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      About Summer Court

      Half a year ago, Samita Madin shared one steamy night with a friend - what she thought would be just a fling with that firefighter her mom didn't like. But she couldn't stop thinking about Slater Reinhard in the weeks that followed. Especially once she realized she'd gotten pregnant from their tryst.

      Samita had every intent of staying in Toronto, keeping the baby a secret from Slater. But then demons attacked North America in a massive catastrophe known as the Breaking, which let Hell pour onto Earth. Separated from her family, and injured in a collapsing building, she has no choice but to let Slater protect her - and their unborn baby - from the preternatural onslaught.

      But now Slater's one of the preternaturals. He's been bitten by a werewolf since the last time they saw each other. He's changing from a hero firefighter into a monster with urges that he can't control.

      A lot of those urges have to do with Samita.

      He only needs one glance from Samita to vow he'll get her and their baby through the end of the world. And Slater has every intent of claiming Samita as his mate.
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        A skeletal rider on a horse surveys the aftermath of battle. Bodies are strewn around the steed’s hooves. These corpses will fertilize the earth when they rot, and flowers will emerge from their bones. Death oversees more than mere endings. Death sees all. To master Death is to master oneself.
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      Some global events mark themselves on the public consciousness. You know what I’m talking about—the events where you can ask anyone, “Where were you when that happened?” and they’ll have an instant answer.

      I was nine years old when the planes struck the World Trade Center. I saw the news while slurping a bowl of Froot Loops at the breakfast table. I remember my parents whispering about whether or not they should send me to school as clearly as though it happened this morning.

      I was twenty-one years old when Senator Peterson, from the United States, was assassinated by a demon. The politics of it were geographically detached from me, but the impact was nevertheless personal. I’d spent my life hiding the fact that I was a witch from my parents and the world, and now everyone knew we existed.

      Worse, the world thought that witches were associated with demons.

      Witches had nothing to do with demons. Only humans could do witchcraft in those days, and I, Samita Madin, had never doubted that I was human at my core.

      I was twenty-three years old when North America was ripped into quarters by an event we called the Breaking. I learned about it while hunched over a laptop pounding out my graduate thesis. A friend burst in to tell me that Hell was gushing onto Earth, and demons were destroying American cities en masse.

      The next day, I began volunteering with disaster recovery efforts to show that I was a good person even if I tracked moon phases with as much care as I studied political science.

      The volunteering was how I met Slater Reinhard.

      Meeting Slater wasn’t one of those events that the world knew about. No one said, “Oh yeah, I was on the subway when Samita and Slater met.” The people in the room with us hadn’t noticed, much less the world at large.

      I remember. I’ll never forget.

      I was carrying a case of water bottles to a truck. The supplies were destined for a stadium sheltering American refugees. I was one in a long line of people hauling supplies, and he was walking in the opposite direction.

      I’m not sure why Slater picked me out of all the volunteers, but he stepped in my way to help. A man with a volunteer firefighter t-shirt stretched across the mountains and valleys of his muscular body. Veins corded his forearms like rivers over the plains. His jaw was so chiseled he could have been carved into a cliff.

      He had nice eyes, I remember. Brown ones.

      “I’ll get those,” Slater said.

      Not the most fateful words, but they were imprinted on me as permanently and as deeply as my first glimpse of Office of Preternatural Affairs trucks.

      All of those incidents—even meeting Slater—became obscure on the day that the fissure closed and ended the Breaking.

      That should have been a happy day. There was no longer a gaping crevice in America that led directly into Hell. Everyone who had survived through the months of cloying smoke and demons went wild in celebration, opening bottles of wine they’d been saving and shooting off fireworks. They thought it was all over.

      That was the same day that I woke up to find a tarot card on my night stand.

      Card number thirteen.

      Death.

      It wasn’t over. It was only beginning.

      [image: ]

      Toronto, Canada—May 2015

      It was another one of those days. Wind blowing from the south meant I wasn’t going to see sunlight between sunrise and sunset. The smoke was endless, and the ash layered deep, so the black days outnumbered the golden ones even now that the fissure had closed.

      The day only got darker when Jaycee Hardwick showed up on my front step. “You know you can help us,” she said. “You’re wasting my time by pretending otherwise.”

      I was wasting her time? I hadn’t even invited the woman into my house.

      Nobody needed to “invite” Jaycee Hardwick anywhere. She was the wife of Pierce Hardwick. Yes, that Pierce Hardwick—the billionaire rich bastard you’ve seen on Forbes. A visit from his wife was like being visited by the Queen of England. You couldn’t refuse to open your door for her.

