. And do not threaten me, Princess. I'm bigger than you. Elijah leaned forward and kissed her cheek. I love you, baby.

I'm not a baby.

You will always be my baby sister. I'll be back in a while.

Those were the last words he ever spoke to his little sister. And he never got to keep his promise; she was murdered before he could.

Elijah hissed, spun around in the shower, and slammed an intruder up against the wall. He looked down into Kya's startled eyes. "Shit, you startled me." It didn't go unnoticed that she was naked. Every glorious inch of her.

"I thought demons had good hearing. How'd you not hear me?"

"I was thinking about something." His eyes roamed down her body before landing on her eyes. "I'll give you to the count of three to get out of here."

"Or what?" One eyebrow rose with her question.

"Do not fucking play games with me, Princess. You will not like the rules I play by. And sometimes I make them up as I go."

"I'm pretty sure the count of three has come and gone."

He braced his hands on the wall beside her head, his cock hard and ready for her. "Let's get something straight; if this happens, there is no going back. You will be mine in every sense of the word."

Kya placed her hands on his stomach and slid them to his chest. "I was hoping you would find something better to do with that mouth than issue more threats to me."

Elijah clasped the back of her neck, forcefully pulling her towards him, and his lips pressed firmly against hers. He wasn't being gentle or unhurried, not after she had provoked him into this. Elijah wanted her, but in the bad mood he was in, he was afraid he might hurt her.

He pulled away, resting his forehead on hers. "I don't know if I can do sweet and gentle right now, Kya. So, if you can't handle that, then go." When she gave him that look again, he added, "That wasn't a threat."

"I'm not afraid of you, Elijah. I don't always like you, but you don't scare me." She grinned, stood on her toes, kissed, and bit at his lower lip. "I'm confident I can handle you."

Elijah stood in place for a long moment, staring into her green eyes. He knew his own were swirling many shades of blue while he watched her. His fangs lengthened in anticipation. "I will know every inch of your body before the night is over." He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her hard.

He lifted her up, pressing her back against the wall. She gasped at the coldness and then gasped again when he shoved his cock into her body in one hard thrust.

"Oh, shit." She groaned.

Elijah froze. "Fuck, did I hurt you?"

A grin teased the corner of her mouth. "A little. I wasn't expecting you..."

"What?"

"Nothing."

"What?" He growled.

"I wasn't expecting you to be so big."

Now he grinned too. "Yeah? Are you ready for me to fuck you? Because it's killing me just standing here."

Kya rested her nose on his and kissed him. "Yes, please."

It was approaching four in the morning when Elijah sensed Kya beginning to stir in his embrace. After he had permitted her to rest, she had nearly drifted into unconsciousness. And holy fuck, she fit perfectly next to his body, in his arms. Her hot little body was molded against his. He was attuned to every breath, each one rising and falling with precision. Kya's warm breath tenderly brushed against his chest, right where her head was nestled. And she was right; she could handle him better than he expected.

Elijah was afraid he might scare her. His mood had been close to violent when she stepped into his shower after thinking about the residents, then Anya. But Kya kept up. He lost count how often he made her come. Once he carried her to the bed, he needed her to come with his mouth, and hell, she tasted like heaven on his tongue. Her body was on fire. Moans escaped her lips as her fingers dug into the bed covers. When he was done, he kissed a path back up her exquisite body, wedged her knees open, and slid himself into the hilt. Kya arched into him and hung on as he fucked her hard all over again. After they both came, he collapsed on her.

Her hands touched and explored his body. Then she pushed at him to roll off her; she slid down and took his shaft in her hand. And when she sucked him into that sassy mouth of hers, he lost it. Elijah knew that he most definitely could never let this woman ever leave his side. She was his. Every sexy inch, inside and out, belonged to him.

While he was reminiscing, she grabbed him, and he became instantly hard. Elijah flipped Kya over on her stomach and put a knee between her thighs. He leaned down and spoke in her ear. "Have you ever let a man have this sweet ass of yours, Princess? Think about your answer because I may have to hunt down any man that has and remove his skin."

She chuckled into the covers. "I never wanted a man to, so no is the truthful answer."

"Are you telling me no, too?" He nipped at her ear.

"I'm telling you to be gentle the first time, or there won't be a next time."

Leaning down, he clamped his teeth over the base of her neck. "Are you threatening me, sweetheart?" He grinned as he nibbled.

"Nope, just telling you my conditions. If you want my ass, then you play by my rules."

He chuckled, nudging her head to the side, and kissed her neck. His fangs touched her delicate skin. Then he sank them in. Kya jolted as his canines pierced her tender neck, siphoning her exotic blood into his fangs. Her body became wild under him. Elijah knew that his bite acted as an aphrodisiac, making her want more. And when she was ready, he slipped himself into her, inch by inch.
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Kya couldn't remember when she slept so damn hard. Rough, hot sex would do that to a girl. And holy crap, the man knew how to take care of a woman and her needs in bed. She came so many times that she lost count. No man had ever made her orgasm more than once while they had sex, and she was in awe.

Just thinking about him, and his body stirred up again. Dammit! If he could smell her desire, then so would the other men. Oh well, she was in the shower and was washing everything off. The last thing she needed was Damien making a sarcastic comment about smelling like sex.

After her shower, she dried her hair, put on a tiny bit of makeup, and headed downstairs for some coffee. Just her luck, they were all in the kitchen. Elijah winked at her when she passed him to grab a coffee mug.

Damien stopped her. He took hold of her chin and turned her face to his. He gave her an evil grin. "So, you finally fucked the Prince of Darkness, huh?"

"Damien," Elijah warned.

"What? I'm just asking."

Kya looked over at Elijah. "Is Prince of Darkness a nickname? It doesn't leave a warm, fuzzy feeling."

Damien barked out a laugh. "No, street rat, it's not a nickname. It's who he is."

"I don't get it."

Roman chuckled. "You didn't tell her?"

Kya narrowed her eyes on the man who ran his tongue over every inch of her body last night. What kind of secret was he keeping now? "Spill it, now."

Elijah frowned at Damien and Roman as Jacin sat on a bar stool, grinning and shaking his head.

"Fine. I'm a fucking prince. But I usually slam my fist into anyone's mouth who calls me that."

"He's born of royal blood, Princess, just like you. That's one reason your mother wanted him to have you as his mate." Jacin spoke as he twirled his coffee mug in his hands.

She grinned. "Prince, huh?" Now she could torment him with prince like he did to her with princess.

"I wouldn't advise it, Kya." His blue eyes held hers.

Shit, did he know what she was thinking? She hadn't thought to ever ask if any of them could read minds besides Roman. If so, she was screwed now.

"Only yours," Elijah said.

"What?" Her jaw dropped when he answered the question in her thoughts.

"I can only read your mind, no one else's."

Her hands plopped on her hips. "Really? You don't think you should have told me this? That's rude. What's in my head belongs to me, so stay out."

Those steely eyes narrowed on her. "You. Are. Mine. Every sassy, attitude-filled inch. Get used to it. And it's because I injected you with my blood and have taken your blood, I can read your mind. But don't worry, I can only tap into your head within about twenty-four hours after I've taken your blood."

"Asshole." She muttered and pushed past Damien to get her coffee.

"But the more he takes your blood, the mind-reading thing will become permanent," Jacin added.

"What?" Kya stared at Elijah.

"Thanks, man. You're supposed to be on my side." Elijah narrowed his eyes on their medic.

"So, was your father a king?"

"No, he didn't want to be. He and my mother wanted normal lives."

"Wait, what does the Prince of Darkness mean?" Kya brought her hot, steaming cup of heaven to her lips.

Elijah groaned. "Damien, I should rip your tongue out for that." He looked back at Kya, who waited. "Okay, I earned the name Prince of Darkness almost two hundred years ago because of the way I engage in battle. It was said that I brought darkness with me whenever I met an adversary on the battlefield. That's how I got the damn name."

"Secrets are unhealthy in a relationship, brother." Damien smiled at his friend. "And because he slaughtered so many, their blood darkened the ground. So, the prince brought darkness with him." Damien explained further.

Roman laughed. "Jesus, you want him to spill your blood? You'd better stop talking now, brother."

Kya eyed all the men. Looking back at the Prince of Darkness, she asked. "Fine, whatever. Just don't drag blood through the house, 'cause I'm not cleaning up after you. Why don't I have fangs like you?"

Jacin answered. "Female demons don't have fangs, only males."

"That doesn't seem fair. Do females have something that males do not?"

"Yeah, street rat, they have wings. Where are yours, by the way?"

"Oh, shut up, Hellboy. I haven't had enough coffee to deal with you yet." She glared at the big, mouthy demon. "Where's your angel? Did you scare her off with your nasty attitude?"

"She's not my angel! And I'm getting sick of everyone asking me about her." Damien grabbed his coffee and stormed out of the kitchen.

Kya smiled and said, "Wow, that was fun."

"Thanks for that. Now he'll be a bigger nightmare than usual." Roman grumbled.

Elijah turned to Roman. "Rome, can you get a hold of the witch? I need to see if she'll answer some questions about the files we were looking at last night."

Roman shook his head and grinned. "Brother, I think you have as good a chance flying to the moon as you do getting her to talk to you."

"Which is why I'm asking you to talk to her. I'll try to be civil. We need some clarification on some of that shit. If we wind up helping her locate the asshole behind this, then I want to understand exactly what we're walking into. She's hiding something; I feel it. You may trust her man, but there is something off about her."

Roman walked up to Elijah, stopping a mere foot in front of him. "If I do this, then you better control your anger. I agree that she is hiding something. But we don't know if what we're picking up is something she's keeping from us or if she's just protecting her people. If you push her too hard, she's liable to walk away, and I think we can all agree that we can't afford that. The Gilham's were into some nasty shit, and according to the files, it only gets worse. So, if you want answers about Kya and whatever the hell they were all into, then we need her. And you need to be nice."

Damien walked back in to refill his coffee. "I agree with Rome."

"Yeah, me too," Jacin said with a shake of his head.

"Fine. I'll try to play nice. Let me know when she's here." Elijah grumbled before he left the kitchen.
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An hour later, they all gathered back in the kitchen to make a third pot of coffee. Jacin grabbed a banana and said, "Damn, I miss Olivia's brownies. If I could gain weight, I'm sure I'd have gained about ten pounds in her time here."

"The woman made the best lemon turnovers," Roman said as he topped off his mug. He glanced at Damien, knowing he missed her for other reasons.

"I'm fine without all the sugar."

"Liar. You ate the whole apple pie she made." When Damien's eyes narrowed on him, Roman laughed, knowing he was irritating the fuck out of his friend.

Elijah chose to stay silent while the others engaged in their lively chatter. With each passing day, his patience wore thin, affecting his overall mood. Unlike Roman and Jacin, he wasn't known for his easygoing nature, making him prone to irritation at the slightest provocation. Nevertheless, he and Damien played a role in balancing out the dynamics with Roman and Jacin.

The atmosphere in the room changed; they all became alert as Raven materialized in front of Damien. She pushed a twenty-four pack of beer into his chest.

Damien accepted it and grinned. "Wow, you remembered."

"I have a damn good memory, demon. However, I don't think paying you an extra twenty-two beers for the two I took is a fair deal." She turned to look at Elijah. "I understand you wanted to talk."

"Yes."

She nodded. "You know what talking entails, right? It's not yelling, accusing, or threatening one's life."

"Yeah, I get it." He nodded to Jacin and said, "Jacin has found some things in the files that we need some clarification on."

"You gave up?" Raven glanced back at Damien.

"He's the doctor. I found and opened the files, and now he gets to interpret them. And I was going blind looking at all that shit."

"I'll go grab the papers." Jacin exited the room and was back in moments with Kya.

"You okay?" Roman finally asked her, since he hadn't seen her since the discovery of the attic hospital.

"I always am." And she left it at that.

"Okay," Jacin said, flipping through papers. "We found something about a desensitizing room. It mentions restraints on walls and tables. Can you elaborate on what this means?"

Her blue eyes dropped for a second. "Let me clarify something first. All of us were treated differently to some degree. It all depended on how much we fought them. So, some got punished more often than others, more harshly than others. And different facilities may have called something by a different name. I may or may not know exactly what the Gilham's are referring to." She caught Elijah's disgusted look and said, "But I'll do my best to help you figure it out."

"Do you know what a desensitizing room is or not?" Elijah's words were snapped out.

Her eyes held his. "I assume it's the same as the reconditioning room in the Australian facility." She glanced at Roman.

"And what's a reconditioning room?" Roman asked.

"What it sounds like."

"Jesus-fuck." Elijah rubbed a hand down his face. "Can you stop with the half-answers and actually answer the question that is asked?"

"Lije," Roman warned.

"It's for reconditioning a person when they misbehave. It's a room they would lock us in to think about our behavior and the consequences that came with our actions."

"And the restraints?" Jacin looked at her.

"Some, probably most, were restrained to a wall or table in this room."

"Then what happened?" Elijah crossed his arms over his chest and glanced at Kya, who stood silent.

"Jesus. What the hell do you think happens when someone is chained to a fucking wall or table? They are beaten, tortured, or..." She stopped before she finished that sentence. "And before you ask, that too is different for everyone." Her agitation was evident, but she fought to control it.

"Or what? What were you going to say?" Roman's dark eyes watched her.

"Or whatever they came up with."

You're lying to me, little witch. We need the truth.

She just stared at him, refusing to answer.

Roman inclined his head, looking at her. "Were you chained and tortured?"

"We all experienced the same treatment, just on a different level."

And there it was—another vague answer—and Elijah snapped. "Can you possibly just say yes or no? Stop being so goddamn cryptic. If you want us to understand what happened there, then fucking help by telling us."

Raven kept her cool. She didn't say a word and turned back to the healer. "What else did you have questions about?"

He flipped through the papers. "It mentions a breeding program and Subject A. Apparently, Subject A was important, but I don't know why. They had a breeding program?"

"Yes, we spoke of this before. I take it you guys didn't believe me. They are referred to as GEN1's, meaning first-generation births."

He frowned. "Yes, I remember now. They had high hopes for Subject A and were quite upset when it went missing in a raid on the Australia facility. Do you know who Subject A is and what kind of creature it is?" Jacin waited for her response as she stared at him.

"Let's get something else straight. Everyone in that pile of shit there is a person." She pointed to the stack of papers in front of Jacin. "They are not an it, resident, experiment, creature, or any other cold reference they came up with. These are people: women, men, boys, and girls. So refer to them as such. And yes, before you blow a fucking gasket," she glared at Elijah, "I do know who they called Subject A."

"Who is it? Do you know where Subject A is, and can we speak to them?" Jacin broke back in before Elijah yelled at Raven.

"You already met her."

"Fuck. It's Tinkerbell?" Damien rubbed the back of his neck.

"It is. You guys had Olivia here for two weeks, yet none of you took the time to get to know her. You had one of the most important people the facility ever had in your care, yet you all pushed her aside like she was a nuisance."

Elijah watched the witch. She was protective of her people and Olivia even more. "Can you ask her to come back, so we can speak to her?"

"Fuck no. Again, you blew it. I gave her to you and didn't tell her to keep her mouth shut. I told her if you asked questions about the facility she was in, she should answer truthfully. Not one question was asked of her." Raven turned and walked over to Damien, stopping inches in front of him. "Which reminds me; you and I are going to have a little talk." She touched Damien's arm, and they both disappeared.
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Damien found himself flat on his back with the sexy witch looming over him. Again. Damn, this was getting old.

This time they were in the middle of the yard, where Raven teleported them. Her knee pressed into the center of his chest as she shot electrical currents into him. Not enough to hurt him, but enough to get his attention and keep him immobile.

"What the fuck is your problem now, witch?" He growled. Damien tried to move out from under her, but it was like she zapped his strength.

Raven's blue eyes glowed, and her head cocked. "You are my problem right now, demon. What the hell did you do to Olivia?"

"Nothing. Now get the fuck off me."

She kept the currents going. "Bullshit. She hasn't been herself since the day she left here."

Damien tried to sit up, only to be slammed down. Damn, this woman was powerful. "She was upset about the attic room, like the rest of us."

By now, everyone was at the window watching Damien and Raven.

"Fuck," Elijah grumbled. "I'm going out there to help him."

Roman's hand landed on Elijah's shoulder. "No. Let them be. If she wanted to hurt him, she wouldn't be talking to him. If it looks like it's getting out of hand, then we go."

"No offense, but I've seen her fight," Kya said, looking at the three remaining men. "I doubt the three of you could take her. Well, maybe if she didn't use any of her magic. But her magic seems to be second nature to her."

"Damn, I'd love to see her in action," Jacin said as his eyes remained glued on Raven and Damien. The doctor in him wanted to learn about her and her abilities; at a safe distance would be the smartest move for now.

Raven intensified the current in Damien's body. "Okay, fuck. Stop, and I'll talk to you." She stood and held out her hand to help him up. Reluctantly, he accepted her offer. After he stood, Damien rubbed the spot on his chest where she electrocuted him. It burned like hell. "Shit woman, it feels like you jumped started my heart."

"I also could have stopped it. What happened after the attic?"

Frowning, he pinched the bridge of his nose. "First, I need to go back a bit. A week ago, she wanted to help me search for the Montana facility."

"And what makes you think there is a facility in Montana?"

"Roman figured that the Gilham's weren't frigid weather, mountain vacation people; they looked too prissy. So he assumed they were there for another reason. Anyway, she wanted to help. I let her to give my eyes a rest. She looked at the satellite I had positioned, and when she thought she had found it, she made me a bet. If she was wrong, then she had to leave me alone. If she was right, she wanted a kiss—a real kiss, she said."

"And she found it?"

"Sexy witch, I'm pretty sure you know the answer to that question. I'm also certain you helped her find it. Or you already knew where it was and just had her point it out to me."

