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        December 10, 1425

      

      

      
        
        Roxy

      

      

      

      Gripping at the stone wall with bloody fingers, I slid and stumbled down the dimly lit hall, clutching the gaping wound across my side, and desperately tried to keep my insides from spilling out. Shrieks of rage and bloodcurdling roars echoed from the room behind me.

      Oh gods.

      Pressing the back of my bloody hand to my mouth, I retched violently. How could this be happening? My world had simply stopped turning.

      I squeezed my eyes closed as images from that room, from what I just walked in on, flashed like a horror show through my mind. I clung to the wall, forcing myself to stay upright. I’d lost too much blood; my legs were on the verge of giving out. Somehow, I managed to claw myself toward the staircase, calling Lucifer’s name.

      My veins burned hot as I collapsed on the floor, unable to stay upright any longer, but as my blood drained from the gaping wound at my side and onto the stone floor, only ice remained.

      “Roxy?” Lucifer’s voice sounded distant. His arms surrounded me as he scooped me up, carrying me into another room, and kicked the door shut behind us.

      He laid me on the bed, and I blinked up at him, at the shadows dancing across his face from the candlelight and crackling fire in the hearth. I opened my mouth, but the words wouldn’t come. I couldn’t speak them out loud. His gaze slid to my side, to the mess there, then back up. He didn’t ask me who had caused my injuries or what happened, he didn’t need to.

      “Y-you sent me to that room,” I rasped. “You knew.”

      “Yes,” he said without hesitation. “You needed to know the truth.”

      His words pierced through my chest, and if I wasn’t busy holding my intestines inside my body, my hands would have been gripping my chest, because it hurt. It hurt more than being cut open with a blade made from blessed silver, burning and still eating at my flesh now.

      A howl full of pain and rage echoed in the distance, and Lucifer’s yellow gaze met and held mine. For a moment, just a flicker of time, I thought I saw regret in their depths, but then it was gone.

      The unmistakable sound of rustling wings had Lucifer spinning around, fury rolling off him. The angel stood just inside the room, holding a knife still dripping with my blood. The door slammed shut behind her. “Give her to me,” she demanded through clenched teeth.

      “You can’t have her,” Lucifer said, his voice cold, deadly.

      An earth-shattering roar exploded nearby, threatening to bring down this building. Seraphina was preventing Lothar from leaving her room, or trying to.

      A smile curled Sera’s lips. “I’ll give you what you so badly want, Lucifer, even though you sent your hound to seduce, then steal it from me, and I will spare their lives, but I have conditions.”

      “Spare their lives?” Lucifer vibrated with rage. “You think I’ll just stand by and allow you to harm them and do nothing? You overestimate your powers.”

      She smirked. “Maybe, but if you succeed in killing me, you will make yourself a target. I may be a traitor, but unlike you, I am still one of them.” Her gaze sliced to me and she tilted her head to the side. “But very well, you can keep her. Death would be too easy anyway. Give me the hound’s head, and I’ll give you your trinket.”

      “No,” I gasped, shaking so hard I had to clench my teeth. “Don’t hurt him. Don’t⁠—”

      “Even after what he did? You still love him, don’t you?” Evil glee filled her eyes. “Fine. Here is my final offer. I will give you the gem, Lucifer, and you and your throne will be safe, at least for now. But only if you give me the biggest quadrant in Hell, make a place for me here, and⁠—”

      “What more do you think you deserve, Sera?” he said, ice dripping from his voice.

      “I deserve compensation for the way you treated me. You tried to manipulate me, steal from me.” She slid her thumb over her bloody lip. “You sent one of your precious little play things to attack me.”

      “You already know you’ve lost. Providing you with refuge would be a kindness, one you do not deserve,” Lucifer said.

      She shook her head. “Maybe, but it’s the only way I’ll hand over this…” A small, intricately carved wooden box appeared in her hand. “You can’t leave Hell to chase me all over the realms, Lucifer, and as long as I have this, you’ll be looking over your shoulder. All it would take is a whisper in the right ear, an enemy, a disgruntled demon willing to do my bidding⁠—”

      Lucifer snarled.

      “Give me my quadrant, and—” She smiled, her gaze darting to me and lighting with glee. “—make the hound forget he ever loved her. Make him forget who Roxana is to him. Let her suffer unrequited love for eternity, and the prize is yours.”

      The roaring and snarls reached new levels. Lothar had busted out of Sera’s room and was at our door now, and the sound of his huge body colliding with it, over and over again, made me jolt and tense. The only reason he hadn’t gotten through was because Lucifer was preventing it.

      “You dare to threaten what is mine?” Lucifer said.

      “Hurting what you love, hurts you.” Her gaze hardened. “And oh, how I’d love to cause you pain.”

      Seraphina wasn’t strong enough to kill Luci, but she still held in her possession something that could.

      The threat to Lucifer, to his throne, would never be gone if he let her leave with that box. Sera was desperate for power, and the rare gem inside that she’d stolen when she’d fled Heaven had the ability to destroy him. The archangels would be coming for her, her delusions of grandeur wouldn’t be tolerated, but as long as she possessed that jewel, as long as she was able to evade them, she was a risk to all of us. If she managed to overthrow Lucifer, the world as we knew it would end. I tugged at the leg of Lucifer’s pants with a bloody hand.

