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        Portal from Earth to Tartaria

      

      

      

      Nix sucked in a lungful of thin, magic-filled air. Where was she? She forced her eyes open, and as her sight adjusted, she gaped at the multitude of bright colors that swirled and dipped all around her.

      It was magic, and she was in the portal …

      Nix felt along the ground with her fingers, only to snatch her hand back at something that felt soft and silky. She focused and realized it was Hinah. Beside her, the other woman lay motionless, with her long silvery hair spread out on the splintery-sharp ground. Nix tentatively explored the razor-sharp edges of a bright white diamond digging into her back. No wonder she ached. She’d been lying on spiked gemstones. The glittering objects were embedded all over the rocky ground, as well as the walls and ceiling. While the sight of them might excite most, for Nix they did nothing. She hurt too much to care.

      “Hinah?” The name emerged from her dry throat as a croak. She coughed, and her eyes began to water.

      Rolling over, Nix looked up to see millions of rainbow-colored stars. Not stars, but rather brilliant, multi-colored crystals hanging from the ceiling of the portal-tunnel. They were all different lengths and reminded her of the icicles that used to hang from the eaves of their old home. Just more colorful.

      “So pretty,” she murmured, and then blinked. C’mon girl, get it together. Your family taught you better than to lie down and die. She hadn’t come all the way to Ireland and this portal only to give up when things got bad.

      All her life, Nix had known she was meant for something special. Then after her parents died, she had a dream of the Raizarch wolves, and knew she’d one day sacrifice herself to save them. She was Kharhon—the ferryman. Or in her case—the ferry-woman.

      When she told her siblings about the dream, they claimed it didn’t mean anything. Except she had it at least once a month. Nix realized that while it didn’t scare her, it sure scared them.

      Not wanting to upset anyone, she lied and said she no longer had the dream. Then she waited for the day it would come true. Her destiny. Her siblings all had a purpose, fighting the Ilyium—their enemy who killed her parents. Nix didn’t have a purpose. She was the baby sister the others took care of. Yeah, so done with that.

      Guiltily, she thought of her brother. Surely by now Brimstone will be freaking over her disappearance.

      That was what, days or weeks ago? She really had no idea how long she’d been stuck in the portal. It seemed like forever, and Hinah did say time moved differently in each gateway compared to the worlds they connected.

      Still, in her defense, she tried to call and tell Brimstone where she was going when Hinah showed up. As soon as Nix saw the pale, silver-haired woman, she felt drawn to her. Somehow, she knew it was time to go. Just like in her dream.

      When her brother didn’t answer his phone, she thought of calling her other siblings, but then decided against it. They would just try to talk her out of her destiny.

      Though she was sure to catch hell when she saw her family again. Taking a deep breath, she gathered her strength and struggled to pick up Hinah and move. They needed to get out of the portal and find Hinah’s mate—the guardian of the portals. Maybe he’d know what was wrong with the corridor between the two worlds and why they became trapped inside it.

      Nix had been surprised to learn how many portals there were. When Hinah explained how Nix was such a vital component of the prophecy to free the Raizarch wolves, she’d also explained how badly they needed her help. Only the blood of a special phoenix could open the gateway to the realm where Hinah’s brethren were being held. Nix could tell Hinah was desperate to free her Raizarch family and pack from their prison. Hinah stressed that this would be the only shot they had. Tartaria’s super-blood-moon eclipse only happened once every hundred years. It had been three hundred years since they last had a ferryman phoenix to even attempt freeing the wolves.

      Sharp pain pierced Nix, bringing her thoughts back to the present. “Ow!” She stopped dragging Hinah and took a moment to rest, then looked down at her bloody hand. It was shredded from pulling Hinah along the razor-sharp ground.

      Damn, why couldn’t she be stronger? She was the only one of her family who hadn’t gone through a fiery death yet, and without being reborn, she’d never gain much strength. If it wasn’t for the fear that she might stay dead, she’d have set herself on fire long ago. Or, well, maybe she’d have had her brother do it for her.

      But sadly, all phoenixes were aware of that little fact and tended to be cautious about the whole dying bit.

      Still, if she could just stand and catch her breath, even change into her phoenix form …

      Only try as she might, she couldn’t do any of that. Nix dug her fingers into the ground once again and began inching herself, and Hinah, along the sharp surface. After what seemed like days, she yanked Hinah out of an opening, and collapsed onto frigid red snow. The scent of coppery blood filled her nostrils and set her heart pounding. Nix lifted her head and gazed around. Her eyes grew wide at the sight in front of her and a scream of terror stuck in her throat.
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        Claws and Talons

      

      

      

      Hellfire fumed at the blood that stained her shirt. “Damn!” When you lived in abandoned buildings, it wasn’t easy to wash clothing whenever you needed. With a disdainful glance at the body on the floor, she limped around the old televisions and electrical equipment, all left to rot in the derelict shop, and made her way to the entrance. She needed to be gone before Deacon arrived with the rest of his kill squad.

