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      For the broke bitches. May you find hot demons at the end of your struggle.
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      The microwave chirps at me irritably, reminding me once again that it diligently heated something for me and I’m rudely ignoring it. My gray eyes don’t even glance up from where I’m scrolling through my Instagram feed. I’m too busy soaking in my daily dose of inspiration and jealousy. It goes well with caffeine.

      An email notification drops down from the top of my phone’s screen, and the words new job listing have me perking up and clicking on it with lightning-fast speed. I tamp down the desperation that courses through me as I wait for the email to open and try to activate my chill. It’s not easy, because the days are counting down until the bar that I’ve been working at for the last seven years closes its doors and hangs the Out of Business sign outside.

      I don’t make eye contact with the stack of unpaid bills that are piled up on the counter to the left of where I’m leaning in my out-of-date kitchen. Far too many of them say evil things like final notice, and I can practically feel them breathing down the back of my neck. I scoot further away from the pile of depression, and my phone suddenly starts ringing as I’m waiting for the email to open.

      I release a scared squeal-gurgle and struggle to keep my crappy phone from crashing to the cracked tile floor as I jump in alarm from the unexpected call. My heart takes off like it’s Usain Bolt, and I click buttons until my ringer is muted, and whichever collection agency is calling me gets sent to my full voicemail box.

      With that crisis averted, I click on my email again. My heart comes to the conclusion that there was no need to panic just as the latest email from the job posting site I’ve been stalking for the past month finally opens. I almost back out of it when I see the words “Security Officer” stated at the top. But then my reality gets all up in my face and keeps me from closing the emailed job listing almost as fast as I opened it.

      The memory of my boss, Sean the Shithole, sitting me down and telling me the whole we’re broke and going under news rings like an echo in my mind. He had perfect fucking timing, because I had asked to talk to him so that I could beg for more hours to try to keep from drowning in the puddle of shit that my last one-night stand left me in. Instead of more hours, I got told I needed to find a new job. Just some fucked-over frosting to go on top of my shit show sugar cookie

      I was barely scraping by before, but then my last hookup not only gave me a mediocre orgasm, but apparently, he got my bank account info too. He completely cleaned me out. The bank refused to treat it like fraud and give me my money back, saying they couldn’t prove who withdrew the money, so I was accountable. The cops told me I could report it, but there wasn’t anything I could do beyond that. I’ve lived paycheck to paycheck my whole adult life, and there was just no way I could bounce back from the financial hit. I’ve been fucked and behind on everything ever since, and now, things have become desperate.

      I stare at the job email again and sigh. I have no clue how the hell a security job snuck through my filters. I could have sworn I specifically requested notifications for bartending or waitressing listings only. I decide to scroll down anyway and see if it mentions the pay. I’m getting dangerously close to the beggars can’t be choosers cut-off date, and moonlighting as security is bound to be a better alternative to moonlighting as homeless and bankrupt.

      I mean, I could pull off hot security guard if they’re into average height chicks with electric violet hair, who only exercise when...well, never. Not unless laundry and shoddy house renovations count as exercise. I used to be able to count the occasional hookup as cardio, but since the last fucker stole every penny I had, I’ve been steering clear of that tandem activity.

      I skim past the job description quickly and then balk when I get to the pay. No way that’s right. I reload the email and scroll back down to the pay section just to be sure my phone hasn’t glitched out and started fucking with me. Nope. Eighty dollars an hour is still typed in black and flashing up at me like a fucking beacon of salvation.

      But...eighty dollars a damn hour? It’s got to be a typo, right? Oh, fuck me, they’re offering full benefits. A job with benefits! There isn’t even a probationary period. This is like the holy grail of job opportunities.

      I scroll up so I can read the job description and make sure this is legit when I spot that they’re holding interviews downtown...today. Fuck!

      I look at my microwave for the time, but all it tells me is that the water for my tea is ready and that I probably need to reheat it. I panic and back out of the email and check the time on my phone. Doublefuck! Interviews are only being held for another hour and a half, and it might just take me that long to get downtown on my grumpy moped.

      I scramble to my room and throw open my closet doors. I grab my black fitted fake-slacks and the button-down white shirt hanging next to them. I pull my pants on with hip wiggle in order to fasten them, then do a baby lunge to stretch them out a bit. God bless stretchy skinny pants that are made to look like the bottoms of a high-end suit.

      When I slide my arms through the shirt, I notice a very prominent yellow stain on the left breast. What the fuck? Where the hell did that come from? I rip the shirt off and frantically eye my mostly empty closet. My gaze trails over to the overflowing clothes hamper that’s tucked nicely into the corner and trapped by more piles of laundry all around it. I want to punch my procrastinating ass right in the boob. I should’ve done that weeks ago, but I don’t have the money to call someone out to fix my ancient washer, and having to lug it to the laundromat is such a pain in my ass.

      I grab a black tank top and black moto jacket and pull them on. It’s probably not the best outfit choice for an interview, but it has a slight special ops appeal, and the job is for a security position, so maybe they’ll appreciate that instead of side-eyeing it. Dress for the job you want, right? Hell, if it really is eighty dollars an hour, I’d show up wearing nipple pasties if that would get me this job.

      Quickly combing through my purple hair with my fingers, I pull it back and twist it into a bun. I secure it with a hair tie and a couple of bobby pins and hope my helmet doesn’t fuck it up too badly. I grab the hairspray and try to apply a helmet-proof layer as I run to the kitchen and grab my bag, keys, and helmet.

      “Wish me luck, Fern,” I shout at the plant by the door. Against all odds, it hasn’t died yet, so we’re officially family now. I hurry outside and book it to the only ride I could afford after my car was repossessed two months ago. I grumble as the moped takes a little too long to start. It’s been doing that more and more lately, and I add it to the list of shit I can’t afford to fix. I back out of my driveway and slap a smile on my face. Here’s to hoping life finally wants to work with me instead of against me. I could seriously use a break, and after the last several years of my shitty life...I’m due.
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      Fuck Sandpiper traffic!

      And fuck big trucks too!

      I swear those truck-driving assholes have an official game in play, and the only rules are to try and force my ass off the road at all costs. What do they have against mopeds? Can’t they see that my life is hard enough already? I’m driving a fucking scooter, for fuck’s sake.

      I rush toward the address of an all-brick office building in Sandpiper’s industrial part of town. I thought there was nothing but factories and warehouses in this part of the city, but after taking one look at the posh-looking building in front of me, and then the metal and mortar monstrosities surrounding it, I can see why they’d want security here.

      The city’s massive skyscrapers loom in the distance, and a brown haze of pollution has the overcast day looking more sickly than usual. I brush my hand over my tight, naughty-teacher bun and try to smooth back any flyaways that my helmet might have created as I speed walk toward the front door.

      There’s a man standing right outside the pristine glass double doors, and I slow my hurried pace as I get closer and take him in. He looks like Chucky all grown up with long straight red hair, a black pair of overalls over a heather gray T-shirt, and a creepy fucking face. There’s a second lanky man with a shaved head arguing with him, and when Lanky tries to grab the door handle, Chucky stops him.

      “You know better,” Chucky tells him. “You tried this shit last time. Now get out of here before I call a Duo to deal with you. You know you aren’t qualified or welcome.”

      Lanky stares at Chucky for a moment, anger clearly tinging his features. But just when I’m certain he’s about to throw a punch, he sighs and turns to walk away instead. He shoots one more seething glare over his shoulder at Chucky and then picks up his pace, cursing under his breath as he stuffs his hands in his pockets. When he sees me, he gives me a sneer and spits right at my feet, nearly hitting my shoes.

      “What the hell?” I snap, surprised, taking a step back.

      “Fucking elitist,” he says, before stomping away.

      I glare at his retreating back, wondering if I can pull a Jack Dawson spit move from Titanic and land a nasty warning glob at his feet, but I’m not that good at spitting. I blame porn.

      I turn on my heel and walk up to Chucky, wondering if he’s going to stop me from going inside too. But he just gives me a once-over, orange brows jumping up for a moment, and then he hurries to grab the door handle and pulls it open for me. “Go on in.”

      “Thanks,” I say, breathing out in relief.

      I’m still pumped full of adrenaline from my impatient, road-rage-filled drive over here. Add to that the disrespectful prick outside, and I’m a little more flustered than I’d like to be. I quickly check the time on my phone and swallow back the panic when I see that there are only ten minutes left for the open interviews. I take a deep breath, trying to sort my shit out, and put my confident face on before stepping over the threshold.

      I pull a resume out of my bag as I approach the receptionist at the end of the empty lobby. It’s slightly crinkled, so I rush to try to smooth it out while trying to look completely nonchalant and poised. I don’t think I’m pulling it off, but luckily, the woman is on the phone, so she doesn’t notice as I iron it across my thigh.

      Satisfied that it’s a little more straightened out, I take a minute to look around at the swank industrial chic feel of the place. The inside is brick, with exposed metal ducts and sprinklers, which coordinates well with the black worn leather accents and chairs. There’s minimal decor, but what I can see looks top of the line and expensive.

      I reach the receptionist just as she hangs up her call, and she greets me with a warm smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “Hi, I’m Delta Gates, I’m here to interview for the Security Officer position,” I offer, my tone friendly and professional.

      Her eyes shoot to her computer, no doubt checking the time, before they return to me with a hint of surprise in them. “You are? How wonderful!” Confusion flits through me at her words. I was expecting to see judgment in her gaze or maybe a bitchy word or two for being so late, but instead, she just looks...relieved. “Let me take you right back, Miss Gates.”

      She gets up and comes around the desk, motioning for me to follow her. I take one last look around the empty lobby, wondering why this place isn’t packed full of applicants. The tapping of the receptionist’s heels on the polished concrete floor brings my attention ahead again as she leads me further into the building. We pass by a glass-walled office that’s clearly very upscale and must’ve cost a fortune to build, but that’s empty too.

      What is this place?

      I probably should have read the job description thoroughly, but there just wasn’t time. I’m really hoping that the job site I signed up for wouldn’t have sent me anything that I wasn’t technically qualified for, but it appears that I’m about to find out. I just hope I don’t make a complete ass of myself.

      I’m guided into a back office—this one also surrounded by stunning glass walls—where a tall blonde supermodel of a woman stands and extends her hand in greeting. She smiles at me, and her teeth are so white and radiant I have to fight to keep from blinking like I’m staring into the sun. I reach out and give her a strong handshake just like my dad taught me to.

      My dad’s voice rises in my mind like steam rises off a pond on a cold day. “You have to show them your trustworthiness right from the start, Del, and nothing communicates that faster than a firm, assertive handshake.” His advice floats away like a balloon I couldn’t keep hold of, and I focus on the beautiful woman in front of me.

      “I’m Susan Atwood,” the hotter blonde version of Cindy Crawford greets me.

      I offer back my much dimmer million-dollar smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Atwood. I’m Delta Gates.”

      She gives me another megawatt smile, and an adorable giggle sneaks out of her full, flawless lips. “Delta...Gates. Well, isn’t that just perfect,” she observes, pulling her hand back and motioning for me to have a seat on the other side of the conference table.

      I, of course, have no idea what the hell that means, but I smile and fake chuckle like I get the joke. I do as instructed and claim a chair across from her. The soft leather practically swaddles me as I sit down, as if it wants to rock me to sleep with a hot cup of tea and a lullaby, and I find myself completely distracted by how good it feels.

      Holy shit, that’s a nice chair. It’s the most comfortable thing I’ve ever sat in, I think, but it’s an odd thing to be focused on since Ms. Atwood is talking and I’ve never given a fuck about a chair before. Fuck off, chair. I need to pay attention!

      I force myself to tune into Ms. Atwood’s sultry tone and smooth cadence, while trying not to lean back against the chair and let it claim me. Nope. I will not fall into its buttery soft trap. I overcompensate by lurching forward, nearly smacking my knees on the glass table separating me from my interviewer. I give Ms. Atwood a strained smile and try to look all professional and security officer-esque or some shit. I really fucking need this job.

      “So, Miss Gates, did you have any questions about the role and what it requires?” Ms. Atwood asks.

      I cover up my panic by leaning forward and placing my clasped hands on the table. “Well...I’d love to hear more about your security needs, that way we can both get a better feel for whether or not I might be the right fit.”

      I internally high five myself for that line. I definitely came across as a security professional. Now I’ll find out all about this job and whether or not I’m even qualified.

      Score for underprepared and desperate me.

      “Certainly,” Ms. Atwood coos and leans back in her chair. I wonder if she’s ever gotten distracted by it as much as me. “As I’m sure you already know, you’d be patrolling the private Perdition Estate. More specifically, the graveyard gate on that property, of course.”

      “A gate? Well, that’s definitely within my wheelhouse,” I tell her confidently. I can guard a gate. Easy.

      I’m surprised that the security job isn’t for this building, which is what I had assumed, but honestly, it could be in an outhouse for all I care. Eighty dollars an hour is eighty dollars a fucking hour. And, hello, benefits!

      Ms. Atwood does that adorable giggle again and nods. “You’d be surprised how many just don’t pass muster, but that’s the world we live in these days,” she observes, and I nod my head in agreement.

      It’s half impossible to keep good, hard working servers staffed in the bar, and it seems the security industry suffers from the same problem.

      “As their hiring agency, the Perdition Estate is very special to us. They’re our most important clients, and we’d really like to get them set up with the perfect fit for their team. Does that sound like something you’d be interested in?” she asks me cautiously.

      “It sounds like exactly what I’ve been looking for,” I reassure her. “I’m a loyal hard worker, who isn’t afraid of a challenge,” I reply, hoping I’m not laying it on too thick.

      Maybe the cemetery part of this position is what’s kept them from finding the right person. I’ve personally never been one to be freaked out by cemeteries or what could go bump in the night. I happen to be one of those weirdos who thinks that they’re peaceful and, a lot of times, very beautiful places to spend time. Especially if it’s one of those old graveyards with all of the tall headstones. I could spend ages in one of those.

      My finger starts trailing over the armrest as I imagine the peaceful graveyard duty, and I nearly hum at how soft the damn leather is under my hand. Wait, when did I move my hands? I snatch them back into my lap, inwardly kicking myself for my lack of impulse control. This chair needs a warning label on it. I don’t know how anyone sits here and gets anything done. I want to steal it. I would eat, sleep, and fuck in its cloud-like embrace. That’s how nice it is. Their security officer interviewee probably shouldn’t start things off by trying to steal from them, though. Might set off a bad first impression.

      “The Perdition Estate is very motivated to keep the graveyard gate secure, as I’m sure you can imagine. Hence the very generous package they’ve put together for future team members. The hours are from dusk until dawn, which means they will vary depending on the time of year,” Ms. Atwood tells me. “Your job would be to keep trespassers off the property and to escort any authorized visitors to and from the gate; although, the latter would be a very rare occurrence. We’ll trust that you’ll do whatever needs to be done to keep everything safe and secure. The only other thing we ask is that if there is an incident, you use the radio to contact the estate. For obvious reasons, we don’t want you to contact the authorities.”

      I look at Ms. Atwood curiously. Obvious reasons?

      She must read the question in my gray eyes, because she immediately addresses it. “We once had a previous team member who did that, and as you can imagine, it was a huge hassle. The estate has enough to deal with, and any member of the team needs to follow rank and report to their higher-ups. Let them handle issues that are above your pay grade,” she explains.

      I nod in understanding. I suppose that makes sense. It’s very military-esque. Then again, this is a security job, so maybe this is par for the course. I want to ask more, but I also don’t want to give away that I might not be qualified for this job and lose this opportunity, so I keep my mouth shut.

      Ms. Atwood studies me for a moment, and she brightens even more when I don’t express any concerns or objections to the no cops caveat. The thing is that doubt and questions are something rich people can afford, and I’m about as far from that status as someone can get. Not that I’ve ever been the kind of person to operate with much caution anyway. Fuck looking this gift horse in the mouth, I’m not even going to make eye contact with the neighing bitch.

      This kind of money could make a huge difference for me, and it doesn’t require any extra schooling. I fucking hate school, which is why I’m a twenty-eight-year-old bartender. I’m a night owl who likes the hustle and bustle and gray area of working in a bar, and on good nights, the tips make the hard work worth it. This new job would lack the energy and activity that I’m used to, but I’d be an idiot to pass up something that, so far, seems easier and pays a hell of a lot more. All I have to do is guard a gate at a cemetery? I’m your girl.

      Like Ms. Atwood can read the direction of my broke-ass thoughts, she immediately dives into the pay talk. “As mentioned on the site, the rate of pay is eighty dollars an hour…”

      I cheer inside and try not to let out a relieved breath. I was a little worried that I would get here and they would say, “Whoops, that zero was a typo,” and then I’d have to go back to real life and quit daydreaming of what it would be like to make that kind of money and pull myself out of the pool of debt I’m barely treading water in.

      “And benefits?” I blurt, sounding way too fucking eager.

      She smiles kindly. “Absolutely. Full health, dental, and of course, accidental death and dismemberment benefits are included, along with hazard pay. If you note your Ring on the paperwork, then you’ll get full paid time off for any major celebrations and an additional month of PTO to be used throughout the year.”

      I blink. “Okay, great.” Ring? Does she mean my marital status?

      “I assume you are permitted to reside here, yes? Because if you aren’t, that’s a problem.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I answer quickly. “I’ve got my driver’s license if you want to see it?”

      Ms. Atwood laughs. “You’re funny,” she says, shaking her head. “Is it contingent on anything, or do you have free rein? We always need to make sure.”

      “Oh, I’m totally legal,” I assure her. “A citizen with free rein all the way.”

      She smiles again. “Wonderful. Well, you do seem to be a diamond in the rough. We’re lucky you came in today.”

      Surprise filters through me, but I don’t want to show it and make her reconsider. “Thank you.”

      “You’d be required to work five days a week on a rotating schedule, and there may be opportunities to work overtime depending on the needs of the estate and your fit with the team. Would you be open to that?”

      “My schedule is very flexible, and I’m always available to work on holidays,” I offer, because working on Christmas beats being alone, or worse, getting pity invites to someone’s house where you get a front row seat to how loved and happy their home life is. No thanks.

      “That’s excellent to know,” Ms. Atwood beams. “So when can you start?”

      I’m taken a little aback. Wait… That’s it? No tell us about yourself and why you think you’re worthy? No reference checks or drug tests? I swallow down the excitement that bubbles up in my chest and tap into the caution my mother always told me I needed to practice more of.

      “Before I accept, I just want to be sure that there won’t be any kind of bait and switch type of scenarios here. I’m not going to show up and discover some webcam girl situation or find out that I have to partake in any other questionable activity like telemarketing or becoming an overly friendly Chick-fil-A order taker? Pretty sure they’re possessed by something, and I’m just not game to find out,” I add on a friendly yet suspicious chuckle.

      Ms. Atwood laughs again, but it goes from a tinkling to a full belly laugh, and I have to stop myself from joining in, because it’s a tad contagious.

      “They really are too polite to pass as human, aren’t they?” she agrees, and I give in and giggle with her.

      “I have a really good feeling about you, Delta. I promise that all you have to do is guard the gate at the Perdition Estate. You wouldn’t be the first to question what the catch is, but I swear there isn’t one. It’s a draining position which can take a lot out of you, but I think you’re up to the task, and you’ll find it very rewarding,” she tells me with a wide reassuring smile that helps me feel instantly at ease.

      I take a deep breath and smile right back. “I’m available as early as this weekend,” I tell her, and she claps her hands once excitedly and rises out of her chair.

      Well, fuck. If luck be a lady, then I’m going down on her tonight.

      “Perfect!” Ms. Atwood cheers, like it’s the best news she’s heard all day. “Missy will get all of the paperwork sorted, and you can start Sunday at dusk.” She reaches out, and I abandon the best chair ever to stand and shake her hand again.

      “Excellent. I’m excited to get started,” I supply professionally as I bite down on the squee that wants to come ripping out of my throat.

      Play it cool, Delta. Pretend that people offer you easy, well-paying jobs all the time. Nothing new here to get squealy about.

      Any reservations I have over the fact that Ms. Atwood hasn’t expressed concern over my lack of experience or anything else is chased away by my daydreams of not having to avoid calls from debt collectors and being able to catch up on all my bills. Shit, I’ll finally be able to fund the repairs that my shack of an old house needs. And I might even be able to trade in my cantankerous moped for a new car in just a couple of months, especially if I can do overtime.

      This job is perfect, and even though it has the feel of too good to be true, I’m not going to worry. Hell, I’ve earned this good luck break in my life. I’m going to be grateful for it instead of scaring it away with logic and suspicion. At this point, there isn’t much I wouldn’t do for this kind of money, so I chase away my concerns with a broom and shout good riddance as I slam the door shut on their ungrateful asses.

      Ms. Atwood walks me to the glass door and pulls it open, and I thank her again for her time and the job offer before I trace my steps back out to the receptionist. As the receptionist, Missy, gets my information, I can feel all my pent-up financial stresses start to float away.

      Things are turning around for me. I won’t be foreclosed on and kicked out. I won’t have to start over or try to file for bankruptcy. I’m going to have a new job, making a shit ton of money, and benefits. I can actually go to the dentist for that cleaning I’ve been putting off. Now all I need to do is find a boy toy who’s just as emotionally unavailable as I am but is mind-blowing in bed.

      Yep, things are finally looking up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Could you send this back for me, Delta?”

      I turn at my coworker’s voice, immediately noting the pinched expression on Vicky’s face. She’s golden-blonde and pretty, in her mid-thirties, and she’s been working here about as long as I have. It’s busy tonight at Ballpark Brew House, since Sean put up the Going Out of Business sign. I guess all the town drunks want to get in a few more times before we close for good.

      I take the bottle of beer from Vicky and immediately see the sediment settled on the bottom. “Shit, he’s serving expired beer?”

      Vicky nods. “Customer complained that it tasted spoiled. But if I take it back to the bar, Sean will rip my head off, and I’ve already dealt with him screaming at me tonight. He’s in a piss ass mood. Even worse than usual,” she grumbles before swiping a finger beneath her eyes, trying to fix her running eyeliner. “Can you take it for me?”

      I cringe slightly as I stuff my notepad in the back pocket of my jean shorts. They’re faded and a centimeter shy from showing cheek. They’re paired with knee high baseball socks and a T-shirt that’s supposed to resemble a jersey, but it’s so old now that most of the number one on the back has peeled off. This beat up old jersey matches the rest of this place, though.

      “This is my last night, Vick. I don’t want any shit from him,” I tell her honestly. “I just want to keep my head down, earn my tips and my last check, and leave.”

      “I know, I’m sorry to even ask,” she tells me, before worrying her bottom lip. “But he told me he doesn’t want to talk to me again for the rest of the night.”

      God, Sean is such a horrible boss. Vicky is pretty meek, so I feel bad that she even has to deal with a guy like him. I don’t like dealing with the prick either, but for the most part, I’ve just learned to shut up and take it. I’ve needed every damn penny from this job, and I couldn’t afford to lose it. “Alright, I got it. Just cover Home Base for me, okay?”

      Vicky lets out a puff of relieved air. “Thanks, Delta,” she says before darting over to the table full of middle-aged men sitting at the back to take their orders. Her uniform is just as tight, short, and faded as mine, but we’re used to it by now. It’s not like Sean would actually order us new uniforms or do any kind of updates to this place. It’s not in his nature to give a fuck about anything other than himself.

      Taking a breath, I try to mentally and emotionally prepare for having to deal with Sean. I already had to give him my abrupt notice, and he wasn’t happy about it. Didn’t matter to him that he put all of us out of work by closing the bar in the first place. Any inconvenience is like a personal affront to him.

      I walk through the section of high top tables, half of them missing stools and looking more like kindling than a place anyone would want to sit for a fun night out of games and drinking. The floor is sticky under my sneakers, and I spy a spot on the wall where a signed picture of A-Rod used to be. Now there’s just a clear view of peeling paint and an empty, stained wall. Sean the Shithole probably pawned the photo, like he has most everything else in this place.

      Back in this bar’s glory days, our uniforms were much more authentic and cute, rather than rundown and sleazy. The baseball bases on all the tabletops were shiny and unstained, and the bar shelves were decorated with pristine and protected signed baseballs between high-end liquor bottles. There was always a game on the flat screens, and we even had a cook who served epic ballpark food. But ever since Sean took over after his Uncle Ollie retired, he’s run this place into the ground. I hate that he ruined Ollie’s legacy.

      Ollie was a damn good boss and an even better man. Smart, kind, and he treated this place with respect, including his employees and customers. I loved working for him, but as soon as Sean took over two years ago, I knew that everything that made this bar great was as good as done.

      I used to like working here because it reminded me of my dad. He loved baseball. He took me to games when I was a kid, and we always gorged on hot dogs and soda while cheering from the nosebleeds. He worked in construction, so when he had a slow year and couldn’t afford tickets, he made sure we watched all the games at home together during the season. It was our thing. I still make sure I watch them every year on my own, and despite the fact that Sean has ruined Ballpark Brew, he damn well won’t ruin baseball for me.

      With the rotten beer in hand, I weave past the tables and head straight for the bar. Ollie’s two pride and joys, his brewery machine and his signed baseball by Joe DiMaggio are both shoved into the corner carelessly like forgotten relics. I’m honestly surprised either is still here. I’m sure they have to be worth a pretty penny. Everything else that’s fit that criteria has up and disappeared from this place.

      I go over to the end, careful to stop before I cross the barrier. Sean gets his dick in a knot if anyone goes behind the bar without his express permission while he’s back there. That’s made nights bartending here interesting to say the least.

      He’s talking to a few of his prick posse, but I know he sees me, even though he ignores me completely. He’s average looking, not hard on the eyes with his ashy brown hair and brown eyes, but he’d be a hell of a lot more attractive if he weren’t such a bastard.

      I do my best to put a polite smile on my face. He’s easier to deal with this way. If I ever so much as sigh or approach him with anything less than a smile, he’ll chew me up and spit me out like tobacco on a baseball field. “Hey, Sean?” I call in the friendliest tone I can manage.

      He continues to talk for several seconds before deigning to turn his head to look at me. “Yeah?”

      I wiggle the beer bottle in my hand. “Customer sent it back. Can I have a fresh one, please?”

      Immediately, the good-natured look that was on his face from talking to his buddies drops off, and he comes stalking over. “What the fuck’s wrong with it?”

      I hold it up eye-level with him so he can see the shit settled at the bottom. “I think you might’ve accidentally served some of the expired stuff that you forgot to toss out.” We both know he didn’t forget, and it sure as shit wasn’t an accident, but I have to play nice. One more night, Delta. Just one more damn night.

      Unfortunately, my wording doesn’t appease him enough, because his expression grows thunderous. He takes another step forward like he wants to intimidate me. My heartbeat kicks up a notch, but I’m used to Sean’s scare tactics. He’s nothing but a fucking bully, and I learned a long time ago not to cower to his bullshit. He might get Vicky to cower, but not me. I’ll play nice and I’ll take a lot of his shit, but I’m not going to tuck tail and run. I won’t give him the satisfaction of that.

      “There’s nothing wrong with that fucking beer. Now take it back to them. They can drink the shit we serve, or they can get the fuck out.”

      Prime example of why the place is closing down.

      I clench my teeth, my hand tightening around the bottle as I try to suppress my anger. “Sean,” I say, trying to keep my voice level and quiet enough not to disrupt the customers. “I can’t take this back to them. It’s rotten. Nobody wants to drink that. You wouldn’t drink this, so we can’t expect them to. Can you please just give me a new beer?”

      For once, just fucking work with me and don’t be a dick.

      He just stares at me dispassionately. “No.”

      I stare at him, flabbergasted. I don’t understand this guy. At all. I’ve been dealing with this bullshit of his for years, being as accommodating as fucking possible. Unlike him, I’m loyal to Ollie’s place. I’ve always just taken whatever he dished out, pasted on fucking smiles, and dealt with him day after day for shit pay and barely-there tips. And still, after all of that effort on my part, he can’t just throw me a fucking bone on my last day of work?

      I let the fake smile drop right off my face. It feels like drawing a line in the sand.

      “Fine. I’ll get it for them myself. You don’t have to do a thing,” I tell him in a rare form of defiance. “I’m supposed to be bartending anyway instead of serving tables and cleaning the bathrooms.”

      I step to the side so I can get around him, but Sean moves in my way to block me. He crosses his arms and looks down his nose at me. “You think you’re hot shit because this is your last fucking night working here?”

      Anger makes my whole body tingle, and rage floods in my veins. All of the shit I’ve swept under my proverbial rug is suddenly being ripped right out from under me. I want to wreck this bastard. I want to grab his head and knock his skull into the lacquered wood until he’s bleeding all over the bartop’s scoreboard. I am so done with his shitty attitude.

      It takes a lot of willpower to shove away those wicked thoughts, but I do. I’ve had plenty of practice.

      Because he’s right. This is my last night. Which means I only have to put up with this for a few more hours. It’s already eleven PM, so I just need to make it until two, grab my last paycheck—which my utility bill is counting on—and then say fuck off to Sean for good.

      I set the beer down on the bar with a sigh. I’m just asking for a fucking new beer. Why does everything always have to be a fight? I’m so sick and tired of this shit. “Look, the customer sent it back; what do you want me to do, Sean?”

      “I want you to do your fucking job, Delta,” he growls.

      “I’m a bartender.” Not to mention a glorified waitress and janitor, I think bitterly. “My job is to serve people drinkable drinks. That’s all I’m trying to do.”

      “Not today, it’s not. Today I need you to wait tables, and that means you grab the drinks I prepare and then sashay your slutty ass over to the customers to serve them. That’s all you do. Fucking simple. But you can’t handle it, I guess. So why don’t you just get your shit and go?”

      I rear back. “Excuse me?”

      “You fucking heard me. It’s not like you’re important, Delta. Anyone can do your job, and I got Vicky and Sara. They at least had the fucking decency to keep working until we closed.”

      That’s what has a fire poker up his narrow ass. He’s pissed that I quit on him before his business quit on me.

      “You’re closing,” I say through gritted teeth. “Everyone has to find a new job.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything less,” he goes on, like he didn’t even hear me. “You always were a little orphan bitch.”

      My eyes go hazy with fury. But instead of my vision turning red like some people claim, mine goes pitch-black when my rage takes over. There’s something inside of me that’s not quite right. There always has been. I usually lock it up nice and tight, but I’m really tempted to let that side of me loose right now.

      I hate that he knows exactly where to hit to cause the maximum amount of damage. Those violent urges? Yeah, I don’t know how much longer I can suppress them. I need to get the fuck out of here before I legit attack this dude.

      “You know what? Fine,” I say, ripping the order notepad out of my pocket and slamming it on the bar next to the spoiled beer. “Give me my last paycheck, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      He snorts. “Paychecks are for working, and all you’re doing is bitching. Don’t think you’ve earned it.”

      My mouth drops open as heat floods over my skin in a furious flush. “You can’t do that.”

      He leans in, just to get in my face. “Yeah, I can.”

      My hands curl into fists. The festering rage starts to come up my throat and burn the back of my tongue, falling out in venomous words. “I may be an orphan, Sean, but I’m pretty sure you’re a fucking failed abortion.”

      My words catch him off guard, and the cocky look leaves his face for a half second.

      “Give me my pay, because you know I’ve worked my ass off for every minimum-wage cent,” I tell him, looking him dead in the eye. “You’re a shitty boss, and Ollie would be ashamed of you. I’m glad this is my last night so I can be done with your bullshit.”

      Sean gets an even nastier look on his face than before as he puffs out his chest indignantly. “Is that why you’re such a bitch? No old Ollie dick around here for you to suck on during your breaks?”

      I gape at him, completely insulted. Not on my behalf, but on Ollie’s. The fact that he has this scum-licking nephew who would even say such a thing about him just goes to show how horrible Sean really is. “You’re such a piece of shit,” I seethe before I shove away from the bar.

      “Yeah, yeah, bitch. Get the fuck out,” he drawls, his voice loud enough to cause a scene.

      Before I even know what I’m doing, the inky black fury takes over. I whirl around and slap the rotten beer right off the counter. It goes spiraling toward Sean, spilling the putrid contents all over him before he bats the bottle away to keep from getting hit.

      It shatters behind him on the liquor shelves, taking several bottles with it. I wince at the noise as customers look over, the volume in the bar dropping as everyone takes in the scene.

      Sean and I stare at the damage, stunned into silence for a second before he rounds on me. His face is mottled with color, and he looks angrier than I’ve ever seen him before. But then his eyes glint with a vindictive edge of satisfaction, and he sweeps his hand around the destroyed glass with victory. “There goes your so-called hard earned pay. Your check will cover the damages,” he tells me snidely, making my heart sink right down to my knees. “You’re lucky I don’t file charges against you.”

      Hot tears stab the backs of my eyes as reality sinks in that I’m not going to see a dime for this entire week’s pay. All of it gone because I couldn’t hold my temper in for just three more fucking hours. I need that money. I’m not set to get paid for my new job until two weeks from now, and I needed this paycheck to hold me over until then. But even though I feel the walls of regret for my impulsive lash-out closing in on me, I won’t let him see me break.

      I spin around on my heel and practically sprint away, while trying to ignore the shit that spews out of Sean’s mouth as I go. “Yeah, go on. Get out of here, you crazy bitch!”

      My cheeks burn with fury, humiliation, and shock at what I just did as I make my way to the back room. I hurry across the cramped space and over to the employee shelves, snatching up my sweatshirt, keys, and cell phone. My hands are shaking, making me nearly drop everything before I can get a better handle on it. I need to get out of here. Now. As soon as I walk out the door, I nearly barrel into Vicky.

      “Oh, honey, I feel awful!” she says, her eyes wide.

      I shake my head. The last thing I want is for her to blame herself. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Vicky yanks me into a hug, and I pat her awkwardly on the back. We’ve always worked well together, but I wouldn’t say we’re friends, and we definitely never hung out outside of work. “It’s fine,” I tell her again before strategically pulling away. I know she’s just being nice, but I really need to get the hell out of here as fast as possible.

      “Here,” she says, digging into her back pocket before shoving some wrinkled bills at me. “Take my tips.”

      I immediately shake my head and shove her hand away. “I’m not taking your money, Vicky.”

      The blonde looks like she’s ready to cry. “Please? It’s my fault he fired you and is being an ass about your pay.”

      I give her a small strained smile. “You got kids at home to feed. Really, I’ll be fine,” I lie as I push her hand away once more.

      She sighs and stuffs the money back in her pocket. “Take care of yourself, honey,” she tells me.

      “You too.”

      I sidestep past her and hurry to walk across the bar, keeping my head held up. When Sean gives me another “Get the fuck out” shouted at my back, I flip him off, wishing I could chuck another beer bottle at him.

      Trembling with emotions and the hot anger still pumping through me, I shove the door open and walk outside, taking in a shaky breath as I look back at the place I’ve been working for the last seven years. Since I was twenty-one, I’ve been coming in here, serving the same tables and the same drinks, and what do I have to show for it?

      Nothing.

      No savings, no friends, not even a fucking goodbye cake. Just a “Get the fuck out” from a shithole boss who turned this place into a shitty bar and wouldn’t even give me my last shitty check.

      Fuck.

      With tears stinging the backs of my gray eyes, I turn and head around the brick building to where my moped is parked in the back lot for employees. As soon as I get to it, the sound of thunder makes me pick up my head, and I see storm clouds rolling in. “Great. Just fucking great,” I grumble as I shove my helmet over my head and get on, an anxious tremble starting in my hands.

      Revving the engine, I nudge the kickstand back and turn the handlebar, walking my moped forward for a bit before I peel out of the lot. The air changes as I drive down the freeway, filling with the scent of impending rain. I kick the gear up and go faster, weaving through the traffic of Sandpiper, Oregon, as I rush to get home.

      My neighborhood is just outside of the city, so even though there’s a commute, it’s not as busy, which I like. The street is simple, lined with outdated houses filled with families and elderly people.

      My house was left to me when my parents died. It was supposed to be their dream house. They bought it cheap, and my dad spent his weekends here, slowly fixing the place up bit by bit, which is why I’m still in over my head with needed repairs. It’s still a fixer-upper, even after all these years. Not just because I can’t afford to hire anyone to renovate it, but because this was my dad’s passion project. It just feels wrong to have someone else do it. So I spend most of my off days watching YouTube videos for how to lay tile, scrape a popcorn ceiling, or fix a leaky faucet. It’s slow going because I’m shit at it, but at least it keeps me occupied.

      I pull up to my driveway and park my moped beneath the carport. Lightning and thunder clash above me, and I grit my teeth, hurrying to my front door. I slam it behind me, probably a little too hard, but storms always make me edgy.

      I leave my helmet, keys, and shoes by the door as I flip on the lights. I go through the living room, kitchen, and bedroom, making sure to close all the heavy blackout curtains to block out the lightning that I know is coming, and then switch on the TV and pull up an app that will play loud rock music to drown out the thunder.

      By the time I’m finished, I’m breathing heavy, the scent of rain still somehow filling my nostrils. I grab the lighter that I keep in my kitchen drawer and light some floral scented candles. Only then am I able to take a full deep breath without feeling like there’s a boa constrictor around my chest.

      I smell like a bar, but I’ll take that over the storm, and I’m too emotionally exhausted to shower just yet. Slumping onto my thrift store couch, I hold my head in my hands, my fingers digging through my purple tresses as I massage my scalp. My mom used to do this when I was sick or upset. She’d just let me lay my head in her lap while she’d run her fingers deftly through my hair, and it was like she just caressed all the tension away. It didn’t matter what was wrong—a shitty day at school, the stomach flu, or a blow up over my lack of impulse control and violent tendencies. She’d still let me lie right there on her legs while she silently comforted me.

      I let out a breath, my hands falling away from my hair, because it’s just not the same. It never will be.

      With a sigh, I turn the TV volume up higher, reminding myself that at least I have a new job to look forward to. Maybe this one will bring some needed changes in my life, aside from just the money. It’s a fresh start. Maybe it’s a good thing that Ballpark Brew is closing. I didn’t want to work for a limp prick like Sean for the rest of my life anyway. I’m twenty-eight years old, and clearly, if I’m this fucking miserable and lonely, I could do with some change.

      I could also really do with some good luck, but I won’t let myself get my hopes up too high. If there’s one thing I’ve learned since that night nine years ago when a couple of cops showed up on my doorstep and told me my parents died, it’s that life isn’t fair. It usually cuts your legs right out from under you and then charges you for it. But that’s okay. This is my shitty lot in life, and up until now, I’ve accepted it.

      Lying flat on the couch, I grab the old T-shirt blanket that my mom made me and wrap myself up in it. People used to tell me all the time that everything happens for a reason. I’ve been looking for my reason ever since. Who knows, maybe I’ll get a peek of it tomorrow.

      Muffled rock music and dangerous hope lull me to sleep, and oddly, I spend the whole night dreaming about playing in a sandbox. There are other little girls there with me—I can tell by their clothes, but I can’t ever seem to focus on their faces. The more I try, the sadder I become until I wake up with tears streaming down my face.

      I sit up, my back shouting at me for falling asleep on the rock hard couch. I scrub at my face and try to breathe through the echo of emotions still coursing through me from the fading dream.

      Fuck, even my dreams are pointing out my lonely loser status these days. No friends to play in the sandbox with me. No one to call anytime there’s a storm that reminds me of the night my parents died.

      “At least I have you, Fern,” I say to the poor plant that got saddled with me.

      Getting up, I pull back a curtain, letting soft early morning light spill into the living room. That’s enough feeling sorry for myself. Today is a new day, and fingers crossed, the start of a new everything. This job can’t be worse than dealing with Sean, right?
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      When I pull up to the driveway, I gawk at the palatial house. Who knew there was a fucking castle out here on the spacious land bordering the outskirts of Sandpiper City? I never saw this shit on my maps app, I can tell you that much, and it definitely doesn’t fit with Sandpiper, Oregon’s dynamic.

      Sandpiper is a weird combo of big city meets rural, old-fashioned farms. The farms that border the city are comprised of people whose great-great-great-great-granddaddy lived their whole life on that land, and now their generational offspring don’t want to leave. Meanwhile, the highrises and other cityscape popped up out of nowhere and, if you believe the farmers, claim more of God’s green earth for their wicked city ways every year.

      There, of course, are the more prominent neighborhoods in Sandpiper that are filled with mansions that are built way too close together for my liking. But I’ve never seen anything like this. Susan Atwood mentioned that I’d be working for the Perdition Estate, but I hadn’t given much thought to what that would mean. However, as I make my way down an insanely long driveway that’s surrounded by rolling hills of well watered and manicured landscaping, toward a house that could rival Buckingham Palace, the word estate suddenly takes on a whole new meaning.

      Feeling out of place, I park my moped at the end of the drive. This hunk of metal clearly does not belong here amidst the trimmed hedges and squeaky-clean pavement, so I tuck it away as much as I can beneath a few large trees near an old wrought iron gate. I put out the kickstand and take off my helmet, hanging it on the handlebar before I straighten my clothing.

      Missy told me that my uniform and everything I’d need would be here, so I’m wearing the same jacket, tank top, and fake-slacks I wore for the interview. I figured if it was good enough for the interview, it should be a safe bet in case I come across someone important, like whoever the hell owns this place.

      I tried to do some sleuthing about the Perdition Estate, but I quickly learned that was a dead end. It seems privacy is one of the many things money can buy, and I didn’t find anything other than the address, which Missy had already supplied.

      I wish I had thought to ask Missy more specific questions about everything, but I was busy picturing all the ways my life was going to change for the better and distractedly filling out all the new-hire forms. When I was done, Missy said she’d email me copies of everything and then handed me a thick expensive piece of paper—which was clearly the estate’s letterhead—with the address written on it in a smooth feminine scroll and told me to arrive before dusk.

      I didn’t think it was weird that she hadn’t given me a specific time until later. For some reason, her mention of “before dusk”—as if I knew what that meant—didn’t register as unusual until I was looking up when exactly dusk is so that I could make sure I got over here early.

      I tentatively walk up the stone steps of the damn palace and knock on the door before wiping my sweaty palms on my pants. The sun is disappearing behind the horizon, and the light is dimming fast. I peer at it worriedly; I don’t want to be late.

      Just when I raise my hand to knock again on the massive wooden door, it swings open, and an elderly man wearing a full butler uniform looks down at me. “You must be Miss Gates.”

      “Yes,” I say with a smile, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Nice to meet you.”

      He gives me a bored look, making it known that it’s not at all nice to meet me. “This is the main entry, Miss Gates. You are supposed to enter through the side gate,” he says with a sigh. “Go past the patio, to the left of the gardens, take a right at the fountain, and head for the iron gate where the graveyard grounds are. You’ll see the small groundskeeper building there. It will have everything you need inside.” Without another word, he shuts the door in my face.

      I blink at the wood, not even an inch from my nose. “Oookay then, Grumpy Lurch.”

      Turning, I head back down the steps, feeling like I just got smacked down to my third-class place. I really need to learn the Jack Dawson spit technique, dammit.

      I walk across the driveway, the gravel crunching beneath my feet as I head for the side gate. It swings open easily with a little squeak, and then I find myself in the grassy side yard. I follow the butler’s instructions as I pass by the enormous, posh patio that’s equipped with a gazebo, inground pool and jacuzzi, and even a damn hedge maze. This place is so extra, I don’t even think there’s a size for it.

      It takes me ten minutes to walk through the garden. Ten. Fucking. Minutes.

      My own outside “garden” consists of the marijuana plants that Mrs. Lee grows on her windowsill in the house beside mine.

      When I finally make it to what must be the groundskeeper building, dusk is here, and I know I need to hurry up, or I’ll be late for my first shift. This place feels like it’s miles from the main house. I’ll need to get here earlier so I don’t have to rush next time.

      I approach the small wood and stone structure and yank open the door. It’s nothing but a mostly empty cabin that looks like it was handmade a hundred years ago. I walk inside, my steps thudding on the wooden floor as I flip on a single, really old electrical light that hangs in the middle of the room.

      As soon as my eyes adjust, I blink at the sight in front of me. “What the fuck?”

      My “uniform” is hanging up on the wall directly across from me with a sticker tag on it, sporting my name in thick black letters. I stare at it for a full minute before I start looking around. I check around the desk and in every corner of the room, but I’m not finding any hidden cameras to support that this uniform is a joke. There’s a cheap full-length mirror on one wall, and I tap on it to make sure it’s not some kind of two-way thing, but it pops right off the nail it’s hanging from on the wall, and I have to rush to catch it before it falls and breaks.

      I hang the flimsy thing back on the wall and take another look around. The only thing in this sparse cabin is an empty wooden desk, a chair, and this...uniform. It’s not a standard cotton shirt and slacks like I was expecting. There’s no patch that says “security” anywhere on what’s in front of me. Oh, no. That would be too easy.

      “I knew there had to be a fucking catch to the eighty dollars an hour,” I mumble before striding forward and snatching up the hanger. Someone either has a sick sense of humor or is one kinky motherfucker.

      I stand there for a moment with my arms crossed and my gray eyes glaring at the uniform. I consider writing a very strongly worded email to HR about this. I mean, surely this is objectification. But then...I remember that I haven’t paid my electric bill in two months, and the trash company confiscated my garbage cans because I was way in the hole with them too, so I just say fuck it. No one is gonna be around to see me anyway. Besides, it’s not nipple pasties, I guess I at least have that going for me.

      I strip off my clothes and stuff them in the empty desk drawer before yanking the uniform on. It’s all leather. Thick black leather. I curse under my breath the entire time it takes me to get the damn thing on. I can’t seem to shake the thought of a “Friends” episode I watched where Ross tries to wear leather pants and it all goes hilariously wrong. I make a mental note not to apply lotion or baby powder in the future right before getting these pants on.

      When I’m dressed, I look down at my body in bewilderment. The black leather top is a little crop top-ish with leather ties holding in my ladies, but it’s a strain, I’ll tell you that. There’s a crisscross applesauce thing going on across my chest and collarbone, and my belly button and waist are visible at the bottom of the damn thing. Good thing I’m not PMSing, or there would be some serious bloated tummy poochiness accessorizing this look.

      The bottoms are skin tight black leather pants sporting crotch laces, with a black leather belt that seems to serve no purpose other than to hang low on my hips. And the boots are—you guessed it—black leather. They lace up my shins, the skin-tight pants slipping right inside of them like they’re lovers.

      Whoever owns this graveyard must be some bored ass weirdos, making their security employees dress like this. Or maybe this is some initiation shit. Am I being hazed?

      I look like fucking Xena minus the skirt. Hmm, maybe I should practice that weird warrior cry she does. I take one look in the mirror and immediately rethink my decision to take this job. There is nothing normal about this outfit. I can barely breathe.

      Eighty dollars an hour, benefits and possible over time, I start chanting to myself over and over again. God, am I chafing already?

      I look down and find leather scraps on the floor and sigh before snatching them up. “Gloves? Really?” I grumble, shoving my hands into them.

      I wiggle my fingers, looking for the little finger holes, but I quickly discover they’re not gloves, but some weird leather forearm guards. I shake my head as I stare down at them.

      Nope. Can’t do it. I’ll kick ass at guarding their graveyard, but this uniform is a no-go. I unlace the top, desperate to get out from the too tight leather. I swear it tightens around me like it doesn’t appreciate the rejection, and I battle to get it off. I fling it as far away from me as I can as soon as I separate myself from the top, and I just stand there slightly sweaty and breathing heavy from all the exertion.

      I pull out my black racerback from the drawer I put my clothes in and breathe a sigh of relief when I pull it down over my head. I glance at myself in the mirror as I reach down to undo the crotch laces on the skin-tight leather pants, but I pause. I turn sideways and look at myself in the mirror. My purple hair and ivory skin really stands out against this leather. As I study my reflection, I arch my back and poke my ass out, unable to help myself, because what I have going on right now...is a look.

      The owner of this place may be into Xena, but the sexy badass thing I’ve got going on right now is a way better choice. I kick out like I’m a practiced ninja. These pants are hot and practical. I double knot the bow at the top of the pants and decide to keep them on. They’re working for me. If I’m asked, I’ll just say the top didn’t fit. I hide the creepy forearm covers in a drawer and pretend like I never even saw them. I keep the sticky name label from the leather shirt and put it over my tank top, just in case.

      After I’m re-dressed, I grab the flashlight and radio that were on the floor next to the boots. Luckily, there are helpful little holsters for both the flashlight and radio on my belt, so I guess it wasn’t as useless as I thought it was. There’s also a spot on the belt that looks like it holds maybe a nightstick—because, you know, this uniform is so practical—but I don’t see one of those.

      I pull off the Post-it note stuck to the radio and eye the number five that’s written on it. I turn the radio around, studying the buttons, just as something crashes to the floor behind me. I whirl around and let out a little squeak of surprise. Or maybe that squeak came from the leather, I can’t really tell either way.

      I stare at the long walking stick that’s now lying in the middle of the floor. I hadn’t noticed it before. Maybe it was tucked into a shadow in the corner or something. I sigh before picking it up. “Why do I need a damn walking stick?” I grouse to myself as I check out the smooth matte black wood. There are bands of silver metal inlaid sporadically along the shaft, and metal caps at both ends. I look from the walking stick to the holder on my belt that I assumed was for a nightstick. It looks like it will fit, but who the hell walks around with a small tree hanging on their hip? I sigh and decide to just hold the damn thing.

      “Fucking weird.”

      Gripping the stick in my hand, I quickly get out of the cabin before anything else leather or Xena-like can come for me. I hurry out through the door and head for the gate to the graveyard. The second I notice that it has a lock on it, I look down at my belt and notice there’s a convenient keyring waiting right there for me. There’s also a shit ton of keys and, for once, no label. You’d think the sticky note people would’ve realized that it would’ve been helpful to mark which key went where.

      I go through about ten keys and a dozen swear words before I pick the right one and get the gate to swing open. Just as I step through it onto the graveyard grounds, something sharp pricks my hand. Apparently, the stupid walking stick has splinters or some shit.

      I hiss and transfer the stick to my pain-free hand and see a drop of blood beading on my palm. I wipe it on my pants and then examine the microscopic wound in the waning light, looking for the splinter that the evil walking stick just attacked me with. I don’t see it. Another pinhead-sized drop of blood forms, but I ignore it and take the walking stick back in that hand so I can get to work.

      A tingle shoots up my arm as I walk further into the graveyard and turn to shut the gate behind me. I better not get fucking tetanus from this damn thing. I swear, I’ll put in a Worker’s Comp claim faster than you can say “walking stick from hell.” I give the black wood and metal stick in my grasp the side-eye and then shake off Splintergate, ready to secure the shit out of this graveyard.

      Looking up, I’m glad to find that it’s definitely still dusk-ish. I count that as officially making it to my shift on time. “Take that, Xena cosplay uniform,” I say in victory.

      Just as I fist pump the sky, a loud crackle of static makes me jump and sends my heartrate galloping. I quickly snatch the radio off my belt and fumble with it. I stare at the dial and twist it until the number five lines up with the arrow.

      “Main house to gate security, do you read me?” a deep masculine voice asks, the warm tone seeping out of the radio and filling the darkening night. Damn, that is a sexy voice.