"Actually, no, I didn't show her. That funky trick she can do about sensing space—well, if she sees a live picture, like a satellite feed, she can still sense space. She's the one who found it for me the same way."

Damien shook his head. "Well, shit, she lied to me. She said you found it for her."

"She's half angel; she lies. What's this got to do with the other day?"

"I'm getting there." Damn, this was harder than he thought; he didn't want to say the words out loud. He couldn't admit it to himself, not yet. "I went to the kitchen to find her, and she was tossing out all the desserts she made. I tried talking to her, but she had already clammed up. And... I-uh-"

Raven groaned. "Shit, you tried to kiss her then, huh? Bad timing, demon."

"No kidding. I wasn't looking at it like that, though. It's just," he ran a hand over his head, his feet shifted. He wasn't about to tell Raven that Olivia tore his heart wide open with the story about the doll. Hell, he couldn't even get Olivia's face out of his head when she spoke about it.

Raven laughed, and he stopped to stare at her. Damn, the woman was gorgeous when she smiled. Come to think of it, this was the first time he had ever seen a full-blown smile on her lips. It made him wonder why she didn't do it more often.

"You broke down, didn't you?" She raised an arched brow at him. "You wanted to kiss her for real, not because of the bet."

"You know, I was starting to like you, but I think I may hate you again." Damien watched her and still couldn't get over how her whole face changed with a simple smile. So much so, that momentarily, she reminded him of someone, but he couldn’t place who.

"She thought it was a pity kiss, and she became more withdrawn. Then she said goodbye and left."

"Olivia is very different from most. She knows what she wants but doesn't always know the best route to take to get it. That's why she comes off pushy at times. But she's proud—hell, we all are. We have no room in our lives for sympathy or pity from others. We have fought hard to forget and build a safe and happy life."

"Why is she so damn happy all the time, then?"

"Because she doesn't want to hurt anymore. She figures if she stays happy, then she won't remember when she wasn't. And she bakes for the same reason. It keeps her mind focused elsewhere. So, when you guys refused to eat almost everything she made, it felt like rejection to her."

"Fuck it." His head dropped. "I never meant to make her feel like that; none of us did. It's just..."

"Yeah, I get it. You tried hard not to like her, and it didn't work. And you picked the wrong moment to cave in." Raven looked at him with a smirk. "I'll bet you know how to fight with a bo staff, am I right?"

Damien studied her, wondering where this change of conversation was going. Did she want him to teach Olivia? The answer would be no. He couldn't hurt the delicate little fairy creature. "Yeah, why?"

"You feel like trying to beat the shit out of something?"

He chuckled. "I don't have to try. I just do."

Raven made two staffs appear in her hand. "Shall we see?"

Damien smiled and accepted a stick from her. "It'd be my pleasure, sexy witch. But you can't use any of your magic shit. Sticks and strength, plain and simple."

"I don't need magic to kick your ass, demon."

"We'll see, sweetheart, we'll see."

They each took a few steps back and took a stance, ready to fight. Damien struck. First, he aimed for her side, and Raven blocked, then struck.

The four from the house watched with anticipation. For ten minutes, they hit and blocked the others  moves. It was like they were on the exact same page; neither could land a blow. Raven counteracted every swing of Damien's stick. So well, they wondered if she tapped into his mind to anticipate his moves.

"Shit, she's damn good," Jacin mumbled.

Roman was grinning, while Elijah frowned as he watched.

"Told you so," Kya said.

Damien struck, and as Raven blocked, he kicked her feet out from under her. His big boot landed on her chest, holding her down. He grinned. "I win, sexy witch."

Panting, she grinned. "Damn, I think I may rely on my magic way too much."

Damien held his hand down for her to grab. After she stood, he kept a hold of her and pulled her to him. "You fight pretty damn well, for a girl." He grinned.

"Yeah, well, I had a good teacher."
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The four in the house came out and stood close by after Raven and Damien stopped sparring.

Roman stepped closer. "You two have fun? Damien, she about handed you your ass."

"Like hell. But she is damn good."

Raven looked at Kya and Elijah. "I know you don't want to hear this, but I think you should let me take Kya back to my place to help her learn and control her magic."

"Over my dead body." Elijah glared at her.

"You know, you should stop giving me challenges unless you're willing to do something about it. It's up to you. But she can be dangerous if left untrained. And none of you have magic, so you won't be able to train her. Not to mention, without practicing under a dome, the whole world will see what she's able to do. It would look like a war out here."

"What the hell is a dome?" Damien asked as he crossed his arms over his chest.

"It's a series of spells our witches and sorcerers have come up with to protect our magic from escaping. It keeps what we do hidden from the world. It also keeps our magic contained, so no one outside the dome can get hurt. We had to come up with it to train the children since they have no control."

"Nice." Jacin smiled. "Damn, I'd like to see that."

Raven looked at Jacin, tipping her head. The look she gave him had him frowning. Then she turned back to Elijah.

"It's still a no." Elijah barked.

"Excuse me. Don't I have a say in this?" Kya's hands were planted on her hips when she looked at Elijah.

"Nope."

"This is one of those times I don't like you very much, you know."

"Don't care."

Raven leaned toward Damien. "Lovers quarrel?"

He chuckled. He liked this witch more and more. "Seems so."

"Don't worry, Princess. The Prince of Darkness won't always be in charge. He'll learn soon enough that there is someone out there way scarier than himself."

"Is that a threat, Raven?" Elijah looked ready for battle with her. His body was tense, ready to spring into action.

"If it was, know this: I don't issue threats I'm not prepared to back up." And with that, she disappeared.

*****
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"Is she home yet?" The adorable four-year-old asked for the fifth time in the last hour.

Caleb didn't mind answering the same question multiple times. Something this stinking cute could ask him every minute, and he'd still smile. He picked her up, carried her to his kitchen, and sat her on the counter. "C'mon, sweetness, let's get a snack. And no, she's not back yet. But she promised she wouldn't be long."

"That's what she said the last time. Then she came home smelling funny." Salem wrinkled her tiny nose.

He grinned. "How'd she smell funny?"

A small shoulder shrugged. "I dunno. Like a man, I don't know, but do."

Okay, he was confused. Caleb had discovered that the mind of this four-year-old was an enigmatic entity. It seemed that the more questions he posed, the more bewildering her answers became. Her thinking was unconventional, diverging from the norm in a way none of them had managed to decipher as of yet.

And he knew what man Raven came home smelling like: Roman. A man he used to call his friend and a man who most likely wanted to see him dead along with Elijah and Damien. The four had been best friends for most of their lives. But if any one of them ran into him now, they'd do their best to kill him.

Two tiny hands framed his face. "Hey, are you listening to me, Uncle Caleb?"

He chuckled. "I'm sorry, baby, I was thinking of something. What did you say?"

"It's rude to stop listening when you were talking to me. When I do that, Mama says it's rude." Her dark chocolate eyes held his.

"Good lord, you're going to be a handful when you grow up, just like your mama." Caleb pushed her further back on the counter, opened his fridge, and grabbed her a juice box. He handed it to her, so she could insert the straw herself because doing it for her wasn't an option anymore. "Okay, how about a banana or... sliced apples with peanut butter?"

"You know I don't like bananas."

"Are you sure? Everyone likes bananas. I thought it was Olivia who doesn't like bananas."

"Aunt Olivia doesn't like them either, silly. We're alike."

"Which is weird since they're sweet. You're alike, huh? She has blond hair, and yours is black. And she has green eyes, while yours are brown. So how are you alike?"

A little growl left her lips. "Oh, you're implossable."

He laughed. "I'm what?"

"Implossable. It's what Mama calls you." Her dark eyes twinkled as a dimple danced across her left cheek.

Oh, how he adored this baby girl. Knowing she was shielded from the threats lurking at The Facility made every trial he had endured worthwhile. When he reflected on the memory of Raven telling him about finding Salem in a dog cage, his heart ached. This child was not only precious but possessed an astonishing power. There had been moments when all of them had been brought to their knees by her, and if they ever let their guard down, she could still do it. Anyone who touched her had to be well-versed in constructing a protective barrier to avoid experiencing the full brunt of her formidable abilities. Yet Raven had tirelessly devoted herself to helping Salem harness and control her magic, ensuring that she wouldn't inadvertently harm anyone. Nevertheless, Salem's potential remained a force to be reckoned with.

"Hey! You're not supposed to tell my secrets." Raven said from the doorway, one shoulder propped against the doorjamb.

Caleb turned and cocked an eyebrow at her.

"Mama!" Salem tried to jump off, but Caleb caught her and placed her back on the counter.

Raven walked over and picked her up, hugging her. She grinned at Caleb. "Well, you are implossable sometimes." She said, using Salem's word.

"Yeah, well, you've heard about the pot calling the kettle black, right?" He grabbed two green apples from the fruit bowl on his counter, a paring knife, and a cutting board. "Grab the peanut butter and some plates." He said to Raven as she smiled at him.

Damn, when this woman smiled, which she didn't do often, she was stunning. Everything about her appearance changed, and you couldn't look away. He only wished she had more reasons to smile. But Raven learned to be serious at a very young age, and he suspected nothing would change that now.

"Mama, why do you smell like a demon?" Salem pulled back and waited for Raven to answer.

"How do you know I smell like a demon?"

"Because you smell like a demon a lot now. But it's a different demon than the one you usually smell like."

She looked at Caleb, who shrugged, not knowing how Salem knew it was a demon she smelled. "How do you know it's a demon I smell like and not a cow?"

Salem giggled. "Mama, it's not a cow. I like cows, but can I have a pig? Or a duck? I like ducks, and they could swim in our pond." A small frown formed between her eyes. "I like the smell of the demon—not this one, but the other one."

Raven frowned. "What other one?"

"The other one, mama. I don't know his name 'cause I never met him. But I think he's nice. When can I meet him?"

Caleb watched Raven; he knew she was surprised by Salem's comment about Roman. Hell, he was still wondering what Salem meant earlier about the man she didn’t know but did.

Raven looked at Caleb, their eyes locked before she turned back to Salem. "He is nice, baby. But I don't know if you'll get to meet him."

"Just ask him. I bet he'd come if you asked. Aunt Olivia can make a cake when he does." Her black curls bounced when she nodded her head at Raven to agree with her.

"We'll see, baby. We've got other things to plan right now. Did you see all the lumber we brought in this morning?" Salem nodded. "Well, we're building more apartments. Soon, we'll have more people here, and they'll need a warm bed and a place to live."

"Where they'll be safe?" Her dark eyes got big as she waited for more information.

Caleb took a slice of apple and dipped it in peanut butter. He held it up to Salem's mouth for her to take a bite. "Yes, sweetness, where they'll be safe. Like you are."

"Will there be more kids, mama? I hope so."

Once again, Raven's eyes caught Caleb's. Hell, he hoped there weren't any more kids coming. It was always hard on them when they tried to socialize a child who had never experienced love before. Most had barely been touched, other than when they were being moved for experiments. None had ever been hugged or kissed. It took Raven six months before Salem would let her cuddle her. Now, the precious girl craved it. And he and Raven were happy to oblige. He lost count of how often Salem fell asleep in his arms or lying on his chest.

"I think there are a few. Why?" Raven cocked her head.

A huge smile covered Salem's face, and she bounced on the counter. "'Cause I wanna be a big sister! I've wanted to be a big sister my whole life."

Both Raven and Caleb chuckled at her excitement. Her whole life—all four years. Though one often forgot how young she was, her thought process was that of a seven- or eight-year-old.

"Baby, you're not getting a baby brother or sister anytime soon."

An adorable pout on Salem's lips had Caleb grinning. God, this baby girl had a hold of his heart.

"But if there are kids, you can help show them around. But you can't touch them, okay?"

"I won't hurt them, I promise."

"I know you wouldn't do it on purpose, baby, but sometimes you forget to control your magic. And if you can't control it, you could hurt them. Let's not worry about this yet. We still have to rescue the people. Now, why don't you eat your apples and peanut butter Uncle Caleb made for you?"

Salem grabbed an apple slice, dipped it in her peanut butter, and took a bite.

Caleb reached for Raven, pulled her into his arms, and hugged her. After kissing the side of her head, he whispered in her ear. "Why do you smell like Damien? You're not fucking him too, are you?"

Raven pinched his stomach. "Jerk. No, besides, Olivia wants him."

Caleb groaned. "I thought that was just a crush or something."

Raven pulled back to look into his eyes. "And Damien has a thing for her too. I just found out. Of course, he didn’t admit it, but I saw it in his eyes. And I smell like him because we were sparring. While doing so, I realized I rely way too much on my magic these days."

"He kicked your ass?" Caleb tossed his head back and laughed. "That must have hurt your pride."

"Just a little." She grumbled. "And I mentioned to the Prince of Darkness that we should bring Kya back to work on her magic."

"And what'd he say?"

"Over my dead body." Her eyes danced with mischief. "I took that as a challenge."
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Elijah consistently found himself in a sour disposition following the witch's arrival. While his tough demeanor was innate, there was something about that woman that ignited his anger like never before. He couldn't fathom it, but that was irrelevant; all he knew was that he needed to keep Kya far away from her.

Elijah struggled to comprehend why the witch, who clearly held disdain for Kya, was so eager to assist her. What were her true intentions? There had to be a hidden agenda, though he couldn't, for the life of him, discern what it might be. Despite her claims of needing their help, a nagging feeling told him there was more to the story.

Hell, he had only just grown accustomed to having Kya beside him, and there was no way he was allowing the witch to separate them once more. Amidst his thoughts about the Gilham's notes and his overwhelming irritation with the witch, he was thinking about Kya's naked body tucked under him. He loved the feel of her hot flesh against his and the soft moans that escaped her lips when he thrust deep inside her.

Was it perfect between them? Hell no. She was still Kya, mouthy, bullheaded, and sassy. Things he admired... to an extent. Other times, he wanted to turn her over his knee and slap her ass. And as always, they argued and butted heads daily. But damn, no matter the problems that arose during the day, they made up for it at night. All their disagreements and problems were put aside, and she gave herself to him without question. And honestly, it surprised him.

But he knew why: Kya was his, not because the Queen demanded it, but because she was his soulmate. Despite his reluctance to acknowledge it, he knew it in his heart to be undeniable. That's why they were irresistibly drawn to each other, even during their most heated conflicts.

How the hell did the queen know when she asked him to mate with her daughter? Could Queen Karina see the future? There didn't seem to be any other explanation, yet she never claimed to have this skill, being a seer.

His head cocked when he heard soft footsteps approach. Turning, he leaned against the balcony railing, waiting for Kya to come in. When she entered, his head lowered, and he looked up at her, slowly inspecting her from head to toe, drinking in every beautiful inch.

Kya paused. She grinned and shook her head. "Are you ever not in the mood?"

Elijah pushed off the railing and sauntered over to her. His hands grabbed her waist, tugging her into his body and letting her feel his hard shaft. "Apparently not." He lowered his mouth to hers, nipping at her lips.

Kya molded her body to his and moaned. "Okay, I don't get it. Sometimes, as I've mentioned, I still don't like you. But I can't get enough of your hands and mouth on me."

He grinned into her neck as his teeth scraped her thumping pulse. "And what about my cock? Can you get enough of that?"

Another soft moan escaped as his teeth and lips wreaked havoc on the tender flesh below her ear. "Apparently not." She repeated his words. "Oh, god, Elijah," she said, pulling up his shirt, her hands sliding up his body. "I want you inside me now. Please."

Moving back to look into her face, Elijah studied her eyes. "How do you want it, baby? Hard and fast, or slow and sensual?"

"I don't care." Her words were breathless.

Elijah felt a twinge of pride, knowing he had her primed for sex in under ten seconds. "Hmm. I think I'll do slow and sensual. I want to torture you. I want you on fire for me." He lowered his mouth to her ear, and his teeth closed around her lobe. "I want you to beg me not to stop. I want to hear you beg for more."

"I'm pretty sure... I told you," she paused, trying to gather words to form a coherent sentence. "Uh, I told you... I don't beg for anything."

Elijah grabbed a handful of her long hair, pulling her head back. "Baby, not ten seconds ago, you said I want you inside me now. Please. That was begging." His hand cupped her breast and pinched her nipple through her thin shirt. Kya arched into him, groaning. He continued to massage her hard bud, building her passion.

With every ounce of willpower she could muster, Kya pushed herself away from him and took several steps back. "Now is not the time for I told you so. You just blew it, demon. Now you get nothing. In fact, you can kiss my ass." Kya turned and headed for the door.

There was no heat in her words. No, Kya was playing with him. And in all honesty, he'd never had a woman coyly play with him, and he found it sexy.

Elijah was fast. He had Kya in his arms before she knew what had happened. He spun her around, pushing her into the door and slamming it shut. With a wicked grin, he said, "I was planning on it, baby. Then I was going to move to these beautiful breasts. And after that, I will take you with my mouth." He offered her a crooked grin. "So, Princess, don't try threatening me with kissing your ass, because it will always be my pleasure." Lowering his head, he took her saucy lips.
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Kya woke up sore—not from the long, hot sex she and Elijah had the night before. It was something else. Though she didn't know what to make of it, every inch of her body throbbed, and her back felt as though she had spent a day at the gym, exerting every muscle to the limit. She attempted to alleviate the discomfort with a hot bath, but it provided little relief. Out of habit, she swallowed three ibuprofens, then promptly realized they probably wouldn't be of much help. But if it wouldn't help, then why was she sore to begin with? The guys told her often that she wasn't human; she couldn't get sick. Did that also mean her body couldn't be achy? She ached the first few days at Sanctuary, but that was probably because she’d never exercised before. Shit, there was still so much she didn't know about her new body and heritage.

Kya abandoned her quest to decipher the new mystery and made her way downstairs in search of coffee and possibly a touch of whiskey if the kitchen was unoccupied. However, midway down the staircase, she suddenly stopped, doubling over in agony. She gasped, took a seat, and closed her eyes, succumbing to the pain.

