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      Hell’s heat had nothing on the man beside me. Jax’s woodsy scent wafted over me, and I rolled over to find him still asleep. Next to him, in bed, was one of my favorite places to be. I loved him, and I wasn’t afraid to think it or feel it anymore. Sweet angel’s ass he was handsome. His dark waves fell over his brow. The peaceful look on his chiseled face made me want to let him rest, but today was the day I handed the throne back to my father, Lucifer.

      A ceremony had been planned to declare me as the heir and the crowned princess of Hell in the official capacity. After the ceremony, Jax and I would have a few months on Earth. Then, I’d return to the Underworld and begin my duties. Father and I reached a compromise because the Ascendant, Uriel’s artifact that was corrupted and required me to temporarily incapacitate Father, had shortened my time in the Overworld. The events forced me to take the throne and rule Hell for a brief time, but that term was done. All we had to do was get through the next few hours, and Jax and I could disappear for a while.

      I covered Jax’s mouth with mine. He sighed, and wrapped his arms around my back, and a sense of safety and love enveloped me. A tingle pulsed in my chest. Euphoria from the closeness distracted me from the duties of the day. I stared into his eyes and saw happiness. His eyes hadn’t turned blue like Father’s after I used the ankh, the key of life, on him to return him from vampire to half demon and half human. Instead, his went from vampire red to the hazel they had been his whole life and demon red when he got angry. He looked like himself and sounded like himself and I loved all of him.

      “Rena,” he mumbled against my mouth and pulled back. He stroked my arms with a feathery light touch. “You know what happens when you wake me up like that.”

      “Mmm hmmm.” I hummed against his neck and nipped just below his ear. Arousal pooled in my belly.

      “Fuck.” He let out a moan and flipped me onto my back. His hard length ground against my center. “I love you, Rena. Everything about you. From your silver hair to your wings so deeply purple they are almost black to your heart and soul.”

      Soul. A bitter taste formed on my tongue. That four-letter word would eventually separate me from Jax, but I’d do everything in my power to make sure we were together for lifetimes first. Gabriel and the other archangels had been right when they said I had one. I confirmed it with my trip to the Library of Knowledge, but I didn’t know how to reconcile it with being the daughter of Lucifer and Lilith.

      Jax slid his hands down my side. He stopped at my waist, his fingers tightening. I pulled him closer, wanting to feel every inch of him against me.

      “How much time do we have?” he whispered in my ear, sending tingles down my spine.

      A knock rapped on the door. Seriously? They can’t wait another thirty minutes? It is a special day though.

      I patted Jax’s shoulder for him to let me up. “Not enough. If only we were on a deserted island.”

      Jax chuckled. “If only.”

      “Morena, are you awake? I have your gown for the ceremony.” My mother’s voice cut through the door with ease.

      Jax’s forehead fell against mine. “I can’t wait for our time on Earth where I can have my wicked ways with you.”

      I crushed my lips against his. “Me too.” I wrapped my legs around him and flipped him over. “Except I think I’ll be the one doing the wicked things.”

      Jax laughed. “You better get the door, or she’ll call the guards.”

      I resisted the temptation to ride him from this position and instead shifted to get off of him. As if he understood my need, he thrust his hips up. “Damn, Jax.” I stifled a moan. There was never a time I didn’t want him.

      “I’ll have to stay here for a few minutes.”

      I laughed and moved off him. “What if there was a grey wing at the door?”

      The playfulness left Jax’s face at the mention of the emotionless creatures we’d fought a few months ago. “Then I would slice its head from its shoulders.”

      His reaction wasn’t what I expected, and I regretted how the change of subject affected his mood. He was a little off lately, and I’d chalked it up to the ceremony. The pressure was heavy to make the occasion perfect.

      “Relax. Michael said they hadn’t seen any in a month. He believes they have been vanquished.” A part of me swallowed the guilt for that order, but they were like a plague, ready to consume anything in their path. There were no discussions with them. No reasoning with them. No capacity for compassion or love or humanity. They only understood how to do what they were created to do.

      Another knock, this one harder, rattled the door. Time to become what everyone else thinks I’m supposed to be. Except Jax. He sees me. “On my way, Mother.”

      The fluffy robe I’d tossed in the chair by the bed was a little wrinkled, but it’s not like I was going out in it. I threw it on and opened the door.

      “Morning, Mo…” My voice trailed off when I saw three women standing behind Mother.

      Mother kissed my cheek. “Good morning, dear. I’ve brought some help to prepare you for the ceremony. Is Jax still here?”

      “Still here, Lilith,” he yelled from the bedroom.