      My fingers fumble with the buttons. “Fucking shit…” Whoops, I think he heard that. “I mean yes! No shit...or fucking. Sorry,” I stammer out, talking really loudly into the receiver.

      I would slap a palm to my forehead if I wasn’t holding the radio in one hand and this weird fucking splinter stick in the other. I press my forehead against the walking stick instead and roll my eyes at myself.

      The radio is silent for an uncomfortably long time before the masculine voice bursts out of the speaker again. “No need to shout, I can hear you,” the voice states evenly. “I was making sure you found the radio. Also, heads up, there’s an event going on at the main house, so you may see a dozen or so cars head that direction. No one will bother the graveyard though, and it should be secure. We just need you inside the grounds tonight. We’ll deal with initiation tomorrow.”

      Initiation? This security supervisor takes his job really fucking seriously.

      “Okay, event. Got it,” I tell him.

      As though his words conjured them out of the blue, I can now see headlights passing down the main road in the distance. “If you need anything or the gate becomes compromised, just call on this channel,” he instructs, pulling my focus from the dimming brake lights of the car as it moves further away toward the massive brightly lit mansion.

      I nod my head for a beat in understanding before I realize the dude on the radio can’t see me. “Right, will do.” I wait for a second to see what else he’s going to say, but the radio goes silent. I click the button again to talk. “So, uh, do you have a call sign or something I should use?” I ask, not sure about radio etiquette and how this is all supposed to work. I mean, he’s not saying “over” after every statement, so apparently that’s not a thing.

      “A call sign?” the smooth bass voice asks.

      “Yeah, you know, like, ‘Baby Bird, come in, Baby Bird. This is Mother Bird, over.’”

      Did I just lower my voice like the soldier from Toy Story?

      Once again, the radio goes silent for a little too long. I can’t even blame my awkwardness on anything, not even my weird ass uniform. This is all me.

      “I’m not going to be called Mother Bird,” he finally declares.

      I give a little huff before clicking back on. “I’m not saying you have to be Mother Bird, I was just giving an example,” I defend.

      I think I hear him sigh, but it could just be the radio static. “Give me a better one,” he demands, and I stare at the radio for a second, wracking my brain for a macho call sign that has minimum potential to offend a dude. “How about...Maverick and Goose?” I offer, feeling quite proud.

      “Are you one of those weird bird people?”

      “What? No, Goose from Top Gun, not an actual goose.”

      “Oh…” the noticeably delicious voice muses. I’ve never heard such a sinfully sexy voice before, but his tone has a way of heating you up inside. And I’m not saying that I’m imagining what he looks like naked, but...buns of steel, chiseled abs, and at least ten inches down south.

      “Wait, doesn’t he die?” he asks, pulling me out of my momentary mental perving.

      I blink and pull the radio away from my mouth and give it my best WTF look. Is this dude serious? I look around once again, checking for hidden cameras. The Xena costume and this weird interaction is seriously tipping the scales to crazy. I count to ten, giving Ashton Kutcher plenty of time to leap out of the bushes and yell, “Burn! You’ve been punked!”

      Nothing happens.

      “Look, if you don’t like my call sign options, then just pick your own,” I finally radio back as I start to move further inside the cemetery. As much fun as going back and forth with Mr. Deep and Delicious on the radio is, I should probably get my bearings before it gets too dark to make out the details of this place.

      Past the gate and a surprising patch of overgrown grass, I find a stone path, and I follow along, guided by the tall hedges that border it. The hedges suddenly end, but the path continues, and I step out into a massive graveyard. It’s breathtaking.

      Tall trees and ornate headstones are scattered all over the grounds, and I spot several large mausoleums spread around the well-kept grounds. This place is huge, and I can see it bordering a dense tree line in the distance. Some people would probably think this place is creepy. And yeah, there is a slightly eerie vibe, but I’m not bothered in the slightest. Just as I expected, there’s a quiet, solemn beauty to it all that I appreciate.

      “Iceman,” suddenly blurts out from my radio.

      I jump in alarm, forgetting I’m holding the damn thing. “Huh?”

      “I’ll go by Iceman,” the mystery man on the other side of the radio repeats, and I shake my head at him as a smile stretches across my face.

      “Okay, Iceman it is,” I confirm, trying not to chuckle. “So, Iceman, anything else I need to know about this gig other than to call you if I need help?”

      “Just make sure the gate is secure. We’ll know after tonight if you’re a good fit for the gate. That’s about it.”

      Something in his tone and the statement good fit for the gate sets off my spidey senses. It’s like the graveyard is going to decide if I’m a good employee, which is just weird, but there’s no way I’m going to go all twenty questions and try to start interrogating this dude. He misspoke; I don’t want to make things awkward by pointing that out. I need to fit in on whatever team Ms. Atwood mentioned if I want this job to work, and I really need that to happen.

      I look back toward the gate at the cemetery’s entrance and try to identify what about it requires so much protection. It’s just a black wrought iron gate. It looks to be shut securely to me, so I simply shrug and then continue with my efforts to become more acquainted with the area that I’m now responsible for watching over.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I finally respond. “Are you the head of security?”

      I’m guessing he must be if I’m reporting to him. He’s probably in some plush office right now, pretending to watch security cameras while he eats chips and plays games on his phone. I’m sure he’s not dressed in all leather, either. Lucky bastard.

      “Something like that,” he replies vaguely. “Over.”

      Ha! I knew “over” was a thing. Wait...did I just get dismissed?

      “Double over,” I quickly reply.

      Static ensues before I hear, “You can’t double over. It’s just over, and I already said it.”

      Wow. Someone is getting testy. He must have run out of Candy Crush lives already.

      “I can do my own ‘over’ after your ‘over’ if I want to,” I say with a frown.

      There’s a long pause. A really, really long pause.

      Why am I even arguing with him? Are these tight as fuck pants cutting off the circulation to my brain?

      “Just go do your job, Maverick. Be sure to stay alert. Over,” he finally responds.

      Yep, I definitely annoyed him already. Look at me, making friends so seamlessly.

      I blow a few purple strands of hair that rebelled against my pony tail, out of my face. I stare at the radio for a moment, trying to come up with something that will have my potential boss or coworker less annoyed with me, but I come up with nothing, so I figure it’s better to just stop before I dig myself any deeper. I replace the radio back into the holster on my hip belt and decide to do exactly as instructed.

      The sun dips lower and lower as I make my way around, and the various bright colors that paint the sky slowly give way to the dark purples and blues of impending night. I let my eyes adjust as the sun tucks in for bed, and the almost full moon begins to work its magic in the sky.

      My eyesight has always been pretty good in the dark, so I’m not worried about being out here all night. I liked that about the bar scene, too. The low lighting thing really worked for me.

      As night officially stakes its claim, a calm peacefulness seeps across the graveyard’s grounds like fog. I reach the end of the path around the entire perimeter and start to pick my way through the moon-kissed headstones.

      I get lost in reading the names on them and tracing the details of the intricate stone markers that now represent people’s lives. I’m surprised by all of the different last names I find. I figured, with it being a private graveyard, this would have a lot of family names, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.

      Just as I’m settling into what is looking to be a tranquil first shift, an incredibly loud and alarming whoosh sounds off to my left. The onslaught of it startles me, and my heart kicks up and starts running a race that would impress Secretariat.

      “What the fuck?” I murmur, my eyes scanning my surroundings.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d think I was getting crop dusted by a damn tornado, but the loud noise stops just as suddenly as it began. I start to move in the direction I think it came from, my eyes zeroed in on a cluster of mausoleums.

      I probably should be scared, but mostly I’m a little salty that something is messing with my new cushy job already. Whatever that was needs to know that it’ll take more than that to send me running away from eighty dollars an hour and benefits.

      Cautiously, I approach the largest of the mausoleums in the graveyard, shock filtering through me when I hear voices inside.

      “Fuck, don’t tell me I’m going to have to face off with vandals on my first day?” I mutter to myself as I try to suss out how the hell people got in there without my catching them. I’ve been vigilant as fuck.

      I let out an irritated breath and tighten my grip on my walking stick which now has a very weapony feel to it. This will be just like kicking a drunk out of the bar. Be firm and authoritative, I tell myself, and take no shit.

      And here we go.

      I hurry over to the stone mausoleum and press my back against the wall near the door. I try to listen to what’s being said, but I can’t make anything out. It’s just a low murmur of voices speaking back and forth. I don’t know what they did to make that loud noise, but they better not be breaking shit on my first night here. If they are, the cost of damages better not come out of my paycheck, or this Xena reject will be raising hell.

      I try to wait for the voices to stop talking, but they just keep going on and on. It’s safe to say at least one of them likes the sound of their own voice. Seriously, who hangs out in a mausoleum? If they’re crazies trying to sacrifice a squirrel to the devil, I’m going to be so pissed.

      I can tell that there are at least two of them in there, and they’re both men. That means that I’m outnumbered, but I’m scrappy as fuck, so I got this.

      Tired of waiting for the assholes who seem to be taking their sweet time doing whatever they’re doing in there, I move toward the door, tensing and tightening my grip on the walking stick. After counting silently to three, I push the heavy wooden door open. I notice some intricately carved rings on the outside of the polished wood as it smacks loudly against the stone wall inside. I try not to cringe at the intrusive boom of sound that it creates. Although, if the noise scared the squirrel-sacrificing little shits, then I’ll call that a win.

      I blink furiously as I try to adjust to the darkness inside the mausoleum, but when I scan the space, I only find that it’s...empty. “What the hell?”

      I spin around in confusion, but aside from the closed stone coffin on the left and a pillowed bench on the right with an empty flower holder, there’s no one in here.

      Confused, I walk back outside and then circle the whole mausoleum. My gaze sweeps everything around me, but there’s nothing there other than headstones and grass. Not a damn person in sight.

      I check the inside of the massive tomb one more time, but it’s just as empty as the first time I checked, and the voices are silent. There isn’t a peep sounding throughout the entire graveyard other than the crickets that are chirping all at once.

      I run a hand down my face and blow out a breath. “Get your shit together, Delta,” I chastise myself. It was probably my radio picking up a signal. Or the voices just carried from the event at the estate. Or my lack of sleep lately is fucking me up. That’s one of the downfalls of sleeping during the day—it messes with your natural cycle. Even my dreams are whack.

      I don’t believe in ghosts, so that option goes right out the window. If they were real, my dead parents would’ve visited me at least once over the past nine years. It’s possible that there could’ve been some people behind the mausoleum before I checked it out, or my ears just picked up noise in the wrong direction entirely.

      I spin slowly in place, my grip still tight on the cumbersome walking stick. Maybe I scared whoever it was away. My terrifying entrance could’ve had trespassers tucking tail and fleeing with all the noise I just made. I put my hand on my hip in thought, and my palm skims the short antenna of the radio.

      Wait a minute…

      “Iceman,” I grit out with irritation.

      Is that fucker pranking me? I ponder that question for a moment, and the more I swish it around my mouth, the more I taste the possibility in the words. That’s gotta be it.

      I yank off my radio and click it on. “Aren’t you a little old for practical jokes?” I snap into the speaker.

      “What?”

      “Instead of trying to scare me, why don’t you go...do whatever it is you’re supposed to be doing other than sitting on your ass and inhaling chips,” I hiss.

      “What?” he says again.

      I roll my eyes. “I need this job, so I’m not leaving. Over,” I say crisply before shoving the radio back into my holster and turning it to channel six instead of five, like a boss. That was the radio equivalent of blocking him and flipping him the bird, and I feel good about it.

      Gripping my walking stick, I get back to work, vigilantly watching the graveyard as I pull out my flashlight to illuminate my way as the shadows creep closer. The air turns cool and quiet, and for the next few hours, I meander around, making this eighty-dollar-an-hour gig my bitch.

      That is, until I hear voices in the mausoleum again.

      Motherfucker.
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      I’m definitely not hearing things, because my ears are on point, so this must be Iceman or someone else still trying to fuck with me. I am not happy.

      The voices get louder as I once again creep my way forward from the back of the mausoleum to the front. I have no idea how these pricks keep sneaking into this place without me seeing them, but I’m going to hand them their balls.

      I still can’t tell exactly how many people are in there, but the voices are definitely still male, and this time, judging by their volume, they don’t care if they’re going to get caught. I bet Iceman and his buddies get off on this shit. All I know is, if they’re dressed in some Michael Myers masks, I’m going to junk punch them until they have no doubt about what their ball batter tastes like.

      Pissed, I shove my flashlight into my holster and then tightly grip my walking stick in both hands like I’m about to swing at a baseball. I take a deep breath and charge to the door, letting out a piercing warrior cry as I run. On the outside, my don’t fuck with me face is in full effect, but on the inside, I’m cringing because, not only do I look like skirtless Xena, but now I fucking sound like her as I lalalala-scream my way inside.

      I bust the door open like a total badass—anticipating the boom this time—and revel in the she-yell that now bounces off the walls of the enclosed space.

      I lurch to a stop, staring at the three figures inside the mausoleum. They freeze and whirl around at my entry, and I squint in the dim moonlight as I take in the three men who are very obviously not the prankers or possible punk teenagers I was expecting. These three are all man. Even in the dim lighting, I can see they’re ripped and beefy as hell. They also don’t seem the least bit concerned about little old weapon-wielding me.

      “Seriously, why are these Quīnque always so damn dramatic? Wonder how long this one will last?” one of them casually asks, looking me up and down. He has buzzed ghost-white hair and really pale skin, while his tanned blond friend looks like the kind of guy who spends a lot of time at the beach and says dude a lot.

      I force myself to blink a couple of times, because I swear, the tattoos on the tall white-haired man’s arms just moved. When I focus on them though, they’re immobile, just like they should be. The lighting in here is messing with my eyes.

      “We’re lucky we got anyone,” the surfer guy replies, totally nonplussed by my menacing presence. “Hmm. A female this time? That’s different.”

      “Both of you sit still and shut up,” the third man says. He’s beefy with black skin and bright orange hair. And when I say black skin, I mean as dark as onyx and just as smooth. “Is she...does she see us?” he hisses out of the side of his mouth.

      I do my best not to get hypnotized by his oddly colored hair. It looks orange, but there’s also some red and yellow streaks in it, and the roots are unusually black. It looks like slow moving lava. His colorist is clearly very skilled.

      The white-haired man snorts and looks over at the others. “No, we’re fully warded,” he scoffs. “Quīnque can never see through those. She probably just senses something.”

      I don’t understand why he keeps saying kinky, but I’m getting sick of them talking about me like I’m not here.

      Surfer dude squints at me. “Wait...she is looking at us like she can see us,” he says, and he starts waving his hand from side to side like he expects me to follow it with my eyes.

      I roll them instead. “Of course I can fucking see you, dimwits,” I say.

      He looks shocked, his green eyes widening at my declaration. “What?” he asks as he takes a step closer to me and pushes back some long wavy blond strands out of his face.

      “I said I can fucking see you. Obviously. If you were trying to play hide-and-seek, you suck at it,” I retort.

      These guys are way too massive to be stuffed into this tight space, but I still can’t piece together how they got in here in the first place. Are they lost party guests or assholes trying to give me a hard time on my first night?

      I run my gaze over each of them again. They’re dressed too casually to be hitting up the kind of fancy shindigs a place like Perdition Estate is bound to throw. So my guess would be that they’re Iceman’s friends and they’re trying to fuck with me.

      “You assholes are trespassing on private property. I suggest you leave, or I’ll call the cops,” I lie. “Oh, and tell your Iceman friend that this was not cool,” I say, tightening my grip on my walking stick.

      The three of them exchange a look of confusion, and for a moment, I can’t help but appreciate how hot they all are. Not in a normal way either. I’ve had hot guys flirt with me all the time at the bar, but none of them looked like this. These three are striking. Their looks scream freaky, but in a hot, I bet they’d rock my world kind of way. Even the more normal looking surfer dude has a certain vibe about him. They’re all over six foot, look like they’re in their late twenties or early thirties, and have this intensity that seems to ripple off their very well-developed muscles.

      Surfer guy whistles under his breath. “Well, fuck me. I thought we got another Diluted or a Quīnque. How’d we get an Inner Ring?” he asks the others. “And a Derek Jeter fan,” he adds, nodding to the batter-like stance and grip I have on my walking stick.

      The other guys shrug, looking just as confused. I have no idea what the hell they’re talking about, and I’m intimidated as hell as they study me like I’m something they want to shove under a microscope. My grip tightens on the stick, and I back up a step, ready to get the fuck out of here and radio Iceman. “You guys need to get the fuck out of here, or the cops will be on your ass.”

      Lava hair snorts and waves me off like he couldn’t care less about the threat, his orange eyes looking at me sardonically. “Now, now, Warrior Princess, calm down. We all know you’re not going to call anyone. Especially not a bunch of mortal cops.”

      I narrow my eyes at the nickname and then go still at his words. Iceman must’ve told him the no calling the cops rule. I open my mouth to say something, but he takes a large step toward me.

      I react on instinct.

      I swing the walking stick at him, aiming right for his side. I doubt it will do much damage, so I mentally prepare myself to run my leather-clad ass away immediately after I give him a good smack, but what I’m not prepared for is for the walking stick to suddenly warm up in my hands, and for a huge curved blade to pop out at the top of it while another shorter dagger pops out of the bottom.

      What the fuck?

      My walking stick-bat just became a weird ass spear knife...thingy.

      So I do the most logical thing a girl can do when something like that happens. I stop the trajectory of the swing by squealing like I just saw a spider, and then I try to chuck the brutal transformer weapon as far away from me as I can. Clearly, this thing has stab-a-man cooties.

      Unfortunately, this brilliant move of mine only results in panic from everyone as the blade-tipped stick ricochettes off the ground and then bounces up haphazardly, forcing everyone to scramble away to keep from getting stabbed. The three guys shout at each other about keeping clear of the blade, and luckily, the thing eventually clatters to the ground without so much as nicking anyone.

      “What the hell?” I demand, half to them about their presence and half to the walking stick that just betrayed me. I stare at the wickedly sharp, curved blade that sticks out of the end. The thing has to be longer than my arm, and I can’t figure out how the walking stick possibly sheathed that blade. It’s too damn thick, and the wood is too damn thin.

      Surfer dude’s bright green eyes go even wider as he runs a hand through his long blond hair. “Did she just activate a scythe?” he asks. “She’s gotta be a Trēs Ring at least, right?”

      The tattooed, white-haired man narrows his eyes on me. “Who are you?” he asks, his black eyes bouncing from the curved blade to me. “And which Ring of Hell did you track down that thing in?” he demands.

      I draw up my shoulders like I’m not inwardly freaking out and hella confused. “I’m Delta Gates, the new security guard. And if first day on the job counts as a Ring of Hell—and it should—then that’s where I got it from. Who the hell are you?” I retort as I fumble and struggle to get my radio detached from its holster on my belt. This whole thing just quickly went from I got this to red alert, I almost stabbed someone. Over.

      “We own this gate. Obviously,” he replies, crossing his arms in front of him.

      My eyes widen in alarm. Oh shit, I just accidentally tried to stab my bosses!

      Panic surges through me, but I quickly drown it out with anger. “Well, you could’ve warned me that the walking stick was actually a weapon. Really, you only have yourselves to blame,” I growl at him. Since I’m pretty sure they’re about to fire me, I add a cherry on this shitshow sundae. “And what the hell is up with the uniform?” I demand, motioning to my pants and boots.

      All three of them instantly drop their eyes to my feet and then do a slow, appreciative perusal of the tight leather pants I’m tucked into. Wow, if they’re reacting like this just to the pants, I wonder how they would’ve looked if they saw my girls trapped in that top.

      I clear my throat, not liking the way I get all warm from their attention. I grapple with my good sense and kick away the horny side of me that’s trying to come out to play. Now is not the time.

      “If Xena is your kink, you’ll get no complaints from me,” White Hair remarks, the corner of his mouth lifting in a smartass smile.

      I gape. “You think I picked this out?” I shake my head adamantly. “No. This is your gate, and this uniform was left for me. Clearly labeled,” I add, yanking up the flashlight and showing them the name tag that’s still there. “I just had to forgo the top because it was even worse than the pants.” I won’t even get started on the arm guards.

      The three guys smirk, sharing a little inside joke. I’m not amused. “Hmm. That one is ancient. I don’t think we’ve even seen the female uniform in...what is it...ever?” Surfer guy muses to the others, and they nod in agreement. “Yeah, ever,” he confirms. “But the old uniform the males wear is leather too, if that makes you feel any better.”

      “It doesn’t,” I retort. “So was this a test or some kind of initiation?” I ask, motioning around the mausoleum. “Because if you wanted to see if I was alert and doing my job, you could’ve just installed night vision cameras and spied on me like normal people,” I tell them. “You shouldn’t hire employees and then pull this shi—stuff,” I quickly amend.

      They aren’t paying any attention to my words anymore though. Instead, they’ve huddled in a boss-only circle and have started murmuring to each other back and forth. I try to listen in, but I realize quickly that they’re actually speaking a different language. German? Russian? No, that’s not right. I strain to listen, trying to pick it up, but I swear it sounds like a mix of Klingon and Orc. Fucking weird.

      While they’re doing that, I reach down and grip the walking stick, trying to yank it up where the blade has embedded itself into the floor. The fact that it managed to pierce through the stone is a bit alarming.

      I feel like I’m King Arthur trying to pull the sword out of the stone, because even though I try to wrench it free, the thing barely budges. I look over my shoulder at the hot man huddle, making sure they’re not paying attention to me before I grip the blade-tipped, not-a-walking-stick scythe with both hands. I plant my feet and stick my ass out as I try to use all my lower and upper body strength to get the damn thing free.

      Gritting my teeth, I pull with all my might until it finally pops out, sending me flying backward on my ass. I land with a jolt, only to realize that the blade has now disappeared again. I stare at the thing in complete awe and confusion. There is no way in science’s right mind that this stick is somehow hiding the big blades that existed on both ends of this thing just two seconds ago.

      I rub my ass as I get back to my feet, looking over the dormant weapon. There’s gotta be a button or something. Maybe it’s like a giant-sized version of a Swiss Army knife, and it’s collapsible somehow. Yet, as much as I search, I can’t find any kind of release button, lever, or shifting metal ring that could act as the trigger for the weapon. I have no idea how I made the blades swing out. Maybe it was the Xena yell.

      When the steady murmuring that was slowly leaking out from my hot freakshow bosses comes to a stop, I make a note to circle back to this whole Swiss Army scythe thing.

      My bosses all turn to me as one. “So, Delta Gates...” the tattooed, white-haired guy says to me, his eyes dipping down to my name tag like he’s double checking he got it right. Either that, or he’s checking out my rack.

      “That’s me, Mr.…” I trail off and lift my eyebrows in question. I wait for him to fill in the blank and supply his name.

      “I’m Echo,” he smoothly offers, the corners of his lips tilting up in a self-assured smirk. Yeah, he definitely knows what he’s working with in the looks department.

      “Pardon?” I ask demurely.

      “Echo,” he repeats again, and I fight off the smile that wants to sneak across my face at making him echo his name.

      He quickly catches on and gives me a look that says I’m not amused. Well, that makes one of us.

      I turn my attention to the surfer dude. “And…”

      “Crux,” the blond quickly supplies, and I try not to let judgment seep into my gaze.

      These dudes have weird fucking names.

      I look to lava hair, and I swear to fuck if he says his name is Shadow or Twilight Sparkle or some shit like that, I won’t be able to stop myself from laughing, and I’ll probably get fired for insulting him.

      “I’m Jerif,” he informs me, his voice a deep rumble. Yep, that one also goes in the unusual column. Then again, my name is Delta, so I guess I can’t really be too judgy.

      The Prodigy’s song, “Firestarter,” starts up in my head as I study him. This weird lava look works for him, but I can’t stop myself from gesturing to his hair and asking, “Pyromaniac?”

      I endure about five seconds of sheer panic and a stop fucking talking moment while Jerif just stares at me. And stares. And stares some more. Out of the three of them, he’s probably the most intimidating.

      Sweat beads on my brow. My eyes are too embarrassed to blink. I want to take the Swiss Army stick and smack myself over the head as I chuckle nervously like an idiot.

      Slowly, the corner of his mouth turns up with amusement, and a relieved breath whooshes out of me. “Something like that,” he offers cryptically, and then proceeds to wag his black eyebrows.

      That slightly douchey move does things to parts of me that it shouldn’t, and I suddenly get all fluttery low in my stomach. Who knew dudes who fancied an I am Magma look would do it for me? But I can’t deny he’s hot. Smooth, dark skin like cooled molten lava, and hair and eyes that seem to glow like they’re the embodiment of firelight. I wouldn’t mind him being inside me when he erupts.

      “So, Delta,” Echo starts, pulling my heated attention back to him and his white hair and unusual tattoos. He has a glint in his stare that seems to consist of equal parts interest, suspicion, and jealousy. I bet he was a bad sharer as a kid. Probably an only child, and judging by the estate he seems to partially own, he’s milked a trust fund his whole life. “Would you mind accompanying us to the main house?” he states, his tone not really asking so much as telling.

      The butterflies flitting around my stomach turn to rocks, and I’m suddenly certain I’m about to get fired. Fuck.

      “I failed the test?” I ask them, cringing. “Can I have a redo, please? I promise, no attempted stabbings this time,” I tell them as I gesture to the walking stick. I lean it further away from me and them, just in case it goes all Bumblebee on me and transforms again. “You guys just caught me off guard. Iceman didn’t tell me the owners were down here.”

      Crux runs his fingers through his long, balayage beachy blond locks and gives me a comforting smile. “You haven’t failed anything, Jeter. In fact, you caught us off guard. We didn’t realize we had an Inner Ringer. We never do, so that changes things. Plus, the whole going to hit a homerun thing you were doing with your scythe was impressive.”

      “And her warrior cry. Don’t forget that,” Echo says with a smirk, and I flush with embarrassment.

      “Right,” Crux agrees, his green eyes sparkling with humor. “We have something going on at the house right now, but we can quickly talk upstairs about how this is going to work since you’re more qualified than we were expecting.”

      I’m immediately enticed. “More qualified as in...a possible promotion?” I ask, but then I realize how greedy that sounds, and I clear my throat. My momentary pause allows me to finally notice the alarm bells that are going off in my head, because what kind of bosses would offer a girl a promotion on her first day? The same kind who make them wear kinky leather outfits, and hand over stabby sticks that fuck Newton’s laws in the ass, Delta, my brain warns me.

      I’m either about to learn first-hand about their sexual harassment policies or get fired. Dread pools in my stomach. I need this job, dammit. I really, really do.

      Nerves skitter through my stomach. “Oh no, that’s okay,” I assure the surfer-dude, Crux, as I try and fail to maintain a nonchalant demeanor. “This is only my first day, after all. You guys just do...whatever it was you were doing in here, and I can go back to securing the graveyard.” I start to slowly back toward the door with a smile plastered on my face. “I really do like this cemetery, by the way. Very pretty. Lots of...headstones.” Really, Delta? I shoot them an awkward smile, even as I mentally shove my foot into my mouth. “It was nice meeting you guys. Enjoy your party, and I’m sure we’ll catch up some other time. Good day!”

      Good fucking day? Who the hell talks like that? And it’s fucking nighttime!

      I spin to hurry out the door, but in my haste, I smack into the doorframe. My face burns with humiliation as I stumble, and I hear one of them snicker behind me, but I don’t look back to see who. I’ve embarrassed myself enough for one night.

      I ignore the taunting moon as I hurry outside and make my way to the path. I feel their eyes burning into my back, but I just toss them an awkward see ya later wave and quickly pull out my flashlight so I can start securing the shit out of this place like a good little security guard and hope that my recent rejection doesn’t put me on the kidnap, kill, or fire list. I do not want to be murdered and buried in this outfit, dammit, and I seriously want to keep this job.

      When I get far enough away that I can’t see them anymore, I snap up the radio and turn the dial to channel five. “What the fuck, Iceman? You could’ve warned me!” I hiss into it. Then I quickly press the button again. “Over.”

      There’s a static pause before he answers. “Ah, Maverick. Lovely to speak to you again so soon,” he says, and I can hear the sarcasm dripping like honey from his voice.

      “Why didn’t you tell me the bosses were going to be here? A little heads up would’ve been nice. I thought you were pranking me!”

      “Pranking you?” he drawls. “I don’t have time to prank Diluted.”

      “I have no idea what that means!” I snap. “I almost scythed their asses, Iceman. I need to be informed if people are going to be in the cemetery and if they’re permitted to be there. I looked like an idiot.” Leather pants notwithstanding.

      “Scythed them? Wait. Who did you see? Quīnque?” he asks, his voice taking on a more serious tone. “Even you should’ve been able to handle that.”

      That fucking word again. “What the hell is a Kink-ay?” I ask in a huff. Is this a weird way of saying kinky? I shake my head before pressing the button again. “Listen, I saw the bosses, like I already told you, and they had weird names, Iceman. Weird. Names.”

      “Says the girl who wanted to call me Goose.”

      “It was merely a suggestion,” I staunchly defend.

      “Who was it? No one should have been able to breach the gate tonight. We had it covered.”

      “Their names were Echo, Jerif, and Crux.” I bite my lip in thought. “Shit, maybe they tricked me. They aren’t the bosses, are they? They totally made that up so I wouldn’t kick them out.” I slap a palm to my forehead. “Dammit, I think I got played. You’d better send some backup down here so we can chase them out of here. I left them in the mausoleum like a fucking rookie.”

      There’s a long pause. So long, in fact, that I snap back on. “Iceman? You there?”

      “Maverick, I need you to come to the main house.”

      I frown at the radio warily. “Why?”

      “Just come. Now...please.”

      “Iceman?” I radio back, but all I get is static. “Shit.”

      I blow out a breath, my eyes bouncing around the dark cemetery, the moonlight casting mocking shadows all around me. With nothing else to do, I drag myself up the path, making the very long trek back to the main house, as questions swirl in my head. I’m so confused about all of this, and it looks like the main house discussion is happening tonight whether I want to or not.

      Well, if this all goes horribly wrong, at least they gave me a weapon.

      Somehow, on day one, I’ve already fucked this up. I’m not even sure how much yet. It all went so wrong so fast. I sigh and try not to stomp my way back to the estate like some whiny kid being forced to do something they don’t want to. At least if Iceman fires me in person, I’ll be able to put a face to his sexy ass voice. Silver lining.
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      “Shit on a stick,” I grumble to myself as I approach the large, dimly lit mansion.

      There are about a million doors and windows in this place, and I have no idea which one I’m supposed to knock on. I’ll probably get my ass handed to me by the butler again.

      I debate for two seconds whether I should try for the back or the front of the house, but since I’m failing to see anything that’s marked servants’ entrance, I decide the front is probably my best bet.

      I pass the fountain, the gardens, and the patio, and find myself climbing back up the stairs to the front door. I knock, cringing at the booming echo that it creates on the other side of the door. I look at my hand like it’s betrayed me. I swear I didn’t even knock that hard, and now it sounds like I’m demanding entrance. I step back and try to adopt some kind of mien that will convince Grumpy Lurch that I’m not actually trying to break the door down. I go with a half smile and some innocent blinks.

      The door slowly opens with an ominous creak that I swear didn’t happen before, and the butler looks down at me with a sigh. “Yes?”

      “Hey there,” I say, giving the butler an awkward two-fingered wave. “Me again.”

      His pronounced brow wrinkles with irritation. “Why are you here again?” he asks.

      “I was told to come to the main house immediately,” I croak out and then try to clear my throat of the toad that seems to have recently parked itself there.

      The longer he looks at me, the more I contemplate just hopping on my moped and booking it the fuck out of here right now, but I keep telling myself that everything is fine, that Grumpy Lurch here doesn’t freak me out. That the trio in the mausoleum weren’t serial killers, and that Iceman isn’t leading me to my demise—either by employment termination or actual death.

      Honestly, the only reason I haven’t ditched this whole scene already is because I’m not ready to let go of the daydreams I’ve been swimming in of what it will be like to have some money.

      Besides, I could totally be overreacting. I’ve been known to do that from time to time. They’re having a party here tonight and that makes disposing of a body or firing an employee super messy, right? Maybe they really do just want to give me a promotion or something because they think I’m overqualified, though I have no fucking clue why.

      “You came to the front door after I informed you earlier to never use the front door again?” he asks, his dark eyes matching the under-eye circles he has going on.

      I shift nervously on my feet. At least he hasn’t commented on my outfit. “Yeah, you know, in hindsight, the back door would’ve been a better choice, but slap my ass and call me a rebel,” I joke nervously. He just stares at me. I blow out a breath. “Okay, I’m sorry, but it doesn’t help that you have about fifty back doors. For people who seem to be big fans of labeling”—I point to the name tag still stuck to my tank top—“you think you’d have at least one of those doors labeled with something classy and simple like Peasants Enter Here.”

      Grumpy Lurch doesn’t move a stony feature on his face. He towers over me, breathing heavily, and just continues to stare at me with bored disdain. “Go around to the back, Help. Don’t make me tell you again,” he snaps before slamming the door in my face again.

      “Pretty sure you’re the help, too, asshole,” I mutter to the door.

      It swings the fuck open, and his face is suddenly all up in mine. “What did you say?” he demands.

      I blink up at him in shock. How the fuck did he hear me?

      “Uhh...I said you’re very helpful, and I’ll just be going to a back door now that I’ll pick at random,” I offer with a tight smile.

      With a grunt, he slams the door again, and I flip him off before pivoting on my heel and hurrying down the stone steps to head around the back. I find four door options that look like they might lead somewhere the help is supposed to go, but three of them are locked, and nobody answers when I knock. The fourth door is the winner, because it’s the only door that’s open, and I hurry inside, finding myself in...the kitchen?

      At least, I think it’s a kitchen. Except, it looks like one from the medieval times. There’s an open fire oven thing that’s made of stone and masonry instead of stainless steel and tile. But I’m only momentarily distracted by the candlelight, stone, and what looks like an old as fuck icebox, because my eyes widen at the people inside.

      They look like they’ve dressed up early for Halloween. Maybe this was the event that Iceman was talking about—a costume party. There’s a woman with some really pronounced horse teeth who’s stirring something in a black pot over an open flame. Someone else looks like an upright crocodile, and he’s crying over onions that he’s chopping. There’s also a man who has really realistic fake warts attached all over, including his face, and he’s busy kneading some dough. No cheap department store costumes here—they all look real enough to be movie prosthetics.

      “Wow, they’re really into this,” I mumble.

      Luckily, everyone is way too busy to notice me, and there’s so much steam and smoke in the room that I’m kind of obscured. I manage to slink my way out of the kitchen and through the open doorway on the opposite end where I slip out.

      I find myself in a hallway, and it’s dim since the only light is coming from lanterns hanging on the wall. Maybe this mansion hasn’t been converted to electricity? It does look old, so maybe they’re renovating. If that’s the case, they really should start with that ancient looking kitchen.

      I bypass some massive oil paintings hanging up along the stone walls, my leather squeaking as I go. The paintings aren’t just your run-of-the-mill dead people portraits or landscapes. Nope, they’re demons writhing around naked and having graphic sex with other horned demons. It’s hot—literally, because there are flames all around them.

      So I’m stuck in a mansion where everyone is dressed up for Halloween a couple months early, surrounded by demonic Renaissance porn. This event has obviously spared no expense.

      My steps slow as I curiously look at each painting that I pass, ignoring the fact that my body lights up with interest. I bet this costume party is why the three men in the mausoleum looked so different. They were probably half dressed-up. I bet Crux will end up in board shorts with a surfboard over his shoulder.

      When I finally get past the paintings and make it to the end of the hallway, I get spilled out into some kind of antechamber. There are staircases leading up and down, and a few doors are scattered around the room. I’m about to eeny meeny miny mo this shit in order to choose a direction, but a woman wearing a long black dress with an apron comes walking up. She’s ethereally pale and bald, and she wears a uniform that has me thinking she’s a maid. It doesn’t look like a costume though.

      “There you are!” she says, her voice lilting slightly with an accent. “Right this way, Miss Gates. He’s waiting for you.”

      I’m assuming that the he is Iceman, so I follow behind her as she leads me up the staircase. Unlike the floor I was on, which is obviously meant for the staff, the next floor up is the definition of opulent, the design and aesthetic immediately changing. Okay...so maybe he’s not just a security supervisor eating chips in the break room.

      The woman leads me up the stairs, past another antechamber, and then into a room with marble flooring, wallpaper that has texture and looks like it’s made with actual gold, and chandeliers thrown around like confetti. The chairs all look uncomfortable as fuck though, more for looks than comfort. I suddenly feel itchy just being in here. Maybe I’m allergic to rich. Wouldn’t that just fucking suck.

      We’re in some kind of sitting room, and I look around with interest when a voice interrupts my perusal. “Persia, did you iron my shirt?” a massive muscled blueberry with horns asks as he stalks into the room from the other doorway.

      His deep voice reaches out and slaps me across the face, and I’m momentarily stunned. Iceman?

      He doesn’t notice me, since he’s too busy messing with his pants, and I thank fuck for that as my mouth literally drops open and I drink my fill of him.

      I don’t know where he got his costume, but it is fucking working for him...and for my vagina, not gonna lie. He’s bare chested, and his skin has been painted cobalt blue, the color accentuating every dip and curve of his extensive muscular frame. Well, I get the Iceman nickname now.

      His hair is a deep midnight blue, the wig almost as long as my purple tresses that reach just below my shoulders. But the pièce de résistance of his costume are the massive horns he’s sporting. They come out of the side of his head and curl forward and up. They almost look like a super badass crown, and all I can suddenly think about is how they’d probably be good leverage for me to hold onto while riding his face. Unfortunately, I doubt they’re sturdy enough. The horns are probably attached to a headband or something, but I revel in the fantasy of it anyway, because...yum.

      He glances back at the bedroom behind him. “You think we should have her shown into the salon, or do you think maybe the formal living room would be more comfortable? No one should be down there. She might be hungry though, in which case the dining room would probably be the best—”

      The blue beast of my wet dreams stops as Jerif—the dark-skinned, lava haired dude—walks in after him.

      What the fuck? How did Lava-Jerif beat me to the estate?

      The bald woman who guided me up here clears her throat. “Sirs, your guest has already arrived,” she says, getting their attention pointedly. She steps to the side to dramatically reveal yours truly. Both men whirl around, and I give an awkward wave hello.

      “Maverick…uh…I mean, Miss Gates. Welcome,” Iceman stumbles to greet me, obviously surprised by my presence.

      “Delta is fine. Or Maverick,” I tell him as I offer a friendly smile. Fuck, with that blue-chiseled body, he can call me whatever he wants and I’ll answer to it.

      Iceman shares a look with Jerif before he looks back at me. “Would you like to have a seat? The others will join us shortly,” he offers as he turns and gestures toward a cluster of chairs. The formality in their countenance puts me at ease, but I try not to get my hopes up that I’m here because they’re actually impressed with me.

      “Um...sure.”

      Iceman touches the back of a sitting chair like some sort of gallant gentleman and gestures for me to have a seat. I give him a small smile as I walk over to take it. I find myself wondering what he looks like under all the blue makeup. Is he still hot, or is this a Johnny Depp, Captain Jack Sparrow thing, where he’s only hot when he looks like that character?

      I pause midstep when I reach the chair. Now that I’m closer, and Iceman is still without a shirt, I can see that he has these cool jewels glued down his spine. They have an iridescent, mother-of-pearl effect going on, and I just can’t help myself. I reach out and stroke my finger up one of his spine gems.

      “These are epic,” I comment as I pet another one.

      They feel dense as fuck, like he has actual opals or something attached to his back somehow. These guys aren’t playing around when it comes to their cosplay. They’d give Heidi Klum and her love of all things Halloween and dress-up a run for her money.

      Iceman makes a choking noise that has me darting my eyes from his back to his face. He looks like a mixture of stunned, turned on, and freaked the fuck out. I instantaneously snatch my hand back and stop stroking his jewels while chastising myself. What the fuck, Delta?

      I want to give myself a dead arm. He clearly isn’t cool with anyone touching his costume. It probably cost him a fortune. Not to mention, I just seriously violated his personal space in a way that’s clearly not okay. Looks like I will end up getting that lesson in sexual harassment, only it turns out that I’m the fucking creepy predator that people need protecting from.

      I adopt a chagrined look and back off. “I am so sorry,” I offer quickly, completely mortified. “I clearly have personal space issues and a weakness for pretty things. It will never happen again. I didn’t break anything. Your jewels are fine and ready to impress.”

      This time, Jerif and Iceman both make an odd choking noise, and I do my best to look contrite and send don’t fire me thoughts out into the room.

      Echo and Crux take that moment to come walking in, and there must be a weird vibe in the air right now—thanks to me—because they both pause slightly as they look around at everyone warily. I give a cursory glance to the pale tattooed guy and Crux, the surfer dude, as I go for a nothing to see here, folks demeanor and sit my ass in the chair that Iceman is still standing behind. He seems oddly frozen, like he’s not sure what to do or how to respond, and I feel bad for accidentally activating his nickname.

      Jerif sits down in a chair across from me, and the noise he makes taking his own seat seems to thaw Iceman, as he moves to sit on a love seat next to Jerif. Echo and Crux set their nice asses on some plush cushioned chairs to my right, and then we all proceed to just stare at each other for a beat, the room thick with awkward silence.

      I realize I’m still holding the scythe-slash-walking stick like I’m Gandalf the Grey, so I set it down on the floor to the right of where I’m perched. That seems to encourage my bosses to use their voices, but they all start talking at once which makes them pause. When they start up again at the same time, it makes all of them chuckle.

      I just stare at each of them in turn, trying to figure out the connection. They’re the owners of the Perdition Estate, but that seems odd to me because they don’t look like they’re related. Yeah, they’re all good looking in that gym rat, Instagram model on Halloween kind of way, but they don’t have anything else in common as far as the looks department.

      Speaking of the looks department, now that they’re all gathered in the light, I can take more time to appreciate exactly how striking these guys are.

      I can definitely confirm now that Echo has black eyes. They’re eerie, especially against his super pale skin and white hair, and I wonder for a moment if the contacts he’s wearing bother him. Those, paired with his tattoos that span across his arms and up his neck give him a forbidden look that doesn't quite match up with the smirk on his face.

      Jerif’s black skin has this quality that makes it look silky and hard as rock at the same time. His fiery hair makes me want to run my fingers through the multi-colored strands, so similar to flames that I swear he’s radiating heat.

      Iceman is just...well, blue in all the right ways. While Crux looks the most normal, with his lazy day at the beach vibe. All four of them are overwhelmingly attractive, and being here, stuck in the middle of their full attention is incredibly intimidating.

      “Miss Gates—I mean Delta,” Iceman starts, clearing his throat a little. It sounds more like a nervous tic as opposed to a necessity. “We’re all very curious about what source Ring you’re from.”

      I sit back a little in my chair like I’m contemplating his question, but really, I’m freaking the fuck out inside. What is my source ring? Fuck. This has to be some kind of security guard lingo that an experienced professional would know. Did they not look at my resume at all?

      Iceman keeps going. “You see, we’ve been receiving only Quīnques for centuries, maybe a Quattour every once in a while, but clearly, you’re not from either of those Rings.”

      Umm...what the fuck is he saying? Kinkys and Squatters? Is this some hip new version of sex-speak? Has a cooler way to talk hit the streets and I’m completely oblivious? Dammit, he tricked me with the formal talk. I suddenly feel like an idiot, because something has just dawned on me. Was I was hired for some freaky sex-cult shit?

      Iceman goes on, completely oblivious to the turmoil bubbling in my brain. “We didn’t anticipate that an Inner Ring would see the ad, let alone respond to it. We would have handled things much differently,” he tells me, his tone bartering for forgiveness.

      He stares at me for a few beats, and I realize he wants me to say something, but I’m fucking lost. I should’ve known as soon as I put on this uniform that this was not a straight-laced “security” job. That ad was probably chock-full of code words for this underground sex ring crap he’s talking about.

      “We understand your hesitancy,” Iceman offers, mistaking my silence for caution. “The times being what they are, we all go out warded all the time, but we swear on The Morning Star’s wings that anything said between us will stay between us.”

      I stare at him, not sure how the hell to respond to anything he just said.

      “Yeah, you don’t have to worry,” Crux says, before giving me a warm smile and tapping his palm to his chest. “I’m a Trēs Ring, and so is Echo. Jerif is a Duo, and Rafferty is an Ūnus.”

      Crux gives me an encouraging head nod, clearly communicating that it’s my turn to kiss and tell, only, I didn’t get the yummy kiss first. Instead, I got a shit ton more confused. I’m fairly certain he just said something about Iceman—whose real name is apparently Rafferty—and his anus.

      Fuck.

      I definitely answered a sex ad.

      I let out a deep sigh and shake my head. “I knew this was too good to be true. It was a sex ad, wasn’t it?” I demand, slapping my hands on my leather-clad knees. “This is some kind of roleplay fetish, right?” I groan. “Fuck, I should’ve seen that coming. I mean, look how you tried to dress me.” I look around the room, realization dawning on me. “Is your big party some kinky cosplay thing? Or some freaky Eyes Wide Shut kind of action?” I ask, shaking my head. “If Tom Cruise is here, it’s a hard pass. Seriously, that dude freaks me out.”

      The four men gape at me without replying. My eyes scan over each of my bosses, but I’m not buying the shock and confusion they’re all wearing on their faces. Next, they’ll be declaring that they’ve never done this before, and for just one night they can make it worth my while.

      Unfortunately, that thought makes my vagina clench, and a zing of interest shoots right to my clit. I mean, fucking any one of these dudes—or all of them—wouldn’t be a hardship by any stretch of the imagination, but then what? I sign on to be some sex slave? Either that, or I have to walk away from all my big plans that crucially involve making good money, and that’s a hard pill to swallow.

      Now, this might be where a smarter person would get up and hightail it out of here, but...I’m weirdly intrigued. And broke. Like, really broke. So broke I can’t even pay attention. Plus, it’s been a while since I’ve gotten my itch scratched. Maybe this isn’t such a bad thing?

      After a few more seconds of stunned silence, Crux suddenly starts laughing, making Jerif and Iceman shoot him disapproving looks. “She’s cagey as fuck, but at least she’s entertaining,” he announces between fits of laughter.

      “There will be no cages!” I bark out, and that just makes him laugh even harder.

      Echo cracks a smile and brings a hand up to his mouth to cover it while Jerif just stands there shaking his head and looking annoyed.

      “My money is on Ūnus,” Jerif states evenly before leaning back in his chair and steepling his fingers like some bad Mr. Burns impression. I wait for him to say excellent, but it doesn’t come.

      I’m on the verge of shouting out no butt stuff, but I’m into that when the circumstances are right, so that feels dishonest. Besides, I’m not going to announce what I will and won’t do before we negotiate the money side of things. I guess that answers the am I really going to do this question that I was pretending to debate about. I hit rock bottom so damn fast.

      “Definitely,” Echo agrees. “I mean, the scythe alone screams I am Ūnus, hear me roar. Bunch of arrogant pricks.”

      “Hey,” Iceman and I object at the same time, but my, “Don’t knock it until you try it,” seems to leave everyone looking even more confused. So much for keeping my cards close to the vest.

      “This is not a sexual proposition,” Iceman-Rafferty declares incredulously.

      “Speak for yourself, Raf, I’ve been hard since she Xena-screamed her way into the mausoleum,” Echo announces as he overtly adjusts himself.

      Do not look at his crotch, Delta. Do. Not. Look. At. His. Crotch.

      Iceman shoots him a glare that screams shut the fuck up, but Echo just winks at him and shoots him an air kiss.

      “I don’t know...” Crux declares, his head tilted and his green eyes studying me carefully. “She could be a Nihil.” Suddenly, the bickering murmur and teasing comes to a complete stop, and everyone turns to Crux. “She looks human and can see through wards—”

      “So can you,” Jerif interrupts, “and you’re only a Trēs.”

      “Yeah, but who else can activate a scythe?” Crux counters. “I mean, think about it, when was the last time you even saw a demon, other than a Grim, carrying one?”

      My bosses seem to consider this ridiculous question, and each of their weighted gazes land on me. I’m too fucking busy tossing words like looks human and demon around in my mind and trying to figure out how they make sense in the context of any kind of rational conversation, but they don’t. I’m so lost in this discussion I couldn’t even find my way out with a map.

      “Demon?” I ask, thoroughly confused. “You mean you want me to dress up as a demon for the costume sex party?”

      The four of them exchange a look until Iceman glances back at me with a frown. “Miss Gates, there is no costume sex party—

      “Yet,” Echo interrupts.

      Iceman shoots him another look and then continues. “Wait...you do know about demons...right?”

      Now it’s my turn to frown. What the fuck is he talking about? “Um…”

      Crux’s mouth drops open as he looks at me. “No way,” he declares, running a hand down his face before turning to the others. “She doesn’t know.”

      “How is that possible?” Echo asks, his eyes narrowed on me like he’s suddenly trying to catch me in a lie I haven’t even voiced.

      “Miss Gates,” Iceman begins carefully, his icy blue eyes watching me. “You’re a demon. And a powerful one at that. You do know this, don’t you?”

      I open my mouth, but Jerif cuts me off before I can speak. “And no, before you say it, this isn’t some weird, kinky sex term,” he says with irritation.

      My mouth clamps shut. Okay...I am in way over my head here.

      So I do what any sane woman would do when someone tells you you’re a demon. I faint.
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      I don’t actually faint. Mostly because I have no idea how to do that on cue, but I do slump over in my chair and try to make my eyes roll to the back of my head before dramatically falling down.

      The way I see it, I have very few options here. There’s one of me and four of them. I could try to fight them, I guess, but even with my scary Swiss Army walking stick, I don’t think I could take them. So really, the only thing I can do is get the fuck out of here. Nothing clears the room like a fainting female. I expect that the guys will freak out and scatter, and I can make my great escape.

      I go down like some Gone with the Wind reject, and I give no fucks about how melodramatic it looks, because hello, I’ve stumbled onto some satanic sex cult, and I haven’t the slightest clue how else I’m going to get myself out of this other than to run.

      If I were a smarter fake-fainter, I would’ve leaned back in the chair. But because I’ve never tried this trick before, I tip forward where I’m almost guaranteed to smash my face on something before I go all the way down. But there’s no going back now. Literally. So I just have to go with it.

      Someone catches me though, which under other circumstances, I would be grateful for, but now all I can think is that some mentally unhinged sex cult member is holding me in his arms, and there’s no chance in hell that’s a good thing. Besides, I want him to put me down so I can run away. This plan doesn’t work if I’m going to be clutched like a baby bird who fell out of its nest. Let me fly free, fucker.

      “What in Hell’s Center just happened?” Iceman-Rafferty asks.

      “I think she...fainted?” Crux supplies, and I realize that the surfer dude is the one who caught me.

      “Huh. I thought Inner Ringed demons were made of more grit and fortitude. She just wilted like some useless flower,” Echo says.

      I bristle a little. Flowers aren’t useless. And if they could just leave me the fuck alone for five minutes, I could show his ass just how much grit and fortitude I have by scaling this stupid fucking mansion and escaping.

