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        A woman fleeing her destiny... I thought running away from my adopted parents would give me freedom, but I only found more questions. Building a new life among the Fallen soldiers felt right until orders dragged me back to the Mortal Realm to hunt a summoned demoness. When the Watcher King uncovers my true identity, I'm forced to confront the past I've been running from.

      

      

      
        
        A king overwhelmed by chaos... As the Watcher King, protecting all realms is my burden, but searching for a dangerous demoness in the Mortal Realm reveals bigger problems. I'm stuck defending reckless mortals while battling vengeful gods, rogue demons, and savage werewolves—all while trying to ignore my growing feelings for the mysterious woman at my side.

      

      

      
        
        A fight for family and hope... With gods rampaging through the realms and my heart torn between duty and desire, I must learn what it means to belong somewhere. Together with Joachim, we race against time to stop the divine chaos threatening everything—especially Christmas. Can we forge a family strong enough to save the Multiverse, or will the gods' wrath destroy all we've fought to protect?
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        New York City

      

      

      Joachim stared at the massive Christmas tree, his senses overwhelmed with color, lights, sounds, and unfamiliar yet delicious scents that made his mouth water. As Watcher King, he thought he had experienced everything in life, but here in the Mortal Realm, he admitted he had been so very wrong. There were no words to describe the emotions surging through him.

      “It’s pretty, ain’t it?”

      He glanced down at the child standing beside him. A surge of irritation filled him at his inattention. He could have been attacked by anything, and he never would have seen it coming. What a leader he was.

      Clearing his throat, he stared down at the youngster, wondering how old she might be. Dressed in dirty jeans, she wore a too-large coat with patches all over it. From the dark smudges on her cheeks, he wondered when she last bathed.

      “It is quite pretty, little one.” He smiled down at her, liking how the tree lights reflected in her green eyes. “My name is Joachim. What is yours?”

      “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers,” she said in a prim tone.

      He swallowed the laughter at her know-it-all expression, which reminded him of the two newest residents of Dark World, Johnna and Willow. “Well, I told you my name, so technically, I’m no longer a stranger, am I?”

      She narrowed her gaze, studying him. “I guess not. Where are you from?”

      “I live in a country very far from here—a realm, actually. I’m the leader.”

      She smiled, transforming her features. Even filthy, she was a beautiful little girl. “So, that means you’re a king?”

      He nodded. “I am. But you must keep it a secret. I don’t want people to know that, so I can enjoy this gorgeous city without distractions. If people find out, I won’t have a moment’s peace.”

      She turned serious. “I understand. So, you’ve seen the tree. Now what? Do you have Christmas trees where you’re from?”

      He shook his head. “We have beautiful old trees, but none decorated like this. After seeing this magnificent tree, though, I might have to change that.”

      She stared at the tree. “It gives me hope that things will get better.”

      He smiled and rested his hand on her head. “It does that for me, too. After the year I’ve had, I need an enormous boost of hope, I’m afraid.”

      “Kinging must be hard.”

      Chuckling, he pulled away his hand and watched a father carry his small son on his shoulders as they left the ice skating area below where they stood. “Kinging is difficult. I lost someone I care very much about, but took in his daughter, Willow, so it has been bittersweet watching over her and missing him.”

      She slid her tiny hand into his. “I’m sorry. I lost my family a few years ago, too, and miss them so much every day. Some days are easier—others not so much.” She loudly exhaled and swiped her threadbare glove, one knitted finger completely missing, over her nose. “I miss my brother and my momma. Never knew my dad, so I guess it’s not all bad. Maybe he’s still alive…”

      “There’s always hope, little one. That is the one lesson I learned from everything I went through. No matter how hard things seem or how bleak life appears, we have hope.”

      “I’ll remember that. My name is Avery Madison. So, why are you here now, other than looking at the Christmas tree?”

      He exhaled and let go of her hand. “I’m looking for someone. She has caused a lot of damage back home, and I need to bring her in to answer for what she did.”

      Avery nodded with a knowing expression. “You’re looking for a bad person, aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “Well, you’ve come to the right place then. New York City is filled with bad people.” She shivered. “Some worse than others. The ones I know just steal food and thrown-out clothing to keep warm, so I don’t think they are really bad. Just desperate.”

      Her gaze moved around the upper portion of the square where they stood. When she looked behind him, her eyes widened. She grabbed his hand and gave it a hard squeeze. “Do you recall the feeling—the love you have for your friend? You need to fill your heart and mind with it. Do it now and don’t stop ’til I tell you!”

