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  For my husband. There's no one else I'd rather have beside me to face the hard stuff, to help me laugh through my tears when tragedy strikes, and to [redacted] [redacted] as many times as humanly possible. I love you.








  
  Content Note


Beware! 
Spoilers below!
The Quickening deals with the emotional fallout of infertility and raising a child as a single mom. A character also struggles with having trouble discerning her current lifetime from her past lives.
Mina encounters an ancient demonic being who does not care about consent and definitely crosses some lines. The being's tentacle monster shockingly does care about consent, though, and helps temper the being's behavior. Oh yeah. There are tentacles. 
There's breeding kink, impregnation, fisting, exhibitionism, bondage, edging, fear as an aphrodisiac, more kidnapping, and sharing. There's period blood, impact play, and at least one large ribbed penis. Expect all gender pairings.
The Quickening is book two in the Paradise Ours series, and is meant to be read after book one.
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  one

As far as gatherings to celebrate her surprise elopement to the demonic overlord of Hell went, this one wasn’t as bad as Mina had feared, even if everything had ended up a bit sideways. Her family tried to immerse themselves in the delicious spread of Indian food, but the intrusion of their past-life trauma—like an unruly, uninvited guest—proved too distracting. Instead they quietly circled each other in the kitchen and dining nook before finally settling in the living room. Mina and her sister, Dahlia, sat on either side of their mother, Sandra. Tabitha, Dahlia’s daughter, sat on the floor and leaned back against her grandmother’s legs. 
Sandra had barely touched her tikka masala, obviously preoccupied with her thoughts, her eyes unfocused, not hearing conversation. Mina placed her hand over her mother’s. Sandra looked up, temporarily pulled from her haze, gave her daughter a small smile, leaned over, and placed a kiss on her cheek.
“Are you okay?” Mina whispered. 
“Yes,” Sandra said. “I have a lot of questions, and some things I need to tell you. But it can wait until we have a quiet moment alone.”
“I think Luci would be happy to answer those questions now,” Mina said, glancing at her husband, who had just settled on the edge of the chaise lounge where Bellz, Sindy, and Lilith were snuggled together. Mina had questions, too, and she doubted her mother would be able to vocalize any of her own just yet. But Mina was happy to get the ball rolling.
“Of course,” Luci said, standing once more and moving to the middle of the room. He looked nervous, his hands refusing to settle. First, he clutched them before him, then folded them behind his back, and finally slipped them into the pockets of his pants. “What do you want to know?”
“How did we manage to get back to Earth the first lifetime?” Mina asked, giving her mother’s hand a squeeze.
Luci sighed heavily. “I’m sorry. I usually don’t tell you these things. You were with me for five hundred years, Mina, the first time. There are so many memories from it alone. It’s dangerous. I don’t want to trigger a mental tidal wave.”
“Okay,” Mina said, fighting an eye roll. Danger hadn’t stopped her yet. But she didn’t want to push Luci. “Well, we can start with what we do know. You somehow managed to reunite me with my family. Well, almost, anyway, before God and his crew showed up and got violent.”
“We did reunite you. Lilith managed to get Sandra, Dahlia, and Tabitha to us during the skirmish so I could protect you all,” Sindy said.
Sandra placed her hand on top of Mina’s so her daughter’s was sandwiched between her own, silent approval to continue.
“And is that when God set us on this perpetual cycle?” Mina asked. 
“Yes,” Luci said, nodding. “We had already restarted the reincarnation cycle in Hell.”
“Restarted it?” Dahlia asked. “Implying that it had stopped at some point.”
Luci bit his bottom lip as if he had said too much and regretted it.
“Luci, please. I have half your soul now. Don’t you think that might protect me from my brain melting?”
“I don’t know. It might, but I can’t be sure.” Luci pulled his hands out of his pockets, crossed his arms, and started pacing in front of the unlit fireplace.
“We could ask Berith,” Alastor offered. He had found a spot to sit against the wall between the fireplace and TV. “They would be sure to at least have a theory.”
Luci nodded to Lilith, who deposited Sindy into Bellz’ lap and then disappeared.
“Who is Berith?” Tabitha asked.
“They are Hell’s top scientist and scholar,” Sindy said as Bellz helped her settle into his lap. “When we found Ha—” Luci cut her off with a sharp reprimand.
“When we found Hades?” Mina asked as a memory began to surface. “Cerberus stumbled across us. And then a few weeks later, or a few years later. . .decades? I don’t know. The timeline is confusing. Time is so intangible in Hell.”
“Mina?” Luci crossed to his bride, falling to his knees and cupping her calves in his large palms.
“Cerberus came back for me. I remember them scooping me up in their jaws. Their teeth were so large and sharp I thought for sure that they meant to devour me, and yet they were so gentle. They deposited me onto their back and took me to Hades.”
“That’s all correct, my love,” Luci said.
“That’s it. That’s all I remember. The rest is there, I know it. I just can’t seem to access it. Like it’s still locked away.”
Luci leaned forward, brushing his forehead against hers and hushing her gently. “It’s okay. You don’t need to remember it all right away.”
“I think I can get it. I just need to concentrate.”
“The locks are protecting you, Mina,” Luci said. “Leave it alone for now. It will reveal itself on its own when it is meant to.”
“I’m sorry,” Dahlia cut in. “Are we supposed to believe that Hades is real? How does he fit in with Christian doctrine? It doesn’t make any sense.”