      She peered out the boarded-up door, and absently rubbed her chaffed wrists. She’d been running from Deacon for far too long and was getting really tired of it. Someone needed to take him down. Yeah, you tried that and failed, miserably.

      When she didn’t see anyone lurking about, Hellfire emerged from the store and hurried to the end of the block where she ducked around a corner. She reached into her pocket for her phone, only to curse. The fuck-wad who blindly followed Deacon, had taken it when he trapped her. She debated going back for it, but a peek around the corner showed eight shadowy figures drifting down from the sky. Double shit! She was in no shape to fight them. There was definitely no going back now.

      Hellfire glanced around to make sure there were no curious eyes watching her. Then seeing no one about, she shifted into her phoenix form. Even if someone were watching, they’d just think they were imagining things.

      Once sky-born, Hellfire flew back to the warehouse where she and her siblings had been staying. They’d been scouting a new place to lay their heads, and she was supposed to meet her youngest sister and twin brother back at the old place hours ago. She’d have been there too, if she hadn’t been caught up in Deacon’s web instead. Now she only hoped that Brimstone had left her something indicating where they ended up moving.

      Hellfire landed near the abandoned warehouse, shifted back into her human form and hurried inside. Within a few steps she knew it was void of all life. With a sigh, she wandered through the building, looking for a note, or a sign, but didn’t spot anything. As she neared the loading dock, the raunchy stench of were-wolf made her want to gag. Ugh! Hellfire grimaced.

      “Where the hell are you guys?” she growled at her absent siblings, then flew up into the rafters to wait. Surely one or both of them would show up. Hellfire reclined back against the large beam and listened to the familiar sounds of the old building. She tried not to worry but couldn’t help wondering why the smelly-ass wolves had been creeping around the place.

      A couple hours later she woke up, stretched, and winced. Her body was sore and bruised. Then she drew in a deep breath and listened. Other than the normal sounds of the old decrepit place, there was nothing. The bad feeling in the pit of her stomach grew. They’ll be here in the morning, she thought. Then, body aching from the fight with Deacon’s minions, which brought painful memories to the forefront of her mind, she fell back into a fitful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Sharp talons dug deep, ripping into her tender flesh. Pinching, tearing, drawing blood as they pierced her skin, sinking into the soft flesh of her torso. They cut into her thigh, belly, back and raked down her legs. Her right wrist, both her arms, and one leg, along with some ribs were rendered useless—broken and mangled.

      Blood ran in rivulets all over her.

      “Thought you could escape me, did you?” the menacing voice mocked, over, and over. “You came here thinking to make me pay?” His evil chuckle accompanied the pain slicing through her. Weak from fighting, her body and soul broken, she lay unable to move. “You are mine. You will always belong to me, and if you think otherwise, just remember your siblings’ lives hang in the balance.”

      Heart pounding, Hellfire startled awake. Wind whistled through the drafty building as words spoken five years ago, echoed through her mind once again. Tormenting, taunting, they tore at her soul. She’d never forgive Deacon, or herself. She deserved all the pain, all the humiliation he’d heaped on her.

      Fear for her siblings had driven Hellfire to do unspeakable acts. Forcing her to keep them in hiding. They couldn’t go home, and she didn’t dare let it all go and live her life. More importantly, she had to keep what happened a secret. If her family learned what she’d done and what had been done to her, they’d retaliate. Then their deaths would be on her hands as well.

      When morning came and there was still no sign of either Nix or Brimstone, she flew to the den of the were-wolves. She didn’t know what else to do, and the notion that something was terribly wrong wouldn’t loosen its grip on her. Not for the first time, she wished that she were as good a scent tracker as Nix.

      Hellfire perched on the parapet of the roof of the building across the street and gazed down at the wolf den. She’d happened on the place by sheer accident a year ago. Now she was glad she had. Although … she cocked her head. It felt deserted. Damn!

      Not sure what else to do, she settled down to think over her options when a shiny antique black car pulled up just past the building. Hellfire perked up.

      Who was this now? And, who the heck drove such an old car like that these days? Had to be some old codger. Except, three males, and one female, all young looking, climbed from the vehicle. Hellfire drew in a breath to catch their scent. They didn’t smell like wolves. Correction. Three of them didn’t, but one did, though not like a typical were-wolf.

      Her curiosity piqued, Hellfire crouched down where she could observe but not be seen. The one who was a wolf, but not a Were headed off down the street. She turned her attention to the others. One of the guys looked hauntingly familiar. He was big, over six feet with a sweet body, shaggy golden hair, and green eyes. Frowning, she watched them approach the door. She thought she was well hidden until the big blond turned and gazed around behind them searchingly.

