
	Sometimes we have to face our past even if it’s the last thing we want to do.

	 

	 

	Cumar has been living in the human world for the past eight years, and he has no intention of changing that. He has a job he likes, friends, and he’s in love with Yo’ash, the bouncer of the only club for demons in Chicago. That love might be unrequited, but it’s better than anything he’d have had in Hell, where he grew up.

	Yo’ash likes his life predictable and boring, and Cumar is anything but that. They share a past, but Cumar has never seemed to recognize Yo’ash, and Yo’ash is glad for it. It’s a part of his life he’d rather not think about, and it’s one of the reasons he keeps Cumar at arm’s length, the other one being that Cumar doesn’t seem to be able to commit to one person.

	When someone comes after Cumar, exposing who he is and his past and forcing him to go back to Hell, Yo’ash has to make a decision. Will the trouble Cumar is facing be enough for him to step away once and for all, or will they both realize that together they are stronger than apart?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Cumar scowled at his reflection in the chipped bathroom mirror. He’d hoped the wounds would have healed by now, but he should have known better. He wasn’t invincible, and Urias hadn’t gone easy on him. The fucker had reduced Cumar’s back to a mess of crisscrossed wounds. He couldn’t use his claws like every other demon, no. He fancied himself Indiana Jones, with his whip and that ridiculous hat. Except Indy wasn’t in the business of whipping people, and he was a hell of a lot cuter than Urias. Of course, anyone would be cuter than Urias, considering he was a ghoul.

	Cumar’s scowl deepened. He couldn’t even take care of the wounds himself, no matter how hard he tried. He’d have needed two tails to do that, but he had to make do with one, which he supposed was better than none. At least he hadn’t had to tell Thailor about it yet. He wouldn’t be able to keep it from Chase, and Chase would fuss and insist he had to help, and he’d mother Cumar to death.

	No one needed to know what had happened. Cumar had known it would go that way before going, and he’d gone anyway, because Aiden was his friend.

	That was all he had to say about it.

	He grabbed a cotton swab from the edge of the sink with his tail and the bottle of antiseptic with a hand. He doubted it would help much, but he didn’t have anything else available.

	It burned. Cumar gritted his teeth and looked away from the mirror, but there was nothing else to focus on. His bathroom was still his bathroom—harsh white light shining from fixtures that had to be older than him, leaky bathtub faucet, rust stains, and an unidentifiable black substance on the cracked shower tiles.

	This was when Cumar regretted leaving home. Then he remembered who his father was and what he was, and he suddenly loved his dingy apartment in the rundown building reserved for demons. All the golden faucets and soft towels in the world weren’t worth what he’d have to deal with if he went back home.

	Nausea swamped him, hand in hand with pain. He wasn’t doing a good job taking care of his back, dammit. Should it still hurt like that after, what had it been? A week? No, wait. Eight days? Nine?

	It didn’t matter. What did matter was that the damn whipping wounds weren’t healing as fast as Cumar needed them to. He had managed to avoid work since coming back from hell, but Christmas was over and done with, and Jadon wasn’t going to let himself be brushed off much longer. He’d demand to know why Cumar was avoiding him, and Cumar would either have to tell him the truth or to come up a good reason. The problem was, he sucked at lying, at least most of the time. He’d certainly never been able to lie to Jadon, no matter how many times he’d tried.

	Cumar shuddered when he rubbed the cotton swab against a particularly deep part of the wounds. He wasn’t even sure where it was on his back exactly. His entire back was a ball of pain that pulsed and made him want to cry out—or downright cry. He wasn’t sure at this point.

	He shivered, the cold of the apartment getting to him through the pain. He couldn’t tell if he was doing more bad than good or the other way around. Maybe he should stop messing with the wounds. Patching himself up wasn’t a new thing, but not with wounds this deep and this extensive. He’d always had someone help him when something like this happened in the past, first the palace’s healers, then the League’s doctors or Chase.

	Cumar sighed and dropped the bloodied swab into the sink. The wounds looked exactly like they had before—long, puffy red lines that ran from his nape to the small of his back. They were bleeding even more than before, red drops rolling down the skin.