"Kya!" Elijah yelled. The sound of his boots running echoed as he ran through the house. With two large steps up the staircase, he kneeled in front of her.

"What the hell's going on?" Damien snapped as he, Roman, and Jacin all stood at the bottom of the staircase.

"Kya. Baby, what's wrong?"

She looked up at him, trying to control her breathing. "How'd you know something was wrong?"

"I take your blood every couple of days; it lets me know when something is wrong with you. What happened?"

"Oh. I forgot about that. I don't know. I just don't feel good today."

Damien snorted. "Holy fuck, woman, how many times do we need-"

"I know! I'm not human! I get it, but I still don't feel good, so shut the hell up."

Jacin walked up and knelt on the other side of Elijah. He took her pulse. "Try to breathe normally, Princess."

"Call me Princess again, and I'll kick you down the stairs."

"She seems okay to me," Damien grumbled.

Jacin grinned. "Yes, ma'am. I'm going to check your pupils with a light, okay?" He pulled a small penlight out of his cargo pants. "Look at my ear." He shone the light in her eye, then the other. "Now, my other ear." He did it one more time and frowned. Looking at Elijah. "Her pupil dilation is slow. It should contract immediately when the light hits, but it doesn't."

"And what does that mean?" Elijah asked.

"I don't really know. I've never seen a demon do this. But since she has more than demon in her, it might have something to do with why she doesn't feel right."

"Jesus, Jace. That's Sherlock Holmes shit, right there." Damien shook his head as Roman popped him in the shoulder.

Kya's gaze swiftly fixed on Damien, and the usual green and white of her eyes vanished, turning to solid black, prompting Elijah and Jacin to retreat further down the stairs. It was an unprecedented sight for them; they had never witnessed eyes where the whites disappeared into solid black along with the iris. They were aware that a vampire's iris could turn black when they were furious or sexually aroused. However, demons typically displayed a complex swirl of multiple shades in their eye color, and neither lost the whites of their eyes.

"Kya? What are you doing?" Elijah continued to retreat with Jacin. Both had an uneasy feeling.

At that time, Jonah appeared next to Roman. "What the hell is happening?"

Elijah was now on the floor, still watching her. "Kya, baby, whatever's going on with you right now, try to control it."

She stood, walking toward the four men. She gasped and nearly collapsed. Her eyes still jet black, she stood once more, and in an instant, the men were shot across the room.

"What the hell was that!?" Jonah yelled as he tried to push Damien off him.

The four men untangled themselves from one another and stood.

"Kya?" Elijah took a tentative step toward her.

"Shit!" A blood-curdling scream tore from her throat as enormous gray wings burst forth from her back. With a mighty thrust, the massive wings propelled her backward into the staircase, hitting hard. "What's happening!?" She attempted to rise and ascend the stairs, but the powerful wings continued to flap, drawing her down the staircase and into the group of four men. Once more, they ended up in a tangled pile, with her wings flapping furiously, striking everyone and everything in her path.

The men all ducked, except for Jonah, who was staring into her eyes. "What's wrong with her eyes?" Suddenly, he was thrown into a wall by a wing, his cheek cut by a tip.

"Kya! Calm down; just breathe. Baby, you've got to control this."

"I have wings! What the hell, Elijah! Why the fuck didn't you tell me about this?" Her wings kept pulling and tugging on her while the men kept ducking to keep from getting knocked across the room.

"Baby, Damien told you that you should have wings the other day."

"Really? I thought he was lying to me!" Out of anger, the room rumbled, and the men were blown off their feet for the third time. "I hate you assholes!"

"Fucking shit! Stop that!" Damien roared.

Roman tried tapping into Kya's mind to help calm her, but he couldn't reach her; she had him blocked. His head cocked as the air in the room changed.

Raven appeared in front of the fallen men, blocking Kya's path from them. She looked at Kya, who was fuming mad, her anger surfacing and gaining power. Her eyes were black as night as the room continued to shake.

"Kya," Raven said in a calm voice as she watched Kya focus on her. "The wings work like arms. If you think about pulling them into your body, you will close them."

"We don't need your help, witch." Jonah spat out.

Raven turned to look at him. "Yes, I can see what a damn good job you're doing, prince."

The room shook harder, and the men fought to stay on their feet, while Raven didn't appear to have the same struggle.

"Kya! Listen to me!" Raven put her hands out and controlled the power Kya was throwing at them. "Concentrate on controlling your emotions, and you will stop all of this."

"I... can't." Her words were broken, laced with fear.

Raven looked back at Elijah. "I can take care of this. Just say the word."

"You're not taking her."

"I wasn't planning on it. I'm holding her power back for now, but I need to do something else before she takes this house down." Her blue eyes held his. With one nod of his head, Raven turned back around, pulled a gun from her holster, and shot Kya twice.
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Raven watched Kya topple like a tree, collapsing in a heap and sliding down two steps before coming to a stop. Sure, Raven could have caught her, but she was injured daily, so if it could be avoided, then it was.

"What the fuck did you do!?" Elijah roared.

"You bitch! I will kill you!" Jonah started after Raven. Veins popped in his neck when his temper rose.

"Jonah!" Roman yelled to stop him, but it was too late.

Raven's hand lifted, unleashing a surge of electricity that struck Jonah squarely in the chest, causing him to crumple to his knees in agonizing pain. With calculated precision, she drew a second firearm, advanced toward Jonah, and aimed it directly at his forehead, pressing the barrel firmly against his skin. "Those were tranquilizer darts I shot her with. This one has bullets. Give me one reason not to pull the trigger." She glanced over at Elijah, who looked at her with venomous eyes. "She'll be out for a while. You may as well move her now."

Looking back down at Jonah, whose face contorted in pain as the current was still alive in his body, it ricocheted around like a pinball. "Today is your lucky day. I'm not in the mood to waste a bullet on you." Not much could kill a supernatural creature, but a bullet to the brain or a beheading would do the trick.

Roman stepped into her line of sight and pushed the gun down, away from Jonah's head. "Baby, someday it might be nice if you tried to come in peace."

"I did come in peace. I even asked for permission to help. Then this asshole goes crazy on me and threatens to kill me." Her chin lifted in defiance. "I will never back down from a threat. When someone says they are going to kill me, I take it seriously. I protect and strike." She turned away from Roman, glancing at Jacin, who was checking Kya out. Then she looked over at Damien, and he had a smirk on his face, almost a grin.

Yeah, she had Damien where she wanted him, in her corner.

Raven walked over to Elijah; he was watching Jacin examine Kya. She saw his body tense, wanting nothing more than to attack her. "Don't even think about it. If I had told all of you what I was about to do, she could have teleported out of here and caused some real damage somewhere else. Catching her off guard worked to my advantage." She looked at him. Anger vibrated through his taut body, and Raven knew that he tried like hell not to rip her to shreds. "I need to talk to you alone."

"You sure that's a good idea, witch? 'Cause right now, I'd rather see you dead than give you the time of day."

She held his hard stare, his eyes swirling shades of blue. "I'll take my chances." Raven turned and walked to the kitchen and out the back door. As she passed Jonah, she winked at him. "The pain will subside soon. Or so I hear."

Elijah slammed the door behind him, following Raven to the middle of the yard, where she and Damien sparred the other day. "I swear to god, woman, one day you and I are going to have it out."

"I look forward to it. Why the fuck is Jonah back?"

"I don't know. He showed up when Kya screamed. Why the fuck are you back?"

Raven turned and looked at the yard and the surrounding trees, then back at the house. "Look, I told you she needed to be trained with her magic. And now she has wings." She raised an eyebrow at him. "I'm guessing you didn't tell her about that part?"

"Damien did. But she thought he was being an ass, so she didn't believe him."

"Well, now she needs to learn how to control her magic and her wings. And you, demon, have no idea how to do either. So, what do you propose?"

"I'll figure it out. She's not going with you." He crossed his muscled arms over his chest, taking a defiant pose.

"Yeah, I know. So now you're left with only one option; I train her here under a dome."

Elijah snorted. "You can't be serious. First, I saw what you just did to Jonah. You think I'm going to let you do that to Kya? No way in hell, woman."

Raven stepped up to Elijah, stopping inches from him. If this asshole thought she would be intimidated by him, he was dumber than he looked. "I don't think you understand, Prince. I'm not asking. I am giving you two choices: my place or this place. Since you just said you wouldn't let her come with me, then I'll be working here. So, let me give you some rules. You will not interfere. I will hurt her; it's a given, but she'll hurt me too. That should give you some joy. I will train her the same as I would anyone else. If you try to stop me or interfere, I will take her and keep her until I know she can sufficiently control both her wings and magic. Am I clear?"

Elijah closed the small gap between them, not willing to let her have the upper hand. "If you get out of hand or excessive in her training, I will not stand by and watch you abuse her. I will take her home. And I don't care if I can take you down or not, but I'll give you a damn fight you won't soon forget. Am I clear?"

"Well, this should be fun. I'll be back in a little while. She should wake up in about an hour or two. Keep her calm."

"Your advice is astounding. What the hell do you think I was trying to do before you flew in on your broomstick?"

Raven cocked her head and gave Elijah a small grin. "You know, for a man I love to hate, sometimes you're sort of amusing." She turned to walk away. "Oh, and get rid of her brother before I get back, or she comes with me."

*****
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Elijah paced the room while Kya sat tucked into a ball in the corner of the couch. She hadn't spoken a word to him since she woke up. Jacin, she spoke to, but he only got a nasty glare. He supposed it was his fault. He should have figured Kya thought Damien was lying to her. And now he didn't know how to fix this.

To make things worse, Raven would be showing up soon. God, he wasn't ready for that woman, not when he had a pissed-off woman he had yet dealt with. This was precisely why he made every effort to stay unattached; women demanded more effort than he was willing to invest. Dealing with these specific women felt like a challenge beyond his capabilities, and he'd much prefer managing five hundred men any day over handling these two formidable females simultaneously.

He had enough of Kya's silent treatment. He may as well get this over with. "Look, Kya, the witch will be back shortly to start training you how to use your wings and magic. I tried to stop this, but you know how she is. She wanted to take you with her, but I wouldn't let her, so she insists on doing it here."

"You see, that's your problem. You think you know what's best for me, and you are trying to take all control away from me about my life."

"Let me guess; this is one of those times you don't like me very much."

"No, actually, I hate you right now."

Elijah propped his hands on his hips out of frustration. "Dammit, Princess, I've been around for a few hundred years. I think I do know what's best, and that witch certainly is not best for any of us. Except for maybe Roman, until he gets his ass fried by her." He gave Roman a nasty look, who sat in a chair with his feet on the coffee table.

"Leave me the hell out of your problems, Lije. Besides, the little witch seems to have issues with hurting me. Or I'm immune to her powers." He shrugged when a gust of cold air hit him square in the chest, knocking him and the chair backward.

Raven materialized; standing over him, she offered a smirk. "What were you saying, Adonis?"

Roman chuckled as he stood, hooking her waist. He leaned close and whispered. "You can only take me down when you have the element of surprise. We both know that." He tipped her chin for a quick kiss.

She narrowed her eyes at him, then turned around to face Elijah and Kya. "Let me guess. She's pissed as hell at you."

"Fuck off." Elijah snapped.

She chuckled. It was the only time Elijah had heard her laugh. And for a split second, he saw her undeniable beauty, which she kept hidden under her stern, no-nonsense attitude.

"Well, let's get this started. Kya, come on. The rest of you stay here. She doesn't need an audience."

"Like hell. You're out of your fucking mind if you think I'm letting her go alone." Elijah's words had a faint growl to them.

"Knock it off!" Kya jumped up. "If you go out there, I don't want to hear a damn word. Got it?"

Raven grinned again as heat rose from Elijah's hands. "Fine."

"And that goes for you too, Hellboy." She barked at Damien, who had remained quiet.

"Not my fault you thought I was lying, street rat. Perhaps you should have asked more questions about demon heritage, characteristics, and traits. Then you might have known what to expect."

*****
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Everyone followed Raven and Kya out to the backyard, where five women stood, waiting. They all stopped, not knowing who or what these females were. With the luck they'd been having lately, these women could burn them to a crisp like Raven.

Raven walked up to them, stopping. She turned. "I brought these five women with me to construct a dome for us to work under. This is Jenna, Marissa, and Selene. They are witches. And this is Emily and Beth, and they are sorcerers." With a nod of her head, the five women went in a different direction, forming a large circle.

Raven couldn't help but notice how Jacin was captivated by Selene. Selene possessed a timeless beauty with her porcelain complexion, striking blue eyes, and strawberry-blond hair. Her reserved nature seemed to complement Jacin's calm and easy-going demeanor, making him particularly drawn to her tranquil presence.

"Kya, follow me." She walked into the middle of the yard, and the five women spread out around them: witch, sorcerer, witch, sorcerer, and witch.

With a nod from Raven, the five women extended their arms outward, as if attempting to reach the women on either side of them. Streams of power radiated from their fingertips, merging with the energy of the women on their right and left. As the magical circle enveloped Raven and Kya, the women gradually raised their arms toward the sky.

The men watched in amazement as they saw a shield emerge from the women's outstretched hands, gradually expanding until it reached a towering height of approximately three hundred feet. With synchronized motions, they arched their hands above their heads, and the protective dome sealed itself shut. As the shield enveloped Raven and Kya, the five women lowered their arms and assumed an almost statuesque stillness.

"Holy shit," Damien muttered.

Jacin was grinning. "That is amazing."

"You're good to go," Selene said in a soft voice. Jacin's eyes gravitated toward her.

"Thanks. Okay, Kya, this dome will prevent anyone from seeing what we're about to do. These guys can see only because I had them cast a spell over the property beforehand, so unless someone is on this property, they can't see a damn thing. Now we figure out what you can do. Let your wings out."

Kya snorted. "I don't know how. They came out by themselves."

"As I said earlier, they work like arms. Lift your arms." Kya obeyed. "See, you told your arms to move, and they did. That's how it works."

"I have questions first. They were huge. How the hell do they fit inside me? And why wasn't my shirt torn to shreds?"

Raven glanced at Elijah and shook her head. "Nice job, Prince of Darkness. Keep her dumb. You want her barefoot and pregnant too?"

The men observed as the focus of all five women abruptly shifted towards Elijah. Each of them locked eyes with him for a brief moment, and then their gazes averted. Could it be that they had heard tales of the infamous Prince of Darkness?

Not waiting for an answer, Raven turned back to Kya. "Fine. Demon females contain a certain amount of magic without being a witch. Which is why a witch and sorcerer can fuse so easily with female demons. The wings fold up and shrink into very small wings. But when they emerge, they expand into full-size wings. And your clothes don't rip because of the magic."

"Do you have wings?"

"Yes."

"Do you have demon in you too?"

"Jesus, does no one listen to me? Yes, I have said before that I was born a full-blood demon."

"Then you knew all these guys? You grew up around them?"

"No. I was raised somewhere else."

"Can I see your wings?"

"In a minute."

"Mine are gray. What color are yours?"

Raven narrowed her eyes at the princess, trying to remain calm with her twenty questions. She couldn't fault her for her curiosity, but her patience was being tested. "Mine are black."

"Is there a reason for the different colors?" Kya had one question lined up after another.

She nodded. "No fucking clue. We can finish with questions later. Now try to let your wings out."

Kya stood there; nothing happened. She shrugged.

"Okay, how about letting some magic go? You made the house rumble earlier, and you blew shit around in the attic, so try that."

Kya just looked at Raven. "I have told all of you before that I don't know how I did that, and I still don't. I do not know how to let my magic go or my wings out, got it?" Her hands were planted on her hips.

Raven almost smiled when Kya got indignant with her. And it gave her an idea. She looked at Selene. "Reinforce the dome; the prince and princess are about to be pissed at me."
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Raven knew shit was about to hit the fan, though she didn't really care.

"Raven!" Elijah growled.

She gave him a quick smirk and shot electricity at Kya, throwing her back into the dome wall.

"We had an agreement!" He roared, his hands slamming on the invisible shield.

Kya moaned and tried to stand when Raven blasted her with energy, knocking her down again. "You bitch." She seethed as the pain ripped through her body. The current ricocheted around the dome like a pinball.

Raven walked to her and looked down at Kya. "Damien was right; you are a useless, pathetic excuse for a demon." She glanced over at Damien, whose jaw dropped.

"What the hell! I did not say that, witch. And I was beginning to like you too."

Raven turned to walk away when Kya tried to stand once more. Instead, she began to float, getting higher and higher. "What are you doing?" Panic replaced anger as she dangled off the ground.

When Kya was about a hundred feet off the ground, Raven stopped. "I understand this is how birds teach their young to fly; they kick them out of the nest."

"Don't you fucking dare!" Now Elijah released his flames from his hands, his anger becoming volatile.

"Come on, little witch, don't do this." Roman pleaded. "Find another way."

Raven looked into Kya's horrified eyes and wondered if she was going too far. Then she dropped her. Kya screamed, plummeting to the earth and falling fast. In the last twenty feet, large gray wings sprang from her back and caught her before she hit the ground.

"I will kill you myself!" Kya yelled, her eyes turned jet black, and the ground shook.

Kya's power built; Raven could feel it in the air, and she prepared herself to be hit. Her head dropped, and she looked up at Kya with glowing blue eyes. A surge of power left Kya's body blowing towards Raven, hitting her like an explosion. The power surge blew her with force to the back wall of the dome. Big, shiny, black wings emerged from Raven's back, catching her and acting like a parachute off the back of a dragster.

Raven dug her feet into the ground, sliding backward while her wings slowed her down. When she came to a stop, she cocked her head at Kya. "About fucking time. See, your fear of hitting the ground forced you to release your wings. Now fly."

Kya stood there, her breaths coming in heavy, anger emanating from every pore of her being.