      Holy shit! Hellfire’s heart raced furiously, and she ducked down right as his gaze rose to the roof where she was hiding. It couldn’t be, could it? But it was him. He was the man from the horrid dream she had started having a week ago.

      Hellfire groaned. This wasn’t good. She should go. Run. Get as far away as possible.

      She didn’t though. She couldn’t. Instead, she waited a few more seconds and then raised her head. It was stupid, but she half expected to see him staring right at her. He wasn’t. Disappointment filled her—they had gone inside.

      What the hell was wrong with her? That man was dangerous! Still, curiosity kept her riveted to the spot, unable to move. Before long the dark-haired wolf shifter came back up the street. Then he went inside. He came back out a few seconds later looking annoyed and leaned up against the car. Hellfire snorted. Wolves …

      A few minutes after that, the other three exited the building with a fourth person in tow. But this guy was wearing a blanket. A were—wait, what? A were-leopard? What the hell were the were-wolves doing with a leopard in their den? Then she caught a whiff of the guy and realized he obviously hadn’t been a willing guest. Poor wretch!

      When they drove away, Hellfire shifted into her phoenix form. With her latest dream, or sleep-vision in the forefront of her mind, she drew her invisibility around her and shot into the sky. She began to follow the car, but after a bit started to wonder if she was wasting her time. They led her to Walmart, and then to an apartment building.

      But when they finally emerged, the were-leopard was cleaned up. He wore fresh new clothes and smelled a whole lot better. Then they all climbed back into the car and hit the interstate heading East. Curious, and with nothing else to do, Hellfire continued to follow them. She grinned when they arrived at a huge, walled-in compound that reeked of the Ilyium. Although she also caught the scent of something even worse.

      Hellfire watched as the strangers made their way along the wall to the back of the property toward two large barns. Smoke filled her nostrils and the sickening stench grew stronger. Hellfire grimaced at the scent of burning flesh and death. While the strangers on the ground entered one of the barns, Hellfire flew up to an open window and peered inside. Her stomach dropped at the rows of cells holding captives. Another breath in told her that they were all supes of some kind and in various states of health, some on the verge of death. Could Nix or Brimstone be in one of those cages?

      Hellfire slipped inside, and heart in her throat, perched up in the rafters where she could scan everyone. There are so many!

      But neither Nix nor Brimstone were among the captives.

      Below her, the group she’d been following opened all the cage doors, releasing the prisoners. Hellfire smiled. She could just imagine how pissed the Ilyium would be when they found the place empty. With a last glance around, she flew back out through the window and circled around the other buildings. The smoke here was much thicker, and Hellfire finally discovered the cause. Horror consumed her—the Ilyium had dug massive fire pits and filled them with burning bodies.

      Hellfire flew over the other buildings and then landed on the ground. She needed to check the places out and make sure there were no other prisoners, or more importantly, her brother or sister.

      After shifting into her human form, she slunk along the shadows and cautiously made her way along one building. If the strangers hadn’t released the prisoners, she’d do it. Unbidden, her thoughts turned to the golden-haired male. Why did he have to look so yummy?

      When she sensed someone behind her, Hellfire turned and grimaced at the two Ilyium males in guard uniforms. Before she could draw on her power and shift, the smaller of the two tasered her with fifty thousand volts of electricity.

      The jolt dropped her to her knees. “Pigs! Let me go,” she gasped as her body convulsed from the electric current.

      The two guards watched her twitch with varying degrees of satisfaction. “Think we should keep her?” the one with the taser asked his buddy.

      “Fuck you, let me go!” She tried to shift, but her magic was still wonky. Hellfire screamed in frustration.

      The bigger man, who had dead looking eyes, shook his head. “Nah, she’ll be too much trouble, we’ll just get rid of her. It’ll be easier.”

      They pulled her to her feet and began to drag her between the buildings.

      This couldn’t be happening again! Though still hurting from the battle with Deacon’s crew the day before, Hellfire drew on her reserves and fought against the two who had her now.

      But no matter what she did, they still managed to man-handled her over to one of the massive fire pits. You have got to be kidding me!

      Hellfire sensed him—the sexy blond—the one who’d distracted her to the point that she’d gotten herself caught. Horror in his green gaze, he let out a cry and began to run toward her.

      But it was too late.

      “Get in there!” one of the guards yelled, and then they both shoved Hellfire into the pit.

      Hellfire let out a howl of rage, mostly directed at herself. How stupid was she to have gotten caught two days in a row? At least the idiots had no idea how much she loved fire. Though that sentiment didn’t extend to being thrown in with other burning bodies!

      Hellfire’s magic activated, and red-hot flames engulfed her. She closed her eyes and gave herself over to her birthright.

      Within minutes, she was reborn from the ashes.