	Cumar sighed. That didn’t look good. He was probably going to have to go to Hell’s Gate, or to the League’s infirmary. He wondered which one was safer. The infirmary’s doctors would tattle to Jadon within seconds, but he might cross Chase’s path in Hell’s Gate, and Chase would talk to Thailor, who would then talk to Jadon because it wasn’t safe for Cumar to work in his condition.

	As if Cumar didn’t know that.

	His phone rang. He jerked, his torso twisting toward the living room, pain shooting everywhere. His mouth tasted of blood even though he was pretty sure he wasn’t bleeding, not there anyway. His head spun, and he had to lock his muscles to avoid toppling over. He breathed in and out a few times and prayed the black spots in his sight weren’t permanent. Then he moved toward the living room, slowly and carefully. He berated himself for leaving his phone on the coffee table when he had to lean down to pick it up. He breathed through the pain some more, especially after seeing who was calling.

	Jadon.

	That could only mean one thing, and Cumar wasn’t sure he was ready for it.

	“Hey, Boss,” he greeted Jadon when he answered, his jaw tightly clenched.

	“Where the fuck have you been?”

	“Home, actually.”

	There was a pause as if Cumar had surprised Jadon. Then Jadon huffed. “I have a job for you and Thailor.”

	“Actually—”

	“I don’t have anyone else to send, Cumar. I don’t know what’s going on with you lately, but this is your job. You signed up for it.”

	Yeah, Cumar remembered that fuck you to his father. He sighed and rubbed his forehead. He was sweating, even though the apartment was cold enough he’d probably be able to build a snowman in the middle of his living room. “Where and what?”

	“Aesath demon. She already ate a kid.”

	Cumar’s jaw tightened even more, and he wondered if it was possible for him to break it that way. “Thailor?”

	“Already on his way. Do not attempt to take it on by yourself, Cumar. They’re dangerous.”

	As if Cumar didn’t know that. The fucking things were the demon version of human centaurs, except that instead of being half-horses, they were half-spiders. Half-giant, disgusting spiders. And they ate people.

	Jadon texted him the address when he hung up, and Cumar rushed through bandaging his back and dressing. His back hurt even more once he was done, but he didn’t let that stop him. He couldn’t, not when Thailor was already out there. Thailor was cautious, especially since he’d met Chase, but Cumar knew him. He was going to try to take the aesath on his own if Cumar didn’t show up, and there was no way that would end well. If there was one thing Cumar would never do, it was letting down Thailor.

	Thailor was more than his job partner. He was another brother, and Cumar was closer to him than he was to his actual brothers. Thailor was family, the family Cumar had never had, and he wasn’t going to do anything to endanger him.

	No matter how much his back hurt.

	He could fight through the pain. He’d done it before. It had never been anything this bad, but he was a League warrior. He could do it.

	He made sure he had all his weapons and that they were hidden. The last thing he needed was to be noticed on the streets and arrested by the human police.

	He left his apartment and had to step over a homeless demon in the staircase. He dug into his pocket and gave the man half the money he had before heading out.

	Every step hurt. It felt like his spine jarred every time he moved. He wondered if he was going to have to go to the dentist, because he was grinding his teeth together so much there was no way they’d be intact by the time he healed. He probably should have taken a painkiller, but he didn’t have any, and he didn’t have the time or the inclination to go to the League’s HQ and beg for some. Besides, it would raise too many questions.

	Cumar would have to deal with the pain. It wasn’t like he wasn’t used to that, even though it had been a while—years—since he’d last been wounded like this. But if he’d been able to stand this kind of wounds when he was barely more than a kid, he could do it now that he was an adult.

	Right?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Yo’ash checked the list of the people working that evening. One of his bouncers had called in sick, and he needed to find someone who could come in and take his place. It was Wednesday, so there shouldn’t be a lot of people in the club that evening, but Yo’ash would rather have too many bouncers than not enough. That was always when something happened, and he needed all hands on deck.

	He made a few phone calls and managed to find someone who didn’t have anything to do that night. He had to lure Talmai in with extra money, though, so he went to Aiden’s office once he was done with his call. Aiden and Caelan were both there, going over some paperwork, and watching them, Yo’ash wondered how he hadn’t guessed they were brothers sooner.

	They were different, there was no denying that, but they were also similar. The tilt of their eyes, the way they smiled, even the crooked front teeth were the same. Yo’ash’s life had depended on noticing those kinds of details once, but he’d apparently become soft since then. But then, being a bouncer didn’t put his life in danger like being a bodyguard had.

