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	Chapter 1

	“Wasn’t that a great movie?” Kate slid into the booth beside Selena.

	It was a lovely late spring afternoon. She and her friends were part of the lucky few to have a four-day workweek. As per their free-on-Friday usual routine, they had just left the Ritz Theater, where the latest horror movie was playing.

	Now they were at their favorite burger barn. Right on schedule. Where they would order their usual edible fare.

	Also as usual.

	Sometimes, life could become too predictable. The thought slid in and out of Kate’s mind before she realized she’d even thought it.

	“Yeah!” Audrey breathlessly answered her question, waving at a passing waitress who skidded to a stop and trotted over. “I just looove Sean Donovan.”

	“Oooh, oooh!” Jenny mocked, clutching her clasped hands to her heart and rolling her eyes heavenward. “Don’t we just love those bad boys?”

	“Oh, yeah,” Audrey went on. Her gaze roved over the menu. “Especially those bad boys turned vampire.”

	“Huh, not me,” Selena declared, pulling the menu from Audrey’s hands and studying it intently. “I don’t want a bad boy of any kind.”

	“Well, I certainly do,” Kate replied. “Mister Sean can put his shoes under my bed any time…fangs and all.”

	“I suppose that’d be all right,” Audrey smirked. “If his shoes are the ones with the fangs, and not the man himself.” She was always correcting her friends’ grammar, much to their irritation.

	“Even if they are,” Kate retorted.

	She plucked the menu from Selena’s fingers and studied it with the same care as her friend had, vacillated over the routine choice or something different, then reneged on changing as she glanced up at the waitress whose name tag informed one and all, Hi, my name’s Gina. No need for that, Gina knew all the girls, had gone to school with them, in fact.

	Besides, she was always their waitress, another part of the Friday Night Habit.

	“We’ll have four specials, Gina.”

	“Coming right up.” The waitress scribbled on her little pad. She really didn’t have to. It was Kate’s usual order. She really didn’t have to tell Gina what she wanted, just as Gina knew it from memory.

	It was the usual order for all of them.

	Always.

	Nodding, she hurried away.

	The debate about motion pictures, movie stars in general, and bad boys in particular, especially the paranormal kind, continued. Mentions of television series featuring vampires came and went, with a novel or two thrown in at intervals.

	Most of the conversation centered around the movie they’d seen that night, however, a minor epic with a plot about a young hood possessed by a demon. After many transformations and some very excellent special effects involving the hero’s gratuitous semi-nudity and a generous display of six-pack abs, he meets a sweet little social worker. Demon is exorcized by pure love amid fantastic explosion, clinch, closing credits.

	“Girl, how can you say that?” Selena stared at her. With unerring accuracy, she homed in on Kate’s statement of several moments before as if no one had spoken since, as if she’d heard nothing else. “You’d really like to be treated the way the girl in that movie was? I mean, he was so hateful to her, even when he wasn’t a demon.”

	“Oh, I agree.” Kate smiled at Gina who placed a mouthwatering Special Grill’r Burger Deluxe with Fries and Soft Drink in front of her. “Still…when they got together? Did you see those sparks? Yee-hah!”

	The others snickered as she gave a loud theatrical sigh.

	“He’s so handsome, all that red hair and those green eyes…”

	“Wouldn’t touch ’em,” Selena stated. “I always remember what my granny told me—A red-headed man is the Devil’s own chile.”

	That earned her a scornful laugh.

	“I’ll take him, if you won’t. In fact, I’ll put in a special order right now.” Kate raised her hands, dramatically clasped in supplication. “Ole Debbil Satan, please! Send me your baddest bad boy, ’cause I’m ready and waitin’ and definitely willin’!”

	There was a bright flash of lightning, illuminating the sky to an eye-blinding brightness. A clap of thunder followed, so violent the glass in the little restaurant’s windows rattled. The liquid in Kate’s cup splashed onto the tabletop.

	“Wow!” Kate glanced out the window, looking upward at the sky. “What was that? Is it going to storm?”

	“Not a chance,” answered Selena, picking up her burger. She snapped a napkin out of the dispenser and handed it to Kate, who took it and began to mop up the spilled soda. “That was just the Devil, granting your wish. Now, eat your fries. They’re getting cold.”
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	It was early evening by the time they left the restaurant. The little group had gotten no further than the entrance when rain flooded the streets.

	“I don’t understand,” Kate said, as she paused inside the foyer door.

	There was a news box next to the entrance, and she hastily fed quarters into it. The front popped open, and she took out a newspaper. Dropping it onto the closest table, she began pulling the pages apart.

