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On the outside, it looks like my life has returned to normal.

I have Valerie, my soul mate, by my side in wedded bliss. But darkness overshadows my happily ever-after. My guilt for sending my father to an eternity of torture at Lucifer’s hands is a pain I cannot escape.

When Valerie and I return from our honeymoon, a note from the king of hell greets me, outlining in sickening detail his plans for the rest of those I hold dear.

With everyone I love on the devil’s hit list, it’s time I live up to the bargains I made in Heaven. I need to close Hell’s gates. All of them. But for every portal I close, it’s one less available for my father’s escape.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Angel Wrath Chapter 1

[image: image]


[image: A heart with wings and ribbon

Description automatically generated]

I SHIFTED MY WEIGHT, doing my best to conceal the nerves biting at my skin. The warm fall day didn’t help with the light sweat seeping through my shirt and into the black fabric of the tuxedo. I scanned the small crowd settling into the chairs arranged overlooking York Harbor and smiled at the familiar faces.

I would have only recognized a handful of these people last year, but after my adventure to heaven and back, my memories returned along with the truth of what I really was. A trinity, infused with angel grace.

I glanced at my watch. The ceremony was supposed to have started five minutes ago.

Tom’s hand landed on my shoulder, and I met his gaze.

“Raven was a little late to our wedding, too. Remember?”

I nodded, but it didn’t really settle me. I wouldn’t relax until Valerie was in my sights. It wasn’t so much wedding jitters as that old paranoia that accosted me any time she wasn’t with me. I’d learned to deal with it, just like I’d learned to deal with my asinine stutter. At least it wasn’t as prevalent as it was when I came out of the coma, but it remained like an unwelcome reminder that I was still vulnerable to human frailty.

The violins started the wedding march, and people stood, blocking my view. I held my breath, waiting for her to appear at the end of the makeshift aisle. When she stepped into view, the familiar tingle that locked my chest took over and I had to force myself to breathe. She was beyond stunning.

“Wow,” I whispered, and she lit up. Even at a distance, she knew my thoughts stalled, and I knew she had the same reaction seeing me in the finely tailored Armani.

She glanced at Damian, his arm ensnaring hers as he walked her down the aisle. He stopped in front of me, leveling the look I knew came with a warning. If I ever hurt her, I’d have to answer to him.

I gave him a slight nod of thanks and he passed her hand into mine.

My gaze locked with hers and I didn’t even hear the preacher’s opening greeting; I was so focused on the slow storm swirl in her lightly frosted eyes. This was the first time I ever remember seeing her with makeup and it was subtle enough to draw out the vibrancy within her irises, completely mesmerizing me to the point nothing else made a difference. I wanted to pull her into my arms and kiss her glossy lips, wondering if that shine had a sweet taste to go along with it.

Her dimples appeared, and she broke eye contact, bringing me back into the here and now.

The preacher looked at me, raising his eyebrow expectantly.

“Hmm?” I hadn’t heard a word since she stepped into view.

“Are you ready to proceed?”

My cheeks heated, and I slid my glance to her. “Yes, sir.”

She pressed her lips together in a smirk. You didn’t hear a thing he said, did you? Her thought crept into my head.

Not a fucking thing. I sent the thought back and grinned, looking out over the ocean for a minute before focusing on the minister. You are that stunning. I glanced at her and the rose hue in her cheeks was more than just powdered blush. Her sweet dimples appeared, and I had to take a deep breath.

“If anyone here can show just cause why these two should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

Silence settled, and I squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, and the minister waited another ten seconds before he glanced at the two of us.

“Please, join hands,” he said.

I turned toward Valerie, taking both her hands in mine, painfully aware that I had to focus, and not zone out on the thoughts parading through my head of what I wanted to do with her on our wedding night.

“Christopher James Ryan, do you intend to take this woman, whose hands you hold, to be your lawfully wedded wife? And do you pledge before God and man to love, honor, and protect her through sunshine and shadow alike, keeping yourself unto her alone until death shall separate you?”

“I do,” I said without prompting.