	He liked his life as it was now, and he wouldn’t exchange it for anything in the world.

	He knocked on the office’s open door. Aiden and Caelan both looked up, and Aiden gestured at Yo’ash to come in. “Is it time to open already?”

	Yo’ash checked his watch. It was late, later than he’d thought. “Actually, the club’s already open.”

	“What?”

	Aiden started to get up, but Caelan pointed at him. “Sit. Now. We have to finish this paperwork.”

	“We have work to do.”

	“And it’s being taken care of. I called Jay to take care of the bar until we’re done.”

	“But—”

	Caelan’s eyes narrowed, and Aiden raised his hands and flopped back into his seat. “Fine. I’ll finish the paperwork.”

	“Good boy.” Caelan turned to Yo’ash. “Was there anything you needed?”

	Yo’ash pressed his lips together so he wouldn’t laugh. Caelan wasn’t his boss, not officially, but he was Aiden’s brother. He’d only been one of the bartenders until they’d found out they were related, but Caelan had taken it upon himself to make sure Aiden did what was needed when it came to the club lately. Aiden didn’t usually slack off or anything, but between finding out his biological father was alive and jailed somewhere down in hell, being hunted, finding out he had a brother, and finally getting his head out of his ass and moving Lewis in with him, he’d been more distracted than usual. It was probably a good thing that Caelan was there to help, and Yo’ash didn’t berate him for the slightly harsh tone, especially when Caelan seemed to realize how he’d spoken and sighed.

	“Sorry. I’d never have thought this was so stressful. It was better when I was just a bartender.”

	“I bet. I just need the okay to add a bonus to Talmai’s next paycheck. He’s coming in to cover for one of the other guys tonight, and I had to promise him he’d get one.”

	Caelan looked at Aiden. Aiden shrugged. “Sure. I’ll take care of it.”

	“Thanks. I’m going out there.”

	“See you when Caelan is done torturing me.”

	Yo’ash left both of them in the office slaving over the paperwork and headed into the club. It was open, and he nodded at Jay as he passed the bar. There weren’t a lot of people there yet, but it was still early in the night. Yo’ash checked in with his bouncers, including Talmai when he came in. Once, he’d been one of them, but Aiden had promoted him to head of security a few years before, and Yo’ash still wasn’t sure he liked the job. He didn’t mind the responsibility, but he could have done without dealing with the other bouncers and the planning. He preferred working security, which was why he spent a lot of time at the bar. There was always someone who tried to intimidate the barmen into giving them more alcohol, even with the anti-violence spells on the wall. Some demons were nuts. Yo’ash should know, since he’d spent most of his life in hell. Which was why there was always a bouncer at the bar and one by the DJ.

	 

	Yo’ash was sitting at the bar, his back against the counter, his elbows propped onto it, when Aiden and Caelan appeared. He didn’t look away from the dance floor, focused on the dancers. The club was filling, and he’d already had to break up a fight over a girl.

	Aiden tapped Yo’ash’s shoulder and handed him a bottle of water when Yo’ash turned around. Yo’ash tilted his head in thanks and opened it, polishing off half of it before putting it down. “Thanks.”

	Aiden looked around. “Where’s your shadow tonight?”

	Yo’ash scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Sure you don’t. I guess it’s early for Cumar and Thailor to be around. They’re probably kicking ass somewhere out there right now.”

	Thank fuck for small mercies. The less Yo’ash had to deal with Cumar, the better he felt.

	“He hasn’t been around much lately, right?” Caelan asked after handing a surluch demon his beer.

	“I don’t think I’ve seen him since Christmas.”

	“Neither have I. Do you think he’s okay?”

	“He’s probably in bed with someone.”

	Yo’ash looked away. He hated that the thought of Cumar in bed with anyone made his stomach churn. He had no business thinking about that or feeling like he needed to find Cumar and make sure he was working rather than fucking someone. Cumar was nothing to him, just memories of a bad period of his life. It didn’t matter that he was cute and exactly Yo’ash’s type, at least physically. He was a pain in the ass, and not in a good way.

	“Nah. I bet he’s fighting some bad ass demon. It’s his job. I’m sure he’ll come in in a few hours.” Aiden looked at Yo’ash. “You might want to be somewhere else when he arrives. You know how he is after a fight.”