      He leaned in. “What is it, my precious one?”

      My throat was raw, but I forced out the words. “D-do what you must. You can’t let her take it with her. The risk is too high.”

      He leaned closer. “Are you sure?” he asked as he carefully moved my hand from my side, getting a closer look at the damage Sera had caused.

      “Take his memories away,” I choked out, pressing a shaking hand to my chest, because the agony of being forced to love Lothar from afar had to be less painful than the agony of my shattered heart now. I could not live in this torture one more moment. It was unbearable. “Take them.” My chest felt as if it were caving in, as if the organ in there ceased to beat and had crumbled to dust. The bleeding and burning slice down my side was nothing compared to my breaking heart.

      “That wound in your side may never heal,” he said gravely. “And if it does, it could still take years.” He ran the backs of his fingers down the side of my face. “I could try to turn back time, to before this happened,” he said softly. “It won’t be easy, not when an angel was present…”

      I squeezed my eyes closed, and the images were still there, still flashing rapid fire through my mind. Against all odds, fate had chosen a mate for me, something that shouldn’t have been possible. Handmaids didn’t have mates, Lucifer had made it so. I’d had so many hopes and dreams, but they’d all been scorched to ashes now. I shook my head and gasped. “I would rather be f-forced to bind my body, to hold my insides in every day for eternity, than go back. Going back won’t change the truth.” I gripped his hand. “Y-you need this, you need what’s in that box. L-let me do this for you.”

      Lucifer’s gaze searched mine. “You’re sure? Once too much time has passed, you know I can’t undo what has been done.”

      I nodded as another howl echoed just beyond the door. I grabbed Lucifer’s hand. “Give Sera what she wants. Make him f-forget what happened here tonight, make him forget what we are to each other.”

      “Roxy, my sweet child, you can’t want that,” Lucifer said, brushing back my blood-soaked hair.

      “Just do it. Please⁠—”

      “His beast…a hound’s instincts are strong, Roxy.”

      “C-can you suppress it?”

      “I can, but this can never be reversed. If Lothar was to ever learn the truth of this day, of your connection, the consequences would be dire,” he said. “This can never be undone⁠—”

      “I don’t care. Please, just do it.”

      Lucifer stood and turned to Seraphina. “It will be done.”

      She held up the small box. “I want to see it done for myself.”

      Lucifer’s gaze slid to the door, and a moment later, a massive hound burst through, charging into the room, his huge paws leaving bloody footprints, his eyes blazing red.

      His gaze found me, and he shifted immediately, blood-soaked fur giving way to bare flesh. Lothar stared down at me, nostrils flared, chest heaving, and there was unbearable pain in his eyes. He bared his teeth, struggling, trying to talk, but his beast still had his throat. When he opened his mouth, instead of words, he roared and snarled.

      “Do it,” I said to Lucifer.

      Lothar roared again, but this time, I heard part of my name as he struggled to take control. His face flashed between beast and man, his body contorting, his skin rolling with the urge to shift back, but he fought it. He stumbled to the side, then his gaze flashed gold.

      Lothar stormed toward me, but Lucifer got in his way, facing off against the blood-covered hellhound.

      “You can’t stop me,” Lothar said, finally forming words, even if they were garbled.

      “I’m afraid I can,” Lucifer said and lifted a hand.

      All it took was one simple movement, nothing more than a wave, and Lothar stopped. He blinked at Lucifer, shaking his head as if he were trying to clear it. Lucifer laid his hand on Lothar’s shoulder, and his wounds closed before my eyes.

      “You can head back to your quarters now, brother,” Lucifer said to him, opening a gateway back to Hell. “When you wake, you’ll forget you were ever here.”

      The hound nodded, then without even looking at me, without seeing me, he walked through the opening and back into Hell.

      “It is done,” Lucifer said, and his hand shot out. The box Seraphina held flew to him. He snatched it out of the air and quickly checked inside, making sure the gem was there.

      A flash of bright light filled the room, and when it subsided, Sera was gone.

      “Where is she?”

      Lucifer’s gaze came back to me. “I’m sure she’ll soon be back to take her place in Hell. Sera will hold me to my bargain.”

      I didn’t want her here. I didn’t want to see her smug, evil face ever again.

      His yellow gaze held mine. “I can repair your broken heart, I can take all you are feeling away. Sera will never know. There is no reason for you to suffer this way.”

      I shook my head. Despite what Lothar had done, I couldn’t let Lucifer take my pain away. The thought of erasing the love I felt for him was unthinkable—it was all I had left of us now.

      I coughed, tasting blood as agony wracked through me.

      “I hope, my precious one, that you will not live to regret this decision,” Lucifer said as he scooped me up off the bed and stepped through the gateway to Hell, closing it behind us.

      It was my job to protect Lucifer and his interests. It was what I was created for, what all the handmaids were created for. He came first, always.

      Regret would be pointless.

      What was done, could never be undone.
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        Present day

      

      

      
        
        Roxy

      

      

      

      Poe strained against his chains, mouth opening to scream as I carved into his flesh, but he only managed a hoarse croak. I’d been working on the demon for several hours, after torturing Tarrant until he passed out.

      Still, neither was talking.