“Valerie Elizabeth Denongalis, do you intend to take this man, whose hands you hold, to be your lawfully wedded husband? and do you pledge before God and man to be to him a loving and true wife, through sunshine and shadow alike, keeping yourself unto him alone, until death shall separate you?”

“I do,” she answered, and her eyes sparkled like a rainbow.

“Christopher and Valerie have written their vows,” he said, and gave me a nod.

I licked my lips and took a breath, praying my stutter wouldn’t ruin the moment. My gaze met hers and she squeezed my hands, making me smile.

“Valerie, you know me better than anyone else in this world, and somehow you still manage to love me. You are my best friend and one true love. Getting to this point hasn’t been easy for either of us, but all the trials were worth it to be standing here today. I’d gladly walk through the fires of hell for you.” I unclasped my hand and cupped her cheek, wiping the single tear with my thumb. “You are more precious than anything the kingdom of heaven has to offer,” I said and paused with my gaze locked on hers. “I love you with my whole heart and beyond the depths of my soul, and I promise with everything I am, to love and honor you, faith...fully, for all time.”

Her lips twitched into a smile at my stutter. I resisted the urge to pull her closer and deliver the kiss I’d been itching to give her since she took the spot next to me.

“Chris,” she began, and her voice cracked. She cleared her throat and lick her lips. “I never used to believe soul mates existed, and then I met you. The feeling hit me the moment we made eye contact. It was so immediate and powerful—far deeper and inexplicably beyond any calculation of time and place. You described it perfectly that night with two words that I won’t repeat here.” Her cheeks turned crimson, and I knew exactly what two words she meant.

“You completely stole my heart with your awkward attempt at wooing me.”

God bless her, she even added the right Irish inflection as she mimicked the way Raven first said those words and it earned her a soft chuckle from most of the guests. She grinned and glanced over her shoulder at Raven before meeting my gaze again.

“You’re right, we’ve encountered a lot of bumps in the road to get to today, but there isn’t anyone I’d rather take this journey with. I promise to stand by you through hellfire and brimstone, to soar with you on life’s highs. I promise to help shoulder our challenges because I believe there is nothing we cannot face if we stand together. And above all else, I promise you my love, through all eternity, because one lifetime with you could never be enough.”

My eyes misted, and I blinked back the tears that had blurred my vision at the bull’s-eye of her words. I mouthed the words ‘I love you’ before I focused back on the minister and the ring ceremony.

I slid the ring on her finger, reciting the words the minister prompted, and she did the same.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Mr. and Mrs. Christopher Ryan. You may kiss your bride,” the minister said.

I pulled her into my arms, kissing her like it was our first kiss. Soft at first, but the strawberry wine gloss on her lips fueled my desire, and I ran my hand into her finely coifed hair, dipping her as the kiss deepened. The guests started whooping, and I stood her back up, releasing the kiss and turning toward the audience that I had momentarily forgotten existed.

“Party time, Mrs. Ryan,” I whispered with a grin, and we headed toward the Reading Room where we were planning on drinking, dining and dancing the night away.

I glanced at Valerie as we organized into a reception line.

“How the hell did I get so lucky?” I whispered, and she beamed. “If I forget to tell you later, you look beautiful tonight.”

“So do you,” she whispered.

We strolled down the curved stairwell onto the outside deck overlooking York Harbor. The sunset painted the sky a rainbow of colors that blended with the autumn leaves and I couldn’t have envisioned a more perfect evening.

We stood in the reception line greeting guests. The first one through was my grandfather. I hadn’t seen him since before my accident and he looked even frailer than when we buried my grandmother five years before.

“Papa, this is Valerie. Valerie, this is my grandfather, Russ Campbell,” I said, and she extended her hand, unsure of whether a hug was appropriate, especially since the man was in a wheelchair. He waved her hand away and pushed himself to his feet, offering her a hug instead.

“Pleased to meet you,” he said, and lowered back into the chair, bringing his gaze to mine. “Your mother would be so proud of you,” he added, and patted my hand before the nurse wheeled him into the reception hall.

“How old is he,” Valerie whispered, and I shrugged, trying to calculate his age in my head.