      I covered my smirk with my hand. Mother was so serious I didn’t think she would appreciate the humor.

      “It’d be best if you got dressed if you’re not already,” Mother called with a smile on her face.

      My face heated.

      “One step ahead of you,” he said.

      “You’re adults, Morena. There’s no need to be embarrassed.” She took my hand. “Now, come. We need to get you ready.”

      “This is a lot of pomp and circumstance for something I already declared when Father was incapacitated.” I would do what needed to be done, but this grand scale for everything from the guest list to the attire to the food was…a lot.

      “It is.” She motioned for the three women to follow. “But the formality necessary.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. The pressure of what the ceremony meant settled there, and I wondered if a similar protocol would have been required if I’d become the heir to Mother’s path. Does it hurt her I chose Hell over the Night Children? “Do you wish I was taking your place instead, Mother?”

      She sat on the couch and patted the seat next to her. I took it. “Morena, I want you to be happy. If you’re not sure about succeeding your father, though, you need to tell him now.”

      It was too late. I’d declared it on a battlefield in front of virtually every demon and archangel. There wasn’t another option, and Jax and I could be together this way. Ruling Hell was my future and my destiny. I wasn’t bitter about it, but regret gurgled in my belly for not having more time to just be with Jax before duty was a priority.

      “My decision was made the moment I spoke the words, Mother. I’ll not recant it now just because Father is better.”

      She brushed my hair back over my shoulders and rested her hands on either side of my face. “But you know he will support whatever his daughter wants.”

      It was tempting to explore what Mother said, but there could be a cost for it. I’d claimed the throne on a battlefield in front of the majority of demonkind. To back out would be an insult to Father, perceived as a weakness, but the biggest consequence would be the unavoidable shift in the balance. I wouldn’t take that chance. “We have no idea what kind of repercussions it would cause if I changed my mind, but I’m not. I’m committed to my choice.”

      “I just don’t want you to lament it.” She folded her hands in her lap.

      Her empathy tugged at my heart. “Do you have any remorse for your decision to love Father when you have to split your time?”

      “Never,” she said. A small smile formed on her lips. “I’d have never had you if I’d chosen differently, and you are the greatest gift I could have asked for.”

      I blinked back tears. “I don’t regret my choice. It feels right.” Most of the time.

      “Then let’s get you ready.” She turned to the three women waiting just inside my room. They were all waiting near the door, looking in different directions without looking at us. Mother trusted the ladies, or she wouldn’t have spoken in front of them. Besides, anyone in such close proximity to her would have to swear the oath to her, and I recognized them from her regular team when she was in Hell, so it was no surprise to see them. “This is Frieda, Jane, and Tilly.”

      “Yes, I remember. It’s nice to see you all again.” I smiled warmly at them.

      “They will do your hair and makeup, and all three of us will help you into your gown after you have your bath.” She gestured to the garment bag that both Frieda and Jane held onto. There was a time when I thought of myself as a princess and wanted the fairytale life, but that wasn’t what it meant to be the heir to Hell. Watching Jax die from Gabriel’s sword changed my perspective. The grandness of being demon royalty wasn’t nearly as important. I wanted to build a life with Jax, even if it was in Hell.

      Tilly stepped forward with a wooden box. “And you will wear this today.”

      She opened the box to reveal a diamond-and-ruby-encrusted black tiara.

      Panic laced its way through my body and wrapped around my heart. It tightened like a vise I sucked in a calming breath. Here we go.
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      I hurried through the shower to give Rena and her mother’s team room to prepare. The sweet sound of my love’s voice rang through the bathroom door like the most erotic song. My dick twitched at the confidence she had. I stroked my cock once, thinking of how she handled me. I wanted her, but she was occupied. I discarded the urge to jerk off to the memories of last night given the audience in the other room. But damn, I never get enough of her.

      Her assertiveness and strength as a leader grew every day, and I’d never understand what she saw in a half-demon, half-human, or whatever I was now. The ankh we used on her father had changed me back from a vampire to supposedly what I was before, but I didn’t feel the same. I hadn’t told Rena something was off. She had enough pressure without my complication adding stress. The only thing that felt the same was my deepening love for Rena. I was prepared to strike down archangels to save her, but she didn’t need me to rescue her. And her independence was a turn-on.

      Rena’s voice drifted in again. “Stop rushing, Mother. I’ll take a bath as soon as Jax is done. We have time.”

      For someone over two thousand years old, Lilith, Rena’s mother, liked to be punctual. Lucifer walked through the Underworld as if everything was set to his schedule and as the King of Hell, it was. That luxury belonged to him, but he cut me slack there, as punctuality wasn’t my strong suit.