Sandra nodded. “Maybe it’s because I’ve only just learned that my daughter has married Satan himself—who, surprisingly, seems like a very lovely young man who loves her a great deal—but I just cannot believe that Hades is real. At least not yet. My worldview has been turned on its head enough for one day, I think.”
“Okay, so skip Hades for now,” Mina said. “But you got us back to Earth after making reincarnation a thing.”
“Yes,” Luci said. “I was ready to take your family back to Hell if we needed, but God stopped me from being able to do so. He struck a deal instead. I could keep you forever if you just once chose to be with me and abandoned your family in the process. With reincarnation up and running again, it was easy for him to tie you four together. Your life cycles always happen in the same way, the same order, the same time frame.”
“So I was destined to become pregnant at 18?” Dahlia asked. 
“Yes,” Luci said.
“And I was destined to face losing my eldest daughter every lifetime?” When Luci nodded, Sandra wrapped an arm around each of her children, drawing them in for support. “And what about my husband? Was his death preordained too?”
“He wasn’t part of my original deal with God, but I’ve come to suspect that your husband and Tabitha’s father have both been pulled into this. Mina’s history never varies by much. She loses her father around the time Tabitha is two, and Tabitha’s father is never in the picture,” Luci said.
“But now we know,” Tabitha said. “Now we can fight it.”
“It won’t bring Dad back,” Dahlia said. 
“Where is he now? Waiting in Hell?” Sandra asked.
“I think God has a holding place for you all between lifetimes,” Luci said.
“He does,” Michael confirmed from where he had been standing behind them all, lingering in the archway between the dining nook and living room. Mina made a mental note to try to include him more. His knowledge alone made him an asset, but, more than that, he deserved to know he was wanted, accepted, and one of them.
“And we can’t take Dahlia, Mom, and Tabby to Hell?” Mina asked.
“We’ve never tried,” Bellz said. “We were worried about the consequences of breaking our deal with God.” Bellz practically spit with disgust.
“Fuck that,” Oz said. Everyone started, surprised to hear from him. He hadn’t been there from the beginning. He wasn’t cursed with them. The fact that he felt passionate was proof that he really was on Mina’s side. She hadn’t expected him to be so willing to fight for her.
“Yes,” Sandra said. “I agree with the cowboy. God has no more claim over our souls than you do, Lucifer.” Mina reached out and cupped Luci’s face, reminded that he had just claimed a big part of her soul, and she his. Nothing could break them apart anymore.
“We’ll want to take precautions,” Alastor said. “Consult with Berith more.”
“Are we feeling more settled?” Luci asked, glancing at Sandra in particular, but only briefly so as not to make her feel uncomfortable. “I’d really like to enjoy our night. Maybe put on some music and dance a little?”
“I like that idea,” Mina said, turning to Sandra. “Mom?”
“Yes, I would like that, too,” Sandra said.
So they stood up, one of the demons used their magic to start up some music, and they all danced. Taking turns to pass out water or rest their feet, they celebrated for hours.
When Tabitha was too tired to keep her eyes open, Mina offered to take her upstairs as Dahlia happily twirled away with Oz.
There was a queen-size bed in the guest room, across the hall from Mina’s art studio, with not much else in the way of furniture. This new home was still very much a work in progress. The room needed a dresser, or at the very least a nightstand. 
“Hopefully this will be an okay place to nap until your mom is ready to go home,” Mina said as she tucked the covers around Tabitha.
“It’s comfy,” Tabitha said, settling in against the pillows. Her eyes were already heavy with sleep. Mina tiptoed out of the room, turned out the light, and closed the door as quietly as she could.
She had taken all of two steps before someone grabbed her from behind and pulled her into her studio.






  
  two

Something happened when Oz and Dahlia touched. A zap of recognition reverberated through Dahlia as they twirled in her sister’s living room. And as the night progressed, she gravitated toward him, testing to see if it would happen again. Did she want it to? He reminded her of someone—someone she’d tried so hard to forget. He reminded her of who she used to be when she was just a teenage girl trying to enjoy her last summer before she went off to college. 
But that didn’t fit with who she was now. She was a partner at a marketing firm. She dealt with strict deadlines and unhappy clients. She was a single mother who had worked her ass off to provide for her daughter. She wasn’t tempted by a charming smile or a soft nickname. Not anymore.
So why did his touch feel so perfect? Why did his presence pull her inexplicably closer?
To avoid temptation, she said yes when Michael asked her to dance. But soon she found herself back in Oz’s arms, unsure if she had subconsciously circled back to him or if he had orchestrated cutting in.
When the song stopped, she tugged away, almost stumbling in her haste to reach the back door. Some fresh air would do her good.
If there were any stars above Mina’s porch, Dahlia couldn’t see them. The lights from the sprawling cityscape obscured the night sky, so she closed her eyes and focused on her breathing.
She wasn’t sure how long she had been out there—not long—before she felt gentle pressure on her shoulder. The air left her lungs in a whoosh as her eyes met Oz’s. Those deep, brown eyes. She hadn’t known how beautiful they were during that week. All she had known of him she had learned with her fingertips, her ears.