      She closed her eyes and a serene expression softened her face. He felt a stirring nearby and followed her advice, letting his love for Zander and now Willow fill his heart. His mind, though, he kept open as a foreboding rushed over him, as if a dark veil covered the colorful tree in front of them.

      A black mist passed by them, undulating into the form of a man, then shifting back to an indistinct blob. He watched the apparition drift through the square, as if searching for something or someone. He was certain he had felt that presence before but couldn’t place it. The one thing he did know—it was a demon, which didn’t bode well for the humans frequenting this area.

      He shook Avery’s hand. “It’s gone now.”

      Her green gaze snapped to his. “You felt it, too? Not many people can. It’s why I look out for the good ones, so they don’t get eaten.”

      A bad feeling churned in his gut as he frowned at her words. “Eaten? You’ve seen this happen to humans?”

      She nodded. “The first one was a really bad man—a gang leader who killed all the time. The police couldn’t catch him ’cuz he had too many helpers. One night, I was hiding between two buildings and heard a slurping sound.”

      Her thin body shuddered at the memory. “It was horrible, but I had to see what was happening. There were several kids like me, and I didn’t want them hurt, so I snuck out and hid behind a dumpster. A large, red—thing—had the man by the top of his head, like you grip a basketball, and was sucking on his neck. I didn’t think vampires were real…”

      “You said it was large and red?”

      Avery nodded and raised one hand over her head. “She was almost as tall as you are—maybe even taller.”

      “Have you seen her since?”

      “Uh-huh. She stays in the same neighborhood. It’s not a good place, and most of the people who live there hurt others, steal, or are just plain mean. She eats them—only the bad people, so I can’t be too upset. I’ve even sent her a few meals. At times, she seems to be in so much pain. It’s hard to watch. I can sometimes sense when someone isn’t who they appear to be. I think, maybe, she’s lost, sad even. She isn’t like the normal killers around here.”

      He shook his head. “Do you realize how disturbing it is for me to hear you say that? You are a child and should be living in a warm home with a family who loves and cares for you, not in the streets, avoiding killers and demons.” Her eyes widened when she heard the last word, and he was instantly sorry for letting the word slip like that.

      “She’s a demon…a real demon?” She leaned back against the brick wall behind her. “A vampire is one thing but demons? Aren’t they wholly evil like the churches preach?”

      He squatted in front of her and smiled. “Nothing is ever wholly evil or wholly good. We all have a blend of each in our souls, but it is our choices that make us one or the other. Some of my closest friends are demons. In fact, after the battle I mentioned, the Demon King fought by my side and is one of my best friends. He is a good and honest ruler, and his wife is lovely too, although a bit rambunctious.” He flicked the end of her nose with a finger. “Not unlike you, I imagine.”

      He stood and studied her. “Do you think you could find the demon again—but stay out of sight?”

      Avery jumped up, her troubled expression morphing into a grin. “You can count on me! Where are you staying?”

      “Hmm, haven’t given it much thought. Where would you suggest?”

      Tilting her head, she narrowed her gaze. I think you should stay low and out of sight as much as you can, you tend to stand out in a crowd.” She giggled, twisting at her waist, and pointed to a street on the far side of the square. “You will find the perfect place down that way. Go to the church and wait.” On that cryptic statement, she gave him a quick salute and ran into the crowd of people now milling between them and the tree.

      Deciding to trust her, Joachim walked around the square and followed the narrow cobblestone street, amazed at the colorful Christmas lights everywhere. They were almost too bright. He was used to the dim torches in his castle, not the humans’ lightbulbs.

      He glanced back toward the busy square and the surrounding streets as people hurried from place to place in their haste to buy presents. Although a human construct during the Middle Ages, he couldn’t help but wonder where the spirit of Christmas had gone. A sadness filled him. Buying presents wasn’t what this wondrous season was about.

      He continued along the street and stopped in front of an old church. Elegant white lights lit the crosses nestled in niches under the two arched, stained-glass windows flanking the wide front door. His gaze traveled up, taking in the jewel-toned scenes, reminiscent of the Bastille back home. A welcoming presence drew him inside.

      Just as he was about to grab the metal handle, the front door opened, and a mother and her two small children walked out, hand in hand. The mother smiled and nodded. “Merry Christmas,” she said before turning down the sidewalk leading toward an old apartment building. He watched until they were inside before stepping into the church and closing the door behind him.