      Hellfire spread her wings and rocketed out of the pit, shooting high into the darkening sky, she felt rejuvenated and better than she had in days. She swiftly passed the group on the ground as they headed back to their car.

      As she wondered where the hell to search for her siblings next, something rammed into her side and sent her spinning.

      Fuck, couldn’t Deacon ever just leave her alone? As she plummeted toward earth, Hellfire knew that if they caught her this time, there’d be no escape.

      She hit the ground fast, hard, and swearing. She didn’t look upwards but remained in her phoenix form and went camo. Then she ran.

      Even though they shouldn’t be able to see her, she still kept to the shadows and used the forest for cover as much as possible. It was fully dark by the time she finally found a secure spot to hole up.

      Hellfire stifled the urge to scream at the heavens and shifted back into her human form. Then with a last searching look behind her, she curled up under a bush with a log at her back and waited out the night.

      Before dawn broke the next day, Hellfire was already moving. She could hear some of Deacon’s kill squad dogging her and knew they’d be waiting for her to take to the sky again.

      A week later she finally lost those chasing her ass.

      She went back to the warehouse, hoping either of her siblings would have returned looking for her.

      There was still no one there.

      Feeling defeated, Hellfire flew back up into the cross beams and settled in. She was reminiscing over her life when an annoyingly familiar voice reached her.

      Brimstone! Relief filled her until she caught the sound of another voice—a male voice that sent a shiver down her spine. What in the hell was going on lately?

      Her brother and the blond, green-eyed male from the Ilyium compound, the same one from her sleep vision, came into view, followed by a group of nasty smelling were-wolves.

      They were looking for Nix.

      Thrown off kilter by the sexy male below her, Hellfire stared at him. That faint tingle she’d felt the first time she’d seen him grew stronger.

      Unsettled, she debated on letting Brimstone and his new friend handle the wolves, until the nasty beasts pissed her off.

      She shifted forms and jumped off the beam.

      Hellfire landed with a grin and joined the fight.

      It wasn’t until after the wolves lay sprawled out on the ground, that she learned that the blond was named Sami.

      Why did his name have to roll off her tongue so easily?

      “What do you mean, you don’t know where Nix is?” Hellfire asked her brother. How could he not know where their little sister was?

      Scared and beyond furious, and drawn to Sami in a way she’d never felt toward anyone before, Hellfire found herself picking a fight.

      First with her brother, then with his new friend Sami.

      Then she felt bad about her actions. Still, Sami made her feel things she didn’t want to feel, or even understand.

      But she put her emotions aside in order to find her little sister.

      Only she wasn’t prepared for how she’d feel as they went to the last place she wanted to be. The place where her parents had been murdered—their childhood home.

      Hellfire stared at the two-story ranch house, her stomach churning with anxiety. Though the yard needed work, it felt like she’d hardly been gone any time.

      Hellfire pushed the memories away and went to the back yard. Though overgrown, it looked the same, only sadder. As if it was waiting for its family to walk back in and fill it with love and laughter again. That was something she’d once taken for granted. Now, it was gone forever, and it was all her fault.

      Memories of barbecues and basketball games bombarded her as she found the spare key, still hidden under the same rock after five years.

      Hellfire opened the door, drew in a deep breath for courage and then walked inside. The place felt so desolate, that she instinctively knew Nix was not there. A dirty glass sat on the counter beside Nix’s high school report card. School photos were stuck to the fridge with magnets, along with various other pictures of them all in different places.

      Hellfire tore her gaze away, and rushed through the dusty kitchen, trying not to remember their last dinner. She, Nix, and Angel—her older sister—had cleaned up the kitchen while her parents went out to the living room with their wine. Brimstone and Damnation, who cleaned up the night before, had settled in to play video games, talking about how they were going to kick each other’s asses.

      Hellfire crossed the living room, avoiding the huge rust-colored stain on the carpet, and went to open the front door for Brimstone and Sami.

      She tried not to look at everything, but it was impossible. Her dad’s newspaper lay scattered on the couch and carpet, yellowed with time. Her gaze skimmed the chair her mother liked to sit in, the book she’d been reading discarded on the coffee table.

      Hellfire’s chest tightened with guilt.

      “I’ll check down here,” Brimstone said, heading for the main floor bedrooms.

      Hellfire woodenly went up the stairs to search the bedrooms up there. They were all empty, dust covered and just as sad as the rest of the place. Finally, she entered her old room. Nostalgia swept her up in its clutches as she thought of how innocent and naive she’d been back then. No, she’d been stupid and arrogant.

      She picked up a framed photo of her family at the Oregon coast. It was the last trip they’d taken together. They were all dripping wet from horsing around in the water. Hellfire’s mom had asked a stranger who was walking by to take the picture for them.

      Hellfire swallowed hard at all the happy grins. Nix had been the youngest at fifteen. Hellfire and Brimstone were both nineteen, and their older sibs were twenty-three. None of them had any idea of the horror that awaited them just two days after they’d arrive back home.