      I inhaled, preparing myself for the entourage outside. Once through the door, I took in the room to what looked like the coronation of Hell had exploded.

      I found Rena’s gaze, and desire rose in me. “This is — “

      My love crossed the room and slipped her hand in mine. “A lot. I know. But after today, we get to go be us for a while.”

      Luck hadn’t really been on our side, but I hoped she was right.

      “Lilith.” I nodded to Rena’s mother.

      “Jax.” She smiled and sipped her tea. The Mother of Night Children started every day with tea, unlike her actual Night Children who started their day at dusk with blood. Rena didn’t drink blood often as a demon but she didn’t necessarily have tea for breakfast like Lilith either. Although, she enjoyed a cup of the hot liquid often. The tea service made everything seem normal, but today wasn’t a normal day.

      I tugged Rena toward the door with me. “Last chance to escape.”

      She stood on her tiptoes and slid her lips over mine in a kiss too soft for my liking. I wanted to scoop her up and carry her to bed, but that would have to wait for later.

      “It will be over before we know it,” she said.

      I kissed the tip of her nose. “I’m holding you to that promise. I’ll see you soon, my love.”

      “Jax, you need to be back an hour in your uniform before the ceremony to escort Morena,” Lilith called from where she was fluffing a garment that looked like a massive, dark cape.

      “Yes, I’m aware,” I said. Lilith had reminded me of my duties for this pageantry at least a dozen times this week. She might as well have said they needed me to smile and be pretty. A quiet chuckle shook in my throat.

      I excused myself and wandered down the hall. Lucifer brought electricity to Hell long before my time, but the lights were often kept to a soft glow from sconces on the grey rock walls of the passages. Carved ceilings adorned the ones Lucifer and Lilith frequented. Some soared so high they were difficult to decipher from a distance, but each held meaning to the journey Rena’s parents had made.

      My stomach growled. The hunger was so intense, I gripped my stomach. I headed to the kitchen, but it wasn’t food I was hungry for like before I was turned vampire and back. It was blood. My midsection grumbled like starvation was imminent. The cravings ached like a part of me was still vampire, but that couldn’t be. Could it? Probably just residual effects from the process. I’d gone through my personal stash of blood, so I detoured to the kitchen area for more. I never seemed to be satisfied, but I wasn’t about to eat human flesh as the alternative either.

      The other demons exited when I entered. They gave me a wide berth since my return. The high-ranking ones didn’t, but the lower levels considered me a superior now. Not because of the half-demon to vampire and back to half-demon thing but because of my relationship with Rena. They assumed Lucifer would appoint me to general today, but that wasn’t the plan. I’d have done it if Rena wished me to, but she wanted me to make my own decision without her influence. Lucifer gave me the choice of positions, and I chose to be at Rena’s side. He could call me her personal guard or whatever he wanted, but no one was getting closer to her than me.

      I surveyed the pile of blood bags in front of me. Nine. Yesterday there were seven, and the day before that there were six. My thirst for blood couldn’t be sated any more than my longing for Rena. I wanted more of both of them every passing day.

      The hunger waned enough I could focus on my next task. I grabbed a handful of blood bags and headed for the sparring area. Exercise took my mind off the constant craving. I could think while on the mat, but I starved from the exertion. The reprieve for an hour or so was what I was chasing to get my mind focused for the ceremony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Rena

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Where in all that is Hell is Jax? I knew we’d had a lot on our plates, but he’d disappeared several times over the last week. I didn’t think the ankh had done anything other than revert his vampirism. He was Jax, after all, but something was going on with him. I’ll ask him about it after the ceremony. I turned back and walked the length of the room, which was a difficult task given the weight of the gown I wore.

      “Stop pacing, Morena,” Mother said. “He still has ten minutes. He’ll be here, and you’re going to wrinkle your dress.”

      My jaw clenched. “Well, you said I can’t sit down, so either let me pace or let me sit.”

      “Fine. Pace,” Mother said, flustered. She was stressed. I was stressed, and I’m sure Jax was stressed. The nervous energy made it impossible for me to be still.

      I turned to make another lap. The door opened, and Jax’s strong frame filled the space. The tense set of his jaw lessened. Relief and desire tangled inside me. Jax made anything look incredible, and this garment looked exceptional on him. He wore the red and black uniform of Mother and Father’s guards. He swore his oath to me, and I was the heir. The colors were mine too. He glanced between Mother and me as if he could read our thoughts.

      “Am I late?” His brows pulled together.

      “No, Jax. You’re right on time,” Mother said. “Morena is just nervous.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes.