      Lucifer was convinced they didn’t know where Beelzebub was. I refused to believe it. They had to know something. I needed them to talk. They were B’s little helpers, and if anyone knew where that traitor had run off to after his failed attempt to usurp Lucifer’s throne, it was them.

      The only sound in the room now was my leather jacket creaking as I leaned in and pressed the tip of my blade into the delicate flesh below Poe’s right eye. “You want the pain to stop, don’t you, Poe?”

      His gaze bored into mine, full of fear and fury. “Yes,” he croaked past his wrecked throat.

      “Then you need to talk.” Desperation filled me. Time was almost up. If I could get him to give me something, freaking anything, I wouldn’t have to go on this hunt for the missing lord, I could just go pick the prick up from wherever he was hiding, bring him back to Hell, and be done. I swallowed thickly. I wouldn’t have to spend the gods only knew how long with Lothar tracking down the giant red traitor.

      He licked his bloody lips. “I-I don’t know a-anything.”

      “Losing an eye isn’t fun. You know this better than anyone. They take a really long time to regenerate.” He flinched. “I’m about to make mincemeat out of both of yours, Poe, and there’s only one way to stop it.” I gripped his jaw. “Tell me where Beelzebub’s hiding.”

      His mouth opened and closed several times. “No…please. I-I don’t…kn-kno…”

      “What are you doing, Roxy?”

      I froze, and my gaze sliced to the door.

      Lucifer stood there, his yellow gaze shadowed by his gloriously thick black lashes. He was dressed in black jeans and boots, leaving his chest and all that heavily tattooed skin on display. He slid his thumbs into his pockets, and the silver rings he wore glinted in the flames from the wall sconces. He didn’t speak, just tilted his head to the side, studying me.

      I huffed. “Before I’m sent off on some wild goose chase, I decided to give torture one last crack.”

      His lips curled up on one side. “You thought you could extract information that I couldn’t?”

      I dropped my blade from below Poe’s face and straightened. The demon slumped in relief.

      Sliding my knife into its sheath, I curled my bloodstained hands into fists. “Anything’s possible.”

      Lucifer chuckled. “I suppose, but there is no escaping what must be done, Roxana.”

      He rarely used my full name, but when he did, it meant he wouldn’t be swayed. He opened the door, stepped out, and held it open for me to follow. I had no choice but to obey, but I scowled and stomped out, making sure he knew I was doing it under duress.

      We headed back along the cavern toward his quarters, and as we walked, the emotions swirling inside me like an out-of-control hurricane shamed me. Lucifer was my king. My creator. My everything. Love was a paltry word for what I felt for him, which was why the burning hot rage I felt toward him right now filled me with guilt.

      He opened the door to his quarters and strode across the main room, opening the double doors on the other side that led to his private gardens, doors that only those closest to him could see, and again, motioned for me to follow.

      Mini, his cat, slinked out with us, curling around Lucifer’s legs when he stopped beside his favorite olive tree.

      I wiped my expression clean. I was behaving like a petulant child. I was a warrior first and foremost, and I would behave like one. Which meant I bit back everything that sat on the tip of my tongue. It was hard, so hard, especially when it felt like there was a jagged ball in the center of my chest playing pinball with my ribs and tearing shit up.

      His gaze slid to my hip, where the bottom of the scar peeked out between my jeans and shirt. It was the only scar on my body. It should be impossible, but the weapon that caused the wound had been special, one that was capable of killing me. It had taken years for the deep slice to heal, and the jagged and ugly scar was a constant reminder of…so many things.

      “I still have nightmares about what you went through,” Lucifer said and cupped the side of my face. “My precious child, my sweet Roxy. I remember the pain in your eyes and the horror. I know what that night cost you. Do you truly think I would harm you purposely? That I would send you on this hunt with Lothar if I didn’t think it was the only way?”

      It hurt being angry with Luci. I hated it. Tears sprang to my eyes. “I’m sorry,” I choked out. “I did doubt you,” I admitted. “I’m just…I’m scared.”

      A gentle smile curled his lips. “You are my fiercest warrior, my most brutal torturer and skilled seductress. You have faced down enemies that would make lesser beings piss in their pants. You, my precious one, are Roxana the Blade, a formidable handmaid to Lucifer, the king of Hell, and one of my most beloved creations. There is nothing you can face that you will not defeat.”

      I let his deep voice resonate over me, through me, then covered his hand with mine, looking up at his handsome face. Every sharp line and angle was as familiar to me as my own reflection. “I’ll do whatever it takes to carry out your orders, Luci. I won’t let you down.”

      “You never have, Rox. I know you’re angry with me right now, but I hope when this is all over, you will be able to forgive me,” he said and pulled me in for a hug.

      I wrapped my arms around him, the guilt gnawing wider inside me, because he was right, of course. He sensed exactly how I was feeling. Lucifer knew everything. All the things he’d just said were very nice, but the anger, the hurt, was still there because he did know how hard this would be for me, and yet he was making me go anyway.

      Everything Lucifer did was for a reason, though, and questioning him, doubting him, was disrespectful and disloyal. These volatile emotions made me feel so awful, so ashamed. “You know I love you,” I said as a hot tear streaked down my face.