      He slowly made his way down the center aisle to the front pew and sat in the middle, his gaze never leaving the beautiful cross draped behind the altar. Letting the soft Christmas music soothe his tired soul, he prayed to the All-Father for a favorable outcome and for his loved ones to be watched over in his absence.

      Opening his eyes, he glanced at the elegant tree sitting in the corner of the room, the simple handmade ornaments, each representing a different Christian symbol, hanging on the dark evergreen limbs. He inhaled, the wonderful scent of the forest filling his nostrils. While this tree was small and simple, it was beautiful and more precious to him than the enormous tree in Rockefeller Center.

      A movement caught his eye as an elderly woman, maybe in her late seventies or early eighties, walked up to the votive candle station. With one of the long matches, she lit several candles and then closed her eyes in prayer. Placing the matchstick back in its holder, she turned and sat next to him. Several minutes passed as they listened to the soft music slowly fade, and she sighed.

      “I love this time of year,” she whispered. “My husband and I would stay up all night putting together toys and finishing projects for Christmas morning. It gave us so much joy to watch our twins see their presents from Santa when they ran into the living room.” She turned, her green eyes filled with tears, and met his with a sad smile. “You remind me of my Luca.”

      She raised her hand and brushed a long strand of silvery blond hair from his forehead, tucking it behind one ear. “He had blond hair, too, like his father. My daughter Lucia’s hair is more golden blond, and their eyes were gray-blue. I don’t think I have ever seen silver eyes before.” She let her hand drop back into her lap, her gaze moving to the candle stand. “I come here every Christmas season and light candles for my Renzo and Luca.”

      His skin still tingled where her fingers had been. He studied her profile. In her youth, she would have been beautiful. The years had been kind, gifting her with a still youthful, creamy complexion, and her once-dark hair had turned silver-gray. “You lit a third candle. If you don’t mind me asking, was it for your daughter?”

      She shook her head. “No, although it might as well have been. Lucia has not spoken to me since her father’s death. She was always the headstrong twin and had to do things her own way. My third candle was lit for all those in the world who don’t have anyone but still need love and prayers.”

      Joachim smiled. The candle could have been for him. While he had people who cared for him, he had no family of his own, and the only person he considered a brother had been killed by a deranged succubus.

      Thoughts of Zander and his daughter, Willow, calmed his rapid heartbeat. While he still felt the loss like a knife in his gut, Willow had helped to ease his grief. She was a miracle but didn’t know it. She was the best of both Watcher and Erinys, but he would have to keep an eye on her powers. While the Erinys pronounced judgments on sinners, the Watchers carried out the punishment, much like a judge and jury. His position would be a lot like the Mortal Realm’s Supreme Court, and as king, all answered to him.

      Upon her father’s death, Willow had somehow been granted his powers and kept her inherited Erinys powers from her mother. She was a force to be reckoned with—and deadly.

      But this human woman’s generosity and compassion amazed him. “I am sure all who benefit from your prayer are thankful.”

      “It’s enough for me to hope.” She turned her steady green gaze on him. “Now, why are you in our simple church? You strike me as someone who would frequent a medieval cathedral. I see you in someplace like the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine in Morningside Heights, not here.”

      Once more, this woman’s astuteness amazed him. “I enjoy all churches, and this one called to me as I walked by. The stained glass windows remind me of my cathedral back home—a place I am very fond of.”

      She nodded and wrapped her fingers around her necklace charm, rubbing the bottom with her thumb. “My husband’s grandfather commissioned them done. While he may have been a scoundrel and thief, he had just enough compassion left in his hardened heart to help those in the community. I did not condone what my late husband’s family did for a living, but I loved my Renzo with all my heart. He was not like his family and gave to the community every chance he got. He always said it was up to him to help those his family had hurt.”

      She dropped her necklace and twisted to face him in the pew. “My name is Gabriella Barzetti. Now, tell me about yourself. Do you live here or are you just visiting?”

      Joachim chuckled. “I have only just arrived in this grand city. I was told by my…family…that New York’s Christmas tree was a sight I needed to see. My brethren don’t normally celebrate like the people here.” He glanced at the heavy oak beams adorning the ceiling and smiled. “So, here I am.”

      Her thin eyebrows rose. “Alone? You are here alone at this special time of year?” She slapped her coat-covered thighs and stood. “You will stay with me—and I will not take no for an answer, young man.”

      He swallowed his laughter. He could not recall ever being called a young man before. It was refreshing. “But you do not know me.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “I pride myself on being a very good judge of character. But if it makes you feel better, what is your name?”