      Hellfire’s hand tightened on the frame as she remembered the nightmare that drove her from her sleep so long ago.
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        * * *

      

      Noise drifted up from the main floor. Her mother and father’s voices—meant to warn their children. A couple of the voices she’d never heard before, but it was the familiar one that drew her to the top of the stairs wearing only her nightgown, giddy with excitement.

      Her parents had forbidden her to see Deacon. They said that he was dangerous and not to be trusted, but they didn’t understand. He loved her, and she loved him. At night when everyone went to bed, Hellfire would often sneak out and go see him.

      But she hated lying to her parents, and finally told Deacon that she couldn’t do it anymore. He’d kissed her, claimed he loved her, and said he’d talk to her parents. He promised to make them understand how much they loved each other.

      Hellfire had been impatiently waiting for him to follow through with his promise, but nothing could have prepared her for the moment when he did show up. There was nothing she regretted more in her whole life than getting involved with him.

      That night she’d been eager to see Deacon and make her parents understand. She started down the stairs only to freeze. Fear and horror consumed her at the sight of her parents kneeling on the carpet, hands tied behind their backs.

      “Run!” They shouted at her, but the words didn’t register.

      The betrayal was so sharp she’d been unable to grasp what was happening.

      A man she didn’t know shot first her mother and then her father in the head.

      They fell, slumped against each other to stare vacantly up the stairs at her.

      Damnation, Hellfire’s older brother grabbed her. “Helly, we have to go, now!”

      Hellfire glanced blankly up at him. Four years older than her, tears ran down Damnation’s face at what was happening. Then he forcibly dragged her through her bedroom to the balcony.

      “Shift, Helly, shift,” he said frantically as he opened the doors.

      By some miracle, he got her to change into her phoenix form and they flew away, following her siblings into the night.

      They’d spent that night huddled in the forest, scared and heartbroken.

      The next day, Hellfire went to confront her secret boyfriend. A part of her hoped, believed even, that it was all a misunderstanding.

      But it hadn’t been.

      Hellfire knew the truth the moment she stepped into Deacon’s room. He’d never loved her, only used her to get to her parents. Deadly hatred for the man who had lied and betrayed her, filled what was left of her heart.

      To this day, she still couldn’t believe how bad a judge of character she’d been. How easily she’d fallen for his lies and allowed herself to be duped by him. Never again, she’d never be so stupid to allow it to happen again. Ever. She didn’t need anyone.
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      The glass in the picture frame shattered, snapping Hellfire back to the present with a gasp. As she bent to pick up the pieces, Sami rushed in.

      “Are you okay?” he asked and bent down to help her. “You’re cut.”

      Hellfire’s heart was thumping at Sami’s proximity, but she knew better. Though she could feel the heat in his gaze, she knew what all men wanted. She’d had enough experience with her ex and her horny brothers to know. “I’m fine,” she growled and hating her reaction to him.

      She winced as she pulled the glass from her hand. Why was she burning for a complete stranger? Even more, why was she dreaming of him?

      “This was your house?” he asked as he moved away.

      Hellfire tensed at the question. She’d learned over the years to be cautious with her answers, but then she glanced at the torn photo and realized there was no point. “Yeah.” She set the broken frame on the nightstand and sat down on the edge of her bed, weary of it all.

      “Why don’t you guys live here anymore?”

      Hellfire stared at him. He really was toe-curling sexy. But she’d had a good-looking boyfriend before and look where that had gotten her.

      She wanted to ignore him, but just being in the same room with Sami sent fire singing through her veins. Hellfire found herself answering him. “Our parents were murdered downstairs. I saw the Ilyium and ah … when they killed them. My oldest sister had already gotten Nix and Brimstone out.” She glanced to the doors leading out to a small balcony. “But my older brother had to drag me away.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry,” Sami said.

      Hellfire could feel his sincerity. “We still own the house, but we never stayed here after that.” She looked up at him. “You seem like a nice guy.” He seemed like a really nice guy, but she knew better. Still, if she gave him what he wanted, maybe he’d go away and leave her alone.

      Sami snorted.

      “What?” Hellfire asked, surprised at his reaction.

      “Nothing.”

      Now she had to know. “Tell me.”

      Sami looked at her for a long moment, and Hellfire wondered if he was going to answer.

      “Nothing,” he finally said.

      Hellfire suddenly remembered why she needed to keep her distance from him. “Yeah, I know. You’re a cold-blooded killer.” She wanted to smirk at the shock on his face. It would have been funny if it hadn’t been so serious. No matter how attracted to him she was, she refused to put any of her siblings’ lives in danger again, and that was exactly what would happen if she didn’t watch herself.