      He swiped it away gently. “Of course, I do. And I love you, too, so very much,” he said, his thumb sliding down to my jaw. “You will get through this, Roxy. I promise.”

      I nodded, but for the first time in my very long life, I doubted him. I doubted my king.

      And when he wrapped me in his arms, holding me tighter, and a pained sound rumbled from his chest, I knew he felt that too.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lothar

      

      

      “Lucifer always has an ulterior motive, which means he has to know more than he’s letting on,” Warrick said from his spot on the other side of my quarters.

      War was right. Lucifer liked to play with people and situations, but this was different. “I agree, but when it comes to his throne, he’s not gonna want to mess around. It would be in his best interest to share everything he knows. If he has any info on Beelzebub, I fucking hope he decides to fill me and Rox in on it.”

      War nodded and his brow lifted. “I’m surprised he chose Roxy to go with you, honestly. He likes to keep her close.”

      I was just as surprised. I shoved a couple pairs of jeans in my bag with the rest of my clothes and zipped it up. “Yeah, especially since we have no idea how long this could take.”

      If truth be told, I wasn’t looking forward to it. The handmaid had been giving off some serious vibes lately, ones that rubbed my beast the wrong way. Well, more than usual. I slid my favorite knife into my boot sheath, swung my bag over my shoulder, and we headed through the dens and upstairs to the clubhouse aboveground.

      “You need anything, just call,” War said. “And keep me updated, yeah?”

      “Will do,” I said as my alpha gripped my hand and pounded my back with the other.

      I’d said my goodbyes to the rest of the pack last night over a few drinks. The parking lot was empty when I walked out, most still sleeping it off. I headed to the chiller behind the workshop and grabbed the deer Jagger had caught, butchered, and bagged for Kurgan. Kurgan was still refusing to see Jag, blaming him for keeping him from his female, so Jag was giving him time, and we were taking turns dropping off his meat.

      When I walked back around front, Asher was there, waiting by her bike.

      “You come to see me off?” I said as I strode up to her. “Gonna miss me, huh?”

      She slugged me in the chest. “I’ll live.” She smirked. “And okay, I’ll admit, I might miss you a little bit, but only because you buy the best hooch and don’t act like a pussy when I drink you under the table.”

      I chuckled. “You keep saying sweet shit like that to me, you’ll make me blush.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Idiot.”

      Ash was a high-ranking alpha female from the Silver Moon wolf pack. I’d known her for quite a few years. But we’d gotten tight after we’d almost hooked up one night at a party here at the clubhouse—almost—because she’d changed her mind by the time we reached my quarters. She said if we fucked, she’d never talk to me again, and she liked me too much to freeze me out. After that, we started building her bike, and now we went for rides, drank good whisky, and hung out whenever she wasn’t busy with her pack.

      I hadn’t expected to feel this way for anyone apart from my brothers. There was this deep sense of loyalty when I was with her, and though she didn’t need it, a protectiveness. I could admit, for a while, I’d hoped she’d turn out to be my mate, but then she’d confessed she’d been mated before. He’d died a long time ago, which meant anything between us, beyond the physical, was impossible. She was beautiful, tough, bold, funny, but after her confession, I knew that what I felt, with my limited emotions, was the same thing I felt for my brothers, and no more.

      I let my power flow through me, preparing to open a gateway to Hell.

      Time moved faster belowground, and I wasn’t sure when I’d be back.

      “Take care of yourself while I’m gone, yeah?” I said to her.

      She smirked. “Of course. No one fucks with me. And I expect you to do the same.”

      Oh, I was coming back. I was going to find that fuck, Beelzebub, and I was going to drag his ass back to Lucifer—even if that meant bringing him back in several fucking pieces.
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        Roxy

      

      

      

      “Here, drink this.” Ursula handed me a vial from her bag. “You look like something just barfed you up.”

      I took the small bottle filled with the best hangover cure ever invented and, without a word, drank it down greedily.

      Ursula was my sister. I loved her, and I was so glad she was coming with me, at least for the first couple of days, but right then I needed her to shut the hell up because I was fighting really hard not to empty my stomach all over the cavern floor.

      Her elbow dug into my side. “Hey.”

      I ignored her and kept walking.

      She elbowed me again. “The last thing you want is to appear weak when we meet up with Lothar. Pull it the fuck together.”

      “I’m not worried about Lothar. I’m hungover, that’s all.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Uma was making my drinks stronger than everyone else’s. Blame your twin for my messy state.”

      Ursula scowled. Uma was two minutes younger than Urs and had spent their entire lives trying to best her. The two hated each other with a passion. “That traitorous hag needs me to fuck her up again. She’s getting too cocky lately.” She glanced at me, her bright green eyes seeing too much. “But that’s not why you’re all quiet and moody. This”—she waved her hand at my face—“droopy expression is about Lothar and this fucked-up mission Lucifer’s sending you two on.”

      My fingers curled around the strap of my pack, and I forced a smile, shaking my head. “It’s not a problem, honestly. I see Lothar all the time. How is this any different?”

      “You’re going to be with him twenty-four seven for a start. And you’re not fooling me with the bubbly, smiley, Roxy sweetness. Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter. I know you, Rox.”