	Yeah. That was when he was more inclined to try to get into Yo’ash’s pants, as if fighting turned him on. And maybe it did. Yo’ash hadn’t known him well back when he was a teenager, but Cumar had been a small, delicate thing. He wasn’t like that anymore, far from it. Yo’ash had almost not recognized him the first time he’d seen him in Underworld. He was the last person Yo’ash had ever thought he’d see again, and he still remembered the flush of pleasure followed by dread, and the thought Cumar had been sent to get him. Then he’d noticed the fresh tattoo on Cumar’s cheek.

	He’d thought Cumar wouldn’t last one week in the human world, yet here he was, years later, still working for the League, still trying to get into Yo’ash’s pants. He hadn’t given Yo’ash any hint that he’d recognized him, and that was fine with Yo’ash. He didn’t want people remembering him, not even Cumar. Especially not him.

	He opened his bottle and finished the water. He left it on the counter and turned around again, his gaze running over everyone in the club. It still amazed him that demons and humans could mingle like they did every night in Underworld. Of course, there weren’t a lot of humans, but the ones who were there didn’t look afraid. It took some big balls, considering some of the demons they rubbed elbows with.

	He noticed Lewis coming out of the door that led to Aiden’s apartment and straightened on his stool. Lewis didn’t come down often, but when he did, Yo’ash made sure no one bugged him. He was the boss’ man, and he was a nice guy. Yo’ash nodded at him when he passed by him on the way to the stool Aiden kept for him at the end of the counter. Lewis smiled but didn’t stop until he was in his corner. He was still wary of demons, and Yo’ash didn’t blame him. He knew better than most what demons could do.

	Yo’ash was a demon himself, and he’d been forced to do things he wasn’t proud of, things he still had nightmares about.

	He shook himself. Now was not the time to start thinking about the past. He was working, and he had to keep everyone in the club safe. That was the only thing he needed to focus on. Besides, he didn’t want to think about the past or even Cumar.

	He did enough of that in his dreams.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Cumar walked into the park just in time to see Thailor duck and roll. The asshole had decided to take the aesath demon on his own—not that Cumar was surprised.

	“You didn’t wait!” he yelled as he ran closer, every step sending more pain rattling up his spine.

	“You’re late, and she looked like she was going to eat me.”

	The aesath swung a leg at Thailor, who had to jump to avoid it. The damn thing was as sharp as a razor, and having it hit him would have hurt like a bitch. The last thing they needed was Thailor to be injured. Cumar was already weak. They couldn’t afford Thailor being wounded, too. It might mean their death.

	Cumar slid his sword out of its fodder and hacked at the leg that had reached for Thailor. The limb was hard as metal, though, and the sword didn’t do anything to it. Cumar had known it wouldn’t, but at least he’d managed to get the aesath’s attention away from Thailor. That gave Thailor the time to swing his sword at the aesath’s head.

	That part was human.

	Cumar was used to many kinds of demons. He’d seen so many of them when he’d lived in the palace. Yet there was something particularly terrifying about the mix of human and spider. The aesath’s upper body—her head, including long, black hair, her torso down to her belly button, and her arms—were those of a human woman, and a beautiful—and naked—one at that. But from her bellybutton down, it was a nightmare. A huge, bulging black mass made up the rest of the aesath’s body, along with long legs. Too many legs.

	Cumar shivered, instantly regretting it when his back felt like fire. He had to focus on the aesath and stop diddling along, or he was going to get both of them killed.

	“Aim for the head,” he yelled.

	Thailor rolled his eyes. “I didn’t need you to tell me that.”

	They moved together. It was automatic, and it helped Cumar deal with the pain. He couldn’t forget it, but he could focus on the aesath demon, or try to anyway. The aesath only had her legs as a weapon, but there were eight of them, and she knew how to use them. She was a flurry of movement, focusing on both Thailor and Cumar at the same time.

	Cumar knew he was slow, slower than usual. He didn’t manage to get out of the way fast enough and ended up with a cut on his cheek. The pain wasn’t enough to distract him from the pain in his back, but it helped him focus. The problem was that focus wasn’t, well, his problem. No, the pain in his back was. It was like knives every time he moved, hell, every time he breathed.

	And Thailor had noticed.