Kya's beautiful gray wings had Elijah staring at her. Roman was staring at Raven and her midnight black wings, as black as her hair.

"Well, I'll be damned," Jacin muttered as he also stood in awe of both women with their wings out.

"Do we need to call the fire department, Prince?" Raven smirked at Elijah.

"You and I, one day soon." If smoke could billow from one's ears, this would certainly be that moment.

She chuckled. "A fight you can't win. Kya, flap your wings, and lift yourself up. Remember the arm analogy." Two flaps of Raven's huge wings lifted her nearly fifty feet off the ground, then she relaxed them, and she floated back down to earth.

Kya flapped her wings; she rocketed backward, knocking herself on her ass. "Why do I always land on my ass when I try shit?"

"It's the angle that you flap them at. You had them pulled back too far; lift them first."

"Wait. I never thought to ask this, but why do female demons have wings in the first place? Asshole over there said only males have fangs, so why do only females have wings?"

"You're the asshole, I presume?" Her head cocked at Elijah as wisps of her purple hair escaped her long black braid, blowing across her face.

"You're pushing it, sweetheart." Roman chuckled, shaking his head. When her eyes met his, he winked.

"Females have wings because the demon gods thought even their females were the weaker sex. So, they gave us wings so we could take to the skies in an attack, so the menfolk could save the day." Raven's brain knew she should keep her mouth shut, but her mouth didn't listen. She looked at Elijah. "How'd that work out for you twenty-five years ago, General?" For once, she called him by his proper title, and yeah, what she said was a low, low blow.

All four men stared at her as if she threw a dagger into their hearts. Roman's brown eyes averted, his jaw clenched. Jacin frowned, Damien's jaw and his hands fisted, and Elijah looked as though he wanted to dig under the dome to remove her head from her body.

"You keep your mouth shut about that, bitch. You have no idea what happened there or who we all lost."

She heard a vivid recollection of the events of that day; she had heard accounts from a few of Elijah's people they had at Sanctuary. Each narrative conveyed the same harrowing story, leading them all to the same facility in Australia. Still, she was aware that bringing it up would strike a nerve, but for some inexplicable reason, she yearned to witness Elijah's reaction.

Raven locked onto his stern, frigid gaze, and for a moment, she couldn't help but feel bad for her words. Then she turned back to Kya. "Basically, your wings are made for you to escape, or you can use them to engage in battle. The choice will always be yours and yours alone."

*****
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Over the following two weeks, Kya endured relentless physical punishment from Raven once more. Painful hours stretched into endless sessions of her contending with the Ice Queen's formidable powers. Each night, as she lay down to rest, her body throbbed from the grueling days and the unrelenting force exerted by Raven. However, the pain subsided through the night only to start over the next day.

That woman possessed utterly insane skills. Kya was absolutely convinced that Raven could aim her power at a car and strip its paint or turn the metal into a molten mess. Yet, after those grueling, never-ending days with the formidable sorceress, Kya had honed her own magical abilities. It didn't always yield the results she desired, but with each mistake, she gained fresh insights. What's more, she had acquired the skill to ward off Raven's power, preventing herself from being seared to a crisp or sent hurtling into a wall. It was an achievement of which she could be genuinely proud.

The time Kya spent with Raven was nothing short of peculiar. There were moments when Raven displayed patience, understood her lack of knowledge and skills, and seemed eager to impart her wisdom. Then there were days when Raven's temper flared, and she grew impatient and irritable with Kya. On certain occasions, Kya couldn't shake the feeling that Raven harbored a specific dislike for her, although the reason remained a mystery. It was clear that the witch didn't like her; she never had, and the rationale behind it still eluded Kya. The fact that Raven had been shadowing her since childhood only added to the mystery. One thing Kya did understand, however, was that, despite Raven's evident disapproval, she was just and impartial. Yet, it brought Kya some solace that Raven's feelings towards Elijah were even less favorable, and for the past two weeks, he had taken the top spot on her shit list.

In the midst of all the chaos and madness, the one incredible outcome was the wings. They were undeniably amazing. Kya reminisced about her childhood, when she used to gaze out of her window at night, watching owls in flight and yearning to soar like them. It had been the dream of an innocent child, one she never thought would materialize. Now, she eagerly anticipated the day she could truly take flight, unrestricted by the confines of the dome. The prospect of feeling the wind beneath her wings, carrying her to new heights, brought a heartfelt smile to her lips.

Following yet another grueling day of training, with Raven unsurprisingly departing in a foul mood, Kya made her way upstairs, eager for a hot shower. She longed to immerse herself in the soothing warmth of the water, hoping it would help ease the tension of the day, and then retire to her bed, seeking solitude.

For the past two weeks, Kya adamantly refused to share a bed with Elijah. It all came down to his failure to disclose the fact that she would sprout wings and his possessive "you're mine" bullshit. In her view, the man was exceedingly archaic and in need of a lesson on how to treat a human, or at least someone raised as one. If this was the sort of behavior expected of a female demon from a male demon, then she had no interest in conforming to their standards. She resolved to remain on Earth, living life on her own terms, and Elijah wouldn't have a say in the matter.

Kya couldn't fathom why Elijah hadn't stepped in to verify Damien's words about her sprouting wings. His silence had left her exasperated with half-truths, blatant lies, and concealed information. She could discern the anguish in Elijah's eyes, and it was apparent that he was at a loss as to how to resolve the situation. For the first time in his life, he seemed utterly powerless, and a part of Kya took some satisfaction in witnessing him squirm. It might have been a bit juvenile, but she didn't care. She believed it was high time he was humbled and understood that he couldn't always be in control.

Without bothering to dry her hair after the shower, Kya stepped out onto her balcony. Instantly, she heard the familiar hoot of an owl, and a smile graced her face. Could it be the same owl she used to watch as a child? Did they live for such an extended period? A small part of her wanted to believe it was indeed the same owl, returning to greet an old friend once more.

Her body tensed when she felt Elijah behind her. "Go away." To her surprise, she hadn't heard him enter her room, but she couldn't help but feel his presence. He emitted a power, an undeniable strength.

"Not going to happen." He stepped up and stood beside her. "Kya, we need to fix this. I can't do this on my own."

Kya averted her gaze from him. He was undeniably too attractive for his own good, which only added to her frustration. His proximity had an inexplicable effect on her, making her feel the urge to seek comfort in his arms, even though she couldn't comprehend why. How could she be so angry at a man yet want to rip his clothes off and lick every inch of his body? It just wasn't fair. Her mind was angry, but her body was not in agreement.

Bastard.

In a blink, she found herself turned around, her back pressed against the railing, Elijah's strong body anchoring her with his. "Kya, I am sorry. I should have made sure you believed Damien. Since he told the truth, it didn't dawn on me that you may not believe him." He tipped her chin up when she refused to look at him. "Look, I don't know what I'm doing here."

She offered an unladylike snort.

A small grin touched his stern, sexy lips. "And because I don't know what I'm doing here, I don't know how to fix this."

"Haven't you ever been in a relationship before?"

"No."

"Never? Really?"

"No."

"Why?"

One hand slid to her waist, his fingers skimming her flesh where her shirt didn't meet her shorts. "I didn't want to deal with stuff like this." Elijah grabbed her when he saw the look in her eyes, knowing she was about to bolt. “Wait, please, let me explain. I hold the position of general in our army, and my days are consumed by managing hundreds of men. I've never had the time for a relationship, and because I'm so accustomed to dealing with men, I suppose I never truly learned how to handle a woman."

"Handle?" Kya shoved at his chest, but he held tight.

"Wrong word, I get it. Dammit, Kya, I'm trying here."

"So, if you never had any relationships, what about sex? Surely you weren't abstinent."

"No, I wasn't abstinent. There were plenty of women who only wanted sex. And sometimes I came to Earth. They have far fewer morals than female demons."

One eyebrow rose. "And will you ever touch another woman?"

"Shit," he chuckled. "I don't know how to make the one I've got happy. Why the hell would I go looking for another? No, Princess, I will never cheat on you."

She could see he was making an effort, but her anger still simmered. Her life had been upended by these men, by Raven, the Gilhams, magic, and the emergence of her wings. Now, it felt as though they were all attempting to wrest control from her. If she backed down now, she was convinced that Elijah would continue his Neanderthal ways. So, her approach was to prolong his suffering, ensuring that he wouldn't soon forget the lesson she aimed to teach him.

The thing she didn't understand was, why? Why did this matter to him? They didn't love each other; it was purely sexual. The caveman claimed she was his, but that wasn't love; it was possession. And she had no interest in belonging to him or any other man.

No fucking way.

Her eyes held his. "I'm not yours, Elijah. I have given you my body, but nothing else. And until you have my heart, then I do not belong to you. I'm not even sure I want to give my heart away." She saw the hurt in his blue eyes when he dropped his hands from her body and stepped back.

"I'm not asking you to give it away. Just share it with me. We can make this work, Kya."

She chuckled, shaking her head. "Why? Because of your pledge to a woman I don't remember? I didn't make that promise, so why should I be bound by it? You have no right to tell me what path my life will take. And you have no right to tell me you're the man I have to spend the rest of my life with. I will make that decision, and for now, you are not that man." Kya stepped around Elijah and walked out of her room.

Or tried. 

Elijah beat her to the door, and his big hand slammed it in her face. "Goddammit, woman. What do you want from me?" He grabbed her arm and spun Kya around.

When Kya was forced to face him, she slapped her hands against his chest and yelled. "Don't touch me!" Without meaning to, she released her power, hitting Elijah in the chest. She knew that she had hit him with all she had. With a rumbling explosion, he flew across the room, out the balcony door, and over the railing. She realized his eyes were closed as he fell over the balcony.

She killed him.
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Kya screamed, running to the balcony and looking over. "Oh my god!"

Elijah's motionless form sprawled on the grass, well over forty feet into the yard. Without a second thought, Kya leaped over the railing, descending to the ground almost thirty feet below. "Jacin!" She screamed as she took off, running for Elijah. Falling to her knees beside him, she touched his face. "Elijah, are you okay? Open your eyes, please."

"What happened?" Jacin yelled, exiting the kitchen door and running full speed at them, with Damien and Roman in his wake. Dropping to his knees on the other side of Elijah, he looked at Kya. "What happened to him?"

Tears filled her eyes. "It was an accident. I didn't mean to hurt him, I swear."

Roman knelt beside Kya. "Sweetheart, tell us what happened. It's okay."

"We were arguing, and I pushed at him and hit him with my power. I didn't mean to. I didn't mean to." Tears flowed down Kya's cheeks, her heart aching at the dreadful notion that she might have killed him. Did she love him? She wasn't sure, though perhaps there was a glimmer of something. But she was certain she didn't hate him, and she definitely didn't want him dead.

"His heart isn't beating. He's not breathing." Jacin said, checking his pupils.

"Give him mouth-to-mouth and compressions! Do something, Jacin!" Kya begged the medic.

"Kya, that doesn't work on us. I need something to shock his heart, and I don't have anything here strong enough that will work on a demon."

"I thought you were a healer. Heal him!" 

"I am a healer, but the heart has to be beating for me to heal." Jacin's gaze was pained as he looked into her eyes. He was as helpless as she was.

Damien scowled, thinking. "You need something to shock him, like a defibrillator?"

"Yes, but with a lot more power. I have one back home, but I don't think I'll have time to go and get it." He looked up at Roman and Damien. "I can take him home with me and hope I get there in time to save him."

"Something powerful enough to stop a heart could also start one, right?" Damien looked at Roman, though his question was aimed at Jacin.

"Yes, but-"

"Call her, brother," Damien said to Roman.

"No need." Raven appeared next to Jacin. "What happened to him?"

"His heart has stopped. I need something with a lot of power to jump-start it."

Raven glanced at Damien; he nodded to her. "Move, Doc. I got this." Raven kneeled beside Elijah, placed a hand on his heart, and released a small current of electricity into him.

Nothing. He lay motionless.

Again, she shocked him with more power. And again, nothing.

Come on, Elijah. Fight. I may not always like you, but I don't want you to die. Fight for me. We aren't through. Not yet. We have unfinished business. Quiet, pained words whispered in Elijah's head.

Raven stared at the tough warrior, who lay motionless. Then her eyes met Roman's.

He nodded. "Harder, sweetheart. Knock the shit out of him."

"Why's he not waking up?" Panic and urgency in Kya's voice had Raven's gaze landing on Kya.

"The small surges aren't working. I'll try a slow, steady current, then increase the power." Raven placed her hand over his heart once more. A light flow of electricity left her palm, traveling into his heart. Little by little, she increased the intensity. Still nothing. Then she released a powerful bolt, shocking Elijah hard; his body jolted off the ground.

Suddenly, he gasped, sucking in air. "Fuck, that hurt like a bitch." His hand rubbed the spot on his chest where he was electrocuted.

"Elijah!" Kya flung herself into his chest. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you, I swear. I'm so sorry." Lifting her head, she looked into his blue eyes, tears rolling down her cheeks. "Please forgive me. It was an accident."

Elijah lay on the ground, with Kya looming over him. He looked up and saw Jacin, Damien, Roman, and the witch looking down at him. Focusing back on Kya's beautiful face. "I thought you said you wouldn't beg for anything."

She laughed through her tears. "Asshole. How many times are you going to remind me of that? Apparently, I was wrong. I'm so sorry; I've been such a bitch these past few weeks."

"It's okay. I'm sure I deserved it."

"I'm sure he did too." Raven remained on the ground on his other side. "So, Captain, how do you feel?" He frowned at her. She reached out and touched his heart with one finger, shocking him softly for good measure.

"For fuck sake!" Elijah sat straight up, almost colliding with Raven. His chest tingled down to his stomach as he stared into her brilliant blue eyes. Rubbing the heel of his hand over his heart, he looked at her. "Let me guess; you saved my life?"

"I know, stupid of me, right? But I couldn't have you die before I had the chance to kick your ass in that fight you keep asking for." And as only Raven knew how to do, she smiled with only her eyes.

"Yeah, we'll see, witch. I fight like the devil."

"It should be a damn good fight then." She cocked her head and said, "Because I am the devil." Raven stood and glanced at Roman, who winked at her. Looking at Damien, she said, "You don't need to have Adonis call me, you know. I can hear you too." She bumped Kya's thigh with her boot. "And you, Princess, one more accident like this, and your ass will belong to me. And the Prince of Darkness won't be able to stop me or save you."

"It was an accident. And how'd you know I did this?"

"You think I'm fucking stupid? First of all, you just apologized to him. And you're the only one who doesn't know how to control your shit. The next time you fire your weapon by accident, I step in and take control. And if you think you've seen me unpleasant before, well, you'd be wrong." Raven glanced at the four men; they all narrowed their eyes on her. But this time, Elijah didn't argue, defend Kya, or threaten Raven.

Kya jumped up to face the witch. It was probably a dumbass move, but she no longer cared. "I said it was an accident. That means that I didn't do it on purpose. I would never hurt him intentionally." Her voice rose when Raven threatened her. "I am new to all this shit, and I'm sorry I'm not perfect like you. I make mistakes. Get the fuck over it!"

Raven stood there for a moment, never losing her cool. "I am not perfect, but I damn well know how to control my power. Accident or not, you killed him. And if not for my mean ass, he wouldn't be sitting there now. Killing by accident is one thing, but killing by accident because you're stupid and careless is unacceptable. So, I will not get over it, Princess." She looked at Elijah, who now stood behind Kya. Their blue eyes met, Raven paused. "You okay?"

Elijah crossed his muscled arms over his chest. "I thought you hated me, witch. I'm surprised you saved me; now you're concerned about my wellbeing."

She shrugged one shoulder. "I know all of you think I'm a cold-hearted Ice Queen." She raised one brow at Kya. She knew all along what Kya called her behind her back. "But just because I don't particularly like you doesn't mean I want you dead." Raven glanced at Roman, then back to Elijah. "Besides, I still require your services. And now you owe me more. Your life comes with a price, Captain."

"Yeah, I figured. And about that, I'm getting tired of waiting for the whole story. If you want our help, then we need some trust from you; otherwise, we can't and won't help you. I want to know why the fuck the Gilham's, who were supposed to protect the princess, experimented on her. But you hold all the cards, and I'm getting sick of it. So, either you spill, or we walk away."

Raven's blue eyes narrowed, and a hint of a smile teased them. "No, you won't. You need to know why your woman was abused and not protected. And you won't rest until you get the answers you want and need. After all, you were the one who put her in their hands."

Guilt already ate at Elijah over that, and he certainly didn't need the witch reminding him. "You don't know me, witch. Don't think that just because you saved my life, I owe you any more than our original deal."

"I thought we had an agreement about you not calling me a witch."

"I am not his woman!" Kya backhanded Elijah in the stomach. "You can't own me."

Damien pinched the bridge of his nose. "All of you are making my head hurt. Can we call it a night and resume arguing again tomorrow? I'll even bring popcorn."

"Then, get lost if we're bothering you." Elijah snapped back.

"Look, dumbass, the sexy witch is right; you won't walk away without answers. And street rat, the witch is also right about you; you are his woman. The sexy witch is always right, so both of you get over it." Damien shook his head. "I need a beer and a better life." He walked away without another word for that cold beer, though the better life would have to wait.

Raven cocked an eyebrow at Damien as he walked toward the house. When she turned back around, Jacin was smiling, Kya and Elijah were both frowning, and Roman had a sexy smirk. Roman watched her; his brown eyes held hers, saying more than most men said with words.

"Look." Her attention went back to Elijah. "I promise we'll let you in on more soon."

A snort left Elijah's lips. "What the hell does soon mean to you? You've been stringing us along for weeks."

"I'm waiting for you to be in the right frame of mind."

"What the fuck does that mean?"

"Jesus Christ. Are you guys still at it?" Damien came back out with a half-empty beer bottle.