      He crossed the room in a swift motion and crushed his lips to mine. The metallic tang of blood mixed with mint wafted around me. It wasn’t the first time this week or the last month. He’d fed a lot…more than a demon should need to.

      “You okay?” I whispered against his lips, concerned he was hurt in some way. Why else would he need to consume so much blood?

      He pulled back. “Of course.”

      I studied him, and he didn’t appear to be in pain. He wouldn’t tell me if there was anything wrong while Mother was here. My questions would have to wait until after the ceremony.

      “Here.” Mother shoved a tissue in front of Jax’s face. “Wipe the red lipstick off your mouth. Morena, come let me fix your makeup.” She did a quick touch-up.

      “Sorry,” I said, worry building in me.

      “No apologies needed.” She glanced between us. “But no more kissing until after the ceremony.”

      Jax’s stare roamed over the massive gown. “We certainly can’t do anything else until then.”

      I swatted his arm.

      “Jax, help me attach the cape. I sent the ladies on to clear the hall.” Mother held out the black cape adorned with black crystals. The detailed design was beautiful despite the weight. One more step toward making my role official.

      Jax grabbed one side. “Where does it attach?”

      “Just at the top of the shoulder.”

      Jax skated his hand across my collarbone. My stomach fluttered at the featherlight touch. He slipped his fingers under the fabric as he found the snaps and hooks. My core clenched from his brief touch. “This is quite complex.”

      “Yes.” I let out a breath.

      “Later, you two,” Mother said.

      My desire was immediately quenched.

      Jax cleared his throat. “Done.” He kissed my temple and stepped back, taking in the gown from the floor to my neck before settling on my lips. My desire flared again under his heated gaze. “You look breathtaking. Every bit the queen you were meant to be.”

      Something flashed across his face. It was almost like…pain.

      A knot formed in my throat, and I swallowed hard against it.

      “Are you ready?” Mother asked.

      Was I? I didn’t know for sure, but I was committed to this journey. I held out my hand to Jax. As long as the love of my long life was by my side, I could do this. “Yes, I’m ready.”

      Jax’s shoulder brushed against mine, and he linked our pinkies together. His fingers threaded through mine. Mother opened the door and led us down the private corridor where the guards would meet us to walk the rest of the way to the throne room. Sweat slicked my palm, but Jax didn’t pull away. I’d claimed my heirship on the battlefield and declared my intention. So, why am I so nervous? Because there is no going back, and things will change after. I accepted it. I stole a glance at Jax. He’d said he accepted it, too, and I’d spend our alone time showing him my appreciation. Get this done and we will be free for a while. I’m ready to spend time alone with Jax.

      Mother went ahead of us. We waited in the side hallway so no one would see us during Mother’s announcement and entrance.

      Flanked by some of Father’s most loyal guards, Jax and I moved to just outside the door. The lead guard rapped twice on the large, double wood panels. Both sides opened at the same time, and a horn blew.

      “Her Royal Highness, the Princess Morena,” the demon next to the horn blower announced.

      I never allowed anyone to call me princess. I’d grown to hate the title as I got older. It always felt unnecessary and formal. Today, that changes. My role changes. My life changes. Fear spiked up my spine. Jax squeezed my hand before letting go and offered his arm instead. I inhaled a deep, calming breath and slipped my arm through his.

      A sea of demons filled the throne room. Heads in the crowd inclined as we made our way down the black carpet. Father stood at the end with his hands clasped in front of him. Never one to apply rules to himself, he didn’t wear a standard uniform like the guards or Jax. Instead, he wore a solid black uniform and a red sash adorned with ruby and black stones similar to what covered my tiara and gown. His dark hair was combed back off his face, making the streak of silver that appeared after the ankh restored him stand out.

      Father’s face was solemn, but a small twitch at the corner of his mouth told me he wanted to smile. He’d seated Stassi, my only human friend, in a place of honor on the front row with her vampire boyfriend. She smiled broadly at me. I’d have to thank her for coming because what human willingly goes to Hell for their friend?

      A pentagram marked the end of the path. Mother stood on one side, dressed in an adorned black gown. Worry tightened her shoulders, and Father, on the other side, looked far more relaxed. Jax stopped just short of the end and turned to me. He mouthed, “I love you.”

      His lips grazed my knuckles, and he passed my hand over to my father. I locked in my game face. Father and I stepped into the pentagram, and it flamed to life but did not burn us. A reminder this was where I belonged.

      Mother and Jax turned to face the crowd.

      I inhaled slowly One…Two…Three… And let it out slowly One…Two…Three... The calming technique Jax and I used hadn’t failed me yet, but there was a first time for everything.