      I shrugged, even as my belly clenched uncomfortably. “I’ll be fine.” Beelzebub had been making moves to overthrow Luci, and no one tried that shit and got away with it. Beelzebub had run, leaving his cohorts high and dry. But I was determined to haul his big red ass back in record time. I was just struggling to understand why it had to be me and Lothar who did it.

      Urs snorted. “Right, that’s why your eyes are still all puffy after your drunken crying jag last night.”

      I spun to her. “My what?” I shook my head vehemently. “I did not.”

      “You were hugging that fucking ratty old leather jacket of his and listening to eighties hair bands.”

      Crap. I woke up hugging the jacket, and she was right, my eyes were puffy this morning. I inwardly cringed. I only let myself hold it…I winced, sniff it, once a year. I’d tried several times to throw the beat-up old jacket away, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. The only reason it hadn’t disintegrated completely from age was because I’d gone to great lengths to care and protect the centuries-old leather. “I’m fine, Urs,” I said again, giving her another wide smile.

      “It’s December 10th.”

      My smile fell. “I know what date it is.”

      “And so does Lucifer.” She shook her head. “This whole thing couldn’t come at a worse time for you.”

      You could say that, since it was the anniversary of my world shattering into a million pieces. “I’ve got it under control. Promise.” And maybe if I told myself that over and over, it would eventually be true.

      Ursula growled under her breath. “Why the hell is Lucifer making you do this?”

      I wish I knew, but nothing I said had changed his mind. He’d insisted he wanted me, one of his best warriors, and Lothar, his best tracker, on the job. I got the feeling there was more to it, but as always, Lucifer only divulged what he deemed necessary. He always had his reasons, and I was usually fine with that—when I wasn’t on the receiving end of his mysterious ways. “Luci would never intentionally hurt me,” I said, parroting what he’d said to me earlier. “I know whatever his reasons, they’re good ones.”

      Urs muttered under her breath.

      We were still in Lucifer’s quadrant, which meant we had to travel on foot to put space between us and his quarters. No one could open a gateway close to Luci, it was a safeguard that had been in place for centuries, and as we rounded the final corner and the meeting point came into view, my heart danced a freaking jig.

      Taking a deep, fortifying breath, I dumped my pack on the ground and leaned against the stone wall to wait.

      “He better not be late,” Urs said, tightening her vibrant red ponytail, then leaning against the wall beside me.

      “He won’t be.” Lothar was always punctual.

      Light flared across from us right on cue, and a gateway flashed open. I straightened, waiting for Lothar to step through. He was standing on the other side, in the clubhouse parking lot. He turned and said something to someone before they came into view.

      Asher.

      The wolf shifter he was fucking. Well, I assumed they were fucking. They spent a lot of time together, what else could they be doing? She grinned at him, and he pulled her in for one of his wonderful tight hugs.

      My throat tightened and breath hissed through my teeth as feelings that I’d repeatedly stabbed to death gasped and fought, struggling for air.

      “Keep the knives sheathed,” Ursula muttered.

      My fingers were curled around the hilt of my knife, the grip punishing. I hadn’t even realized I’d reached for it. I didn’t know what was going on, but my control was slipping more every time I saw him. Urs was right, I needed to get my shit together, and I needed to do it fast. Quickly releasing the hilt, I shook out my hands.

      Asher stepped back, and Lothar turned to the gateway and walked through.

      “Hey,” he said when he saw us. “Am I late?”

      “Yes,” Urs said at the same time I said, “We just got here.”

      The gate closed behind him as he frowned. “What’s up, Urs? You just here to see us off, or are you coming as well?”

      “I’m tagging along for a couple days, then I have somewhere I have to be. Why? Disappointed?”

      His frown deepened. “Why would I be?” He hooked a thumb under the strap of his own pack.

      Why would he be, indeed.

      “I need to drop this meat off to Kurgan first, then we can head out.” He lifted a huge black trash bag. “So we got a game plan?” he asked me. “Any luck with Poe or Tarrant?”

      “They’re not talking, no matter how many times I peeled off their skin.” I took a shirt from my pack and tossed it to him. “Beelzebub’s stench is all over that.”

      Lothar grabbed it and scented it. His eyes glowed, turning distant.

      “Anything?”

      “Nothing concrete. The trail’s faint, broken.”

      I nodded. “I thought as much. Our best option until you can pick up something concrete is to head to Asmodeus’s quadrant,” I said, ecstatic when my voice came out strong, if a little hoarse from all my drunken crying. “Since he’s super tight with Beelzebub.”

      Lothar’s brows lowered. “Can’t see that fucker sharing anything with us.”

      Ursula grinned, and it was wicked. “Asmodeus loves our Roxy. If anyone can get him to talk, it’s her.”

      “I’d planned to carry Rox,” Lothar said, “so we could move quicker, but if you’re coming, we better get going, his quadrant’s four or five days’ travel if we’re walking.”

      My stomach flipped. How the hell was I going to get through this?

      “Nah, we planned for that,” Ursula said. “Gus is coming. Maddox said he could spare him for a couple days. I’ll text and tell him to meet us at Kurgan’s quarters.”

      Lothar nodded, and we headed through the caves. My gaze skimmed down his muscled back, down to his tight ass and strong legs. The male had a swagger that was pure arrogance, and he didn’t even try—it was built in. He was created with that confidence and it never wavered. I forced myself to look away and smiled when we rounded the corner and saw Zurriah.