“Close to one hundred,” I said, still watching my grandfather as he directed his nurse to the bar. I smiled and turned my gaze to the next guest, and my smile froze.

Sandy’s hazel eyes met mine. I had sent the invite to Dan and LeAnn as a courtesy, but I never thought they’d show, never mind bring Sandy along.

I recovered and turned toward Valerie, suddenly uncomfortable with the less than thrilled expression on her face. It took her a moment longer to replace the shock with a smile.

“It’s good to see you again,” Valerie said, in that fake saccharine voice that pulled a smirk to my lips.

“Likewise,” Sandy said, but the flare of jealousy that tightened the corners of her lips betrayed her actual feelings on the matter. She gave me a peck on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re happy,” she whispered, and wandered away.

I turned to the next person in line and met Dan’s hard gaze. LeAnn stood next to him, and her features were more genuine.

“Dan and LeAnn Connor,” I said to Valerie, and she nodded, flashing her winning smile in their direction.

“It’s a pleasure meeting you,” she said.

“The pleasure’s ours,” Daniel replied and placed a kiss on the back of her hand. “This is my wife, LeAnn,” he added, as they moved down the line.

Tom met my gaze as soon as they passed him, and his eyebrow rose.

I didn’t think they’d actually show. I sent the thought and his smirk appeared.

“You really sent her an invitation?” Valerie whispered in my ear as soon as they stepped out of hearing range.

I met her glare and gave a single shoulder shrug before focusing on the next guest. I knew I’d pay for that later, but for now, she put the dazzling smile back in place and we both turned to another blast from my past.

“Ted, how the hell are you?” I grinned.

“I’m good. You remember Heather,” he said, motioning to his wife.

“I certainly do. This is my bride, Valerie. Val, this is Ted and Heather Beaumont, good friends of Steve and Jen’s.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said, and opted for hugs instead of the overly formal handshake. She had our memories, so she knew they went way back with Steve. They were one of the few real friends Steve had. They’d come by with their kids almost every summer since Steve took us in, and I smiled beyond Heather at Sydney and Andrew Beaumont who had accompanied their parents, with dates of their own.

A group of Valerie’s friends approached us after the Beaumont’s cleared out and she was kind enough to do introductions.

“So, this is coma-boy,” said one of the women with whom Valerie did her first- and second-year residency. Her gaze slid up and down my form, and then returned to Valerie with a nod of approval.

“Nice to meet you, too,” I said, and unfortunately, my sarcasm bled through in my tone.

“I’m sorry, but the last time I saw you, you were covered with tubes and wires.” She offered a wry smile and extended her hand. “I’m Claire,” she added.

I shook her hand and gave Valerie a raised eyebrow as Claire continued into the reception.

“She’s a neurosurgeon,” Valerie said, like that explained the weird, direct, non-personality.

The next two people in line brought a smile. “Mrs. Kincaid,” I said.

“I’ve told you a million times, please call me Carolyn,” she said, and pulled me into a hug. “Congratulations!” she added, and then focused on Valerie with a grin.

“Valerie, this is Carolyn Kincaid and her husband Randy,” I did introductions and then added, “Randy manages our portfolio.”

Randy took her hand and kissed it in the same manner as Daniel had, but his was more sincere. “Pleasure to meet the woman who finally pinned this guy down,” he said, hooking his thumb in my direction.

“Nice to meet you,” Valerie said, grinning.

The next few folks to pass through the reception line included our lawyer, Lynn Trueman, and Steve’s old boss, Ron Cleary. Beyond them stood Captain O’Keefe, of the York Police Department.

Captain O’Keefe stepped up and offered his hand. “Congratulations, kid.”

“Thanks, Captain,” I said. “I’d like you to meet my wife, Valerie. Val, this is the captain of the York Police Department. He hauled my ass in so many times when I was younger, it wasn’t funny.”

He chuckled. “Your husband and his brother were a little wild in their youth.”

Valerie grinned. “I’ll bet,” she said and added, “Thank you for sharing this day with us.”

He wandered off and a few other stragglers from my high school days came through the line. And then it was time for the rest of us to head in and grab something to eat before the real festivities began.