	“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he yelled as he swung his sword.

	The aesath demon screeched when Thailor’s sword connected with her arm. Cumar’s stomach churned when blood spurted, and the demon’s arm almost fell off. Almost. It still hung on, connected through a string of muscle and skin. The injury didn’t do much to slow the demon, though. If anything, she was even angrier.

	She ran toward Cumar, screaming, two of her legs aiming at Cumar’s face.

	Cumar raised his sword and fended one of them off, but he wasn’t in time for the second one. It pierced his shoulder, and he cried out, but he wasn’t dead yet. He wasn’t dead, and he’d been through worse.

	He raised his sword with both hands and pushed it into the aesath’s stomach. Her screams came higher, making Cumar shudder. Or maybe he was quivering in pain. He wasn’t sure which, but he was hurting so much, it was almost easy to ignore the pain by now.

	He felt every inch of the aesath’s leg as it slid out of his shoulder. He gasped in pain and stumbled back, but Thailor was there. Actually, the fact that he was there made things worse, because Cumar’s back hit his chest and pain flared, red and intense.

	“Holy shit.”

	“You okay?” Thailor asked, grabbing Cumar’s good shoulder and pushing him away, out of the aesath’s way.

	Thailor raised his sword and aimed it at the aesath’s head. She ducked and swung one of her legs, and Cumar took the opportunity. He lunged forward, his sword steady in his sweaty hands, and sank it into her stomach again.

	She screeched and moved back, and the sword slipped from Cumar’s hands. He swore and reached for the knives by his sides, but Thailor beat him to it, finally hacking off one of the legs. He also grabbed the sword and yanked it out and handed it back to Cumar. Blood poured from both the wounds in her stomach. Her bad arm flapped around as she reached for it, and Cumar wondered if the pain he felt had anything to do with the fact that he felt like he was about to puke.

	“Move!” Thailor said.

	Together, they rushed the aesath demon. Thailor kept her legs—and remaining working arm—occupied while Cumar focused on her human half. She still managed to get to him. Thailor wasn’t enough to take care of all her legs, and she thrust one of them forward, sinking the tip into Cumar’s thigh.

	He resisted the urge to jerk back even though it hurt like hell, then raised his sword, aiming for the aesath’s neck. The sword cleanly went through it, coming out on the other side, blood dripping.

	The aesath continued to move for a few seconds, her eyes wide, her hair a dark halo around her face. Then her head fell, the rest of her body following. The leg in Cumar’s thigh slid out, and it hurt more than when it had pushed in.

	“Shit!” Cumar swore, jumping away. That didn’t help—not that he’d thought it would. He was working on instinct and pain right now. Mostly pain.

	Thailor pressed a hand against Cumar’s back, and Cumar screamed. He jerked forward, stumbling on one of the aesath’s legs, and fell to his knees.

	“What the fuck, Cumar? When did she get your back?”

	“What?” Cumar couldn’t understand much through the rush of blood to his ears.

	“Did she stab you in the back?”

	“No. The shoulder and the thigh.”

	“Why the fuck is your back bleeding, then?”

	“Old wound.”

	“Old wound?”

	Cumar should have known Thailor wouldn’t take his word for it. He pushed Cumar’s shirt up, and Cumar screamed, unable to stop himself. Everything hurt so damn much. His vision was closing in around him, but he didn’t want to faint.

	“What happened?” Thailor’s voice was calm, but Cumar could hear the restrained fury underlining it.

	“It’s nothing.”

	“Fuck you, Cumar. You know it’s not nothing, not when your entire back is bandaged and bleeding. Wait, is this why you’ve brushed me off every time I asked you to go out? Or when Jadon wanted to give us a job?”

	Cumar pushed to his feet. The ground swayed under his feet, and he reached out. Thailor took his hand and steadied him, but Cumar knew he wouldn’t be able to stay upright for long.

	“What happened to you?” Thailor asked, his voice softer, worry seeping through.

	“Hell.”

	“Hell? When did you go to hell?”

	“You know when. When we were helping Aiden.”

	“And they did this to you? Why?”

	Cumar shrugged—bad idea. His shoulder was on fire, his back, was on fire, his thigh was on fire. He was on fire, an all-consuming feeling that made him want to die so he wouldn’t feel anything anymore. “It’s hell. Demons. Why do they do what they do?”