      Father directed his gaze at me. There was pride in his eyes and love and something else that might be a touch of remorse. It gave me a boost of confidence but did not squelch my nerves. “This is your time, my dear daughter. I hope you embrace it and make it your own.”

      “Thank you, Father.” My body shook. I worried the gown would give me away, but the weight of it hid the visible sign of my fear.

      Father and I faced the crowd. Jax was too close for me to focus on him, so I stared out at the multitude of people. Well, demons, fallen angels, a handful of vampires, and one human. My gaze settled on Stassi. She smiled, and I was grateful we’d been able to return to friendship, best friends.

      “Devoted citizens, I come to you with news about the future of our kingdom. Today, I present to you my daughter, my successor, the future queen, Morena. From here forth, she will be known as the Crown Princess Morena of Hell.”

      This is really it. In two, three, four. Out, two, three, four.

      A breeze rushed past me, and gasps rang out around the room. Stassi’s mouth gaped open. Not the reaction I expected. It took seconds for me to realize it wasn’t about me. Jax lay on the floor next to me.

      No. Panic shook me to the core. I dropped to the ground next to him. His eyes were closed. He looked flushed. His face and neck were a bright red. It was too reminiscent of when he went through the vampire change. My mind went down a list of what could be wrong. Did the ankh not work? Is he turning back into a vampire? Is he hurt? I patted my hands over him but found no injuries. “I don’t see anything. What’s happening to him?”

      Mother knelt and touched his cheeks. “He’s burning up, even for a demon.”

      “What is it?” I asked. Mother shook her head. I looked at Father.

      His brows bunched together. “I don’t know.”

      “We have to do something.” I bit down on my wrist to give him some of my blood.

      “Not here,” Father said. He motioned for two demons to help. I recognized them from the attack on Gothica. Tashara and Forest. They were Night Children Father saved by turning into demons.

      Stassi knelt beside me. “They need to move him, Morena.”

      I nodded my head in agreement with Father. Stassi slipped her hand under my elbow to help me to my feet.

      The guards lifted Jax, and his body was lax. Too lax. I bit down on my lip to choke back a sob. Stassi wrapped a hand around my waist and guided me behind them. I can’t lose Jax. We’ve survived so much. This can’t be it.

      Someone in the crowd took a knee, and then the entire room was on their knees in respect as the guards rushed Jax out of the room. He’d wanted respect since I’d known him. It saddened me this was what it took for the rest of Hell to show him.

      We hurried back to my room. I held Jax’s hand, regret flooding my chest for the pressure I’d put on him for this ceremony. He wanted to be with me, and the demands were great for our current state. This was my fault.

      Worry for Jax coupled with the heaviness of my cape was smothering.

      The guards put Jax on the couch with his head on a pillow, and he looked worse. He was in bad shape. But from what? As soon as they had Jax settled on the couch, I started fiddling with the fasteners of the mantle. I can’t move enough to help him in this thing. “Someone get this cape off of me before I rip it off.”

      Mother undid the snaps and hooks quickly. The cape fell to the floor, but I still felt suffocated. My knees thumped against the ground when I dropped down beside him.

      “Refael, my sister, you are needed here,” Father called out.

      A burst of Heavenly light blinded us before the wispy blonde appeared in her lustrous purple gown. “Brother, it has been some time.”

      Her voice was a sweet sound, like a gentle bird.

      “It has, Sister. Too long.” Father embraced her quickly. “I want to catch up with you, but I need you now.”

      She could sense illness. She looked from him to me. One of her eyebrows shot up. “My niece, are you unwell?”

      “No, Aunt Refael.” I glanced at Jax and back to her. Can she not tell it’s Jax who is sick?

      “Then who?” She looked around the room, and her gaze came to rest on Jax. She took careful steps and knelt beside the couch. “He has been through much. His life spread across multiple worlds. What a strong soul. Unfortunately, I cannot help him.”

      Disbelief racked my brain as I gasped for air. “What do you mean?”

      “Only time and his decision will determine his future.” Her tone was sympathetic.

      “I don’t understand.” My throat ached from unshed tears.

      “He is the one struck by Gabriel’s blade?” Refael asked.

      “Yes.” I shuddered at the memory of Jax and my decision to turn him into a Night Child to save him. Everything bad that happened to him was because of me.

      Refael looked at Mother. “And you saved him with your blood?”

      “Yes,” Mother said.

      “And it was at your behest?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “I made that choice.”

      “And now you choose to love him and he you, but it requires you to stay here. In Hell.”

      I didn’t understand what that had to do with what was happening with Jax, and we didn’t have time for archangel riddles. “How does that relate to him being sick?”