      [image: image-placeholder]The spirit board had been Tiffany’s idea, so she and Dahlia and two of their closest friends, Becca and Linda, had gathered around it in Tiffany’s attic. It was their last summer before college, and they were eager to hold off adulthood, even though most of them, Dahlia included, had turned eighteen. Dahlia had cooled herself with a magazine as she waited for the revolving fan to make its way back to her. Despite the sweltering heat, the girls remained. If Tiffany’s mother knew what they were doing up here, she would have a cow. But there was no way that the middle-aged woman would bother climbing up the rickety built-in ladder to the small square of exposed wooden boards that made up the attic floor. Dahlia scooted closer to Becca, inching away from the pink insulation surrounding them. 
Feeling safe from interruption, each girl placed her fingertips on the planchette. 
“Is there anyone here?” Tiffany asked. The plastic triangle jerked over to “Yes.”
Giggles erupted, and Linda placed one hand over her mouth in shock. 
Dahlia shook her head, eyeing Tiffany with suspicion. 
“What is your name?”
Again the planchette moved with little hesitation. It spelled out the name Zozo. 
“Fuck no!” Linda said, snapping her hands away. 
“Linda! Put your fingers back,” Tiffany said. “The instructions say that if it’s Zozo, we have to immediately end the session with a goodbye.”
“I’m not touching that thing again!” Linda half whispered, half screeched as she stood and made a hasty exit down the ladder.
“What do we do?” Becca asked. 
Tiffany removed her fingers and crossed her arms. “One of you two needs to take this thing out of here.”
“What? No way!” Becca jerked her hand back as if she had been shocked.
Dahlia, the only one still touching the planchette, felt tingles spike up her arm and imagined a warm breath against her neck. She shivered and shrugged the sensations away. Clearly, her imagination was overacting again.
“That thing is attached to that board. We can’t keep it here,” Tiffany said. 
“Well, I’m not taking it,” Becca said. 
“Oh my God, guys.” Dahlia reached out and scooped up the spirit board and planchette before stuffing them into her backpack. “I’ll take it home. You are both being children.”
“It can’t stay here tonight,” Tiffany said. “Take it home, and then you can come back.”
Dahlia laughed. She had no patience for Tiffany when she got like this. A quiet night at home watching rom-coms with her mother and sister suddenly sounded much more appealing. 
“Nah,” Dahlia said. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow maybe.”
A quick drive later, Dahlia dropped her backpack off in her bedroom before joining Mina and Sandra on the couch in the living room. 
“I thought you were sleeping over at Tiffany’s,” Sandra said as she wrapped an arm around her younger daughter’s shoulders. 
“She was in a mood,” Dahlia said. 
“We’re glad to have more time with you,” Mina said. “Mom’s only slightly freaking out about being an empty nester when you head to Chicago in the fall.” 
“Sorry, Mom,” Dahlia said, resting her head on her mother’s shoulder. 
“I’m excited for you, Dahlia. This is a big opportunity.” Sandra squeezed tight.
Halfway through the movie, after too many late nights with her friends, Dahlia could no longer keep her eyes open. Eventually she gave up and kissed her family members goodnight before heading to her bedroom. 
She stripped down to her panties and a tank top, tugged on a pair of cotton shorts, and crawled under the covers. Dropping her flip phone on the bedside table, she fell back on her pillow and closed her eyes.
She had just started to drift off when she felt someone touch her face. The caress jolted her alert, but when she opened her eyes, she found an empty room lit by the light of the full moon shining through her translucent drapes. 
She rubbed her face, turned onto her side, and nuzzled into her pillow. With her eyes closed, she pulled the sheet up to cover her shoulders.
This time, she felt a fingertip trace her forehead before a strand of her hair was tucked behind her ear. 
“What the fuck?” she asked, sitting up in bed. 
Again, no one was there. 
Whoever or whatever it was had been right on top of her. There’s no way they would have been able to move fast enough for there to be no trace of them. She hadn’t heard any footsteps, no shuffling of clothes. Her closet door was still closed. It made a terrible racket any time it moved, so she knew no one was hiding there. There were built-in drawers beneath her bed frame, so they couldn’t have snuck under her bed either.
Taking a deep breath, Dahlia told herself to calm down. Most likely it had just been a dream. That was the only reasonable explanation. Exhaustion from too many sleepless nights had to be the culprit. 
She sighed and lowered herself once more. This time, she pulled the sheet over her head completely. Hesitantly, she let her eyelids shut once more. 
A deep, male voice whispered against her ear, “Keep your eyes closed, darlin’.” 
She could feel his breath rustling the sheet against her cheek. 
“What do you want?”
“Shh, I won’t hurt you.” 
Dahlia felt the sheet being tugged down, inch by inch until it sat around her hips. 
“Who are you?”
“We only met a few hours ago. Have you already forgotten me, beautiful?” He brushed his fingers through her hair, pulling it aside to expose her neck. 
It couldn’t be. Had she actually brought home an evil and dangerous spirit? Whoever he was, his nose nuzzled her neck. And she liked it.
“Mmm, you smell good, human. Like chocolate and rain.”
“Zozo?” she whispered. 
“Howdy.” He pressed a chaste kiss to her cheek. “I’m glad you brought me home. There’s something about you, little lady—something that I like very much.”
“What does that mean?” Dahlia clutched the pillow beneath her head tightly. The stories about Zozo, the ones she had rolled her eyes at earlier in the day, sent chills down her spine now. 
“Normally, I find a human to destroy. Mentally, physically. Doesn’t much matter how,” Zozo said as he kissed along her jaw. 
His lips felt good on her skin, and she pressed harder into her pillow in a futile attempt to gain sanctuary from the way her fear fed her desire.