“You invited Sandy,” Valerie said, when we were the last two on the terrace.

I met her sharp stare. “I invited the family. I never in my wildest dreams thought she’d show up with them.”

“Jesus, Chris,” she said, and turned away from the building. “It’s supposed to be our day,” she added, crossing her arms.

I glanced up at the windows and there was the subject of our conversation just staring at the two of us. Her expression was one of longing and I turned away, irritated that my ex had the audacity to show up at my wedding. I invited her parents because of the family history and their connection with Steve. He had asked if I minded, and honestly, they were a big part of our lives for many years, so I didn’t think it through.

“It is our day.” I focused back on Valerie, stepping beside her and slinging my arm over her shoulder. My motive was two-fold: one to comfort my wife, and the other to bring home to my ex that there was absolutely nothing there. “I’m married to the most wonderful woman in the world, and I couldn’t care less about who else is here, beyond the wedding party.”

Her gaze slid to mine. “Liar,” she breathed, and I rolled my eyes.

“Okay, I’m not thrilled, either,” I admitted and a smirk appeared. “But here’s the deal. I just promised my heart to you, in front of everyone. I meant every word of my vows. You’re it, whether or not you believe me.”

While my biggest insecurity was having Valerie out of my sight, hers was my ex and the fifteen-year history we had shared before it fell to pieces. I had valid concerns, but hers were just asinine.

“Why would you even send them an invitation?” she pushed.

“Because Eric was Steve’s partner and Dan is his father,” I said, even though she knew that. “Steve asked me if I minded having them on the list.” I took her hand. “Eric is the reason I exist,” I added, and she softened. “So...” I trailed off and shrugged.

“I get it.” She sighed and squeezed my hand. “But you’d better not dance with her,” she muttered and started in, dragging me with her.
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THE DINNER AT THE reception hall was to die for, and everyone raved about it. I led Valerie out onto the floor and the band began the haunting melody she loved so much. Granted, Hallelujah wasn’t exactly a love song, but it had meaning for both of us, and she wanted to hear me sing on her wedding day.

I crooned as I spun her around, my voice lifting over the instruments and caressing the crowd as much as it did Valerie. She just stared at me with rapture, and I grinned as the last note trailed away.

“How’s that Mrs. Ryan?” I whispered in her ear.

“Perfect,” she grinned, and nibbled on my neck. She led me off the floor and pecked me on the lips. “I’ll be right back,” she said, and pointed toward the bathroom. Raven followed her to help with the dress and I sighed when she stepped out of view.

“Care to dance?”

I turned, meeting Sandy’s gaze, and shifted. Valerie’s warning had been clear. She didn’t want me touching Sandy tonight in any manner. But now that I was cornered, I traded a glance with Tom and he nodded to the dance floor, knowing I couldn’t gracefully decline the offer without offending her. Besides, it was a dance beat and not a slow song.

“Sure,” I said and as we stepped onto the dance floor, the fast beat transitioned to a slow song and I paused, glancing toward the restrooms.

“She isn’t jealous of me. Is she?” Sandy asked, drawing my attention.

I sighed. “Just a little,” I said. “Can you blame her?”

Sandy raised an eyebrow. “Does she have something to be jealous about?” She wrapped her arms around my neck, tilting her head and licking her lips in that come-hither way that used to get me, but it only irritated me now. She stepped close, swaying her hips against me with the slow cadence of the music.

I unwrapped her arms from my neck and took her hand in mine, opting for a more formal position with my hand at her waist and space between us. If I was going to dance with the girl, I’d damned well make sure only a limited portion of our bodies touched. I didn’t want her getting the wrong idea, especially since this really was a bid to get under my skin.

“No, she doesn’t,” I said, answering her question. “She’s just always been intimidated by the fact we were together for so long.” I shrugged and glanced beyond her. Valerie hadn’t come out yet and my nerves bundled in my stomach. I bit my lip, contemplating the time that had gone by since she disappeared into the ladies’ room.

“What’s wrong?” Sandy asked, pulling my gaze back to her. She knew my tells, and I debated just keeping quiet, but her eyebrows arched, prompting me silently.