      “His soul is torn. Torn between the blade of an angel, the human realm, the Night Children’s blood, and your love. Jax is all these things but none of them completely. He needs to heal, and he can’t do it in Hell.”

      “Where do I take him, then?” I’d go anywhere to save him. The ceremony wasn’t completed, but Father and Hell would understand. Wouldn’t they? Would it make me look like a weak leader if I didn’t finish it? It didn’t matter. I would go where Jax needed to be to save him.

      “To the human realm. His decay will slow there, but it will not stop.”

      Decay? That word alone drove my fear in like a spike of sadness. “For how long?”

      “However long it takes him to heal,” she said matter-of-factly. The irony the half-human side aged in the human world didn’t escape me. “You need to give him the space and patience to do so.”

      I’d make sure he was somewhere safe in the human realm, even if that meant losing face with the citizens of Hell.
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      My throat burned like the fires of Hell raged in it. I swallowed against the rawness, and I imagined eating sand would be easier. The hunger ached worse than I felt when I was vampire. Had the ankh failed? Voices drifted around me. Rena. Lilith.

      There was a deep ache in my chest that spread out into my limbs. I sat up, despite my body’s protests. The scent of death wafted around me, and I realized I was not in Hell. In fact, I was on the couch in Lilith’s Gothica apartment. Am I a Night Child again? No, I don’t feel like it anyway. Except for the hunger. Fuck. Light streamed through the stained-glass window that depicted Lilith and Lucifer’s love. It cast a rainbow across the flow right to Rena. The concern on her face hauled all my fears for her safety to the surface. My hunger tripled, and I grabbed my throat.

      Rena’s eyes widened a little. She grabbed Lilith’s arm as if for support.

      “Mother,” she whispered.

      Lilith went to the refrigerator and pulled out a plastic bag. Blood. My stare trained on the one thing that could satiate my hunger. I salivated. She handed the bag to Rena.

      Rena moved slowly toward the couch and took the seat beside me. She was cautious, as if she was afraid she would set me off, but she wouldn’t. I was hungry. That was it. I didn’t like seeing her worried or in fear, whichever she was. “Here. Drink this and then we need to talk.”

      Fuck. I didn’t need to hear another word to know I wasn’t going to like it. The way I arrived at Gothica was a missing memory, so the news she wanted to share would not be good. I sucked the blood down in three big gulps and braced myself. The hunger wasn’t gone, but it was quieted for a few moments. “Tell me what happened. No secrets between us.”

      “No secrets,” she said, her voice so soft I barely heard her despite my enhanced hearing. “Jax…” She trailed off and looked at her mother.

      “I’ll give you two some time,” Lilith said, crossing the apartment swiftly and closing the door behind her.

      I tucked a loose strand of silvery hair away from Rena’s face and cupped the soft skin of her cheek. She closed her eyes and rested her head on my hand.

      Her eyes opened and met mine. She brought her lips to my palm. My cock responded as if it was as starved as I was. She drew our hands in her lap. I wanted her, but there was a discussion needed. Sex would have to wait.

      “Whatever it is, Rena, we’ll tackle it together.”

      “I don’t think we can this time, Jax.” Hunger and fear spiraled through me. My stomach sank so far it felt like it landed on the floor.

      “Just tell me, my love.”

      She inhaled a deep breath. “Your soul has been ripped. Shredded and spread into different realms.”

      A soul is a soul. How could it rip? “I don’t understand how that is possible.”

      “I didn’t either until Father called Aunt Refael to heal you. She was able to see the many transitions you have been through, and she could see all of it and how it tore your soul. A piece of you is scattered in the multiple realms you touched.”

      “Because I was demon, then vampire, then back to demon? How does that impact my soul?”

      “Not just demon...” She paused. Her brows furrowed, and her face tightened as if it was painful to say the words. “You were part human too. Your soul is spread across the demon, human, and vampire realms.”

      “But demons don’t have souls.”

      Her eyes met mine, and I saw the answer there. She had a soul.

      My damn human side. Always making me a weak fucker. Even now. I thought I was finally a whole demon after the ankh. “Because I was part human, I had a soul, and that soul has been through its own war. How do we fix me?”

      Rena wrapped my hands in hers. Concern darkened her eyes. “That is up to you, Jax. You have to figure out who you want to be to heal.”

      This was a no-brainer choice for me. I’d always choose Rena. It didn’t matter what the question was. She was always the solution to any equation for me. “But I know the answer. I want to be with you.”