"It means that I will expect certain things from you when I take you to my home."

"Of course you do. And what are they?"

"I will expect four things from you. The first and most important thing is to come with an open mind. And the other three are to watch, listen, and learn. Then everything you need to know, you'll figure out and see for yourself. That way, you won't have to rely on or trust me for information. And when you're ready to know, you'll ask all the right questions."

"Why are you always cryptic as shit? And why the hell are these rules only for me?" Elijah stood with his feet braced apart as he stared down at the witch.

"Really? You have to ask?" Raven mirrored his pose. "The medic and Adonis are both level-headed and already open-minded. And as cranky as Damien is, he can still see the obvious. You are damn bullheaded and refuse to believe anything I say, so we'll let you see it for yourself. But those four rules apply."

Elijah's jaw twitched, but he chose not to argue. "And who is we you keep mentioning?"

"The man I work with."

"Who? And why haven't you mentioned him before?" One brow rose as he waited for an acceptable answer.

"Because it's been none of your damn business. It doesn't matter who I work with. All that matters are the four rules." Raven stepped up to Elijah, holding four fingers up. One by one, each finger touched his chest as she zapped him. "One, two, three, four. That's all you need to focus on."

He slapped her hand away. "Don't touch me. I still feel the current from a moment ago." His blue eyes narrowed on her. "Give me something. Some pieces of information that we haven't read about in the damn files. I think we've been more than patient."

Raven mirrored his expression as she watched the five in front of her. Maybe he was right. They had been patient without her giving them very much in return. But there was too much she didn't want to reveal yet. She nodded. "Fine." Looking at each man. "You had people go missing twenty-five years ago during the attack on the Underworld, right?"

Elijah's blue eyes swirled with anger. "Yes."

"We had a few dozen go missing." Roman supplied.

Nodding once again. "Yeah, that's what I thought. We have at least a dozen of your people living with us."

"What?" Elijah roared. "Who? Tell me now."

"Holy fuck," Damien muttered, scrubbing a restless hand over his head.

"I can't tell you their names. We keep everyone's identity a secret, and I'm not about to betray that now. They are all fine; they are happy and free. And they're not being experimented on. They are safe."

"Fuck that. I want names, now." Elijah stepped toward her.

Raven placed one finger on his chest and shot a small current into him.

"Goddammit! Stop that!"

"I won't give you names... but how do you think I found you?" Raven offered a small smirk on her classic, stoic face. "Because we have two of your warriors." She winked at Elijah and vanished.

*****
[image: image]


Two hours after the witch's departure, Elijah found himself back outside, his thoughts in turmoil. He pondered who might be held captive at the witch's compound. She had taken two of his warriors, but which ones? He was aware of four who had gone missing: Tomas, Cole, Rayden, and Jarret. It troubled him that if these warriors were indeed with her, they hadn't returned to their loved ones. Why wouldn't they want to reunite with their family and friends? It crossed his mind that perhaps the witch was deceiving them, and his warriors couldn't leave. Maybe they were confined to a different form of captivity. Elijah was left with an array of unanswered questions, and the witch seemed unwilling to provide the information he sought.

He ran a hand through his hair, his body taut with tension. He couldn't bring himself to sit down or face Kya. He was aware she kept glancing at the window, searching for him, but he wasn't prepared to confront her just yet. In the few hours that had passed since he was resurrected and since he had been confronted with the startling truth about his people, he had an overwhelming amount to contemplate.

He couldn't shake those haunting words from his mind. "Come on, Elijah. Fight. I may not always like you, but I don't want you to die. Fight for me. We aren't through. Not yet. We have unfinished business." The words reverberated endlessly within him. He couldn't quite understand how he had heard them while he was on the brink of death, but he had. It made him wonder if his connection to Kya was even stronger than he had realized.

Although those words seemed like a plea to him, Elijah was well aware that Kya had only spoken them out of fear that she had inadvertently caused his death. It prompted him to contemplate his own feelings. He had no intention of having someone because of fear or guilt; that was not how he operated. He had never pursued a woman under such circumstances, and he wasn't about to start now.

Furthermore, he had to admit that Kya was right. Clinging to a promise made to a deceased woman was irrational. In doing so, he was depriving her of choices, and he recognized that it was not fair—neither to Kya nor to himself.

They both deserved better.

The real dilemma was that Elijah had already found himself deeply entangled with Kya. What had initially been a promise evolved into genuine feelings along the way. However, his sense of honor and duty pushed him to consider letting her go, to allow her to lead her own life and make her own choices and decisions.

He acknowledged that if their positions were reversed, he would be furious as well. Such a foundation was no way to begin a life or build a relationship. Even if they forced themselves to work through this, he knew that one or both of them would likely end up harboring resentment, and it would likely happen sooner rather than later.

So, there was only one thing for Elijah to do.

He'd walk away and give Kya her life back.
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Caleb gathered the advisors at Sanctuary.

The advisors consisted of him, Selene, the witch, Jarret, a demon warrior, he grew up with in the Underworld, Tobin, a vampire, and Raven.

They had an odd number of advisors so that they'd always have someone to break a tie when they made decisions. But they hadn't needed a tiebreaker for many years. The five of them were always in agreement, though it didn't stop there. They always ran their decisions by the people of Sanctuary. The majority had to agree with them as well. They all needed to have their voices heard and their opinions valued. Those basic rights had been stripped away for far too long.

"Okay, who the hell knows where Raven is?" Caleb asked, taking a drink of his beer.

Jarret chuckled. "You should know by now that she'll be here when she's here. That woman has no frame of time."

"Not true; she always knows the right moment to pop in." Tobin grinned as he glanced up at Raven, who appeared next to him.

She smiled back, thumping his head with her finger. "I was a bit busy, saving the Prince of Darkness's damn life."

Jarret sat up straight. He had once been under Elijah's command as a warrior. "What happened to him? Is he okay?"

One black eyebrow rose. "He's too much of an ass to die. Yes, he's okay. I shocked the shit out of him." She glanced at Caleb. "The Prince of Idiocy's sister killed him."

"What?" Caleb also sat straighter. "You call me the Prince of Idiocy? That's fucking rude."

Selene dropped her head and chuckled. Then everyone laughed at Caleb.

Raven walked over to him and kissed his forehead. "You just made my nickname valid. You know that, right?"

"Yeah, whatever. So, how'd Kya kill the bastard?"

"She blasted him out of the second-story balcony. She stopped his heart."

Selene narrowed her eyes at Raven. "She lost control, didn't she?"

"Yep. It was an accident. But a deadly one."

"The way everyone talks about the Prince of Darkness, I'm not sure I want to meet him. He sounds like a real asshole." Tobin said.

Caleb grinned at Tobin, then looked at Raven. "And?" 

"And what?" 

"What'd you do? Who'd you threaten, beat up, or fuck over?"

"Jesus, Caleb." Tobin laughed. "Our girl here only does what's necessary, don't you, sweetheart?"

Raven's blue eyes creased at the corners when she gave Tobin her best innocent smile. Even she knew that nothing about her was innocent. "Yeah, asshole, what he said." She pulled up a chair and sat beside Tobin, her current ally.

"By the way, Elijah is about at his wit's end with all of this. I saw it in his eyes after I revived him. He didn't even argue or stand up for Kya when I threatened to beat her up and fuck her over." She jokingly repeated Caleb’s words.

"Smartass." He chuckled, shaking his head. "Okay, so I gather we need to bring them here sooner rather than later. How long do you think we have before he flips the fuck out?"

Raven shrugged. "He's hard to read sometimes. I'm not sure; maybe a week. There was a change in his eyes tonight."

"And what about Damien, Rome, and Doc? What is their frame of mind?" Jarret asked. All these men had been friends for many years, so his concern was legitimate.

"Roman is concerned. Damien is," she chuckled. "Well, he's Damien. Ready to beat the shit out of something. And Jacin is curious; his medical mind is spinning nonstop. He won't ask me many questions. I suppose I scare him." She rolled her blue eyes.

Caleb barked out a laugh. Raven had a way of terrifying people with her quiet, I'll-fuck-you-up look she pinned them with. And really, that was her plan all along. While she was a formidable warrior, she always chose the path of least resistance first, opting to give her opponent a chance to make the right decision. Though Caleb demanded that of her because once she lost her temper, it was hard as hell to reel her back in.

"No, shit. Wonder why that is? How many times have I told you that you need to attend some social classes? Learn how to interact with people, put them at ease, and not have them running in the opposite direction."

"People shouldn't be such pussies." She grinned at Tobin when he tossed his head back and laughed at her remark. "Look, I had to give the captain a small piece of the puzzle to keep him on the end of our hook, so we make sure everyone here is prepared for them. So far, he's been vested because of Kya. But after tonight," she shook her head, "I don't know. I may be reading him wrong, but I think he was about to walk away from her and possibly us."

"No, that can't happen. We need him. He's our ticket back into the Underworld." Caleb cocked his head. "What piece of the puzzle did you give him, sweetheart?"

"Yeah, under no circumstances can you let him walk away," Jarret added.

"Well, duh. But you dumbasses know him better than I do, so you'd be able to read him better than I can." She glanced between Caleb and Jarret. "He's pretty bullheaded and keeps his cards close to his chest. So, I never know exactly what he's thinking."

Selene tried to hide her grin. Caleb, Tobin, and Jarret all laughed out loud, not even trying to contain their amusement.

"What the hell is so funny?" Raven reached over, took Tobin's beer out of his hand, and took a drink.

"And who the hell does that sound like, Princess?" Caleb said as he continued to laugh at the dumbfounded expression on her face.

"Fuck you." She drained the rest of Tobin's beer, then handed him back the empty bottle.

Tobin raised an eyebrow at her. "Thanks, sweetheart."

"Once again, what did you tell him?" Caleb repeated.

She shrugged one shoulder. "I told him that we have about a dozen of his people. And two of them are his warriors." She glanced at Caleb and winked.

"Well, that would definitely keep him on the hook."

"Jesus Christ." Jarret chuckled. "This is going to be a clusterfuck."

"I agree. Elijah is a volatile asshole." Raven smirked. "He's worse than me. And Kya can't stay there unsupervised for long. She needs help honing her skills before she kills someone for good. Damien's getting edgy; he needs something to do. And Jacin needs to be let in on a lot of crap so he can back up what we're telling them."

"And Roman?" Caleb offered her a crooked grin. "Adonis. What does he need?" The look she gave him made his grin grow into a full-blown smile.

"A reality check. He'll figure out soon enough that I'm not what he thinks I am. And he'll walk away on his own."

"I know Rome, sweetheart. I wouldn't be so sure if I were you."

"None of them has any suspicions about you?" Jarret's serious tone quieted everyone down.

Raven didn't answer right away. The turmoil of her deception was evident in her blue eyes. "No. And we keep it that way for now." She stood and walked out without saying another word.

The four remaining advisors all sat in silence for a moment.

"Well, shit. She has a thing for this Roman guy, doesn't she? A real thing." Tobin scrubbed a hand down his face.

Caleb and Jarret both nodded in agreement.

"Yeah, and it scares her." Caleb stood. "And that pisses her the hell off. That woman is as difficult as the captain she loves to bitch about. It should be fun as hell watching the two of them together."

*****
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Morning came too soon for Elijah.

He hadn't slept at all last night after he was brought back to life by the witch. Of all his dumb luck, being saved by the woman who hated him as much as he hated her. And he was certain she'd hold that over his head.

The witch wasn't the one responsible for his insomnia; it was the woman he had pledged to shield and make his own. Deep down, he couldn't deny the strong emotions he held for her. But was it love? That was a question he couldn't answer. Elijah had kept his heart locked away ever since the devastating loss of his family, a wound that still bled today. Now, a new, unfamiliar ache throbbed in his chest for Kya.

With his many hours to think last night, he knew leaving her was the right thing to do. He wasn't sure what he thought would happen when he disrupted her life, telling her he was her mate. If she were in the Underworld, she wouldn't have had a second thought about it. She would have been thrilled to be mated to General Elijah Alexander. And yes, he knew that sounded arrogant, but it was true. Marking her as his wouldn't affect her in the least if she remained in the human world. Human males would never know she was marked by a demon.

But he'd crave her forever because he marked her and because he had been taking her blood.

He was screwed no matter what, but he'd never tell Kya those things. He would simply let her go and figure out a way to deal with his need for her.

He was tired.

Tired of harboring hate, disappointment, guilt, and sadness in his heart. 

It weighed heavily on his chest. There wasn't a day that hadn't passed in the last twenty-five years that he didn't see Anya's precious face in his mind, smiling at him. His last conversation, a stern one, always made the ache intensify. She was just a little girl, his baby sister; he should have made time for her. It was a regret that nearly tore his heart from his chest, with that what-if moment swirling around his head.

What if he had stayed to take her target shooting? Would she still be alive? Could he have saved her? Yes, of that, he was certain.

"Brother." A voice spoke from behind him.

His hands were clenched before he turned to face Roman.

"You okay? I mean, I know a lot of shit has happened lately, but since last night, you seem even worse than before." He chuckled at his choice of words. "Okay, that's not what I meant."

"I know what you meant." Shaking his head, he ran a hand over his short hair. "I don't know why, but I've been thinking of Anya a lot more lately than usual. And with all this shit with Kya, I don't know, man. I'm just beat. I don't want to think anymore."

"I get it; I do. I'm sort of with you. I've been thinking of her a lot too. I don't know. I guess I just wish there was a terrible mistake, and she was taken and not killed during the attack." His eyes closed for a moment. "No, if she were taken, she would have been tortured by these monsters. Death would be better for her. I could never wish life for Anya at the hands of those fuckers."

"I thought the same thing for a second, then came to the same conclusion. Death would be merciful." Elijah's eyes scanned the property. He watched Damien walk toward them. When Damien stopped, Elijah said, "Look, I'm heading home for the day. I need to talk to the King and tell him where we are with all this shit. And I need a break from here." He nodded to Roman. "You're in charge." Then to Damien, "And you, be a man, not an asshole with Kya."

"I'm one and the same." Damien gave a lopsided grin.

"Yeah, but be more of a man today." Looking back to Roman, "And if he is more asshole today than man, rip his fucking tongue out for me."

Roman smiled. "Shit, it'd be a pleasure."

"In your dreams, pretty boy," Damien grumbled. "I know how to behave. I just choose not to. But fine, I'll even stay clear of her."

Nodding once more to his men, he said, "I'll be back after dark." And he vanished with a weight so heavy on his chest that, for a split second, he thought about not coming back.

*****
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Elijah landed at the teleporting station in the Underworld. It was a gate of sorts. All who entered the Underworld could only enter this one spot in the center of town. It prevented unwanted guests from sneaking in since the deadly attack twenty-five years ago. They added a secondary measure: you landed inside iron gates that no one could physically teleport out of. So, they basically landed inside a cage. Damien called it the birdcage.

Elijah looked up to see Max and Jensen guarding the gate. They both looked at him, smiled, and saluted.

"General, it's good to have you home," Jensen said as he walked over to unlock the gate for him to exit the cage.

"Men." He nodded to the guards. "It's good to be home, though I'll be leaving again by tonight. How's everything going here?"

Jensen shrugged. "The prince has been edgy since he came back."

"Edgy? Shit, he's been an ass." Max said, then quickly dropped his head when Elijah scowled. "Sorry, General. He's been edgy."

Elijah gave a small grin. "An ass, huh? Well, we've seen some disturbing shit. But I'm sure it'll pass, and he'll be the same charming prick again soon." One more nod to the men, and he walked off.

Elijah heard the men snicker at his description of Jonah. Normally, he wouldn't have made a remark like that about the king's son to his men. Though he had called Jonah that, and worse, to the king himself. Oddly, the king merely laughed. Honestly, it should have landed him in a deep pile of shit, speaking poorly of the king's son, but it never did. And that always made him wonder why. Some days, he questioned why the king kept him around. Elijah never backed down from King Samal, never. His respect for the king only went so far. And recently, he simply didn't give a shit, which was why this was his first trip home since the Gilham's died.

He planned to go talk to the king and explain what they knew and what they still had to discover. Then he had one more stop before heading back to Earth. A place where he never wanted to be, but he had to go.

Once a year, he went home to honor the family he lost. And today was the twenty-fifth anniversary of their deaths. Maybe that was why Anya weighed so heavily on his mind since he went to protect Kya. With all the shit, he had put the date in the back of his mind.

Instead of teleporting to the castle, he opted to walk. Elijah needed time to gather his thoughts and his words. The King would want details about Kya, and at this point, he didn't know what he'd say. Elijah wasn't sure he wanted to tell him too much; an uneasy feeling had settled over him in the past few days. Maybe the cryptic witch was getting to him.

Stopping at the gates of the castle, he paused. Looking at the two guards who gave him a salute, he entered, greeted them, and went to find the king.

The castle was over ten centuries old, so the structure resembled something from the days of King Arthur. Nothing had changed until the last century. Electricity, plumbing, modern appliances, and fixtures adorned the ancient building. Some walls had been added to make smaller rooms; massive rooms were required hundreds of years ago. No matter what had been added or changed, it still looked like a cold castle decorated with gaudy, ornate objects.

Elijah climbed the steps, walked past two more guards at the door, and entered the castle. He stopped and looked around. Suddenly, he wondered why he took this job in the first place; he was tired of all this shit. Elijah turned to the sound of footsteps.

King Markum Samal was a strikingly handsome man with chestnut-colored hair and the same green eyes that all three of his children had. At close to nine hundred years old, he still appeared to be forty-five. Tall, lean, and muscled, with a smile that stopped females in their tracks. He knew how to use his looks; hell, every demon did. And while he seemed mild-mannered to most, Elijah knew him to be cunning and deadly when the situation called for it.