	“Why did you let them hurt you?”

	“It’s not the first time I was whipped.”

	Thailor reared back. “Whipped?”

	“Yeah. Did you call HQ?”

	“Of course I did. Why did you let them do that to you?”

	“Because it was the only way to get the answers Aiden needed.”

	“You shouldn’t have. And you should have told us. Why the fuck are you working right now? You should be in the hospital.”

	“You know I don’t like hospitals.”

	“Pity, because that’s where you’re going, and you’re not getting out of it anytime soon.”

	“I don’t wanna.”

	It wasn’t like Cumar was going anywhere on his own, though. He couldn’t even move, except to go down. The ground seemed to move closer to him, and he closed his eyes.

	Thailor was there, holding him up, or rather, lowering him gently to the ground, helping him onto his side.

	Cumar was cold. His teeth were clicking, and he tried to huddle in on himself. Something soft landed on top of him, but he couldn’t open his eyes. He didn’t even try.

	Fingers touched his forehead, stroked his hair. “You’re going to be okay,” Thailor said. “And when you are, I’ll kick your fucking ass for not telling me you were hurt and for fighting in this state.”

	Cumar laughed.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Cumar didn’t have to open his eyes to know where he was. He’d recognize the smell of antiseptic and bleach anywhere, and from the level of noise, there was no way he was at Hell’s Gate.

	The League’s infirmary it was, then.

	He was lying on his stomach, and to his surprise, his back didn’t hurt. Actually, his shoulder and his thigh didn’t hurt either. Whatever he was on, it had to be good.

	He groaned and opened his eyes. The light in the room was soft, so it didn’t hurt his eyes. He couldn’t tell if he was alone in the room because he couldn’t see anything from his position. He put his hands on the mattress and pushed, but someone slapped his ass.

	“Stay down.”

	Cumar huffed and wriggled his ass. “You shouldn’t do that if you’re not going to follow through, Thai.” He flopped back onto his stomach and turned his head sideways.

	Thailor moved his chair next to the head of the bed and sat back down. He was still wearing the clothes he’d had on when they’d fought against the aesath demon, or at least Cumar thought so. It was hard to tell, since Thailor always wore the same leather jacket. “What happened?”

	Thailor arched a brow. “Shouldn’t I be the one asking that? I mean, I saw the state of your back when Chase cut your clothes off.”

	“Aww, that was one of my favorite T-shirts.”

	“Then you shouldn’t have worn it over whipping wounds, or even better, you shouldn’t have come to work. I’m waiting for an explanation, Cumar, and I’m not leaving until I have one. You better talk now that Chase is away because you know he’s going to fuss when he’s back, and he’ll guilt you into doing whatever he wants.”

	“You could stop him.”

	“But I’m not going to.”

	Of course he wasn’t. Cumar knew he owed Thailor an explanation if anything because he’d risked both their lives by accepting Jadon’s assignment. He didn’t want to talk about it, though. There was nothing Thailor could do to make things better or change what had happened.

	“It’s nothing,” Cumar tried again, but he knew better.

	Thailor leaned toward him until their noses brushed against each other. “Talk. Now.” He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest, waiting.

	“It happened when I went to hell.”

	“Yeah, I already knew that. I want to know why and who.”

	“Aiden needed answers. I had to find them, and this was the easiest and fastest way.”

	“What are you saying?”

	“I know this guy. Well, this demon. Anyway, he knows everything, all the gossip and stuff. He has his hands in a lot of pies, knows people, you know. I went to him to find info on Aiden’s father.”

	“How does the whipping come into play?”

	Cumar played with the edge of the pillowcase. “Urias finds it fun to, you know. Torture people. He is a demon, after all. It was easier to let him do what he wanted once we agreed on it than to try to find another way to get the info.”

	Thailor jerked. “You let him do this to you?”

	“Yeah. It’s no biggie.”

	“He whipped you, Cumar.”

	“Yeah, I was there. I remember. And even if I didn’t, the pain would remind me of it every time I move.”

	“Are you in pain? Do I need to call a nurse?”

	“No. The painkillers are doing their job.”

	Thailor settled back. He didn’t look as indignant as he’d had before, but Cumar could see he wasn’t happy.

	“Why did you do it, Cumar?”

	“Because Aiden needed the info before something happened to him and Caelan.” He sounded like a broken record.