“But that’s not what I want to do with you,” he said in his thick Texan drawl. “How odd.”
“What do you want to do with me then?” she asked as she turned to face him.
He stopped her mid turn with a strong hand on her stomach so that she fell back.
“Keep those eyes closed.”
“Why?”
“You can’t hear me if you open them.”
“But can I still feel you?”
Instead of responding, he dragged his hand across her stomach and cupped the bottom of her breast through her shirt. 
She gasped. Nobody had ever touched her like this before. Her sex tightened, and she sucked in her breath, waiting for more. 
“The last thing I want to do is frighten you.” 
“Even though frightening people is what you do?”
He squeezed her breast. “I want a different reaction from you.” His fingers closed around her breast and slid to her nipple, pinching tightly, making her gasp. “Yes, that. That’s what I want. Do it again.”
She couldn’t have held in her second gasp if her life depended on it as he tugged at her again.
“Why am I letting you touch me like this?” she asked suddenly, even as she arched her back into him. “I shouldn’t let you—” Her sentence broke off into a moan.
“Would you like me to stop?” Zozo’s hand stilled. 
“Please, no.” She couldn’t bring herself to ask him for that. In all of her eighteen years, no one had ever expressed desire for her and acted on it. The feeling was addictive. She would cling to it for as long as she could.
His deep chuckle rumbled through her. “Good. Would cost me a lot to stop.” He lowered both of his hands to her hips. One descended farther while the other slipped under her tank top. 
His calloused fingers were rough against her smooth stomach as he traced a path to her right breast. He covered it with his hand. Dahlia trembled at the skin on skin contact.
“You are so delicate, human,” he said. Then he pinched her between his rough fingertips. “So innocent.”
Dahlia whimpered then bit her lip and attempted to hide her embarrassment against a pillow.
“Don’t hide from me.” He cupped her cheek and turned her toward him, gently sweeping his mouth against lips that had never before been kissed. She gasped at the realization that her first was with a specter, demon, or something otherworldly, and he took advantage of it, slipping his tongue into her mouth. 
Tentatively, she kissed him back, pressing her tongue against his until he moaned. The sound of it inflamed her, and she rose up and into him. His hand slipped around her back and clutched her to him. Using his whole body, he pressed her back into the bed before breaking the kiss.
“Let me be in control for now,” he said, brushing her hair from her face and neck. 
“I wish I could see you,” she whispered as she ran her hands along his muscular arms.
“I don’t think that’s possible. You’ll have to take my word for it that I’m big, strong, and very handsome.” 
“I’m just supposed to take you at your word, am I?” She brought her hands up to his shoulders and along his neck on her way to cup his face. Gently, she traced his features, but, other than determining he had no deformities, was unable to picture him in her mind. 
She sighed and brushed her hands back through his hair. He chuckled as she unintentionally knocked something from his head.
“My hat, darlin’.”
Dahlia groped for it in the dark, but she couldn’t find it. 
“You can’t touch it now that it isn’t on me.”
“What kind of hat?”
“Cowboy hat, of course.” 
“So, the accent. You’re a cowboy, or you just watched too many Westerns and decided to adopt the persona?”
His chuckle rumbled against her chest and filled her with joy. “The accent does seem to put people at ease around me, but I’m the real thing.”
“How does one go from herding cows to single-handedly terrifying people from ever using a spirit board again?”
“That’s kind of a long story that involves selling my soul, dying horrifically, and becoming a full-fledged demon.”
“Sounds traumatic.” She traced the muscles on his back through his flannel shirt.
“Mm, most definitely.” He nuzzled into her again. “That feels good, little human.”
Dahlia laughed as she realized she hadn’t told him her name. But when she opened her mouth to tell him, he interrupted her immediately.
“I know your name, beautiful.”
“Then why don’t you use it?”
“I haven’t earned it yet.”
“You can grope me, but you can’t say my name?”
“Well, yeah.” He flexed the hand that cupped her bare breast where it sat comfortably.
“That’s super backwards.”
“Is it?”
“Yes,” Dahlia giggled. “You are so odd.”
“Not as odd as you. I can assure you that.”
“Oh, yes, a typical teenage girl, so very unusual.”
“I’ve never responded to anyone this way. Never had anyone respond to me this way, either.” He pressed his lips to her neck and sucked on her until she was squirming beneath him, spreading her legs around him so she could thrust against him. “I give you pleasure, and it’s like I’m breathing fresh air for the first time.”
“I’m not anything special, Zozo,” Dahlia said, tugging off her tank top before working on the buttons of Zozo’s shirt. He arched his back and helped her unfasten the rest.
Zozo groaned in response as she tugged his shirt from his shoulders and down his arms. He shook it off, pulled Dahlia against him, and let his soft chest hair gently tickle her flesh. His skin warmed hers.
“Not special? Maybe to no one else, little lady. But you are special to me.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” he whispered against her brow.
“That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.” Her heart leapt into her throat, and she swallowed hard to force it back down. “Now, quick. Help me get my pajama bottoms off.”
“Slow down.” Zozo chuckled. 
“No. I can’t see you, so I want to feel every bit of you against every inch of me.”
“That’s a really bad idea.”
“How?”
“I’m not planning on taking your virginity.”
Dahlia wiggled underneath him, tugging her shorts down her legs. “You aren’t going to take it,” she said as she wiggled her penultimate piece of clothing down farther, “but I might give it to you.” With one last flick, the garment landed in a heap on the floor.