      She was standing at Kurgan’s door, about to go in, then changed direction when she saw us, striding over and giving me and Urs a hug.

      “That for Kurgan?” she asked, looking down at the bags Lothar carried.

      “Yeah, from Jag.”

      Zuri had made a huge difference in her brother’s life, now that she was finally able to be with him. She visited him every day, had taught him to read and write, and was working with him on his self-control. Lucifer had expanded his quarters, and he had a few more comforts now that he didn’t immediately tear everything to shreds. She was also doing what Willow had done with the hounds aboveground, watching movies with him and teaching him about emotion and social interactions. He still had outbursts and was still more in tune with his beast than any hound I knew, but he was making progress.

      She unlocked the door.

      “I’ll take it in,” Lothar said.

      Now that the other hounds knew about Kurgan, they were trying to get to know him, to make him feel part of the pack—not easy when he was forced to be locked up down here. When the door opened, I caught a glimpse of the main room. One of the first names he’d asked Zuri to teach him to spell was Lenny. Now his female’s name was written all over the walls in different colors, along with beautiful sketches of her and of things and places I’d never seen before.

      Kurgan was on the other side of the room, his skin slick with sweat, doing pull-ups. He did that a lot, and I wasn’t sure if it was to cope with the helplessness and rage he had to be feeling or if one day he planned to tear it all down. Either option was equally possible.

      Lothar disappeared inside with Zuri, and by the time he came back out, Gus had arrived.

      Loth lifted his fist for Gus, and the much younger hound pounded it.

      “Brother, good to have you with us for a couple days,” Loth said.

      “Mad said if I didn’t get the fuck out of his face, he’d toss me in the burning river,” the younger hound said in his matter-of-fact way.

      Lothar’s lips twitched. “Yeah? He say why?”

      “I ask too many questions,” Gus said.

      Ursula smirked. “Questions are welcome here, pup. Anything you want to know, you just ask Loth. That’s what big brothers are for. Isn’t that right, Loth?”

      Gus was still basically a pup, only around a year old. Hounds made by Lucifer, like Gus, were created full grown, body and mind. We considered him a pup, but mentally, he was more like a naive, emotionally stunted, overly horny twenty-year-old human, only way more aggressive and, on occasion, bloodthirsty.

      Lothar shook his head at her. “Sure.”

      Gus brightened. “I have one now.”

      “Of course you do,” Loth said.

      He nodded. “When you mount a drystan demon, which hole do you stick your co⁠—”

      “Not the right time, pup,” Loth said while Ursula cackled. “Later, when we stop to rest. Right now we need to shift and get moving.”

      Gus nodded, stripped, and shifted. Urs gathered his clothes and shoved them in her pack. Lothar stripped as well, shifted, then lowered to his belly and turned my way, his golden eyes hitting me. I had to stop myself from taking an abrupt step back.

      Nope, no way was I riding on Lothar. Urs was about to get on Gus’s back, but I shoved her toward Loth before she could get on and quickly threw my leg over Gus’s back.

      “Smooth,” Urs said under her breath, then strode over to Lothar and scooped up his clothes and bag.

      She was right, that was way too obvious. I needed to be more careful. Urs bounded up onto Loth’s back, and as soon as she touched him—my blood turned molten in my veins.

      Oh no, I didn’t like that.

      Not at all.

      Gritting my teeth, I gripped Gus’s fur tight. “Let’s go.”

      He yapped, and we took off at top speed.

      As long as we stayed in front, and I didn’t have to see them, I’d be okay.

      At least I freaking hoped so.

      

      We’d ridden for hours before Lothar finally stopped for the night.

      Ursula jumped off his back, and when Loth shifted, she tossed him his jeans. “I’ll get us dinner,” she said and strode into the trees.

      Skull Forest was one of many. Yes, the name was utterly unoriginal, but it was literal, making it easily identifiable since the ground was covered in the skulls of ancient demons. Hell was vast, had multiple levels, and passed through a variety of different landscapes—and despite what people thought, it wasn’t hot all the time. This was only one of several forests we’d pass through before we reached Asmodeus’s quadrant.

      I dumped my pack on the ground and stretched, then sniffed my shirt and grabbed a hunk of my hair and did the same. I stunk of brimstone. Sighing, I shook out my hair, and ash drifted to the ground around me. I was covered in a fine layer of hellfire soot from the pits we’d passed during the ride here. I freaking hated feeling grimy.

      Lucifer had shelters all over Hell, but nothing close for tonight, so we’d have to rough it. Sliding off my jacket, I paced around, getting my blood flowing again after sitting astride Gus for so long.

      “I like looking at you,” Gus said from his spot against one of the trees.

      “Do you now, pup?” I said and bit back my laugh.

      He nodded. “Your breasts are very nice. They look soft, and your ass is⁠—”

      “Okay, Romeo, that’s enough. You need to learn when to keep shit to yourself,” Lothar said, his voice a gravelly rumble.

      That roughness sent little zips of electricity through my belly and shooting down between my legs—and nope, no fucking way could I allow that. My anger spiked.