      In order to find my hiding place on the sparse acreage in rural Ontario, Jaycee must have contacted the local coven. She wouldn’t have needed to bribe them for my information. Because I was a solitary practitioner, the coven had never liked me, and they’d have given me up for a song.

      “You can get why I’m not exactly thrilled to jump in on your…whatever your plan is.” I rubbed my belly. My pregnancy was becoming advanced enough that kicking woke me in the middle of the night. “What did you say? God appeasement?”

      Jaycee’s eyes flicked to my stomach, and then to my walls, searching for nonexistent photos of the husband who’d inseminated me. “The Breaking was because God is angry, so we want to make him not-angry. Are the words I’m using too big for you?”

      “I just don’t see why that’s my problem.”

      Jaycee got off of my couch. She didn’t have to fight against the weight of a belly to do it. The woman was graceful as she whipped the curtains aside to reveal what I didn’t want to see.

      A bleak world. A dead world.

      “It’s everyone’s problem.” Her hand on the curtains was beringed with pentacles, which marked her as a witch. Our types wore stars on our jewelry so that we could identify each other without having to speak. It was surprising to see on someone with as much celebrity as Jaycee, who’d never been public about her religion.

      “The fissure closed. The apocalypse is over,” I said.

      “It’s just getting started. God’s still angry and we haven’t seen the last of his devastation, unless you help us.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’m in a coven led by someone who’s been having visions.” She lifted her hands as if to hold off arguments she imagined I would deliver. “I know how it sounds, but it’s true. We witches are the only ones who can appease him.”

      “You could have done a lot of favors for our people if you’d mentioned your religion in one of those press conferences.” If the Hardwicks, the royal family of medical research, had been honest about their preternatural origins, they could have lobbied for friendlier laws regulating preternaturals worldwide. Things had been ugly since Senator Peterson’s assassination.

      “Forget the past and focus on the future, especially the part where there will be no future if you don’t cooperate.”

      “There are a lot of other witches who would be happy to help you.”

      “Twenty of them, plus me,” she said.

      That was a strange number. Most covens had twelve witches in them. “You should know I’ve never been part of a coven. I have phone numbers for others in Toronto who would be more willing.”

      “I need you. Just you. You’re the missing one—the twenty-second.” Jaycee sat across from me again. Her hair was cut into a professional bob, which made her angular features severe in this gray lighting.

      Somehow, this woman knew that I had woken up with Death on my night stand.

      I stood up without a fraction of Jaycee’s grace. My aching hips were secondary to the now-perpetual throbbing in my lower back. “You’re looking in the wrong place.”

      “I’m certain I’m exactly where I need to be. My high priestess has also had visions about the forbidden witches—witches who received a card from a special tarot deck. We’ve put the entire major arcana together…except for number thirteen.”

      If it was the card she wanted, then she could have the card. I’d locked it in the jewelry box between the photographs of my mother and a Mazda RX-8. The photos weren’t meant to evoke fond memories. They were cruel reminders. Death fit right alongside them.

      I wrenched the card out of the box, where it was resting upon the letter that had arrived with it. Maybe if I was rough with the card then it wouldn’t sing to me like it had on that first morning, making me want to stroke the smooth edges and immerse myself in the art.

      That damn art.

      The style was a mixture of art deco and a demented asylum patient’s fever dream. The human skeleton representing Death was perched on the back of an equine skeleton racing through a field of bodies.

      In Hinduism, it was said that each era was a Kali Yuga—a cyclical period that perpetually ended and began anew. Our current Kali Yuga would end when a man named Kalki arrived on his white horse, much like the Death card.

      The card had another meaning more personal than Kalki. Seeing a skeleton racing on his steed reminded me of how it had felt behind the wheel of my RX-8, which I’d called The Bullet.

      “Did you get the poem too?” Jaycee asked.

      “It came with a letter,” I said.

      I couldn’t remember the exact wording of the poem, but there had been something about solving the puzzle on the card so that I could join a community somewhere misty…or something like that. I’d been more interested in the handwritten note scrawled at the bottom: “Almost there, see you soon. NKF.”

      “Do you know who the forbidden are? Have you heard of the mists?” Jaycee asked.

      I hadn’t heard of either, though the poem had mentioned both. “I’ve got a better question. Who’s NKF?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “I don’t care to guess.” I flicked the card to the coffee table. “Take the hideous thing. It’s yours. I’m staying right here for at least the next eighteen weeks.” Plus an additional six weeks of recovery postpartum, according to my midwife.

      “If you stay here for eighteen more hours, you’ll be dead,” Jaycee said.

      Sirens wailed through the neighborhood.

      I didn’t live close enough to civilization to hear sirens. If the fire department was coming out, then it must have been for one of my immediate neighbors.