Zozo drew off the bed. Dahlia couldn’t feel him anymore. She grabbed the sheet and pulled it up to her chin then sat up straight.
Keeping her eyes closed, she called out to him in a whisper.
But he didn’t respond.
Uncomfortable minutes passed in silence. Dahlia almost gave up, almost believed he had truly gone.
“If you want to feel me, that sheet has to go.”
Her heartbeat sped up at the sound of his voice, and she quickly flung the bedding aside.
“I’d thought you’d left,” she said.
“Just needed a moment to think,” he said as he rejoined her on the bed. 
“About staying?” She reached out for him, and he clasped her hand in his, using it to tug her across his lap.
“Among other things.”
“I’m glad.”  She caressed his cheek before leaning in to place a peck on his lips. 
He cupped her butt in one calloused palm and gave it a squeeze. “Me too.”
“I’ll trade you the use of my name for the reason you sold your soul,” Dahlia said. Wow, would her mom freak out if she knew her youngest daughter was currently sitting on a demon’s lap and making deals. At least she was making clever deals. She wanted so very badly to hear her name on his lips and to know more about him. This way she’d get both. 
“I sold my soul to be able to talk to my sister again. She died of Spanish flu the night before I came home from the war. I spent the rest of my life trying to contact her, fruitlessly, until I encountered the demon, made a deal. I didn’t fully understand the consequences back then. Not when I was just a simple human named Oscar.”
Butterflies ignited in her belly, and her chest heated with something very much like joy. “Oscar,” she said. “That’s beautiful.”
“You can use it, if you’d like.”
She blushed, overwhelmed with the sudden need to remove herself from the spotlight. “So, somehow your end of the deal was to spend your afterlife haunting spirit boards?”
“The demon made spirit boards actually work, or so I believed at the time. And now it’s my job to make sure they don’t.”
“Well, at least not in the way we intend them to. I still managed to reach the other side. Unless I’m dreaming you.” Her fingers danced across his muscular chest.
“I promise I’m real, but, darlin’, you seem like a dream to me as well, if it makes you feel any better,” Zozo—no—Oscar said.
“A bit,” Dahlia said as she pivoted to straddle his lap. The heat of him hit her center, and she rolled her hips just once to gauge his reaction.
He sucked in a breath and stiffened. Everywhere.
“I’m supposed to be the evil one, darlin’,” he said as he took her hips in his strong hands and thrust against her.
“Guess it’s contagious.” She shrugged, moving her lower body again. He froze, and she took, finding her pleasure.
Oscar’s grip dug into her flesh as he growled. Tipping her onto her back, he climbed on top of her, cradled between her thighs.
“How far do you want to take this, Dahlia?” He held his breath while he waited for her answer.
“I want all of you.”
“Are you sure?” His whisper was ragged with desire.
“Very sure.” She punctuated her statement with a string of kisses along his throat and chin.
“If you change your mind at any point, promise you’ll tell me.”
“I promise.” His concern only reaffirmed her resolve that this was the right choice, despite all the Sunday school lectures, abstinence seminars, and a lifetime of parental pressure to wait until marriage suggesting otherwise.
Dahlia thanked God when Oscar slipped his hands into the sides of her panties and tugged with supernatural strength until they ripped as if they were rice paper.
Dahlia gasped, but she didn’t ask him to stop.
Instead, she lifted her hips so he could pull the scraps away. Oscar rolled to Dahlia’s side and whispered, “You are the most gorgeous creature I have ever encountered. Your firm breasts, so perky. Gravity’s met her match. Your curves, those strong legs, that hair, an intriguing hint of fire.” 
He sucked in his breath as she slightly parted her thighs, giving him a glimpse of more of her beauty. 
He slipped between her legs and held them open with his thighs. Then he stopped moving. He didn’t speak. He barely breathed. 
“Oscar?” she whispered. “What are you doing?”
His breathing hitched at the use of his human name. “I’m sorry, darlin’. I was admiring the view.”
Her cheeks grew hot. 
“You’re beautiful, Dahlia.” Scooting down the bed, he brushed this tongue against her labia. Dahlia’s back arched in surprised pleasure. From not just the physical act, but from hearing him say her name for the first time. Had she ever heard anything so divine? And then he licked her again, and all thoughts of sacrilegious divinity fled her mind.
Dahlia writhed under his relentless tongue. Sliding his hand up her inner thigh, he collected some of her moisture on his fingers and slowly inserted one then another into her slick heat. After slowly moving them in and out, he began to thrust faster and closed his lips around her clit. His tongue flicked against her nub a few times before he began to suck.
When she came, she spasmed around his fingers. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly. 
“More. I want more, Oscar. Please,” Dahlia whimpered. 
This time when he moved off her, he assured her that he was just removing the last of his clothing, and Dahlia was immensely grateful for his courtesy.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. Please don’t tease me.” 
She reached for him at the same time that he descended upon her. When their tongues met, dancing together to a song all their own Dahlia felt every nerve ending come alive for the first time. Goosebumps dotted her arms and legs. He kissed his way down to her collarbone.
“Oscar, please,” Dahlia whimpered as she wrapped her legs around his hips.
“I’m going to ask one more time, Dahlia, and I want you to think about it. This is a decision you should not take lightly.”
“No one has ever made me feel like this, Oscar. Maybe I’m being rash, but if I don’t do this, if I miss this opportunity, I know a part of me will always regret it.”