      “Joachim…Callais,” he said, hoping Willow wouldn’t find out he had used her last name. Not that she would mind. She probably wouldn’t, and since he didn’t have a last name, hers was perfect.

      She scowled. “Greek. Leave it to me to bring home a Greek. You realize my very Roman family would have heart failure if they knew.” She giggled. “Serves them right. They were too prideful.” She held out her arm, bent at the elbow.

      He smiled and stood, threading his arm through hers. With a single thought, he shortened his height so she wouldn’t hurt her shoulder since he was so much taller than she was. He decided he liked his shorter stature of six feet instead of his normal seven-foot height; he wouldn’t hit as many doorframes in this world.

      He helped her step down onto the sidewalk and inhaled the crisp wintery air. “I wish it would snow.”

      “While I also love a good white Christmas, please wait until I get these old bones inside my toasty house. There’s nothing better than curling up under my favorite blanket in front of the fireplace with a good book and a mug of hot coffee.”

      He raised his brow as she marched down the sidewalk and turned to her right, leading him in a zigzag pattern along several cobblestone streets and away from the busy nightlife. “You do not enjoy hot cocoa? My adopted daughter says it’s what everyone here drinks around Christmastime.”

      “Pshaw. Only in the movies. Have you seen all the Christmas movies on television? If you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all. There are a few notable exceptions where the script differs from the others. Few and far between, but they bring back memories of when I was young and courting Renzo. He was Italian, so it was a prerequisite that he was romantic—and he was.”

      She stopped in front of a grand Italian townhome. The exterior was finished in cream limestone, a style reminiscent of Italian design, which he admired. The front door section had been built in the shape of an arch, and a shallow balcony with a wide window overlooked the entrance. Centered in the window was a colorful Christmas tree.

      “This is home,” Gabriella said with a wistful tone. “My Renzo bought the townhome next to this one and converted it to a single-family home. He promised me a castle, and this is as close as he could get in our price range, which back then wasn’t much.”

      Joachim chuckled. “I’ve lived in a castle and, believe me, it isn’t as wonderful as it seems. They are very cold, drafty, and incredibly expensive to keep running.” He studied the home’s beautiful exterior. “Your home is gorgeous, Gabriella. I would choose it over a castle any day.”

      She beamed up at him. “Aren’t you a smooth talker, sir, and definitely know your way into a woman’s heart. Now, let’s get inside where it’s warm and we can have a bite to eat, unless you’ve already eaten?”

      He shook his head. “I was told to go see the Christmas tree in Rockefeller Plaza first thing. After that, I was free to do what I wanted.”

      “While our yearly Christmas tree is a sight to behold, there are a few more things to do first, like a place to stay? I can assure you that sleeping on the street will significantly shorten your life. It is not safe out there at night. Secondly, I would suggest getting a map of your transportation options. While not everyone can afford taxis nowadays—way too expensive—the subway can be a bit dicey at night as well when the druggies and thugs make their appearance.”

      “I think I can take care of myself. I am fairly decent in a fight.”

      She chuckled and patted his arm. “I am sure you think so, although you seem to carry yourself well. You remind me of what an ancient gladiator would have looked like. I wouldn’t mind having one of those around to keep me safe. Now, let’s go in, shall we?”

      He followed her up the front staircase and waited while she unlocked her door. Stepping into the entryway, his gaze rose to the glistening chandelier overhead. He was once more thankful he had reduced his height by a foot. Hitting his head on that sharp monstrosity would have hurt.

      His boots glided across the black-and-white checkerboard tiles through the sparsely decorated entryway, which widened into a quaint sitting room. The light gray walls, white trim, and impressive marble fireplace created a cozy atmosphere in the room. The blue-and-white toile sofa and soft blue chairs looked comfortable and well-loved.

      “This is where I spend most of my time,” she said, affirming his thought. “If you could light the fire, I will warm up a tasty supper.”

      He waited until she was gone, listening for the sounds of dishes coming from wherever the kitchen was. Instead, he heard her singing a Christmas tune, slightly off-key, but with a happy tone. He smiled and waved his hand toward the stack of logs, and a bright blue-tipped flame appeared in the middle, then spread out across the top log.

      The hoard of pictures spread across the ornate mantle caught his attention, and he picked up the center frame. He could almost feel the happiness and love from the young couple in the photo.