	“But you didn’t have to agree to get whipped to do that!”

	“Yeah, I did. I told you, it was the easiest and fastest way to get what we needed.”

	“Your back is a mess. How did you even manage to hide this when you came back?”

	“I won’t deny it was hard.”

	Thailor pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “Okay, let’s forget about the whys for a moment, even though I still don’t get it. You know you’ve put both of us in danger, right?”

	That was the only thing Cumar regretted. “I know. It won’t happen again.”

	“Damn right it won’t, because you’re not going anywhere until you’re fully healed.”

	“I don’t need to be fully healed to fight.”

	“You do, yes. Especially with the two new wounds.”

	“I don’t feel anything.”

	“That’s because you’re stoned. Look, you’re not going anywhere until Chase tells Jadon you’re good to go.”

	Cumar groaned and hit his forehead against his pillow. “You know he’s not going to do that until I’m all healed up.”

	“That’s kind of the point. The last thing you need is to go out there with your wounds not fully healed and tear something open again like you did tonight. Why do you think you were bleeding all over the place? You tore your back apart.”

	“I didn’t mean to.”

	“Thank fuck for small mercies. I was starting to think you didn’t have even one ounce of good sense.”

	“I do.” It wasn’t like Cumar enjoyed going out there to fight with his back feeling like someone was digging knives into it.

	He didn’t.

	Being a League warrior, it was his job to fight demons and get rid of them, just like it was his job to protect his partner. If he wasn’t there to have Thailor’s back, who would? And if he couldn’t be a warrior, what was he?

	“I don’t need to wait until everything’s healed.”

	“Yeah, you do. Did I mention that Chase already talked to Jadon? Jadon agreed to have him take care of you, so he’s officially your doctor.”

	“Why did you do this to me? Do you hate me that much?”

	Thailor patted Cumar’s good leg, one of the few things that didn’t hurt after the fight with the aesath demon. “I love you. That’s why I want you to have the best doctor, and Chase is the best doctor.”

	“You’re kind of biased about that, you know.”

	“I’m not.” Thailor hesitated, and Cumar knew he wouldn’t like what was coming. “Why did you do it?”

	“I already told you why.”

	“You told me Aiden needed the info. That doesn’t explain why you let a demon whip you.”

	“It could have been worse. I mean, he actually let me choose what I wanted him to do to me.”

	No one would ever say Urias was a nice guy. He was a demon, and not one of the nice ones. He was cruel and found pain and suffering fun. Cumar had seen what he could do when he was angry, and he’d expected to have to go through much worse than a whipping. Urias hadn’t been angry at him, though. No, theirs had been a business transaction, and Urias had probably taken into account who Cumar was, too, or rather, who his father was.

	“Do you know how crazy this sounds?”

	“Yeah, I do, but Thai, you’ve never been to hell.”

	Thailor sighed. “I know enough of demons to realize things could have gone much worse for you.”

	“Yeah, and I’d do it again. Aiden’s your brother-in-law, and he’s a friend. Besides, apart from you, it’s not like anyone cares.”

	Thailor reached out, possibly to slap the back of Cumar’s head, but he stopped before touching him and lowered his hand. “Are you stupid? Well, you have to be at least in part for letting someone whip you, I guess. But you have to know I’m not the only one who cares for you. Chase does, as do Aiden and Caelan.”

	“I barely know Caelan.”

	“Shut up. And what about Chase’s mom? She invited you for Christmas. She’s basically adopted you along with the rest of us. You have a family, Cumar. And you can’t scare us to death like this. And what about Yo’ash?”

	That was one thing Cumar was not going to talk about. “What about him?”

	“I’m sure he’s worried.”

	Cumar snorted. “He doesn’t care. How long do I have to stay here, then?”

	“Until Chase says you can leave.”

	“And how long is that?”

	“At least a week. Probably more.”

	There was no way Cumar was staying in this bed for a whole week. He had better things to do—grocery shopping, cutting his nails, cleaning his bathroom, washing his hair. “Two days,” he tried to barter.

	Thailor’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not negotiable, Cumar. Your ass is staying in this bed for at least a week, more if Chase says you need it. So get used to it. You’re not going anywhere.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Yo’ash grabbed the back of the ornah demon’s T-shirt and pulled him back. The demon snarled at Yo’ash and tried to punch the oni demon again, but the oni didn’t even look worried. But then why should he, when the ornah was about half his size? Even with the tail, the ornah didn’t look intimidating.