“I don’t like it when Val is out of my sight,” I said.

“Why?” she asked, her voice filled with coy reserve.

“Demons,” I said and her face blanched, bringing back unwanted memories. “They haven’t hit in a while, and I wouldn’t put it past the devil to fuck up my wedding day.”

“You know, I had years of therapy for what you did to Josh,” she said, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“I know,” I said, still smiling. “I’m sorry for leaving such a mess.”

“You killed my boyfriend,” she said, and her features hardened.

“I killed a demon that was trying to kill you,” I replied, meeting her gaze. “Unfortunately, that demon was wearing your boyfriend.”

“You did that two places at one-time thing, too. When the hell did you start that?”

“When Valerie and I traded memories,” I said. “She got the healing mojo, and I got everything else.”

Sandy’s gaze jumped to Steve and then back to me. “I thought Steve had that.”

“A lot of shit went down after I walked in on you, but the bottom line is really simple. Val and I have everything, just like my mom and dad did.”

She slowed to a stop and just stared at me. She knew the story of my parents from Eric, our half-brother. Eric had said a million times my parents were meant to be together. That they balanced each other out. That it was written in the stars.

Sadness engulfed me because now they weren’t together. Mom was in Heaven and my father was in hell, and there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it.

“We were never meant to be, Sandy.”

Hurt flared in her eyes, and she stepped back just as Valerie came into view. I didn’t look up at my wife. Instead, I kept Sandy’s gaze.

“You kept me sane at a time in my life when things could have pushed me over the edge, and I’m grateful to you for that, but Valerie is the one I was always meant to be with,” I added, and shrugged. “I have a feeling if she had come along when we were together, it wouldn’t have made a difference. I’d still be standing here today with her... not you.”

Tears filled Sandy’s eyes, and she spun away, bolting off the dance floor and passing where Valerie stood without a glance.

I met my wife’s gaze as she crossed to me. She stepped into my waiting arms.

“I thought...” she started, her breath tickling my ear.

“She asked me to dance,” I said, stopping the rest of her admonishment.

She pulled away and met my gaze. “You didn’t need to make her cry,” she said, and for the first time since we met, there was pity reflected in her eyes where Sandy was concerned.

“I told her the truth. In the nicest possible way I know how.”

“It was still a crushing blow,” she said, but her eyes softened.

“Not insecure anymore?” I asked, tilting my head.

She slowly shook her head. I had left my mind open to her during the entire conversation and she was privy to the sincerity of the words I spoke.

“It’s about damned time,” I smiled and caught a gentle kiss.

“Now we just need to work on you,” she said, when our lips parted.

I let out a small laugh. “That will not be as easy. Not until we close every portal and I know that bastard can’t get topside,” I said. I glanced around at the people dancing and mingling in the other room, and then back at her. “I’m actually surprised he didn’t somehow crash this event,” I added, and met her gaze.

The mere mention of Lucifer, even if I didn’t use his name, brought a shadow to her eyes. She still battled the image of me hurting her and I knew if I ever got the drop on him, I’d pummel his ass until he was worse than I was the first time we squared off.
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THE HOTEL DOOR CLOSED, and I turned, staring at my bride. I stepped toward her, licking my lips with anticipation. I’m not sure whether it was the hungry look in my eyes or the way I stalked toward her, but her face paled and I stopped. My eyes widened at the hints of the fear triggered in her. It had been almost a year since I saw her flinch at my approach, and it was not welcome on our wedding night.

I pressed my lips against the curses that wanted to spill forth, and she gave me a strained smile. The fact Lucifer cast a gray net over this day pissed me off to no end, but I attempted to shelve that anger and focus on Valerie.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She laughed, but her eyes sparkled with a layer of tears. “You just...”

“Reminded you of him.” I tore off the cummerbund I was wearing, turning toward the bathroom before I lashed out in some other way.

“Chris,” she whispered.

I came to a halt at the doorway. A deep cleansing breath and a slow count to three loosened the tension in my shoulders and I turned toward her. “You just look so goddamned beautiful tonight.” I tried to explain the appearance of the hungry animal in me. The one Lucifer had used to poison her memories.