      Standing near the ocean with a sheer cliff rising beside them, the lovers were smiling at each other with their hands clasped between them. Gabriella’s hair had been a rich dark brown, and her husband’s blond hair shone in the sunlight, but it was their love for each other that held him spellbound.

      He knew people in love—they surrounded him. But the expression on Gabriella’s and Renzo’s faces was magical.
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        New York City, near Rockefeller Center

      

      

      Mer stared at the door, her hand resting on the knob, but she didn’t want to go in. Even something as simple as taking a shower… Seeing herself in the mirror was the hardest. The adage, out of sight, out of mind, was definitely true in her case. As long as she didn’t see the scars on her body, she was okay.

      Forcing her hand to turn the knob, she went inside and pulled off her black leather duster, draping it over the simple dressing table in one corner of the room. Underneath, she wore a comfortable plaid flannel shirt with thin lines of green and yellow intersecting the varying shades of purple, her favorite color.

      Turning her back to the mirror, she walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Adjusting the spray of water until it was as hot as she could stand it, she kicked off her black boots, socks, and leggings and stepped inside the glass enclosure.

      The hot water immediately turned her tanned skin a dark shade of red, and she let go of her frustrations. It was difficult to hide among the people in this world. They were all so fair-skinned. Even with the desert-cultured immigrants living in the city, she was still an anomaly and stood out in the American winter. It was easy for the demons to find her.

      Knowing she didn’t have much time before Malachi arrived with information she needed for her current assignment, she made quick work of washing off the grime from the city’s filthy alleyways, trying to find some sign of the demon she was after. She had to find and capture the one responsible for killing her fellow Fallen soldiers. Only a few had died, but they were a few too many.

      She redressed in an almost identical outfit to the one lying on her bathroom floor, the only difference being the all-purple flannel shirt. Quickly drying her long, thick black curls, she deftly plaited the unruly sides then wound them into a long braid down the center of the back of her head and secured it with a beaded elastic band. The clusters of amethyst and mother-of-pearl beads winked amongst the etched tubes of silver, but she refused to look at her face in the large mirror.

      There was no reason for her to wear makeup or look good for anyone, which suited her just fine. She didn’t need anyone messing up her simple life, and she liked it that way.

      Grabbing her duster, she walked through her bedroom without glancing at the picture-perfect bed, made up in a simple lilac-and-cream-colored quilt with accents of light green. It had been the last thing her mother had made for her, and she took it with her wherever orders took her.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d curled up underneath it and slept. As one of the Fallen, she didn’t need much sleep, which fit the parameters of her job, but since the killings had begun in the Mortal Realm a month ago, she hadn’t slept much at all.

      Locking her front door behind her, an ominous feeling, or maybe a foreboding, filled her mind. She stepped into the shadows of the bushes in front of her small house when a rush of pain filled the center of her chest, then disappeared as if it had never happened. She closed her eyes and leaned against the cold brick wall, taking several deep breaths as the icy air of the New York suburb cleared away the sadness. Another Fallen had just died.

      Her heart beat against the inside of her ribs, an almost painful sensation, then stuttered as it resumed a steady cadence. Once more, her thoughts turned inward. She seemed to be doing that a lot lately, and it was going to get her killed if she didn’t stop. But she didn’t know how.

      Memories flooded her mind, the dark wraiths advancing on Lucien’s army. The Demon King had called the realms of Dark World together to fight Zeus. As with any war, there were casualties and deaths. This war was no exception, but she hadn’t planned on herself being one of those casualties.

      Her injuries had been severe, but she had survived. Many of her friends had not. Thank Osiris, her best friend Danielle had lived. She was the sister Mer had always wanted, and she didn’t know what she would do without Danielle in her life. Surviving an attack from the Deathwalkers was unheard of, but Danielle had—as had most of those fighting that day. Thankfully, the Egyptian god of death and her adopted father, Osiris, hadn’t seen her.

      Being confined first to the healer’s quarters had been hard, but when she was sent home, the confinement to her small house had been worse. Injuries she could deal with. Boredom, not so much. When Malachi, the Fallen’s leader, had sent for her, she hadn’t hesitated.

      Until now.

      Pushing away from the wall, she strode down the cracked sidewalk, partially covered in snow and hidden patches of ice. She needed to work. Forget the unforgettable and find whoever was behind these killings. In her long life, there had only been one fight she had lost. In the end, it had cost her everything. Or so she thought.