      “Well, what do we do with her now?” Jerif asks, his tone insinuating that he’s looking at me like something he finds distasteful. It’s still not enough to make me open my eyes though.

      “Should we wake her up?” Crux asks in a non-quiet whisper, his arms tightening around me.

      Dammit, why does he have to smell so good? I expected he’d have a briney, ocean-kissed scent, but he smells like bright summer days with an undertone of warm campfire nights. Demonic sex cultists should not smell this comforting.

      “I don’t actually think she passed out. She’s squinting her eyes too hard for her to be unconscious,” Iceman reveals, his voice sounding closer.

      That little tidbit of information causes everyone to go silent, and my body tenses. Fuck you, squinting eyes! Totally blew my cover.

      “Delta, can you hear me?” Crux asks, and I can tell he’s leaned closer, because I can feel his warm breath on my cheek. It plays with me in ways that I’m determined to ignore for the moment.

      I shake my head no, and someone chuckles. The rumble of it dances around the room, and I find that I want to make them laugh again.

      “Open your eyes, Warrior Princess,” Lava-Jerif snarks, his tone making it clear that he doesn’t think I’m a warrior princess at all.

      I shake my head again. “Nope, I’m good. Utter blackness is working way better for me than whatever you four have going on. In here...” I say, pointing to my head, “this is all still some innocent pre-Halloween party run by anal special-effects aficionados. I am Xena, and demon porn is not my jam,” I murmur.

      Another chuckle rumbles out, this time by Crux. “Up you go, Delta,” he says, lifting me onto my feet so my body is forced to hold my own weight again.

      I peel one eye open and then the other, looking around warily. They all back up to give me some space, and I stare at each of them in turn. I mean, I really take them in, trying to see through the assumptions, and reality cuts through my racing thoughts.

      Demons.

      What if they’re not delusional? What if this isn’t some sex thing?

      I shift on my feet, and the stupid leather of my uniform squeaks loudly. I see Echo’s lips twitch, and I send him a scowl. “You don’t get to make fun of the squeak. This is your uniform,” I point out.

      I quickly snatch up the scythe from the floor, just in case I need to use it to defend myself. I don’t care that their combined muscles are larger than my debt. I will scythe the shit out of them if they come at me.

      “Alright,” I say, tossing my sweaty purple hair away from my face. Useless ponytail. It’s like I didn’t even try to manage my hair. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I take it you didn’t know you were a demon?” Iceman asks carefully.

      “What do you mean by demon?” I demand. “Costumes? Cosplay? Kink—”

      “It’s not kinky sex shit!” Jerif cuts me off with a scowl, his orange eyes blazing hot. “I already told you.”

      “Fine,” I shout, feeling completely overwhelmed and at a loss.

      He shakes his head, studying me like a bug. “How do you not know?” he asks, baffled.

      I don’t like the judgment laced in his tone, and I tighten my hold on the scythe. Crux grimaces. “Please don’t swing that shit at us again,” the surfer demon pleads.

      “This is a fucking disaster,” Echo growls at the others before taking a step toward me. “Alright, look, Miss Gates. You’re right. This is some weird ass kinky sex shit, okay? There are no real demons. This was all a misunderstanding. Why don’t you go home to rest and go find a new job better suited to your...delicate needs?”

      I narrow my eyes at him and point my scythe in his direction. To my utter delight, he looks nervous about it. “Don’t do that. Don’t trick me into going all weird damsel, oh I must’ve imagined everything I saw mode,” I say in a fake girly voice.

      “You swooned,” he drawls as he scratches over the dark tattoos at the back of his neck.

      “It was a fake swoon!” I shoot back. “I just needed a fucking pause to take in what happened and try to get you guys to leave me alone!”

      “You’re making it worse, you fucking idiot,” Crux mutters at Echo under his breath.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Echo snaps at him. “She’s clearly fucking clueless! She wouldn’t last a single night at the Hellgate.”

      “But she appears to be an Inner Ring, Echo,” Iceman chides. “Maybe she can’t defend it yet, but just her presence could stabilize it. Do you really want to let her walk away?”

      I point at him, interrupting their little argument. “That! That right there. What does Inner Ring mean?” I ask.

      To my irritation, they all groan, as if they just found out I don’t know how to do basic shit like wipe my own ass or something.

      Instead of answering me, Echo and Iceman-Rafferty go right back to arguing. “She saw all three of us in the graveyard, even though we were warded. She’s not some useless fucking Diluted or Outer Ringer. We could finally manage the Gate with her.”

      Jerif shakes his head. “This is a bad idea. Echo’s right; she doesn’t know shit, which pretty much makes her next to useless.”

      The quad all share a look before their eyes trail back to me, and they look at me like they’re trying to figure out how to solve a fucking Rubik’s Cube. Which, for the record, I’ve never been able to do.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I demand, feeling like I’m about to seriously lose my shit unless someone explains.

      Iceman sighs. “I’m—we’re—also demons. Actual demons. As in, not human.”

      I blink at him. And blink. And blink some more. My brain hangs up a sign that states left to freak the fuck out, be back in five minutes.

      He runs a hand nervously through his blue hair, careful to avoid his horns, and looks to the other guys. “Did she go on pause mode again?” he asks them.

      Crux circles around me, lifting one of my arms and letting it slap down against my leather clad thigh like I’m a defective doll. “Huh. Maybe.”

      I flinch away from him as the situation suddenly kickstarts my panic. Immediately, I break out into a nervous sweat. It’s like the heat of Hell itself has suddenly enveloped me simply because they admitted to being demons. I start fanning myself as the sweltering temperature takes over my body. “Demons. As in Hell demons?” I clarify.

      “Yes,” they all answer at the same time.

      I fan harder. “And your costume....”

      Iceman clears his throat. “Is, umm, not a costume,” he tells me, looking down at his blue body like he’s trying to see it through my eyes.

      I nod quickly, full on sweating now. I touched his spine spikes, for fuck’s sake.

      I take a break from fanning my flaming face to pull at the stifling leather encasing my ass. Sweat is pooling below my cheeks and between my breasts as if I wanted a naturally formed pond there. “And you, as demons, are here, as my bosses, to...hang out in a cemetery and fuck with me?” I ask.

      “Technically, the mausoleum you found us in is a gateway to get to Hell,” Echo supplies.

      God, I’m gonna melt.

      “Is there a fan in here? I ask, looking around wildly. “Or some air conditioning? I mean, I saw your kitchen, so I’m guessing no to the A/C, but for fuck’s sake, can someone open a window?” I gasp, feeling like I’m about to combust.

      Crux has the audacity to smirk. “I think she’s freaking out.”

      “Obviously,” Jerif snaps. He turns to Iceman. “Handle it.”

      Before I can be “handled,” I book it toward the huge window and start clawing at it, trying to get the fucker to open. I can’t breathe. My body is like an inferno, and the damn window won’t fucking open. I’m going to die if I don’t cool down.

      I start tugging at my outfit, ready to just strip down here and now. I realize that I’m probably having some sort of anxiety attack as my entire existence and reality crashes around me, but I’m too damn hot to act rationally. I pinch the fabric of my shirt, trying to get some air down my chest. I still can’t get the stupid window to budge. The latch is probably made by the devil himself.

      With no other options, I raise my scythe, ready to just shatter the fucking glass, but before I can, Jerif catches it in his fist mid-swing.

      “Raf,” he snaps as I try to wrangle the scythe away from him.

      “Right,” Iceman-Rafferty grunts.

      One second, I’m boiling alive and trying to take out a window while wrestling with a demon, and the next second, Iceman’s body is wrapped around mine. His chest and arms surround me. I tense, ready to elbow him in his rock-hard gut, but then his temperature hits me. His skin is blessedly ice-cold. It’s so fucking soothing that I actually let out a whimper as my scorching, panic-heated body melts against him, and I stop struggling completely.

      But before I can enjoy it for more than a couple of seconds, his finger reaches up and touches my temple, and I just...stop. One touch from the blue demon, and I’m suddenly, utterly and completely blank.

      Like...no panic, no fear, no overheating, no cooling balm, nothing. In fact, I can’t even move. It’s like he actually paused me. I’d be freaked out, but my emotions are paused right along with my body.

      Motherfucking demons.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up on a fainting couch in a dark room that—praise the Hellgate—is nice and cool. I run my hands over my body, expecting the stifling leather pants to have disappeared, thus allowing my body to once again regulate its temperature, but I’m surprised—and relieved—to find I’m still fully dressed.

      I’m confused for a moment when my hand brushes against something hard and grainy, but I quickly realize it’s my scythe. It’s been left at my side like some comforting stuffed animal. I don’t know what it says about me that I’m actually snuggling it.

      Demons.

      The word rushes to the forefront of my mind, and I swallow hard as I sit up and take a groggy look at the fainting couch I’m perched on. Of course they have a couch perfectly designed to place a fainter. I wonder how many security guard employees have lain on this thing before me.

      The tick of an old grandfather clock is the only sound that fills the room aside from the squeak of my leather as I take stock of myself. Surprisingly, I feel really rested. Like I’ve just woken up from the best sleep ever and I’m spry and ready to go. I stretch a little and look around at the shadow-dipped room, noting that it’s different from where I was before.

      I take a second to question if all of this was just some fucked up dream. I mean, who tells some poor, unsuspecting woman that they’re demons, pushes their pause button without permission, and then just leaves them alone in a dark room? I don’t care what species you are, it’s rude.

      I could escape. I could tell the world what I know. I could go full Gaston and rouse the villagers and show back up here on their doorstep ready to pitchfork their asses. But as appealing as that all is, my thoughts of escape and whistleblowing have one fatal flaw...no one will believe me. I’ll be one of those kooks trying to convince everyone that I was abducted and anal-probed by the aliens.

      Actually, worse, because my story isn’t even that interesting. I was scared in a graveyard, invited into the house where four guys told me they weren’t humans, and then I went unconscious. Definitely not headline news.

      Just fucking great, Delta.

      I drop my head into my hands and groan out my frustration. I knew this was all too good to be true, but I could have never seen the whole demon thing coming. I just figured I’d get here and it would be some fucked up telemarketing job that I just got tricked into doing.

      “Get out of debt, fix my house, find a job I like. That was my to-do list. Not skip down

      Mindfuck Lane with a bunch of hot demons,” I mumble as I try to figure out what the hell I’m supposed to do now.

      “So you think we’re hot?” a smooth voice asks me, and I scream at the unexpected invasion of it.

      My eyes flare as I look up and see Echo stepping out of a shadow—and I don’t mean that he was casually leaning against a wall and reveals himself. I mean he literally steps out of a fucking shadow.

      His dark tattoos swirl and move over his pale skin, settling again when I squint at them as he makes himself fully visible. The hair on my arms rises as I swallow hard, all doubts of him not being human flying out the window. He is completely otherworldly, there’s no more doubt about it.

      “How the fuck did you do that?” I ask, but any response he offers is drowned out by the French doors slamming open and the three other demons tumbling into the room. The lanterns on the walls come to life, flooding the room with light.

      “She’s awake,” Jerif says, sounding anything but excited about that fact.

      “Are you okay?” Crux asks as he comes forward, walking behind Iceman.

      Am I okay?

      “Uhh. No, not even a little bit. You guys went full paranormal on me,” I tell them.

      Iceman frowns. “Full...paranormal?”

      “Yes!” I say with a huff. “You caught me off guard and then did some freaky shit to make me actually swoon. You made me go full Bella Swan when I’m a fucking Katniss Everdeen at heart,” I told them accusingly. “Not cool. I’m allowed to pause myself. You are not allowed to pause me, ever!” I add, staring at Iceman, because I need to drill that point home.

      They just stare at me until Echo looks over at Iceman-Rafferty. “Did you mess up her brain? Because she’s just making up words now.”

      Iceman just shrugs as if it’s a definite possibility. I look at him accusingly. “You can’t just knock someone out,” I say with anger.

      “You were panicking. I didn’t want you to injure yourself.”

      “Or the window,” Crux supplies with a grin.

      I get unsteadily to my feet and shake my head, my overloaded brain still trying to process everything. “I need to know what the hell is going on,” I say before wincing at my choice of words.

      Iceman gives me a placating look, probably because I look like I’m about to start panicking again, but I’m not. I’m surprisingly level-headed right now. A bomb was dropped at my feet, and maybe I’m not totally processing it and my brain just decided to go on survival mode, but whatever the hell happened, it seems I’ve put demons are real on a waffle, and I’m just smothering it with syrup, ready to swallow that fact whole.

      “We should go talk in the office.”

      I snort. That’s probably a code for let’s drag her to the pits of Hell. Not today, demons. Not today. I cross my arms in front of my chest and shift my weight, making the leather pants squeak embarrassingly loud, but I somehow hold my glower through the noise and pretend like it didn’t even happen. “No, thanks. Let’s talk here.”

      Everyone glances back at Iceman, and he sighs. “Miss Gates, it was unfortunate that you learned about things this way, but we’re telling the truth. We’re demons. And so are you.”

      My stomach churns, and I’m dangerously close to going into blink-mode again, but I shove it aside.

      “You should’ve always known what you are, though,” he goes on. “Who are your parents?”

      I point my scythe at him. “Don’t you dare drag my parents into this. They were fucking beautiful, gentle, good people. They were not demons, and neither am I.”

      Iceman holds up his hands. “Okay, parents are off-limits. Understood.”

      “But you are a demon,” Jerif tells me. “You wouldn’t be able to see us otherwise. Hell, you wouldn’t have even been able to get this job.”

      My mind immediately flips to the Chucky bouncer dude who was standing guard outside the interview building. Is that what he was doing? Making sure only demons went inside?

      I run a hand through my knotted hair, pulling on it slightly like I can yank some sanity out with the strands. “This can’t be fucking real.”

      “It’s real,” Crux assures me. “But you know what else it is? It’s fucking awesome,” he says with obvious excitement glinting in his green eyes. “We can finally fix the Gate.”

      My waffle is already dangerously close to overflowing with syrup, and now they want to add fix-the-gate whipped cream? “Wait, wait, wait, wait,” I say, swinging my scythe back and forth in my hand. “Gate as in the cemetery gate or gate as in…”

      “The Hellgate,” Jerif supplies matter-of-factly. Like me helping to fix whatever is wrong with the damn gate to literal Hell is mundane.

      I start laughing. Probably slightly hysterically, but there it is. I answered a Help Wanted ad, for fuck’s sake. How did this shit happen to me? “Oh, sure. I’ll just sort out the Gate to Hell for you guys. No biggie. Should I do that before or after I resurrect some corpses from the graveyard and turn into a werewolf under the full moon?”

      Crux tilts his head. “Shit, you can do that?”

      I give him an exasperated look, but Echo smirks. “I believe she was being sarcastic.”

      Crux looks a bit disappointed. “Oh.”

      I shake my head, because this is just way too fucking much. “Alright. I should go. I think I’ll go. I’m just gonna go,” I ramble, beginning to head toward the door.

      I’m blocked by Iceman before I can make it even two steps. “Let us explain.”

      I know I’m just going to hear a bunch of shit that I don’t want to deal with, but it’s obvious that they’re going full Gandalf and aren’t going to let me pass. I cross my arms in front of me and plant my feet. “Okay, then. Explain.”

      He hesitates for a moment, those icy-blue eyes of his locked on my face. “The fact that you were able to answer the job ad means that you’re Hell-touched,” he tells me.

      “Uhh, I’m pretty sure that if Hell felt me up, I would’ve known,” I counter, making two of the others snicker.

      “You’re not just Hell-touched,” Iceman goes on. “You’re not a Diluted, which means you’re not a mostly human, watered-down demon. You’re not an Outer Ring demon either, because if you were, you wouldn’t be able to see us. So you’re powerful. That makes you an Inner Ring demon like us.”

      “Explain the Rings,” I demand.

      “There are five Rings of Hell,” he says patiently. “The two Outer Rings, four and five, are made up of less powerful demons. The Rings are called Quattour and Quīnque. Those Ringers are the demons we usually get to fill this position. That, or Diluted, but those don’t usually last even a week. They’re too watered down with human blood to help sustain the Gate, so we’ve been trying not to bring in Diluted anymore unless we absolutely have to.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly, trying to chew on the information. “And you think I’m a demon from a more powerful Ring?”

      Iceman nods. “Inner Ring demons—the more powerful of our kind—can ward themselves to be invisible to humans and to the Outers. It’s a defense mechanism mostly. Because while we’re powerful, the Outer Ringers far surpass us in numbers. There’s a lot of jealousy and bullshit, so it’s normal for us to ward ourselves so we don’t have to deal with them. Usually, we don’t ever show ourselves to the fifth we hire for the Gate except during initiation. We just use their power to help sustain the Hellgate.”

      I blink, trying to keep up with all of this information being slung my way like shit from a shovel. “So what do you think I am?” I ask.

      “At the very least, we think you’re from the Third Ring—a Trēs. But you could be a Duo or an Ūnus as well.”

      “Or a Nihil,” Crux cuts in.

      Jerif groans, shooting the surfer dude a look. “She can’t be a fucking Nihil,” he snaps.

      “Why not?” I ask curiously.

      “Because. A Nihil is the most powerful of our kind. Nihil is the very beginning and core to the Rings. Only Lucifer and the other Abdicated are Nihils.”

      “Regardless of what you are, this is a good thing,” Echo cuts in. “It means we can finally sustain the Gate properly.” He watches me from where he’s propped up against the wall, his body slunk against the only shadows still in the room.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It used to only take the four of us to sustain the Gate, but about a year ago, it started requiring more power to manage it. We’ve been bringing in demons to help, but we haven’t been able to find a fifth who could…” Iceman trails off.

      “Who could what?” I press.

      “Not die,” Crux answers way too nonchalantly for my taste.

      “Wait a fucking minute,” I say, holding up my hand. “Are you telling me that you hired me because all of the others in my position died?”

      His eyes skate uneasily to the side before settling back on my face. “Yes.”

      “Oh fucking hell,” I curse, running a hand down my face.

      “See?” Jerif says. “She can’t fucking handle it.”

      “I’m handling it!” I snap over my shoulder at him.

      He rolls his eyes.

      “What if she’s a Gatekeeper?” Crux declares randomly.

      “A what?” I ask at the same time Jerif and Echo groan.

      Crux shakes his head at them. “Come on! Look at her! She has a fucking scythe! Who do we know that used to carry scythes…? Gatekeepers!”

      Echo, Jerif and Iceman look at Crux like they’re not seeing the connections he’s so passionately making. Crux looks at them incredulously and gestures to me.

      “Her last name is Gates for crying out loud. We’re just going to pretend like that might not be a clue into what’s going on?”

      The other three pause at his words, but then Echo shakes his head. “No way. The Hell Gatekeepers were wiped out. They don’t exist anymore, and she’s not a Reaper.”

      Crux opens his mouth to argue, but Iceman cuts him off. “We should test her.”

      Jerif rounds on him. “Are you insane? We can’t bring her to Hell!”

      “Why not?” Echo butts in.

      “Because she didn’t even know she was a fucking demon until ten minutes ago!” Jerif shouts, the cords in his neck straining like he wants to take a swing at someone. Personally, I agree with him, but he’s been kind of a dick, so I’m not going to say it.

      “Then let’s not test her,” Crux replies. “She can see us, and she has a scythe. We could just induct her as our fifth and train her. We don’t need to test her. I mean, what else could she possibly be?”

      They all stare at me for a minute, making me squirm.

      “Could be an angel…” Echo observes.

      I’m about to smile at the compliment when his brow crinkles and his eyes turn accusatory. “Who sent you here to spy on us?”

      I take a step back “Spy?”

      “Yes,” he barks. “An angelic spy. Is that what you are?”

      “Hmm… She is almost ethereally beautiful,” Crux states, and I feel a blush creep into my cheeks.

      “Awwww, you think I’m angel-level beautiful?” I ask, awed and super-flattered despite the fact that they’re saying it like it’s a bad thing.

      “Called it,” Echo declares, raising his hands like he’s won some great victory. “Angels are vain as fuck. She’s totally a Heavenly spy.”

      I sputter as all eyes turn to me. Despite things flying out of their mouths that would normally be praise, the looks on their faces make it clear that none of the shit they’re spewing is complimentary. They look downright furious.

      I take another step back, but a growl leaks out of Jerif’s mouth, and I freeze. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. There’s nothing Heavenly about me. I couldn’t be further from an angel,” I defend, but they’re clearly not sold. Shit.

      “I had sex before marriage,” I blurt out. “That’s a big no-no, right? I’ve had a ton of it. I like sex, and I’m not sorry at all,” I finish, as though the confession solves everything.

      Echo scoffs. “You and everyone else. Proves nothing. Angels have sex all the time.”

      I stare at him, aghast. Damn, who knew angels were so pro-fornication? “Fine,” I reply, my mind spinning as I try to prove to them that I’m not an angelic spy. “I...uhh...I don’t like doves. Bird of peace? Fuck that, they freak me out.”

      Echo just arches an unimpressed brow.

      I snap my fingers as another thought comes to me. “I once made a Tinder profile and pretended to be a hot dude to fuck with my old bitchy coworker, Courtney.”

      Still nothing.

      “Another time, I had a one-night stand, but then I found another one-night stand during my walk of shame, and I wasn’t even embarrassed about it because he was hotter. Oh...” I exclaim, really getting into this now, “I covet shit, like all the time. And I refuse to share dessert with anyone. I would rather stab you with a fork than give you a bite of my food. I also spent many of my bartending shifts wishing I could beat the shit out of people, and I get this black haze of doom that comes into my vision and makes me go a little ragey.”

      Echo snorts, but I’m relieved, because he and the others are finally losing the edge of suspicion that was sharpened in their expressions. “My, my, we have quite the evil sinner on our hands,” he states flatly.

      I glare at him. “You know what? ‘Thou shalt not murder’ might be crossed off the bucket list real quick if you keep fucking with me.”

      Echo blows me a kiss.

      “I’m just saying...” Crux speaks up, interrupting the escalating tension, “she could be what we need. She could be the one,” he adds with a sigh, like he’s bored of arguing.

      Hold the fuck up. The one? “I’m not the one.”

      “I agree with her,” Jerif says, and for some reason, that pisses me off, because how the fuck does he know? Maybe I am the one they need. Yeah, yeah, I’m going from hot to cold here, but fuck it. My waffle is a hot fucking mess right now, and this lava-haired bastard is trying to put mustard on it.

      “Like I said, we’d have to test her to make sure,” Iceman says again.

      Going into Hell? Yeah, pass.

      “How do we even do that?” Jerif asks irritably.

      Iceman casts me a cursory look. “We’d have to take her down and then see which Ring Gates she can pass through.”

      I interject. “Just to be clear, when you say Ring Gate…”

      “The Gates leading to each Ring of Hell,” he clarifies.

      I nod slowly. “Cool, cool.”

      Totally not cool. I want it stated on the record that I am one hundred percent not cool with going down into Hell to see which Ring I can go through like it’s a security check at the airport. I am not getting cavity searched in Hell.

      Jerif and the others move closer and start talking in their weird language again, their movements animated. I’m not even sure what their demon language would be called. Demonian? Demonish? Language of: I Need to Get the Fuck out of Here? Yeah, probably that one.

      I watch them, still holding my scythe, as they argue in English and in Demon-ish over the Hellgate test I should or should not take. I hate tests. I always failed them in school because it was just too much pressure. Okay, and sure, I never studied either, but the point is, tests are evil. And a test to see which Hellgates I can pass through? That sounds worse than the SATs.

      The four of them seem to come to some kind of agreement though, because they exchange a few more words and then turn back to look at me. Jerif looks pissed, Echo looks thoughtful, and Crux looks worried. I can’t read Iceman’s expression at all.

      “It’s decided,” Iceman-Rafferty states. “We’re going to take you through the Gates to test you. Once we know what Ring you’re from, we’ll make it official and get you inducted as our fifth.”

      I wait for him to keep talking, but he just ends his sentence right there. “Your fifth what?”

      “Gate Guardian,” he answers. “Once that happens, you’ll be inducted and tied to the four of us for all eternity...or until the authorities assign a different fifth, but that could take eons.”

      “Or until she dies,” Jerif mutters under his breath, making my gray eyes widen.

      Iceman shoots him a look. “That won’t happen. She’s powerful enough to sustain it.”

      “So if I don’t die, what does a fifth do?” I ask warily.

      “Basically, it will be your obligation to keep the Hellgate stable and monitor the demons who pass in and out. It’s our duty as Hellgate Guardians to maintain the balance.”

      Yeah, I’m going to have to go with a cool no on that. But I nod, like that’s all perfectly reasonable. “Mm-hmm,” I say.

      “We’ve never had a woman Guardian before,” Echo points out, his eerie black eyes seeming to swirl with shadows. “Hopefully, the Gate doesn’t chew her up and spit her out.”

      “Indeed. She’ll have to learn to fight,” Iceman replies.

      Yep. Harder hard pass. Hard passes all around. If there was a hard pass hall monitor around, I’d want a ticket.

      “Right. Cool. Okay,” I nod again.

      The five of us just stare at each other for a second, and then without warning, I just turn around and run like my ass is on fire because fuck this.

      I sprint my squeaky leather-clad ass out of the room as fast as my boots will carry me. I hear my name being shouted, but I just take the stairs three at a time and get the fuck out of dodge. I don’t stop moving through the maze of stairways and hallways, and by some miracle, I manage to make it to a side door that leads outside.

      I run across the gravel, head around to the front, racing as fast as my feet will carry me all the way to my moped. I hop on, realizing that I still have the fucking scythe in my hand, but there’s no chance in hell I’m going to go hand it back to them. I could just drop it, but that just feels wrong. So instead, I set it in my lap and claim finders keepers. I shove my helmet on, gun the engine, and peel out of the driveway faster than a bat out of a Hellgate.

      “Nope, nope, nope, nope,” I say to myself as the wind rushes past me as I race down the street.

      I spend the whole drive home checking over my shoulder to make sure I’m not being followed, while still somehow balancing the scythe-walking stick in my lap. When I nearly jab it into a passing car, I debate just throwing it on the side of the road. I mean, yeah, I don’t want to be a Hellgate Guardian, but that doesn’t mean I want some hitchhiking millennial losing a toe because this temperamental stick scythed out at the wrong moment. So here I am, driving like a lunatic on a moped with an overgrown stick in my lap. Awesome.

      I make it home in record time, tail free, thank fuck. I shakily abandon my moped under the carport and make my way inside my house. My door gives a long creaky hello, and I’m finally able to let out a small relieved sigh when the lock snicks into place.

      I shove the walking stick from Hell—literally—into the rack that houses the umbrella and baseball bat by my door. I run through the house, checking every nook and cranny, and give all the shadows in my house the side-eye, but I’m alone as far as I can tell. I turn on all the lights though, just in case Echo tries to drop in. I don’t know how his shadow powers work, but I’m not taking any chances.

      I shakily settle on the couch, and my mind reels. Tonight has been the most fucked up night I’ve ever had, and that’s saying something, because I once accidentally ate hallucinogenic mushrooms when a fuckboy sprinkled them on my pizza. And then there’s also that night where the police knocked on my door, carrying the news of my parents’ death. An ache ripples out from my heart, and I jump kick my thoughts in the gut and try to focus on shallower, less painful things.

      Still, as fucked up as this night has been, I came out of it alive and in one piece, so I guess that’s saying something. The guys spewed a lot of fucked up shit, but they didn’t hurt me, and for that, at least, I can be grateful. Hell, I wasn’t even scared of them. Freaked out? Fuck yes. But not scared. I don’t know what that says about me. I rub the back of my neck. Shit, what does any of this say about me? Then again, if they’re right and I am a demon, it might all be just par for the course.

      I eye the lightbulb overhead, wondering if maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing for Echo to slip into one of my shadows after all. But then my eyes widen as soon as I think that because whoa, that thought just went X-rated quick. Excitement flutters deep into my belly, but I roll my eyes at myself. Bad body. That is not what I meant.

      No more demons for me...ever. I clearly can’t be trusted, and Hell is not on my travel bucket list. There’s no way I’d be coming back from that trip unscathed, even if what they say about me being powerful is true. And it can’t be true. I’m not a demon. I’m Delta Gates, daughter of Tanya and Ray Gates, and I am human.

      I hope.
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      I grumble to myself as I peek through the blinds of my front window and scan the empty street for the fiftieth time this morning. It’s been a week since I ran my happy ass out of a well-paying job to potentially guard a Hellgate, and not one of those hot demons has bothered to track me down. I’m not sure if I’m relieved or insulted.

      I activated my hermit mode this past week, which hasn’t been much of a struggle since I’m unemployed and have no life, but it’s Sunday, and Sundays are for family, potential demon threats or not.

      I pace from my living room back to my kitchen and boredly open the refrigerator door to stare at the abysmal contents. Looks like I’ve avoided grocery shopping for about as long as I can. I’ll have to restock on my way home.

      I return my stare to the front window, as if I’m expecting that someone’s going to break down the door and demand I accept my fate as a Hellgate Guardian, but there’s no one there. Just the same old quiet street as always, the same lines of dilapidated houses bordering each side of the cracked and cratered pavement.

      I shake my head. Clearly, no one is coming for me. I couldn’t have been that important if they haven’t even attempted to find me. I just wish I could figure out why that seems to bother me so much.

      I mean, maybe I was hoping that they’d at least email and offer me back the job that I thought I signed up for. I’m sure the graveyard itself should be watched over while they find someone else to do that whole Hellgate Guardian thing, but I haven’t heard a peep.

      Now, I find myself looking at every new job position that comes up like it’s a trick. Maybe that one job listing for the phlebotomist was actually for vampires, or the dog groomer one was for werewolves. There’s just no telling what the hell is going on in this world anymore. Now that everything I thought I knew has been burned to the ground, I’m reaching epic levels of paranoia.

      I back away from the window with irritation and then swipe my keys off the counter. Enough. No one is coming for me, so it’s time I stop hiding.

      I eye the weird scythe-stick still chillin’ in my umbrella holder by the door before walking out of my house for the first time in a week. I high five Fern as I leave, and then I strap my helmet on while watching the empty street and shadows around my house. I quickly rev up the ol’ moped, and despite the fact that all is quiet around me—aside from the sputtering and growly two wheeler beneath me—I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being watched.

      I don’t know if it’s because I’ve been living off granola bars for the last two days and the lack of calories is taking its toll, or if I’m really being spied on somehow, but I doubt it’s the latter. I don’t see anything out of the ordinary as I make the familiar drive to visit my parents, so I chalk up this round of heebie-jeebies to low blood sugar and paranoia.

      I drive around the outskirts of Sandpiper City until I reach a set of tall, barred, iron gates that are wide open and welcoming. Driving through them, I take a right, a left, another right, and then park off to the side of the main road and glance around at the quiet land. I get off my moped, grab the tarp and the blanket that are always tucked under the seat, and step onto the crisp bright green grass that leads the way through Sandpiper’s Cemetery.

      Cooled dewdrops that the rain from the night before delivered to the ground, kiss my black boots as I walk. I try not to think too hard about the panic attack I had last night until the storm finally stopped in the early hours of the morning. I need to get a TV for my bedroom so I can blare rock music in there when a storm hits at night, but money is tighter than that pair of jeans I’ve saved since I was a high school senior. Still, there’s only so much sleep a girl can get on the threadbare couch that I own.

      After walking for a couple of minutes, I reach my parents’ headstones and smile, noting that the tops of them are still damp and smell like last night’s storm. I wipe away a couple of leaves that are stuck to the front of my dad’s headstone and then spread out my tarp and my blanket before stepping between each of their final resting places.

      “You guys will never guess how crazy this last week has been,” I tell them as I lean against the side of my dad’s headstone and trace one of the edges of my mom’s. “Good news is, I bought everything I need to finally refinish the floors. Bad news is, I lost that sweet job I was telling you about last week, so I might have to return everything.”

      I snap off a blade of grass and swivel it between my fingers.

      “Now, before you start in on the lecture,” I go on. “This is one hundred percent not my fault. My bosses turned out to be demons, and I don’t mean that they were shitty to work for, I mean legitimate demons, horns and all. Well...not all of them have horns, but you know what I mean,” I say, my chuckle morphing into a weary sigh.

      I place a hand over the carved letters of my mom’s name before closing my eyes and dropping my head. “Do you guys know what I mean?” I ask quietly, uncertainty quivering in my tone. “Were you demons and just forgot to mention it? Because these guys say I am one too, and as much as I’m thinking they’re fucking crazy, there’s this other part of me that thinks...maybe they’re not wrong.”

      I run my fingers through my purple hair and press my cheek against the cold damp stone standing guard over my dad. “You used to joke that I was evil spawn on my extra sassy days. Was there truth in the teasing?” I ask him, wishing there was some way he could answer me. I fall silent, feeling the wounds they left behind when they died break open inside of me, and I have no choice but to sit here and just breathe through the sadness that hammers at me.

      It’s been a while since I felt this small and lost, and I hate coming here and being this way. I wish I had good news to share with them, or questions about which project in the house I should work on next, but everything feels deep, biting, and existential today. I just feel so...alone.

      “I think I got my hopes up just a little too much,” I finally admit when I’m able to swallow down the tears I refuse to shed and can talk again. “Mom, I know you would’ve said it was all too good to be true, and I hate that you would’ve been right, but I just thought for once that things were going to work out for me, you know? That all the hard work and struggling amounted to this awesome new start, and things would fall into place.”

      I rub my face, suddenly feeling in my bones tired. “Anyway, don’t worry about me. I’ll figure it out. I always do,” I reassure them. “I guess if this whole demon thing turns out to be legit, then I’ll know why my guardian angels have been dropping the ball so much. Demons probably don’t have any,” I tease. “Think guardian demons exist?” I ask, though my laugh sounds hollow, even to my own ears.

      When I hear a noise, I look up to find Mrs. Lee’s car making its way down the winding path. Her red Cadillac maneuvers closer, and I look to the right of the row of headstones in front of me where I know Mr. Lee is buried. I see Mrs. Lee every Sunday. She likes to sit under the huge oak tree about fifteen feet away from her husband’s grave and read to him. We don’t talk or acknowledge each other, other than the occasional nod and wave, but it feels like she’s as close of a friend as I’ve ever had. She and I both know what it’s like to lose someone.

      “So, what’s new with you guys?” I say, changing the subject as I watch Mrs. Lee park just in front of my moped and climb out of her boat of a car.

      She’s wearing her prized fur coat like she does every time the temperature outside is under eighty. I like to speculate that the coat must have been a gift from Mr. Lee. I always see her walk to his headstone and say something to him while she pets the front of the gray and white fluffy jacket.

      She makes her way closer to me, and I ready my friendly wave, but the kind smile on my lips promptly dies when she gets closer. Instead of the face of Mrs. Lee that I’ve come to know and recognize, there’s a gaunt, gray-skinned, skeletal face, with small antlers sprouting from her forehead.

      What the hell?

      I flinch back, the blood leaching from my face as I watch, stunned and completely at a loss for what my eyes are showing me. Demon. Once again, the word reverberates in my skull, bouncing around like a ping pong ball, but I know instinctively that it’s right.

      Unaware of my shock, she lifts up a frail hand and waves distractedly to me as she passes by. I return the gesture numbly, my autopilot manners kicking in. I drop my eyes to the plaid pattern of the blanket I’m sitting on and try not to hyperventilate. Shock and panic slam through me like a hurricane, once again decimating the rules of the world I thought I knew.

      I sneak another peek at Mrs. Lee, hoping that with enough blinks, she’ll revert back to the elderly Asian woman I’ve come to know. But the antlered, skeletal being that’s wrapped up in a giant fur is still there. She just leans against the tree trunk and goes about her visit, just like she has every Sunday since I was nineteen, like nothing is out of the ordinary.

      What the hell is going on?

      I kiss both my parents’ headstones quickly, ending my visit early. I need to get the hell out of here before I lose it. I grab the blanket and tarp and speed walk back to my moped, trying not to get caught staring at Mrs. Lee as I go. I putter away, trying to grasp any kind of relief from the distance I put between me and whatever the fuck she is, but it doesn’t come.

      Am I losing it? Am I seeing demons where there are none? Or worse, am I seeing them where there actually are?

      Why now? It doesn’t make any sense why I would all of a sudden see demons where, before, Mrs. Lee was one hundred percent human. So what the fuck did Iceman and the others do to me?

      I turn to head home, my whole body practically shaking, but my stomach suddenly rumbles in protest, reminding me that I have to make a grocery run.

      Shit.

      I fight my instincts to flee home and turn in the direction of the store instead. I’ll just get in and get out quickly, and then I can go home and have a proper freak out.

      I repeat the word fuck in my head the entire drive, because I’m terrified to look at anything for too long, and that’s not a phobia one should have when they’re trying to drive. I screech into a parking spot, cursing myself for not hiding a back up pair of sunglasses somewhere on this piece of shit moped. I usually judge people for wearing sunglasses inside, but now I feel like it might be a much needed lifeline to make it through the rest of this demon-seeing day.

      “I take back every ounce of judgment I aimed at some sunglasses-wearing freak inside a store,” I grumble to myself as I give up searching my moped for a pair. “I clearly had no idea what demons they might have been wrestling with...some of them quite possibly literally.”

      I look around quickly, probably resembling some unhinged drug addict with the level of jumpiness I’m experiencing, but there’s fuck-all I can do about that at the moment.

      I keep my eyes on the ground and waste no time making my way inside the store and down the aisles, filling up my cart with all kinds of shit. I’m only half paying attention to what I’m throwing in my basket, but I spot chips, cookies, TV dinners, mac n cheese, beef ramen, chicken ramen, something called deluxe ramen...you know, the seven major food groups. I’m on the drink aisle, trying to determine if I can drink my veggies so that I don’t have to actually taste them, when my creeper alarm starts going off.

      I shove the tomato-kale-pineapple atrocity back into the cooler and whirl around, clutching a carton of eggs in my other hand. I’m not sure why my instinct was to clutch the eggs like they’re my best weapon option. It’s a bad choice all around, but I have to stick with it, because now I’m stalking down the aisle, pushing my squeaky wheeled cart so that I can peer around the corner.

      I hold my breath, terrified of what I might find, but when I look there’s...nothing. Well, nothing other than a perfectly human looking mother of four who has one toddler sitting in the cart, one strapped to her front, and two others running around her feet. “Where’s the wine aisle?”

      I quickly point her in the right direction, and she goes off in a hurried rush. My adrenaline is now through the roof, and I decide to cut this trip short and get the hell out of here. I have plenty of ramen to live off of for a good two weeks at least. Rushing to the register, I pay in cash, very mindful of the total racking up and how I need to count my pennies now more than ever.

      Hurrying outside, I shove my groceries into the saddlebags on my moped and then peel out of the parking lot to head back home. I decide the highway is probably not my safest bet in my current panicked and quaking state, so I take the side roads that lead to my neighborhood. Ten minutes later, I’m zooming down the cracked asphalt, a gas station on my left and an empty biker bar on my right, when I’m forced to slam on the brakes.

      Shit!

      My front tire gets scarily close to wanting to veer off to the left, and the back of my moped fights me to fishtail, but I bring down one of my legs to help stop my momentum.

      In hindsight, that was a shit idea, because it hurts like fuck when my ankle twists and my foot scrapes against the pavement, but I manage to come to a stop without crashing. I pant, wide-eyed at the line of figures thirty feet in front of me who are completely blocking the road. Even as they hide in the shadows of the building, I can see that they’re about four feet tall, green, horned, and more muscular than a nineties wrestler on steroids.

      What in the Hellgate?

      They stare at me while I stare at them right back. I glance around, but there’s no one else in this alleyway, and only the sound of cars driving on the road behind me reminds me that there’s perfectly normal human things going on.

      When they still do nothing, I give the line of short green demons an awkward wave. “Uhh, hey?”

      Sure, Delta. Let’s just greet the dozen hulked-out oompa loompas who are scowling and cracking their knuckles at me, because clearly, they’ve just stopped by to say hey.

      This area is about as ghost town as it gets. I have no weapons, no help, and my moped does zero to sixty in just over three-thousand seconds. I blink several times in quick succession, my heart racing in fear, wishing for this all to be a bad dream.

      But no, they’re really here, blocking the alleyway, and I’m screwed. Those things in the mansion’s kitchen weren’t as bad as this. Not even the one with the warts. I mentally scowl at the shadows, wishing that Echo would pop up, but it stays defiantly empty of the hot, pale-skinned demon with the moving tattoos. Figures.

      The little green monsters continue to stand there breathing and watching me like they’re waiting for me to make the first move. Maybe they’re not here to hurt me?

      “You little fellas lost?” I ask in my best cute puppy coo.

      The Gate could be messed up. Maybe because I left the job, it’s just open or some shit, and these guys got stuck on the wrong side? I have no idea how it all works, but they could’ve tracked me down because they’re trying to get home or something?

      My chronic wishful thinking turns to concrete in my chest when they suddenly all start to growl at me. It would appear that the buff little green demons don’t like to be cooed at. Or maybe it was my use of little fellas that got their taints in a clench? Who knows.

      I clear my throat and do my best to sound manly. Maybe they speak meathead? “Yo, bro, whatta ya say we bench something and grab a protein drink instead of whatever else you’re here to do?”

      I puff out my chest and step off my moped, giving a friendly little man grunt as I do, but my movement is like a red flag to a bull. The buff green demons start flipping and climbing up on each other until they’re no longer twelve separate beings, but now appear to be a Mighty Morphin Power Ranger from Hell.

      My head tilts up and up and up. The top of them now nearly reaches the roofs of the buildings we’re sandwiched between. I immediately try to work out how I’m going to defend myself from this colossal clusterfuck of green muscled rage. I could chuck my ramen at them, but aside from the potential scurvy they could get from eating too much of it, that’s a shit plan, and I’m fucked.

      The hulking mass takes a threatening step toward me, and I unclip my helmet from my head and wrap the strap around my fist. Maybe I can get a couple hits in before they rip me apart. Man, who am I fucking kidding? I’m not the Karate Kid. I’m about to die.

      The Jolly Green Giant of my nightmares picks up speed, and suddenly I’m struck by a thought. “Sweep the leg,” I mumble to myself, recalling the only other thing I remember from the Karate Kid movies aside from wax on, wax off. “Sweep the motherfucking leg!” I scream to myself in triumph as I snap my helmet back on and swing a leg over my moped. I rev it up like the threat it is and glare at the demons running toward me.

      The wheels give a scream of protest as I take off like a drunk snail and head straight for the mountain of green demons. I curse my ancient, slow ass scooter as it takes its sweet fucking time to gain speed. The speedometer needle passes twenty, and I growl-scream as I ignore every self-preservation instinct I have and barrel right for the demon tower. We close in on each other, and when we’re about fifteen feet away, I purposely lean too far to the right, and then attempt to jump off.

      It’s way fucking harder than the movies make it look.

      I grunt in pain as I roll brutally to a stop on the pavement. My moped goes skidding toward the running demons, and I watch in awe as it slams into their leg tower and sends the demons crashing down.

      Screams fill the air, and I cover my ears against the sound as my impromptu “bowling for demons” plan works, and they all fall down like Humpty fucking Dumpty, into a dozen pieces.

      I don’t stick around to see them get up. I pick my road-rashed ass up and sprint as fast as I can toward the main road. Sorry, moped. Sacrifices have to be made.

      One good thing about living in a city with way too many people? I don’t have to run far before I run into someone. I haul ass toward the gas station, and the first pump I get to has a man in his forties climbing into a convertible. Perfect. I take a running leap at it and jump into the passenger’s seat. My landing is slightly off though, so the gear hits me right in my baby maker. “Motherfucker!”

      Men think they own the pain rights when it comes to shots in between the legs, but I can officially swear to the fact that it hurts like a bitch for women too. Startled, the man gapes over at me as I quickly remove my leg from his lap and rub my sore crotch as I settle into the passenger seat. I whip my head around to look behind me for the green monsters, but so far, I’ve outrun them.

      “Umm...Excuse me? What the fuck are you doing?” the man demands. He rubs at his side and his thigh like my jumping on him caused some kind of injury. Considering I’m scraped all to hell and being chased by murderous demons, I don’t really have a lot of sympathy for him right now.

      I shoot him a look, though the movement hurts my neck because I’m pretty sure I pulled a muscle from my moped maneuver. My cheek also hurts like a bitch. Basically, the whole side of my face and my palms feel raw from my pavement slide. “Just drive!”

      He looks aghast. “What? No. Get out of my car! I don’t even know you.”

      I quickly shove my hand out and grab his, ignoring the stinging pain in my palm so I can give his hand a forceful, trustworthy shake. “I’m Delta. Nice to meet you. You are?”

      “Umm, Tom?”

      “Great, Tom. I’m gonna need you to fucking drive now, okay? Because there are scary green men chasing me, and they don’t look friendly.”

      Tom frowns at me, but I must look crazy enough to scare him into action, because he puts his car into gear and starts pulling away just as I see the first of the demons round the corner, bloodied and pissed off. They seem to be yelling something at me, though I can’t understand what they’re saying, and no one else at the gas station seems to see them at all.

      As soon as Tom’s red convertible pulls out onto the highway, I watch as the green demons stop, arms crossed as they watch us drive away. I let out a sigh of relief and turn back around, letting my aching head lie back against the headrest. “Fuck,” I mumble under my breath.

      Tom shoots me an uncertain look. “Where am I supposed to take you? Because I was heading out for a date and…”

      “And you don’t want to show up with me in the car? Yeah, that wouldn’t be good, Tom.”

      He nods in agreement. “So...where…”

      Right. Where, indeed.

      I quickly rattle off the address to the stupid mansion of the stupid demons. They’ve got some explaining to do. They also owe me a new moped. And an entire box of ramen.

      “That’s a long way away…”

      I’m on the brink of losing it. “Okay, can you just drop me off at the nearest bus stop? Please?”

      He grumbles a lot of shit, including a tidbit about a “crazy ass woman thinking she’s being abducted by green aliens,” but he takes me to the bus stop anyway.

      “Thanks, Tim,” I tell him distractedly.

      “It’s Tom,” he scowls.

      “Right. Sorry.”

      He peels away as soon as I shut his door. I barely have time to back away to the curb and not get my toes run over. “Geez. Tim’s rude,” I mumble as his car races off.

      “I think he said his name was Tom, dear,” the elderly woman on the bus bench says behind me.

      I nod at her. “Yeah.”

      The woman gives me a once-over, because I probably look like shit. “Here,” she says kindly, digging in her purse before offering up a travel package of wet wipes. “You’ve taken a bit of a tumble. Unless Tom there needs to be taken care of?”

      She speaks so sweetly that I don’t even realize what she’s said for a few moments. “Oh. Um, no. Tim doesn’t need to be killed. I crashed my moped.”

      She nods just as the city bus pulls up. “This one yours?” she asks.

      At this point, I’ll take any of them. Who knows if those green bean bastards can catch up to me? “Yep.”

      “You take care now. And always wear your helmet! I tell my grandsons to always wear theirs, and they never listen.”

      “Will do. Thanks for the wipes,” I say before hauling myself up the bus stairs.

      As soon as I step onto it, I realize that I don’t have any money. I check my back pockets like I’m looking for a bus pass, and find one of them is ripped. I now have a denim butt flap that is clearly exposing some cheek to the rest of the world. I don’t even care right now, though. The driver gives a huff, the sound indicating that he’s not buying my oh shit, where’s my bus pass pat down of my pockets.

      I toss a sheepish look his way, and he winces when he looks at my face. “Just get on,” he instructs, turning away from me.

      My gaze fills with gratitude, and I mumble a “thank you” as I pass him and slide into the first empty row of seats I find. I collapse against the cold plastic of the chair and lean against the window, letting out a shaky breath as the rest of the adrenaline purges from my body.

      That was just...in-fucking-sane. And terrifying. I’m really pissed off that the guys didn’t come to help me. Clearly, they let those demons get through their Hellgate, so this is their fault. At least, that’s what I’m sticking to right now.

      As the bus drives, I carefully use the wipes to clean my cheek and palms. It stings like a bitch, but I think I manage to get all of the little asphalt rocks out from my skin and most of the blood wiped off.

      By some miracle, this bus is heading in the right direction of the hot demon estate, but when I get off at the stop, it’s still miles away from my final destination. Guess I’ll be hoofing it. Dragging my sore body forward, I begin walking while looking around constantly, just in case more fucked up demon spawn try to jump me.

      By the time I crest a hill and spot the massive gate that opens to the long driveway of the mansion, it’s been hours since my green team from Hell attack.

      I’m tired, I’m hurt from my crash, I’m hungry as fuck, I’m freaked out, and I’m pissed. Oh, and I’m covered in sludgy mud, because I fell into a fucking marsh on the way here. As if I wasn’t having a shitty day already.

      Time to give those four demons a piece of my mind.
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      I pound on the front door, wincing at the pain in my hand. Grumpy Lurch opens the door, his face just as cantankerous as ever, and when he sees me, his lips pull back in an irritated snarl.

      I don’t wait for him to tell me I need to go to the back of the house or for him to spew any of his other classist bullshit that I see brewing in his eyes. Instead, I push my way past him into the house. “Excuse me!” he snaps.

      “You’re excused,” I snark back as I hurry through the entryway.

      I ignore the alarm that shoots through me when I realize that maybe this guy is a demon too. Then again, even if he is, I doubt this snooty fucker would lower himself to manhandle the help, or at least, that’s what I hope as I stomp past him, dismissing the indignant noises he starts making.

      A booming laugh fills the massive house, and I pivot and head for the source. Just when I think I can’t get any more pissed about this situation, that laugh sounds off again, stoking my inky black rage. How dare they be here, having a good time, while I’m out there almost dying!

      I try to ignore the squelching sound my water-logged shoes are making and the breeze I feel on my exposed ass cheek as I make my way deeper into the house. Grumpy Lurch is stammering incoherently like he doesn’t know what to do about me. I look back to find him staring murderously at the mess I’m tracking through the pristine hall, my muddy footprints leaving dark watery puddles in my wake.

      Whoops.

      If he is a demon, I could definitely see him murdering me for making a mess, so I pick up the pace to round the corner, but I slam face first into a warm, rock-hard road block.

      An oomph rushes out of me as I bounce off the wall of muscle. Large hands reach out to keep me from falling, but I wince in pain from the touch on my already wrecked body. I reach up and grab my nose, trying to breathe through the stars. I’m pretty sure it’s now bleeding. Great, just fucking great.

      “Sir, I...she just pushed her way in…” Grumpy Lurch stammers, finally catching up to me. His look of outrage morphs into disgust as he takes me in.

      I open my mouth to ream him, but the brick wall I just crashed into, aka Jerif, cuts me off. His dark, strong hands continue to hold my arms, and he looks down at me with glittering orange and yellow eyes while his fiery hair gives him a hellish halo around his head. “It’s fine. I got her.”

      Behind me, Grumpy Lurch huffs and storms off, mumbling about needing to clean the despicable mess I made. I can practically hear him saying, this is not the last you’ve heard about this in his angry steps as he disappears back down the hallway.