“Are you absolutely sure?”
“Yes. I want to give you my virginity.”
Oscar brought his hand between her legs and let his fingertips brush over her labia before stopping at her clit and applying pressure. She trembled in anticipation. Her need for him overwhelmed any reservations she may have had. Should have had. She would die if she didn’t feel every inch of him inside of her soon, she was sure of it.
Removing his hand from her, he gripped his erection and guided it to her sex, flicking it against her before placing the tip at her entrance.
She thrust up against him, engulfing him halfway all on her own. Oscar cursed. He was so large, she so tight, yet he slid in smoothly. As if he was made for her, her for him.
“I broke my hymen doing gymnastics as a kid. Don’t hold back.”
“No, darlin’,” Oscar said. “I’ll give you every bit of me, fuck you harder than you could have ever fantasized, but first I’m going to love you.”
And he did. For a full week and a half, they spent every night together until the first rays of light pierced Dahlia’s curtains and she fell asleep from pure exhaustion.
Until one day she came back to her room to discover the spirit board was gone. Her mother hadn’t said anything, and she knew her mother. Sandra would have said a lot of somethings if she’d found that board. When she asked her sister about it, Mina had known nothing.
It was gone, and so was Oscar. A month and a half later, she found out she was pregnant. A panicked explanation about a drunken night at a party, and it was accepted that they’d just never know who the father was. 
And Dahlia kissed her future in Chicago goodbye. Not keeping the baby never even crossed her mind. Even if Sandra would have been completely against it, Dahlia knew Mina would have driven her to a clinic. But Dahlia just couldn’t bring herself to give up the one piece of Oscar she had left.
It had been thirteen years since those fateful nights, and Dahlia regretted none of it. Except for his leaving.
As time passed, as Tabitha grew older, she stopped believing the truth, though. It was just a fantasy she had made up to make sense of the senseless. To regain control. A drunk party, the broken condom of a faceless man, were easier stories to tell herself. Who believed in demons? 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Zozo?” she whispered now, and he stepped closer to her. “Oscar?” The tear chilled her cheek, but his hand on her hip, tugging her closer, sent warmth rushing through the rest of her. He bent to kiss her, and she knew she should pull away, but she really didn’t want to, not even a little bit.
In that moment, thirteen years meant nothing. All the struggle, the sacrifice, all the resentment of doing it alone. Or, if not alone, thanks to her mother and sister, then without him. None of it mattered. She was whole again. And horny. Holy fuck. Hornier than she’d ever been. But Tabitha was right upstairs, and she owed the woman she had become some answers. So she pushed against Oscar’s hard chest until he reluctantly stepped back.
“Where did you go?” she asked.
“I wasn’t allowed to return.”
“Who stopped you? Lucifer?”
Oscar shook his head. “The original Zozo. He let me have that week, and then he cut me off from you. Told me my task was complete.” He pulled off his hat, clasped it in one hand, and ran the other through his thick, brown hair. “I’m sorry, darlin’. I didn’t know what it meant. That I had ruined your life by getting you pregnant.”
“You ruined nothing,” Dahlia said, glancing up at a second floor window.
“You’re right. She is perfect.” Light danced in his eyes, like the stars she had been missing.
“You missed so much,” Dahlia said as she found herself wrapping her arms around him and pulling him in tight. Her anger had already slipped away. 
“No longer, darlin’. I won’t miss anything more.”
She studied his face, looking for signs of insincerity. When she glanced away, she caught a glimpse of her mother through the kitchen window. 
“It might be best to keep this between us for now. My mom has been through a lot. And I need time to wrap my head around this again. I wrote you off as a youthful fantasy, Oscar. But you’re real. You’re here, and you still want me.”
Oscar’s eyes traveled downward, taking in all her curves. Wide hips, a rounded belly, large breasts. She’d filled out thanks to pregnancy and a busy schedule that often made it hard for her to take time for herself. 
“If anything,” he said, “I want you more.” 
In response, she bit her bottom lip and grinned at him.
“How long do you want to keep this a secret? Can I at least sneak into your room tonight?” He herded her until her back hit the wrought iron fence surrounding the porch. “I need you.” He cupped the back of her head and pulled her in for another kiss. She let him, but only for a moment.
“I need to get my bearings first before I can even think about sitting Tabitha down to have a calm discussion.” Dahlia worked the flesh of her bottom lip between her teeth while she thought. “How good are you at sneaking these days? As good as you were thirteen years ago?”
“Better.” One side of his mouth lifted. His cowboy hat left the top half of his face in shadow, giving him an ominous mien that Dahlia felt all over.
She nodded at him, and he tipped his hat back so he could capture her lip between his own teeth before kissing her deeply.
The rumble of the sliding glass door opening jerked them apart. Oscar practically leapt backward.
“Dahlia? Are you out here?” Sandra called, peeking her head out the door. “Oh, there you are.” She opened the door wider and stepped through it, shooting a disapproving look in Oscar’s direction before pointedly ignoring him. “I was hoping you would help me clean up in the kitchen a little bit so Mina doesn’t have to.”
“Of course, Mom,” Dahlia said, glancing briefly at Oscar before following her mother inside.
“Don’t you start mixing with their kind just yet. I need to come to terms with one demonic son-in-law first,” Sandra said once they were alone in the kitchen.
“Mom, really?” She mouthed the words, “their kind,” to herself and shuddered. Dahlia loaded dishes into the dishwasher while her mother cleaned wine glasses in the sink.