      But damn, it didn’t help that she was so utterly drawn to the guy. No one had ever affected her in such a way, so what was it about Sami that made her want to crawl all over him? Touch and taste every inch of him. Stop! Shit—fuck…yeah, fuck him. Hellfire almost groaned at the direction her thoughts had taken.

      Sami blinked at her. He seemed so … normal. Her next words fell out of her mouth, and Hellfire had no idea why. “Anyway, besides that you just seem, I don’t know … nice. Good. How can that be?”

      Sami shook his head. “Well, you’re wrong.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?” Hellfire had never felt so in tune with anyone before. Maybe there was more to Sami than she first thought. She shivered, wishing for just one little taste. Just to see if it would quench the thirst inside her. Surely, one wouldn’t hurt, would it?

      Sami shrugged and turned to leave, and though she should have been relieved, suddenly, she didn’t want him to go. “What are you doing here, Sami?” she’d asked instead, breathless at the emotions he stirred up inside of her.

      Sami leaned his six-plus foot body up against the wall.

      Hellfire sauntered up close, staring into his green eyes. She just wanted to kiss him, even if it was insanity. Yet as their lips touched, the fire inside her became an inferno.

      They’re clothing came off.

      Never one to have random sex with a virtual stranger, Hellfire found herself was doing it up against the wall of her old bedroom.

      “Faster, harder,” she urged, consumed by him.

      Then some kind of strange energy took over. Hellfire had never experienced anything like it. An intoxicating magic left her weak, sated and feeling miraculously alive.

      Until a faint noise up on the roof suddenly snapped her back to reality.

      A brutal memory sent dread shivering through her, one of a head as it rolled on the ground.

      Hellfire could still smell the blood as Deacon kept his vow to her—reminder of what he’d do to anyone she got close too, and she’d only gone for supper with the last guy she’d been stupid enough to try to date.

      He’d been an innocent and yet Deacon still murdered him.

      What would Deacon do if he found out she’d been with Sami?

      For some reason, even despite what her dream predicted, she couldn’t let anything happen to this sexy male in front of her. She’d rather die.

      Well, that was a given, especially if the events she’d seen came to pass. And they always did.

      Ugh! Stop! What had she been thinking? No matter what, she knew better than to let her guard down. Disgusted at her weakness, anger and guilt flooded her system. She knew better, Sami was dangerous, and everyone she loved would die if she didn’t smarten up.

      Beyond angry with herself, Hellfire glared at Sami. “There, you got what you came for, now leave me alone.” She should never have let things go so far.

      Hellfire steeled herself against the raw anguish on his face. It felt like she was ripping her own heart out. Yeah, like she had a heart …

      She ignored Sami and opening the door to her balcony, hurried outside.

      Recriminations flooded her as she shifted and flew away. It’s just sex, she tried to tell herself in defense.

      It was more than just sex, and you know it!

      It didn’t matter what her heart wanted, the voice of reason was right. Sami was a distraction, and one she couldn’t afford. All that mattered was finding Nix. Her sister needed her. Her whole family needed her. She had only been gone for a day when she’d been thrown into the fire, but still everything had fallen apart. Her brother was taken, and then her baby sister disappeared. She had to forget Sami.

      As she flew away from her home for the second time, Hellfire fought the urge to cry. Even after all that Deacon had done to her, she hadn’t cried. No, back then she’d only lay broken and bleeding, in mindless agony, wishing for death.

      Although this time, for some reason, leaving Sami felt like the biggest mistake of her life. Yet wasn’t protecting herself and her siblings worth any mistake? Her family couldn’t lose another member. They wouldn’t survive it. So how could that be a mistake?

      She would always be alone, she needed to get used to that reality.

      A sob tore from her throat at the wave of intense longing for a life she could never have, flooded her. All she’d ever wanted was a home, a man to love, kids. Hellfire shook her head and pushed the stupid ideas from her mind. Stupid dreams! She didn’t deserve any of it.
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      Hellfire thought she made a clean break until she walked into Club Purgatori a short time later. She groaned and felt like kicking herself. What the hell was Sami doing here? Here she tells him to get lost then she shows up in the same club he’s at? He’s going to think she’s a certifiable stalker.

      She shivered at the pain burning in Sami’s eyes. It pierced her soul and the urge to go apologize and beg his forgiveness rose up. Wait! What? No, never. She never wanted someone that way again. She couldn’t. No matter how much she ached to climb into his lap and feel his lips on hers … feel his hands on her body …

      Stop it! What the hell was wrong with her?

      Hellfire turned away, remembering why she was at Club Purgatori.

      Brimstone had mentioned hearing about a female phoenix being in the club around the same time he’d been taken. Hellfire had to check it out.

      Besides her family, there were only about fifty other phoenixes in Spokane, and she knew most of them.