      Once we’re alone, Jerif takes a step back and runs an icked-out gaze over me as I glare up at him. He finally lets go of my arms and wipes his hands on his gray shirt in an effort to remove the muddy slime he acquired when he grabbed me. I cock a brow and look pointedly at the front of his shirt. He quickly discovers that I sludged his whole front when I slammed nose-first into him. I feel a weird sense of victory at his grimace.

      “I didn’t expect you to come back. Or to be covered in mud,” he says.

      “I fell in the stupid fucking marsh.”

      The corner of his mouth twitches, and I immediately raise a hand. “Don’t you fucking dare, Jerif,” I tell him. “I am not in the mood.”

      Eyes glittering with amusement, he backs up and sweeps his arm out, indicating I should follow him into the room down the hall. I do and then pause when I realize all of the hot demons are gathered around a large dining room table, looking confused and concerned at my presence. Jerif’s big body was blocking them from view before, but as soon as I get an eyeful, nerves immediately begin to battle with my rage.

      “Jeter, what the hell happened to you?” Crux asks me as he stands up, and the hint of judgment in his voice brings my anger back to the forefront.

      “What happened to me?” I growl, repeating his question as I stand there in all of my disastrous glory. “I’ll tell you what fucking happened to me. I had no food! I holed up in my house like a hermit because I was so damn paranoid all week that you guys would jump me!” I shout, glaring murderously at them as mud drips off my hair. “I left my lights on all the time, so White Hair over there couldn’t Shadow sneak attack me,” I add, pointing toward Echo. “But you guys didn’t even show up, which you know what? Is a little insulting.”

      Iceman rises to his feet from the head of the table, and even though he’s wearing a shirt this time, I can still see the outlines of his muscles and his dark blue hair is combed back from his horns. “Are you hurt? I think I smell blood beneath all the muck,” he says, his blue face screwing up into a frown.

      “Yeah, I’m fucking hurt!” I snap, swiping some of the sludge away from my cracked lips. “I went to get ramen and then got attacked by demons on the way home!”

      The four of them exchange a look as fury and fear makes up a really intense sphere of emotion that snowballs through me.

      “Yeah. That’s right. Little green circus freaks who belong in Cirque du Soleil and should lay off the steroids. They attacked me in an alleyway, and I had to fucking sweep the goddamn demon leg!” I say somewhat hysterically as my voice raises to an octave I didn’t even know my vocal cords were capable of. “Oh, and Mrs. Lee was not the cute, adorable, elderly woman that I’ve come to know, and it’s your fault! Just like the fact that I fell into your stupid fucking marsh is your fault!” I shout, my chest rising and falling rapidly as I pant out part of my anger. My vision has curled with black spots and evil thoughts. “I am feeling very murdery right now.”

      “Oh shit,” Echo mumbles, leaning forward on the table, his tattoos standing out against his pale skin.

      “Oh shit is right. You assholes are in big fucking trouble. What the hell did you do to me?” I demand, placing my hands on my hips.

      “Do to you?” Iceman asks.

      “Yes,” I snap. “I never saw demons before you guys, and I sure as hell never got attacked by any.”

      Echo’s contemplative stare turns delighted. “Did you slaughter them?” he asks excitedly, his black eyes sparkling like a starless night sky, and I know for sure his tattoos move this time.

      His enthusiasm catches me off guard. “How the hell would I be able to kill twelve pickled-prick demons by myself?” I ask incredulously. “I barely got away. I had to drive my moped into the assholes and then run for my life,” I explain, pointing to the road rash on my face, arms, and hands that’s mixed with the mud. I even pull up my shirt and show off the cuts and bruises that are prevalent on my side.

      “How did you manage to fall into the marsh?” Iceman asks, and I turn to glare at him next.

      “Because you have some hidden steep embankments on part of your land!” I snap at him. “Put up a fucking warning sign, why don’t you!”

      Iceman immediately shoots a hand up to cover his mouth, and I can tell by his shaking shoulders that he’s trying, and failing, to hide the fact that he’s fucking laughing at me. I stare at him incredulously. A couple more snickers fill the air as the others start to not so silently crack up at me too.

      That’s fucking it!

      I grab the first throwable thing in front of me, which just so happens to be a plate full of food. I pull the sandwich off the plate—because you don’t just throw away a perfectly good BLT—and then chuck the white china at the blue dude first. He ducks, so the plate shatters against the wall instead, which appeases me somewhat because the sound of it breaking is very satisfying. But that satisfaction loses its effect when Crux shouts, “Opa!” without missing a beat, and the demons break out into another giggle fest.

      “I hate you guys,” I seethe, before yanking out the chair and sitting my muddy ass down.

      I think this was Jerif’s seat, and this is his sandwich I’m still clutching in my dirt-encrusted hand, because I hear him make a little noise of disapproval as I start mowing down the BLT while the other assholes continue to yuck it up. I hope the mud sludge ruins the upholstery. I hope I also ruin the rug and that I can figure out how to fucking smite these four assholes. But before I can focus on a way to tap into potential demon qualities and kick their fine asses, my murderous, evil thoughts get dulled down by the taste of the food.

      Damn, that’s a good sandwich.

      I take another huge bite, not at all caring that I’m eating like a pig in front of them because my hunger is taking precedence over looking cute, and let’s be real, my cute ship sailed even before the sludge incident. After I manage to inhale the rest of the sandwich in record time, I wipe my mouth with the fancy cloth napkin and plop it back onto the table, with smears of mayonnaise and filth.

      The demons are still looking at me with glittering amusement, and I lift my chin, eyeing them haughtily. “I fail to see what’s so damn funny about this. You trick me into working for you, tell me I’m a powerful demon, don’t even come after me when I run away, and now you think it’s hilarious that I was attacked?”

      “We did not trick you into working for us,” Crux argues as he bites back a laugh.

      “You did so!” I retort, sounding a bit like a kid arguing on the playground.

      “How?”

      Is this beach-bum-looking demon for real? “Umm, hello? You put a damn ad online for a security position at a graveyard. I’m pretty sure it didn’t say anything about Hellgates and demon attacks!” I say, somewhat frantically.

      “Well, technically it is a security position, and besides, every other demon would’ve known what it was for,” Echo puts in, his pale finger tracing over the rim of his glass as his black eyes watch me with mirth. “You have grass in your hair,” he adds, and I have to curl my hands into fists to keep from launching at him.

      “Well, I don’t want this. So whatever you did to me that forces me to see demons now, turn it the fuck off, okay? I have a whole new appreciation for the expression ‘ignorance is bliss.’”

      The room is quiet for a moment as they share another look. I’m getting real tired of those looks.

      “Um. We can’t turn it off...we didn’t do anything to turn it on,” Echo states.

      “Yet...” Crux adds, his smile salacious and his green eyes twinkling with sinful promises.

      I give him a look that says fuck off with the flirting. He just smiles even wider.

      “How is it that she’s never seen demons before?” Jerif muses behind me, while looking to the others.

      Iceman shrugs. “I’m not sure. Something must have activated her demon blood, but I’ve no idea how any abilities would have been blocked in the first place.”

      “Well, deactivate it or reblock me or do whatever you need to do, because I can’t go on living like this!”

      “You’re right about that,” Echo says. “You’re going to have to stay here.”

      I rear back. “Excuse me?”

      “Echo,” Iceman chastises. I still can’t completely commit to calling him by his actual name—Rafferty. He’s just so...blue. Iceman makes more sense.

      I shake my head, feeling like the walls are starting to close in on me a bit. “Look, something obviously happened when I came here to work. I’ve never seen anything that wasn’t human until the night I stumbled into all of you. Now I’m getting attacked, and I’m afraid to look too closely at anything, so just reverse whatever you did so I can go home and pretend none of this ever happened. Please.”

      “We didn’t do anything to you,” Jerif tells me, his frustration clear as he swipes a hand through his hair.

      “Bullshit,” I argue, feeling more and more tightly strung by the second, like I’m going to snap at any moment. “Don’t lie,” I seethe as I jump to my feet and stare Jerif down. “Just fix it!”

      “Whoa,” Crux says, standing up and thrusting his arm between me and Jerif. “Let’s calm down and not anger the Duo demon, alright?” I ignore him, staring daggers at the orange-eyed demon like this is all his fault.

      “Delta, we have no idea why you can suddenly see us,” Iceman cuts in across the table, trying to draw my attention over to his blue face. “But it wasn’t anything that we did, I swear that on the Morning Star’s wings. Maybe something happened during your interview or your first night in the graveyard that activated your demon blood? Perhaps you were blocked before, somehow, and that block stopped working for some reason?”

      I open my mouth to argue and then promptly shut it. Did something happen during the interview or the graveyard?

      “Were the people at the interview humans or demons?” I ask as I sift through the memories.

      “Demons,” Jerif answers evenly.

      “Demons that look like Crux or demons that look like the freaky green men who attacked me?” I press.

      “Ms. Atwood has three eyes. If you didn’t see them and the two rows of razor-sharp teeth when you met her, then you weren’t seeing through her wards,” Echo explains.

      I think back to her model good looks and white gleaming smile. “Yeah, no shark teeth in my interactions with her.” Thank fuck.

      “Anything unusual happen after you were hired?” Crux inquires.

      “No. I gave notice at my work. Bought some stuff to fix my house. Came here a couple of days later. Got bitched out by your snooty butler. Found the groundskeeper building and the awful uniform waiting for me. Almost got brained by your scythe. Opened the graveyard gates, got a splinter that hurt like a bitch…”

      “Wait,” Jerif interrupts. “Our scythe? What does that mean?”

      I look at him confused. “It came with the uniform,” I point out.

      “We didn’t give you that scythe. We thought it was yours,” Iceman declares.

      I look at him like he’s lost it. “What part about I’m a human, don’t see demons on the regular, and most definitely wouldn’t be carrying around a scythe for the fun of it don’t you understand?” I ask him incredulously.

      “You’re a demon,” he argues. “We just assumed…”

      I rub my temples, too tired for this argument again. “So where the hell did the scythe come from then?” I ask, ignoring the whole demon thing for a little longer.

      No one answers. They shrug and look back and forth at each other like somehow that will solve the mystery.

      “Where is it now?” Jerif asks, looking around where I’m sitting like he just noticed I don’t have the inconvenient weapon with me.

      “In my umbrella holder at home.”

      Jerif’s fire-flickering stare fixes on me for a beat like he can’t compute what I just said. “You left a sacred and incredibly rare weapon of Hell in the umbrella holder at your house?” he asks, his fire flickering eyes going all judgy and his full lips flattening with exasperation.

      “Yep,” I chirp back, popping the p. How the hell was I supposed to know that I shouldn’t let it out of my sight? It’s not like it came with instructions.

      Jerif goes straight up grandpa mode and rubs his face with his hands while mumbling about young demons and how they have no respect for anything these days. He looks like he’s not much older than I am, so I find the display even more ridiculous.

      “We’ll pick up the scythe later and have a look at it, but from the sounds of things, you only have yourself to blame for your new sight,” Crux explains casually.

      My head snaps in his direction. “Excuse me?”

      He doesn’t look even slightly affected by my fury. “We didn’t give you the scythe, so you must have called to it somehow. I suspect it must be the key to all of this, but either way, it doesn’t really matter.”

      I stare at him aghast. “Doesn’t really matter? I called to it?” I sputter, too pissed to coherently talk anymore. “I am not Thor, and this is not a Marvel movie. I didn’t call shit. And in case you didn’t notice, this is just my life you assholes are fucking with. It absolutely matters!”

      “She’s even hotter when she’s pissed,” Echo comments randomly, his black eyes mischievous, and I suddenly feel the need to scream and then...maybe make out with him a little. Because fuck, this is confusing and scary, and I’ve always been impulsive when it comes to sex. I like to use it to forget about all the fucked up shit going on in my life, because I need a way to work off the rage somehow. But I stab those thoughts with an imaginary scythe and try to get a grip on myself and my impulse control issues.

      Luckily, Iceman cuts in before my traitorous body can do something I’ll regret. “We’re not saying your life doesn’t matter, Delta. But what also matters is getting the Gate under control. We can barely hold it as it is, which is why we’ve been frantically searching for a fifth. You’re here, and like it or not, you took the job. We could really use your help.”

      Oh, now they want my help? “Then why didn’t you assholes track me down?” I demand.

      He shrugs. “We figured we’d give you some space to think things through.”

      I open my mouth to argue about just what in the hell that means, but Jerif cuts me off. “We still need to induct her as a Guardian and figure out what Ring she is.”

      Iceman nods. “We need to go to Hell.”

      As soon as he says that, it’s like my brain just shuts down. After the day I’ve had, shit, after the week I’ve had, I just can’t deal anymore.

      They all keep talking back and forth, but I can’t pay attention. My head is a mess with jumbled and frantic thoughts. I want to run, but I know I’ll just wind up right back here, and that’s if I’m lucky again. Sweep the leg might not be so effective against the next demon attack, and then what the hell will I do? I don’t even know why those green scumbags attacked me in the first place. I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place, and both are trying to fuck me with no lube.

      I squeeze the bridge of my nose and breathe deeply so that I don’t do something crazy like scream bloody murder or cry. “I need a shower. And new clothes. And another sandwich. I need...time to process all of this,” I announce, my suddenly small voice cutting through the demons’ discussion like a jagged knife.

      I feel like cold hard reality just bitch-slapped me across the face, and I’m dizzy and struggling to stay on my feet and to keep from getting hit again. The four demons look over at me, no doubt noting the dejected tone in my voice.

      “We can give you anything you need,” Iceman quickly offers, and I nod my head appreciatively.

      “I’ll take her up,” Crux offers, only for Jerif to hook his arm out, stopping Crux in his tracks. “Not you. You’ll try to fuck her as soon as you get her alone.”

      Crux looks pissed for a half a second, and then he just nods. “Fair enough.”

      My eyes widen. I thought Echo was the predatory one, not Crux. “I look like the Swamp Thing with rug burn,” I point out, confused as to how he could possibly be attracted to me in my current state.

      Crux’s eyes drag up my body, making my cheeks instantly heat. “Still fucking hot, though.”

      Echo steps in. “I’ll take her,” he declares, walking over to me. “Jerif, you’ll just piss her off.”

      I look at Jerif. “He’s not wrong,” I say on a shrug.

      Jerif rolls his eyes. “Whatever,” he says before stalking off.

      “Where are you going?” Iceman asks him.

      “To the kitchen. She fucking ate my sandwich,” he replies moodily.

      I smirk, and Echo catches the look, his own lips tilting up in amusement. “Come along, Swamp Thing.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I say, my eyes bouncing to Iceman as I silently question whether Echo and his advances are really the best choice. But Iceman doesn’t object or do anything to stop Echo from guiding me out of the dining room.

      At the last second, I snatch up the bottle of wine on the table, giving the other two a look that just dares them to say anything. They don’t. Smart demons.

      I hear Crux whistle as soon as I leave the room. “This is gonna be fun,” he says, his tone cheerful.

      I couldn’t disagree more.
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      “Extra towels are under the sink, and there should be a clean robe hanging on the back of the door,” Echo tells me as he leads me into the massive guest bathroom.

      It looks like a picture straight off of my what my bathroom will look like if I’m ever filthy rich Pinterest board. Echo checks the back of the door and then nods when he spots the white fluffy robe hanging there. I try my best to ignore my reflection in the mirror that practically takes up the whole wall to my right, but it’s impossible. My bright purple hair looks like a weird mousy brown color thanks to the mask of sludge it’s caked in. At this point, I think Swamp Thing might be more attractive than me.

      I catch Echo watching me in the mirror. I expect him to look away quickly when he realizes that he’s been busted, but he just keeps his black eyes locked on mine. He’s intense in a way that’s intimidating, and yet at the same time, it makes me incredibly curious. His eyes are like a black hole trying to suck me in, and I find, oddly, that I’m super into that.

      I blink that weird ass thought away and clear my throat. “So...uh...you guys mentioned a Grim Reaper and a scythe?” I venture to say. The term stood out for me like it was a neon flashing sign the other night. I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know what that has to do with me, but judging by the little green demon run-in I just had, ignoring what’s going on isn’t going to save my ass. Maybe when it comes to Hell and what it spawns, ignorance is not bliss; it’s a death sentence.

      “The Grim Reaper is the most famous Gatekeeper and last of its kind. But Grim guards the Gate between life and death, whereas we’re guarding the Gate between Hell and the Mortal Realm.”

      “So you guys aren’t Gatekeepers?”

      “No,” he replies. “We’re just Gate Guardians. When the Hell Gatekeepers all died off, Lucifer appointed the duty to prestigious demon families—ones he could actually fucking trust. It’s hard to find demons trustworthy enough to watch the Gate and not fuck it up by letting hordes of demons break through. But over time, it’s required more and more power to stabilize the Gate and keep it strong and impenetrable.”

      “Why?” I ask curiously.

      Echo shrugs. “We’re not meant to hold the Gate. Only Gatekeepers are. So even though our families have been Guardians for centuries, all we’ve really been able to do is slap a Band-Aid over the thing, hoping it doesn’t burst and flood this realm with demons who don’t belong. But holding the Gate is draining. Literally. It constantly syphons off our power to keep it stable. And now, either we’re being drained faster than we realized, or for whatever reason, the Gate needs more power. We’ve been aware that we need more help for a while. The temps never last more than a few months, and other Inner Ring demons, who are more powerful, refuse to take the position, knowing it will ultimately lead to their death.”

      “Can’t the Devil just make a more powerful demon take the job?” I ask, perplexed. “I mean, the dude is Satan. It doesn’t seem like a far-fetched solution.”

      Echo smiles, and it makes him even more devastatingly handsome. “Nope. Not even the Morning Star himself can steal our choice. It’s all about balance,” he tells me cryptically.

      This information makes me see the four of them in a whole new light. They chose to be here doing this, even though they knew it probably wouldn’t end well for them. It makes me realize how important this job is to them. “So the Gate is broken and letting out demons who shouldn’t be here, because you don’t have enough power anymore to sustain it?”

      “It’s breaking,” he corrects. “And yes. We do our best, but demons sneak through from time to time. We can’t close the Gate properly on our own anymore.”

      “So what about the green demons who attacked me?”

      His arms shift from where they’re crossed over his chest as he leans against the bathroom wall. “I suspect they were either Outer Ring demons or imps. Either way, they detest Inner Ring beings. They must’ve sensed you and attacked.”

      “Imps?”

      “Sure. Most of the staff here are imps.”

      I cock a brow. “Do I want to know what an imp is?”

      “Probably not, but I’ll tell you anyway.”

      “Goodie.”

      He laughs, and I get so distracted from the sight of his beautiful smile that I momentarily forget about the horrible topic we’re discussing. “Demons are born, not made. We’ve always resided in Hell, but it’s not the torturous place that most humans believe. It’s just...another realm. But we struck a deal with Heaven, and the souls that need consequences and growth after their death become imps.”

      “So that wart-covered dude in the kitchen is an imp?”

      “Yep. The more grotesque they look, the more heinous their sins were while they were alive. They have to live their afterlife in servitude or punishment and hope at some point they get another chance to do life right.”

      I nod thoughtfully, my gray eyes darting up to him. “And you’re sure I’m a demon?”

      He laughs again. “We’re pretty fucking sure, Delta.”

      “And you’re saying that for me to be a demon, my family had to be demons?”

      “Yes, or at least breed with one.”

      Initially, I want to wrinkle my nose in disgust at the thought of that, but that’s only for the gross-looking demons and imps. These four guys? It’s easy to imagine plenty of humans that would be willing to ravish them. They’re hot as fuck. I’m sure they’re not the only pretty faces Hell has produced either.

      Unbidden, my mind shoots me an image of me riding Iceman’s face. It morphs into a vision of Echo on top of me, fucking me hard. So...yeah. That’s definitely a check mark next to tempting as sin.

      A throat clears, the sound pulling me from the graphic images. I look back at Echo and see a smile pulling at the corner of his pouty lips. His black eyes rake up and down my body. I try not to pant and ignore the fluttering sensation low in my belly and the wetness now pooling between my thighs. Can demons read minds? That’d be hella embarrassing.

      “Uh...I guess…I can see the appeal,” I concede.

      “Hmm,” Echo replies, still raking over me with his heated gaze, this time studying my face like it’s the page of a complex book. “Are you ready for what’s to come?”

      My cheeks grow hot, but that could just be from the layer of dried sludge insulating them. “Is that a sexual innuendo?” I ask, my voice a little higher pitched than I’d like.

      Echo chuckles, making his intense face morph into one of boyish glee. “It wasn’t, but now I wish it had been.”

      That was stupid, Delta.

      “What’s to come?” I ask, ignoring his jibe.

      “You’ll have to be tested. Trained. And then we will have to attempt to close the Gate.”

      “Hmm.”

      The noncommittal hum slips from my mouth at the same time a glob of muddy goo falls off my pant leg and lands with a slap on the white marble floor. We both look down at it for a beat, watching how it spreads slowly. Grumpy Lurch is going to hate me forever.

      “Get cleaned up. We’ll talk tomorrow,” Echo says, and then before I can reply, he turns and walks into a shadow in the corner of the bathroom by the clawfoot tub and disappears.

      I stare at the spot, my mouth falling open in shock. I walk zombie-like over to it and press against the wall, but he’s gone. I step back and study the shadow, as though if I look hard enough, he’ll reappear, but nothing happens.

      “If I find out you’re watching me through the shadows, I’m going to cut off your demon dick and feed it to you,” I threaten, glaring at all the dark recesses in the room.

      When there’s no response, I relax slightly and accept that he’s actually gone. I quickly strip out of my disgusting and sludge-sodden clothes, and then I stand in the bathroom totally naked except for slime, mud, blood, and bits of asphalt still stuck to me. I hold the pile of clothes in my arms, debating on where to put it, before chucking all of it into the wastebasket. There’s just no coming back from this situation, no matter how awesome the washer and dryer is.

      Turning on the shower, I step under the hot spray, relishing how big and expensive everything feels. The stone walls gleam, and there’s a long niche filled with every soap, oil, and exfoliant available. There are even little disposable razors just ready and waiting for me.

      I have to lather, rinse, and repeat four times all over before the water finally drips off my body in clear rivulets. My skin burns a bit from all the scrapes, but once I get all the dirt and grossness off, I feel much better.

      Without new clothes to wear, I snatch up the hanging robe and then head into the bedroom. I sigh like a lovesick schoolgirl, because damn, that is a sexy looking bed.

      Silver and blue bedding soft enough to sprout feathers and fly, a wooden headboard that looks like it has burnished gold plating on the edges, and it’s piled up with so many pillows that I can’t even count them.

      I practically leap into the king bed and burrow under the covers like a hibernating squirrel. I decide to just rest for a moment, because it’s probably not smart to go to sleep in a demon mansion no matter how tired I am.

      I fall asleep about two minutes after I decide that.
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      I wake up sore, with a sour taste in my mouth and a seriously bad case of bed head. There aren’t any reflective surfaces nearby that would allow me to confirm just how bad my hair is, but I can feel that it’s intense. I sit up and cringe at the head-sized puddle of drool I’ve left behind on the silky blue pillowcase. Fuck, I slept so hard I didn’t even move. Just slept face down in the bed like a corpse.

      A knock on the door sends my heart racing through my chest, and I realize that a previous knock must have been what woke me up in the first place. I scramble out of the bed, tucking in a boob that’s trying to escape from my twisted up robe. I do my best to tie the front shut and smooth down my bed hair situation as I rush to open the door.

      Another knock ricochets through the room, and I fling the door open a little too hard. It slams against the wall and comes careening back to nail me in the shoulder.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      I shove the assaulting door away from me, but somehow, the belt of my robe is now tangled around the doorknob, and as the door wrenches back, it tugs the belt and unties it. Panicked, I grasp my now gaping robe and snap the front together before looking up into amused crystal blue eyes. Iceman is wearing a mirthful grin, and his lips twitch like he’s fighting a laugh.

      “Hmm, good timing,” he says amicably. “I brought you some clothes. I tried to come yesterday, but you were sleeping pretty hard. We didn’t want to wake you. We figured it was best to let you sleep.”

      “Uh...thanks,” I reply, trying not to breathe my dragon breath on him.

      He tries to hand me the pile, but I quickly learn if I let go of my robe, I’m either flashing him vag or boobs. I stand there awkwardly, not sure what to do because neither one of those things seem like a very good option right about now.

      “Um, just tuck them under my chin,” I finally instruct.

      He pauses. “Just…”

      “Yep, tuck ’em right under.”

      I don’t dare look at his face as he does just that. I clamp down on them with my chin and then quickly back away and shut the door, ignoring the chuckle that starts up on the other side.

      I stomp into the bathroom and then quickly groan at my reflection. My hair looks like it was styled by Russell Brand back when he liked to tease a giant tangle at the back of his head. I slept on my stomach all fucking night, so I have no idea how the hell this even happened. My face doesn’t look much better, because my cheek is scabbed over, healing from my road rash, same as my side and arm.

      Shaking my head at myself, I brush my teeth with the packaged toothbrush and toothpaste I find in a drawer and then tackle my purple mane with a comb I find. Once I resemble a woman again and not some kind of animal trying to nest in my own hair, I sort out the clothes that Iceman brought me.

      And...there’s no underwear.

      I probably shouldn’t be shocked by this, but I stare at my sludgy delicates in the trash can for a solid few seconds before deciding commando it is. I pull a black tank top over my head and it’s so snug that I think for a minute it’s trying to strangle me. I’m about ten seconds away from accepting that this is how I go, but with several grunts and some serious elbow grease, I get the damn thing down over my boobs and I’m able to breathe again. The shirt is long enough to go down to my waist, but it’s so tight that the hem rolls up, making it look more like a crop top than anything that can really be considered a full-sized shirt.

      I have the opposite problem with the light gray sweatpants I step into. They’re so big that even when I tie them as tight as they’ll go, they still sit dangerously low on my hips. One wrong move and I’ll be flashing pubes and ass crack. Great. As if I haven’t made enough of a hot mess express impression on these guys already.

      Walking out, I head downstairs, meeting up with the same bald maid from before, and she brings me to the dining room. My eyes immediately find Echo. The pale man is sitting to the left of Iceman, his black eyes looking at me over his steaming cup of coffee. Well, I assume it’s coffee, but I guess since he’s a demon, he could be drinking the souls of the dead.

      Echo grins. “I only drink the souls of the dead on Mondays.”

      I balk. “You can read my motherfucking mind?”

      “No, you said that out loud, Swampy.”

      I scowl at him and sit on the other side of the table, to the right of Iceman. The table is covered in platters, with everything from fluffy eggs to a fruit salad, fresh crepes, and a heaping bowl of steaming bacon.

      My mouth waters, but before I can pick up my plate, a servant that I hadn’t even noticed was behind me plucks it up. I jolt in surprise, looking back to find none other than Grumpy Lurch. Dammit.

      “Oh, uh, I can do that…” I say, reaching for my plate, but the butler holds it out of my reach. “Don’t be silly, Miss Gates. I shall tend to you.”

      I grimace at his emphasis of the words “tend to you” because I’m fairly certain he means “fuck with you.”

      He starts to fill my plate for me, but instead of the neat little portions that Iceman and Echo have, GL starts piling everything in the middle of my plate with rough spoonfuls, sending some of the food flying at me. I barely manage to dodge a piece of egg white before it slaps against the floor behind me.

      I clear my throat, nervous about the destruction of my breakfast. “I’m really sorry about storming in yesterday,” I tell him. I don’t get any response other than another scoop, scowl, and slap on my plate. “And about the mess,” I quickly add. “I hope it wasn’t too bad. I can help if—”

      He cuts me off. “Nonsense. I am here to serve, Miss Gates.”

      With a jerk, he places the plate down in front of me, and all I can do is stare down at the mess. The watermelon has been mashed over the eggs, staining it in juices that resemble watery blood. I have exactly one piece of bacon that looks like he cooked it in the pits of Hell and only brought it back up once it was charred and smoking. The buttery biscuits are in crumbles, the gravy is drizzled over a strawberry tart, and I’m afraid to ask what the slimy green stuff is.

      “Would you like anything else for breakfast, Miss Gates?” Lurch asks, almost daring me to complain in front of the guys.

      I look up at him with a strained smile. “Nope,” I chirp. “This is great.”

      With a terse nod, he pivots in his shiny shoes and stomps out of the room with his head held high, while I’m left with a plate that looks nearly inedible.

      I pick up my fork and start eating. I said nearly inedible. I’m not about to waste food.

      I accidentally eat some of the slimy green thing with a biscuit crumb, and it’s so unexpectedly spicy that my tongue nearly goes up in flames. I chug water down from the glass in front of me, only to realize it’s some kind of really awful clear alcohol.

      That just sends me into a coughing fit, and tears start licking down my cheeks as I wave off the guys when Iceman gets up like he’s going to try to give me the Heimlich or something.

      “I’m...fine,” I sputter, shoving the cup away from me. “What in the Hellgate is that stuff?”

      “Demon spirits,” he answers with a frown. “Do you not like it?”

      “No!” I say, shoving watermelon on my tongue to try and soothe my burning mouth. “And what do you mean demon spirits? Are you saying I just imbibed your essence or some shit?”

      Hearing a snort, I look up to see Crux and Jerif enter the room. Crux’s blond hair is windblown, his tan face smirking as he walks in wearing nothing but a pair of board shorts that are dripping with water. In contrast, Jerif is wearing a full-fledged black suit with a deep red shirt that looks damn good against his onyx colored skin and strange flickering orange eyes and hair.

      “Not spirits like that,” Crux tells me, sitting down in the chair right next to mine. Grumpy Lurch reappears and immediately starts serving them the normal way, with nice little food piles and zero splattering. “Spirits like alcohol. Except ours has caffeine as well to add a little kick.”

      “Well, it tastes like melted plastic mixed with burnt bread left too long in the toaster,” I tell him.

      Crux cocks a brow. “Strange. It tastes like honey and chili peppers to me.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand how that’s better.”

      Jerif sits next to Echo, but he frowns over at my plate. “What happened there?”

      “Nothing,” I say quickly, darting a look to Lurch. “This is how I like my breakfast. Extra...mixed.”

      A breeze tickles my ass, telling me I’m rocking a serious plumber’s smile. I hike up the back of my sweatpants and ignore the knowing cough that Grumpy Lurch gives. I let go of my pants and scoop up another bite of tainted eggs. Let him stare at my ass crack. It’s the least I can do to thank him for this delicious breakfast.

      I glare at the green sludge and ignore my watering eyes as my palate attempts to recover from the spicy assault. My poor mouth is pretty much numb now, which means I can’t even taste the awful mixture of food on my plate. Lurch...zero; me...well, zero too because I like tasting good food. But at least he’s not winning.

      “How did you sleep?” Iceman asks me politely as he bites into a perfectly cooked crispy slice of bacon. The grease glosses his plump bottom lip in a very enticing way, and I find myself staring at his mouth heatedly for a beat too long. I only snap out of it when someone else clears their throat.

      I look down at my sludge breakfast and move the piles around on my plate. “I slept like a girl who just survived a demon attack,” I respond dryly. I scoop up another bite of mush, but spot a hint of green and immediately dump it out on the do not touch portion of my plate.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Crux grumbles, and then he reaches across the table and tries to trade my plate with his.

      My hands snap out and grip the offending breakfast plate for dear life. “Excuse you!”

      “You know you don’t want to eat that,” Crux argues as he tries to muscle the plate out of my grip.

      “This is mine. It was prepared for me, and you don’t get to have it,” I growl between clenched teeth. It’s nice of him to try and give me something edible for breakfast, but I just know Grumpy Lurch is around the corner. I’ll take my punishment this morning and only revolt if he pulls this shit at lunch.

      As Crux strongarms the plate, I’m lifted to my feet, because I am not letting this fucker go.

      “Let. Go.” I strain, my body bending over the table as I grip the plate with two hands.

      “You let go,” he says, not even straining as he pulls.

      I try to plant my feet and dig my heels in, using my entire body strength to keep the plate to myself. Crux is barely even trying, with just a lazy, one-handed grip on the thing, which really pisses me off.

      The others just continue eating, watching our tug-of-war with detached amusement. As if this couldn’t get any more awkward, my pants suddenly drop down my ass, ensuring that everyone is getting an eyeful of cheeks and crack because of the whole commando thing, but I can’t risk letting go of the plate and pissing off Grumpy Lurch even more than I already have, so I hang on like my life depends on it.

      “She makes breakfast much more entertaining, doesn’t she?” Echo muses with a smirk.

      “Shut up,” Iceman says. “Crux, let go.”

      “No,” the blond demon argues.

      “Stop being a dick. I can’t swap plates!” I grit out.

      Crux huffs out in frustration and then lets go, causing me to squeal as I fall back into my chair and juggle the plate to keep it from flying backward. It takes great concentration and quick balance to ensure that the nasty contents don’t spill everywhere. As the sludge settles, I slam my plate back down on the table and glare over at Crux.

      “Suit yourself,” he tells me with a bright smile. I can just make out pointed canines amidst all the straight white teeth.

      I automatically run the tip of my tongue over my normal human-like canines and wonder what it would feel like to have those pointy teeth skimming across my shoulder. I shake my head slightly to clear it of that thought and continue to give him a dirty look. His eyes light up with even more amusement.

      “Delta doesn’t share food,” I announce, doing my best to channel Joey from Friends. “Especially when it’s my punishment food, because I know that bastard will just serve me shit again if I don’t eat this,” I add with a whisper, hoping GL doesn’t hear.

      None of them argue that point.

      “Fair enough, Maverick,” Iceman concedes, pulling my attention over to him. “Let’s move on to a more pressing issue. After you’re done with your…um...breakfast,” he says, shooting my plate an offended look, “we will go to the Gate.”

      Well, shit. And here I was hoping we could skip the drag me to Hell and back part of today’s activities.
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      I let his words float about the room for a bit. “You know, normally I would be up for an adventure that could potentially get me killed or sucked into the bowels of Hell, but today is not a good day for me. Rain check?”

      I push my chair back from the table and try to figure out how I can stand up and storm out without mooning everyone again.

      Eh, fuck it. Give ’em something to remember me by.

      I stand up, and all the hot demons do the same. I get the distinct impression that if I make a break for it again, they may put up a fight this time. I pause for a moment, intrigued, and then make a dash for the exit just to see what they’ll do. My pants are fucking huge, and I have to hike them up so that I don’t get tripped up. My waddle-run comes to a screeching halt when I slam into a tall, bony body. I bounce back from the impact, but this time, there are no strong arms to stop my fall.

      I land on my ass, one half exposed cheek making a slapping noise as it hits the shiny—probably freshly polished—wood floor. I look up to find Grumpy Lurch staring down at me with satisfaction.

      “Oww!” I grumble.

      He tilts his head in mock sympathy. “My deepest apologies, miss.”

      Grumpy Lurch promptly spins on his heel and leaves, not even offering me a hand up. I turn around and notice that the hot demons are still just standing around the table. I glare at them all. “Why the hell do you guys keep letting me run?”

      Echo cocks a brow. “Was that what you were attempting to do just then? Run?” he asks mockingly. I wish I still had my sludge plate, because I’d chuck it at his frustratingly attractive albino head.

      “If I’m so special, shouldn’t you guys at least try to keep me here?” I gripe as I rub my ass with one hand and fist my too big pants with the other as I stand back up.

      Iceman snorts. “We’re not kidnappers. We won’t keep you here against your will. What kind of demons do you think we are?”

      “Uh, I don’t know, demonic ones? Thieving, murdering, kidnapping...all of that should be your forte, right?”

      “We’re Inner Ring demons,” Jerif says, as if that explains everything.

      “So? That tells me nothing.”

      “Inner Ring demons don’t live off of petty actions like theft and murder,” he scoffs. “We’re much more advanced than that. We maintain the balance, and there’s nothing more important to us than that.”

      I stare at him incredulously. “Did you just say that murder is petty?”

      “Okay, we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Iceman interrupts, and he walks forward, leading the way for the others. “Let’s go to the Gate, and then we’ll explain the ins and outs of Hell once we figure out what kind of demon you are.”

      “I don’t want to go to the Hellgate!” I argue, barely stopping myself from stomping my foot like a kid.

      Some girls get taken to the movies by the hot dudes. Or dinner. Or at least the back seat of a car. Why is it that I get taken to a Hellgate? It’s like sophomore year all over again. They don’t even give a girl time to come to terms with her demons—and the fact that she just so happens to be one—before trying to drag her off to Hell.

      It’s total bullshit.

      “Nothing will happen to you,” Crux says, coming to my side and tossing his muscled arm around my shoulders. “We’ll protect you.”

      I shrug him off even though his arm feels really warm and my skin does this tingly thing when he touches me. “Excuse me while I stay over here on Doubt Boulevard where I remember a horde of little green men attacking me and you guys were nowhere to be found,” I say dryly.

      “Again, not kidnappers or stalkers,” Iceman puts in unhelpfully before turning and striding out of the room. Like good little school children, the others follow behind him in a line. Crux reaches down and grabs my hand this time, tugging me forward. His grip is firm, not letting me squirm out of it, but let’s be real, I don’t try that hard, because feeling him hold my hand like this is kind of nice, and where the fuck am I going to go otherwise?

      I’m not eager to admit it, and if asked I would deny it vehemently, but I’m kind of curious too. As much as I’ve been trying to ignore it, there is a part of me that questions whether this is all legit. Not that they’re demons, for some reason I have no issue accepting that now, but the fact that I might be one too—that’s what’s really fucking with me.

      If they’re right, where does that leave me? And if they’re wrong...that option feels overwhelmingly scary too. No matter how I debate it in my mind, I can’t seem to decide where I want to land in this whole Hellgate cluster fuck, so it’s probably time to just know one way or the other.

      We follow behind as Iceman leads us to the very back of the house and through a door onto the patio. I let the guys’ presence distract me from the fact that we’re heading straight for a Hellgate. I gotta say, the view is really good from back here.

      “Stop checking out Jerif’s ass while I hold your hand,” Crux chides.

      My eyes fly up from where they were indeed checking out Jerif’s ass, my face immediately blooming with a blush. “I wasn’t!” I hiss.

      But Jerif spins around to face us, his face stony as he walks backward. “You can check my ass out all you want. Seems only fair, since we all saw your naked ass over breakfast. Let me know when you’re ready for me to drop my pants.”

      “You’re flirting with me?” I ask him incredulously. “What happened to you being a pissed off Hot Lava demon who hates my guts?”

      “Hot Lava,” Crux snickers beside me.

      “I don’t hate your guts, and I’m not flirting with you,” Jerif tells me. “I just don’t think you can handle being a Gate Guardian with us. Even with your demon blood, you might as well be a boring human because you don’t know shit. And for the record, you can’t handle the Gate or my ass.”

      “Yes, I can!” I say vehemently, but then I want to smack myself for that thought flying out of my mouth like a naughty drunken butterfly.

      Jerif shoots me a dismissive look before turning to face forward again, like he just won the last word. Gobsmacked, I look up to Crux and watch as he tries and fails to hide a smile. I can’t tell if these fuckers are playing with me or if Crux just finds everything amusing.

      “I can handle it. I’ll show you,” I announce as I mentally net all my thought butterflies and scold them for fleeing in my time of need. I mean, if a girl can’t fall back on a steady supply of snarky comments, there’s just no point in carrying on.

      “Yeah, I guess we’ll see,” Jerif says over his shoulder.

      “What are you waiting for?” I taunt.

      Crux gives me a strange look. “Uh, we have to walk there. You know, for someone who just declared that she didn’t want to go to the Hellgate in an epic three-year-old tantrum fashion, you sure are impatient to see it now,” he teases.

      “No, not the Gate. Hot Lava’s—I mean, Jerif’s ass. He said I couldn’t handle it. I can.”

      Crux unexpectedly stops mid-step while I keep walking, but since he still has hold of my hand, I get snapped backward. He recovers quickly from my body check and homes in on my eyes.

      “Pardon?”

      “You heard me, Nancy the Nun. He challenged me, so I’m taking him up on it. Why should my moon be the only one to wax and wane up in this bitch? Let’s see it, Jerif!” I call ahead. “Show me whatchya workin’ with.”

      I do my best Mystikal impression and start singing “Shake Ya Ass.” I get a little too into it, and I’m halfway through the first verse before I notice that everyone has stopped walking just to stare at me incredulously.

      I get sucked into Jerif’s glittering fire-dancing eyes like a moth to a fucking flame as he regards me. “You sure you can handle it, Warrior Princess? ’Cause I got an ass that don’t quit.”

      The declaration, and the even, serious delivery of such a ridiculous statement out of Jerif’s cantankerous self forces a snicker to fly right out of my lips. Geez, humble much?

      Before I can call him out on it, Jerif turns around, unzips his pants, and pulls them down.

      Wow. I didn’t think he’d actually do it.

      My drunken butterfly thoughts stay right where they’re supposed to be, and I snag one, ready to make fun of his hairy ass or joke about how asses in general just don’t do it for me. But of course, Jerif has to have the perfect ass. It’s so round and juicy that I want to take a bite out of it, and that’s saying something, because I usually reserve those kinds of thoughts for apples or maybe a steak.

      There’s no creepy hair or annoying stretch marks, just smooth onyx skin that for some reason makes me think of satin sheets that smell like sex and feel like heaven. He wags his ass for good measure, and I see a hint of balls, but even that doesn’t freak me out. Balls are not cute, but instead of activating my ick alarm, all I now want to do is coax him into turning around and showing me what he’s got in the front. He may be a total douche, but I know it’s going to be impressive.

      Somehow, I blink back into reality and rein in my ogling. I clear my throat and notice that my mouth has gone dry. I guess that’s not too surprising since I’m pretty sure every ounce of moisture in my body just flooded my panties. The fucker really does have an ass that doesn’t quit.

      “Told you that you couldn’t handle it,” Jerif snarks as he pulls his pants up and zips them closed.

      I try to snort, but it sounds way too forced to be real. “Psh. I mean, if squats aren’t your thing, who am I to judge?” I taunt, going straight from ass worship right into deny deny deny mode. “I’m sure that someday, someone will look past that concave situation and love you for you.”

      What the fuck are you saying, Delta? Abort. Abort!

      “Excuse me?” Jerif demands, affronted by my casual dismissal of his fine ass.

      “So how about that Hellgate?” I ask with mock cheer, as I attempt to close the floodgates to my vagina and simultaneously change the subject. “If it’s anything like his ass, I can definitely handle Hell,” I bluff. “It’s not that impressive.”

      Echo laughs at Jerif. “She insulted your ass. Literally.” Jerif moves to knock his elbow into him, but Echo somehow dodges the move. “Don’t worry, Jerif. Everyone knows I have the best ass of the group anyway.”

      Now Jerif and Crux both frown. “The fuck you say?” Jerif asks.

      Echo ignores him and wags his white brows at me. “Ready to see mine to compare?”

      Now I’m thinking about his pale ass next to Jerif’s dark one, and it’s doing all sorts of things to me. I bet those asses would look real good positioned between my thighs, but I shake off those thoughts. Sex is my go-to distraction when shit is difficult, but it’s not going to help me now. I need to keep my head out of the gutter and my impulses in check, which is a tough feat for me on a good day. But my whole life is about to change one way or another, and I need to stay focused on that. I can’t just have a distraction-fuck and pretend all the complicated shit is going to go away. It’s not.

      “No,” Iceman interrupts gruffly. “No more ass flashing.” He shakes his head in front of us as he continues to walk. “I never thought I’d have to fucking say shit like that.”

      The other demons snicker but fall silent like chastised school kids.

      When our group gets to the cemetery, Iceman leads us to the large stone mausoleum where I first saw the guys. Inside, the five of us cram together in a tight circle, and I look at him expectantly. “If you are indeed a demon like we all suspect, then you’ll be able to pass into Hell with us without issue,” he tells me.

      I swallow hard, sudden hesitation taking root. I feel like someone who’s signed up to go bungee jumping, but now that I’m looking over the edge of a bridge and seeing the drop, I’m second guessing why I’d ever want to do anything so mental. “Do I have to?” I ask, my eyes focusing on the non-existent fall into a canyon below me.

      “Yes.”

      I breathe out stiffly, expounding on my life choices. “All I did was answer a Help Wanted ad. I wasn’t supposed to have to work for demons and go to Hell.”

      Echo leans forward. “But isn’t this more exciting?”

      I shove him away with my shoulder and then clamp my eyes shut. “Fine. Just do it. Quick.”

      “What?” Iceman asks.

      “Quick!” I repeat. “Like a Band-Aid, just let ’er rip before I chicken out.”

      He pauses, but I can’t open my eyes, because if I do, I’ll probably try to run again, and that’s not really an option anymore. I need to do this, but I need someone to push me over the edge because I can’t jump on my own.

      “Alright,” he finally says. “Join hands.”

      “Do we need to swap spit and bleed into a chalice too?” I mumble before holding out my sweat-slicked palms.

      I feel Crux lean in as he grabs my right hand, while Echo takes my left. “We’ll swap spit with you anyday, Jeter,” Crux says with laughter in his voice.

      I open my mouth to say something snarky back, but before I can, Iceman speaks in his demon language. “Ewl uh wiinii.”

      Did he just say, Ew, a weenie?

      A massive surge like lightning erupts in the air, and I can see it distinctly even through my closed lids. I feel a force push at my front, and I would’ve gone flying back if it weren’t for Echo’s and Crux’s hands holding tightly onto mine. A blast of orange light surrounds me, making me squeeze my eyes shut even tighter, and then I’m pitching forward, like a rollercoaster ride suddenly tipping me on the downward plunge. I scream, and my hands—still holding onto Crux and Echo—try to come straight up like I’m actually riding a rollercoaster or some shit.

      Before I can get them even half way up, the sensation of zooming downward suddenly stops, giving me such horrible vertigo that I tip the other way and land hard on my ass. “Motherfucking ow!”

      Just like that, we’re in Hell.

      I open my eyes and look up at Crux. “Why’d you let go of my hands?” I ask accusingly.

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize you’d be so unstable,” he says with some contrition on his face.

      I get up and turn my head to yell at Echo next, only to stutter to a stop.

      Echo’s pale skin and hair stood out before, but he looks like he’s practically glowing now. That, however, is not what has me gaping like a suffocating fish. It’s the dark black tattoos wrapped around his arms and peeking out of his neck. I watch, fascinated, as the lines shift and slither over his skin like writhing inky shadows.

      “Whoa.”

      I want to ask if that happens a lot, but then I’m distracted by Iceman. He’s still blue with large horns jutting out of his head, but there’s something so much more captivating about him in the light of Hell. It’s like someone turned on a black light and everything about him came to life in a stunning and completely mesmerizing kind of way.

      Looking over at Jerif, I see that he also has the extra Hell hotness about him too. The way his hair and eyes flicker down here is stunning. They looked like fire before, but now I can feel the intense heat coming off of him. He is the epitome of dangerous, kill you in a millisecond, scorching hot lava.

      I take in the sight of all three of them, and then I frown at Crux. Tanned skin, muscles, long blond hair and bright green eyes. He still looks like the ultimate hot surfer dude. “You...didn’t change,” I remark. “In fact, you look about as demon as I do.”

      The other guys chuckle, and Crux narrows his eyes at them. “Oh, fuck off!”

      “Crux is sensitive about how Diluted he looks,” Iceman says with a smirk.

      Crux shoots him a look and a hand gesture that I’ve never seen, but seems definitively rude. Ignoring the heckling that ensues, I take a moment to look around, but it’s hard to see much of anything. It looks like we’re still in the same mausoleum as before, except it’s about a hundred times bigger. “Where are we?”

      “We’re in Hell’s Embrace. You passed through,” Iceman declares excitedly, like I just accomplished something incredible. “Told you that you were a demon,” he adds eagerly, but my insides don’t match the elation I see in his blue eyes.

      Holy fuck, I really am a demon.

      Don’t puke, Delta.
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      I take a step back and try to swallow the acid I can suddenly taste crawling up the back of my throat. I know I agreed to this, but right now, as horror drops down on me like a weighted blanket, I realize that a large part of me expected them to be wrong.

      I thought Hell would be like, Nice try, human peasant. Away with you, and that would be that. But as I look around at the gray stone and columns surrounding us, I can’t deny what just happened. This is definitely not a prank, because I can tell that I’m somewhere else. There’s something in the air here, some otherworldliness that I can’t quite explain.

      I’m really not a human. I’m a fucking demon.

      “See? You can be our fifth!” Crux exclaims, a massive smile on his face.

      I cringe.

      Iceman reads the panic clear on my face and offers me a reassuring grin. “This is good news. It means we can finally stabilize the Gate and maybe even close it,” he explains, like any of that matters to me.

      Jerif nods. “Yeah, don’t worry. You belong down here, otherwise you would have disintegrated already,” he announces casually, and I can’t tell if he’s trying to push me over the edge or if he’s that bad at being nice.

      I round on him. “What did you say?” I demand, closing the distance between us with furious strides.

      If he weren’t so fucking gargantuan, I’d be giving him a very intimidating chest bump right now. But the fucker is massive, so it looks more like I’m trying to motorboat his pecs. That’s probably why I hear someone snort behind me.

      Jerif looks pissed and confused at the same time. “I said don’t worry.”

      “No, after that.”

      His fire-kissed brow furrows. “You belong here?”

      I do a finger circle in the air. “Keep going.”

      “Um...the disintegration part?”

      “Ding, ding, ding! What do we have for our winner, folks?” I announce in my best Price is Right announcer voice. The mausoleum supports my outrage by making my voice echo all around us.

      “You’re saying I could’ve disintegrated when you brought me here, and no one thought that fine print should’ve been pointed out to me ahead of time?” My voice grows a little shriller with each syllable, and I have to keep from wincing at the sound. Maybe one of my parents banged a harpy or a banshee—are those demons?

      Anguish hammers through me as I struggle not to drown in the overwhelming emotions. How can I actually be a demon? Did my mom cheat on my dad? That thought makes me feel sick. I know kids think their parents hang the moon, but I just can’t picture Tanya Gates looking at anyone the way she looked at my dad.

      An ache starts in my chest.

      “We, uh, didn’t want to worry you,” Crux declares, as if the statement should solve any issues I might have.

      “The air is acidic down here. If you weren’t Hell-touched, you couldn’t breathe it without…” Jerif trails off as I cock a brow.

      “Disintegrating,” I finish for him.

      “Yes.”

      My eye twitches slightly. Great. That word is probably going to be a lifelong trigger for me now.

      I want to rage, and cry, and hit something, but I ball my fists and take deep breaths in an effort to get a hold of myself. These assholes don’t seem to be taking my life very seriously. There’s a very blasé attitude about things like disintegrating and suddenly being responsible for closing a Hellgate.

      It’s all I can do not to claw at my throat. I’m breathing fucking acidic air? I force myself to look down at my perfectly normal looking arms and legs and rub them to reassure myself that they’re solid, but it doesn’t help.

      My breaths quickly turn into gasps as I lose my fight with the dread coursing through me. I can’t tell if it’s me fracturing or everything else around me.