      Or for me.

      “I’ve got a chopper waiting for us outside,” Jaycee said. “The fissure’s closed, but sinkholes into Heaven and Hell are appearing as the walls between worlds fray. Pierce’s satellites show they’re clustering around here. Don’t you get it, Miss Madin? Hell is coming for the last tarot witch.”

      The sirens grew louder.

      I flung my front door open and squinted through a blast of ashen wind.

      My nearest neighbor lived a half mile away. Shaheer was a kindly retiree who had been trimming my trees, killing my rats, and opening jars for me when the lids were too tight.

      At the moment, Shaheer was pitching up the road, clawing at his bloodied face with one hand. His other hand was gone. Only a bloody stump remained.

      My scream echoed Shaheer’s, but Jaycee’s grip on my wrist prevented me from running to him. Sensible woman. There was nothing I could do for him. I couldn’t even stand for more than ten minutes at a time.

      “The helicopter!” Jaycee yelled.

      “I can’t leave! This is my home!” Irrational? Yes. But the sight of Shaheer being overcome by demons had a way of doing that to me.

      A fit witch like Jaycee easily overpowered someone like me, who, in my second trimester, resembled Violet Beauregard from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. She had no trouble dragging me through my living room toward the kitchen door.

      “I have to go to my bedroom at least,” I protested.

      Jaycee rolled her eyes. “For the love of the goddess.”

      The bedroom was only a few painful steps away. My backpack hung from the closet’s door handle a few steps beyond that. I scooped it up by the straps.

      Screams reverberated through my open window. The voices were too guttural to be human, like they came from the flapping mouths of demons I’d seen on the news.

      Hell never should have come to this part of Canada. Montreal may have been smudged off the map like a bloody thumbprint, but Toronto was meant to have been safe for years to come.

      The screaming intensified. My other neighbors were being attacked too.

      I staggered back toward Jaycee, clutching my backpack to my chest. “I’ve got it. We can leave.”

      The helicopter was sitting on my rear lawn. As soon as the pilot saw us through the window, she engaged the engine. Rotors began to twirl.

      My house shuddered. The floor shook under our feet and I was knocked to my knees by the pain in my lower spine—an old injury that reminded me of its presence every time I twisted wrong, lifted too heavy, took a wrong step.

      Jaycee was ready to force me to the helicopter, but she wasn’t prepared to carry me. She fell too. “Get up, Samita!”

      I couldn’t. Everything hurt too much.

      My kitchen vanished, and jagged black stone replaced the linoleum. Iron trees stretched toward the sky where my wall had been. I tasted sulfur.

      Jaycee had mentioned sinkholes into other worlds, but I hadn’t been able to visualize what she meant until that instant.

      It looked like I was in Hell.

      Her hand yanked me a few inches forward, and Hell vanished again. I was left gasping on my kitchen floor. The air I breathed burned like sulfur down my throat.

      When I looked over my shoulder, I could still see that vision of Hell. Several square feet of my house looked infernal.

      Apocalypse was supposed to have ended when the fissure closed.

      This looked a lot like apocalypse to me.

      “Watch out!” Jaycee shouted.

      I had been staring so hard that I hadn’t realized my house was collapsing. One of the sinkholes had opened in my wall, and now it was falling.

      I bolted.

      My reaction was too slow.

      Slipping along the edge of the sinkhole, my feet lost traction on the Hell-rock, and I struck my living room face-first.

      Just in time for a wall to crush me.

      There was an instant of unconsciousness. A few seconds at most. Everything inside my fuzzy head dimmed, and when I could make sense of my surroundings again, I found my roof had disappeared.

      The first wall had landed on me the worst way possible, with its top diagonally across my spine. I couldn’t feel my feet.

      But I could see the photos of my mother and The Bullet in their cracked picture frames, resting on piles of brick beyond the reach of my fingertips. The serenity of those images mocked me as I struggled to wiggle toes that no longer felt attached to my body.

      The earth shook again and a few pieces of roof slid over the wall. Something heavy dug into my right shoulder, and I had no choice but to press my face to the floor. A shelf was holding my neck down. Demons growled elsewhere, and I couldn’t turn enough to see where the sounds were coming from.

      My numb feet were the least of my worries.

      I was about to die. My baby and I were going to die.

      The growling of demons turned to shrieks of pain.

      Snapping echoed above the bricks smashing into me. Bones broke. Flesh pounded into flesh.

      The weight lifted and I could breathe again.

      The first inhalation that I took when the wall lifted off my body was the sweetest taste of air I’d ever had. Better than the exhilaration of hugging a cliff’s deadly curves, better than drizzling chocolate sauce directly into my mouth, better than sex.