      She had already contacted Nera, the head of Deacon’s flight of deadly Ninja phoenixes—his kill squad. Nera had fought her way to the top, using claw and blade to climb the ranks. Hellfire always wondered if it was by choice. Deacon had bullied all of the surrounding flocks into joining his gang. Only Hellfire’s parents had held out on him. Then he had them killed. Now, she knew that everything he did was nefarious. Five years ago, she hadn’t understood that.

      Hellfire hadn’t talked to Nera since the woman saved her life, and calling Nera now was dangerous for both of them. Luckily, Nera had been the one to answer her phone. She wasn’t always. Sometimes others, Deacon included, answered Nera’s phone. Hellfire didn’t even want to guess what might be happening to Nera that she was unable to do so herself. With Deacon, it was never good.

      Nera hadn’t seen Nix. Which meant Deacon didn’t have her sister.

      Hellfire sighed, she was pretty sure Nera would tell her if the bastard did have Nix. So, either Nera didn’t know, or it was someone else.

      Could the Ilyium, or this Val Jean character have Nix?

      The memory of Deacon’s betrayal rose up and Hellfire had to push the panic away. No matter who took Nix, it didn’t bode well for her. Hellfire shivered. She had no idea what the nightwalker would want with her sister, but she knew all too well what Deacon wanted. The twisted fucker liked to hurt others, her especially. He wanted Hellfire to pay, suffer for being the one to escape … and if it meant hurting her sister to do so, he wouldn’t hesitate.

      The thought of his vicious hands on Nix made Hellfire’s stomach churn. He just couldn’t have her. There had to be another reason for her sister’s disappearance. Not understanding why Nix might set foot in the club, Hellfire needed to check it out anyway. She needed to know for sure but still, she wished Brimstone had come here instead.

      Hellfire surveyed everyone, annoyed at the itch that burned in her. It drew her to Sami like the pull from a super-sized magnet. Why the hell is he even here? Did he follow her and slip inside before she could?

      Yeah, that was ridiculous!

      Whatever the reason, she wished he’d just go away already, before her willpower dissolved. The feel of his eyes boring into her caused horrible guilt.

      She could do this, she just couldn’t look at him. Strengthening her resolve, she headed over to the bar.

      “What can I getcha?” the young bartender asked. He looked around twenty-five and was completely human.

      “Tequila on the rocks,” Hellfire said, needing it and more as she felt Sami’s eyes drilling into her back. She tried not to squirm. After downing the whole drink in one hard swallow, Hellfire studied the bartender. “You here every day?”

      “No, only Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Sunday’s. Why?”

      “I’m looking for someone who was here last Wednesday night,” she said. Without knowing if the bartender was aware of the supernatural world, she couldn’t just ask him about a girl who was a phoenix.

      “Tito and Enyowas over there.” He pointed across the room at a couple guys in black leather. One was good looking, but the other appeared fidgety and full of himself, if  his hair style was any indication. “They are here just about every day. I’m sure they could help.”

      Hellfire thanked the bartender, then as she headed over to the pair, she wrinkled her nose at their scents. Were-cats, great. Just who she wanted to converse and play nice with—not!

      Hellfire dropped into the chair between them. “You don’t mind if I sit, do you?”

      The good-looking one had short black hair, and green eyes. He assessed her for a long moment, shrugged and turned back to the stage.

      The other guy sported a black and white striped mullet—like a skunk, and in his dark eyes she saw calculation. Mullet-skunk gave her an appreciative grin. “Not at all honey.”

      Hellfire shuddered. Someone please shoot me now …

      “I’m Tito, he’s Enyowas,” Mullet-skunk said, waiting for her name.

      Hellfire didn’t give it. “I heard you’re both here every night. Did you see a young, really pretty phoenix girl in here last Wednesday?”

      “Enyowas was busy in the back that night,” Mullet-skunk said with a wink. “But I might have.”

      “Either you did, or you didn’t, which is it?”

      Mullet-skunk smirked and indicated the so-called Dance rooms at the back. “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. Why don’t we go talk about it back there, sweet-thang?”

      Hellfire let out a short laugh. “How about we talk about it here.”

      Tito smoothed his skunky hair back and shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      “So, do you remember her?” Hellfire asked again.

      “I don’t remember,” he said, suddenly cold.

      Hellfire bit back a growl. Goddamn Weres. “Fine, let’s go.” One way or another, she’d get the info needed, no matter what it took. It didn’t help that Sami’s eyes on her sent fire licking through her veins, or that she’d have to pass by his table to get to the rooms. At least it’ll just confirm that she wasn’t interested in him. Yet as she passed by, the hurt in his eyes stabbed straight to her heart. Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Four days later, Hellfire lay captive to a nightmare, reliving the torture Deacon had put her through.

      Someone shook her. “Helly, wake up.”

      With a groan, she forced her eyes open. “What’s your problem asshole, can’t you see I’m sick?” She glared at Brimstone.