      How the fuck is this happening? How could my parents not have had some sort of contingency in place to cover this in the event that they weren’t around to tell me? There should’ve been a we just thought you should know, you’re a demon plan firmly in place! I mean, when were they going to fucking tell me? I was nineteen when they died, they had plenty of time to drop this bomb.

      I’m so pissed and hurt that I wish I could scream at them and demand they explain it all. But they’re not here, and that fact makes all of this even worse. Both of their images flicker back and forth in my mind as I try to figure out which of them is to blame for this. I quickly realize though that it doesn’t matter, they both fucked me over, and that hurts worst of all, because my parents are my fucking heroes. Or they were.

      I bend over, my hands on my knees, and try to pull enough oxygen into my lungs to chase away the black spots speckling my vision. Someone is rubbing my back, and I can hear other voices speaking to me, but I can’t focus on any of them right now.

      I’m a demon having a panic attack in Hell.

      I look up to find Crux looking at me, his green eyes filled with pity-laced concern.

      “Get me out of here,” I huff between labored breaths.

      “It’s okay, Delta, you’re safe here,” Iceman reassures me, but the dismissal of what I want pisses me off even more.

      “Get me the fuck out of here!” I scream, my panic jumpstarting a rush of rage.

      I have no idea how I even have enough air in my body to force that level of fury and terror out of me, but my voice slams against the stone walls around us and reverberates back to me.

      I can hear myself breaking in my own voice over and over again, but there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Warm tears drip down my cheeks, and I feel like if they don’t get me out of Hell’s Embrace right this second, I’m going to die.

      “What the fuck do we do?” someone growls.

      “Take her out!”

      “But—”

      “Take her the fuck OUT!”

      Suddenly, I feel a hook-like sensation in the middle of my stomach, and in the next hyperventilated breath, I’m yanked back. The world as I know it contracts and then explodes, and in a blink, I land hard on the cold stone floor of the mausoleum we started in—the non-Hell side.

      As soon as I have my feet steady beneath me, I scramble out of there and promptly empty the contents of my stomach in the bright green grass growing along the side of the building.

      Yep. Breakfast tastes just as bad coming up as it did going down. Fuck you, Grumpy Lurch.

      Someone tries to hold back my hair, but I bat them away as the dry heaves kick in. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”

      “Delta, let us help you. We know this can’t be easy.”

      “I told you she couldn’t handle it,” Jerif says with cruel arrogance, and that’s it.

      That’s the final straw.

      I round on him, not even caring that I just puked my guts up. “You know what? Fuck you!” I scream, pointing in his face. “I don’t need this shit. I don’t need to fucking help you with the Gate.”

      Iceman’s blue brows pull together in a frown as he steps forward. “Delta—”

      “No,” I say, cutting him off. “Ever since I first came here, my life has turned upside down. I’m pretty fucking easygoing. I’m used to shitty things happening to me, but this? I don’t have to do this,” I snap, looking at each one of them in turn. “I quit. I want nothing to do with you guys or Hell or the fucking Gate. It is not my problem.”

      “Pathetic,” Jerif snaps. “You take one look inside the very outer edge of Hell, and you’re bailing?”

      I swipe the back of my arm across my mouth, grimacing at the taste of bile still on my tongue. “Yeah, I’m bailing. Who the fuck wouldn’t? I have no stake in this. You four are the Gate Guardians. If you can’t stabilize the Gate, that’s your problem, not mine.”

      He gives off a humorless, harsh laugh and looks at the others while holding a hand out at me. “See? Unreliable. Weak. Scared.” He says each word harsher than the last, making me flinch at the disdain in them. “I don’t give a shit what Ring she’s from, a Diluted would be better than her.”

      His words are sharp pricks in my pride, just adding to the hurt and fear I already feel. “Fine!” I say, chest heaving. “Then go fucking find a Diluted.”

      “We can’t,” Crux says, intervening. “We’ve been trying to fill this position for a long time, Delta. Every time we get an Outer Ring or Diluted in here, they don’t last and we have to start all over. Our Gate isn’t stable. We’re barely holding it together as it is.”

      “Then find someone from the Inner Rings to help,” I reply.

      Echo laughs bitterly. “The last thing any Inner Ring would do is give up their life to become a Gate Guardian,” he tells me. “The only reason the four of us do it is because it’s our familial legacy—a vow that’s been passed down to us through the generations.”

      I dig my heels in, crossing my arms in front of me just to feel like I can close myself off from them. “If you’ve been doing it this long, then you shouldn’t need me.”

      “Unfortunately,” Iceman begins. “We do. Without a true Gatekeeper, this Gate has needed more and more power, and therefore Guardians, to come forward to try to stabilize it, but like Crux said, nobody lasts.”

      “Because they all die,” I point out. “I’m not fucking interested in dying, Iceman.”

      His blue eyes soften at my use of my nickname for him. “You won’t die. We believe you’re more powerful than that.”

      “But you don’t know for sure,” I argue.

      “Which is why we want to take you to Hell and see which Rings you have access to. Once you do that, we’ll know for sure,” he answers.

      I’m already shaking my head before he can even finish his sentence. Just the thought of being sucked back down there, where the air felt like it was crackling with electric otherness...the thought of being away from the Mortal Realm that I know...it’s enough to make me want to heave again.

      “No. I can’t,” I gasp.

      Echo curses under his breath, but Iceman nods, though I don’t miss the disappointment that flashes over his face. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” Crux turns to Iceman, bewildered. He runs a frustrated hand through his long blond hair. “You can’t actually be fine with just letting her walk away. She has a scythe! What if she’s an actual Gatekeeper?” he demands.

      “We’re not kidnappers,” Iceman replies coolly, repeating his earlier words. “It has to be Delta’s decision.”

      The vise-like grip that was banded around my stomach lessens slightly, and I nod at him in gratitude. “Thank you.”

      “What about the attacks?” Crux says, refusing to give up. “Since she’s not fucking blocked or whatever she used to be, the Outer Rings and Diluted will be able to sense her. More of them might attack her. She’s safer with us.”

      All of the tension returns, and my shoulders lock up. Iceman must sense that I’m about to dive into another panic attack, because he replies quickly. “We’ll figure it out, Delta. We won’t just leave you high and dry to be attacked. One of us will stand watch until I can find a way to reapply the block that was somehow on you before.”

      Jerif gapes. “Are you fucking serious?”

      Even Echo frowns. “Rafferty, we can barely hold the Gate as it is, and you want to stretch us even thinner by taking one of us out to watch her?”

      “Do you have a better idea?” Iceman snaps. “We can’t leave her unprotected.”

      “I’ll watch her,” Crux offers, though I know he’s disappointed, because his smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. Still, I know he’s trying to make a horribly awkward situation better, and despite my righteous anger, I do find myself feeling guilty.

      “We’ll take turns,” Iceman says. “In the meantime, we’ll ask around, see if anyone knows anything about the type of block Delta had and how we can put it back on her.”

      “Thank you,” I say to him again, and even though he nods, his eyes won’t meet mine.

      I feel a pang of regret. I know that bailing on them is shitty, but the alternative? That’s fucking worse, and I’m incapable of dealing with that. I’m just a twenty-eight-year-old girl from Sandpiper, with two dead parents and an unemployment file. I’m not cut out to be a demon Gate Guardian, no matter how much these demons want me to be.

      Crux opens his mouth to say something, but Jerif cuts him off. “Give it a rest, Crux. She’s not fucking cut out for it. Let her go home and hide. We’ll watch out for her even though she wouldn’t do the same for us. We’ll fucking handle the Gate.”

      “How?” Crux demands, tossing his hands up in exasperation.

      Jerif’s expression grows thunderous. “The same way we always fucking handle it!” he snarls before turning and stomping away into the mausoleum, his footsteps fading after a brief flare of light beyond the doorway that makes me squint.

      My throat works down a shaky swallow as I stare at the place Jerif just disappeared from. “I’d like to go home now,” I say, my voice rough and my eyes burning. I won’t cry in front of them, but I need to have a serious break down in the privacy of my bathtub with a bottle of wine.

      “I’ll take her,” Echo says with clear disappointment in his black eyes before turning on his heel and walking through the graveyard without waiting for me. I sigh and move to follow him, but Iceman stops me. “Wait,” he says, grabbing my arm. “Take this.”

      He hands me a card with a number on the back. “Call us if you change your mind.”

      I nod and take the card, shoving it into the pocket of the sweatpants. I glance at Crux and Iceman. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I couldn’t be what you needed,” I tell them. “Hopefully your next Help Wanted ad gets you someone better than me.”

      “Don’t think there is someone better than you, Delta, but thanks anyway,” Iceman tells me with a sad smile.

      Not knowing what to say to that, I turn and start walking away, following the shadowed silhouette of Echo far ahead.

      The guilt and aftershocks of the panic and fear that I felt weigh down my steps like a ball and chain around my ankle. But I meant what I said. I’m not cut out to be a demon. Maybe that’s why my parents lied to me for all of those years. They knew I wasn’t strong enough for this shit. I guess I should thank them instead of being pissed, but I can’t find the strength to turn away from my hurt feelings either. My life feels like a giant lie, and I’m not sure which of the new truths I learned are the worst.

      Guess I’m not as strong as I always thought I was.
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      The screen on my phone lights up, and I squint at the brightness and read the time. I set the phone back down on my side table and roll onto my back with a huff.

      Three a.m. and I still can’t fall asleep.

      This would make it day nine since Echo dropped me off at my front door and promptly disappeared into a shadow without a word. I spent the whole drive to my house trying to come up with something that would help him understand my choice, something that would keep him from looking at me like he was completely disappointed, but I came up with nothing.

      Now, try as I might, I can’t stop replaying everything in my mind over and over again. I don’t know if I’m punishing myself, trying to cement what happened into reality, or prove that I made the right choice. I feel like I’m losing my mind. I thought walking away would solve all my problems, but it didn’t. Because I don’t know if I’ll ever be the same. I definitely don’t feel the same anymore.

      I give up on trying to fall asleep, and get out of bed with a sigh. If tonight is like every other night, I’ll finally crash from exhaustion around eight in the morning. This new schedule is seriously going to fuck with my potential job prospects, but it’s not like there’s much sliding into my emails at the moment. Besides, there’s that little caveat of me still being afraid to leave the house. I don’t think Iceman has been able to find out much about blocking me so I can’t see demons anymore, because I haven’t heard anything. Not that any of them are really talking to me much.

      I pull back a curtain panel and look out the window into the streetlight lit night. I can’t help but wonder which one of the demons is out there tonight. I’ve only caught a hint of them once in a while. Everyone except for Crux stays outside though, and they tend to disappear as soon as I lay eyes on them.

      It’s a weird feeling, knowing that someone is out there watching me, but not being able to see them. I find it unnerving, even though I know the guys won’t hurt me or allow me to be hurt. If I’ve paid attention to their shifts correctly, then it should be Crux’s turn to watch me tonight. He’s the only one that will still openly talk to me. Even so, it’s just a generic how are you or what’s new, but that’s something at least.

      Last time he was on watch, he knocked on the door and helped himself to my couch and TV for an hour. We didn’t chat much, but I was grateful for the company anyway. I was kind of hoping it would become a thing. I’ve realized lately how much I don’t love being alone, but the fact that he hasn’t come in tonight makes me even more anxious than before. He’s probably sick and tired of babysitting me too.

      I let the curtain fall back and then head to my closet, ignoring the paint cans and brushes on the floor as I snatch a jacket from a hanger. Shrugging it on, I step into a pair of slippers before heading out and going into the living room. I left the lights on again, which I know is going to really suck for my electric bill, but I’m already in default and dangerously close to being disconnected anyway, so I might as well suck it dry while I can.

      Going to the front door, I undo the chain and the deadbolt and wrench it open before stepping out into the night. The air is misty and cold, biting through the sleeves of my jacket and sinking into my leggings. I walk down the path a few footsteps while looking around, hoping that Crux will show himself, but he doesn’t.

      “Crux?” My voice sounds way too loud on the dead street, the darkness somehow making my voice reverberate even louder.

      The haze of the streetlight across the road looks like an orange halo through the mist, offering the only light available to my eyes. I scan the shadows, but I don’t see the surfer demon anywhere. The back of my neck prickles, and chills sweep over my body at the inkling intuition that’s crawling over me like insects.

      I’m being watched.

      Holding the front of my jacket closed, I back away from my weed-ridden front lawn that’s speckled with dewdrops, the soles of my slippers scraping against the cement. I’m breathing fast but stilted, my inhales getting stuck in my chest with a rattle of unease.

      Just as I make it to the threshold of my door, I hear a noise like something heavy slamming against pavement. My heart leaps into my throat, and the noise is so loud I almost feel the impact vibrating through the ground.

      Cursing at my own stupidity for coming out here, I whirl around and grab my doorknob, but the damn door is stuck. The wood swells when there’s humidity, and the fact that my palms are slick with sweat isn’t helping me to grip and turn the knob properly.

      Hurried footsteps sound behind me, and my heart goes into overdrive. I’m so gripped with fear that I’m shaking all over. I risk a glance over my shoulder, spotting a silhouette heading right toward me from the street. Terror takes over.

      With all my might, I heave my shoulder into the door, once, twice, three times, and when I can feel the ominous presence behind me, I give the door one last shove with all my strength, and the swollen wood finally scrapes open, sending me hurtling forward.

      I fall inside, barely catching myself on the doorknob, and then spin around and shove the door shut as fast as I can, but I’m too late.

      A black boot slams between the door and the frame, immediately halting my movement. The body pushes the door open, and even though I do my best to keep it closed, I don’t stand a chance. A scream climbs out of my throat as the door is shoved open the rest of the way, but then a dark hand is covering my mouth and another arm bands around me, keeping me from falling back. I have to blink several times to realize that the person staring down at me isn’t a demon attacking me, but Jerif.

      My eyes widen for a split second before I shove away from him. “You fucking asshole!” I yell, seething.

      “Quiet,” he snaps impatiently, like this is my fault.

      He turns and closes the front door, locking it before pressing his hand against the wood. He murmurs a few unintelligible words, and a faint red glow emits from his fingers, like the way your skin looks when you hold a flashlight against it.

      “What are you doing?” I demand.

      “Adding another ward to your house,” he says before dropping his hand.

      “You fucking scared me to death,” I hiss. “You could’ve just told me it was you. I thought I was about to be murdered!”

      He turns on his heel, his lava-red hair swept back, the orange and yellow highlights looking warm despite the cold hate that seems to have settled in my house. “I had to be quiet,” he grits out, looking down at me with anger radiating in his fiery eyes.

      “Why?” I ask warily, noting for the first time that he has black splatters all over his dark jacket and jeans. I reach forward and swipe a finger against one of the drops, and my finger drags away stained red. My face goes pale. “What is this?”

      “Demon blood.”

      Swallowing hard, I turn around and hurry to the kitchen, feeling suddenly queasy. Rushing to the sink, I start scrubbing the putrid blood off my finger, cringing the whole time that I touched it. I scrub my hands again just for good measure, wanting to make sure I get rid of all traces of the oily residue.

      When I’m satisfied it’s actually gone, I dry my hands on the dishrag and turn around, keeping my palms braced on the countertop behind me as I look at Jerif. “What happened?” I ask, even though I don’t want to know.

      “Why do you care?”

      “Don’t be a dick, Jerif,” I tell him. “Are you saying that demons came to attack me tonight?”

      “Tonight. Last night. The night before, the night before that…” he trails off when the blood drains from my face.

      “Every night?” I whisper, shell-shocked. I hadn’t seen or heard a thing.

      “Just about. They prefer to attack at night, but we’ve dispatched a few during the day too. Mostly imps.”

      “Why?” I ask, running a hand through my tangled purple hair. “I don’t understand why they keep coming for me.”

      He gives me a look like I’m an idiot for asking. “You’re a powerful demon. They can sense you. If they’re able to kill you, then they can take in some of your power. If there’s one thing demons are hungry for, it’s more power. Nobody revels in being at the bottom of the pecking order.”

      My mouth drops open. “Nobody said anything about that!”

      “What difference would it have made?” he asks. “We’d still be right here in the same place we are now.”

      He’s right, but I don’t want to admit it. “What about Iceman—I mean, Rafferty? Has he found anything yet to get my block put back on? Then these demons wouldn’t be able to sense me anymore.”

      “If he’d found something, do you think we’d still be wasting our energy babysitting you every damn day?”

      I clench my teeth and press my fingers against my eyes, like they can somehow be a reset button to my life. I want to go back to when things were simple. Things still sucked, but at least it wasn’t to the level of demons are trying to kill me suckage.

      “Where’s Crux?” I ask, feeling exhausted as the earlier adrenaline that spiked through me outside drains away.

      I know I look just as bad as I feel, the heavy circles beneath my eyes giving me a battered appearance. My limbs are leaden and my brain foggy, but sleep is still an elusive bitch, and Jerif doesn’t look like he’s faring much better. Physically, he’s the same enigma he’s always been, pitch black skin and flickering flame eyes and hair, but the exhaustion wafting off of him is palpable.

      “That’s really none of your business,” Jerif growls, and I have to fight the urge to break his nose and then revel in the sight of him choking on his own blood.

      I blame my irritability on lack of sleep and definitely not the steady flow of demon blood in my veins. I glare at Jerif, but he’s too busy looking around at my house to notice.

      “Remind me again why you insist on staying here instead of on our property where you’d be more protected? This place is a dump,” he observes, and just like that, any goodwill I was feeling toward him for his protection tonight evaporates, and my stomach clenches with hurt. If my dad were alive to hear that...

      “Thanks for stopping by, Jerif. Don’t let the door bash your skull in on the way out,” I tell him with saccharine sweetness.

      He gives an unamused snort and levels me with a look that says tempting, but no dice. I pointedly ignore him and then turn, pulling a mug out of my cabinet. Maybe a nice warm cup of tea will help calm my violent urges. I purposely don’t offer Jerif one. I wouldn’t want him to get the wrong idea and actually think he’s welcome here or anything.

      “You know, if you knocked this wall out, you could double the footprint of your kitchen. No one needs a formal dining room anymore, and you’d have plenty of space for a decent sized breakfast nook.”

      I turn an incredulous look on Jerif. Is he serious?

      “Thank you, Tim the Toolman Taylor, for that unsolicited opinion. I’d just like to point out that you have a formal dining room in your house.”

      “Of course, because my house is a mansion, and mansions have formal dining rooms. But in this shack, the space needs to be allocated better.”

      Fuck’s sake, does he even know how condescending and insulting he’s being?

      “Is that your professional opinion based off of all your years in construction?” I snark.

      Jerif smiles at me, but it looks more like a taunt than an expression of amusement.

      “My cousin’s stepdad was a pretty prolific carpenter. I learned a thing or two,” he defends.

      I cross my arms. “Oh, really?” I challenge.

      “Yeah, you might have heard of him. His name is Joseph...you know, Jesus’s dad.”

      Fuck. Walked right into that one.

      I give Jerif my best come the fuck on stare, but he just meets my irritation head-on with a look of amused gotchya on his face. I immediately don’t believe him, but the more I stare into his flame-filled eyes, the more I wonder if he’s not actually pulling my leg. Just how old are these guys? The question is on the tip of my tongue, just ripe for the asking, but I swallow it down instead. Not my demons, not my problem. I’m trying to get as far from their world as I can, not dive curiosity-first into their life stories.

      “Well, regardless of what this house needs or not, you have to have money to do those things, and my account balance has a tight strangle hold on exactly two hundred and thirty-seven dollars right now,” I tell him. “So that would be just enough to cover putting a hole in the wall that offends you, just so long as I never eat again.”

      Jerif’s eyes fill with judgment. “You spent your pay that fast? He looks around, feigning even more bewilderment before his stare settles back on me and my ratty clothes. “Where did it go?”

      “Pay?” I ask, my judgmental tone matching his. “What pay are you talking about?”

      “Uh, your paycheck,” he intones, as if I’m slow to the uptake. “Perdition Estate paid you for the hours you worked. We also threw in the agreed hazard bonus for the attack and for your trip to Hell.”

      Eyes widening, I have my phone out of my pocket and my bank app loading in no time. I try to calculate exactly how much a hazard bonus might constitute. If I’m lucky, maybe around eight hundred, give or take? That seems fair. Elated relief surges through me...until my account balance loads.

      I stare at the screen, but my head does not comprehend what I’m seeing.

      “Well?” Jerif asks impatiently. “Did you get it?”

      “It says my balance...I got a deposit of twenty thousand dollars,” I tell him, showing him the screen like my words need evidence to back them up.

      His eyes scan the screen with a nod. “Like I said, there was the hazard pay added to your hourly rate.”

      Confusion morphs into outrage, and I slam my phone down on the counter at the same time that the microwave beeps at me happily, announcing it’s done a great job of heating up my tea water.

      “What the fuck, Jerif? If you assholes think you can buy me off, then you’ve got another thing coming,” I tell him evenly, my tone dripping with anger.

      “Excuse me? Buy you off?”

      “Twenty thousand dollars,” I yell at him, like that’s all the proof I need of their shady intentions.

      “We paid you exactly what the hazard rate was in the contract that you signed. We’re not doing this out of the kindness of our hearts, trust me. It’s what we agreed to as part of the job. Now, you may be unfamiliar with people actually following through on the things they commit to, but that’s how we operate,” Jerif snarls at me.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      He shrugs. “Exactly what I said. We committed to a certain rate of pay hourly and in the event that something hazardous happened. That’s exactly what we paid you for. Did you read anything that you signed?”

      He shakes his head like he’s utterly disappointed in me. I’m not going to lie, it stings.

      “You’re so quick to accuse us of tricking you, but if you bothered to read any of the paperwork the hiring agency gave you, you would have known exactly what you agreed to when you accepted the job,” he tells me.

      I open my mouth to argue with that and then promptly close it. Missy the receptionist had emailed me something that said copies of new hire paperwork, but I never bothered to open it. And now...twenty thousand damn dollars? With that kind of money, I won’t lose the house. I can pay my bills. I can slip out of the financial noose that’s been wrapped around my neck. Overwhelming relief surges in me, buoying the other emotions that come with it.

      “Well...no one ever reads the paperwork,” I lamely defend, but Jerif just rolls his eyes.

      “Pay you off,” he scoffs, repeating my earlier words. “We shouldn’t have to pay you off. You accepted a job, and you should see it through. You shouldn’t be paid for not staying true to your word.”

      “I never agreed to guard a damn Hellgate,” I grit out. “I agreed to be a boring, human cemetery security guard and nothing more! Maybe you should just outright ask people next time instead of assuming they have time to read one of the dozens of forms shoved under their noses for a signature and then promptly taken to be filed away. This is not my fault,” I say, completely frustrated.

      Jerif takes a step toward me, and he suddenly makes my small kitchen feel even tinier. “It’s not about fault, it’s about doing what needs to be done. It’s about things that are more important than our individual wants and needs. You’re being a coward and putting the rest of us at risk because of it. And that doesn’t even scratch the surface of the problems this realm will face if the Gate breaks beyond repair. How does none of that matter to you?” he demands, his face thunderous with blame.

      “You can’t put all of that shit on me,” I argue.

      “The fuck I can’t. Right now, you’re our best bet to solving this problem. If it were up to me, I’d chain you to the fucking Gate if that’s what needed to be done.”

      “Well, good fucking thing it’s not up to you then,” I snap as I walk past him, making a beeline through the living room to the front door.

      Jerif stalks after me, like he’s not going to let me get away that easily. I’m so pissed at him that I’m shaking. Yeah, it’s easy for him to pluck out parts of this situation and paint me with a selfish brush, but that’s bullshit. You can’t just say, Surprise, you’re a demon, and now we need all these things from your demony ass, and just expect shit to go your way.

      I get that they were willing to sacrifice everything for the Gate. I respect that. But how can they expect me to be willing to do the same thing? I just found out that their world exists, and now I’m supposed to just up and sacrifice my entire future for a cause that just got dropped in my lap?

      I didn’t sign up for Hell field trips or demon Gate shifts and all the other bullshit that comes with it. I don’t want to blow up my entire life and existence as I know it. People—aka pissy demons—should give me a fucking break. I know this is not what they want, but they can just join the fucking club. Welcome to life in the Mortal Realm, the place where things hardly ever work out the way that you want them to, and yet you still have to pay taxes on that shit anyway.

      My footsteps stomping with anger, I unlock the door and then yank it open. Well, I try to yank it open, but the fucker is stuck again. I pull the handle and put my foot against the frame for leverage. After one strong tug, the bastard opens, and miraculously, I keep from flying back.

      “Bye, Jerif. Feel free to ignore the urge to visit again if the fancy strikes you in the future. Let’s hope for both our sakes, it doesn’t.”

      He looks pissed as he bends forward, eyeing the sky through the open door. “I’m on babysitting duty for another couple of hours.”

      “Under the lamp post looks to be a cozy spot,” I retort.

      “I already dealt with one attack today,” he argues, not moving an inch. He crosses his arms in front of his muscular chest which is still covered in demon blood.

      I spot the scythe in my umbrella holder, and before I can think it through, I reach for it. I extend the weapon toward Jerif, fed up with his judgy presence in my house. “I want you to leave. Now.”

      Jerif shakes his head at me and glares at the scythe and then at me as he walks out the door. “You can’t run from the truth, Warrior Princess. This temper tantrum just further proves that you’re unworthy of such a sacred weapon.”

      “Fuck off. Pretty sure the weapon I’m currently holding disagrees with your assessment of things, or it wouldn’t have let me find it in the first place,” I reply as he walks out. “Stay safe and warm now, the night is fraught with assholes and bitterness,” I say with an unkind smile.

      He turns to look at me over his shoulder, but before he can open his stupid mouth again, I slam the door shut and lock the deadbolt and secure the chain. With a loaded exhale, I press my back to the door and slide down until my ass meets the floor. I feel like I just went twelve rounds with Holyfield, and as much as Jerif’s words and tactless delivery piss me off, I hate that they ring true to something inside of me.

      I stare at the scythe sitting in my lap as if it somehow has the answers. I want to ask it why me? Why now? But it’s a stick, and I’m not that crazy yet. Give me another nine days of this shitty sleep scenario, and who knows what I’ll be talking to at that point?

      After a few more grounding breaths, I get up and trade the scythe for the baseball bat in the umbrella stand. Maybe knocking a wall down with nothing but my rage and this Louisville Slugger will get me closer to the much-needed REM that I’m desperate for. And Jerif’s right. It will also double my kitchen space. Win-win.
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      Roughly six hours later, I’m sitting on top of my countertop, staring at the hole that used to be a wall. I’m wearing nothing but my old AC/DC sweatshirt and my underwear, and my hair’s thrown up on top of my head haphazardly. My kitchen is covered in enough powdery dust to set at least a thousand Instagram artist’s makeup.

      “Now, you want to make sure that your wall is not load-bearing before you knock it down,” Bob Builds-A-Lot says from the YouTube video streaming on my phone.

      “Way too late for that, Bob,” I tell him, eyeing the exposed studs I left on the ceiling. I’ll have to patch that. And fix the floor where the wall used to be, and fix the wall that used to connect to this one, and...a shit ton of other things that I mangled in the kitchen.

      Bob Builds-A-Lot keeps droning on and on about the proper way to do things, and nowhere in his spiel does he condone someone blaring rock music at four in the morning and taking a baseball bat to their wall over and over again until paint and drywall exploded all over the place.

      My house is a disaster, and I definitely shouldn’t have been so impulsive, but hey, it was a really good rage release. I just poured all of my anger and hurt and frustration and fear into every hit. At one point, I started kicking the wall too, which wasn’t too smart, considering I was barefoot and only had on leggings, but I was too caught up in the moment to stop myself.

      I wish I had, because I accidentally sent my whole leg through the wall, got stuck, and then skinned my knee like a bitch trying to wrench it out. Once I got unstuck, I peeled off my leggings—and had to toss them since I put a hole in them—and then bandaged myself up. You’d think that with a bloody knee, the rage haze would’ve cleared, but no.

      I blame my demon side.

      I took down the whole wall, and that’s when I spotted the cracked tile on the floor. So I took the baseball to that too. And once I started with one tile, I had to do more, because it’s not like I could just replace one tile. I wanted hardwood anyway. So I smashed it. It was a real if you give a mouse a cookie kind of situation, but in this case, if you give an angry demon a baseball bat would be more accurate.

      Once I smashed the floor tile up in the kitchen, I started staring at all the stained grout on my countertops, which is how I ended on top of my island, with a metal pick in hand and the remains of my frustration. The last of it is draining away, and now I’m just sitting here, soaking in the disaster that is my house. I’m also soaking in the drywall dust, because I think it’s embedded into my pores at this point.

      Bob Builds-A-Lot keeps talking, but I’m not listening to his experienced advice anymore. I’m just staring off into space, noting how the morning sunlight is trying to filter in past the edges of my curtains. Not today, happy sunshine. Not today.

      I feel bone-tired. Like all the way past my skin and through my muscles, right down to my marrow, tired. And not just because I’ve been hacking at my house for the past six hours like a crazy person, but because of my life. I couldn’t help but recap my entire twenty-eight years as I smashed and tore apart more of my existence.

      An only child to two awesome parents who were too good for their rebellious, snarky daughter. I hated school, got in too many fights to count, and then when the few friends I had graduated from high school, they went off to college where we lost touch, while I stayed here in Sandpiper and got a meaningless job for meaningless pay, and then one day, as fast as a snap of my fingers, my parents were dead. Gone. Just like that.

      The only two people I had in my entire life were buried in the ground, and I’ve been floating in space ever since with nothing to secure me. I hate to admit it to myself, but I’ve been stuck for nine years in a shitty life that I had no way to escape. And now this? Now I get tossed from a luke-warm frying pan into the acidic air of Hell? I just don’t understand how this can be real or how I’m supposed to play the hand that I was dealt.

      Somewhere in my foggy brain, I hear a low whistle, and I turn around to see Iceman standing in the middle of my house. His presence is so unexpected that I just stare at him for a moment. He doesn’t fit in the catastrophe that is my house—not with his pristine gray suit that accentuates his perfect navy blue hair and cool skin. Even with his curling horns and the slightly sinister arch of his brows, he’s a gorgeous being, and just the sight of him makes my stomach tighten.

      “How did you get in here?” I croak, my voice surprisingly sore. I guess it’s the physical manifestation of the rage-screaming I’ve been doing all morning.

      “I have my ways,” he says simply, his icy blue eyes sweeping over the chipped concrete and broken tiles that litter the floor.

      “Did you find a way to reapply the block?” I ask.

      “No,” he replies as his eyes come back up to me.

      I nod, picking at the bandage on my knee. I wasn’t really expecting anything else, but I’m surprised Iceman came here. I haven’t seen him since that night I left the graveyard.

      “I’m afraid that type of demonic skill is beyond the people I can ask. If I were to dig deeper, it would only make things worse. Right now, the four of us have been able to keep your existence between us and the few Outer Ringers who’ve seen or sensed you. But if Inner Rings know about you, it will...complicate things.”

      “Complicate things even more than they already are?” I ask.

      “Yes. They could report you. Lobby to force you to live in Hell permanently. Some would argue it’s where you belong.”

      “I belong here,” I snap, feeling the backs of my eyes burn. I pick up the metal pick and start working on the grout again, just to give myself something to do so that I can hide my face from Iceman’s perceptive gaze.

      From the corner of my eye, I watch as he stuffs his hands into his pockets and leans against the wall. “You want to tell me what happened in here?”

      “Jerif told me I should open up the wall because it would expand my kitchen’s feet,” I answer numbly, my aching hand screaming as I continue to hack away at the grout.

      He nods slowly, and even though he’s quiet, I know he’s taking in everything about me and cataloguing it. I know what this must look like. My house in tatters, I’m half-dressed and filthy, sitting exhausted on top of the countertop as I chip away at old grout. It’s an entire kettle of crazy tea that nobody wants to drink.

      “I’m surprised you listened to Jerif,” he finally says, a hint of amusement in his voice.

      “He was right,” I say, throwing my back into the movement to get a particularly stubborn piece of grout to come out. I grind my teeth and scrape harder, ignoring all the aches and pains I feel not only on the outside, but on the inside as well.

      “Well, I suppose it does open up the space,” Iceman says, but I shake my head.

      “Not about the wall. About the other stuff,” I explain. “Those things about me...he’s right. I am a selfish coward,” I admit, feeling the admission of my words like a lead weight falling into the pit of my stomach.

      I take a deep breath, trying to put to words all the jumbled thoughts I have spinning in my head.

      “But I don’t know what the fuck I’m supposed to do,” I grit out as I hack away at my countertop while my vision goes blurry with tears. “I mean, for fuck’s sake, I’m a twenty-eight-year-old woman with no family, no friends, and no job. I have no one. Nothing. And now all of a sudden, I’m supposed to guard a Gate to Hell?” I ask, emotion leaking out of my tear ducts like the first signs of a cracked dam. “I can’t do that, Rafferty...but I can’t do this either,” I say, waving around at the disaster that is my life before dropping my hands again and scraping the grout harder.

      My shoulders start to shake not just from exertion, but from a sob. “I can’t live the way I’ve been living, with nothing, just an empty life. But the thought of doing something so important like help with a Hellgate...I can’t do that either,” I confess, swiping my cheeks against my shoulder and hating myself for breaking down like this in front of Iceman. I mean, out of all of them, he’s the most put-together and commanding. He must think I’m pathetic.

      I don’t hear him move, but suddenly he’s next to me, his blue hand over mine, stopping me from hacking at the grout. “Let go, Delta,” he rumbles quietly, and I find myself looking up at him as he gently pries the tool out of my hands. I hear him set it down, and then he picks me up like I weigh nothing, carrying me with one arm braced beneath my knees and the other behind my back. I don’t even struggle or ask him to put me down. I just melt against his chest, because I’m so damn weary, heart and soul.

      His shiny black shoes crunch over the shattered, uneven flooring, and then he’s heading out of the kitchen and living room, down the hallway, and into my bedroom. I’m too emotionally overstrung to be embarrassed about the piles of dirty laundry in the corner of the room as he gently sets me on the bed.

      I curl over on my side and tuck my knees against my chest as he sits down on the edge of my bed, handing me a box of tissues from my side table. I gratefully take it, wiping up the tears as my eyes stay trained on my legs.

      “Look at me, Delta,” he says, and I can’t help but do as he says. “I know this is a lot to put on your plate. But if you choose to do this with us, then I can promise you one thing—you won’t be alone. Your life won’t be empty. I believe you were led to us because this is your calling. That scythe came to you,” he says, his hand gently resting on my unharmed knee. “It wouldn’t have chosen you without a reason.”

      “But this is your fight. Not mine,” I argue, shaking my head. “I have nothing to do with demons. Before I met you guys, none of this even existed.”

      He purses his lips thoughtfully. “You keep saying it’s not your fight, and I can understand how it could feel that way, but it is. It just may be hard to see how you can fit into all of this right now. It’s a lot to take on even if you’ve known about our world your whole life. But, Delta, if you’d allow it, I’d like the chance to show you what I mean. I think it could be good for you to see other perspectives. It might help you understand more.”

      I watch him for a few moments, my mind like a seesaw as I consider his words. “I don’t know…” I say hesitantly.

      “Please,” he replies, and that one word stops me, because even though I’ve heard it thousands of times, I have a feeling Iceman isn’t used to saying it, and he wouldn’t have unless this was really important.

      I study him, taking in the pleading light in his eyes. I know he’s not trying to push me. He’s made it clear that whatever I decide, he’s going to respect it, even if he doesn’t agree. He’s just asking me to listen, to learn more, to try and understand.

      “Okay,” I hear myself accede.

      He smiles softly, showing just a hint of his bright white teeth. “Good. Now rest, Delta. You need to sleep. I’ll watch over you.”

      Feeling like his words just added to the exhaustion already settling on me, I find myself turning over and sliding down until my body is fully reclined on the bed.

      Iceman gets up and pulls the covers over me, but when he turns to walk away, my hand shoots out, and I grip his arm. “Could you stay? Please?” I ask, because even though it feels pathetic, I know that I won’t be able to sleep if he leaves.

      He hesitates, but when I bite my bottom lip, he relents. “Alright,” he says quietly, and I instantly relax.

      I watch him through a heavy-lidded gaze as he shrugs out of his suit jacket and dress shirt, hanging both over the top of my dresser, leaving him in a plain white cotton T-shirt. He toes his shoes off, setting them neatly against the wall, and then comes around the bed and lies down.

      It takes all of two seconds before I turn to face him, and just his nearness makes me feel so much better. “Thank you,” I whisper, feeling the first ounce of relief I’ve had since I found out about the Gate. Iceman is gentle and kind, and I’ve never had someone just stay beside me like this before. Not since my parents died.

      “You’re welcome, Maverick,” he says softly.

      My eyes close, a yawn cracking through my jaw as I settle into my pillow, sleep already dragging me under.

      I sleep better beside a demon I just met than I ever have alone with myself. And that, right there, tells me a lot.
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        * * *

      

      I watch Iceman move around my tiny kitchen like he’s a panther hunting prey. His movements are so fluid and predatory. Just grabbing a pan from a cupboard is packed with raw power, and it’s impossible not to watch his every move without being completely mesmerized by it. When I woke up this morning, I discovered two things: Iceman wasn’t lying with me anymore, and I had passed out for over twenty hours.

      I was grateful that he had decided to give me space this morning. I don’t usually break open and leak vulnerability everywhere like I did yesterday, and I’m not quite sure how to navigate the aftermath of it all. I spent the entirety of my shower coming up with ways I could brush off everything that happened the morning before, but there’s just no wrestling my demons back inside of me. They’re out now, staring me in the face, demanding I do something about them, and for some reason, I feel relieved about that.

      I dried my hair and got dressed feeling lighter than I have in a long time. Then I walked out into what I expected to be pure mayhem in my kitchen, to find all the brokenness and sharp edges were cleaned up and what’s been left in the wake of the mess is still a rough situation, but it’s a hopeful rough situation now. With all the broken pieces of cabinet, counter, floor, and wall, along with the layers of dust gone, it’s easy to see the potential and not just the damage.

      “I’m making eggs,” Iceman calls out, his back still to me. “It was either that or unsweetened oatmeal. Who doesn’t have sugar in their house?” he asks with amusement, and his whole body starts to move in this appealing way as he whips the eggs together before pouring them into a warm buttered pan. He’s dressed in his pristine suit once more, whereas I’ve donned a pair of jeans and a purple T-shirt that matches my hair.

      “I keep forgetting to buy it,” I confess as I wander toward a section of my kitchen that’s now counterless and lean against the cabinet that’s still there. “I have honey,” I offer instead, but he just keeps going about his work like I didn’t say anything. “Uh, thank you for cleaning up. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “It was nothing. The others helped,” he tells me, his spatula moving the liquid eggs around the pan.

      I try not to cringe at the thought of the others being in my house and seeing the physical manifestation of my breakdown. I know the next time I see Jerif will be a hell of a lot more awkward.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks, his strong back still to me. He’s good at this whole prying without making it feel like prying thing, which I appreciate.

      “Good,” I admit, actually meaning it. “I really needed the sleep, and I also really needed to come to terms with this whole demon situation.”

      “Feel any differently than you did when we last talked?” he asks me casually, but there’s a hint of something in his tone that makes me pause. I think he’s nervous, which is crazy to me, but it shows me how much he cares about what I decide.

      “No, I meant what I said. I was being selfish, and I don’t want to be anymore. I’m still not sure exactly what part I play in all of this and what it means for me, but you said you’d help with that right?” I ask him.

      “I did, and I will,” he tells me, shooting me a stunning smile as he turns and hands me a plate of scrambled eggs. “If you’re up for it, we’d like to show you some things today that might help you see just how important and needed you are.”

      I nod tentatively and give him a small smile before I pick up the fork and shove a bite of eggs into my mouth. They melt on my tongue like butter, and one chew coaxes out an appreciative moan. Iceman’s smile goes from kind to pleased, and his gaze flickers from my eyes to my lips.

      I point at the plate with my fork. “Damn, those are good,” I confess, like the sex noises I’m making weren’t a dead giveaway.

      “I’m glad you like them,” he declares, a glint of naughty satisfaction in his rich blue eyes.

      “How’d you make them so good?” I shovel in another delicious bite, my stomach doing a happy clap.

      “I think extra dirty thoughts as I whisk and season. It always gives them such a sinfully good taste,” he tells me seriously, watching intently as I swallow another bite down.

      Holy shit. Talk about a new twist on the made with love theory. I swallow hard, feeling butterflies circle around in my stomach.

      “Are you for real?” I finally ask, unable to curb my curiosity. Was he thinking about me when he made these?

      Whoa, Delta, he agreed to show you why you should consider guarding the Hellgate, not what his cock looks like as it slides slowly into your vagina. Get a grip.

      Iceman dazzles me with a heartbreaking smile, his eyes boring into me like he can read my thoughts as he leans in from across the counter. My breath hitches, and I’m not sure what I want him to do next. Kiss me with his blue lips? Feed me more dirty-thought-laced food?

      “No. I just add fresh cream and a little swiss cheese. That’s what makes them so fluffy and flavorful.”

      My brain skips right past the fact that I didn’t have either of those things in my fridge, and settles instead on his full lips and their proximity to mine. His lips are blue, a slightly deeper shade than his skin, and all I can think about right now is leaning forward and claiming his mouth. I wonder if he’s as good at orgasms as he is at eggs?

      I shake that thought away and take a massive bite of my food, mostly to give my mouth something to do other than kiss demons and get my ass into more hot water than I can doggy paddle in right now. Fuck. One vulnerable moment, and I’m becoming that girl. You know, the one who starts reading into every kind action like it’s a declaration of interest. The one who has a million ridiculous crushes on people who barely even know she exists. If I keep this moony shit up, I’ll start building shrines and keeping every insignificant thing my crush touches.

      I roll my eyes at myself. I’m just horny, that’s all this is. After Iceman leaves, I’ll bust out my favorite toy and spend some time taking the edge off. Maybe then my brain can crawl back up from my clit, and I can handle shit like a grown ass woman instead of some lovesick Seventeen magazine reading teenager. I have serious demonic shit to figure out, and none of it includes testing anyone’s orgasm-giving abilities or sampling what their tongues taste like.

      As if sensing that I’ve mentally pulled away, Iceman leans back, allowing oxygen to once again flood my brain and activate my good sense. I can’t help but notice the flicker of disappointment flash over his eyes. “When you’re done, we want to take you to meet a friend of ours. He had a similar not my problem take on guarding his Gate, and we thought it might be helpful for you two to chat.”

      “His Gate?” I ask, confused. “There’s more than one Gate to Hell?”

      “Oh yes, there are three in the continental US alone. Even more throughout the rest of the world, but don’t worry, we’re just responsible for this one. It just happens to be the most unstable one at the moment.”

      I let that information steep for a moment, not sure how it all works, but I suppose I’m about to get a crash course in all of it. I try to swallow back the surging doubt that slams into me, declaring that I’m not ready for this. That knee-jerk reaction isn’t wrong, but who is ready for any major life-altering changes when they move through your life like a wrecking ball? It’s like my kitchen last night—it’s easy to get overwhelmed and only see the disaster that it was, but with a little help and effort, you can uncover the possibility beneath the rubble. I need to focus on that now.

      I take my last bite and put my plate in the sink. “Okay, let’s do this,” I announce with more confidence than I feel.

      Iceman smiles warmly and offers me his hand. I hesitate for a moment before taking it. “Just remember, Maverick, from here on out, we got you,” he promises.

      I try not to let his words coax out too much emotion, but for a couple of seconds, it’s a battle. He pulls me into the living room, and I can’t help but love the feeling of his cold palm against mine. It’s not cold like ice, but cold like a brisk breeze that’s both invigorating and refreshing. I find myself rubbing my thumb against the back of his hand, and I blush when I realize what I’m doing.

      Iceman turns to me. “Ready?” he asks, and I can tell that he really wants to make sure that I’m okay with this.

      My eyes move away from his earnest gaze, and I double check everything that’s inside of me, clearing away any lingering hesitancy and doubt. My gaze lands on the scythe that’s still nestled together with my umbrella and my recently returned bat that looks pretty damn mangled. I pull my hand out of Iceman’s cool blue grasp and walk over and pluck the Hell weapon from the holder.

      “I am now,” I tell him, and with that, he grabs my hand once more.

      Abruptly, my living room dissolves around me, and with a pop, my world explodes into sunshine and color.
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      “What the fuck?” I shriek as my cozy house in Sandpiper disappears.

      I’m no longer in the safety of my home. Instead, I’m surrounded by knee high grass, funnel-shaped trees stretching high above me, the smell of swamp, oppressive heat, and blindingly bright sunlight.

      I shield my eyes, lean against my scythe, and do my best to convince the eggs I just ate to stay in my stomach instead of making a surprise reappearance. “What the hell was that, Rafferty?” I ask, dropping his real name to let him know that was not cool.

      “I just shifted us here,” the blue demon explains matter-of-factly, like it’s no biggie that he just up and popped us into existence somewhere else.

      I brace the scythe and my hands on my knees, taking in deep gulps of air. “I thought you were just gonna drive us somewhere or something!” I say as I straighten up and look around. I have no idea where we are. “You could warn a girl first,” I scold, the words losing some of my ire as I take in everything around us and try not to admire what he just did.

      I wonder if I could learn to do that. I wouldn’t need to buy another moped if I could master this little demon trick. No more traffic jams. I could just click my demonic heels together and appear where I needed to be. I’m about to open my mouth to ask if that’s something all demons can do when the air around us crackles slightly, and then out of nowhere, Crux, Echo, and Jerif pop into place around us.

      I stagger back at their sudden appearance, bumping into Iceman’s arm. “Hey, Delta,” Crux greets with a boyish grin that lights up his whole face. I know he’s a demon, but right now I’m getting serious excited puppy vibes. It’s kind of adorable.

      Echo rolls his black eyes and then glances over at me. “Crux has been pouting for ages about you quitting. But now that you’ve agreed to check out the other Gates, he’s all smiles,” he says dryly, earning a smack on the arm from his surfer-demon counterpart.

      “Well, I figured it’s something I should do,” I say awkwardly, not yet brave enough to look over at Jerif.

      “We’re glad,” Echo tells me, and I give him a small smile as he tugs on the collar of his black shirt.

      Out of all of them, he looks the most uncomfortable out here in the sweltering sun, his pale skin looking decidedly angry about being away from his shadows.

      “So...where exactly are we?”

      “Okefenokee Swamp,” Iceman replies.

      “Oh-key fuck who-key?” I ask, making Crux snicker and hold up a fist for me to bump.

      Echo gives me a droll look. “What, never heard of it? It’s only one of the Seven Natural Wonders of Georgia.”

      “I must’ve ignored that geography lesson just like I ignored...well, pretty much every school lesson,” I say dryly.

      “Come on,” Iceman says as he begins to move through the grass. “This way.”

      The sound of cicadas engulfs the air as thick as hail, the noise pelting my eardrums. The four of us follow behind Iceman as he leads the way, and in just a few yards, we make it to the edge of the swamp water, the warm, moist air becoming even more overbearing.

      Right there waiting for us is a boat that resembles a bobbing tin can lid. And on that boat is a...thing. I’m not sure how else to describe it. It has long stringy hair that looks like the grass we just walked through, and a body shape that most closely resembles a soda bottle. Its skin texture seems to match the sludge at the bottom of the swamp, like if I touched its face, I could move it around and build a sludge-castle.

      “Imp,” Crux says into my ear, as if he knew the question was on the tip of my tongue. “She works for us.”

      “That’s a she?” I whisper back.

      Crux blinks at the creature in the metal boat and cocks his head. “Huh. Actually, I’m not sure, now that you ask.”

      Shaking my head with a smile, I watch as Iceman approaches the imp. They talk back and forth in that guttural demonic language of theirs, and then Iceman steps into the boat, followed closely by Jerif and Echo.

      “Ready?” Crux asks.

      I eye the bobbing boat as it pitches from side to side, and I frown. “Um, actually—”

      He doesn’t let me finish my hesitant sentence and, instead, just starts tugging me toward the boat. A boat which is completely flat bottomed, without any sides, and has a huge fan at the back to propel it forward. “Uh, what kind of boat is this?” I ask nervously.

      “An airboat,” Crux answers.

      “Someone forgot to install sides,” I hiss as he continues to drag me forward. “I don’t think we’re supposed to ride in a boat without any sides. This is just a questionable raft. Are you sure it can hold all of us? I mean, no offense, but you guys look heavy.”

      Crux just chuckles, like I’ve said a joke, but when I feel the ground grow spongy, I dig in my heels. The surfer demon doesn’t even falter. He just grips both of my arms, picking me up straight off the ground. He easily steps into the boat while holding me up, and I squeal a bit when it sways as our weight is added to it.

      He plops me down next to him, but I quickly scramble away to sit in the tiny middle bench seat to better distribute the weight. I plant the scythe down in front of me like it’s a steadying mast and hold onto it for dear life. The last thing I want is to go tipping over. Also, the middle seat seems the safest in case an alligator comes along to check out a boat with no fucking sides! I mean, we’re practically floating dinner, for fuck’s sake. The guys can deal with that, because no thank you. Those things are just dinosaurs with anger issues, and I don’t want anything to do with them.

      “For real, why doesn’t this boat have sides?” I ask the four demons around me, feeling indignant that I’m the only one who seems worried about this.

      Iceman takes one look at me and tilts his head. “Um, Maverick, I think it might be best if someone else holds onto your Hell weapon for a bit. I’m a little worried your anxiety is going to get someone stabbed.”

      I look from Iceman’s concerned gaze to the white-knuckled hold I have on the black wood and metal stick. Shit. Maybe he’s right. I shakily hand it over, grabbing onto the bench beneath my ass when the boat bobs again.

      “It’s fine, Delta,” Iceman assures me, like those words alone will stem the freak out I’m currently having. He sits down and holds the Hell weapon at his side like he really doesn’t want to touch it at all.

      The imp does something behind me, and then the huge fan turns on, the motor instantly drowning out the loud ass cicadas.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, my voice pitched high so that I can be heard over the fan. Whatever answer I was going to get is cut off as the imp guns the engine and we start fucking flying down the water.

      Completely unprepared for the speed, my body tips forward, and I land head-first in Jerif’s crotch. I would be embarrassed, but I’m too worried about falling into the alligator-infested waters, so when the boat suddenly turns in a fucking ninety-degree angle—I swear, this imp is trying throw one of us out—I just scream and then let myself fall to the floor of the metal boat and grab hold of Jerif’s leg like I’m a tree hugger straddling a redwood. I am not letting his leg go for anything.

      Jerif’s fiery eyes blink down at me where I’m clinging to his calf, my hair flying all around me as we speed through the swamp. “Yeah, I know we had a fight,” I snap at him. “But I am not fucking letting go right now, so just deal with it.”

      He rolls his eyes, but luckily, my death-grip must deter him from objecting, because he just leaves me be.

      “Who knew she’d be afraid of boats,” Echo says conversationally.

      “It doesn’t have any sides!” I snap, making him and Crux chuckle.

      I swear, all four of them have model hair right now, as the wind blows their strands back from their faces like they’re doing a photoshoot. Mine, on the other hand, is tangling all up in my fucking face, some of it somehow snagging between my teeth like floss.