      “It’s not about me.” Her hand rested against my chest over where my heart beat again after my return from being vampire. Her touch comforted me, but the placement was a reminder of how broken I was. “I know you love me, and I love you as you are. Any way you are. But you have to figure out what world is yours, and that can’t be about me. To heal, you must pull all the pieces of your soul to you, but there must be conviction in it.”

      In my heart, I wanted to be wherever Rena was, but the human realm had always seemed more normal to me. The comfort I felt while on Earth was a peace I never experienced in Hell. I wanted both serenity and Rena. It’d never be a question for me. Rena was my person. I’d go where she went. Fuck. My throat flamed with hunger.

      “I need to eat,” I said. “Blood. Not human food.”

      She nodded. “That’s going to get worse until you are better too.” Rena’s tone was sympathetic, but I didn’t want sympathy. Not now. Not ever.

      “Great.” I walked to the refrigerator and grabbed a bag. Nothing else in me ached except for telltale signs of hunger. “You know how much I love feeding.”

      The cool metallic liquid soothed the burn in my throat. I used to hate the taste of blood, but damn, this tastes good.

      “And what happens if I don’t merge or weld or whatever my soul back together?”

      “That’s not an option,” Rena said.

      She crossed the room and leaned forward on the opposite side of the kitchen bar from me. Her entire face seemed to droop in unhappiness. It was overwhelming how it rolled off her and filled the room.

      “What happens, my love?” I leaned over from the other side to be nearer to her.

      “You’ll die,” she said. Tears brimmed in her beautiful blue eyes. “And nothing beyond that.”

      Fuck my human side. I jerked back and grabbed another bag of blood. The plastic ripped open easily, and the liquid slid down my throat to cool the fire in my belly. Rena looked the saddest I’d ever seen her, and it was because of me. She didn’t need this shit right now. I swiped a hand over my face like that would erase the issue. I had to let her go. She couldn’t watch me suffer through whatever grim deterioration was about to happen. Damn eternity.
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      Defeat scored Jax’s face, but I refused to let him give up. I might not be able to fix this, but I’d stand by him just as he stood by me to prevent hell on Earth and to save my father.

      Mother knocked and came through the door with terrible timing. She assessed the situation with the deep scrutiny she used on everything. Her posture was stiff with tension, but she pushed forward. “Jax, how are you feeling?”

      “Like shit, but I don’t think that’s going to change for the time being.”

      Mother squeezed his shoulder and turned to me. “Morena, we need to go back to Hell and finish your ceremony. Your Father will only be able to delay so long.”

      Disbelief wandered up my spine until the thoughts connected in my brain. I assumed the ceremony would be postponed, given the situation. We’d only been gone an hour, maybe two at most. “What? I’m not leaving Jax. Hell can freeze over.”

      “Morena,” Mother chastised.

      Jax took my hands in his. I saw conviction on his face. He was going to side with Mother. “She’s right, Rena. Hell needs stability more than ever now that the demons have seen that Lucifer, as powerful as he is, can still be harmed. They will challenge him without a successor, and we all know how well your father will take that.”

      I wasn’t sure if I disliked being right more or his sensibility about the situation. I stared up at the ceiling like the answer would be there and let out a calming breath. His argument was logical, but I hated it. I didn’t want to leave him alone with life or death at stake, but that was exactly what Refael had said. Alone. The ceremony didn’t necessarily have to be today. It needed to be soon but soon was relative for demons. “You’re right, but I can stay for a few months and then do the ceremony.”

      Jax’s fingertips brushed against my cheeks. “No, you can’t. The only reason we were to have the three months is that your vow would be in place.”

      Damn it. A pit formed in my stomach and was a well of sadness. My eyes burned from the tears I held back. “I don’t want to leave you here alone.”

      “I’ll be fine. I promise I’ll be here when you get back.” Jax’s voice was soft, almost a malleable tone like the Night Children used.

      Bright white light formed in front of us. I shielded my eyes.

      Jophiel. My aunt, the archangel of wisdom, arrived, and it gave me the smallest bit of hope.

      “He won’t be alone.” She smiled at me.

      I couldn’t hold back the relief on my face if I wanted to. Her presence alone was assurance for me. “Aunt Jophiel, thank you for coming.”

      “I’m here for him,” she said. “But you are welcome. Return to Hell and accomplish your duties. You have my word he will be here when you come again.”

      My mind raced for reasons to stay. “But isn’t my help needed here?”

      “It is.” She shifted her focus from me to Jax. “But there is much work Jax and I can do while you take care of your Hellish business.”

      I trusted Aunt Jophiel, but she was about knowledge, not protection. “With the Night Children massacre that took place, there’s not much defense here. We’ll need to coordinate some protection for Jax.”