The sound of two sets of boots echoed through the hallways, and Elijah waited to meet the occupants. King Samal walked toward Elijah with grace. Jonah was in his wake. His stride was long and smooth, with his shoulders back and his chin up. A smile broke out over his face when his eyes met Elijah's.

"Prince Elijah, it is good to see you, my son." He stopped in front of Elijah and grabbed him for a quick hug. "I hope you are here to stay for a while." His keen green eyes glanced around. "Are you alone? Did you bring Calah to meet me? How is she? Is she okay?"

Elijah stepped back and nodded to Jonah. "I'm only here until tonight, sir. And your daughter is fine. Though she won't answer to Calah, all she knows is Kya."

A frown formed in Markum Samal's eyes. "Kya, got it. You look troubled. What aren't you telling me?"

"I am troubled. Can we go somewhere private and talk? This is not something others need to overhear."

King Markum nodded and walked toward his office, where he had soundproof walls. Elijah and Jonah followed; Jonah was still quiet, not saying a word to his friend. No doubt, he was still angry that Elijah kept sending him home.
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Markum stepped into his office and settled into his cherished armchair, casually crossing one leg over the other as he patiently awaited something. Across from him, Elijah occupied a seat before the king, while Jonah reclined in an elegant armchair positioned beside Elijah. The trio was separated by an ornate coffee table.

Once again, that uneasy feeling hit Elijah square in the chest. "Look, sir, there is some bad shit going on on Earth. And now, Kya is in the middle of it."

"What? Is she in danger?" Markum sat up straighter; concern marred his handsome face.

"No, she's safe. We have uncovered some disturbing things about the Gilham's. They weren't who you thought they were. Or worse, they weren't who the Queen thought they were." Elijah glanced over at Jonah, assuming he told his father what he learned while he was there. Jonah offered a faint nod. "They were involved with an organization that kidnapped creatures of every species and experimented on them by fusing the DNA of multiple species together."

"What the fuck? Are you serious? For what purpose?"

Elijah shrugged. The king had more questions than Elijah had answers. "I'm not sure. To create a super-being, maybe, we don't know yet. What we do know is that the people the Gilham's worked for have experimented on demons."

"Some of our people? No way, we'd know."

"Sir, we have encountered a woman who claims she was a full-blood demon before they kidnapped her years ago. Not all demons live in the Underworld. And... the Gilham's experimented on Kya." There, he said it. Blurted out seemed to be the correct term.

Markum flew off the couch, anger rippling from his taut body, fists clenched. "What the fuck! If those fuckers weren't already dead, I'd peel the flesh from their bones!"

Elijah looked over at Jonah, who shut his eyes for a moment. "Shit, are you sure?" Jonah asked.

"Yes. Jacin took a blood sample from her. She has witch and sorcerer in her veins."

"Of course, she does." The king ran a hand through his hair as he paced. "That's what those assholes were; Julius was a sorcerer and Stephanie was a witch." He frowned. "How could I have placed her in their care?"

"How could you have known what they were into? Even Kya didn't know what they had done to her. They made her think she was sick growing up and that she was getting medical attention."

"They raised her as a human?" The king roared. "Sonuvabitch! They were supposed to raise her as a demon and tell her about her heritage. They were supposed to have her trained and ready to return to me when she was grown. And you're telling me they did nothing? Not a fucking thing?"

Elijah had never seen the king so angry before, not even when the queen died. That bit of realization was unsettling. "No, sir, they didn't. While she knows she is a demon now, she still thinks and acts like a human. Kya is not ready to come home, at least not permanently."

In that moment, an unmistakable sign of frustration emerged: King Markum seemed to be practically emitting smoke from his ears, or at least that's how it appeared to Elijah. The king found it utterly perplexing that Kya considered herself human. As for the additional information Elijah possessed, he was inclined to withhold it for the time being. It seemed wise to save the remaining unwelcome news for another day.

"She will come home. And she'll come home as your mate. Am I clear?" The quiet, deadly undertone in the king's voice had both Elijah and Jonah's heads snapping to where he stood by the window.

The two men exchanged glances when Jonah shrugged. "You may as well get it all out, brother."

King Markum spun to face the men. "What now? There's more?"

"Fuck," Elijah muttered. "Yeah, there's more. First, my men and I are going to help the woman, Raven, in her quest to stop these assholes the Gilham's worked for. From what we gather, they have hurt, abused, and tortured too many to count. Kya included." He added when he saw the king start to object. "Sir, they have ruined lives. And I'm not sure, but I think all this shit may have something to do with the attack on us twenty-five years ago."

Skepticism crept into the king's face. "Why would you think that?"

"Well, we had a few dozen people that simply went missing. We didn't find the bodies of numerous people after the attack. It was odd then, but now I wonder if they were taken." For some reason, he didn't want to tell the King that Raven said she had nearly a dozen of their people. He didn't want the king demanding information from him that he wasn’t able to demand from the witch." The ones who went missing wouldn't have walked away without a word to their family. I had five warriors go missing that day too. No way would they walk away without a word. Not to mention, some were children. Children don't just leave home at the age of ten or eleven." Anya's best friend, Dana, was one of the ten-year-olds who was never seen again after the attack. His sister died, and her best friend went missing, and he couldn't save either of them.

"Fuck." The king turned his back on Elijah, walked to the window, hands on his hips, and groaned. Without turning back, he asked, "And what the hell else do you need to tell me?"

Elijah stood and started for the door. "After we help Raven and her people, I will let Kya decide what she wants." As he expected, the king turned and glared at him. He spoke before the king could yell his response. "Her life has been fucked up. She was raised secluded from others while being used as a science project. I will not force her to be my mate."

In four long strides, the king was toe-to-toe with Elijah. "You made a vow. You promised your queen." He ground out his words, and the vein in his forehead pulsated.

"She doesn't want a mate, let alone me, to fulfill that role."

"I don't give a fuck what she wants! You will take her. Am I clear?"

Elijah knew now was not the time to fight the king on this matter. He'd finish this later, after they got to the bottom of all this shit. Rather than answer the king, he asked a question. "May I ask you a question, sir?"

"Of course."

"If you're so concerned about Kya and her wellbeing, why haven't you come to visit her and meet her yet?" Elijah didn't want an answer, nor did he expect one. Just asking the question was all that mattered.

Turning, he opened the door and walked out.
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Jacin opened file after file on the Gilham's computer. Now he understood Damien's frustration.

These individuals exhibited extraordinary precision when assigning names to their files. Each time he attempted to open one, he found himself continually surprised. His patience was wearing thin as he struggled to access a file labeled "Journals," the sole file protected by a password. Following Damien's prior efforts with passwords, he exhausted all the predictable options to no avail. This only reinforced the notion that the content within this particular file held great significance, further fueling his determination to gain access.

He shuffled through the papers scattered across his desk in search of his notes. Amongst them, he discovered a sheet with the words: Australia, Germany, Costa Rica, Thailand, Montana, and a question mark. His deduction indicated the existence of six facilities, although the whereabouts of the elusive sixth remained a mystery, and he held little hope that Raven would divulge it, even if she knew. His gaze continuously swept over the listed locations in the hope that they might trigger the right password. For some inexplicable reason, his attention kept returning to Australia. The notes seemed to emphasize the Australia Facility more than the others, leading him to believe it was their initial or flagship establishment.

Jacin pinched the bridge of his nose. "Could it be flagship? Why not? I've tried everything from the ridiculous to the obvious. Here goes nothing." He typed the word flagship in, and... "No fucking way!" He sat up straight and watched the file open. And there were all the facility names: Queanbeyan, Australia; Turrialba, Costa Rica; Dresden, Germany; Surin, Thailand; Montana, USA; and Omsk, Russia. "I'll be damned." He clicked on the Australia folder, and there were thousands of files, all video files. For a moment, Jacin's heart felt like it had stopped. If this facility had this many videos in it, the others must have just as many. In all, there could be hundreds of thousands of videos.

"Hey, guys! Come in here and bring me a beer. You're going to want to see this."

Within moments, Roman sat down with a beer on the desk for Jacin. "What's up?"

"I've been trying to get into this file called Journals for two days now."

"Really? Fuck, I should have shown you how to click on one to open it." Damien said it in a snarky tone.

Jacin ignored Damien's remark. "It was the only file that was password protected. Anyway, I finally got it. Look, all the facilities are listed here. And there is a sixth one, D, like we thought. But look at this: when I open up Australia, there is nothing but videos in here."

"Shit, have you watched any yet?" Roman rubbed the back of his neck.

"No, I was waiting for you guys. Ready?"

"Why the hell not?" Damien stepped closer.

Jacin hit a file in the middle of the list, thinking that the further down, the more in-depth the videos would be. A part of the file name was a date, since many were labeled AAA05151998. It also seemed that the three preceding letters held a great deal of significance as well. All began with an 'A' or "G.' Clicking the play button. The numbers appeared to be dates. The three sat back and watched.

Come on, bitch. Time to go play. Two burly men forcefully escorted a female, her hands bound behind her back and her feet chained, severely limiting her mobility. A dusky fabric bag concealed her face, securely fastened at her neck, yet her feminine presence was unmistakable.

They proceeded to guide her down a corridor, leading her into a chamber that bore a striking resemblance to a reconditioning room, as described in the documents. Chains and restraints dangled from the walls, while at the room's center, a cold, metallic table with restraints awaited. Upon entering, they gave her a violent shove, causing her to tumble due to her shackled feet. The impact was harsh as she hit her head against the unforgiving floor. She remained where she fell until the men seized her, hoisting her to her feet before forcefully slamming her against the unyielding concrete wall, inflicting a brutal blow to her head.

"Jesus." Damien groaned.

Come on, sweetheart, show us what you can do. Hell, we'll even uncuff your hands if you show us something. He removed the cuffs from her wrists, stepped back, and waited.

"They're baiting her to fight them." Roman shook his head.

The other man picked up a bucket full of baseballs from the corner of the room and threw one at her. It hit her in the chest. She gasped and stumbled a step back. Then he threw another and another. Oh, come on. If you have so many powers, then stop the fucking balls.

The girl remained silent. The only noise she made was when the first ball hit her in the chest, and that was only a gasp. She refused to scream, cry, or beg them to stop.

He threw one more aimed at her face. The girl hit the ground like she had been shot.

"What the fuck!" Damien growled. 

Roman winced. "How long is this video, Jace?"

"Uh, it's pretty short—about ten minutes. Damn. What the hell will they do to her if she's out cold and can't fight back?"

"I don't think she plans on fighting back," Damien muttered.

"And what the hell are those?" Roman asked as both men went after the girl with long sticks.

The men each took a turn and touched the girl with the ends, and her body jolted and spasmed where she lay.

"Those are cattle prods." Roman said in disgust.

They kept electrocuting her as they taunted her. You know what I think? I wish the fucking Prince of Darkness could see this. See how damn useless you are. You're as pathetic as he is. The only reason he is feared is because he has an army at his back. In here, he would be as big of a piece of shit as you are. Demons are not the superior race, not by a long shot. We may grab him soon and test our theory.

Roman, Jacin, and Damien all froze. Their gazes collided at the words Prince of Darkness.

What the hell does Elijah have to do with this shit?

One man kneeled beside the girl. You're a real disappointment. You know that? Since all you want to do is just lay here, maybe it'd be a good time to fuck you. Feel like spreading those sweet legs for me, baby? Hell, maybe you can take both of us at the same time.

"Oh, hell no. If they start to rape her, Jace, shut it off." Damien snapped.

The young woman inched back, creating distance between herself and the approaching men, until her back pressed against the wall. With effort, she regained her footing, her head tilting as if she were attentively monitoring their actions and listening for any cues. As one of the men took a step closer, she seized the opportunity to strike. Her knee came up, barely reaching due to her ankles being bound, and she nailed him in the balls. When he doubled over, she grabbed his head, slamming it down to her knee. Blood poured from his mouth. When he reeled back, she punched him in the throat and kicked his feet out from under him, taking him to the ground. The girl jumped on top of him, grabbed his head, and slammed it repeatedly into the concrete floor until blood gushed from his caved-in skull.

The three warriors stood there in awe as the girl kicked some serious ass without using any powers, with a bag over her head and her feet shackled. "Thatta girl," Damien said.

The second man pulled a gun from his holster and shot her five times with tranquilizer darts. She hit the floor once again, landing in her victims' blood.

Fucking bitch! He yelled, kicking her in the stomach, back, and face.

Roman scrubbed a hand down his face. "Holy hell. This is worse than we ever imagined. If they are all like this, I don't know if I can watch any more. And for now, we do not tell Elijah that he was mentioned in this horror movie. He'll flip the fuck out before we have a chance to see where this leads. And we need to ask Raven about this first."

"Yeah, I agree." Jacin hit pause, leaning back in his chair as the air in the room changed. All three turned to see Raven materialize behind them.

Her blue eyes landed on the paused video on the screen. "If I had known you were watching movies, I would have brought some popcorn."

"Jace found some video files on the Gilham's computer," Roman said, studying her body language. It was no coincidence that she showed up when they just finished watching the video of the treatment of a resident. That much, he was certain.

"Well, shit, I bet whatever you saw wasn't pleasant, huh?"

"You could say that." Damien watched her as closely as Roman, seeing if she gave anything away. But if they knew anything about this woman, it was that she had her shit together, and she only revealed what she wanted when she wanted.

Raven eyed the three men. "Okay, why are you all looking at me like that?"

"You know, little witch, I think we've all wondered why you dislike Elijah so much. And now we have a pretty good idea why. Only we don't understand the reasoning behind it."

"Yeah? Do tell." Still, she showed no indication she knew what they were talking about.

Roman nodded to Jacin and said, "Rewind it to the moment they shoved her in the room."

Jacin hit a few buttons, and the video played. Raven watched with zero emotion on her face as the men beat and tortured the girl.

"Pause it, Jace. Okay, sweetheart, here is where it gets really interesting." Roman nodded to Jacin to restart the video. It began when one man mentioned the Prince of Darkness to the girl. Jacin stopped it right after the girl attacked and killed the one who threatened to rape her.

Raven's blue eyes looked back at Roman. She remained silent.

"Shit, remember when the witches and sorcerers she brought to erect the dome all heard her call Elijah the Prince of Darkness? All of them turned immediately to look at him. This was why. They finally had a face to go with the name they were threatened with." Damien said. "You know, sweetheart, I like you, but this doesn't look good. It's starting to feel like you’re setting us up."

"I'm not setting anyone up."

"Then tell us why they were taunting this girl with him." Roman folded his arms over his chest and hoped that she'd tell him the truth.

"My guess is they don't like him very much."

"Goddammit, Raven! Tell us the truth." Roman's patience snapped. This was the first time he ever raised his voice at her.

Yet his temper didn't faze her in the least. "Honestly, we don't know."

"Bullshit," Damien said.

"I'm telling the truth. We don't know why." She returned Damien's hard stare.

"Then open yourself up and let Roman read you. We won't go any further with you unless we know we can trust you."

She nodded to Roman, letting him know she had taken down her shield to let him in. She repeated her words. "I am not setting a trap for you or Elijah. And I don't know why they mentioned him to us. To your people who knew is one thing, but to the rest who didn’t know him is a mystery. Hell, pretty much everyone heard his name while in a facility. All we know is that he is the key. We're hoping he can shed some light on this for us. This is why we need his help."

Damien and Jacin looked at Roman. He shook his head. "She's telling the truth. Why didn't you mention this before?"

She chuckled. "Really? And how was that conversation going to go?" Raven dropped her head and shook it. "Look, I came here to tell him we're ready to bring you all to our home to meet our people and hear their stories. And from there, you guys decide if you want to help or not."

Jacin, who had remained silent, finally spoke up. "If we come, I want access to your people. I need blood samples. I know you think I'm the pushover in the group, but I'm tired of sitting in the dark. I get access, or I'm out."

"I was already planning on it, Doc. I'm having our medic set up a private lab in your quarters. And if there's something you need, just ask."

"Wait a damn minute," Damien said. "You said our people who knew him were taunted with Elijah. Are you saying you have demons that know him? Our people?"

"Holy crap. I told you the other day that we did. Really, does no one listen to me?"

"I assumed you were lying, baiting Elijah to get him where you wanted him."

"Well, I was baiting him, but I was also telling the truth." She caught Roman narrowing his eyes on her.

Roman shook his head. "Baby, what else aren't you saying?"

She paused before stepping up to the computer and fast-forwarded to the part where the girl bashed the man's head on the floor multiple times, then paused it again. "This guy didn't die. He should have, but he didn't."

"And how do you know that?" Roman asked.

"Because I still heard his heart beating before I was shot five times." She turned and disappeared.
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Elijah seethed with frustration at his own impulsiveness. He regretted admitting to the king that he would relinquish control to Kya and was equally furious about his reckless challenge to the king's authority. It seemed he was his own worst enemy, undermining himself at every turn. It was as if he were determined to thwart his own plans, rendering the witch's intervention unnecessary. However, he found it increasingly difficult to muster any concern for this outcome.

As he had confided in Roman, exhaustion had taken a firm grip on him. The weight of secrets hidden by the witch, his attempts to do right by Kya, his efforts to appease the king, and the responsibility of overseeing an entire army had worn him thin. The guilt of failing to rescue his younger sister only intensified as the years passed, refusing to fade.

Whoever said time heals pain was a damn idiot.

He walked with a heavy heart to the place that stirred his emotions, though he had to visit it. He had once let down his family, and he was determined not to repeat that mistake. The painful truth that he had no family left still gnawed at his soul. In this vast world, Elijah had no one who shared his blood, intensifying his sense of isolation.

Elijah paused at the edge of the meticulously tended grass. For a quarter of a century, he had hired someone to maintain his parents' yard just as his father had and to keep the interior of the house as his mother had. He couldn't bear to do otherwise, nor could he bring himself to part with the house. Although his initial thought had been to burn it all down after burying his family, he couldn't bring himself to follow through. All of his cherished memories resided within those walls. The day his baby sister came into the world was one of the most precious memories. Her first smile in his direction or the moment she sought solace in his arms when she cried—the latter was the second most memorable day of his life. No, he could never let go of the house; it was all that remained of his family.