Every time I lapsed into that mindset, she freaked out and tonight I had to swallow the budding fury and forget about it. If I didn’t, he’d drive a wedge between us again.

“Come, take a bath with me.” I pointed at the huge whirlpool tub in the bathroom suite.

She crossed to my side and her eyebrows arched at the bathroom accommodations we had and the large tub that looked out on our private balcony and the ocean view beyond.

“A bubble bath?”

I smiled at the intrigue in her voice and nodded. “Anything you want.”

The darkness between us passed, and I saw the Valerie I dearly loved in the smile forming on her lips. Her eyes danced with renewed mischief, and I grinned, waving her into the room ahead of me.

She stopped in front of me and pulled her hair to the side, revealing the intricate lace buttons lining the back. “Do you mind?”

I debated on just pulling it apart and letting the buttons sail everywhere, but she sent a cocked eyebrow in my direction.

“There’s a zipper,” she said and smirked.

“Oh.” That sucker was hidden behind the lace, and as soon as I unclasped the top hooks, the zipper was easily accessed. I pulled it down slowly, each tooth clicking, and I smiled at her beautiful honey-tanned back. The view pulled me in, and I planted kisses along the pathway my hands took to peel the wedding dress from her shoulders.

She shivered under each swipe of my tongue, and I circled around to the front, pulling her to me in a kiss that swept us both away. When her dress dropped to the ground, she pulled away from my mouth and gingerly stepped out of the silky fabric.

“What are you doing?” I asked when she leaned down and picked up the dress.

“I’m not leaving this on the bathroom floor. Are you nuts?”

I guess a man really doesn’t get the attachment a woman has to her wedding dress. She was handling it as gently as one would handle a china doll and all I could do was think of the ways to get her beautiful body out of the dress. She glanced over her shoulder at my train of thought.

“It’s a five-thousand-dollar dress,” she said like that explained it.

“And?”

She rolled her eyes at me. “It’s my wedding dress. I’m never going to wear it again,” she stressed the word wedding, and I gave her a smirk. “But if we ever have a little girl, she might want to wear it.”

“We can afford for our daughter to get whatever she wants. Even a diamond studded dress.”

She carefully laid the dress over the chair and returned to my side. “You mean I could have had a dress designed with diamonds instead of Swarovski crystals?”

I chuckled. “Yep. But I doubt it would have outshone you.”

Dimples appeared. “That was pretty corny,” she giggled, and unbuttoned my shirt. I went to help her, and she knocked my hands away. “I got this.”

“By all means.” I let her undress me. Each stitch of clothing dropped to the floor, and she stepped back, studying me. She still had her undergarments on, and I stood with just the black dress socks still adorning my feet.

I lifted my hands to the silky fabric of her corset, and she stopped me with a shake of her head. Again, I had to control my reaction until I met her gaze. The grin on her face told me this was her game tonight. Her tease; and it would put me into orbit.

When she stepped out of the floor length slip, I scanned her, my gaze locking on the hints of blue steel connecting her garter belt to her stockings. Handcuffs. Blue steel handcuffs. My gaze jumped back to hers and I laughed.

“Something blue?”

“Yes,” she replied, and unhooked the first pair, dangling it from her finger.

I reached down to strip my socks, and she shook her head.

“Get into the tub,” she added, the commanding tone of her voice arched my eyebrow.

This was her way of dealing with the atrocities Lucifer rained on her.

Control.

Without it, she flinched, and I had long since given up in that department. It was the only way we were able to get past what he did; the only way she trusted me in the bedroom. Since Lucifer defiled her, she had gone farther into the kink zone, insisting on all the control. I knew the drill well enough by now, but I had hoped tonight would be different.

Sighing, I stepped into the tub, and took a seat with the ocean view greeting me. Warm steel clasped around my wrist with a bite, and I glance up at her. She pulled my hand toward the fixed handrails on the tile outside the tub. The click of the other end split the silence and along with it came that seductive dominatrix smile that always worried me.

I dropped my gaze to the other pair on her hip and noticed the engraved sigils. In the back of my mind, I cursed Lucifer for the damage he had done to her, and when my gaze traveled back to hers, I saw the hardness move in.