	“Stop that,” Yo’ash growled.

	“He insulted me!”

	“I just said I’m not into tails.”

	The ornah demon tried to punch the oni again, and Yo’ash had had enough. He dragged the ornah away from the oni again and jerked his head at Talmai. Talmai rolled his eyes and grabbed the oni’s arm, pulling him away even though the oni was bigger than him, too. The oni was bigger than most of the demons in the club, but he didn’t look inclined to hurt anyone, and he let Talmai lead him away. The ornah tried to go after him, and Yo’ash dragged him toward the exit.

	He and the other bouncers were immune to the anti-violence spells on the wall, but that didn’t mean he wanted to punch the ornah. He would, though, if the guy didn’t stop cursing and trying to get back into the club.

	Yo’ash pushed him through the back door and crossed his arms over his chest. “Leave.”

	The ornah huffed. He was cute, typically ornah—long purple hair, horns, mermaid tail, hoofed feet, delicate features that would have looked right at home on a model, if demons could be models. He didn’t look like he could hurt a fly, especially with the anger gone from his eyes. He looked hurt, and that made Yo’ash more uncomfortable than angry.

	The ornah’s shoulders slumped. “He was rude.”

	“I don’t care what he was. You can’t fight in here.”

	“Yeah, I know, the spells on the walls.”

	“They would have stopped you, yes. But what I meant is that I won’t tolerate any kind of violence in here.” Aiden couldn’t afford it. His club was barely tolerated by the humans. They didn’t like that he’d opened a place that welcomed both humans and demons, a place where they could have fun without having to fear something would happen to them. They’d been trying to close it for years, and every so often someone tried to set fire to it. It was still standing, still open, and it was hard to believe. The humans would take any opportunity to close it down, and that included fights and violence.

	The demon’s shoulders slumped, and Yo’ash was pretty sure he heard him sniff. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do this. I wasn’t going to hurt anyone.”

	Did he expect Yo’ash to comfort him or something? “Go home.”

	The ornah raised damp eyes toward Yo’ash. “Are you sure I can’t go back in? I was having fun until that guy said, well, what he said.”

	“Are you going to try to start a fight again?”

	“No. He offended me.”

	“Yeah, well, you better suck it up. People aren’t nice most of the time. Get used to it, especially if you want to continue coming here.”

	“I swear I won’t create more problems.” He batted his eyes, and Yo’ash softened.

	It wasn’t like the ornah had done anything. He hadn’t even managed to punch the oni before Yo’ash had noticed what was happening and had stopped him. He wouldn’t even have thrown the ornah out if this hadn’t been the third fight he’d had to break up that night. What the fuck was wrong with people?

	He jerked his head toward the door. “Go. And don’t make me regret it.”

	The ornah’s eyes widened. “I swear I won’t.” He put a hand on Yo’ash’s arm and squeezed. “And I’m sure I can find a way to thank you.”

	Yo’ash didn’t roll his eyes, but it was close. He took the ornah’s wrist and lowered his hand. “No, thank you. And it has nothing to do with your tail. I’m working, and I’ll be working for the rest of the night. I don’t have the time. Besides, there’s no need to thank me.”

	He opened the door and waited for the ornah to walk through. The ornah let his tail slither against Yo’ash’s front and winked at him.

	Yo’ash didn’t have anything against tails. He liked tails. They could be used in very inventive ways in the bedroom. Besides, who was he to judge tails? He had two huge ass horns on his forehead.

	He breathed in a lungful of cold December air and went back inside. The ornah demon wasn’t anywhere to be seen, so Yo’ash made his way back to the bar. He didn’t usually listen in to the conversations going on around him, but he couldn’t always help it. He tried to avoid it because whatever the people in the club did in their life wasn’t his problem unless they dragged it into the club. He shouldn’t have stopped to listen to the conversation two mastema demons were having, but he did when he heard the words League warrior.

	“And you didn’t call anyone?” one of the mastema asked.

	“Are you crazy? Why should I have called someone?”

	“I don’t know. To help the League’s warriors?”

	“I told you, I’m pretty sure the one with the tail was dead. It
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