      “Would you like to sit beside me?” Iceman offers, patting the metal bench to his right.

      “Nope. Gonna keep holding onto Hot Lava. Because if I go overboard, I won’t feel all that bad about taking him with me.”

      Jerif snorts, but otherwise doesn’t reply.

      I’m not sure how long the boat ride lasts, but by the time it slows to a stop and I can shove the hair out of my face—and teeth—my fingers are sore from my clawed raptor-hold on Jerif, and I have no doubt that I’ve left very deep fingernail indentations into his smooth black leg.

      Standing up, I don’t wait for any of the demons. I practically jump out of the metal raft, landing on a dilapidated wooden dock that has so much green moss growing on it that I can barely see the wood.

      The guys disembark behind me, and I look around, noting the sagging wooden building several hundred feet away. There are more docks up and down the swamp with boats parked, and I can hear banjo music coming out of the building that has a tiny neon sign over the door that reads Hairy Dog Tavern.

      “What are we doing at a hillbilly bar?” I ask, my brows pulling together in a frown.

      “One of the Hellgates is here,” Iceman replies as he hands me back my scythe and smooths his suit jacket over himself. I don’t know how the hell he looks so good or how he’s not dying from being overheated. I’m already sweating balls out here, and I’ve only been out of the boat-made wind for about sixty seconds. The underarms of my purple shirt are damp with circles, and I can feel how clammy my skin is.

      “Why aren’t you guys sweating?” I ask, my tone accusatory. I point at Crux. “Crux is the only one who is.”

      “Hey, I’m not sweating, I’m glistening,” Crux retorts before running a hand through his damp sideburns and sweeping back his blond hair.

      “Yeah, but the rest of them aren’t even glistening,” I reply. “It feels like Satan’s asshole out here after he’s had fiery diarrhea. What the fuck?”

      Echo tips his head back and laughs, and my attention is immediately drawn to the fact that the tattoos usually wrapped around his arms have moved—again—and they seem to be stretched into long and widening shadows that are currently protecting him from the oppressive sun.

      “I can shade myself,” he answers. “Hot Lava over here doesn’t feel hot, because his blood legitimately runs as hot as lava. And Rafferty, your proclaimed Iceman, doesn’t get hot. He always runs ice-cold. Crux is more susceptible to the Mortal Realm’s elements because he’s a Trēs demon.”

      I let all of that soak in. Iceman always runs ice-cold? Huh, guess I was wrong in thinking he chose that call sign because he was a Val Kilmer fan. It makes sense though, when I remember how he wrapped around me during my overheated freak out at the mansion. “Well, why don’t I get any handy no-sweating demon tricks?” I ask, picking my hair up off the back of my neck to fan it.

      “Not sure, but you look cute with your cheeks all flushed and your brow beaded with sweat like you’ve just gotten fucked for two hours straight and you’re still boiling with lust,” Crux says casually, elbowing me slightly with his tanned, muscled arm.

      I choke on air, and my eyes widen, while my stomach tightens. A salacious smile sneaks across Crux’s face, and my vagina really likes the things that smile is doing for us. My coughing fit ends, and I try and fail to think of a witty comeback.

      “Wow, that was quite the visual,” is all I manage to come up with.

      To keep from slapping a hand to my forehead like I want to, I braid my hair over my shoulder instead. I should really remember to bring extra hair ties. Maybe I can wrap a couple around this scythe thing, since it seems to be my destiny to have it with me. I make a mental note to do just that the next chance I get.

      “Yep. It’s just one of the many delicious thoughts I have going on up here,” Crux replies, pointing to his temple and sucking me back into the dirty talk.

      I snort, doing my best to pretend like I’m not flattered or flustered by his words as the thoughts crash through my mind. I shove them away for review at a later, more private time, as Iceman starts to lead the way down the dock and toward the bar. The five of us walk single file on a pathway that’s made of smashed beer cans shoved into concrete. When we make it to the building and past the swinging doors of the bar, I see immediately that there’s a lot of what the fuck going on in here.

      I stop in my tracks, taking in the large room. My eyes don’t really pay attention to the bar that seems to be made up of old wine barrels, or the banjo player who’s sitting on top of one of the tables in the middle of a fiery ring, or even at the dozens of demons that are inside showing off their horns, tails, wings, and fangs. Instead, my eyes are glued on the white canines that seem to have been glued to every inch of the ceiling.

      “Are those…”

      “Alligator teeth? Yep,” Echo replies before stuffing his hands in his pockets as his black eyes seem to soak in the shadows of the room.

      I drag my glance away from the toothy ceiling and look around, the stench of alcohol overwhelming. At least there’s A/C in here. I feel gloriously cool air blowing around me, despite the flames in the center of the space. “What is this place?”

      “Demon bar,” Crux tells me as we start following Iceman, who’s moving toward a table near the back. When we walk by one of the tables, a demon with four arms reaches out and slaps me on the ass with two of his hands, one right after the other.

      “Keep your hands to yourself, fucker!” I say, my mouth popping off before my brain can warn me away from telling off the scary demon who could definitely kick my ass.

      “You smell real nice,” he drawls before reaching forward to snag my arm.

      I don’t even have time to wrench away or smash this prick in the head with my scythe like I want to before Iceman is there, standing between us. “She’s with us.”

      I peer over his arm and see the demon blanche. “Rafferty, that you?”

      Iceman nods tersely, and the demon whistles, revealing a mouth with a row of sharp black teeth. “Sorry, didn’t know she was yours. I won’t touch her.”

      “Good.”

      Iceman turns to me and places his hand on the middle of my back, steering me away. I know I shouldn’t preen at the protective and possessive gesture he just displayed, but I can’t help it.

      When we get to the empty table, he pulls out a chair for me to sit in. I slide into the wooden seat and lean my walking stick from Hell against the table, while he and Crux take the chairs on either side of me. Echo and Jerif sit across from us, and a barmaid immediately comes over.

      This one is definitely an imp too, but her sins must not have been too terrible, because she’s not as grotesque looking as our boat driver. She has four eyes, sure, but she also is still rocking some pretty nice cleavage, which is probably how she nabbed this job.

      “What’ll it be tonight?” she asks, paper poised in her hand to take our order. “We got blood of the damned on tap, and some fresh brewed demon spirits.”

      “Demon spirits will be fine, thank you,” Iceman says with a polite smile stretching across his blue face.

      “Coming right up,” she says with a grin that I think is aiming for sultry. Iceman ignores her completely though, which for some reason, pleases me immensely.

      Once she walks away, I can’t help but let my eyes drag over to the banjo player on top of the table. His face looks exactly like the white and light gray marble countertops I added to my Dream Kitchen Pinterest board. His skin is completely smooth, the veins of light gray running all along the visible parts of him, and it makes me want to trail my fingers down his body to see what he feels like. I never thought I’d be attracted to a marbleized demon, but damn, he’s hot. Jet black hair, faded jeans, and he’s playing that banjo with bunching muscles. The sound makes me want to shove screwdrivers in my ears, but the sight is almost worth the tune.

      “You’re staring.”

      Embarrassed at getting caught, I look over at Crux who has his green eyes narrowed on me. “What?” I ask defensively. “He just looks different.”

      “You were checking him out.”

      “I was not,” I argue, looking around at the others. Jerif is scowling at me—that’s nothing new—but so are Echo and Iceman. “Geez, lighten up. I was just curious, that’s all.”

      “It would be best if you didn’t let your eyes linger,” Iceman tells me. “Everyone in here is very dangerous, and you don’t want to give them a reason to become curious about you.”

      Swallowing, I nod. “Okay, warning received loud and clear...over,” I add, because I don’t love the feeling of Iceman scowling at me. Luckily, our radio humor gets the reaction from him that I was hoping for. His lips twitch slightly, the scowl gone as he shakes his head and looks around, trying not to break into a full smile. I grin into my lap.

      The barmaid stops by again, dropping off a wooden pitcher and five cups shaped like hourglasses. The guys pour themselves a drink, and when Iceman offers one to me, I shrug and try to drink it again, only to nearly spit it out on the table. “Fucking hell, it’s worse than before,” I cringe, wishing there was something I could shove into my mouth to take the taste of paint thinner and rotten chicken away. “That is awful stuff. How can you drink that?”

      “Tastes good,” Echo says before setting the cup down in front of him and leaning forward. “But I bet something else would taste much, much better.”

      I frown at him. “Like...hot wings?” I ask, wondering if this place has bar food.

      All three of them chuckle, and I even get a snort from Jerif.

      “Not hot wings,” Echo answers, and then his eyes are trailing over me in that way that guys only ever look at you when they’re picturing you naked and bent over in front of them.

      “Oh,” I say, suddenly feeling nearly as hot as I did when we were outside.

      Echo’s black eyes glitter in amusement, and I squirm in my seat, because now I’m thinking about being bent over in front of him, and honestly, I bet he could blow my mind.

      What is going on? Was my previous horniness contagious or something?

      “Oh come on, Jeter,” Crux says, tossing an arm over my shoulders. “Don’t fall for a line like that. Echo might talk a big game, but I guarantee you, I can give you more orgasms.”

      My brain stutters, like my mental tongue is getting stuck on the word orgasms, unable to get the damn thing out. “What?”

      “I’m just throwing my hat in the Hell Ring,” Crux replies easily. “You don’t have to settle for Echo.”

      Instead of getting pissed, Echo snorts. “Don’t listen to him, Delta. Crux has a short attention span. He gets distracted halfway through and tends to fall asleep after just one round.”

      “Fuck off,” Crux grumbles, and I suddenly feel like I’m in some weird sex tug-of-war.

      “Hold up,” I say, shrugging Crux’s arm off me. “Who said I wanted to fuck either of you?” I demand.

      “You did,” Echo and Crux both answer at the same time.

      My mouth drops. “I most definitely did not!” I mean, not out loud, anyway.

      “We can sense arousal,” Echo says smoothly before taking another drink.

      I narrow my eyes. “You’re lying.”

      “Nope,” he says, a smirk crawling up the side of his lips.

      I blink, feeling a flush spread up my chest. I have no idea if they’re fucking with me or not, but the thought that they can sense when I’ve been clit-conscious is a little horrifying...and intriguing. Can I do that too?

      I try to take another swig of my drink, just because I suddenly feel the need to get a little looser and a lot more exploratory, but no. God no. The taste just keeps getting worse. “Ugh,” I grimace, shoving the cup away.

      “So you don’t deny it,” Crux says, eyes glittering. “You do want to fuck us.”

      I open my mouth, only for Echo to cut me off. “Don’t lie. We’re demons. We can sense that too.”

      Well, fuck. Is this the demon spirits talking? Are they lightweights? They each had a couple sips, but I wouldn’t think it was enough to encourage randy, blunt, sex talk. I look at each of them in turn not quite sure what to make of this conversation. Has my agreeing to talk to someone about the Hellgate opened up this can of worms? Do I really care?

      I swallow hard, noting that all four demons are hyper-focused on me. Part of me wants to flip them the finger and tell them to fuck off, but what the hell? I’m not shy about sex.

      “Fine, I’m attracted to you,” I admit, thankful that my voice is steady and that I don’t sound like a nervous teenager. “But I don’t fuck anyone with strings,” I tell them honestly.

      Echo tilts his head. “What does that mean?”

      I shrug and fidget with the crack in the wooden table top. “I’m not good at relationships or messy hookups. I’m a have sex and X kind of girl. We have sex, I X you off the list.”

      Crux’s hand slaps on the table. “I volunteer to be the first one X’ed off.”

      A surprised bubble of laughter emits from my throat. “You’re ridiculous.”

      He shrugs, not at all concerned. “I still volunteer.”

      I shake my head at him, but I can’t help the part of me that’s intrigued. I’m not going to lie, I’m dying to know what sex would be like with a demon. If the pictures I saw at Perdition Estate are anything to go by, then I’m in for a serious ride.

      But as much as my interest is piqued, I might be better off playing with someone like banjo boy over there instead of someone I could potentially be working with. I know I can keep things light and easy after getting all carnal, but Crux still has those excited puppy vibes, and I’m just not sure if he can.

      Well, damn, Delta. You agree to consider guarding one Hellgate and suddenly you want to let your demon freak flag fly. I side-eye myself for a second. Maybe I’m the lightweight. I mean, I stand by what I’m saying, but I just can’t figure out why I’m confessing to it now.

      Crux looks across at Echo with a satisfied grin as he leans back in his chair. “She’s definitely going to pick me over you.”

      Echo rolls his eyes. “Yeah, we’ll see.”

      My heart stumbles over itself, and I look between the two demons, noting that they just started some sort of sex contest in regards to me and feeling oddly excited about it.

      “She’s barely agreed to think about the Gate. We don’t need you two fiddle dicks making things more complicated,” Jerif says with a sigh, tipping his cup back to drain the last of his drink. “Stop thinking with your cocks, will you?”

      “Impossible,” Crux replies. “My cock always has the best ideas.”

      I choke out a laugh while Echo nods. “Sadly, that’s probably true.”

      Iceman shakes his head, but I don’t miss the amusement in his blue eyes. “Focus. Flint seems to be finishing up.”

      “Who’s Flint?” I ask.

      “The demon you were ogling,” Echo replies.

      My eyes fly over to the marble-faced banjo player, who does in fact end his song. He gets to his feet and then jumps down, ignoring the smattering of applause he receives as he walks off, passing right through the circle of flames without even flinching.

      “He’s the demon who watches the Gate?”

      “One of them,” Iceman answers before standing up and tossing down a wad of bills on the table. He helps me out of my seat and tucks my hand in the crook of his arm. “Come on. Time to go meet another Gate Guardian.”
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      Iceman leads us across the bar and through another set of swinging doors like he owns the place. We spill out into a small dingy looking kitchen, which answers my question about whether or not they have food. But when an imp that looks to be made of dirt clods pulls an angry screeching squid thing from a bucket and then throws it directly into a deep fryer, I make firm plans to dine elsewhere.

      I’m led past the kitchen, down some dimly lit hallway where we all stop outside a door marked Office. Iceman knocks, and a smooth voice calls out for us to come in. He opens the door and we all file in, and I’m suddenly caught up in a flurry of man hugs and hellos. I scurry to get out of the way of the boisterous reunion and plant myself against a wood paneled wall. I look around, taking in the two desks with stacks of papers on them, the computer that looks like it might be a first edition original model, and absolutely nothing else that could possibly be a Hellgate.

      I catch sight of Flint—the black haired, gray-eyed, marble-skin-looking banjo player—as more back slapping and some ball busting starts to go down amongst the group. I also get a hint of another large male demon in the back with dandelion yellow hair and skin the color of faint lavender. I think I spot a flower behind his ear, but Jerif steps in my line of sight, and I immediately question why I would think that. These are big gruff demons; I doubt they’re rocking ear blooms.

      I feel awkward standing on the side while they all catch up. I feel like I’m at a party where everyone knows everyone, and my wingman forgot I was here and is just ignoring me while they’re off having the best time. I would pull out my phone and pass the minutes until someone decides to include me, but I forgot to bring it. So instead, I study my scythe and try not to feel left out.

      The noise in the small room starts to settle, and Iceman’s voice cuts through. “We really appreciate you meeting with our fifth. I know the adjustment wasn’t easy for you, and we all thought your story might help.”

      “Happy to do what I can,” Flint says with a clap before rubbing his palms together. His words are heavily accented like he was born and raised in Georgia. “So where is he? Let’s help your fifth find his balls.”

      I’m not sure if I want to glare or laugh at his incorrect assumption, but the look of shock on his face when Iceman and Jerif break apart to reveal little ol’ me leaning against the wall makes up for it. The dude’s mouth literally drops open as he takes me in. I try and fail not to feel a little smug about it.

      “Is that a—” he starts to ask when his gray eyes land on my scythe.

      “It is,” Jerif confirms.

      “But she’s a...she?” Flint states, like I couldn’t possibly be real.

      “How jealous are you right now?” Crux teases, and the lavender skin, yellow-haired demon chuckles.

      My eyes land on him, and I notice that I was right before—there really is a big lily-type flower tucked behind his ear. But what’s even more captivating is the rainbow-colored patterns running up the middle of his arms and the sides of his neck. They look like multi-colored shadows of flowers. It’s like the flowers themselves are the lavender color of his skin, but the shading around them is a watercolor splash of various hues, creating different shapes and sizes of blossoms that flow up his arms and neck. He also has a big dahlia flower shape on the front of his throat.

      It’s such a feminine juxtaposition to his massive muscled size. I’m trying not to stare, but he’s just so pretty. The watercolor bouquet on his skin is completely engrossing, and he tops it all off with pouty lips, butterscotch eyes, and yellow hair that would make a Disney Prince jealous. I’m about to ask him to show me his smolder when Echo clears his throat, which coaxes my eyes back to him. He has a sneaky smile on his face, but also a possessive look in his black eyes.

      I quickly realize that everyone is staring at me, and I get the distinct impression that I was probably asked a question, but I was too busy staring at someone’s ear bloom—amongst other things—to hear it. So I wave awkwardly instead and offer a sheepish smile. “Hey.”

      Smooth, Delta, really fucking smooth.

      “Well, she can clearly see through wards if she’s staring at Alder that way. What Ring is she?” Flint the banjo player asks, and I can’t help but bristle.

      “Um…I’m right here, you can just ask me,” I point out, and the shock he’s still wearing on his face morphs into smooth, confident features. I can practically feel the charisma suddenly radiating off of him.

      “True, true, darlin’,” he drawls, giving Matthew McConaughey’s twang a run for its money in terms of hotness. I tamp down the shudder that wants to crawl up my spine as I try not to drool. Marble McConaughey is real easy on the eyes and ears.

      “So what Ring are ya?” he asks again, but although his question is innocent, his eyes are banked with heat and locked on me intensely.

      “No idea,” I admit on a shrug.

      My answer seems to snap him out of whatever deviant trance I suspect he was just trying to put me under, and he looks over at Iceman with confusion. “What’s this, now?”

      “That’s been part of our issue, Flint,” Iceman starts. “She didn’t know she was a demon. We sprung that on her in addition to trying to appoint her as a new Gate Guardian.”

      Flint whistles and his eyebrows shoot up.

      “But how did she not know?” the flower dude, who’s apparently named Alder, asks. His voice is rich and smooth like it’s a thousand-year-old bottle of priceless wine that’s pouring from his lips.

      “We aren’t sure. There was some sort of block on her. We think it has something to do with the scythe. It showed up the first night she worked, and since then, she was able to see through wards and detect demons. None of us know how,” Jerif offers.

      All eyes turn to the weapon clutched in my suddenly sweaty palm, and I try not to fidget at the intense attention.

      “You know what this could mean right?” Alder states.

      “Yeah, we’re all on the same page, but there’s no way to know for sure unless we take her to the Vestibule and test her at the doors,” Crux explains.

      “So what are you waiting for?” Flint demands, equal parts excitement and irritation. “Someone tried to hide her, and yet here she is...and with that,” he announces gesturing to the scythe. “This could be the answer that all of us have been waiting for!”

      “Hold up,” Echo juts in, his shadows shifting over his pale arms. “She’s ours. She came to our Gate, and that’s that.”

      “If she’s a true Gatekeeper, then you might not have a say in the matter,” Flint replies, his marbleized face growing stony in expression. “She could be all of ours. All the Gates need to be fixed. Not just yours.”

      I’m suddenly looking at two sides of demons who look like they’re about to face off with each other—my four Hellgate guards against Flint and Alder. The aggression in the room hikes up to uncomfortable levels, and there’s not a drop of bromance to be found in the room anymore. Meanwhile, I’m still trying to figure out what a Vespa-tool is, or whatever it is that Crux just said.

      “What the hell just happened?” I ask, stepping between the two sides and holding my scythe like I mean business as the demons growl at each other.

      “If you won’t take her to Hell, then we will,” Flint shouts over me.

      “We already did, you poacher. She freaked out,” Jerif yells back.

      “Hey!” I interject. “I did not freak out in Hell,” I argue, turning to Jerif. He just rolls his eyes at me. “I kept it together until we were back and then I freaked out,” I clarify, like it makes a difference.

      “That’s what got us into this mess in the first place. She wasn’t ready,” Iceman defends, but Alder and Flint still look dubious. I’m a little worried that they might just make a grab for me. If that’s the case, putting myself between my demons and these two probably wasn’t the best plan of action.

      I open my mouth to try to talk everyone down from the freak out ledge, but suddenly, an alarm of wrongness chimes in my soul. Instantly, I feel all kinds of weird and icky.

      I swallow as I try to work through what the hell just happened, looking at my guys with concern. Flint and Alder both curse and start to push their way out of the office. One minute, everyone was looking like they were ready to brawl, and now, each of them looks like they’re preparing for an attack and ready to fight together.

      Everyone rushes out of the office, leaving me behind, a statue of wary confusion. When Iceman notices I’m not with them, he comes rushing back in, just to stare at me like he’s not sure what to do.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask after a beat as more and more worry bubbles up in my chest. I rub at my breast bone, not liking the feel of the alarm crawling up my esophagus.

      “Did you feel it?” Iceman asks me, his eyes moving from my hand at my chest up to my eyes. He looks surprised. “Their Gate is being breached. It happens all the time. It’s nothing to worry about,” he tells me.

      “Then why the hell do you look so worried?” I challenge.

      Iceman hesitates for a moment and then sighs. “Because we’re about to fight whatever it is that’s trying to come through the Gate, and I’m worried about how that will affect you. I would just tell you to wait here, but I don’t trust that some demon from the bar wouldn’t try to pull something while we were distracted.”

      I swallow. “Oh.”

      “Indeed.”

      I debate for a second and then square my shoulders. “If this is part of the gig, then I guess it’s best if I see what it’s all about first hand,” I tell him. “You know, it’s best to make informed decisions and all that.”

      Iceman stares at me for a moment like he’s not sure if I really mean it, but then he gives me a nod and reaches for my hand. I put my palm in his big blue grasp, and he pulls me out of the office toward a back door that leads outside. I can feel the heat and the humidity greedily waiting to get me in their clutches again, and I silently thank fate for giving me the Gate in Sandpiper instead of this one. My hair is not meant to live in this climate.

      “I want you to hang back and observe. Don’t freak out and don’t draw attention to yourself,” Iceman orders as he pulls me outside and around to the back of the bar, our running footsteps pounding over the sagging wood planks beneath our feet.

      “I’ll stay out of the way,” I agree, blowing off his no freak out command. I mean, who can control something like that? It’s not like I love when it happens either.

      We run away from the bar, up a grassy hill, passing pinprick trees that stretch thin and high above us. Iceman never lets go of my hand, and I’m grateful for that, because I would’ve fallen on my ass three times over already. My feet sink into the marshy ground as we hurry, and it’s hotter than Hades’s sauna out here. I’m dripping sweat again, clinging to Iceman’s refreshingly cool hand and wishing I could stuff my face up his shirt and rest my heated cheeks against his cold back.

      At the top of the hill, I notice craggy headstones jutting out from the ground as we run toward a stone building that looks to be the size of a small stable. There’s a sign on the door that says Outhouse and another sign claiming Out of Order slapped over the top. I release an amused snort, but the sound dies when a roar fills the air all around me, and I feel my blood turn to ice in my veins.

      A creepy tittering, like the sound a hyena makes, echoes all around us. But before I can even try to guess what the hell makes a noise like that, the door to the outhouse blows off.

      A startled scream bubbles out of my throat as Flint, Alder, and my other three demons pour outside. Behind them, at least two dozen things come rushing out, looking like taller versions of Cousin It, shiny golden brown hair completely overgrown down to their toes.

      The group spreads out like they’re each claiming their fighting space, and I watch the Cousin It demons as they hyena cackle at one another like they’re coming up with a plan.

      “Stay here and stay low,” Iceman orders.

      I drop down on my stomach, wishing the tree trunks were thicker, but I settle for hiding in the tall grass. I watch as Iceman runs down to join the rest, and his presence does not seem to please the Cousin It demons.

      In another context, the long-haired demons would be funny looking. I keep picturing them with sunglasses and fedoras, and I can’t help but imagine what Grumpy Lurch would do if I brought one back for him.

      I chuckle at the image, but then promptly choke on it when the Cousin It demons shed their long-haired outer layer like they’re taking off a coat to reveal the nasty looking things they are beneath. They look like something out of J.K. Rowling’s imagination. Only these fucked up, life-sized house elves have shiny black skin that looks uncomfortably tight and goat heads with no horns. Add to that the chill-inducing hyena tittering, and I’m a solid six on the freaked out scale.

      Like someone just yelled, “Are you ready to rummmmmmmble?” and then hit the starting bell, both sides of the battle rush each other at the same time. They slam into one another in a flurry of demon bodies, and my mind can’t seem to decide what it wants to focus on.

      Jerif grabs two of the goat fuckers in his bare hands, and they both scream as they start to melt and then burst into flames from his touch. Iceman channels his inner Elsa and throws a ball of blue light at a goat demon, immediately freezing it solid. He then smashes it, shattering it to pieces with his fist.

      Echo is slinking around from one dark patch to another, choking demons to death with their own shadows like a really fucking creepy Peter Pan. He looks like he’s laughing and cheering as he goes, and I can’t even begin to decide what I think about that. Crux...well, Crux is just punching goat demons. I wait to catch a hint of his abilities, but he just looks like he’s in street fighter mode.

      A shout draws my attention, and I bend some grass away to see Flint running straight toward a handful of demons. They try to attack him, but it looks like his skin is as hard as the marble it resembles. He starts bashing in skulls with his rock-like fists, and I look away, not needing that visual to haunt my nightmares late at night.

      “Just do it, Crux!” Jerif yells out, and I have to work to find them in the melee of bodies.

      “You know I hate it! I’m fine!” Crux argues as he punches another goat fucker in the head, knocking it down.

      Unfortunately, Crux turns away just as the thing snaps right back up and rakes its claws down his arm. I gasp as Crux grits out a yell, and outrage and anger rips through me. Apparently, I don’t like watching him get hurt.

      “Stop being a baby and just do it,” Echo yells out at Crux as a goat head rolls away from him, and the body it was formerly attached to collapses to the ground at his feet. Shadows curl around him with menace.

      “The clean up isn’t worth it!” Crux counters.

      “We’re outnumbered, so stop whining and do what needs to be done to maintain the balance,” Iceman orders gruffly, and I watch as Crux releases an exasperated exhale.

      “Fine!”

      I watch intently, wondering what Crux can do and why he’s so obviously against doing it. He stops, feet planted and hands slightly lifted up at his sides. He seems to take a breath, and then he crushes his hands into fists. At that same exact moment, the five demons who surrounded him suddenly jolt and then...it’s like they get sucked into themselves. One moment, they’re all tight black skin and goat heads, and the next, they’re...inside fucking out.

      Eww.

      I watch as Crux visibly shivers, and the attacking demons around him fall to the ground. With their insides no longer inside of them, it’s...messy. I can see why he didn’t want to do this trick.

      Grimacing, I look away before I get the urge to vomit as the bodies made up of blood and organs fall to the ground with sickly, sloppy noises. I purposely look anywhere else, and my eyes snag on a patch of yellow that’s surrounded by a horde of demons. I can barely make out Alder as he’s attacked, and panic shoots through me. I look around to see if anyone is going to come help him, but everyone is fighting their own demons.

      Did more of the Cousin It bitches come through the Gate?

      It looks like twice the number of attackers than I originally counted, and I’m freaking out. Alder is a Guardian, so what the hell happens to the Gate if he’s killed? Will it break and let things like these goat assholes in all the time? Fuck no. I don’t know what these little shits want to do here in this realm, but it’s sure as fuck nothing good.

      With the scythe firmly in my grip, I push up from my stomach. I want to help, but I don’t have any magical abilities, and I don’t want to be a liability. I debate for a moment about what to do, but then I see Alder throw a bunch of demons off of him like a bull bucking off its rider.

      He looks fucking pissed, and I have to bite back the cheer that wants to burst out of me when he throws more demons away from him. But they just keep coming, more and more, seemingly spilling out from the Gate that poses as an outhouse.

      That’s when Alder reaches up and plucks the flower from behind his ear. He smiles, the look filled with both triumph and promises of pain, and then he blows on the flower in his hand. The entire thing dissolves into fine yellow dust and rides the air, tiny particles delicately landing on the demons all around him.

      In a heartbeat, every demon touched by the yellow pollen suddenly stops. Some of them keel over, while others claw at their throats. Their black heads puff up, like air is getting trapped in their skulls, and I watch as all of them slowly choke to death, falling to the ground one after the other.

      I’m so stunned by the brutal beauty of what he can do that I just stand there and watch as he dusts another half dozen demons at Flint’s back next.

      A bellow so loud it hurts my ears suddenly reaches me, and I can practically feel the pain in it. I whip my head around, searching for the source, and my heart stops when I find Iceman on the ground with what looks like a spear in his side.

      Oh, fuck no!

      I’m running down the hill in a blink. I have no fucking clue what I’m going to do, but what I’m not going to do is just sit here and hide while good demons get hurt. I zero in on him, willing my feet to go faster, which, in hindsight, is a big mistake. I trip over something and fall forward, my momentum too fast to stop. My body flips, tumbling down the hill like I’m fucking Jack and Jill, while Newton’s First Law of Motion makes me its bitch. I keep going, ass over front like some cartwheeling freak, every rotation feeling like I’m getting pummeled by the earth and sky simultaneously, plus everything else in between.

      Grunts and groans come out to the tune of my fall as I flip over and over again, and just when I think I’m getting close to the bottom, the scythe—that’s somehow still in my hand—acts like a pole vault by sinking just right in the dirt and sending me flying.

      I scream as I shoot like a rock from a slingshot into the fray. Just as I’m about to crash into a crowd of hyena laughing demons, the scythe that I’m pretty sure has fused itself to my palm seems to come alive, and a massive curved blade slides out of one end and a dagger shoots straight out of the bottom of the other.

      Well, great. I’m sling shooting myself right onto the blade of my own weapon.

      With a girl-scream for the record books, I manage to tip the scythe forward as I go crashing into a group of goat-headed demons. They go down like they’re pins, and I’m the graceless bowling ball that just got really fucking lucky.

      Surprisingly, I don’t break anything on my body, although I don’t think I can say the same for the goat demon I landed on. Panicked, I try to get back on my feet, because I just catapulted my stupid ass into this fight, and now I’m actually going to have to keep myself alive.

      Luckily for me, I’ve got decent bat skills, so that’s exactly how I swing at the first demon who runs at me. What surprises the fuck out of me though, is that the blade on my scythe barely nicks him, but he goes poof! Just like that. The fucker turns to a cloud of ash that falls lazily to the trampled grassy ground.

      Holy shit!

      Shocked, I barely have time to register what I did before I’m instinctually batting at another demon that’s charging me. The evil hyena cackle pours out of its maw as it leaps, and I swing, this time managing to slice the thing’s leg. In another ashy puff, it’s instantly gone too.

      I shove the surprise of what I just did—twice—away and start swinging willy nilly, hitting anything and everything around me. I can’t help the Xena scream that bursts out of me as three more demons turn to ash, and in a flash of swinging scythe and lalalalalas, I’m soon surrounded by a cloud of demon dust as I go to town on the Cousin It motherfuckers.

      I have no idea what’s happening to me in this moment. I can only describe it as an out of body experience as I ash one group of demons and then go hunting for more. I’m ruthless. I’m fast. I’m fucking badass as I vent every murderous, inky black rage I’ve ever had in my twenty-eight years of life, and let me tell you, that’s a lot of pent up shit.

      I take down another group, chest heaving, and turn around just as something stalks toward me out of the shadows. I tense and ready myself, raising the scythe, and move to swing it, only to screech to a stop when Echo screams, “Whoa, whoa, it’s just me!” He puts his hands up like he’s surrendering, and I step back as a whoosh of breath leaves me.

      “What were you thinking? You don’t just walk toward me when I’m in Xena mode!” I chastise. “You gotta call out to me and tell me who you are. What kind of idiot walks straight toward a swinging scythe?” I admonish, but the beaming smile he gives me dampens my irritation.

      “Holy Rings of Hell, you were a force, Delta,” he tells me excitedly as he pulls me toward him. “That was the fucking sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I stretch my arm out to keep the scythe as far away from him as possible, but he doesn’t seem bothered as he wraps his strong arms around my waist until my chest is pressed tightly against his. He presses his hips into me, letting me feel the evidence to bolster his words that he does, in fact, think I’m sexy when I scythe-stab demons.

      I look up at him, and he’s already staring down at me with need bleeding out of his pure black eyes. “Knew you could fucking do it,” he murmurs with pride, and the sound of his voice makes my nipples get hard as waves of desire flash through me, telling my vagina to set thrusters at full speed.

      Echo licks his lips like he’s readying them for me, and I suddenly feel like if he doesn’t kiss me in the next five seconds, I’m going to implode. I lick my lips too, like I’m flashing a green light, but my tongue comes back gritty.

      Ew. I must be covered in ash.

      And that’s when reality hits me...I’m covered in ash.

      “Oh fuck! Ew! Ew ew ew ew ew ew ew,” I shout as I push away from Echo. He looks hurt and confused, and that makes me feel horrible, but the most pressing issue right now is that I have dead demon in my mouth and all over my clothes, and skin, and hair. Fuck. I start spitting and trying to wipe my face, but every inch of me is covered in it. It’s like trying to wipe off lipstick from your face only for it to smear all over.

      I drop my scythe to the ground, where it immediately turns back into the non-bladed stick, and I rip my shirt off. I flip it inside out before trying to use the few ash free spots to wipe my mouth.

      “What happened?” Crux asks Echo as he joins the growing crowd of Hellgate Guardians who are witnessing me lose my shit.

      “I think Echo tried to kiss her,” Jerif deadpans.

      “Har har, asshole. This has nothing to do with me. I think she’s freaking out because she killed a bunch of demons,” Echo supplies incorrectly.

      “No,” I growl out. “I’m freaking out because they’re in my mouth!” I tell him, completely panicked. I spit on the ground, trying to get the horrible chalkiness out, not at all concerned that I’m flashing everyone my bra. “Shit, my taste buds are covered in demons!”

      But as I continue to try to wipe my tongue and shake out the ash in my shirt and hair, it then dawns on me that I’m freaking out about the ash instead of freaking out about the death machine I just turned into. So...I go ahead and start freaking out about that too.

      Turns out I’m not only a demon, but I’m also a fucking monster who turns into a psychopathic scythe-wielder with zero remorse.

      Perfect. Just fucking perfect.
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      “Delta, why are you crying?” Crux asks me, his green eyes wide. He looks positively stricken, like the sight of my tears is scarier than the horde of demons that just broke through the Hellgate.

      “I’m just...feeling...a little...emotional right now...okay?” I say, my words broken up between little gulping sobs.

      “Right. Umm…” Totally out of his element, he reaches down and pats my shoulder like I’m a lost puppy. Jerif smacks him upside the head.

      “Look, I’m tough sometimes, okay? I just bitch-slapped some real-life demons with my walking stick blades and didn’t even bat an eye. But now I need to fucking process, and if my process includes some tears, that does not make me fucking weak, alright?”

      “Okay…” Echo says with placating quickness, looking like he swallowed some of the ash that I’m currently dipped in.

      All six of the Gate Guardians are looking down at me where I’m huddled outside the “outhouse,” which is really just an empty wooden structure that happens to be their Hellgate. I’m still shirtless, my arms covered in streaks of gray, and every so often, I sneeze from the ash that’s lodged in my nostrils.

      The guys aren’t much better off. Alder has yellow pollen dusted all over him, Flint’s marbled fists are bloody, and Jerif reeks of sulfur and fire. But Crux? He looks even worse than me, with bits of gore stuck to him, matting his once blond hair so that the front of it is red. He even has a piece of what I think are intestines stuck to his bicep.

      I sniff and swipe my cheeks with my T-shirt that’s still balled in my hands. At least my tears are helping wash away some of the death dust. “Why do you still look so good, Iceman?” I demand. Flint snickers at my nickname for the big blue demon.

      Despite the visible tear in his suit jacket, Iceman somehow still looks like he could walk into a boardroom and become CEO. He just shrugs at my question and slips his hands into his pockets, showing no signs that he was shish-kebabbed earlier.

      I get unsteadily to my feet and try to shake out my shirt again, but now it’s saturated with both ash and tears. There’s no way I’m putting that back on.

      “Eyes away from our fifth,” Echo growls, and my head snaps up to see that both Flint and Alder are staring unapologetically at my chest. I’m not even wearing a cute bra. It’s just plain purple cotton, and unless you like the ash self-tanner look, hot mess doesn’t even begin to cover my current state.

      Flint rolls his eyes. “Not your fifth yet if she ain’t been inducted in,” he says, which only seems to piss Echo off more.

      The tattoos on his arms start to shift and spin, and just when I think Echo is going to try to strangle the other demon, Iceman steps forward. “Easy,” he says as he smoothly feeds my arms through the sleeves of his black dress shirt. He buttons it up for me, but I don’t miss how he leaves the top few undone. “Thanks,” I say as I roll up the sleeves.

      “You’re welcome,” he replies, slipping his suit jacket back on and leaving it unbuttoned, showing a delicious view of his bare blue chest chiseled with muscles.

      “I killed a bunch of demons,” I say, sniffing.

      “It was only about seven…” Jerif says behind me.

      “It was a fucking bunch,” I repeat, glaring scythe-blades at him. “Heaps of demons. Bucket loads. I swung, and poof! They just evaporated into ash. I mean, I worked at a bar. I haven’t been in a fight since high school. What the fuck was that?”

      “You’re a demon,” Iceman tells me, as if that explains it.

      “So that just gives me the right to go scythe swinging and not even care that I killed people?” I demand.

      “Not people,” Jerif corrects. “Demons with no respect for balance or the agreements both sides are held to. And imps, who were horrible creatures that did horrible things while they lived. They deserve to die if they refuse to see the wrong in what they’re supporting. Maybe in their next round, they’ll do better.”

      “Okay, but I’ve never fucking killed anything before except for houseplants that I forgot to water, so excuse me for being a little shaken up!”

      Flint whistles. “Good Lucifer, this arguing is about as useful as a trap door in a canoe,” he says, his twang in full effect. “Nothing to worry ’bout, darlin’. You’re a Guardian, and that’s what you were doin’.”

      “Is it always like that?” I ask the six of them. “Just...demons and imps breaking through?”

      “Yes,” Iceman answers. “That’s why we have to guard it and stabilize it as best we can. So imps like that can’t come through and wreck this world.”

      “What about the others?” I ask, pointing in the direction that I know the bar is located. “All those demons down there? They’re allowed to come here on a field trip?”

      “Certain demons have duties here. They have permission to be here as much as we do, because they won’t disrupt the balance. Imps and Outer Ringers, however, have no business being here unless they have permission and jobs on this side.”

      Crux looks over at Flint and Alder. “I didn’t think you normally had attacks like this with so many able to get through at once.”

      “We don’t,” Alder replies, and I notice there’s already another lily tucked behind his ear. “Our Gate’s getting worse.”

      “Good thing we were here then. Don’t think you two could’ve handled that alone,” Jerif says with a smirk.

      Flint rolls his eyes. “Shoot, your Gate is fucked six ways from Sunday if it needs the power from five of ya to now handle it. I thought our Gate was needy and in bad shape, but it only needs two of us, so don’t you worry about me ’n Alder. We’ll guard our Gate just fine. We’ll get a third if we have to.”

      “You’ll have to,” Iceman tells him with confidence. “I can feel your Gate needs more power to stabilize it now.”

      A tingle runs up my back, and I question if I’m feeling the Gate too. Or maybe that’s just shock.

      “Can we go home now?” I ask, suddenly feeling exhausted.

      Crux and Echo are at my side in an instant. Jerif shakes his head, and Iceman...well, I sort of get distracted staring at his muscles, so I don’t notice what his reaction is.

      “You two get her back. Jerif and I will go check back on things at Perdition Estate. Hopefully, we don’t have another organized party of Uber Hunters hitting each of the Gates. Just in case though, no sleepovers,” Iceman orders, looking at them sternly.

      “Well, that’s very party pooper of you,” Crux accuses.

      I look over at him incredulously. “I’m covered in Cousin It powder. How is that even on your mind?”

      “You’re still hot as fuck, Delta. One might even say Del...icious,” Crux says with a wink. Jerif groans, but we both ignore him. “And besides, there is such a thing as group showers,” Crux adds, wagging his brows as he leans toward me conspiratorially. “I can’t wait to find out if you do that Xena scream when you come too or if that’s reserved only for when you’re attacking demons.”

      I choke on air, not at all expecting that to come out of his mouth. I feel simultaneously wary and also...really turned on.

      What is wrong with me?

      Beside me, Echo snorts. “Crux wants to wait until you and him are all cleaned up, but for the record, I’d take you right now if you wanted to, and then in the shower, then after, again and again and again,” Echo says in my ear, and I swear to fuck, all my lady bits start to fan themselves.

      “We have a shower here y’all can use so long as I can participate,” Flint offers with a salacious grin, but Jerif reaches over and slaps him upside the head. I worry for a split-second that the marbled demon is going to get pissed, but he just laughs. “What? I’m curious about that whole Xena-scream y’all are talkin’ ’bout.”

      Jerif looks like he wants to smack him again, but Alder steps in. “Come on, Flint. You can’t afford to keep getting your skull knocked around. The small rocks in there could come loose and fall right out,” he says with a snicker.

      Flint glares at the pollen-peppered male. “You’re about as full of shit as a tick is with blood.”

      Alder just smirks at him before looking over at Iceman. “Get her inducted,” he orders, his face taking on a serious expression as he and Flint begin to walk away. “Or we will,” he finishes, earning a low growl from both Iceman and Jerif.

      “You know how well we take to threats,” Echo calls out to his back.

      “Wasn’t a threat. It’s a fact. Today proves that there’s no time to waste,” Alder counters, turning around and walking backward. “It was nice to meet you, Delta Gates. I sure hope we get the pleasure again real soon,” he says with a sin-filled smile before pivoting on his heel and walking off, Flint following behind him with a wave.

      Iceman sighs tiredly as soon as the five of us are alone. “Let’s get Delta home.”

      I don’t point out that I didn’t ever get to hear Flint’s compelling story about how he went from anti-Gate Guardian to pro, but I think we’ve all been through enough tonight. With Iceman leading the way, we leave the Hellgate and head back down the hill and past the bar, going back down to the swamp.

      I groan when I see the side-less boat bobbing in the water, the imp chewing on a reed as it waits for us. “Can’t we just do that pop thing you do where one minute we’re here, and the next we’re not?” I ask as I tense up with the thought of once again being a floating alligator appetizer.

      Jerif snorts and Crux chuckles.

      “No, we can’t shift within one mile of a Hellgate. It’s a protection that’s been built in. It allows us to see danger coming,” Echo informs me.

      “Feel free to claw my other leg this time,” Jerif snarks as we climb onto the wobbly floating plate. I shoot him an eat shit smile and flip him the bird.

      I claim the middle seat once again, not looking forward to the ride, but at least there will be a breeze. I’m fucking melting at this point. Everyone is always all too happy when the Wicked Witch of the West melts and dies, but I’m feeling hella sympathetic for the bitch right now. This level of humidity just isn’t right. No one should have to go like this.

      “What were they going to do?” I ask, wanting to distract myself from the boat ride, but also trying to piece everything together. “If imps and demons know that the Gates are guarded, why risk it?”

      The imp starts the fan up on the boat and takes off, while I grip the bottom of the bench seat with both hands so I don’t go diving head-first into Jerif’s crotch again.

      “They’re most likely looking for Ubers, but the list is endless in what they can do,” Iceman leans down and yells to answer my question.

      “Ubers?” I ask with confusion.

      Jerif chuckles and leans toward me, the distinct smell of charcoal coming with him. “It’s a joke we make about mortals who can be possessed.”

      “What?” I squeak in shock. “You call them Ubers? Isn’t that a little—”

      “Funny?” Jerif inserts.

      “Heartless,” I counter.

      Jerif leans back with a smile and shrugs. “We’re demons, Delta,” he announces, pointing at himself.

      I scoff. “Doesn’t mean you need to be crude dicks.” I don’t like the thought of them making fun of humans for getting possessed. “It’s not their fault.”

      Jerif levels me with a look, his fiery hair whipping back from his face. “Yes, actually, it is. They do it to themselves. So before you go feeling sorry for some poor innocent soul, remember that they invited us in,” he rebuts.

      “Wait. What? Humans invite the demons? How does that work?” I shout as I try to trap all the hair strands that keep flying all over the damn place.

      “The way most sin works. They convince themselves it’s worth it, or they don’t care about the consequences. Or maybe they just don’t think they’ll get caught, but the powers that be are always watching...on both sides,” Jerif explains.

      “Okay, but why do demons need a human...Uber?” I ask, cringing slightly at the blasé word choice. “Why not just wreak havoc in their own bodies?”

      “Some do, but most Outer Ring demons want a human host because they have the potential to become more powerful.”

      “Plus, it’s harder to punish a demon or an imp when they’re holding a body and soul hostage. It’s a pain in the ass for both sides,” Crux points out.

      “Hence the attraction of possession,” Echo adds.

      I get a chill that has nothing to do with the wind whipping around us, and everything to do with the fact that I could’ve been around possessed humans for years and not even known it. Sean, my ex-boss, is a good candidate.

      “But why are demons allowed here at all? Shouldn’t they all be in Hell?”

      “Both sides are tasked with maintaining a balance. We both do what we can to pull souls to one side or the other, but we aren’t supposed to do it by force. There has to be free will.”

      “But you’re demons, so why aren’t you all for the downfall of everyone?”

      Jerif snorts and rolls his eyes. “Oh right, because demons are all evil. Is that what you’re getting at?”

      “Uh, pretty much?”

      “Well, you’re wrong. We’re noble as fuck, and it’d be nice to get a little appreciation for it every once in a while.”

      I stare at Jerif for a beat, not sure what the hell to say to that. Iceman shakes his head and gives a tired chuckle. “The other side has been using these scare tactics since the beginning of time. It gets old,” he explains, like that helps Jerif’s words and frustration make more sense to me.

      News flash, it doesn’t.

      I am appreciating the view, though. Iceman with no shirt on and an open suit jacket that flaps in the wind over his muscled blue chest is downright sexy.

      “The Mortal Realm is a trial,” he tells me, completely oblivious to the fact that I was just checking him out.

      “Okay, yeah. I’ve heard that,” I admit as I pull my eyes away from his abs.

      “But the end game isn’t Hell or Heaven, but to become better. To level up, so to speak, and move on to the next challenge. It’s all about growing and progressing until you earn your own world and your own Mortal Realm to watch over and help. But none of that is possible without giving souls obstacles and choices, challenges and falls to get up from. Without the dark, there is no light. Without pain, there’s no pleasure. We’re the shadows of it all. We test and tempt and make beings question things. We trip and coax and lure, not because we’re evil, but because that’s what needs to happen. No one can grow and overcome without us. We weren’t thrown out or condemned. We were tasked with a sacred responsibility, and we were willing to sacrifice our own reign for it.”

      I stare at Iceman wide-eyed and try to make sense of it all. “But why? Why wouldn’t you want all the good things and all the blessings?”

      Jerif shakes his head. “Blessings? More like a shit ton of work and responsibility, and don’t even get me started on what a thankless situation it all is. Give me temptation and consequences any day of the week,” he declares, and all the other guys nod their agreement.

      “So I’m not evil because I’m a demon?” I press.

      “Annoying maybe, but definitely not evil,” Jerif deadpans.

      I glare at him.

      I blink when the swamp boat engine turns off, and I realize that we’re back where we started. Holy shit, I didn’t even freak out! I look down at Jerif’s leg and feel all smug when I catch his eye. Didn’t even need to hold onto it this time. Sure as fuck showed him.

      “Gator!” someone screams out in warning.

      I shriek and climb that volcano of a male so fast that you’d think I was more squirrel than demon. I get most of my upper body situated on his shoulders, but he’s shaking too much to make it easy on me.

      “Where?” I scream, scanning the water all around us for the predator as I cling to Jerif like a deranged chimpanzee. Oh God, did it get on the boat? This is why boats need sides, dammit!

      It takes me a minute to calm my terrified heart enough to realize that everyone—including the imp—isn’t looking around frantically at the water like I am. Nope, they’re laughing at me.

      Crux wipes tears from his eyes and points at where I’m still perched on a howling Jerif, clinging to his chest for all he’s worth. “Did you see her? I swear she pulled out rock climbing gear and just hauled her ass right up!” he states between fits of laughter.

      “Those were some epic monkey moves,” Iceman admits, his deep laugh turning into a happy sigh.

      “Fuck all of you, that was just mean!” I accuse, with no intention of getting off of Jerif. This walking rock can just carry me off this boat, because I’m not risking it. Nope. Not today, Satan. “Clearly, everything you just told me was bullshit because you are evil. Each and every one of you, of the purest kind.”

      That just sets their laughter off again, and I huff out a sigh and blow purple hair out of my face. Fucking demons.
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      True to their word, Iceman and Jerif leave to go and “tend to the Gate” while Crux and Echo take me home. Crux makes a detour to the mansion first to grab clean clothes for both of them, but he does it so fast that we only have to wait two minutes.

      I really should just stay at the mansion, but I’m not ready to walk away from my house and everything it’s always meant to me. What just happened at the other Hellgate has definitely opened my eyes, but I need my own house and my own bed in order to work my way through what it all means for me. I need to be as comfortable as possible before I dive into this demon stuff once and for all.

      “Take out?” I ask as soon as the three of us pop back into my house. Once again, I’m all off-kilter from the weird ass demon teleportation, but it sure beats the bus.

      Crux and Echo pause, looking around my still semi-destroyed house, but I just slip my scythe back in the umbrella holder by the door and repeat my question like I can distract them from the mess. “There’s Chinese, pizza, tacos…”

      Crux looks over with a smirk. “We like tacos.”

      “I walked right into that one,” I mumble before pointing at myself. “Once again, I will remind you that we are covered in dead demons, and that is not sexy.”

      Crux grimaces as he looks down at himself. “Shower. I need a shower.”

      I sigh, scratching at my itchy scalp. “I guess blood and guts takes precedence over ash,” I relent before pointing down the direction of the hallway. “Linen closet is the first door on the left so you can grab a towel. Bathroom is on the right. Don’t use up all the hot water, or I will make you regret it,” I warn.

      He starts backing away toward the hall with a grin. “You could always join me,” he says, wagging his bloodied brows. “Conserving water is important.”

      I make a face. “No offense, but I’m not sharing a shower with the dude covered in the insides of the Cousin Its. No way I’m letting that grossness get on me.”

      “Fair enough,” he says, turning around. “But if I clog your drain with pieces of demon, just know that it’s not my fault.”

      “Ugh,” I groan, hating the visual he just left me with. I get grossed out just from having to clean the slimy hair from the drain. Crux just chuckles before he grabs a towel, and then I hear the bathroom door snick shut.

      “There.”

      I look over at Echo’s voice and see that he’s clicking away on my phone. “Umm...what the hell are you doing?”