      “Morena is right,” Mother said. “There aren’t enough of my children left to fend off an attack. I can call some more to Gothica to help supplement.”

      Jax’s face reddened, and he ground his teeth together. “Enough. Don’t talk about me like I’m not here. I don’t need protection. I’m a demon, and who is going to know I’m here, anyway?”

      “You are and have always been more than a demon,” I said. “Which makes you a target, whether you realize it or not.” And it was because of me didn’t need to be added. The guilt of what I brought to his life gouged into my scattered thoughts.

      “I have help coming. Barachiel will join me to help defend your champion. There will be no need for others.”

      “Champion?” Jax and I said in unison.

      “Is he not your chosen mate?” Jophiel asked.

      The urge to laugh was only tempered by Aunt Jophiel’s seriousness. “That’s kind of archaic but yes.”

      “Then it’s settled. I’ll help him find the answers he seeks, and Barachiel will help defend him,” she said like we should have all come to this same conclusion at the same time. “You are able to finish your ceremony and complete your duties.”

      I narrowed my eyes, skeptical it was that easy. “Aunt Jophiel, why do I have a feeling there is something you are not telling me?”

      “Knowledge comes in its own time, dear niece. Be patient.”

      Patience wasn’t something I practiced or relished. “I don’t like being in the dark.”

      “You can’t know everything, Morena. Omniscience is not your gift,” Mother said.

      I turned to her, ready to fire a retort back.

      “Rena.” Jax encircled me with his arms. He placed a chaste kiss on my lips. “Go. I’ll see you soon.”

      I leaned into him, soaking up his woodsy scent. Damn it. I don’t want to leave him. There wasn’t anything I could do for him here, but duty called in Hell. I inhaled him one last time and glanced at Jophiel. “Make sure he is safe above all else.”

      She nodded.

      I stepped out of Jax’s arms and gestured for Mother to take my wrist. The debate in my head to determine if this was the right course of action ran wild, but Aunt Jophiel and Aunt B had my trust. If only I could be in two places at once. I retrieved my dagger from the sheath at my back. It was the only semblance of a portal I could call, and the blade only took me to Father. I slid it across my palm. The sting evaporated into the air as we were pulled through a portal back to Hell…where Father and the rest of demonkind waited.
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      I’d let Rena go again, and my chest ached. How many times could we keep doing this? How could we be together if I was stuck here and she in Hell? I wasn’t sure if the pain around my heart was from the separation or the never-ending hunger lodged in my throat that settled in my stomach. If no amount of blood seemed to quench it, there was another alternative. I squeezed my eyes shut at the thought of eating human flesh. I’d never acquired that taste. It repulsed me when I saw other demons do it.

      But it sounded appealing to me for the first time. The thought of biting down and feeling the soft tissue between my teeth made me salivate. The skin giving as I ripped it free. Get it together, dickhead. I swiped my hand over my face like that would wipe it all away, including the disgust I felt for myself.

      “Jax?” Jophiel’s voice broke through my haze.

      “I’m sorry. Did you say something?” I answered, ashamed of my inability to pay attention. She was doing me a favor.

      “That answers my question. We need to have you focused, and you can’t be with your hunger eating at the edges of your mind,” Jophiel said, but she had no idea how hungry I was or what I wanted to eat.

      “It’s more than the edges. It’s consuming me and getting worse.” The hunger trapped me in a constant state of confusion. I couldn’t be fully attentive anywhere. I wasn’t sure I could eat enough to be present. There would be no healing if I didn’t. No life with Rena. My heart broke as if it wanted to shatter into pieces to match my damn soul.

      “As soon as Barachiel arrives, we’ll get you satiated. Then, the work begins.”

      I marched over to the fridge and grabbed another blood bag, unsure if it was even possible to satisfy this feeling of starvation. The last of the liquid slid down my throat, and I reached for the door to grab another one. A bright light flashed around me.

      “I have arrived,” Barachiel said.

      “That is apparent,” Jophiel said.

      I snorted and turned around. “Barachiel.” She wasn’t the biggest archangel, but she was a warrior like Michael. Dressed in green with armor glinting like Heaven’s light, she appeared with a white rose in her hand. That was normal for her. Sometimes rose petals even scattered around at her command, but she saved that for special occasions.

      “Jax, you look…horrible.”

      “Thanks.” I didn’t need a reminder, but I appreciated the honesty. Barachiel was one of the few archangels I trusted or connected to, and considering she could wield lightning as a weapon, that meant something. The reason I trusted her was because she kept things real and didn’t mince words. She was even good with current terminology, so the words didn’t
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