      Losing her mother and deciding to leave Egypt had been the most difficult decision of her long life, but she didn’t regret it. Joining the Fallen and rising in their ranks had been her salvation. She enjoyed it. She was Heaven’s version of the demon enforcers—policeman to Mortals. Technically, the Fallen aided all realms, so observing and helping only those in the Mortal realm wasn’t strictly true.

      Inhaling a deep, frigid breath, she tugged on her coat and pushed open the black-painted door of the abandoned bar. Surprisingly, as the door swung open, its rusted iron hinges were silent. The first thing she saw was Willow’s curly golden mane. The woman’s eerie Watcher’s gaze, orbs of silver, met hers as she stepped into the room.

      “Mer,” Willow yelled and rushed toward her, wrapping strong arms around her shoulders. “It’s so good to see you up and about again. I…” She glanced over her shoulder at her mate, who also happened to be Malachi, the Fallen leader and her boss. “We were getting worried about you. Have you talked to my mother yet?”

      Mer patted Willow’s back and gently extricated herself from the woman’s tight grip. “No. Not yet.” She turned to Malachi, her body automatically stiffening as she stared at his imposing figure. His black hair had grown, the long strands now draped over one shoulder. The heavy iron chains still criss-crossed his thick chest, and his brown eyes returned her steady gaze. She relaxed. Finally, something normal.

      She gave him an almost imperceptible nod. “Sir. You sent for me?”

      “Damn, girl! You look a lot better than the last time I saw you.” Malachi chuckled, the low grumble sounding more like rocks tumbling around in his chest. “Rest seems to agree with you.”

      She forced her mouth into a sneer, one side of her nose curling in disgust. “I may seem fine on the outside, but inside I am going crazy in that tiny house—and who’s sleeping? I certainly am not.. Please tell me you have information for me? This demoness is a lot smarter than we thought. She stays hidden—or has help.”

      Malachi pulled Willow to his side, tucking her under his massive biceps. Like a growth, she thought, but quickly doused the thought. It wasn’t fair for her to be so negative just because they were in love. “I do. Although you might not be so eager to leave your home here when you hear what it entails.”

      Her body sagged, the release of pent-up tension relieving the sharp pain between her stiff shoulder blades. “Anything is better than lying around waiting.”

      His dark brows pulled together, the skin creases deepening between them, giving him an almost evil look. Malachi was anything but that. His quirky sense of humor and easy laugh were what kept the Fallen going as they each searched for the remission of their sin. “Are you healed? I need you at one hundred percent.”

      She swallowed. Forcing a blank expression on her face, she nodded. “I am, sir,” she lied. Technically, Johnna, the head demon enforcer’s mate was the most powerful healer in Dark World. She had treated her several times since the Ares’ soul shadow, or dopplegänger, had injured her. Then, she was attacked by the Death Walkers. If not for Johnna’s immediate aide, she would have died on that battlefield.

      It was those memories that led her to prowling the city streets at night instead of sleeping, and the nightmares that forced her to relive the horror of her almost-dead body hardening, cracking as it turned to stone as the Death Walkers attacked. The worst part, though, was when she began to disintegrate. As if a millennium had passed, her body began to turn to sand, drifting away on the breeze as if she had never been.

      Mer forced a nod. “I am quite capable of fulfilling my duties once more.”

      Malachi nodded, but she could still see the doubt lingering in his black eyes. “You’d better be. This assignment is only going to get worse, and, other than Danielle, who is helping Regan and Ares locate her younger sister, you’re my best soldier…and you’re female.”

      She scowled at him. “Excuse me? That’s a bit sexist, don’t you think?”

      He rolled his eyes as Willow slapped his chest. “See? I told you to rephrase it.”

      Malachi pinched the bridge of his nose with his free hand. “You probably already know how Willow came to be in Dark World. She was tricked into summoning one of the Summoned demons—a demoness named Ahma. We believe she’s behind the recent deaths of four of our Fallen brethren in and around New York.”

      Pursing her lips, Mer’s narrowed gaze moved from Malachi to Willow, then back to Malachi. “I see…so I’m to be the bait?”

      He nodded. “In a manner of speaking. I need you to find the demoness and contain her before she kills anyone else. Fallen or Mortal.”

      “That brings up another question. What about the Mortals?”

      “Try to protect them if you can, but focus on our kind. So far, she’s left the Mortals alone—at least as far as we’ve learned. I’m waiting for Joachim to send me a report on that matter. There are too few of us in the Mortal Realm as it is. Without us here to keep the magical races contained and away from the humans—well, let’s just say the Mortal Realm would turn into a true Hell on Earth.”