      “You got me in the mood for tacos, and I’m starving, so I took the liberty of ordering us food while you were staring at Crux’s ass. You really have a thing for asses, don’t you?”

      My face heats. “I wasn’t looking at his ass.”

      Echo smirks. “But you’re not denying that you like our asses?”

      I shrug and head into the kitchen, my feet meeting bare concrete. “I may be a demon, but I don’t lie.”

      The shadows shift, and Echo pops in front of me. “Liar,” he says with a grin, his pale skin and bright teeth nearly glowing in the dark.

      I pretend that my heart didn’t skip a beat when he suddenly appeared like that, and I breeze past him to flip on the light switch. “Fine, I lie sometimes. But hasn’t anyone ever told you that it’s rude to shadow pop in front of people?” I ask as I head for the sink and start washing my hands.

      “Nope, I’ve never been called rude,” Echo says while he helps himself by opening my fridge and grabbing an old beer that’s probably been in there for who knows how long.

      “Right,” I drawl as I watch him pop the top off using nothing but his fingers and then drink my last beer. “Can’t imagine why anyone would say that about you,” I tease.

      “Precisely,” he replies after drinking a third of the bottle with a click of his tongue and a satisfied gulp. He holds it out to me. “Want some?”

      “Would I like to drink some of my own beer that you just had your mouth all over? No thanks,” I say with a chuckle.

      He leans against the fridge, his appearance lightly windblown and bloody, but the effect just makes him look sexier. I watch him like I’m hunting him. I can’t get enough of the intense contrast of his coloring. Buzzed white hair, black scruff on his face, jet black brows that are sharp and dramatic over his pale, milky skin. His black eyes are like pits, sucking me in every time he looks at me. And those ever-shifting tattoos of his that slink and trail over his arms and disappear up his shoulders and down his neck. He’s like a piece of art, and I want to know if those tattoos travel all over his body.

      “Don’t pretend to be disgusted at the thought of our mouths sharing a bottle,” he tells me, making my gaze draw back up. “We both know it’s only a matter of time before my mouth is all over you.”

      A shadow tattoo moves up his neck and strokes his ear lobe as he speaks. I stare at it, wondering if he can make it stroke other things. My stomach flips at the sudden image of me splayed on a bed while he looms over me, his shadows stroking up my body. Fuck. My hands grip the edge of the counter. “You’re sure of yourself,” I reply, trying to keep my tone cool and collected, despite the shaky arousal I’m feeling. “What if I prefer Crux?”

      Echo takes another swig, those black orbs of his locked on me. “Then I’d repeat my earlier response: Liar.”

      I snort out some laughter, but I don’t actually argue with him. I like Echo a lot, and I would love to have sex with him because I have a feeling he could make me feel real good. It would be nice to forget about all the craziness going on around me for a bit, too, but even though I’ve always liked sex and been free about taking pleasure when I wanted, I’m still wary of making things more complicated than they already are.

      I clear my throat and grab the beer from his hand for no other reason than being stupid and pushing the line I’ve tried to draw. I’ve always liked flirting with guys and feeling wanted. Mutual attraction is a powerful thing. Flirting with demons? It’s even more so. I can’t explain how compelling it is to have the rapt attention in Echo’s eyes and know that if I crossed the distance right now, he’d fuck me for all I was worth. It’s a heady feeling.

      His eyes grow hooded as my lips close over the mouth of the bottle and tip it back to drink, my throat bobbing up and down before I hand it back to him. “Thanks,” I say, our fingertips brushing as he takes it from my hand.

      “No need to thank me yet,” he says, his mouth twitching.

      My phone dings, and I look down as he reaches in his pocket and pulls it out. I sigh and hold out my hand. “Give me my phone back.”

      He ignores my outstretched palm and starts clicking again. “Food’s on the way,” he announces, his eyes on the screen.

      I frown. “How did you even unlock it?” I ask.

      “You worried?” Echo counters, still looking down at my phone.

      “About you being a thief? Yes. Now hand it over.”

      “Just a minute,” he says before pushing away from the fridge and heading into the living room where he makes himself at home on my couch. “Hmm, interesting,” he comments.

      I sit on the middle cushion and peer over him to see what he’s looking at.

      “Are these men booty calling you?” he asks as he scrolls through my old messages. He freezes when he comes to one from a dude I met at the bar. We hooked up a few times before he left for deployment with the Army. “Shit, you sent him nudes?”

      My cheeks immediately fill with color, and I try to snag the phone, but he’s too quick and lifts it out of my reach. “Give it back!”

      Of course he doesn’t. A grin overtakes his face as he continues scrolling. “Mmm, you’re very good at sexting.”

      I know I am. I’m fucking awesome at it. It’s one of the reasons that dude still texts me from time to time, even though he’s in another country. He’s good for some phone sex when the dam is dry.

      “That’s personal shit,” I say, trying to snatch it again.

      I crawl all over him in my efforts to snatch my phone back. I’m perfectly fine with the fact that I’m now straddling him and shoving my chest in his face as I reach up and quickly nab his wrist, trying to pull his arm down with all my might.

      I definitely notice my ass is grinding against his hardening length, and it does all kinds of things to me when he releases an appreciative groan. I use his momentary distraction to pry the phone from his fingers, and then I shove it down my shirt into my bra for safe keeping.

      “Not cool, Echo,” I say, though for some reason, I’m not mad. I...like that he saw that.

      “You’re right,” he says, one of his wrists still firmly in my grip. “It’s incredibly hot.”

      I swallow, tasting the heated craving of my own desire mingling with the wheat aftertaste of the beer. I shouldn’t be doing this. It fits my pattern of picking sexy distractions to help avoid dealing with real shit, but the demon thing isn’t going anywhere. This may feel good now, but it isn’t going to solve anything. I just wish it didn’t feel so good.

      Our eyes lock, and even though I pride myself on being an observant person, I’m only aware of two things right now—Echo’s dick beneath my ass, and my breasts against his chest. Based on how hard he feels, I think he’s aware of those things too.

      This moment hooks between us like cat claws into fabric, sharp awareness sinking beneath my skin. Echo’s eyes flick down to my mouth, and my lips part of their own volition, like my mouth is giving out invitations.

      Echo leans in an inch, so I lean in another. We share air, and I notice his shadows moving over his skin out of the corner of my eye. They trail up his neck and against his scruffy jaw, as if they want to get closer to me.

      “Are your shadows only nice to...just you?” I ask, my voice low and huskier than usual.

      Echo leans in more, his chin tucking into the curve of my neck right below my ear, but not quite touching. “No.”

      I blink at his answer, my mouth opening because I want to pant at the implications of that. “Oh.”

      He chuckles darkly and then moves his arm—the one I’m still holding hostage—and brings his hand closer. My eyes dart down in time to see more shadows trailing over his arm, and I gasp and release his wrist when I feel them beneath my fingertips. They move up the back of his hand like tendrils of smoke, and then they’re curling off his fingertips and sliding onto my collarbone.

      “Holy hell…” I breathe, my gray eyes widening as I look down and see the shadows skimming across my skin, tattoo marks delving down my shirt and into my cleavage.

      My hands fly up to grip Echo’s shoulders, my eyes locked onto his face as I feel them move against the tender skin of my breasts, tucking into the undersides before circling around, spiraling closer and closer toward my areolas.

      My nipples spike, hardening instantly, and when I feel the shadows flick over the sensitive peaks, a breath hisses out between my teeth. “Echo…”

      He gives me a lazy arrogant look, one that’s full of male pride that he’s affecting me without even physically touching me. “Yes, Delta?”

      Flick, flick. The shadows pluck and spin around my nipples, and it shoots an overload of pleasure through me that’s both strange and uncharted. My clit pulses with want, and I find my hips shifting forward so that I can grind against him.

      Echo makes another low noise in his throat, and it spurs me on. I boldly start grinding over him again, sliding myself forward and back, loving that he’s clearly just as affected as I am. His hands come up to grip my hips, his fingers digging in like he wants to hold me in place and not let me go.

      I could come just from this alone. Who knew dry humping could be so fucking sexy? There’s just something about his hard length scraping over my clit while his shadows continue to tease my nipples with dark abandon. It’s fulfilling and...wrong. It’s the perfect dose of naughty and feel good that makes me melt.

      And fuck, I could really use a little relief after all the stress I’ve had lately. Maybe I should give in, just a little. I want his mouth on mine, and I want his shadows to travel lower until they make it to the juncture of my thighs. I want—

      “Whatcha guys doing?”

      Crux’s heavy body is suddenly settling onto the couch cushion beside us, sending my body bouncing on top of Echo. My shadow demon groans, but I bolt up onto my feet in surprise. “Nothing!” I say, holding a hand over my racing heart. What I really want to do is hold it over my clit instead and finish getting myself off, because I’m pulsing all over.

      “Nothing, huh?” Crux says with a smirk as he crosses his tanned arms in front of him and looks over at Echo. “Looked like a pretty fun nothing.”

      I open my mouth to reply, embarrassment at being caught slinking up my cheeks. As soon as my mouth opens though, I realize that Echo’s shadows are still on my breasts, and he starts inching them downward.

      My eyes grow as wide as saucers, and my breath trips in my throat.

      “Something wrong, Del?” Echo asks, the corner of his mouth tilting up.

      Oh, God. They’re getting lower. I don’t know whether to press my thighs closer together or open them wider. “Nope,” I lie before biting my lip as I feel the shadows spiral around my belly button.

      “Hmm,” he says noncommittally before I feel tendrils start to sink past my pelvic bone and reach down to caress the hair just above my pussy.

      I jerk forward when I feel the tiniest tap on the top of my clit, and my thighs clamp together. I don’t know whether to tell him to stop or beg him to keep going, but both demons are looking at me with heated abandon, and I know that Crux knows what Echo is doing to me.

      “I see you like Echo’s tricks,” Crux says, his tone gravelly. “But I have some of my own too.” Without prompting, he opens his mouth and then slips out his tongue.

      I stare wide-eyed, a flurry of possibilities flashing through my mind as my lips form a shocked O. “That’s your tongue?” I ask. Obviously, I can see that’s his tongue. It’s attached to his mouth, for fuck’s sake. There’s no missing it, but holy motherload.

      Even though Crux looks the most human out of all the guys, his tongue definitely does not. It’s like the hidden demon pearl in his human oyster. It’s deep purple in color, forked at the tip, and somehow, he seems to be able to...lengthen it. So naturally, now all I can think about is how long it can get and if he enjoys the taste of wet pussy? When I catch a glint of something, I lean in closer. “It’s pierced too?” I ask, nearly whimpering.

      He wiggles the forked tip, showing off the fact that he can move both sides ambidextrously, while also confirming that both sides of the fork are in fact pierced. It’s like his tongue was made for cunnilingus. I’ve never wanted oral so badly in my whole life. He pulls it back into his perfectly normal looking mouth, and I fight off the disappointment that surges through me.

      “That’s right, Jeter. I’m clearly the better option here if you’re looking to be pleasured.”

      Echo rolls his eyes and adjusts himself in his pants, and sadly, I feel his shadows disintegrate. I bite my lip in disappointment. “Oh, please. My fucking shadows are way better than your creepy tongue,” he tells Crux.

      Crux frowns over at him where they sit side-by-side on the couch. “No, they’re not.”

      I want to tell them that I better just try them both so that I can compare and contrast, but before I can offer that helpful suggestion, the doorbell rings, the noise jolting me out of my carnal distraction.

      “That’ll be the food,” I squeak out before clearing my throat a bit. “I’m going to go shower.”

      I spin on my heel and leave the room before I can get tempted to strip down and beg for all the orgasms. It’s not a good idea. At least, not until I get the demon ash off of me. Priorities, right?
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      I toss and turn, the sheets on my bed tangling around me, tightening against my fevered skin like snakes slowly trying to wring me dry. I’m achy everywhere in the worst kind of way. Why didn’t I let Echo finish the job? I should’ve ripped off my pants, pointed at my vagina, and challenged, “First demon to give me twenty orgasms, wins!”

      Stupid, Delta. Had to go and be all, “I don’t want to make things more complicated, so I’m just going to go to bed.”

      What was I thinking? I’m a demon, what’s more complicated than that? I should be riding that orgasm train into bliss-coma station, not jumping off and being all “It’s cool, I’ll walk from here.” I had a free ride to some serious pleasure, and I just walked away? As Napoleon Dynamite would say, “Idiot.”

      I rub at my clammy face and wish for the thousandth time tonight that I had batteries. My favorite toy is dead to the world, and I’m up horny creek without a dick paddle.

      Can demons be summoned? Can I say Echo or Crux in the mirror three times and one of them will appear and make me come until I scream? Or scream until I come? Scream while I come?

      I sigh at the possibilities as they swirl around my head like a flirty breeze, but then the curtains covering my window flutter slightly, like my teasing gentle wind is actually moving around the room and not just in my mind. I stare at the hanging panel of fabric for a moment as it settles and stops moving. My heart is suddenly pounding in my ears, and I strain to hear if the air conditioning kicked on and that’s what caused it.

      The curtain is half dipped in shadow, and I do my best to try and see into the darkness. Without warning, Echo steps out of that shadowy spot in the corner of my room, and I gasp and scramble back against the metal headboard of my bed before my brain can scream at me that we know the intruder who just walked out of the darkness.

      “What the fuck!” I screech at him, sagging in relief when I realize I’m not in danger.

      His pitch-black eyes rake over my bare legs, trace the hem of my underwear where it meets my thigh, and then move up to caress over the wife beater I’m wearing as a pajama top. My nipples harden as his gaze skims over my breasts the way his shadows did earlier, and my heart kicks off for all kinds of new reasons, none of them involving fear.

      “What are you doing in here?” I ask, my tone breathy and kissed with suggestion.

      “We have unfinished business,” he answers, his voice more like a stroke against my body than just a mere sound. I swallow hard.

      Echo steps toward the foot of my bed, and every nerve ending in my body feels like it’s a go for launch. He reaches down, fisting the sheet and blanket in his hand and then slowly pulls them toward him. The covers slip down my body, languidly exposing me inch by painfully slow and sensual inch. It’s hot as hell.

      His eyes never leave mine as the blankets stroke down my legs. I don’t miss that it feels exactly like his shadows did against my skin earlier. If there was any question about Echo’s skills, they’ve evaporated like steam into the air, because this demon is seducing the shit out of me right now, and he’s barely even doing anything.

      “Mmm, that’s better,” he observes when the sheet and blanket are pooled around the end of the bed, leaving me exposed.

      We just stare for a moment at each other, and nerves start to gather in my stomach, but then, suddenly Echo is shirtless. The sight of him and what it does to me is like a battering ram to my insecurities.

      I trace the lines of shadows on his body, his fluid tattoos tracing over his muscles and accentuating all that he’s got going on. It’s a lot. Like a lot a lot. I can’t wait to trace the planes of his body with my mouth and taste this demon’s shadows for myself.

      I pull off my shirt without a second’s hesitation, and I love the way his eyes take me in. Like we’re keeping this fair, he unbuttons his jeans and pushes them down his body, kicking them off.

      Well, fuck me.

      His shadows V down his abdomen and spiral down to his shaft, moving like a wave toward the tip of his cock and then back down to the base as if he’s stroking himself with them. I lick my lips and then crawl forward on my hands and knees, transfixed by the sight. I want to taste him.

      I look up at him as I move off the bed and fall to my knees on the floor in front of him. He doesn’t say anything, but I can see the want simmering in his dark eyes. I palm him in my hand and stroke him once, surprised when the shadows move away and grant me access. It’s like he doesn’t want to feel anything but me, and that’s incredibly emboldening.

      I lean forward and suck the head of his cock into my mouth, moaning slightly at the feel of him. I take him deeper, and the feel of his shaft stroking against my tongue is making me wetter by the second.

      He’s too long for me to take all the way in, so I stroke his base with my hand while I pull back and then dip forward again. I feel cool caresses against my face, through my hair, and down my neck, until both my nipples are being pinched in a firm grasp, even though Echo still has both his hands at his sides. A thrill shoots through me, knowing his shadows have come out to play, and I work to take him deeper into my mouth.

      He groans and lets his head fall back like he’s lost to the pleasure, and I moan as his shadows tweak my nipples and start working them in time with my bobbing head. Precum coats my tongue, and I’m surprised by the sweetness in it. Do demons have dessert cum? I mean, I’ve had a fella or two tell me they love the way I taste, but I always figured that was something they had to say.

      I shrug internally and go to town on Echo’s cock, enjoying the way he’s panting and twitching, but the next thing I know, he’s flipping the script on me. I was all ready for dessert cum, but apparently, he has other ideas, because his shadows pull my mouth off him. Like phantom hands, they pinch around my neck and pull me away, and I gasp at the firm, cool hold around my throat. It turns me the fuck on, and I look up at him with hooded, excited eyes.

      His shadows yank me up, and then I’m pushed onto the bed, my back hitting the mattress. The shadows shift, slipping down my spine to the top of my ass. Slowly, the blackness twists around the fabric of my underwear and then pulls them down my body, all while Echo watches, looming over me with glittering black eyes. I swallow hard as my underwear slips over my ankles and falls to the floor, and then the shadows race upward to my knees and upper thighs, shoving my legs apart and making me gasp.

      Well, alrighty then.

      Echo has a lascivious grin on his face. That look alone makes me feel like the sexiest fucking woman in the world. Just when I’m all aflutter with thoughts of what he and his shadows are about to do to me, Crux suddenly walks out of a dark corner and leans against the wall, watching me. My heart skips a fucking beat as a thrill shoots through me.

      Crux drinks his fill of me spread wide open, wet, and ready on the bed. I look over at Echo like, you see him too right? But his grin only widens, his teeth flashing in the dark.

      Oh God. Is Crux going to stand there and watch as Echo gets me off? Is he going to...join?

      “Please.”

      The heated word tumbles from my mouth like fresh laundry from the dryer, and I’m not even really sure of what I’m asking. Do I want a voyeur? Or do I want them both to join in?

      Shivers trail over my skin.

      “Shh,” Echo murmurs, as if he knows exactly what it is I really want and he’s going to give it to me.

      He steps closer and then gets onto the bed, his knees on either side of my hips. His erection stands proud and hard, still shiny from the attentions of my mouth as he slowly strokes himself. Wanting to feel him again, I reach up, but before I can wrap my fingers around his shaft, his shadows suddenly curl around my wrists and shove my arms back onto the bed with force.

      I suck in a surprised breath, my eyes flying up to his face.

      He tsks. “When you’re allowed to touch, I’ll tell you,” he says. “But it’s my turn right now.”

      Without warning, more shadows slip from his skin and circle around my ankles before yanking them apart so I’m completely spread.

      “Nice view?” Echo asks, and my eyes flick up to see that Crux had moved soundlessly and is now standing front and center of my very wet pussy.

      “The best,” Crux answers thickly as he reaches down and pops open the button of his jeans.

      “Mmm,” Echo says before his pale hands come down to cup my aching, heavy breasts. They’re more than a handful in his large, capable hands, and pleasure shoots straight down to my clit as he squeezes and kneads them.

      “Beautiful,” he says quietly. “I want to fuck these next time.”

      “Next time?” I ask, the hopeful tone in my voice betraying exactly how many fantasies I want to play out between us. I don’t want this to be a one and done. I want to do dirty, dirty things to these demons.

      “Definitely next time.”

      I jerk at the new voice, my eyes latching onto the third figure who just appeared in my bedroom. Iceman?

      I flinch, trying to sit up, but Echo tuts and makes another one of his shadows shove me back down, the black essence holding me against the mattress by my collarbone. My pussy heats at the show of dominance, even as my heart pounds in my chest at the sudden appearance of Iceman.

      He’s fucking sexy and debonair as always, dressed in his tailored suit like the hottest blue-skinned CEO in the world. And the way he’s watching me? Naked and held down by Echo’s shadows? It makes my entire body tremble with desire.

      I gasp as a warm tongue suddenly parts the lips between my thighs. I look down to find that Echo has moved to my side and Crux’s head is positioned above my pussy, his green eyes fixed on mine and twinkling with mischievousness. He circles my clit expertly with his long, forked tongue, and I feel his piercings apply the perfect amount of pressure in all the right places.

      I moan and grind up into his mouth as his lips latch around my clit. When he sucks, my hips nearly come off the bed, but Echo’s shadows anticipate my movements and another rope of black pins my hips down as I moan.

      Echo moves up and drops his mouth around my nipple, mimicking what Crux is doing between my thighs, and I can hear the unspoken invitation Echo gives Iceman when he leaves my left breast free.

      “I quite like seeing you this way, Maverick,” Iceman observes as he pulls his tie loose from around his neck. Why the fuck he’s wearing a tie in the middle of the night is beyond me, but I sure as fuck like watching him strip out of all the finery.

      Something thick and warm pushes into me, and my attention snaps down to where I expect to see Crux sinking his cock slowly inside of my pussy. I’m shocked when it’s just his head between my thighs still, and then it dawns on me. Holy shit, that’s his tongue.

      “Oh fuck…”

      I saw a hint of what he could do with it when he elongated it and then moved each side of his split fork, but I didn’t anticipate it would feel like this.

      Crux groans, and it forces vibrations to move down his tongue and inside of me. I moan and throw my head back, but something cold wraps around my nipple, and I look down to see Iceman sucking my breast into his icy mouth. Echo, Crux, and Iceman are all playing with me at the same time, and I don’t know where to look or what to focus on. This is the hottest sex that I never even knew to fantasize about, and even though I’m not sure why they all decided to come in here, I don’t want them to stop.

      When I look over again, I realize that Iceman is naked, and I’m instantly bummed that I didn’t get to stare at everything as he undressed, before he started sucking and flicking his cold tongue against my nipple. All I can see now is a strong blue muscled back and a firm ass. I’d try to sit up to get more of a view, but I’m completely pinned and at their mercy, which just makes it all even more erotic.

      Their heads block my view of Crux as he tongue-fucks me, and I make a mental note to attach mirrors to the ceiling at my earliest availability. If a girl’s going to entertain orgies, then she really needs to see all angles to truly appreciate what’s going on.

      An orgasm slams through me so hard and so abruptly, that I scream and writhe under their ministrations. None of that slow building tingling for me today. Pleasure just stands up and bitch-slaps me over and over again until I’m a mewling mess, straining against the dark.

      In the next blink, while I’m still high and riding the lapping waves of my O, Iceman is below me, and I’m getting ready to sink down onto his thick, chilly shaft.

      Wait...what the fuck? Did I black out or something? How the hell did I get to be on top of him?

      Crux and Echo kneel on each side of Iceman, their gazes hooded and their erections begging to be played with as they stare at me. A shadow sneaks across Iceman’s abdomen and slides up my thigh, just as I sink down onto Iceman with a groan. As I adjust to his thick length filling me up, the shadow starts to slowly circle my clit.

      Fuck, yes.

      I start to grind down onto Iceman, reveling in the feel of his cool, thick cock when a distinct warmth at my back washes over me. I freeze and look around at the three guys. “What the…”

      A body presses against me from behind, and I look over my shoulder to find Jerif standing there. My eyes go wide with surprise.

      “Are you ready for me, Warrior Princess?” he asks huskily, and then he presses me forward, as something big and warm is pressed against my ass. “Ready for all of us to fill you up?”

      Filthy, fiery desire whooshes through me as I feel his slick, large cock pressing against my ass while his hot hands spread my cheeks.

      “Do you want it?” he asks, and I can’t lie. All of this tension between us is suddenly bleeding over into the sexual kind, and I want him to take me. To fuck me so dirty and hard until I come all over Iceman’s cock.

      “Yes,” I whimper, but hands dig into my hair and pull slightly.

      “What was that?” Jerif demands.

      “Fuck, yes, I want it!” I shout louder.

      “Good.” Jerif pushes my head down, my lips landing on Crux’s waiting cock, and I automatically open and welcome him down my throat. Behind me, Jerif enters my ass with a smooth, slick movement through my tight ring, and a groan leaks out of my throat.

      Now I’m full of three of them, and it’s so fucking invigorating, so thrilling. I need to touch Echo too, so I reach for him blindly as Iceman shoves his hips up into me, making me clench around him as Jerif pulls out and then pushes into me again from behind.

      I writhe at the contrasting sensations of Iceman’s cold cock in my pussy and Jerif’s hot one pushing into my ass, and it sends me into a tailspin of orgasms I don’t think I’ll ever recover from. Everyone starts to move at the same time as I finally grip onto the velvety smooth length of Echo’s dick with my hand and—

      I gasp as I sit up in bed, my pussy throbbing, my nipples hard, my breaths ragged, and my ass completely...alone.

      “Holy fuck,” I pant, a hand thrown over my racing heart. What the hell?

      I look around with confusion, expecting four naked demons to be standing around, but nope, it’s just wet and sweaty me, with a tangle of sheets that look like they’re trying to strangle me. I realize all too quickly that all of that deliciousness was a fucking dream. I stare at the shadows all around the room, silently pleading for a case of déjà vu, but nothing happens.

      Ughhh!

      I slam my back against the mattress and squeeze my eyes shut, hoping it will jump start the dream again so I can get off. It doesn’t, and my pussy pulsates in protest.

      “No, no, no, no, no!” I chant as I thrash around in my bed. Why is life so fucking mean? That was so hot, and I want it back. That was better than reality, and I want to grab a vibrator and go to town on myself while I still have the dream fresh in my mind.

      Maybe, if I try hard enough, I can fall back asleep and launch right into another sex dream. This time, I want one where they all strip slowly for me and I don’t miss anything. Oooh dream mirrors. I can just snap my fingers and imagine mirrors appearing so I can fuck all of them in a mirrored room.

      Damn, I can’t believe I even fantasized about Jerif joining in. He’s fucking annoying, but there’s no denying how hot that was. I close my eyes again, like I’m telling my imagination ready, set, go, but try as I might, I can’t get the dream back. If anything, it just slips further and further away.

      I groan, sexually pissed off, and dive for my nightstand. Opening the drawer, I shove aside old magazines, a couple of bracelets, and a package of tissues before my hand clamps around my vibrator. But when I click the damn thing, it doesn’t turn on, confirming that it is definitely dead. Apparently, that’s the only thing my dream got right.

      “Dammit,” I mutter, feeling even more frustrated as I toss it back into the drawer and then get up and stomp toward the bathroom where I strip down and get into the shower. With the hot water and steam surrounding me, I try to rub my aching clit, but I can already tell it’s going to be a lackluster, hollow orgasm. Solo orgasms are just never as good as the ones someone else gives to you.

      What I need is four hot as fuck demons to play out my new favorite sexual fantasy. I drop my hand, glaring at my non-detachable showerhead. Why didn’t I get the kind that I could remove from the wall and hold against my pussy? I need to put that on the wishlist for when I redo the bathroom. Must-Have: Awesome detachable showerhead with enough water pressure to get me off. There’s gotta be a section for that in Home Depot.

      I shampoo, condition, and shave aggressively, giving my picky clit a glare every time I look down. She’s running the show, and now that I’ve had the best fantasy ever, I’m not sure she’ll ever settle for anything less sexy.

      When I’m done in the shower, I get dressed in jeans and a black tank top, and quickly dry my hair. It’s not until I’m running deodorant under my arms that I hear something...banging in the living room. It says a lot about my life that I’m not even concerned that the noise could be anything but my demons.

      Echo and Crux popped me right into my house last night without a care in the world, hung out for a bit while we ate, and then left for the Gate while one of them watched my house from the outside all night. But now, they clearly think I have an open door policy and they can come and go as they please without even fucking knocking on the front door first.

      Although, if they brought coffee, I might just forgive the intrusion.
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      I put my stuff away and then head down the hall, noting the open curtains in the living room that are letting in the sunlight. A glance at the clock hanging over the TV tells me that I slept way longer than I realized; it’s nearly two o’clock in the afternoon. Sex dreams take a lot of time apparently.

      I walk through the living room, but I freeze when I see the blown out wall I knocked down to open the kitchen into the dining room. Crux and Echo are standing there in nothing but clean pairs of pants slung low on their tapered waists. The sight of masculine veins, bare abs, and chiseled chests while I’m so sexually unsatisfied both thrills me and instantly pisses me off. Or maybe my anger is reserved for what they’ve done.

      The kitchen...is fixed.

      I gape as I look at where the bare concrete flooring should be, but it’s been replaced with hardwood floors. The busted up wall and ceiling have been patched and painted, and a new set of gray cupboards mysteriously hang on the wall, with matching gray cabinets extended across the floor. Hell, my fridge isn’t even my fridge anymore. It’s stainless steel and matches the other brand new appliances that all have new locations around my now massive and extended kitchen.

      It’s gorgeous, and I’m instantly pissed.

      As soon as I see that Crux and Echo are lifting a heavy piece of white and gray marble onto my countertop, I fucking lose it.

      “What. The. Hell.”

      My voice carries, and the guys glance over at me in the doorway, their muscles bulging as they start to slip the stunning countertop into place. Where the fuck did they get all of this?

      “You’re up,” Crux says with a smile, dropping his hold on the counter suddenly as he walks over to me. Echo curses and nearly drops what I’m sure is a very expensive slab of marble. “You...motherfucker…” Echo strains through gritted teeth while every visible muscle bulges as he struggles to set the marble down just right.

      Crux ignores him, his beautiful face spread into a grin as he stands in front of me. “How do you feel? You slept a long time.”

      “How the hell did you do all of this?” My eyes can’t stop bouncing from thing to thing. This doesn’t look like my dingy, small kitchen anymore. Everything is so damn shiny.

      “Like I said, you slept a long time.”

      My eyes fly back to his face. “Put it back.”

      He blinks at me and then lets out a laugh. “Right. Sure, Jeter.”

      But I’m not laughing. In fact, I’m getting more fucking furious by the second. Crux realizes that I’m not joking, and his face falls as Echo walks over. My attention briefly moves over his abs and the way his shadows are playing around his pecs, but I ignore my irritated libido and cross my arms in front of me, dismissing how achy my breasts feel.

      “Do you like it?” Echo asks with a smirk, though it’s clear that he means his shirtless self as much as the kitchen.

      “You had no right.”

      Echo rears back, like my words just got into his face and screamed fight me, bitch. “What are you talking about?”

      I push past them and then turn around in a full circle, gesturing around the kitchen. “This! All of this! You had no right to just swoop in and renovate my kitchen.”

      Crux frowns. “It was a wreck.”

      “Yeah, but it was my wreck,” I argue, reaching up to frustratedly run my fingers through my hair. “You can’t just redo someone’s kitchen without even asking them. What if I didn’t like it?”

      Echo cocks his head, and his shadows swirl quicker, like they’re picking up on my mood. He digs into his pocket and pulls out my phone that he somehow once again has in his possession. “We know you like it. We went through your Pinterest last night. In fact, every single thing in this room is exactly what you had on your ‘Dream Kitchen’ board,” he says with quote fingers.

      “That’s not the point,” I snap, inwardly seething.

      “Then what is the point?” Crux asks, his blond brows pulled together in confusion.

      “Yeah, why are you being fucking difficult? We did this to be nice,” Echo cuts in.

      Anger heats my whole face, and I feel it spread up to my eyes. “I didn’t ask you to be nice. This is my house. The house my parents bought and wanted to fix up to be their retirement dream home. Everything in here that wasn’t original was updated by my dad or by me. You can’t just come in here and do this.” My voice cracks, my vision blurs, and I feel a tear streak down my cheek. Fuck, why do I always have to cry when I’m pissed? Why can’t I get eye lasers or produce firebolts instead? Nope, I have to settle for angry tears instead.

      Even though I quickly dash them away, both guys stiffen, and I hear Echo curse under his breath. “Fuck. Don’t cry, Jeter,” Crux says as he comes forward like someone would approach a rabid raccoon.

      Seeing him walk over so carefully along with the use of the horrible nickname makes me look over at him. “I had to do every renovation in this house. Me,” I stress, patting a hand against my chest with a strong thump. “We didn’t have much, but my parents scraped to buy this house, and they were so proud…” Another tear slips down. “It was supposed to be my dad that fixed this place up, but now it’s left to me, and I—” My words cut out as my throat closes, a rough rock of emotion blocking my airway.

      “And you wanted to do it yourself,” Echo finishes for me. I nod sharply and turn away, bracing my hands on the brand new countertop, the color reminding me of the demon Flint’s skin.

      Part of me knows that I’m being irrational. It’s amazing that they did all this while I slept, and I know they worked hard and fast on it because they wanted to do something nice. But the shock of seeing a chunk of my dad’s to-do list knocked out in one fell swoop, when I didn’t even get to help, guts me.

      “I know I’m not good at the DIY stuff,” I say quietly, breathing steadily through my nose to rein in my emotions. “But it makes me feel closer to him.”

      I feel someone come up behind me, and then I’m gently turned around, and Crux is holding me against his chest. “Sorry, Delta. We didn’t know. Do you want us to take it all down?”

      I know he’s completely serious as he asks me that. If I tell them to, they will. They’d rip everything right back out, and let me wallow in my overwhelming renovation repairs. My heart squeezes knowing that they’d undo all their hard work without even batting an eye. I release a deep sigh and try to let my irrational anger go. Maybe this is a sign.

      Maybe it’s time for me to release my stranglehold on my parents’ dream and figure out some dreams of my own. I know in my heart that they wouldn’t care. They’re not here anymore, and it’s not like completing this house is going to bring them back.

      I look up into Crux’s green eyes. The genuine concern I see staring back at me cools my irrational anger. I shake my head. “No, but thank you. Just...maybe no more surprise HGTV shit, okay?”

      Crux lets me pull back, and I try to take in the new kitchen through far more reasonable lenses. He keeps one hand on my back, where he rubs soft, comforting strokes down my spine. I’m all too aware of his proximity, and when Echo comes to stand beside us, his chest touching my arm, all of my sexual frustration comes roaring back, right alongside that delicious dream that left me high and dry.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Jerif gruffly asks as he pops into the room out of nowhere. I jump, adrenaline kicking my heart into overdrive at his sudden appearance. Less than a heartbeat later, Iceman is standing next to him too.

      “She’s not big on surprises,” Crux replies, and Jerif grunts and runs his fingers through his flame flickering hair.

      “Told you she wouldn’t like it,” he grumps, looking around at all the work Crux and Echo did.

      My eyebrows lift. I’m surprised by that statement. It makes Jerif seem observant in addition to just being a prick.

      He crosses his arms. “She’s been ungrateful about pretty much everything else, so I don’t know why you idiots thought this would be any different.”

      Nope, not observant at all. Just a plain prick. My mistake.

      Anger heats my face and douses my desire as I turn to him. I can’t believe I let my dreams convince me to fuck this dude. Not in a million years would I put up with that mouth just to get to his dick. My clit will just have to come up with a game plan that doesn’t involve the lava demon and his taciturn bullshit.

      “You know what, Jerif? Fuck you.” I turn to Iceman. “Can you ward my house so his rude ass can’t get in?” I ask with complete seriousness.

      Iceman shakes his head like he’s too tired to deal with this shit, but he does shoot Jerif a look. Jerif rolls his eyes and moves through the pristine new kitchen, grumbling about how he’s going to make coffee. I peek over Crux’s shoulder. Damn, apparently, I now own a super expensive coffee making thing that looks like it should belong in a Starbucks and not my house.

      Well, at least Jerif’s not totally useless. Maybe he can be trained to bring me coffee and dessert anytime he has the urge to be an asshole. Knowing him, I’d be dead from an overdose of caffeine and sugar in less than forty-eight hours though, so maybe that’s not the way to go.

      “Aside from surprise renovations, to what do I owe the pleasure of your demonic visit?” I ask, moving away from Echo and Crux’s sandwiching bodies as I walk out of the kitchen and go into the living room to lean against my ratty couch.

      Iceman instantly looks nervous as he takes a seat on the worn cushions of my sofa. Worry flutters through me. Did they have problems at the Hellgate last night? He clears his throat and scratches at the base of one of his horns, stalling.

      “Did something happen?” I ask uneasily.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary, but I was hoping we wouldn’t have to talk about this right now,” he confesses, and a myriad of possible topics sweep through my mind. His blue gaze settles on my lips for a second, and heat crawls up my neck and into my cheeks.

      Shit.

      Did Echo or Crux tell him about how I was grinding against Echo on my couch and letting his shadows do very naughty things to me? Is he about to lay some we have to keep things professional lecture at my feet? Or worse...do they know about the dream somehow? I don’t fucking know what these demons are capable of, after all. They could be fucking dream readers or some shit. If Jerif knows that I let him dream fuck me up the ass, I will die. There’s no way that fucker will ever let me live it down.

      Iceman continues to search for the right words, and I get more and more nervous. I look around at the others, but they’re equally quiet, and my nerves shoot around like jumping beans. I don’t want to get lectured about this, and I sure as hell don’t want to get blamed.

      When Iceman finally opens his mouth to say something, I jump up, cutting him off. “Look, you guys are the ones who started the flirting, not me, so if anyone is to blame, it’s them,” I declare pointing at Crux and Echo.

      They both voice a defensive, “Hey,” but Iceman’s expression turns confused. “What are you talking about?” he asks, looking from me to the guys.

      I blink and drop my arm. Shit, did I read this wrong?

      I try to stuff my hand awkwardly in my front pocket just for something to do, but because these are women’s jeans, it’s only about an inch deep, so it looks hella ridiculous as I try to prop it in there all casual-like. I pull it back out and shift on my feet. “Ummm...what are you talking about?” I counter.

      Iceman studies me for a moment and then looks over at Crux and Echo. The idiots don’t even try to play it off. Crux grins mischievously, while Echo lets his shadows shift and swirl around his pale skin. My face burns about as hot as Jerif’s skin.

      “I specifically said no sleepovers,” Iceman tells them with a sigh.

      “We didn’t sleep,” Echo says with a smirk.

      “Oh my God, don’t say it like that,” I hiss, moving away from them to go sit on the opposite end of the couch as Iceman. I don’t miss the expression of disappointment that seems to flicker over his features before he shutters it away. I’m not sure exactly what that means. Is he disappointed in us? Or...is he disappointed that he wasn’t here to participate for our naughty straddle on the couch? I shift, pressing my thighs together to stifle my neediness. God, that dream really fucked me up.

      “Nothing happened.” Except for letting Echo’s shadows trail over my body while grinding on his dick. Oh and being totally cool with Crux watching the whole thing, which was probably the catalyst to the really filthy dream I just had about all of you… I clear my throat. “They did leave last night, but I’m guessing, when there were no Gate issues, they came back and renovated my kitchen. That’s all.”

      Iceman glances back over to the space. “I noticed.”

      “Your floor plan is much better,” Jerif pipes in arrogantly, which is basically the equivalent of I told you so.

      “Anyway,” I say, bulldozing past the awkward conversation before Crux or Echo can interject anything about our happy hour on the couch, “what did you want to talk about?” Please don’t be some sort of dream reader, I chant silently.

      Iceman leans forward on the couch, bracing his forearms on his powerful thighs as he looks at me while the others circle around the back of the couch. “I know you’re not ready, Delta, and all of us were hoping we could postpone this until you were...but we need to go back to Hell.”

      I stare at Iceman blankly for a beat as his words dig into me. I’m relieved that this has nothing to do with the dream, but that relief quickly evaporates as what he’s saying takes root. Hell. I have to go back to Hell.

      I probably should have been expecting this, especially after what happened at the other Gate, but I haven’t given it a moment’s thought. I’ve been too busy coveting demon orgasms, and I don’t know what that even says about me. Maybe epic levels of avoidance is my demon superpower.

      I try to stuff my hand into my damn pocket again, because clearly, I didn’t learn my lesson the first time. It’s even more awkward now since I’m sitting on the couch. “So...Hell.”

      Iceman watches me carefully. “Yes.”

      I nod slowly as I look down at my lap. Shit. I know I committed to trying to be okay with this whole demon thing, I mean, what other choice do I have? But this is it. I either accept this future for myself or… I pause, suddenly unable to finish that thought. I keep thinking I can walk away, but after seeing what I saw at the other Hellgate, and feeling what it felt like to protect it, to be part of the team...walking away just doesn’t feel like an option. If the group sex fantasy tells me anything—aside from my serious need to get laid—it’s that I want this, to be a part of this group, no matter how much it freaks me out at the same time.

      “This is not what I thought I was signing up for,” I start as I pick at my cuticles just to have something to do. “I mean...me being a demon is one thing, but being a Hellgate Guardian that’s tied to you and a Gate for the rest of the foreseeable future? That’s...a lot to take in,” I admit before looking back up at him. For some reason, Iceman has always seemed like “the boss” to me. Maybe it has to do with the fact that he’s an Ūnus demon from the First Ring of Hell, but it seems like the guys defer to him, and I find myself wanting to earn his respect. “But then you guys took me to the other Gate yesterday.”

      My eyes flick over to the scythe propped up by the front door. If I concentrate, I can still taste the ash that was in my mouth and the way my muscles felt when I spun the weapon and took out those Cousin It demons.

      “I can’t ignore it now. I can’t just shut my eyes and hope it all goes away. Not when I know what kinds of things are trying to sneak out of Hell. Not when I know what you guys are up against and what’s riding on it.”

      I take a deep breath and let it out slowly as I wrap my mind and future around what I’m about to say. I meet Iceman’s eyes and feel more certain and steadier than I thought I would.

      Go figure.

      “If I’m honestly your best shot at helping to stabilize the Gate, then I know I need to help. I’m still adjusting to all of this, and I don’t know how long that will take, but I could never forgive myself if something really bad came through all because I was too much of a coward to accept what I am. I don’t want to be a coward.”

      “So you’ll come?” he asks, an edge of hope riding his tone.

      I’m probably going to regret this, but… “Yeah. I’ll come. I’ll try to be a Hellgate Guardian.”

      There seems to be a collective sigh that comes out of the guys, and the mood in the room immediately lifts. “But I have to be honest...I have no fucking clue how to do what you guys do, and I’m a little terrified.”

      “We’ll teach you,” Iceman quickly says, as if he wants to reassure me before I change my mind.

      “And I really have to go to Hell? I can’t just guard the Gate without going down there?” I ask, pointing past my floor as if Hell is right below us.

      “Afraid so,” Iceman says.

      “We need to find out what Ring you’re from first,” Echo supplies. “That way we can figure out what we’re dealing with. We’re hoping you’re a Second Ringer—a Duo like Jerif. But even a Trēs like me and Crux would be great. Any Inner Ringer will help us hold the Gate.”

      “I still think she might surprise us and be a Nihil,” Crux throws out nonchalantly.

      “She’s not a Gatekeeper, Crux. Let it go already,” Jerif growls, and Crux just shrugs like he has no intention of listening to a thing that Jerif has to say.

      I don’t blame him. Even though I’m pretty sure Jerif is spot on with that assessment, the arrogant shithead will never know I totally agree.

      “I believe part of your block is still in place too,” Iceman adds, pulling my focus back to him.

      My eyebrows shoot up. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you haven’t displayed any demonic powers yet, other than the fact that you can wield the scythe and see past wards. The block may fully break once you enter the Ring of Hell you’re from. The Gates to each Ring are very powerful and strip a demon of any outside influences, more or less purifying them when they go home. We’re hoping that if there are any lingering suppressants on your abilities, that your home Ring will clear it up.”

      “So I could get awesome demon powers like you guys?” I ask with excitement.

      “Yes. We’re hoping that Hell will help unlock everything.”

      “But you took me to Hell before,” I point out. “Nothing happened other than me having a panic attack.”

      “We weren’t even out of the Gate,” Jerif tells me. “We were just on the other side in Hell’s Embrace. We need you to go fully inside of Hell and through your Ring Gate to test it.”

      “Oh,” I say, thoughts churning in my head. What if I pass through my Ring Gate and grow horns or three tails or something? I don’t know if I’m ready for that. Yeah, some cool abilities would be epic, but what if I end up with something lame or gross?

      “I hope my power isn’t turning demons inside out,” I say, wrinkling my nose before glancing over at Crux. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” he replies smoothly. “It’s fucking messy.”

      Jerif rolls his eyes at him.

      I shove all thoughts about my parents and their potential demon status in a closet and shut the door. Let’s deal with one thing at a time, Delta. First we’ll figure out where I’m from, then I can figure out whether or not to freak the fuck out about it and how it impacts everything I think I know.

      “Okay,” I say, looking around at them. I release a resigned exhale and pep talk myself into just ripping the Band-Aid off. “Just...don’t let me fucking die, okay? I don’t want to get to Hell and burn to death or get chained to some Jabba demon thingy and live out the rest of my life as some gold-bikini-wearing slave.”

      “What the hell is a Jabba demon?” Jerif demands as he sips daintily from his mug and gives me judgy eyes.

      “Forget about it. My point is, I’m counting on you guys to bring me back here in one piece.” Hopefully without horns or tails or anything that makes me look trollish. I cross my fingers and start a steady chant of please let me be a Trēs demon like Echo.

      “We won’t let anything happen to you,” Iceman promises. “And as soon as we know what you are, we can induct you as our fifth, and we can begin to train you properly. By the time we’re done, you’ll be able to hold your own, and if what you did yesterday is any indication, I have full faith that you can rise to the challenge.”

      I give him a soft smile, grateful for his belief in me. It means a lot, even if I am still freaked out.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Shit. Now?” I ask, a tinge of whiny-voice threatening to leak out. I really don’t want to go to Hell. I mean, people talk about Hell as a curse word, as a worst-case scenario. It’s a little daunting, and that’s minus all of the this will change your entire world shit that’s now breathing down the back of my neck.

      Iceman’s mouth twitches with amusement. “Yes, now. We’ve already left the Gate for too long, and if you’re ready to start, then I see no point in waiting.”

      “Fine,” I groan. “Just let me grab some coffee first,” I say as I get up and head for the kitchen and grab a cup of whatever Jerif brewed in the industrial espresso machine.

      I have a feeling I’m going to need a lot of caffeine for this, so I down two full cups before shoving a package of mini muffins into my mouth, and then I look around at my beautiful kitchen and promise to come back soon so I can fully appreciate it. I give Fern some water on my way out before patting her leaf and grabbing my scythe.

      “Ready?” Echo asks, holding the door open.

      Nope, but I can’t ignore what I am, and my life has to be on this course for a reason, so I might as well see it through. “Hell, here I come,” I announce as I close the distance between me and Echo. I give him a teasing smile. “Wait. Shouldn’t I get a handbasket for this trip or something?”
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      I stand inside the mausoleum, and I have to swipe my sweaty palms on my jeans so that I don’t lock my grip on my walking stick-scythe. It’s bladeless right now, and I still haven’t figured out exactly how to activate the blades, but it makes me feel better just to hold it.

      “Remind me again exactly what we’re going to do.”

      They’ve already told me three times on the way over here, but hearing the plan makes it feel safer and saner. Like if I hear it enough, it won’t be so scary. Just another afternoon where I’m visiting Hell and figuring out what kind of demon I am. No biggie.

      Iceman looks at me patiently. “We’ll go through the Gate. This time, we’ll go further than last time. We’ll take you all the way to the Vestibule.”

      “And the Vestibule is the place where there’s a portal for every Ring of Hell,” I say, regurgitating his previous explanation.

      “That’s right,” he replies, ever the supportive demon. “Demons can only enter the portals where they’re from and lower. I’m from Ūnus, or First Ring, so I can enter one, two, three, four, and five. But Crux, since he’s a Trēs—a Third Ring demon—he can only go through the three, four, and five portals. Make sense?”

      “Yeah, okay,” I say, wiping my hands yet again. If my palms sweat any more, I’m going to have to put deodorant on them. “And how are we going to find out what Ring I’m from?”

      “You’ll attempt to pass through the portals,” Crux answers, bumping my shoulder with his. “You can start with my portal. I’ll go with you. If you can pass through that one, we know you’re at least a Trēs.”

      “Then Jerif will take you through Duo,” Echo adds. I notice that Jerif isn’t the one to offer. I don’t want to go through the portal with his grumpy ass either. He probably would sell me off to a Jabba demon if I weren’t their only hope right now.

      “And if you can go through that, I’ll test you with Ūnus,” Iceman replies.

      “So all I have to do is...walk through?”

      “Yes,” Iceman tells me. “If you’re a lower ranking demon, the portal won’t allow you to pass. It will be simple and should be fairly quick, so long as we don’t run into any complications.”

      My ears buzz. “Complications? What kind of complications?”

      Crux groans. “Don’t freak her out.”

      Iceman looks contrite. “I’m not trying to freak her out. I’m trying to prepare her.”

      “You said I would be fine,” I say, doing my best to not let panic bubble up inside of me.

      “And you will,” he promises, reaching forward to grip me by the shoulders. “We won’t let anything happen to you. But this is Hell we’re going through, and Outer Ring demons are causing more and more havoc every day. Not just by trying to break out of the Gates, but by attacking Inner Ringers. They’re vying for control and power, and you don’t know how to ward yourself yet, so you’ll be visible to them, which means we’re going to stay visible as well. So you need to stay alert.”

      “Can’t you just ward me like you ward my house?” I ask.

      “Nope,” Crux replies. “Using our abilities on you could fuck with your choices and free will, so we can’t do that. Forbidden is an understatement when it comes to that, and we’re not trying to start a war with the higher ups or have Lucifer on our ass for breaking rules.”

      “So we get to do things the old fashioned way,” Echo adds.

      I swallow hard, my eyes slipping over to the side to look at Jerif’s face. I can’t chicken out. Not again. I can do this. Worst case scenario, I get scythe happy again. That wasn’t so bad. I’ll just make sure not to keep my mouth open, or lick my lips, or try to make out with anyone right after killing anything.

      Thoughts of a nice steamy group shower flash through my mind, and I shake them away. I blame Hell and the impending trip for making my brain go haywire. Yep. That feels like a solid excuse for what’s happening to me.

      “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Before I can even fill my lungs with non-acidic air, they grab my hands, and that weird vertigo feeling washes over me. One moment, we’re in the Mortal Realm, and the next, we’re suddenly standing in the massive mausoleum that I immediately recognize as Hell’s Embrace.

      We’re back.

      I don’t stumble or fall this time, and I don’t feel like I need to puke, so I suppose that’s something. I’m still not disintegrating from Hell’s acidic air either—nope, shouldn’t think about that. I’m just breathing normal oxygen. My lungs are happy. And Hell is like my Nana’s house: smells weird, but it’s not so bad once you get used to it. Maybe there’s even cookies down here. I’m sure I’ve heard something about cookies being offered on the dark side.

      “You’re still on your feet,” Crux observes, and I can’t help the smile that stretches across my face.

      “I’m getting better at that whole realm shifting thing,” I point out.

      “Sure are. You’ll be a pro in no time,” he says, squeezing my hand before dropping it.

      Jerif grunts irritably and gives both me and Crux a look. “You know as soon as he fucks you, he’ll forget your name and all this kissass bullshit will stop, right?” he tells me coldly.

      His words feel like a slap, and I open my mouth to defend Crux, but I stop short. I mean...maybe that’s true. Maybe Crux is only being nice to get in my pants, and once he earns that notch in the ol’ bedpost, he’ll move on. But then again, do I even care? It’s not like I’m trying to wife up.