      “I don’t need you to speak for me,” I fired at him. “I’ve been dealing with males who want to fuck me all on my own for thousands of years.” What the hell are you doing? You sound insane.

      His head jerked back. “Not trying to piss you off, Rox. I was just⁠—”

      “Well, don’t.” There was no stopping me, apparently. The growing, and yes, irrational, anger was unstoppable. “Whatever you thought you were doing, just don’t.”

      He straightened from gathering firewood and his head tilted to the side, his golden gaze moving over me as if he were trying to figure me out. His perusal was too much, and my gaze dipped to his wide, muscled chest. It was dusted with dark hair. Hair I knew was soft to the touch, and nestled among it was a darker patch of skin, a scar that he’d carried for so long it was as if he’d been created with it. Did he think that? Did he ever wonder where it came from?

      “Roxy?”

      My gaze sliced up to his face, clashing with his. “What?”

      His chin jerked back again, his frown deepening.

      Shit, I really needed to pull it together. This was why I avoided everyone this time of year. This snappy, surly bitch routine was not me. I was the bubbly, happy, fun one. I was the handmaid who all the hounds adored because of the liberal hugs I dished out. Lothar was looking at me now like I was possessed by some evil, deranged mutant. Well, I felt possessed, honestly.

      “Sorry, I’m just a bit cranky,” I said and strode over to him, tilting my head back. “I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.” Then I wrapped my arms around his waist, giving him a hug like I always did, even though I didn’t want to right then. I hadn’t wanted to hug him for months, honestly. Touching him had seemed far too dangerous recently.

      He immediately wrapped his big arms around me, hauling me against him, giving me the kind of hug only a hellhound could dish out.

      “All good, babe. You had me worried there for a minute.”

      I laughed, even as my heart squeezed in a way that was painful. There was a reason that bards and poets wrote of heartache—it was real. The organ beating in the chest was the center of it all, love, pain, and yes, heartbreak.

      I’d worked hard to lock everything down when it came to Lothar, because I’d had no other gods-damned choice. For a really long time I’d successfully bottled my emotions up tight. I’d locked them behind a steel door and thrown away the key. Why was this loss of control happening now?

      I released him and quickly stepped back. “There’s a swimming hole not far from here; I’m gonna go wash up.”

      He nodded. “I’ll get a fire going.” He gathered the firewood he’d collected and dumped it into a pile, then opened his hand and hellfire licked up from his palm instantly. He aimed it at the pile, and blasted it, setting it on fire.

      I grabbed my soap.

      “I’ll go with you,” Gus said, quickly standing.

      “Sit your ass down,” Lothar barked at him.

      Gus did as he was told but didn’t look happy about it.

      “Sorry, pup, not this time,” I said as I headed off.

      It took everything in me not to sprint away, gods, not to keep on running. Lately, that steel door I’d been relying on so heavily felt as if the hinges were rusted and loosened, that the door was flaking away, and all that volatile and brutal emotion I’d locked up tight was slipping free. It wasn’t all of a sudden though, was it? I realized now, that it had been slowly decaying without me realizing it, and I was terrified it was too late to seal it back up.

      I rubbed my hands over my arms as goose bumps lifted across my skin. What I was feeling right now, the lack of control I had over it—and what it would mean if I wasn’t able to lock it back up—was too much to even contemplate.

      But still, despite all of that, a small, twisted, pathetic part of me that I hadn’t been able to smother wanted to fucking bask in it. The masochistic little bitch wanted to let every emotional wave crash into her, let it pull her under and drown her because, sweet Lucifer, I’d missed it. The way Lothar made me feel was intoxicating and terrifying all at once.

      I wasn’t sure what to do, because for the longest time, I hadn’t allowed myself to feel anything around him. I still didn’t want to, because nothing could come of it, but I didn’t know how to shore up my defenses—or what had weakened them in the first place.

      The clearing opened up ahead and I spotted the swimming hole. My sisters and I had bathed here more times than I could count. The water came from an underground spring and was clean, fresh, and warm. Shoving all the unsettling thoughts from my mind, I stripped off and sank into the water, sighing when the warmth immediately soaked into my skin.

      Dipping my head under to wet my hair, I popped back up, grabbed the soap I’d put in easy reach, and lathered up my hair. I usually used a coconut-and-lime-scented shampoo, but I was traveling light. I dipped under the water to rinse it out⁠—

      Someone fisted my hair and wrenched my head back, hard. A sharp blade flashed toward me.

      I flipped in the water, and whoever had hold of my hair was thrown off-balance, plunging into the pool with me. They still had hold of my hair, and I grabbed their other wrist to stop their blade from slashing my throat under the water. Shoving my feet against the rocky side of the swimming hole, I ran up it and flipped again. Their fingers slipped from my hair, as we changed positions, and I finally got a look at my assailant.

      Verahn demon.

      Still gripping his wrist, I slammed it against the rock edging the pool, once, twice. The knife clattered out of his hand, and in one quick move, I snatched it up, locked my arm around his throat, and stabbed him in the chest three times. The demon shrieked as I slashed through the tendons behind each of his shoulders, then did the same behind his knees, before I yanked his head back so I could see his face. “What do you want, why are you here?”