“Well, what were you doing alone with him on the balcony?”
Dahlia gasped dramatically. “Unchaperoned, too. I guess I’ll have to marry him to protect my reputation!” She moved to the other side of Sandra and dried the glasses with a dish towel before putting them away.
Sandra laughed. “Okay, I see your point.”
“Mom, when was the last time I was interested in anyone?” Dahlia asked, resting her head on her mother’s shoulder. 
“I can’t remember a time when you were ever interested in anyone. That’s part of why you telling me you were pregnant was such a shock. Since Tabitha, there has definitely been no one.”
“So wouldn’t you be happy if I found someone, regardless of who they are?”
“Maybe,” Sandra said, wrapping an arm around Dahlia and squeezing her shoulder. “But let’s find out if Mina and Luci can have children first. I might need you to provide me with more grandchildren, after all.”
Dahlia couldn’t help the guffaw that escaped. She had a feeling that Mina and her husband would have no trouble conceiving children, given her own history. But she wasn’t about to tell her mother that. Not yet, anyway. 






  
  three

Mina gasped into the wood paneling of the closed studio door. Lilith fisted Mina’s gown in one hand and lifted it above her hip. Fingertips danced along her inner thigh, teasing the elastic of her panties. 
“I’m famished,” Lilith said, face so close to Mina’s that their breath mingled. “I need your pleasure, human.” She lifted her right eyebrow in question.
“Yes,” Mina said. She held in her moan as Lilith pushed her panties to the side and cupped her hand against Mina’s sex. She pressed her thumb to Mina’s clit and pumped two fingers into her. Lilith worked Mina hard and fast, breaking her apart in moments.
Lilith breathed her in with a satisfied smile. “That was a good appetizer, little human.”
“Another?” Mina asked.
“Most definitely.” Lilith stepped back, dropping Mina’s skirts and tucking her arms behind her back. She nodded toward the stool sitting in front of the easel. “Please go lean back against that, just enough to support yourself. Don’t sit down.”
Mina did as she was told.
“Feet farther apart,” Lilith commanded.
Again, Mina complied, placing her hands palm down on the top of the stool behind her to brace herself.
Lilith nodded. “Keep your hands there,” she said as she approached. Lifting layers of skirts, she tucked them between Mina and the stool then got down on her knees and pulled the gusset of Mina’s panties to the side.
Rubbing Mina’s labia with two fingers, Lilith gradually spread her lips, exposing her clit, still swollen from her last orgasm. Lilith remained focused on Mina’s pussy, but as she leaned forward to swipe her tongue along Mina’s slit, they locked eyes.
Mina lost herself in those beautiful, deep-brown eyes for a moment. They robbed her of her breath and her senses. Then Lilith broke eye contact, refocusing her efforts on lapping her way across Mina’s vulva, from her entrance to that sensitive nub at the top of her sex. Lilith closed her lips around it and hummed.
Mina had to fight back a scream as her head fell back and she rocked with another orgasm.
When she caught her breath and regained her bearings, she found Luci standing just inside the room, his back against the closed door, hand behind him and resting on the doorknob as if making sure they would not be disturbed. He seemed happy enough to enjoy the show as Lilith continued to torment Mina’s now very sensitive pleasure center. 
She whimpered under Lilith’s continued manipulations, writhing as three fingers entered her. The force behind each thrust of Lilith’s hand was enough for Luci to leave his post at the door and brace the stool with his body to keep it from scooting across the floor.
The third orgasm was the largest, and Mina couldn’t hold back her scream. Luci wrapped his hand around her mouth at the last moment, muffling the sound so it would not be heard outside of the room.
When his wife was done shaking, Luci offered his hand to Lilith to help her stand. Mina stood up as well, rearranging her skirts and smoothing them until it appeared as though nothing had happened.
“What did you find out, Lilith?” Luci asked as he tucked Mina against his side. He placed a chaste kiss to her temple.
“Berith believes that Mina probably does have a greater capacity to recall and retain her lost memories without compromising her human mind,” Lilith said. 
“Yay,” Mina said, punctuating it with a single clap.
“But,” Lilith said, spearing Mina with a glance, “They still think it is wise to take those memories on slowly.”
“Did they have any advice for ensuring that they come slowly?” Luci asked.
Mischief lit Lilith’s eyes as she grinned. “They said to distract her.”
“Ah,” Luci said, “and here I thought you were solely focused on recharging your batteries.”
“That was but one of my goals,” Lilith said. “One of many.” Lilith’s grin turned predatory as she swept her eyes over Mina.
“Did you not get enough?” Luci asked.
“Never,” Lilith replied.
“Later,” Luci said, “after the humans go home.”
“We have a party to get back to,” Mina said, raising on her tiptoes so she could kiss Lilith’s cheek. Lilith twined her arm with Mina’s as they followed Luci down the hallway toward the landing.
“Oh, hey, I wanted to ask,” Mina said. “Did you ever get to talk to Alastor?”
“He keeps dodging me.” Lilith paused at the top of the stairs. “I swear he’s doing it on purpose. He is so sweet with everyone else, but as soon as it is just the two of us, he turns into such a brat.”
“He does?”
“Yes. I’m half tempted to strap him down and tattoo that note idea of yours right across his big green butt.”
Mina burst into laughter at the thought of three little boxes next to the words “Yes,” “No,” and “Maybe” appearing under a simple “Do you like me?”on Alastor’s sculpted behind.