      Trepidation seeps through me like dense fog. I do care about being part of the team though. I don’t want to do anything that could fuck that up.

      “You should keep your mouth shut about things you know nothing about,” Crux says coldly as he steps up to Jerif with a furious look on his usually cheerful face.

      Iceman steps smoothly between them. “Enough. This is not the time or the place. Everyone needs to focus on getting to the Vestibule and back, and nothing more. Am I understood?” he barks out.

      No one says anything, but when Iceman moves toward the arched exit to the left, everyone falls into step behind him. I’m tense as fuck, and I’m not sure if it’s from being in Hell or from what Jerif just said. My emotions immediately jump on the sex would make all of this too complicated bandwagon, and then I promptly shove that all aside and focus on what we’re doing here. Iceman is right, now isn’t the time or the place to worry about it. I have enough to deal with already.

      We silently traverse the cavernous room toward the exit, and I can’t help but wonder what I’ll find on the other side of the gargantuan open entryway. I’m both nervous and oddly exhilarated to think about what Hell will be like. Am I going to be traumatized by tortured souls just hanging about everywhere, or is that all done behind closed doors?

      I find myself holding my breath as we walk beneath the tall arched stone frame. I’ve no sooner stepped one foot out of Hell’s Embrace and into Hell when a noise that can only be described as a gong rings through the air. I slam my hands over my ears in an effort to keep them from exploding. The noise is so loud and deafening I can feel the vibrations of it in my bones.

      I close my eyes and cower away from the painfully overwhelming sound. Arms wrap around me, and they feel both protective and grounding. I snuggle into the chest of whoever is holding me, wishing I could crawl inside of them to escape this fucking racket.

      A hand smooths my hair, and I feel another body pressed against my back. I think the gonging noise is getting quieter, but it’s hard to tell because there’s now a steady ringing in my ears that’s competing with the original assaulting sound. I look up to find Iceman staring down at me, his arms vise-like around my shoulders.

      “What the fuck was that?” someone whispers, and I turn around and see it’s Jerif who’s pushed up against my back. Echo and Crux are at each of my sides, their backs to me like they’re ready for an attack or anything else that might come our way. All four bodies are tense and strained as if they’re waiting for the Devil himself to jump out.

      “I don’t have the foggiest fucking clue,” Iceman whispers back, but he looks like he’s yelling.

      I rub at my ears, hoping somehow it will help the ringing stop and restore my hearing. Jerif yells something else, but I don’t catch it, I can only feel his vibrations against my back as he speaks. I look up at him and watch his lips as he taps me on the shoulder and tries again.

      “What?” I ask, like some elderly grandma who forgot to turn on her hearing aid. I squint my eyes like somehow it will make me hear better or suddenly read lips better. “Dew dropped or eye? What the fuck does that mean?” I shout. I turn to Crux like somehow his lips will be easier to read. But he just repeats “dew dropped or eye” more slowly and then looks at me with concern.

      What in the hell can that possibly mean? I stare at him in confusion, trying to piece it all together when he looks toward the ground. I follow his gaze to find my scythe is lying on the ground. Shit. I dropped it. It’s still in walking stick mode, which I guess is good, but all the guys look like it will be a cold day in Hell before they pick it up, in case blades pop out of it.

      I bend over so I can reach down and grab it, completely forgetting that I’m sandwiched in. Nobody moves, which means I accidentally shove my ass against Jerif’s crotch, while simultaneously headbutting Iceman’s dick.

      Large hands grab my hips and keep me from toppling forward as Iceman hops back and cups himself. I freeze, my body ass-first against Jerif’s crotch. If you were looking at this situation from the outside, I look like I’m taking it from behind while the others are standing around patiently waiting their turn.

      Perfect. Just the impression I was hoping to make on my first trip inside Hell.

      I snatch up my scythe and quickly straighten up, giving the guys a sheepish look. “Whoops,” I say, trying to laugh it off.

      Jerif stares daggers at me, and I quickly look away, not ready to dissect what we both know—he’s hard as a rock.

      I’m not ready to divest or digest that information, so I grip my scythe and look down at it like it betrayed me. This thing was practically glued to my hand when we were fighting the Cousin It demons, but one scary sound in Hell and it makes a run for it. Not cool.

      “At least my fucked up leather uniform had a holder for this thing,” I say, and the guys wince as if I’m still talking obnoxiously loud.

      Iceman says something, but I shake my head, his lips moving way too fucking fast for me to get what he’s saying. He starts unbuckling his belt, and my mind immediately jumps to all the naughty reasons why he could be doing this. I watch him wrap his belt around the scythe, and then he presses in against me. He slips the leather into the loops on my jeans, and then gently buckles it. I stand frozen, too surprised to move, while my heart pounds in time with my pussy. His knuckles barely brush up against my pelvic bone, the touch completely innocent, but it lights a fuse inside of me. Fucking Hell. I need to get a grip.

      “Good idea!” I talk-yell, forgetting again to lower my voice.

      I wiggle my hips like Shakira taught me, and I’m happy to see the scythe stays secure at my side. Well, that should hopefully help to make things easier. I look up to find Iceman and Echo watching me, while Jerif and Crux scan everything around us.

      “So what was that sound?” I ask, only for Echo’s hand to come over my mouth.

      “You’re still shouting,” he says, and I’m relieved that I can hear him a little bit better.

      “Sorry,” I say as soon as he drops his hand off my mouth. I stick my finger in my ear like I can dig out the rest of the sharp shrill that’s still bouncing around inside.

      I shake my head a little, like I’ve been swimming and I’m trying to get the water out. Surprisingly, it works. “Whew, that’s better,” I say with relief, though I have remnants of a headache from the jarring noise. “So what did you guys say that was?”

      “We don’t know,” Echo tells me.

      “But she probably just alerted every Ring in Hell that something serious and worthy of investigating just walked through the front door,” Jerif says, his tone marred with irritation. “We need to keep moving. She can’t ward herself, and we’re like fucking sitting ducks.”

      “I didn’t yell on purpose,” I snap. “And it’s not like anyone warned me about a fucking gong going off like I just entered the Triwizard Tournament. That shit wasn’t my fault.”

      “No one is blaming you,” Iceman assures me, but he looks at Jerif as he says it.

      “Lay off her, will you?” Crux grumbles to the lava demon before reaching down and grabbing my hand. I should probably pull away, but I let him thread his fingers through mine and start tugging me forward.

      I look around as we make our way out the extra large version of the mausoleum. I figured Hell would be on the other side of the archway, but instead, there’s a long, wide corridor. At the end, there’s a set of doors that happen to be more imposing than anything I’ve ever seen.

      “So...is there a secret knock?” I ask no one in particular. I’m going for a light and teasing tone, but my voice is too shaky to pull it off. “Why is this place so big?” I ask, looking around as my voice melts into the dark shadows that I’m worried are hiding all kinds of scary things off in the distance.

      “For fuck’s sake, it’s like having a four-year-old along for the ride,” Jerif grumbles.

      “I’ve never been down here before, you ass,” I defend.

      “Security is one part of it,” Echo quickly interrupts, answering the question. “And there’s also the issue that if Hell’s army needs to get out in a hurry, you have to have room to do it.”

      I swallow down a gulp of oh shit and stare transfixed at the massive doors in front of us. “So is this the actual Hellgate then?” I ask, glaring at Jerif and just daring him to give me shit for asking questions.

      He rolls his eyes. I do my best to ignore him and tip my head back as I take in the massive doors. They’re a good fifty feet high, and end in spikes at the top, but the size isn’t what’s so daunting—it’s that it’s made entirely of blood-red flames.

      “This looks a lot more Hellgatey and ominous than the Gate in the graveyard, just sayin’,” I observe.

      “Technically, this is the official Hellgate, and what we guard are Hell Portals that lead to this Hellgate. But that was a mouthful of a job description, so we shortened it to just Hellgate Guardian,” Crux explains with a cheeky smile on his face.

      The corners of my lips tip up involuntarily at the playful twinkle in his green eyes. “So are we actually in Hell now, or do we have to pass through the doors before I can tick Hell off my places I’ve been poster?”

      “We stepped foot on Hell soil the minute we left the big mausoleum. But we’re more on Hell’s property and walking up to the front door right now,” Iceman tells me.

      “Oh, okay. That makes sense.”

      I suddenly find myself wondering if there will be a gift shop anywhere where I can buy some sweats that say Hell’s Property on the ass, because I could get down with that kind of uniform.

      “The Vestibule is a small hike just on the other side of the doors. We should hurry though,” Iceman announces, his blue eyes looking around us attentively.

      I study the looming Gate as we walk closer to it. The nearer we get, the hotter it becomes, and the more the red hue makes it look like something out of a vampire’s wet dream. I have to swipe at a dribble of sweat that threatens to trickle down my brow as we approach it. The guys don’t slow down, they just continue to head right for the Hellgate, even though it doesn’t appear to be opening.

      “Umm...guys?”

      None of them say anything, and Crux continues to pull me with him.

      “Guys?” I repeat, trying to wrench my hand away, but Crux isn’t having it. He just clamps down harder.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I say, just as Echo comes up on the other side of me and grabs my wrist, helping Crux to tug me forward. “Is the freaky fire Gate gonna open?” I ask.

      “Nope,” Jerif says simply.

      I dig in my heels until Crux and Echo are just pulling me along, like I’m learning how to ice skate and they’re just gonna drag me along whether I want to do it or not.

      “Wait!” I say again, but do these fucking demons wait? Nope. They just walk straight into the bloody hellish fire and pull me right along with them.

      With a whoosh of intense heat, I open my mouth to scream, but then I’m pulled another step and I’m instantaneously out of the blistering inferno. I pant as I look over my shoulder to find the crimson flames are now at my back. “Fuck, I thought I was about to burn alive.”

      “You would’ve,” Iceman tells me. “That’s why Crux and Echo made sure to hold onto you. Since we’re Gate Guardians, we can pass through.”

      A noise gets clogged in my throat. “What if I had gotten out of your grasps?” I demand.

      “Give us a little credit, Jeter,” Crux says, rolling his green eyes.

      I yank out of his and Echo’s holds, only because they let me this time. “What the fuck? All you had to say was, oh, by the way, Delta, hold our hands while we walk through the Hellgate so you don’t burn alive. See? Simple.”

      “Apologies,” Echo says, his mouth turning up into a smirk. “But the fear you were putting off was just too delicious.”

      I stare into Echo’s bottomless black eyes, shocked. “That’s...not fucking cool.”

      “Come on now, Swamp Thing, embrace your demon. You know you got off on that fear just as much as I just did,” he counters.

      I start to object, but the light floaty feeling currently coursing through my veins betrays my outrage. I feel tingly, like I just had an epic orgasm, and it unsettles the fuck out of me.

      Embrace my demon?

      Fucking Hell. Please don’t tell me I’m going to go full Daenerys Targaryen and laugh while everything around me burns. Or worse, be that bitch at the grocery store who pulls out a fuck ton of coupons when there’s a line of people waiting to check out behind me, then proceed to argue that the manager needs to accept all the expired ones, which just so happens to make up eighty percent of her penny saving pile. I’m not ready for that level of evil.

      Echo’s shadows start rubbing against each other like they’re acting out their favorite porn, and it distracts me from my concerns as I get sucked into the naughty shadow puppet show. Maybe that gong that went off when we first stepped into Hell somehow released the kraken of kinky that I now apparently seem to be okay with?

      I flick that thought away and turn from Echo and his scandalous shadows. I look around and for the first time, realize that it actually looks like we’re in Hell now.

      “Well, shit.”

      We’re in some kind of massive underground cave that looks to be several thousand feet deep. We’re standing on cracked, scorched ground, and behind us, the Hellgate burns sanguine, and scary looking as fuck.

      “So demons have to break through that?” I ask, shaking my head with a creeped out shiver. I don’t know why anyone would want to try.

      “Yes,” Iceman replies. “Today is a good day. We’re holding it pretty stable, but if it or us comes under attack, that could quickly change.”

      “So where’s the Vestibule?” I ask, looking around Hell.

      There must be more fire somewhere, because the cave is lit up with flickering flames that cast a dark, orangish glow along the crevices. There’s a heaviness to this place that I feel but can’t quite explain. It doesn’t feel like brimstone and doom and the promises of pain like I would have expected, but there’s a serious weight that’s laced in the air all around me. It’s like when you walk into a room and someone is waiting for you, and you just know they want to talk about some heavy, life changing shit. That’s what it feels like here.

      “Down,” Crux says, answering my question and pointing at our feet.

      I grimace when I see a crude stairwell ahead, leading downward further into the cave. Oddly, I sense that there are things just beyond the darkness around us. It’s like waking up from a vivid dream that slowly starts to slip from your mind’s grasp. I know something nightmarish is there, but can’t remember exactly what. Have I been here before? Or is that just what Hell feels like?

      Absently, I make the mistake of following the guys as they move to peer over the edge. I instantly wish I hadn’t when I look over and discover the Lord of the Rings looking staircase that leads from Mordor. “Dammit, can’t you guys make a fucking elevator?”

      Iceman’s blue eyes glitter with amusement. “It’s not supposed to be easy to reach a Hellgate, Delta. The point is to deter as many as possible on both sides.”

      “Right,” I say as I look over again to try and see the bottom of the stairs. I can’t. It’s too deep. “What happens if I go over the edge?”

      “Don’t go over the edge,” Crux says quickly.

      “Well, I’m not going to on purpose,” I reply with exasperation. “But what if I fall?”

      “Don’t fall.”

      “Well that’s fucking comforting!” I say a little shrilly, and in the massive cavern, my voice reverberates back to me. I smirk and look over. “Echo,” I say, listening as his name repeats back to me.

      “What?” the demon asks.

      “Echo,” I repeat, barely suppressing a grin.

      He frowns at me. “What, Delta?”

      “Ec—”

      “Dude. She’s fucking with you,” Crux says with a grin, elbowing him in the side. “Seriously, for someone who’s probably heard them all, those Echo jokes just go right over that buzzed head of yours.”

      Echo blinks as realization dawns on him. He reaches over and pokes me in the side, right in my only ticklish spot. I jump back with a squeal, hiding behind Iceman as I cover my mouth and laugh.

      “For fuck’s sake. Stop acting like children and let’s go before any Outer Ringers come here to check out the sounds,” Jerif says before pushing past us. He starts walking down the steps, and I stick my tongue out at his back.

      Crux sees and chuckles at me. “Ready?”

      “To walk down a bajillion, endless, steep, rocky steps with no railing and straight into the heart of Hell? Sure, why not?” I snark as I walk over.

      “Here,” Crux says, grabbing my hand and placing it on the back of his jeans. “Hold onto me right here and don’t let go. I’ll catch you if you fall.”

      I dig my fingers into his waistband. “Can we not talk about falling, please?” I reply as we start walking down the first steps.

      “Good thinking.”

      “This place is huge,” I remark as Echo and Iceman take up the rear, all of us heading down single file.

      “Very,” Iceman says behind me.

      My eyes keep darting over to the edge, but the height and the creepy shadowed lighting is not a good combination, so I train my eyes to focus on the steps instead, doing my best to ensure I don’t slip.

      “Okay, so what’s the plan again?” I ask, suddenly needing a distraction from the feel of our descent into never-ending nothingness and the sound of my scythe clunking with each step down I take.

      Jerif groans and Iceman snorts at my annoying question.

      “Fine,” I concede. “So you guys said we’re starting at Trēs and working our way up to the First Ring, Ūnus, right? But wouldn’t it be faster to start at Ūnus and work our way down?” I ask. Apparently, climbing down into Hell brings out my inner tactician.

      “If these idiots had their heads on straight, that’s exactly what we’d be doing,” Jerif grumps, and confusion seeps through me.

      “Uh okay…” I voice, not sure how to react to his declaration.

      “We voted and you lost, Jerif. Get over it,” Crux counters defensively.

      “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Jerif snarls back over his shoulder. “You’re wasting time wanting to show off, and we can’t afford that shit right now. We need to figure out what she is and then get back to induct her. Not wave at the family like you’re some kind of hero before returning to the Vestibule.”

      If I hadn’t been holding onto Crux’s pants, I would have stopped mid-step and probably created a pile up on the stairs of doom for Echo and Iceman behind me. Family? The word swirls around my mind. It’s familiar, and yet, so foreign in the context of Hell and demons.

      How did I not think about their lives and existence outside of being Hellgate Guardians? Logically, I didn’t think they were hatched from pure mayhem and temptation, but I haven’t given a second’s thought to their backstories and lives.

      Damn, I’m selfish.

      I’m instantly consumed with questions about who they are and where they come from. What are their families like? How long have they been guarding the Gate? Do they have girlfriends? That last question takes me by surprise, but I don’t examine it too closely, mostly because I really do want to know everything.

      “Oh, please. If your mom knew what we were doing, she would insist on seeing you too and would probably bring you a fucking packed lunch, so shut it. Maybe I’ll give her a little call and let her know what her baby boy is up to...” Echo threatens.

      “Don’t you dare,” Jerif growls out menacingly.

      “Echo, quit antagonizing Jerif. Jerif, stop pretending like you don’t talk to your parents every day and wouldn’t like to see them. Crux, we all know you voted the way you did because you do want to show off, so let’s not make-believe otherwise,” Iceman states smoothly and clearly over the bickering.

      “What vote?” I chime in, too curious to stop myself.

      “Rafferty and Jerif voted to get in and out as fast as possible,” Echo tells me, his tone seductive. “You should remember that’s how they like to do things in the future,” he adds with a smirk that I can hear rather than see.

      Flames flicker to life low in my stomach, but I pull out a fire extinguisher and smother them as quickly as possible.

      “Echo and I voted to start with the other Rings first,” Crux tells me over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, because you paid him off or something. Echo doesn’t have anyone to show off to. We all know this bullshit plan is all you, Crux,” Jerif accuses.

      Everyone grows quiet. The statement about Echo not having anyone circles awkwardly around us. Tension rolls off of Crux’s back, and I feel Echo stiffen behind me. Jerif just lanced a serious nerve, and the threads connecting the demons all around me suddenly feel volatile and brittle. What a dick move.

      “So what do you do in the event of a tie?” I ask woodenly, in an effort to quell the silent agitation.

      “We asked Strut to vote,” Iceman answers.

      “Strut? Who the hell is that? Another Guardian?”

      “No, he’s our butler. Did he not introduce himself to you?” Iceman inquires, concerned.

      I snort. “Um, between calling me the help, telling me I’m not allowed to come through the front door, and judging my ability to leave an epic mess in my wake, no. He dispensed with the pleasantries.”

      Strut, I repeat in my head. The name suits the guy, but not nearly as much as Grumpy Lurch does. He’ll always be GL to me.

      “I think when he voted to have you go through more Rings, he was just hoping you’d get snatched somewhere in Hell and never return to muddy his floors again,” Jerif announces over his shoulder, killing the happy thoughts I was just having about Grumpy Lurch and all the ways I’ll probably piss him off when I’m inducted as a Guardian.

      I scowl. As soon as I get back, I’m releasing a bunch of dirty pigs in the mansion and leaving GL to deal with the aftermath. He wants me to get snatched, well, I’ll show him. I am Swamp Thing, hear me roar.

      While I’m thinking about how many pigs it would take to make GL squeal, I accidentally miss a step on the stairs. I go tipping over sideways, interrupting my inner evil laugh. I yank back on Crux’s pants with a white-knuckled grip, but I’m pretty sure he’s not only not going to catch me, but I’m also about to take him with me right over the edge as I tumble into the depths of Hell and probably die.

      Fuck my life. This is not how I saw things ending.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Stop screaming and open your eyes, Delta! You’re fine, I caught you, but you have to stop panicking or you’re really gonna make yourself fall,” Echo grunts.

      My lids pop open, and I see Echo has caught me by my shirt and is straining to hold onto me. He’s lying fully on his stomach, his fist closed around the fabric. I look down, realizing that I’m hanging off the side of the railless stairs. I immediately start to panic again.

      “Oh God, oh God!” I chant, at a loss for what else to say when you’re almost certain you’re about to fall to your death.

      “None of the Gods can come down here and help you, so how about you stop invoking them and grab Rafferty’s hand so he can pull you back onto the stairs before you make Echo lose his grip on you,” Jerif barks at me from above.

      His tone is stern enough that it makes my eyes fly up to his, and my panicked parroting cuts off. As soon as our gazes lock, I see the orangish flames in his irises flickering, and I take a shaky breath, his angry tone both pissing me off but also quelling my fear enough to make me react.

      Iceman is lying on his belly too, his hand reaching down as far as he can without tipping over. I don’t know how Echo reacted fast enough to grab me, but hanging over the edge with nothing but my cotton tank top to save me from impending death is not comforting.

      “Focus,” Jerif snaps again, regaining my attention. “We can’t grab you unless you reach up. So unless you want to hang there all damn night, get your fucking head together and grab Raf’s hand.”

      “God, you’re a dick,” I whisper shakily, my scythe tapping against my thigh as we both hang. Thank fuck the belt is holding it.

      “Yep, now stop fucking around.”

      Fucking around? I have never wanted to junk punch a guy so much in my entire life.

      Like the thought of doing just that propels me, I gain enough courage to twist and strain up, reaching for Iceman’s blue hand. Crux is on the other side of Echo, looking like he’s ready to jump right off the stairs if I fall, his green eyes wide and his muscles bunched with tension.

      Just as I manage to snag the tip of Iceman’s cold fingers, I slip again, my body jerking back as my tank top twists. I go spinning with a scream that bounces off the cavern walls.

      “Fuck, hold on!” Echo tightens his grip on my shirt, coiling the fabric to help me stop spinning, but that’s when I hear the worst sound ever.

      Rip.

      Fuck. No.

      My shirt is tearing, and I have seconds to get up, or I am going to fall. “Do it now, Delta!” Jerif shouts, his voice cracking against my ears like a whip.

      Gritting my teeth, I twist again as far as my non-limber body can take me, and Echo swings me at the same time like I’m a fucking trapeze artist. I feel more than hear my shirt ripping some more as I strain forward with all my might to reach Iceman. The shirt shreds, my body slipping down as my hand slaps onto Iceman’s when I’m swung forward, but we can’t latch on, and I swing back again and oh fuck, I’m not gonna reach, and my shirt is gonna rip right off and—

      With a grunt, Echo wrenches me forward again. My body slams against the wall of the cave at the same time that Iceman’s hand slaps around my arm, and then with a heave, he hauls me up.

      My stomach scrapes against the stone stairs, ripping into my flesh, but I don’t even cry out at the burn of pain. I’m too fucking relieved.

      I get dragged up, face-down, right on top of Iceman. We’re both panting, Echo too from the sounds of it, and those are the only noises I can hear other than the pounding pulse in my ears.

      “Are you alright?” Iceman asks, his hand still firmly on my arm. I don’t even think he realizes he’s still clutching me so tightly. My arm feels like it was nearly yanked out of its socket, but I don’t care about that either.

      “Yeah,” I answer shakily as I pick up my head from his chest to look at him. “Thank you,” I tell him, my eyes pricking with tears. “Thank you,” I repeat again, my whole heart and soul pouring out into those words. That was fucking terrifying.

      His blue eyes burn into me, even as the coldness of his skin seeps through his suit to calm me. “You’re welcome. I told you, Delta, we got you.”

      I nod my head gratefully as his words sink into me. I almost died. Holy shit. It was so close to things being over for me, and it all happened so fast. I’m shaky and reeling, and not at all sure how to feel. I probably shouldn’t be focusing on Iceman and what’s happening between my thighs. I should probably just sit here, grateful to be alive and promising the powers that be that I’ll use the rest of my life for good. But I’m a demon, so I’m not even sure what good that would be.

      “Damn, that was intense,” Crux says, running a hand over the back of his neck. “We need to put a leash on her. I’m so sorry I didn’t fucking catch you, Delta.”

      I look over, snapping out of the emotions splashing through my head, and see Crux helping Echo up from the ground. The shadow demon stands and helps me to my feet, allowing Iceman to get up behind me.

      “It’s not your fault,” I assure Crux. “Really. Don’t feel bad. I don’t even know what happened. I’m not usually that wobbly. I feel weird, though. Like some fucked up combo that has me feeling invincible and also like I want to cry.”

      “I smell blood,” Echo interrupts, his expression pinching with a frown. “Where are you bleeding?” he asks me as his pale hands start skimming over me.

      My shirt is all stretched out and ripped from the hem up to about the middle of my back. All four guys come forward to stand around me, crowding around the steps, but Iceman keeps a steady hand at the middle of my back, like he’s worried I’ll fall over the edge again.

      To answer Echo’s question, I lift the front of my shirt, giving everyone, including me, a look at where my stomach is all scraped up. It looks like I have another case of road rash on top of the road rash I already had. Crux sucks in a breath. “I’m fine,” I assure him before dropping the shirt.

      “You should heal quickly, especially after we get you through your Ring and hopefully remove the rest of whatever block is on you,” Echo tells me.

      “She might heal, but until then, she reeks of blood. Nothing calls trouble faster than the scent of blood,” Jerif says, arms crossed in front of his chest. “She’s making everything more complicated at every fucking turn.”

      My eyes flick over to him, anger rising up in me. And here I was, giving him the benefit of the doubt. I thought maybe he’d been harsh with me to snap me out of my panic and force me to act—to get moving and reach for Iceman before it was too late. But no, I’m pretty sure he’s just a dickhead.

      “Sorry to inconvenience you, Jerif,” I say, my tone on the edge of scathing. “If I live long enough to meet your mom, I’ll be sure to tell her all about what an asshole she raised.”

      It’s a shot in the dark, because what the fuck do I really know about his mom? Maybe she thinks the meaner, the better.

      But I know I hit the mark when his eyes widen slightly, and I see it—parental panic. I had it many times when my parents were alive and I was worried I was going to disappoint them and earn a lecture. I smirk at him and turn away, seeing Crux’s grin.

      “Thanks for catching me,” I tell Echo. “I’ll try not to bleed everywhere and smell up all of Hell.”

      Echo snorts and takes my hand as he starts leading me down the stairs again. “Come on. Now I really want you to meet Jerif’s family.”

      “Fuck off,” Jerif says before leading the way again. Crux gives me another apologetic look and then follows behind the angry lava demon.

      I grin at Jerif’s back. “Is he gonna get in trouble with his mommy about how he hasn’t been using his manners with me?” I snicker, and I feel the adrenaline and fear that was just pounding through me give way to relief and safety. I exhale, oddly feeling more centered, anchored even, and once again focus on my feet as we climb down the stairs.

      Behind me, Iceman hooks a finger through my belt loop with a deep chuckle. “Yep. His sisters will lay into him too.”

      My smile spreads wider. I never thought I’d look forward to visiting someone in Hell before, but I’m practically giddy now. Payback’s a bitch, and her name is Delta Gates.
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      As we continue to make our way down the evil flight of stairs, I start to make out the view below. There’s what looks to be concentric circles rippling out to cover the cavern’s floor. I can’t tell how high up we are, and it’s not like Hell’s lighting helps much, so I squint at the rings and tell my heart to calm the fuck down.

      “Are those the Rings of Hell?” I finally ask as we make our way closer and I’m more certain of what I’m seeing.

      Damn. How far down to these stairs go? My thighs are going to be killing me tomorrow, especially if we have to hike back up these things. Then again, given my little tumble, maybe I can convince Jerif that it will be safer if his rude ass just carries me back up on his back. I’m not too proud for a piggy back ride.

      “That’s the Vestibule,” Iceman tells me, his mouth closer to my ear than I realized. I jump a little and have to fight off goosebumps at the same time. I swear I hear him chuckle.

      “It’s set up like a mini version of what the Rings of Hell look like,” Crux explains. “But if you look down the middle, you’ll spot a line.” He points, and I follow his tan, well-muscled arm and see exactly what he’s talking about. “That’s the aisle that leads to all of the Ring Gates. We can get to each Ring from that passageway.”

      I study the line that bisects six layers of circles. The Outer Ring is the largest, with every interior ring growing smaller inside of it until you get to the very middle. It somewhat resembles a bullseye. I see that the pathway that Crux pointed out goes straight down the middle, all the way to the center circle. That must be Nihil, where Satan and his former Heavenly homies all live.

      I try to tamp down the anxiety that starts to hammer at my chest. I’m about to find out what kind of demon I am. I’m going to hopefully get some answers, and then I’m going to be inducted as the fifth Guardian of the Perdition Estate Hellgate. No pressure.

      An image of my mother and father before they died flashes through my mind, and a stinging sensation resonates through my chest with each beat of my heart. I want to tell them that this will all be okay. That they’ll always be my parents no matter which one of them fucked a demon, thus resulting in them becoming the proud parents of literal demon spawn. I mean, we all make mistakes, right? I think I turned out pretty good for a hellion, if I do say so myself.

      So what if one of them messed up? Clearly, they forgave each other for it. My parents were always madly in love with one another, and they always loved me. There wasn’t a day that went by where I ever questioned my place in their heart. That thought makes my face feel hot and my eyes prick with emotion. It’s strange to find out something so epic about myself and not be able to talk to them about it. Now, more than ever, I wish they could answer back.

      After what feels like forever, we step off the last stair, and I gape down the huge aisle that leads to the different Rings of Hell. We all pause for a moment, and I’m not sure if they’re simply letting me take it all in or if they’re as taken by this moment as I am. It feels...big. Like something major is going to happen that will affect all of us.

      But out of nowhere, I feel the overwhelming sensation that everything is going to be okay. I study the unusual sensation for a moment, wondering where it’s coming from and why. I can’t help but think that maybe it’s my parents from the other side, somehow offering me some comfort. Maybe that’s just wishful thinking, but either way, I can’t dismiss the rightness I feel in this moment. I’ve been so anxious, confused, and scared. But right here, right now, I just feel like I’m finally where I belong. I release a peace filled breath and look up at the towering walls all around me.

      Now that we’re level with the Rings that I saw from above, I realize just how enormous they are. They looked so much smaller as we made our way down, but the walls that make up each stone Ring border rise at least thirty feet above me. I feel like that kid from The NeverEnding Story as he walked through those creepy angel gates, only for me, it’s like I’m surrounded by a humongous circle maze. Hopefully it won’t shoot me with lightning bolts when I try to pass.

      Collectively, we all seem to take a deep breath. Then, like we’re already a seasoned team, we stride forward together. There’s a very here goes nothing tone to our steps as they meet the shale-covered ground. The guys are tense and silent, attentively scanning our surroundings, but luckily, there’s nothing around. The Vestibule is deathly quiet other than our scraping footsteps over the loose rocks at our feet. We move steadily past the outermost stone wall, and I get my first glimpse at the portal that leads into the Fifth Ring of Hell.

      I try to remember what the name they used for this Ring is, but I can’t recall if it’s the one that sounds like kinky or the one that sounds like quatro. As we pass by the Outer Ring, I make out what seems to be blurry shapes of buildings through some Stargate looking plasma shit, but it all appears very Picasso-esque, and it’s hard to make out exactly what might be on the other side.

      “I know we voted, but with her bleeding, I think we need to go straight for Ūnus and work our way down. I have a feeling we don’t want to fuck around down here today,” Jerif murmurs.

      “Agreed,” Echo, Crux, and Iceman all voice at the same time.

      I blink at their quick unity but keep my mouth shut. If they want to go straight to the First Ring and see if I’m like Iceman, then I’m all for it. Now that I’m down here, I desperately want to know what I am.

      Our group passes the second wall that separates Ring five from Ring four, and I have to practically jog to keep up with the pace that Jerif is setting.

      “My family is going to be so pissed when I’m a no-show,” Echo grumbles, staring ahead of us at the plasma looking crap that makes up the passageway into the Trēs Ring of Hell.

      Jerif grumps something back, and Echo chuckles, but I’m too busy watching the gooey metallic looking substance that’s spread from wall to wall on both sides of us as we pass through the Fourth Ring. I squint, seeing shadows and movement, the gooey material bowing out, almost as if something is trying to push through from inside the Ring.

      I’m oddly reminded of a movie I once watched where Jim Carrey was birthed out of the ass of a robot rhino. Or maybe whatever is pushing through has more liquid metal Terminator vibes. Either way, I watch transfixed as the surface seems to start to bulge in more than one place.

      “Guys?” I voice, but my worried warning gets drowned out as a terrifying baying sound goes off somewhere behind us.

      All of the guys whip around to look. I have to lean to the side to see around Iceman, but I immediately wish I hadn’t, because all I can see are strange espresso-colored bodies pouring out of both sides of the Fifth Ring portal.

      That can’t be good.

      I don’t even wait for the order to run that explodes out of Iceman’s mouth. I’m already turned around and hauling ass to get away from the horde that’s suddenly pouring into the passageway behind us as demons hurry out of the Fifth Ring.

      My feet fly forward, scraping against slippery rocks as I pump my arms, pushing to gain speed. But terror slams into me when I realize that more Outer Ring demons are climbing out of the Fourth Ring portals too.

      A quick look over my shoulder shows that Iceman is standing in front of the horde, right in the middle of the aisle, with his legs spread and hands outstretched. He’s erected an ice barrier, blocking the demons’ way, but they’re pounding against it, and there’s so many of them that I know the wall can’t hold for long.

      Some of the more impatient demons start climbing over each other to get to the top of the ice wall instead, but Echo is there, using his shadows to fling them back, snapping necks and throwing them off.

      “Get her into Trēs!” Iceman yells as he tries to start building more ice at the top of the barrier like a ceiling, keeping them from climbing over it. But there are too many of them, and every time he adds another inch, more and more have already climbed up, muddy limbs flailing out, breaking the ice before it can thicken.

      “Come on!” I get yanked forward by Crux, but I slip on the rocks, and I go sprawling. I land hard on the ground on my elbows and knees, but I haven’t even finished crying out before there’s a huge crash behind us. I look over my shoulder and see the ice barrier has completely shattered.

      I get wrenched to my feet by Crux right as Jerif starts blasting the demons with fire like he’s a human-sized blow torch. Horrendous screams of agony rent the air, but even the fire isn’t enough to stop them.

      I get shoved behind Crux just as a group of Outer Ringers breaks through the others to get to us. He fists his hands at his sides and then blood and guts go flying as he turns them inside out.

      I grab my scythe in my hand just in time as another one races toward me on hands and feet like some grotesque spider. It bares its teeth at me and jumps, but I swing, catching it on my blade and making it disappear in a puff of ash.

      Iceman is trying and failing to erect another ice wall, Echo is completely blocked from view by his shadows as they lash out at any of the surrounding demons, and Jerif is still blasting them with fire, but it’s not enough. We’re overwhelmed.

      How did this happen so fucking fast?

      My stomach sinks with heavy panic at just how many Outer Ringers are here to ambush us. Hundreds. Maybe even thousands. It’s too hard to tell with all of them scrambling around like locusts. There’s no end in sight, and they just keep pouring from the two Outer Rings, climbing over each other.

      “We need to go!” I scream, hoping that the guys will hear me. White-hot fear has complete possession of me. If any of the guys die, I’ll never forgive myself. But I don’t even know if I’ll be able to live through this myself in order to feel that guilt.

      “Crux!” Iceman shouts, though I can’t see him over the melee.

      “I can’t!” Crux yells back. “They’re overrunning Trēs Ring! We can’t get to the portal!”

      Iceman screams out in frustration, and I hear something crash before more demons cry out. “Jerif!” Iceman calls out. “We’ll hold them! Take her to Duo!”

      I don’t know how he gets to me so fast, but one minute, I’m being shoved farther back by Crux, and the next, Jerif is there, blasting a line of fire between us and the horde, separating us from the other guys.

      “No! They need to come with us!” I scream.

      Jerif ignores me and grips my arm, pulling me back. “We need to go! Now! The guys will follow as soon as you’re in Duo.”

      All I can do is hope that he’s right and that the guys will somehow get out of this, because the last thing I’m going to do is be stupid and try to argue or go back.

      Jerif pulls me, keeping his upper body twisted so that he can launch fireballs behind us as we run. I don’t dare look back, because I can feel the demons right at our heels. Every time a fireball lands on one of them, the heat scorches my back, letting me know exactly how close they are.

      Our steps pound against the ground, and I find it odd that I can still hear that amidst all the shouting, grunts, and death cries. When I see movement in my peripheral, I know the demons are gaining on us. I keep telling myself to just make it to Duo. I’ll be safe in Duo. But there’s this other assholish part of myself that keeps saying, what if you can’t get in? What if Trēs was my only hope? Maybe these guys overestimated me. Maybe I’m not powerful enough to pass through these Rings. Maybe—

      Jerif yanks on me harder, breaking my panicked train of thought. As much as I have an instinctual reaction to yell at him and lob some choice swear words at his manhandling of me, I keep my mouth shut and try to move faster. Hope slams into me when I spot the stone wall separating Ring three from Ring two. We’re almost there.

      Like that thought alone just invited all Hell to break loose, I hear a strange skittering noise above me. I should know better than to look up. Every scary movie in the history of the world has taught me the right protocols to enact whenever a weird noise sounds off around you. You either ignore it or pull the covers over your head and hope it goes the fuck away. But what does my dumb ass do? I look up.

      My eyes adjust to the writhing darkness just in time to see that something is crawling on the wall high above us. A lot of somethings. Whatever the fuck is up there clings to the cavern walls with their hands and feet, and they’re getting ready to pounce.

      I yell Jerif’s name, trying to pull back on his grip on my arm to get him to look up, but it’s too late. Bodies come leaping off the top of the wall at the exact moment that we cross the threshold from Trēs to Duo.

      I feel like I’ve been hit by a meteorite as a body crashes into me. My arm is yanked from Jerif’s hold and wrenched painfully as I go down with a scream.

      I can see Jerif being pummeled by more falling demons as I smash to the stone floor, a pained grunt leaving my body along with all the oxygen in my lungs. My scythe goes flying, but I suddenly smell ash in the air, and I hope the blade took out a demon or two as it went bouncing away.

      Jerif bellows in outrage, and I feel the heat of his fury-fueled flames against my face as he starts trying to push up from the ground and burn everything around him.

      I’m flipped onto my back by clawed fingers at my side, and I balk as I stare up at a demon that looks like a cross between a pterodactyl and an orc. It snaps its razor-sharp elongated beak at me, and I flinch, terrified of what it will feel like when it rips into me. I know it’s going to hurt, but will it be the kind of pain that overwhelms the senses and almost shuts the body down? Or will adrenaline be my friend and block it all from me as I’m ripped apart?

      The demon snaps at me again, but its beak never makes contact. A long serpentine tongue slips out of its maw instead, and it licks the side of my scraped and bloody face. Revulsion pumps through me as it pulls its tongue back into its mouth, and I watch it swallow my blood down it’s throat, making a clicking, growling sound in apparent satisfaction.

      Oh God, please don’t let it eat me alive.

      I hear Jerif snarling and fighting somewhere behind me, but I’m too terrified to look away from the huge demon sitting on top of me to see if help is on the way.

      “Mmm, delicious,” the pterodactyl demon declares, his voice too Mike Tyson for his size. I didn’t know this thing could talk, but that just makes it all the more terrifying. “The Ophidian wants you.”

      My entire body is trembling. I can’t even feel the individual beats of my heart anymore because it’s thrumming too quickly. “The Ophidian?” I have no fucking idea what that is, but the name sends ice down my spine, holding me rigid with frozen fear.

      The demon’s wrinkled gray cheeks pull back on either side of its beak in its own version of an eerie grin. “The Ophidian will be pleased with me for bringing you.”

      A sudden sound of a high-pitched screech gives me pause, and rational thought sucker punches past my overwhelming fear. I buck my hips, but this demon is too big to really allow for much movement beneath it. By some miracle, another demon trips into us, and the pterodactyl-orc loses its balance. It snarls at the demon, who immediately scrambles away from us, but the second the orc thing on top of me is distracted, I strike. It doesn’t see my punch to its throat coming.

      The demon lists even more to the side as I land another hit right to its creepy eye, and then I’m able to kick it off and crawl painfully out from under it. I can tell I’m hurt in a things are broken kind of way, but it seems adrenaline is my friend right now.

      I push to my hands and knees, and a surge of shock flies through me when I spot my scythe on the ground a few feet away. I scramble to it, not even caring that jagged rocks slice into my palms and knees. I just barely clamp my palm around the shaft of the weapon when something grabs my leg and yanks me back.

      I squeeze my scythe in my palm, shoring my grip, and swing as hard as I can. Relief wraps me up in a warm blanket as the curved blade of my scythe connects with the demon who grabbed me, immediately destroying it. I don’t get a chance to get to my feet before another one is on me, but I make quick work of this one too.

      I hear Jerif scream, but this time it’s not filled with promises of pain and brutal retribution, this scream is anguished.

      Terror pumps through my veins as I play ’ey batta batta with the demons trying to surround me. Through nothing but pure determination, I manage to get to my feet. There are so many faces rushing at me, none of them looking remotely human, that I can’t even make out what’s around me other than what feels like a swarm closing in on me.

      Ophidian. Take her. Get her to The Ophidian.

      I hear the cluster growling and clicking, their words garbled as they all speak about taking me, my surroundings a cloud of ash as I keep attacking and taking them out.

      Jerif bellows again, and the need to get to him grips me, body and soul. I can’t let fear stop me, so even though I want to run away and hide, I surge forward, trying to get to him. I scythe demons left and right, clearing a path in the direction of where it sounds like Jerif’s screams are coming from.

      I have no idea where the other guys are, and I’m shaky with fear and adrenaline, but I don’t think anyone is coming for us, so it’s up to me. My weapon is the only thing that keeps me from being overwhelmed by Outer Ringers who keep trying to snatch me. I wonder if anyone is trying to take the guys too or if their agenda is to end them instead. My jaw sets with determination. I’ll just have to take out as many as I can to make sure that doesn’t happen.

      After ashing dozens more of them, I continue to push my way through the overwhelming crowd, and the horde surrounding me begins to hesitate. It seems they’ve smartened up, and they’re second guessing about how wise it is to keep rushing at me.

      I’m panting, covered in ash, blood, and sweat. I blow the hair out of my face and turn in a circle, gripping my scythe. “If you hurt my demons, I will fucking kill you all,” I promise through haggard breaths.

      I feel murderous. Violent. Black ink bleeds into my vision as I’m filled with all-encompassing rage, and I don’t care how outnumbered or inexperienced I am, I will dust all these fuckers if Jerif and the others are dead.

      I push through, swinging the scythe and feeling buoyant with satisfaction when they back away with growls and squeals, but another group of demons shoves ahead in challenge. “Get her!”

      Poof. I swing the scythe like a bat, smacking right into the demon who issued the order.

      Three more go down right after him, and that seems to scare some, because a good number of them suddenly launch into the air and take off.

      With the pathway somewhat clear, I can just make out a circle of demons surrounding the lava asshole that I just swore I’d protect at all costs. I’m so relieved to see that Jerif’s still standing, albeit shakily, that I rush forward, ashing four more Outer Ringers who close in on me and try to keep me from seeing what’s going on.

      Through a gray cloud, I watch as several demons in the circle around Jerif go up in flames. But just as he’s burning some of his attackers, others swoop in and slash at him. The blades they’re using are as long as my arm. They’re black and shiny, like they’re made out of jewels instead of metal.

      Jerif is stabbed again when a demon lands on his back, and another pain-filled cry pours out of his mouth as he goes down on one knee. He’s already bloody, exhausted, and wounded in multiple places. Even his flames are starting to sputter, as he only tosses out small spheres of fire that don’t even come close to landing on any of his assailants.

      As soon as Jerif manages to throw off the demon on his back, another one is there, taking its place, stabbing straight into his side. This time, Jerif doesn’t manage to get back to his feet. Another one tackles him from the other side too, sending him crashing to the ground, barely stopping the demon from slitting his throat.

      Tears fill my eyes, and rage fills my heart.

      They’re killing him.

      He’s going to be murdered right before my eyes, and the horror of that realization makes the black edges of my fury intensify.

      Outraged by what I’m seeing, I start slashing my way to him. I take out dozens, but there’s dozens more ready to flood in to take their place. It takes me too long to move mere feet closer, because the horde is closing in, and that’s when I see the net.

      They’re going to trap me like I’m a fucking animal and haul me away.

      I scream, impotent fury bouncing off the walls and echoing back to remind me just how helpless I really am.

      I ash everything around me, tears streaming from my eyes as I try to get to Jerif. He must hear me coming, because he turns to me from where he’s lying on the ground, bleeding, fighting off more of the attacking demons who brave the dimming fire surrounding him.

      His firelit eyes meet mine, but instead of seeing hope in them, because he knows help is coming, I see stony resignation. “Run,” he mouths to me, his voice lost to the cacophony of snarls and hisses around us.

      It takes me a beat to comprehend what he’s saying. I shake my head no. I won’t just leave him here. I can’t.

      He sees the defiance on my face. “Run, Delta! Now!” he yells at me, and I watch as he taps into the last of his reserves and shoves painfully to his feet.

      They slash at him as he burns them, and I renew my efforts to get to him. He can shove his order right up his tight ass. I release a savage bellow and curse every being between me and him, but he’s still too far away. The net is getting closer, and for every demon I kill, three more take its place.

      I fight with everything I have, but it’s not enough. I’m not enough.

      We’re being pressed further down the passageway as we fight, and the crowd around us grows even more oppressive and overwhelming. Iceman, Crux, and Echo are nowhere in sight, and I refuse to think about what that means. All I can focus on is trying to get to Jerif. There’s a wall of demons between us and the Duo portal, but a gap opens up in front of me, and I’m surprised to see that the way is clear.

      The mass is coming from behind us, and a plan surges through me. If I’m an Ūnus, maybe I can take Jerif with me through the portal? I’m not sure if that’ll actually work, but what do we have to lose? If neither of us can get through the portal to the First Ring of Hell, then we’re dead. Duo is already blocked, so fuck it, what alternative do we have?

      My arms are leaden from slashing and slicing everything around me, but I scream at myself that I can do it. I can get to Jerif. I can save us. I have to.

      Ash and flames dance all around me as I renew my efforts and move closer to him like I’m some Hell-blessed battering ram. I make progress, but I shove that excitement away because I’m still not near enough or able to protect him from the onslaught still raining down on his body. The demons are attacking him to kill, which answers my question about whether I’m the only one they seem interested in taking.

      My body is exhausted, my arms shaking every time I swing the scythe, but I keep pushing, keep moving, even as the injuries in my limbs scream at me with every step. I keep going.

      Closer.

      Only a dozen demons separate us now.

      I feel talons rake down my back, making me hiss and cry out in pain as I spin and poof the bastard demon who just flayed me. My cry must make Jerif aware that I’m still trying to get to him, because his head snaps in my direction. His flame-filled eyes are pissed, but there’s also something else there, and it steals my breath.

      He’s scared.

      And sad.

      I shake my head as I watch defeat take over his face. I never thought I’d see that expression on the asshole demon’s face, and it fucking guts me.

      Terror shoves me closer to him, but no matter how hard I try, demons keep us apart.

      “Run,” he tells me calmly again, and I can hear his deep tone cut through the noise all around me like a knife. “You have to run, Warrior Princess. Don’t let me die for nothing.”

      Tears pour out of my eyes. His face softens as it takes me in. For a moment, it’s just us. Separated by nothing but our own damn pride. I suddenly have so many fucking regrets that it chokes me.

      “Jerif, please!” I shout, my voice hoarse as the plea crawls out of my throat. This can’t happen. It just can’t be this way. An hour ago, we were fine...we were all together. How did it all go so fucking wrong so quickly?

      I try to fight against the loss and pain that wants to take root in my chest and tell my mind what it refuses to accept. I can’t save him, and that realization makes my heart shatter as violently as Iceman’s ice did.

      I scream and slash out, begging Jerif to just hold on, but I watch as another black blade is shoved into his stomach, and Jerif buckles to his knees again.

      “NO!” I scream, my voice begging the universe to stop the brutality, to give me my demon back. I’ve been robbed of too much already. How could the world be so cruel to give me this future? To dangle Jerif, Iceman, Crux, and Echo in front of me, just to rip them all away? It’s not fucking fair.

      But try as I might, I can’t get to him.

      Don’t let me die for nothing.

      His begged request repeats in my mind as sobs tear out of my chest. On my next blink, Jerif is covered. I can’t see him anymore. The demons have completely overtaken him.

      Agony rips me open. I thought I could save him. I really thought I’d somehow be able to get us out of this. I thought I could save the day like the heroines do in the stories.

      I stare at the pressing mass of demons—a never-ending sea of devastation.

      I was wrong. So utterly, heartbreakingly wrong.

      I pivot, desolation bleeding out of me, and finally do what Jerif asked me to do so that he doesn’t die in vain.

      I run.
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      Demons scream behind me as I sprint with everything I have left inside of me. I can practically feel their acidic breath on the back of my neck, but if I can just make it to Ūnus, if I can get through…

      I shove any doubt away, because I have to get through. This can’t all be for nothing.

      I try to focus on my pounding steps as I run down the path, but Jerif’s eyes and the look on his face before he was overrun smash through my insides like a wrecking ball.

      I hate myself for leaving him. I should have tried harder. I keep telling myself that, but as I run for my life down the passageway, there’s another part of me that knows there was nothing I could do. There were too many of them. Maybe I could’ve turned this around if I had abilities other than the scythe that’s still gripped in my hand, but I don’t. I was too afraid of Hell and of being a demon. Maybe if I had accepted things sooner...

      Tears drip furiously down my cheeks.

      Their deaths are my fault.

      I run faster, completely losing track of which Ring level I’m at. “Get her!”

      I glance over my shoulder at the net-toting demons, and fear spikes through me like a Richter scale going off.

      Pushing faster, I keep running, slamming my scythe into the few that reach my side. I race all the way to the end of the corridor, skidding to a stop as a smooth, metallic-looking portal sits serenely in front of me.

      I spin, confused. Did I get turned around? Where’s the Ūnus portal? A multicolored mob of demons moves down the passageway toward me, more nets in their grasps. They don’t look like they’re in any hurry, like they know they’ve got me cornered.

      Yelps and growls of “Take her to the Ophidian” fill the air all around me, and even though I don’t know exactly what it means, I know I can’t let it happen. I swipe at the tears and sweat on my cheeks and back up slowly. I ready my scythe, suddenly determined that they won’t be taking me anywhere. I’ll fight until it kills me, because fuck these assholes.

      They must have pushed me further down the corridor than I thought. I passed what I was sure was the inaccessible Duo portal, but that must’ve been Ūnus instead. I ran right past it, and now I’ll fight to the death with my back pressed against the Nihil portal, because none of us are getting through this one.

      I grip my scythe tighter, ready to take my last stand. I press back even more as demons move closer, their creepy eyes filled with looks of excitement and victory.

      And then the strangest thing happens.

      I expected to feel a wall of hardness at my back, but as I press against the Nihil portal, I’m suddenly blanketed in a thick, warm substance. I lose my balance and tip backward, and the last thing I see are the rage-filled faces of my attackers as they rush forward, their clawed hands snapping out to get me but catching only air instead.

      My mouth opens in surprise as my scream fills my ears, and I fall straight into the Center Ring of Hell.

      Holy fucking demon spawn, I’m a Nihil.
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