The yard was a stunning display of roses in a myriad of colors, meticulously arranged. His mother's love for colors, spanning the entire rainbow and then some, was evident in the vivid blooms that encircled the house. The fragrant essence of jasmine and honeysuckle filled the air, making Elijah's chest tighten. He forced himself to move forward, progressing to the front door. His hand reached for the doorknob, and he hesitated. The memory of Anya excitedly bursting out of the door to leap into his arms flooded his mind, causing him to close his eyes and rest his forehead against the door. Gathering a deep breath, Elijah turned the doorknob and entered his family's home.

As he cast his gaze around, everything remained exactly as he had always remembered it. It was preserved precisely the way his mother had left it, down to a basket of clean, neatly folded laundry placed beside the couch and her coffee cup resting on the end table. The cup had long since been emptied and washed, yet Elijah felt an overwhelming urge to return it to the table, just as his mother had always done.

Moving down the hallway, he paused at the partially open door to Anya's room. A gentle push with his hand caused the door to swing open, yet he hesitated to enter. His discerning eyes absorbed every detail. On her bed, a vibrant purple and green comforter was adorned with heart-shaped pillows. On the top shelf of her bookcase, he noticed a lone doll. It was a doll he had given her on her seventh birthday, one she had requested but never played with. Anya had never been interested in dolls, as far as he could recall; she was a tomboy and aspired to be just like him.

He snorted. "I'm nothing, baby girl. I'd never want you to turn out like me," he muttered out loud, his eyes fixated on the porcelain doll.

Lije, put it on the top shelf. Anya handed him the doll in the deep purple gown.

Why don't I leave it down where you can reach it? What if you want to play with it?

It's not made to be played with. You're just supposed to look at it. She rolled her beautiful blue eyes at him, as though he ought to know this.

He chuckled. Fine. On top, she goes.

Besides, girls like me don't play with dolls.

Girls like you? You're a princess, and most little princesses play with dolls.

Those eyes rolled once again. Maybe most princesses, but not me. I'm going to grow up and be a warrior like you.

You are, huh? Girls aren't usually warriors; you know that, right? There had never been a female demon warrior, ever. There was never a need; they had plenty of men who wanted the duty.

Little hands perched on her hips. I'm not like most girls, Lije. I have warrior blood flowing through my veins, like you do.

Elijah couldn't suppress the smile that crept onto his face as he observed her; she carried herself with an air of maturity well beyond her years. Her chin was slightly raised in a defiant stance, and her narrowed eyes fixed on him as if daring him to challenge her. This young girl was destined to become a formidable woman, and the thought of her aspiring to be like him swelled his heart with pride. She possessed too much of his spirit to be anything else or anything less.

He stepped into her room and reached for the doll perched on the shelf, holding it in his hands. Memories of the delight on Anya's face when she received the gift flooded his mind. He brought the doll to his nose, inhaling its scent. In some inexplicable way, it seemed to carry traces of Anya's unique fragrance, or perhaps it was just his own wishful thinking. Gently returning the doll to its place on the shelf, he left his sister's room.

In the hallway, he came to a halt and inclined his head. Using his mystical abilities, he summoned his sword into existence. With a firm grip on the hilt, he swung the blade as he strode out from the hallway, its tip finding its mark in the very heart of an adversary's chest.

The King's chest.

"Shit. You startled me." Elijah moved the sword but didn't put it away.

King Samal offered a small grin. "Sorry, I thought you heard me call your name." His keen green eyes looked down at the sword in Elijah's hand. "May I?" He held his hand out for the sword.

Elijah came to a stop, then gave a solemn nod as he relinquished his most cherished possession. This sword had been a cherished heirloom, passed down through countless generations of the Alexanders. It was a family relic, a hallowed blade that no one else had ever been permitted to handle. He vividly remembered the day, years ago, when an overeager warrior dared to grasp it, leading to the loss of his hand. Of course, the hand had grown back within a few months, but the incident had served as a lasting lesson, taught by none other than the Prince of Darkness himself: don't touch his fucking sword.

The king cradled the sword in his right hand, assessing its weight. He tilted it, scrutinizing the inscriptions etched along one side of the blade. At the pommel, a distinctive, compact cross caught his eye; this same cross adorned several points on the hilt. One graced each tip of the guard, and another was intricately engraved on the face of the blade just below the hilt. This unique cross, typically encircled by an ornate design, held profound significance for Elijah; it was the emblem of his family. Anyone who glimpsed this symbol understood that it represented the Alexander lineage. For countless generations, spanning a millennium, it had been a cherished possession of his bloodline. This symbol was one he took great pride in, etched into his very soul, defining his identity and principles.

"This is truly a work of art." The king's gaze remained on the beautiful weapon. "How old is this?"

"Over three thousand years old." His hands fisted at his sides, itching to take back his sword.

"What does this writing say?" He ran his finger over the etching on the blade.

Elijah didn't answer, his gaze holding the king's. It was private. They were words he had never uttered before to anyone other than an Alexander. They were words the Alexanders lived by: honor is in my soul, strength is in my blood, family is in my heart.

With a nod of his head, he handed the sword back to Elijah. "I understand. We all have our secrets."

"I was out of line earlier, sir."

The king grunted. "Fuck, Elijah. Do you know why I like and respect you so much?"

"No, sir."

"Really? Are you that oblivious?" He smiled. "It's because you don't give a shit about who I am. You should, but you don't. You will always tell me the truth, no matter how ugly or painful it may be. Yes, you could have more tact most of the time, but hell, I have you figured out after all these years. I know when you mean well and when you're being a complete ass." One eyebrow rose.

Elijah shook his head. "Sir, Kya is a very strong and independent woman. She is not quiet and sweet like her mother. She is determined and bullheaded, like her father."

Markum tossed his head back and laughed. "Well, shit. I had really hoped for a better outcome." Sobering, he said, "I never, in my wildest dreams, would have thought the Gilham's would hurt her. If I had had an inkling, I never would have carried out Karina's wishes. What did I do to my daughter? I have failed her and put her in harm's way."

"You couldn't have known what they were involved in. You had no way of knowing they'd hurt her or experiment on her." He opened his mouth to say more, but he stopped, walking to the kitchen where his mother loved creating culinary wonders. With his back to the king, he closed his eyes.

Markum knew his general better than Elijah knew himself some days. He observed him as Elijah cut his words off and moved away, turning his back on him. Sucking in a deep breath, he asked, "Do you want an answer to your question?"

Elijah didn't turn around. He couldn't. This house was getting to him. Every room, every knick-knack, and every picture felt like pouring alcohol into an open wound. "I don't recall asking you a question, sir." His hands gripped the counter, his knuckles turning white as he waited.

"Shit, you're a prick. You know fucking well what question you asked. Why haven't I come to meet Calah? I mean, Kya."

Elijah turned around and leaned against the counter, folding his arms across his chest. "If you feel the need to answer it, then fine."

A grin covered the king's face. "Seriously, why do I put up with your shit?" He shook his head. "I was afraid."

"Afraid? Bullshit. I've never known you to be afraid of anything."

"Yeah, well, guess what? I'm neither perfect nor invincible. Jesus, Lije. A man who isn't afraid of something is a damn stupid man. Fear builds character; it helps give you balls of steel."

"Hate can do that too."

"You mean guilt, don't you? You know, you need to let it go one day, son."

Elijah's eyes narrowed in anger; he seethed. "You have no right to tell me to let go of the guilt of letting my family die." Elijah pushed off the counter, ready to walk out on the man who had been like a father to him for the past twenty-five years.

Markum's hand landed on Elijah's chest. "Goddammit, Elijah. How much fucking guilt do you think I carry for that? I'm the reason your family died. You would have been there for them if you weren't protecting me and my family. So, if you need to blame someone, blame me, because it was not your fault."

Pushing past the king, Elijah said, "Lock up when you leave."

"Where the hell are you going?"

"Back to Earth. I don't trust the witch with me being gone." He walked out, slamming the door behind him.

"Elijah, look, well, shit." He shook his head. "You have to let this go, son. You need to let it go." Markum muttered to himself.
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Kya restlessly traversed the kitchen, the hallway, the living room, and even the command center. More than once, she collided with a piece of furniture and, on one unfortunate occasion, with a wall, leaving a noticeable red mark on her forehead.

Elijah's abrupt departure, without a word to her, gnawed at her, filling her with unease. It was evident he was angry with her, and she comprehended that much. Yet she was uncertain about what steps she could take to amend the situation.

The whole situation felt incredibly convoluted. Despite her attraction to him, Kya found herself hesitant about the prospect of being bound to him. Or did she? The uncertainty had left her in a state of confusion. She knew one thing for certain, though; she didn't want to be told that she had to be with him for the rest of her life. But was she prepared to tell him to take a hike?

She didn't think so.

"Ouch!" She groaned as she ran straight into Damien.

"Well, if you'd watch where you're going and stop all this incessant pacing, you would have seen me, street rat."

"Fuck off, Hellboy! This is my house, and I'll do whatever the hell I please! Got it?"

"If you were capable of taking care of yourself, we wouldn't be here, would we? So, deal with it."

Roman and Jacin walked in, both grinning at the two, who loved to talk shit to each other. It was a daily occurrence, yet some days, it was all they could do to not shoot the two of them. The thought had crossed all their minds on more than one occasion.

"Jesus. Do you two ever stop?" Roman grumbled, walking to the refrigerator to grab a cold beer.

"It's Hellboy's fault. He ran over me."

"Uh, no, you weren't watching where you were going."

"I knew exactly where I was going. You walked in front of me and about knocked me over."

"No. You-"

"Both of you shut the fuck up. Jesus. Do you two ever stop?" Elijah snapped as he materialized behind them.

Roman chuckled. "My question exactly. And since all you'll get from them is shit talk about the other, I'll answer you; no, they don't. Jace and I are ready to lock them both outside."

Kya's eyes met Elijah's. He merely walked past her to grab a beer for himself. He drank half the bottle before turning to see everyone staring at him. "What?"

"How'd today go?" Roman asked, knowing why Elijah went home.

"Fine. It was just another day." Finishing his beer, he dropped the bottle in the trash can before walking out.

"What crawled up his ass?" Kya frowned, looking to Roman for the answer.

Roman paused before answering. "It's the anniversary of the attack on the Underworld." He refrained from saying the anniversary of Elijah's family's bloody murder. No one ever mentioned that, ever. It was hard on them all. He and Damien were both close to Elijah's parents and little sister, Anya.

"Oh. I didn't know." Her head dropped, feeling like shit for not knowing this was the most painful day of Elijah's life. It made her remember that she, too, had just lost the only family she had ever known. Yet she didn't feel the pain evident on Elijah's face. And part of her felt guilty for that.

"Sweetheart, let him be for now," Roman said in that soothing tone of his. He grinned at Kya when her eyes snapped to his before narrowing on him.

Damn that man and his mind. He knew what was on her mind even before she did. "Fine. I'll give him an hour."

"I'm sure he appreciates your compassion, street rat." Damien spun and walked out.

"Asshole!" Kya yelled after him.

Damien mumbled fuck you in the distance.
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It felt like the longest hour of Kya's life. She found herself glancing at the clock every other minute, convinced at one point that one of the clocks was moving backward. It was astonishing how lengthy a minute could be. The second hand seemed to slow down with each passing tick, as if time itself had decided to linger.

As Kya awaited his return, she grappled with the words she would offer. What could she possibly say? "Sorry for your loss?" It was a phrase that offered her no solace when she had lost her own parents. In fact, it had infuriated her more than anything. While she understood that some people genuinely empathized with her pain, most extended their sympathies out of a sense of duty, as it was the socially expected response.

She stepped on a shoe as she paced in her room, twisting her ankle. "Shit." Kya hobbled to her bed and sat down, propping her foot on her knee. She massaged her ankle. "Damn shoe, what the hell were you doing there in the first place?"

"Because the owner of that shoe is a slob." Elijah stood in her doorway, a shoulder propped against the jamb. His blue eyes narrowed on her, daring her to argue.

When Kya lifted her gaze, she observed that he had changed his clothes. He now sported a pair of worn, low-slung faded blue jeans and a snug-fitting black t-shirt. His bronzed, muscular arms were so well-defined that veins protruded noticeably. And for some reason, Kya found that incredibly sexy.

"Okay, fine. I'm a slob. Sometimes." Her gaze fell. "Are you alright?"

"Apparently better than you."

"Really? It doesn't seem like it. You feel like talking?"

"No."

Kya stood and wobbled, and before she could right herself, Elijah had a hold of her. She gasped, "Shit. You startled me. Damn, you move fast."

"As Damien would say, well duh." No humor touched his eyes or lips, yet Kya laughed. "What?"

"We're all in trouble when we start quoting Hellboy. You especially. I think we all can agree that we need you to remain the sane one out of all of us." She offered a crooked grin.

Her voice dropped to a subdued tone. "I remember the first time I saw you at my parents' funeral. You stood so still that I thought I imagined you. I couldn't even see you breathe."

"I wasn't."

"And even though I couldn't see your eyes, I was certain they were on me."

"They were."

"Then, when I stood, my knees almost gave out. I saw you flinch like you wanted to catch me." Her eyes held his.

Elijah paused before speaking. "I did." Instinctively, his grip tightened around her waist. Then he pulled away, taking several steps back.

For every step he retreated, she advanced, until she backed him into a wall. Her hands landed on his hard stomach. "Elijah."

"Don't, Princess. I can't deal with this right now."

Her hands slid up to his chest. "With what?"

"With whatever the fuck is going on between us. Look," He grabbed her wrists, removing her hands from his body. "I'm walking away when all of this is over. You get your life back as long as you can take care of yourself." He couldn't mention that he'd be in a perpetual state of unrest or that his need for her would never fade because he was stupid enough to mark her.

She snorted. "Yeah, right. You'll turn me over to your king. And then I'll be his prisoner."

"You would never be your father's prisoner. But no, I won't turn you over to him. If the witch keeps her interest in you, maybe you can live with her and her people."

Another unladylike snort left her lips. "She hates me. She always has. I don't know what I ever did to earn it. And no, I do not want to live with her and be her charity case. No, I'll be fine on my own. I've always been alone; it's all I know." He relaxed his grip, and her hands found their way back to his chest. "And you're as big of a loner and as unsociable as I am. Maybe that's why we're drawn to each other."

"We were forced together. That's different than being drawn to each other. It wasn't a choice. You've said so yourself."

Kya stepped into his hot, hard body, stood on her toes, and placed a soft kiss on his chin. "But this is." She kissed again.

"Kya, stop. I'm taking back the promise I made and-"

Kya's lips touched his once, then twice. He froze, not kissing her back. "Good. Then whatever happens between us will be because it's what we want, not because of some lame promise." One more kiss, and still no response from Elijah. Kya opened his mouth with her tongue, slipping inside.

Elijah sprung to life; his blood surged. He kissed her back, soft, sweet, and hot, causing Kya's body to heat up. Then he snapped, and he dragged her body tighter into his. One hand went to her neck and pulled her closer. The other arm bound her body to his. His kiss became urgent and desperate. And no matter how hard he tried not to see the truth, he needed her.

Just as quickly as his kiss deepened, he pulled back and pushed her away from him. "Stop."

"What?"

"Just yesterday, you didn't want to be with me. You said I wasn't the man for you. What the hell is this all about? You may think I'm a tough asshole, and usually you'd be right, but all this shit is not easy on me. So, what gives?"

"I said I didn't want you telling me I had to be with you. I need to make my own choices, Elijah. While being mad at you comes pretty damn easy, well, it's pretty damn easy to like you too. And when you left this morning... I don't know. I felt-" She stopped, and her head dropped.

"You felt what, Kya?"

With her head down, she answered. "I felt lonely and empty." She raised her chin with tears in her eyes. "I know I'm difficult and will give you hell every step of the way." He grunted his response; she offered a small grin. "But I've come to realize that I feel almost complete when you're near me. And when you left here angry at me, I felt so desolate." One tear escaped her eye as she stepped up to him. "I don't want to feel that way anymore, Elijah. I like how I feel when you're close."

Elijah remained silent, as though he were weighing her words carefully. His blue eyes swirled, this time not from anger.

"Elijah, I've never felt this before. I've never had these feelings before. But I think I may be falling for you."

One dark brow rose. "Kya, I have never had a relationship before, but even I know that the words I think and may suck. When you can say Elijah, I know I am falling for you, then come find me." He moved around her to walk away. But before he knew what had happened, his back was on the floor, with Kya straddling his waist.

"What the fuck?"

"Forgot I could do that, huh? And how do you feel about me, tough guy? I don't recall hearing you declare anything for me."

"I think you may be the biggest pain in the ass I've ever encountered."

Was he playing with her now? Yeah, he wasn't so tough with her. She could see it in his eyes when he looked at her and touched her. And Kya was a fool to think that he was only with her out of duty.

No, Elijah wanted her. She felt it in his kiss. She felt it in his touch. She felt it when he made love to her.

Yes, Elijah wanted her.

"No, Princess, what I actually meant was, I know you are the biggest pain in the ass I've ever encountered. See how that's done?"

Her hands slid up his chest, and a smile formed on her lips. "And here I thought that was the witch."

"You two run a close race some days."

"Elijah, what I am feeling scares me."

"Why does it scare you?"

"Because this feeling is overwhelming at times, sometimes it takes my breath away. This happened so fast that it doesn't feel real. And I worry that one day I will wake up and discover that this was just a dream. I like the way I feel when you're near me, and I don't want that to end."

"So, you want to see where this leads us?"

Kya shook her head. "I do."

"And?"