She snapped the other cuff on my free wrist, pulling it to the opposite handrail. The position I was left in wasn’t all that comfortable, but that was part of her game. Secretly, whether or not I wanted to admit it, the juxtaposition of the pain and pleasure was hotter than hell.

The smile returned as she stepped into the dry tub and pulled my covered foot to her stomach. The slow peel of my sock and the way she was standing stirred the heat in my stomach and I smiled back at her. She did the same with my other sock, sending it into the same careless arc that the first had taken.

I was naked and at her mercy, just the way she liked me. I hadn’t tied her down since after Tom killed Raven’s father, and right now, the memory of our bondage escapades ran through my head. I could have easily broken the cuffs, but I knew the power it instilled, and Valerie needed that more than I did.

To my surprise, she stepped out of the tub, cranking the hot water on full blast. The heat was immediate, unlike our slow furnace at home, and when she leaned down and closed the drain, my gaze jumped to hers.

“Are you trying to scald me?” I asked, pulling my feet away from the water.

Her reaction was almost enough for me to unclasp the handcuffs. She just smiled. Her gaze traveled to the shelf lining the wall where an ice bucket holding a chilled bottle of champagne sat, along with a plate of strawberries and cream. Her silence and the creeping water made me shift. I could easily break free any time I wanted or add the cold water to the river of heat filling the tub, but if I intervened with her private fantasy, it would end up in an argument.

I didn’t want an argument tonight. I just wanted to make love to my wife.

The heightened color in her cheeks told me she was enjoying my discomfort and if I played along, I would be rewarded. I turned away and closed my eyes, gritting my teeth against the burn as the water climbed onto my toes. Valerie sprinkled an elixir in the water and the soft scent of lavender filled the room, along with the steam.

“Fuck. That’s hot,” I whispered through clenched teeth and opened my eyes. Bubbles had grown from the concoction she poured in the water, and I glanced at her. “Too hot,” I said and willed the cold dial to turn, diluting the heat from scalding to something manageable.

Her pouty lips thinned with aggravation.

“It’s not like the water at home,” I said, glaring at her. “This is near boiling.”

“Wus,” she muttered, but she stepped closer, dipping her finger in the brew surrounding me. She yanked it back and her eyes widened. “Oh, shit, babe, I am so sorry,” she said and reached for the cold water.

“I already adjusted it a little,” I said, and her hand stopped, testing the water under the cooler spout.

“Really, I didn’t mean to burn your ass,” she said, sliding her gaze toward me and I grinned.

“No?”

She huffed a small laugh and shook her head.

“Ah. You just meant to ride me until I drown in these bubbles?” I cocked my eyebrow as the suds rose to my chin. The water had already risen above my lap and was approaching the halfway-full mark.

Her laughter rang out, and she stripped the rest of her clothing, turned the faucet off, and stepped into the water with me. I got a quick view of her slender form before she kneeled into the suds, straddling me. She leaned in, planting her palms on my chest and caught a soft kiss before she flipped the whirlpool jets on.

The results were hilarious.

Bubbles expanded at a rate neither of us was prepared for, spilling over the sides of the tub and onto the tile floor. Her eyes went wide, and she started giggling as the soft lavender-scented spheres overcame both of us. I just leaned my head back and laughed while she fumbled with the controls. Her first attempt to turn it off did the opposite; it turned the jets on full blast. They felt good against my back, but they reproduced bubbles faster than an atomic blast. By the time she found the off button, we were both laughing so hard the water was already sloshing under the thick bubble layer.

Valerie cleared a path from her to me, and still laughing, she kissed me. The kiss lingered under the laugh and then it transformed time and space, sucking the air from my lungs as our tongues intertwined. Even the soft crinkle of popping bubbles dulled to a distant white noise, and I longed to wrap my arms around her.

When she pulled back, I opened my eyes and met her gaze.

“I want to hold you,” I said, diverting from her usual game.

A shadow passed over her features. “Chris,” she sighed. Her fingers lightly traced the tattoo on my chest. Uriel’s mark. My
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