      Willow groaned and buried her face in the side of his chest. “Seriously? You couldn’t have come up with a better pun? That one was terrible.”

      He glanced down at her, his gaze tender as his full mouth rose in a smile. Mer absently rubbed an annoying ache between her breasts.

      “I thought it was pretty good myself. Unfortunately, kitten, it wasn’t a pun.”

      Willow’s gaze met hers, and she shook her head. “I’m afraid he’s right. It will really turn into a type of hell.”

      Her golden-haired friend frowned, her bowed mouth pursing in a small ‘o’. “Well, that’s not good.”

      She focused her most serious gaze on her boss’s handsome face. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Tomorrow morning, go to St. Patrick’s Basilica. The main entrance is on Mott Street, but there is a back entrance off Mulbery where the cemetery is. Go to the altar at dawn. Joachim will meet you there and tell you the rest. Let him know he has to access the gateway.”

      Her gaze widened. “I’m meeting Joachim? As in the Watcher King?”

      Malachi nodded. “Tomorrow begins the two-week period, where our magic diminishes in this realm. Joachim is the only one whose power will remain at a maximum level. During this time, Ahma’s power also decreases, so he’s our best hope of stopping her, but you have to find her first.”

      Willow patted the center of his chains before once again wrapping her arms around Mer in a tight embrace. “Please be careful,” she whispered in her ear. “Something’s not quite right about any of this, but I can’t put my finger on what it is—yet. We’re returning to the Demon Realm, and with Johnna’s and Niki’s help, we’ll figure it out.”

      Mer smiled at Malachi over Willow’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, little Watcher,” The familiar nickname rolled off her tongue with ease and affection. “I will be fine.”

      She admired Willow, who had stepped into her father’s guardian role as a Watcher after his death. Combined with her mother’s Erinys power of judgment, Willow’s powers were formidable. But she was still young and impressionable and filled with hope, unlike her.

      She also liked her cousin Johnna. They both visited her during her recovery and with each visit, she drew on their hope. It was an addictive feeling and one she didn’t deserve.

      She patted Willow’s back, feeling the thick bunches of leather skin where her wings had formed over her shoulder blades. The beautiful black feathers hung down to her feet, resembling a long cape. “I will be just fine.”

      She watched as the two apparated back to the Demon Realm. She stared at the untouched beer sitting on the table. Before she could change her mind, she reached for the cold mug and downed the malted liquid. Not wanting to return home, she left the bar and wandered down the side streets of the city, avoiding the more populated areas.

      A cold sensation washed over her, leaving her skin tingling. Stepping into the shadows of a nearby townhouse, she studied the area. Her gaze moved over each building but she couldn’t find whatever had alerted her. A shadowy haze moving across the building at the end of the street caught her attention, but she blinked and it was gone.

      A red sports car drove down the connecting street, disappearing as it passed the red-bricked building. Had the headlights cast a shadow? She couldn’t be certain. Why would she have reacted to headlights?

      Deciding to return home and try to get a few hours of rest, she whiled away the long hours of the night flipping through channels on her small television. Disgusted to find only sappy Christmas love stories, she threw the remote on the scarred table in front of the sofa and scratched the ears on the head of the silvery gray furball curled against her thigh.

      The beautiful wolf raised his head and gave her a canine smile, his red tongue hanging from the side of his mouth. He stood and stretched, then laid his large paws on each shoulder and nuzzled her neck and chest, his moist nose burrowing in her cleavage.

      She grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and forced his head up, as she gave him her angriest expression. “How many times do I have to tell you my breasts are off limits? You put your nose there one more time, and I will cut it off. Got it?”

      The wolf whined and dropped across her lap, pinning her to the sofa. “Damn, but you’re heavy. I think you’re eating way too much meat. His soft fur called to her, though, and she found herself fingerbrushing his fur as his warmth seeped into her.

      She had only been in the Mortal Realm for two days when she found him…or, as she discovered later, he had found her. She had just left her favorite coffee shop when he strolled from the adjoining alley as if he owned the place. Ignoring everyone else, the large animal darted between the throng of legs and attached itself to her. Nothing she did had gotten rid of him, so against her better judgment, she had brought him home.

      He was the reason she came home at all. Although if she had known how expensive it would be to keep him fed, she might have left him back in the alley, not that he would have stayed there. He was the pickiest canine she had ever seen, mainly since the big oaf only ate steak. Rare or cooked, it didn’t seem to matter, but it had to be a good cut of steak. It had taken about a week before she threatened to cut him off, and he reluctantly showed her who he really was.