She leaned down close to his face. "Elijah, I know I am falling for you."

His hand hooked her neck. "I think that may be the best sentence I've ever heard." He smiled at his words, pulling her in for a kiss.

*****
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Raven wasn't ready for this.

The moment had arrived to bring Elijah and the others to her home, a prospect that exposed her to more than she cared to contemplate, let alone manage. Firstly, she had to place her trust in them to keep the secrets of her people concealed, even from their king, as their very lives hinged on it. Secondly, she realized she'd need to disclose things she wasn't prepared to share—details about the facilities, her people, and herself. Confessing that she was the individual in the video from the other night proved to be a far more challenging task than she had anticipated. However, she had to do it to cement their trust and gain their assistance. They were all teetering on the edge of walking away, but Raven and her community required access to the Underworld, and Elijah was their gateway. As their king's trusted general, he held the key.

Sure, she could use Roman as their key to the Underworld if it came to that. Either would do, but she felt guilty about using Roman that way.

And damn, if that man didn't get to her. She had never let herself have feelings for a man before—not romantic feelings anyway. But he stirred something inside her, making her more unsettled each day. He'd surely walk away when he found out certain things about her, like that she needed blood and sex to survive. But there was so much more to scare him off if the blood and sex thing didn't do it.

Vampires frequently faced prejudice from various species due to their bloodthirsty nature. In desperate times, they often resorted to taking blood without consent. She knew he wouldn't be an exception, even though a part of her suspected that Roman might not mind. In contrast, Adonis would relish the idea that she would require blood and sex from him to survive. The problem was that she didn’t want to rely on someone for her survival.

And she didn't think she could ever walk away from Caleb. No, she was positive she couldn't. Caleb anchored her in a way no one ever could. And he could reel her in when she spun out of control. He was all she had for so many years; their bond was too strong. Something told her that Roman wouldn’t be so understanding where Caleb was concerned.

Raven stood in Roman's room for nearly fifteen minutes, thinking, blocking her presence, and not wanting him to come up just yet. She and Caleb had part two of their plan ready to launch. But first, she had to bring back the four warriors and Kya. The thing was, this could all blow up in her face. And if that happened, then she put her people in danger, and that scared her to death.

A pair of arms slid around her waist, pulling her back into a hard body.

Adonis. 

She'd know his touch anywhere. Not that anyone else in the house would intimately touch her. His body was warm and welcoming, making her skin tingle with each touch. And it made her heart ache that he might turn on her as soon as he discovered all her secrets.

"You've been up here for fifteen minutes. What are you waiting for?" Roman kissed her shoulder, then her neck.

"No, I just got here." She lied, always testing him, a habit hard to break.

He smiled into her hair. "When are you going to accept that you can't hide your presence from me?"

Yeah, that was a scary fact. She couldn't hide much from this man. And that could either help her or hurt her. But mostly, it worried the shit out of her. She had never been able to block her presence from anyone, ever.

Raven turned in his arms to face him, enjoying the feel of his strong body against hers. It was as if he pulled away some of her tension and her fears. She looked deeply into his dark chocolate eyes and felt that same tug toward him. "Can I trust you, Roman?"

"Damn, when you call me Roman, I know you're serious as shit." His head cocked as he studied her. "Before I answer you..." He lowered his mouth to hers, kissing her with unhurried passion. His tongue found hers, fire ignited, and her body melted into his.

When Roman touched her, she lost all control; her body couldn't help but repond to his, and that pissed her off. She didn't need this. Raven should never have let herself get this close to this man who had a way of seeing into her soul, let alone touching it. If or when he walked away from her after this was all over, she'd never recover from it. That much she was certain, she didn't understand his hold on her.

When he ended the kiss, he tipped her chin up. "Baby, one day maybe you'll learn to trust someone other than yourself. Not everyone in this world is out to hurt you. Least of all, me."

"One day, when you see me for who I really am, promise me that you'll look at me with an open mind and heart."

"Well, shit. That's cryptic as hell, and I'm not going to lie, it's a bit terrifying. But I promise. And I need you to promise that you'll install a door in this fortress you've built around yourself, so I can get in. I mean, I could climb it or blow it the hell up, but I'd rather be invited in. It means more that way."

Her head shook. "I don't deserve you, and I never will."

"Maybe you shouldn't sell yourself short. And who the hell am I that I'd be too good for you?" He leaned in and nipped at her lips. "Let me in, little witch. Trust me. I've been the only one in your corner from day one, and I have no intention of being anywhere else."

At that moment, she felt a tug inside that pulled her closer to him. His soothing masculinity made her knees weak. So badly, she wanted to believe him, trust him, crawl into his arms, and stay there forever. But Caleb was the only man who had never let her down. And he was the only man who got in her face and walked away with all his limbs still attached. Caleb was part of her heart and soul, and that was something Roman would never understand. Sure, he and Caleb had been friends once, but all of them hated Caleb for the past twenty-five years. And once Roman found out that she took Caleb's blood and had sex with him regularly, he'd walk away from her. She had no doubt.

"You're wrong, you know." Her voice was quiet and pained.

"You don't know me very well; I'm never wrong." He grinned, melting her heart even more.

"I met with Kya earlier before I came to your room. You didn't feel my presence then."

A smirk touched his lips, his blond hair falling towards his midnight eyes. "Little witch, I told you that you can't hide from me. I felt you and knew you were with Kya. If you remember, I said I knew you had been in my room for fifteen minutes. Before that, you were with Kya for approximately twenty-eighteen minutes."

"God, I hate you sometimes."

Roman chuckled. "Yeah, yeah. You just like to think you're invisible to everyone. But baby, you'll never be invisible to me."

Raven tilted her head at him, narrowing her eyes. "Yeah, and why is that? Why are you immune to my powers? No one has ever bypassed me like you can."

"I have no clue, but I'm glad that I can. I like feeling you. It feels... familiar. It feels right, Raven, and you know it because you feel it too. So, the real question is, Why are you fighting this so hard?"

"Because I know you will walk away from me when this is all over, Adonis. You saw that video; some days I'm a fucked-up mess from the years I spent in there."

His finger touched her lips, then he tipped her chin up. "I'm sorry, baby, about the life you had. And I can't get that fucking video out of my head. And I'm not sure I want to know what all the other videos reveal." His eyes showed remorse and sadness for her.

"Don't you dare look at me like that." She pushed at his chest to free herself from his arms; he held her tight. "We all fought damn hard to scrape together the pieces of our lives and assemble them into a life that makes us feel whole. And not one of us wants pity. Pity makes us feel like shit, like we're pathetic. We all swore no one would ever make us feel helpless or worthless ever again. So, if you ever look at me with pity in your eyes one more time, I will fucking walk away from you and-"

Roman hooked her neck with his hand, pulled her to him, and cut off her words with a soft and sexy kiss. Raven trembled for a split second before leaning into him, taking comfort in his strength, his warmth, and his body.

When Roman broke the kiss, he rested his forehead on hers. "Little witch, how many times am I going to have to tell you that I am not walking away from you? And I'll be damned if I'll let you walk away from me."

She pulled away, walking backward to his door. "It's better that I keep myself prepared for the worst. It's what I do. I'm going to talk to the Prince of Darkness now. You might want to be there for this."

"Hey, by the way, we chose not to tell Elijah about those assholes using him to bait all of you. So, when it needs to be broken to him, let me do it, okay?"

She nodded once before walking out.
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Roman lingered in his spot for a brief moment, capturing the essence of the scent before trailing Raven's steps. Her exasperating nature never failed to provoke him, a stark contrast to Elijah. The allure of Raven had always been inexplicable, even before she took on her human form. It was an instantaneous connection, from the very moment he sensed her presence to later, when she handled him as if he were a mere sack of flour.

When he mentioned that she felt familiar, he genuinely meant it, despite the fact that he was certain they had never crossed paths before. She was a person he was unprepared to part ways with, and if she entertained the notion of walking away from him, she needed to reconsider. Never had he encountered a woman who stirred such intense desire, one that had him envisioning a future with her—a life together, a home, and the prospect of children.

When he entered the family room where everyone sat, he heard Elijah say, "God, now what do you want, witch?"

"I'm pretty sure the deal was that you'd stop calling me that, Prince of Darkness."

Elijah's blue eyes swirled with anger. He hated being called that, but somehow, when she said it, it pissed him off even more. His anger sat barely below the surface.

"Ooh, the swirling eye color thing. Are your hands heating up too?" A half-grin touched her lips as she eyed him.

God, these two. They went at each other all the time. It was getting tiresome. If it wasn't Raven and Elijah, it was Kya and Damien. Or Kya and Elijah. Damien always seemed to enjoy it, no matter who was bickering. That man thrived on tension, and if he wasn't causing it, he took joy in watching others go at it.

Elijah remained silent, his eyes glued to hers.

Roman chuckled, shaking his head.

Raven broke eye contact, looking at Kya. "You ready?"

Kya stood, nodding. "Yes."

"Do you have everything you want?"

"I don't want anything."

"Ready for what? And what the hell are you two talking about?" Elijah jumped up, standing beside Kya.

"Everyone follow me, please." Kya started toward the French doors that led out to the back patio.

"Jesus, street rat, this better be good."

"Oh, I think you may enjoy this, Hellboy." Kya walked out with everyone following, the warriors with worry etched into their faces.

Roman kept his eyes on the black-haired beauty in front of him. Her hair hung loose tonight, the purple stripes swaying to the beat of her hips. Her long legs seemed to glide as she walked, moving her effortlessly. And it was a warrior's walk if he ever saw one, with long, smooth strides, her head held high with shoulders back.

"Adonis, I feel your eyes on me," Raven said in that seductive, raspy voice of hers.

God, her voice was as sexy as the rest of the package. And it suited her. No, there would be nothing he'd ever want to change about her.

Raven was perfect. And she was his.

He chuckled, "Sorry, baby. It's kind of hard to ignore."

"Yeah, well, try."

Damien gave Roman a sideways glance and grinned.

Kya kept walking until they were on the far side of the property, in front of the tree line that led into the forest. All four warriors and Raven stopped behind her.

"Why does this feel weird?" Jacin mumbled, looking around with caution.

When they all stopped, Kya turned to Raven. "You're sure about this, Princess?' There's no going back. It can't be undone."

Kya's eyes wandered back to the only home she'd ever known. "I'm positive."

"I repeat, what the hell are you two talking about?" Elijah asked with his hands on his hips.

Both women ignored him as Raven said, "Ladies, we're ready. Erect the dome."

The four warriors looked around for the women she had brought before. They could see three of the five, all dressed in black. The women were spread out around the perimeter of the house. The two they couldn't see stood on the far side of the home.

Jacin kept his eyes on the one named Selene. Yeah, the Doc had a thing for her already. And the time he'd spend with her shortly would surely have him in love with her.

Elijah took Kya by the arm, turning her to him. "Kya, what's going on?" His eyes glanced over her head as the dome grew.

A small smile touched her lips before she gave him a quick kiss. "You'll see." Once again, she looked to Raven.

"Anytime you're ready, this is your party. I'll enforce and enhance your power."

With a nod, Kya threw her hands out. The earth rumbled, but not much else happened.

Kya frowned.

"Wow. That was awesome, street rat. Tell us, what was supposed to happen there?"

Raven shot Damien a look, one that said he should shut up. "Think about that fucking hospital room upstairs, Kya. Think about that moment you realized what they did to you. Pull that anger up from your soul and let it fly."

Kya tried again, with slightly better results.

Raven leaned in to whisper over her shoulder. "You were their lab rat. You were nothing to them other than an object for them to control. They lied to you. They used you. And if they were alive, they'd still be doing it. You were nothing to them."

Kya closed her eyes, sucking in a deep breath. She threw her hands out again, and the earth shook in front of them, this time with more power. The rumble rolled toward the house like a wave in the ocean. Raven lifted her hands, adding power to Kya's. When the wave of power hit the foundation of the house, it shook and started to crumble.

"Give me some electricity," Kya demanded. "I don't just want it to fall. I want it to be ashes."

Raven closed her eyes, drew on her power, and let the electricity fly. Balls of glowing energy formed in her hands; she threw them, hitting the house and causing an explosion. Raven hit the house with more power, and the flames grew until they were as tall as the second story, engulfing the home.

The men stood in awe as they witnessed the immense power emanating from Raven's outstretched hands. While they assumed she had formidable abilities, they had never witnessed such an extraordinary display until now.

Raven and Kya put their hands down and watched. Twenty-five years of memories burned to the ground. Kya's life was being erased as the fire engulfed the home.

"What the fuck?" Elijah roared. "Are the two of you crazy?"

"No, I'm not crazy. I'm free now, Elijah. Free from them, free from this house, this nightmare. I never want to see this place again." Her eyes filled with tears when she spoke to him, begging for him to see where she was coming from. "Please try to understand."

Elijah reached for her, pulling her into his arms as his face nuzzled her hair. "I get it, baby. I do. Why didn't you ask me to help you, though?"

"Because I didn't think you would."

"Then you don't know me very well."

"Huh, that's the same thing I told the little witch earlier." Roman winked when Raven rolled her exotic blue eyes at him. "Why do these women continue to underestimate us and think they know us better than we know ourselves?"

"Okay, geniuses, what about all our documents and computers? All that psycho shit we were digging through? I wasted a lot of fucking hours going over that crap. Jace did too." Damien glared at the women.

Raven nodded to the bushes behind them. "You mean that psycho shit?"

Damien turned, seeing boxes of papers, the desktop, and external hard drives stashed in the bushes. "And what about our clothes, witch? I'm not going shopping. I hate shopping!"

"Jesus, you're a baby." She pointed ten feet to the left, where several large black trash bags sat. "Your crap is in there. And I didn't feel the need to fold it either, so deal with it. I even brought your inflatable girlfriend you sleep with at night."

A slow grin formed on Damien's lips. "You know I'd love to hate you some days, but that smart-ass mouth practically has me in love with you instead."

Roman grinned, rubbing a hand down his face. "You two did all that in the twenty-eight minutes before I found you?"

"Damn," Jacin grumbled. "Did you get my laptop and the files I had in my room too?"

Raven merely cocked an eyebrow at him, then nodded to another spot in the tree line.

"Whew, thank god."

"There is no god, Doc. I'm pretty sure I'll be able to prove that soon enough."

"So, where the hell are we supposed to stay, witch?" Elijah demanded. "Kya's apartment is way too damn small for us to go back to."

Raven stepped toward Elijah. "It's your lucky day, Captain. I'm taking you to my home. But first, I need you to promise me three things."

Elijah stood there, glaring at her. "Of course. Here we go again; you make demands without giving me anything."

"Do you want to go or not? Here is where you get the answers to all your questions, and then some. And don't forget about your people we have."

He exhaled deeply. "If you really have any of our people. Fine. What are your conditions? And why are they only for me?"

Her dark head tipped. "Because, as I have said before, Adonis and Doc are both level-headed. Damien, as big of an ass as he is sometimes, still manages to see what's in front of him. But you, well, you're bullheaded as shit and try to deny the obvious and never believe a word I say." Her words were repeated, word for word.

Damien tossed his head back and laughed, earning a frown from Elijah. "Damn, sexy witch, I take it back; I am falling in love with you."

Roman hit him in the shoulder, and Damien laughed harder.

"My conditions are the same as I've mentioned before; you watch, listen, and learn. Watch our people; see their pain and anger, their happiness and love. Listen to their stories of what they endured as a facility resident. If you do these things, then you'll learn everything you need to know. And you won't have to rely on my word as the truth. We'll give Jacin access to the medical records we took when we brought the facilities down. Then he can confirm. " She glanced at the other three men. "But I still need this promise from you too."

All four warriors stood there in silence, watching her before accepting her conditions.

"Okay, then. Ladies, circle around us."

The five women walked over, circling the six. The women joined hands, sealing them in. Raven stepped directly into the middle, with Elijah and Kya on one side of her and the other three warriors on the other side.

"What are you doing, sweetness?" Roman asked.

"We're going to teleport all six of us at once since you don't know where we're going. This is how we transport people from the facilities when we rescue them. Everyone, step back from me and don't touch the women or my power." Raven extended her hands out, pointing at either side of the circle. Power flowed from her fingertips, hitting the power of the women who encircled them. Her power encased the entire circle. Visible energy flowed through all the women with Raven's aid.

"And what about all of our research?" Elijah narrowed his eyes on Raven.

"Damn, I knew I forgot something." Once again, she rolled those beautiful blue eyes, making Roman grin. "The women will bring it with them. Now shut up, because this may make your stomach turn. And if you puke on me, I'll fry your ass."

The air around them grew thick before it swirled. Starting at their feet, it blew, twirling between their feet and legs and moving up their bodies. It resembled snakes slithering up their legs.

"Okay, this is getting creepy." Damien watched the snakelike air encase his legs.

"Kinda feels like you're in hell, huh?"

Elijah frowned at the other three warriors. No one other than a warrior could enter hell freely. So, how'd she know that it felt like snakes crawling around your feet? "How the hell do you know that? You've never been to hell." Kya turned into his arms, and he kept his eyes on the witch as he looked over Kya's head.

"You'd be surprised where I've been, Captain." Raven glanced at Roman, Damien, and Jacin, who stood in front of her. "I hope the hell all of you are ready for this. This is where all that shit in those files will start to make sense. You'll learn things you'll wish you could forget—things you can hardly believe are true. And if you're the men I think you are, then you'll be mad as fuck and join our fight."

Her eyes met Roman's. Open heart and open mind.

He nodded. Open heart and open mind. And baby, just so we're on the same page, I'm falling in love with you.

Her eyes froze on his. Yeah, I know. I just hope you don't regret it, Adonis.
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If you enjoyed this book, I'd be very grateful if you'd post a short review. Your support really does make a difference and I read all the reviews personally so I can get your feedback and make this book even better.

Thanks again for your support!
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