      Air. Sweet air.

      Whoever had dug me out of the house took me in strong hands and turned my body so that I could see the ash-gray hair looming overhead.

      I was greeted by a face as familiar to me as my own.

      Slater Reinhard.

      “Samita,” he said, “thank God,” like he’d been afraid he was about to lose me forever.

      Strange that Slater could be afraid of losing me when I’d lost him four months earlier. Four long, cold months without my firefighter, my hero, my very best friend. The man who had dedicated his life to saving others, and now saved me from the rubble of my house.

      He was much stronger than he used to be. He shoved that whole wall off of me with a single hard push. He pulled me against his chest. Slater’s arms bracketed me like a five point harness.

      His eyes filled my vision. They weren’t blue anymore.

      “Slater,” I whispered.

      Why were his irises gold? The sharpest, shiniest shade of gold, like the sun reflecting off of the moon.

      “Samita,” he said again. Those golden eyes raked down my body.

      He saw my belly.

      His eyes widened as the chiseled lines of his face reordered into a puzzled expression. He was performing mental math—guessing how pregnant I must have been, and comparing the number against how long it had been since that one night our bodies had been joined in sweet passion.

      And he knew.
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      Twenty-two weeks earlier.

      “I’m leaving.”

      Slater dropped that bomb on me the way that he announced everything—calmly, with all of his emotions tucked behind a reserved mask.

      Two could play at that game. I didn’t show any sign that my heart was shattering. “Where are you going?”

      He slid onto the bench beside me. We were in a park that had been trashed by the hundreds of volunteers who’d left hours earlier. There would be a cleanup effort the next day—spearheaded by yours truly—but for now, bags of chips and empty bottles were blown across the ash-caked grass like tumbleweeds.

      “I’ve agreed to go to the fissure on the West Coast,” Slater said. “Los Angeles is a wreck. The whole forest is a wildfire at this point.”

      Los Angeles was as far from Toronto as he could go without leaving the continent.

      The man who’d been my constant companion through a long year of volunteering would be gone.

      I couldn’t wrap my mind around it, especially since right now he was so very…present. His body ran hotter than mine. He radiated heat like a furnace more than ever before, and I wondered if he might have been coming down with something.

      I felt feverish too, but I always felt like that whenever Slater was near.

      This night was to be the last time I experienced it.

      “It’s been good knowing you.” What I really wanted to say was that I would miss him, but it would have been a lie. There would be no holes in my life from a man walking away. I wasn’t that type of woman.

      Just because I wouldn’t miss him didn’t mean that we were done with each other. Not yet.

      I leaned across the bench and kissed him.

      It wasn’t a peck on the cheek shared by friends, or even one of those cautious closed-lip kisses that boys used to give me in high school. I pressed my mouth to Slater’s and drank in the taste of him. I inhaled his heat, memorizing it for the lonely months to come.

      I’d never been that type of bold before. My father would have blown a gasket if he’d known.

      My father wasn’t there. Neither was my mother.

      I was alone, and their judgment now mattered as little as tradition.

      Slater’s arms wrapped around me with incredible speed, yanking me into his lap. It was strange to feel a body as hard as his against my curves. I was soft and short, so it was basically like straddling a mountain. The hottest mountain I had ever felt.

      Slater had my waist pinned and one hand tangled in my hair and his head tipped just so, and we fit together as though it was how we’d been designed.

      He didn’t drink in the taste of me. He consumed me.

      Every stroke of his tongue shot lighting down my spine. How was it possible that Slater already knew how to touch me? We’d never done more than hold hands while standing in a circle with other volunteers.

      When the world was being clawed apart by demons, there was no time for intimacy. No time to learn someone else’s body.

      Yet it felt like he’d had plans for me. Like he’d been envisioning this instant the entire time.

      It wasn’t that far-fetched, really. I’d lost a lot of moments entranced by the way his back muscles moved under his shirt. There had been animal grace in every gesture. The way he’d bent down to pick up supplies, how he had carried patients from the hospital to the ambulance because we didn’t have enough gurneys to relocate them, even when he’d been filling out forms.

      I’d memorized the cast of shadows over his eyes when he bowed his head. The way that his tongue stuck out the right side of his mouth when he was thinking hard, just like a little boy, even though nothing about Slater Reinhard was little.

      While I’d memorized, I’d been planning.

      I’d bite that tongue. I’d dig my fingernails into the muscles of his back. I’d mold myself to the ridges of his chest and lock his hips against mine with my knees and I would own him the way I used to own real mountains.