      She sighed. “Don’t you ever change into your human form? While I prefer you as a wolf, I could use a bit of human conversation sometimes.”

      The wolf turned his electric-blue gaze on her and snarled before his expression turned woeful. She couldn’t help but laugh. “You are so pathetic. Come on, Marcel. The quiet is killing me. At least change into your human form so we can argue?”

      Marcel stepped off her lap and jumped onto the nearby recliner, morphing into his human form, which appeared to be around twenty-five years old. She had to admit, he was handsome in this form as well. His black hair was slicked back, accentuating the sharp angles of his face. “Why is this form preferable?” his soft voice asked.

      “Remind me why you can change from your wolf form and your father cannot?”

      He shrugged. “No one is certain, but my father thinks Himmler either misspoke the ancient curse in his haste to change me or the blood I was fed was different from the other wolves in my clan.”

      “Does anyone know the counterspell so all the cursed wolves can revert to their human bodies?”

      He shook his head. “Not that I know of. I have heard that several have found their true mates, which nullified that part of the curse, but no one knows for sure. Until more find their mates, we will simply continue to exist as we are. Now, what do you want to discuss? Is it about the demoness we’re hunting?”

      “I’m hunting, you mean? You are only here to guard my back. If Émilien should find out how much you’re helping me, he will have my head. And, I don’t want to be bitten by the ancestor of all werewolves. It wouldn’t be pleasant.”

      Marcel grinned, his cheekiness returning. She hated it when he was so serious. She knew from what Émilien had told her that Marcel’s young life had been difficult, especially when he learned he could shift and his father could not. The guilt was a heavy burden for him to bear, especially for one so young. Not unlike her own, which was probably why they got along so well. If she could just keep his hormones under control.

      She reached for her drink on the coffee table and took a long swig. She held the cup between her hands, lacing her fingers around the metal cup. “I just met with Malachi and Willow. He told me I’m supposed to meet with the Watcher King tomorrow morning. I can only assume it’s to formulate a plan on how to catch the demoness.” Her gaze rose to his. “What have you learned in your latest patrols? Have you uncovered any clues as to who might be helping her?”

      He crossed one leg over the other, resting his ankle on his knee. “I ventured out a bit farther than we’ve been searching and came across a homeless man who claimed to have seen something strange two nights ago. He was sleeping in a dumpster in a nearby alley when he heard what sounded like a fight. Several minutes passed then he heard what sounded like someone loudly sucking on a milkshake. He described it as trying to get the ice cream up the straw, and it wouldn’t budge. He peeked through a hole in the dumpster wall and saw what he first thought was a huge man—until he realized he wasn’t wearing a shirt and his skin was red.”

      Mer loudly exhaled. “So, we are dealing with two demons.”

      “At the least.”

      She frowned, not liking the odds, which were definitely stacked in the demons’ favor. One Fallen soldier and one werewolf couldn’t stand against two summoned demons. While she could hold her own in a battle, Marcel was untried and young. Too young to have much experience. They were outnumbered. “Do you think they’re working together?”

      His topaz gaze speared hers. “Of that, I have no doubt. I think the male is helping, if not guarding the female Summoned—like a mate.”

      Her cheeks puffed out in another exhale. “We are so doomed.”
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      Joachim stared at the familiar old cathedral, wondering why he was there, yet still admiring the European Gothic style of the building. French and English Gothic had always been his favorite architectural style. It was these designs that had inspired him when his cathedral and later the Bastille back home were rebuilt. Wars were only good for one thing: changing bad architectural styles.

      He placed his palm against the cold metal door, and the lock snicked open. Stepping into the quiet cemetery, he glided across the consecrated ground. Stopping beside a slightly leaning headstone, he rested one hand on top of the pitted granite.

      His gaze moved around the brick enclosure, touching on each headstone. Some of them had only initials, naming those buried below. Most, however, were so old the names were no longer legible, but he knew who each person had been in life. He recognized the soldiers who fought for the country’s liberation. He remembered the men and their families who gave their money and time to building the communities and helping to improve so many lives.

      Inhaling the crisp winter air, he let the peace living behind these brick walls fill his heart and mind, giving him the serenity he had so desperately been searching for since Zeus’s attack on the Demon and Watcher Realms. For the first time since Zander’s death, he sensed the presence of his best friend and right-hand man—his chosen brother. How he missed his steadfastness and counsel.
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