      “We don’t get sick, and you’ve been asleep since Tuesday night when you dragged your sorry ass home,” Brimstone said, worry and frustration in his voice.

      Stunned, Hellfire stretched and winced instead. “Well obviously we do! Fuck!” She frowned as the wound in her side throbbed.

      “What’s wrong, are you hurt?”

      At the concern in his voice Hellfire suddenly felt bad for the way she was acting. “What day is it?” Before he could answer, everything came back to her; looking for Nix and Brimstone, meeting Sami, the agony in his eyes when she told him to get lost …

      She felt like a baby-killer at how she’d hurt him. If only … Gah, stop thinking about him. Sure, it had been great sex, big f-ing deal.

      If only she hadn’t run into Sami in the club after. He looked so pissed, so hurt, which she couldn’t really blame him for. She knew how it looked when she went to the fuck-em room with mullet-skunk, but that couldn’t be helped either. Not if she was to get the information that she needed.

      So then why did she feel so shitty about the whole blasted thing? Though her purpose had been to try to extract information from the horny were-cat, that plan had backfired spectacularly. When mullet-skunk realized she only wanted answers, he got cranky. At least she was a much better fighter. Even so, mullet-skunk fucking clawed her good. She groaned at the pain throbbing in her side.

      “It’s Saturday,” Brimstone said.

      She’d been sleeping since Tuesday night? “Why didn’t you wake me sooner—” She stopped talking, threw the blanket away from her, and darted into the bathroom.

      When she came out a few minutes later, she wiped her mouth.

      “When did you dye part of your hair pink, and why?” Brimstone asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Brim indicated her hair.

      Hellfire hurried back to the bathroom and stared at her reflection in the mirror. A huge chunk of her hair at the front was pink.

      What the fucking hell? How did that happen? And Pink? Really? That was the last color in the world she’d ever dye her hair. In a daze, she wandered back into her room. After the club she’d grabbed a bite to eat then came straight home. Hadn’t she?

      Hellfire ignored Brim’s questioning look and climbed back into bed.

      “What is wrong with you?” he asked again.

      “I beat the crap out of a stupid were-cat the other night, and then went for an awful barf-burger. I must’ve gotten food poisoning, I felt sick as soon as I ate it.” She had a feeling her wound was infected, but didn’t want Brim to know the cat had slashed her. He’d freak. With the intention of taking care of the wound soon, she curled back up on her other side and pulled the blankets back over her.

      “Were you bit?” he asked. “Wait, can we catch the were-disease?”

      “I don’t fucking know. Anyway, we need to get the utilities turned back on if we’re going to stay here for very long.” She snuggled deeper into her old bed, trying not to inhale the dust of the room. “It’s cold in here.”

      “Since when are you cold?”

      “Since now, apparently,” Hellfire said snidely, though he was right to ask. As phoenixes, they ran hot—all the time, and never got cold.

      “Helly, I’ve been scouring the city for Nix. What did you find out at Purgatori?” He asked, beginning to grow impatient.

      “Tito, the fucking were-cat saw her, and from his description, I’m sure it was Nix,” Hellfire said, lips pursed as she thought of her sweet little sister in that club. She still found it hard to believe that Nix would even get up the nerve to set foot in the place. And why?

      Brimstone swore. “Did you talk to Sin too?”

      “No, she wasn’t there,” Hellfire said, pushing the nausea that was creeping up her throat back down.

      “Fine, I’ll go see if I can talk to Sin tonight.”

      Hellfire sighed. “Let me sleep a few more hours, then wake me up. I want to go with you.”

      Brimstone watched her for a moment, then left her room.

      Hellfire and sank back into fevered dreams.
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      Hellfire flew through the cold, rainy night to her meeting. She didn’t ask for any of this, and definitely didn’t need anymore strange and fucked-up shit in her life than she already had. She was fine the way she was, and though her family relied on her, she herself didn’t need anyone.

      If that’s so, why does he haunt your dreams? A voice whispered in her head.

      “Yeah, he haunts my dreams, but not in a good way,” Hellfire murmured as she tilted her wings and began her descent through the frigid air.

      The whisper in her head just laughed. Those aren’t the dreams I mean …

      Hellfire growled. She didn’t want to admit she dreamed of the sexy emerald-eyed man candy she’d tasted once, and who’d left her wanting more.

      Hellfire circled the area where she was supposed to meet the one she hoped would help find her sister or at least give her some answers.

      “Nix, when I find you, I’m going to wring your impulsive little neck for worrying me,” Hellfire muttered, wondering what her sister had been thinking to take off and go to a whole other world without telling anyone. At least that was what they garnered from everything Sin told them when they finally got a meeting with the owner of Club Purgatori.

      Stressed out and swamped with an unease that had been plaguing her since her life had flipped upside down, Hellfire landed
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