      Demons hanging out here in the forest was no big surprise, this was Hell, they were everywhere. Sensing them close, or in the hound’s case, scenting them, wouldn’t set off any alarm bells, because normally they wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack me.

      More demons rushed forward, surrounding me. Verahn were built for fighting, which was why a lot of them made up security for most of the lords and some other immortals as well.

      I tossed the flailing demon from the pool and bounded out. “How very impolite of you,” I said and smiled brightly. “Attacking a girl while she’s trying to take a bath. Why don’t you tell me who you are and what you want and we can talk?”

      “Your head for a start, then...” His gaze trailed down my naked body. “We’ll see what else pops up.”

      “You’re not going to give me your name? No problem, I’ll call you…hog face. Hey, hog face, did you just imply that you were going to rape my decapitated body? That’s pretty fucked up. You know that, right?”

      He opened his mouth and shut it, confusion covering his extremely swinish features before he snarled. “Shut the fuck up. We’re going to kill you, bitch.”

      I giggled. “No, you’re not.”

      He waved around the cleaver he was holding but looked unsure all of a sudden. Then one of the very lonely brain cells in his thick skull betrayed him and convinced him that he had this. “You don’t have your backup with you now, handmaid. There are three of us and only one of you. You’re fucked.”

      “You know what, hog face, you’re kinda adorable when you say stupid shit.” I lifted my hands. “I’ll give it to you, you have balls, no doubt big, pink, disgusting ones, but still, kudos to you. Question?”

      He snarled.

      “I’ve been wondering something since you showed up.”

      He scowled, his gaze darting to his friends, then back to me. “What?”

      I tilted my head to the side, then dropped my gaze to his groin. “Do you have one of those little weird, curly pig dicks as well?”

      He roared and charged.
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      I ran toward the screams, pounding through the undergrowth as I sprinted to get to Roxy. She was a warrior, immortal, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be killed if someone got the jump on her and managed to take her head.

      There was a loud splash just as I burst through the trees and into the clearing.

      I stopped so abruptly, my boots skidded in the damp soil a couple feet.

      Roxy stood at the edge of the pool, naked and covered in demon blood. One verahn was flailing on the water’s surface and gasping for air. Another with severed tendons flopped around on the ground at her feet, and there were two more piles of ash, demons she’d already taken out.

      Ursula sat on a rock a few feet away, picking at her nails with the tip of a clean blade.

      “What the fuck happened here?” I rasped.

      Urs grinned over at me. “I only caught the highlights.”

      “You did this on your own?” I said to Roxy. I knew she was one of Lucifer’s best warriors, that all the handmaids were deadly as fuck. Logically, I knew that, but I hadn’t seen the small female fight in a long fucking time.

      Ursula rolled her eyes. “We’re not damsels, Lothar. I know you hounds get off on that shit, but you’re barking up the wrong tree if you think, at any time on this hunt, you’ll be forced to save one of us.”

      “I know that,” I said, planting my hands on my hips, while I worked at slowing my heart rate.

      Roxy ignored us, jumped in the pool, and shoved the demon’s head underwater, holding him there for several minutes before dragging him, spluttering, up to the surface. “Who sent you?”

      He made a bunch of garbled sounds. Scowling, she wrenched his mouth open, then cursed. “No tongue. It’s been cut out. A while ago by the looks.”

      She tossed him out of the pool and leaped out after him. Water sluiced off her curvy, naked little body as she leaned over him, gripped his hair, and, ignoring his screams, hacked off his head.

      Fuck, I couldn’t look away, and even more disturbing, the front of my jeans started to get seriously tight. The demon turned into ash as Rox spun on the other demon flailing on the ground. “Okay, hog face, time to talk.”

      Hog face?

      “This the one with the pig dick?” Ursula asked.

      It took everything in me not to intervene, but these were not the kinds of females you got in the way of. It would be seen as a serious insult. They didn’t need me for protection. I was here to track, but fuck it was hard to stand back and not kill something. Hounds were deeply protective of females, and it went against everything in me to do nothing.

      “Yep, and if he wants to keep the curly little thing dangling between his trotters, he’ll start talking,” Rox said as she strode toward him, the knife in her hand flashing as she expertly spun it. “He was the only one doing any talking earlier, maybe he’s the only one with a tongue? Is that it, hog face?”

      Roxy straddled his flailing body and grabbed his jaw.

      Fuck me, she was gorgeous and sweet, but seriously bloodthirsty, and something about that, yeah, it did it for me—was doing it for me. She dragged her hand down the demon’s bloody chest and grabbed his dick. The demon’s eyes flared.

      “Who sent you?”

      He bit his lips together, refusing to talk.

      In a flash she slapped his balls hard, then squeezed. “Who, motherfucker?”

      He shrieked.

      Fucking hell. I shifted from foot to foot, my throat feeling tight all of a sudden, my gut knotting. What the fuck? Why the hell was I getting hard over Roxy? Yeah, she was gorgeous, and her body was…shit, perfection, but I’d never wanted to fuck her. Not only would that make shit complicated, it just seemed wrong.

      For a start, her scent was—there was no other way to put it—repellent to me. There was something seriously off with it. I didn’t know why, but every time I got a whiff, I wanted to get the hell away from her. It wasn’t bad, just really fucking not right, at least to me. Which made
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