      I hadn’t let on to any of those plans. I’d been quiet, sweet Samita, trying to make everyone understand that witches were good people too, and we weren’t scary man-eating demons.

      I’d wanted to eat Slater the whole time.

      It seemed like he felt the same.

      Because now here we were, on a bench alone in a park. I was finally getting a chance to dig my fingernails into the meat of his back the way I’d fantasized. It was as good as I’d expected. Even better.

      “I want you,” he said when his lips moved down my throat, scraping stubble along the line of my pulse.

      Not a man of many words, Slater Reinhard, but he used them well.

      “Yes,” I said.

      I didn’t need a lot of words either.

      He stripped me with a single motion. Clothes didn’t stand a chance against the likes of Slater.

      The wind was cool between my exposed legs. He made a guttural sound at the sight of my naked body, the mat of soft black hair between my legs, the curve of my belly.

      His fingers slid along my slit. When Slater’s forefinger skimmed my cleft, heat unfolded within my core, shivering all the way out to my fingertips.

      He made an approving noise at my gasp.

      That was Slater. Sounds and grunts, animal inside and out, so carefully reserved.

      The pad of his thumb pressed against my clitoris. The pressure alone brought me close to the brink. I clutched the back of his shoulders, pressed my forehead against his, inhaled air that tasted of Slater.

      I needed him.

      My hands went to his jeans. I wasn’t capable of undressing others by force of will, and it was embarrassing how much I struggled to get my hand down the waistband of his boxers. It didn’t help that I couldn’t stop kissing him. I bit at his lips, savage in my hunger.

      He was equally rough until he accidentally nipped my lip.

      I pulled back with a gasp, touching my mouth. It felt like he’d bitten hard enough to break skin.

      It was shocking how vivid that moment of pain felt. It penetrated through the fog that had been suffocating me for hours.

      It was…good.

      Not for Slater.

      He touched my lip, too. He inspected the place that he’d bitten as closely as if all the secrets to life were in that one stinging pinpoint of flesh.

      “I didn’t break the skin,” he said. “Good.”

      He lifted my weight effortlessly, hands under my butt. He spilled me to a bed of flowers behind the bench. From there, we were incapable of seeing the trash strewn all over the rest of the park.

      Slater plunged his head between my legs.

      The strokes of his tongue brought me to his temperature. I tried to sit up—wanted to touch him—but his hands spread over my belly to press me flat, his shoulders spreading my thighs wider, giving him access to the most private parts of my body.

      An animal, but a gentleman. He was hell-bent on pleasing me.

      I settled for tangling my fingers in his hair, dark as granite but the texture of clouds. Not like my silken sheets of dark brown hair.

      Later, I’d wonder what type of hair the combination of those genetics might produce. Even later than that, I wouldn’t have to wonder. I’d see it and touch it and press my nose to it to smell the softness of that combination.

      In that moment, Slater made sure I didn’t have time to think anything nearly that coherent.

      He sucked on my clitoris as a finger slipped into my wet channel, stroking the pulsing walls.

      How could a man know me so well? I barely knew myself.

      The way he caught me between his teeth, sheathed in lips, and bit down so gently…that was something I hadn’t known I needed until I had it. I gripped the back of his skull. Squeezed his ears between my thighs. Curled myself around his head and prayed he’d never stop.

      My brain tore open, just like the Breaking, gouges crisscrossing into my brain matter to make everything burn down.

      I came on his face, hips bucking, fists clutching him so tightly that I might have suffocated him.

      When the white light subsided, Slater was still between my thighs. He smiled that familiar smile. It had taken on a hint of self-satisfaction I’d never seen before. At least partially because of the way that my juices made his lips glisten.

      “Please,” I whispered, pulling at him, urging him to climb my body.

      He prowled through the flowers to suspend himself over me. We kissed again like that. Less urgent than before.

      Slater tasted like me.

      My hands wandered up his back, exploring the ridges of muscle with softer motions than those my raking fingernails had inflicted earlier. “Did I hurt you?” I asked.

      He chuckled. I took that as a no.

      “I need you in me,” I said.

      He pinned my wrists to the flowers above my head. It only took one hand of his to hold both of mine. He used the other hand to hold my jaw, forcing me to look at him. “Careful. You might get what you ask for.”

      He rolled us so that he was on his back in the flowers. I had free reign of every inch of those sculpted muscles. It was like loosing me in a garage and saying I could have any car I wanted.

      I pushed up the hem of his shirt. The dark hair on his head was replicated in a soft brush on his pectorals, encircling the brown points of his nipples, drawing a path toward his navel.

      And lower.

      Slater gazed at me too, rearing above him. He curved his hands around the underside of my breasts, lifting them
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