“Maybe he does it to get a rise out of you,” she said once she had calmed down. “He might want you to mark his ass.”
“You think?” Lilith asked, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth briefly. 
Mina shrugged. “It’s worth a shot. Just make sure to give him a safe word.”
Lilith seemed distracted as the night continued, understandably. Alastor was a lot of man—or demon, whatever. Far taller than Luci or Bellz, and all muscle. The thought of him willingly giving himself over made Mina’s heart speed up and her knees a little weak, even though her tastes ran pretty solidly toward being the submissive.
Maybe if she asked very sweetly, Lilith would let her play once the two of them had sorted out their relationship. 
Mina pulled her thoughts from Lilith. She had a party to get back to.
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“Come sit with me?” He did not wait for an answer before scooping her up into his arms and carrying her to the chaise where he set her down squarely in his lap.
“What’s up?” she asked. “Needing some human cuddles?”
“I just couldn’t resist you in this dress any longer. You look like a damsel ready to be put in distress.”
“And you were waiting for my family to go home before you did anything?” Mina asked, fiddling with the red lace overlay of her gown.
Sandra, Tabitha, and Dahlia had left an hour ago, midnight having come and gone. Then Oz had begged off, Michael shortly after.  Only her core demon family remained, and based on the energy in her townhome, she knew it was only a matter of time before the night degraded into full debauchery.
After Bellz nodded, Mina asked, “So, in regards to the distressing, what did you have in mind?”
Bellz responded by wrapping one hand around her ankle before gliding up her calf.
“Yes,” Luci said, approaching from the kitchen. “What did you have in mind for my bride on our wedding night?” He stopped in front of them, arms crossed, a slight frown darkening his countenance. But Mina couldn’t help but smile up at him and note the twinkle that ignited in his eye. 
“I thought a little bride-napping was in order.” Bellz tightened his grip on Mina’s waist as his hand slid to the back of her knee. “Bind her, torment her, and keep her for all eternity if you failed to rescue her by the time I had her coming all over my cock.”
Luci turned away before dramatically flinging himself back on to the chaise next to them, the back of his hand resting against his forehead. He let out a dramatic sigh. “That would have been a blast. But, tell me, Bellz, how had you planned to do that without any of your powers?”
“For fuck’s sake, I forgot.”
“You forgot that you swapped spots with a soul-sworn human so you could keep one eye on Hell for me?” Luci asked. He sat up abruptly, concern creasing his brow. “You have been keeping an eye on Hell for me, right?” 
For a moment, Bellz only glared in return. “I forgot that I’m powerless.”
“Not completely,” Mina said, wiggling her ass against Bellz’ hard length.
“Mina’s right,” Luci said, standing again and acknowledging each of his demonic family members in turn. “I have something I need your help with.” He reached out a hand to Mina and pulled her out of Bellz’ hold. 
“What are you doing?” she whispered as Luci wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her snugly against him.
“Trust me?” he asked against her ear, only loud enough for her to hear.
Mina glanced up and tumbled into his green eyes. Involuntarily, her mind flashed back to last night, so full of love, when she had asked him a life-altering question.
“Is it too soon for us to start a family?” she had asked. His arms had tightened around her before he had nudged her onto her back and climbed on top of her. 
“Our first lifetime together, you spent somewhere in the range of five hundred Hell years with me, give or take five decades, and then I spent much, much longer—I don’t want to think how long; it just depresses me—hunting you down over and over again for a few short, precious days together, and you are asking me if it’s too soon? Too soon? Fuck, Mina.”
Mina giggled. “What?”
“I’ve waited an eternity to hear you ask me that question.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’ve waited an eternity to see you swell with my child.” The hand not supporting his weight caressed her flat stomach. “I don’t want to wait a moment longer.”
“From what I understand, it isn’t exactly an instant process, Luci, my love.” 
“Then we better get started right away.”
He had dipped down to kiss her, sweeping his tongue against her lips, and then filling her mouth as he filled her heart with his joy. She had felt it in her soul, her own happiness, yes, but his as well. Their emotions had mingled together, and as they had joined, first their mouths and then their bodies, the euphoria had grown immensely until all she had seen, even with her eyes closed, was green speckled with stars.
“I require your assistance tonight in impregnating my bride,” Luci said, jarring Mina back into the present.
“Pretty sure it’s just a two-person job, Luci,” Mina said, biting her bottom lip. They’d talked about this before with Bellz and Sindy. She wasn’t interested in carrying anyone else’s child but his. Well, at least until she had carried his first. She could reassess after.
“Only my semen will be involved. Mina is having my child. There will be no arguments or further discussion on that. Understood?”
“Of course, Lucifer,” Alastor said.
“Yes, my liege,” Bellz said.
“I’m serious, Beelzebub.”
“I know.” Bellz reached out a hand and briefly grabbed Luci’s in something between a handhold and a handshake. “It’s still fun to piss you off from time to time.”
“So how would you like us to help?” Sindy asked. Her bare feet sank into the carpet as she moved to stand next to Bellz, who gave her a nonchalant look before pulling her into his lap. The very edge of his mouth twitched, betraying his true feelings.
“Remember that thing we talked about after Mina summoned us with the spirit board?” Luci asked. He addressed everyone, but his eyes stopped on his second in command.
Beelzebub’s eyes grew wide before narrowing in on Mina. His lips turned up in
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