	“There was no rain in today’s forecast. No thunderstorms, either.”

	Thankful the town managed enough news to enable the local paper to have a dozen pages, she distributed several thicknesses of newsprint to Selena and Jenny, while Audrey dug into her purse and brought out one of those little plastic rain hood thingies. Unfolding it, she fitted it over her hair.

	“Global warming,” Jenny snickered.

	“Magic,” Audrey added.

	“Hardly,” Selena denied, taking her share of the paper and folding it again before arranging the sheet over her head. She looked at Kate, then peered outside. “This is all your fault, you know.”

	“Me? How do you figure that?” Handing Jenny the last pages, Kate folded her own.

	“If you hadn’t bothered the devil with that smart-mouth request of yours…”

	“Oh, come on. Really?” Kate looked at her friend in astonishment.

	“…it wouldn’t be raining now, and I wouldn’t be in danger of having my brand-new hairdo ruined by that deluge out there.”

	“You don’t believe…?”

	“Oh, really, Selena,” Audrey spoke up, giving her friend an eyes-rolling-upward, disbelieving look.

	“Is that possible?” Jenny’s eyes widened.

	Jenny was very superstitious. She gave black cats a wide berth, never stepped on a crack in the sidewalk, and always knocked on wood. She even wore a lucky penny around her neck, suspended from a chain inserted through a tiny hole drilled neatly above the top of Abe Lincoln’s head.

	“Of course not.” Audrey bestowed a scornful look on her.

	“Are you sure?” Jenny persisted. “That was a mighty bright flash of lightning.” She pointed in a vaguely upward direction. “The thunder made my teeth chatter, and it happened just as…”

	“…just as I put in my order for a bad boy?” Kate snorted. “In that case, let me amend my order. Right now.” Cupping hands to her mouth, she looked out at the pouring rain and called in a stage whisper, “Hey, Mr. Satan, sir…about that bad boy?”

	Grinning, she looked around at the others before continuing.

	“While you’re at it, would you make sure he has red hair and green eyes?”

	“Be polite, Kate,” Selena muttered. “What do you say now?”

	“Oh yes…” Kate looked up again, giving a glib, “Thanks ever so much, Your Devilishness.”

	“Hey, it’s letting up,” Jenny announced.

	Four surprised faces looked up.

	Sure enough, the rain was slowing, the sky clearing. In a few moments, it stopped completely and as they watched, the dark clouds parted and dissolved into white wisps, revealing a sun in the midst of gloriously setting.

	“Hmm. Guess the devil likes it when people are polite,” Selena said.

	Rolling up the newspaper and stuffing it into her tote, she caught Kate’s arm as she pushed open the door. “Come on. Let’s get to the car before he changes his mind.”
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	“Don’t worry, my dear girl, I’m not going to forget. I never forget.”

	Satan smiled as he tapped the intercom on his desk.

	“Yes, sir?” his secretary’s guttural growl rolled out.

	Satan grimaced. Mentally, he began composing a memo: Irdu, I strongly suggest you eat a handful of flour or something to soften your voice.

	Accustomed as he was to soul-cringing demonic bellows, unearthly moans, and the cries of the damned, that singular guttural rasp occasionally grated on his nerves, as now.

	“I need a list of incubi coming up for evaluation. ASAP.”

	“Right away, sir.”

	Satan smiled his fallen angel smile.

	Oh, this is going to be fun…

	About time. He hadn’t had any of that in at least a millennium or three.

	To the absent and unknowing Kate, he gave a useless warning. One should always be careful what one wishes for, young lady You may actually get it.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Because the following day was Saturday, Kate slept in. Awakening late in the morning, she stretched languidly, yawned widely, and lay looking up at the ceiling.

	What a wonderful time for something exciting to happen.

	That was before she remembered the most exciting thing she would face that day was doing laundry and cleaning the apartment.

	What a total waste of a day off. The same as all my other days off. I am so sick of routine, routine, routine! Why can’t I have some studly guy snuggled next to me? We could certainly put Saturday mornings to much better use.

	It wasn’t going to happen, and she was well aware of that.

	Kate was cute, and the others agreed she had a great sense of humor as well as a quick wit. For some odd reason, however, she never had more than one date with any young man. All were more or less nice guys, some more than less, but certainly none had ever been invited to stay the night and help Kate while away a Saturday morning.

	Generally, none called her for a second date, either, probably because of that specific fact. Audrey, Jenny, and Selena weren’t the snoopy kind or given to speaking frankly of the times they themselves might have had a male sleepover, but if they’d dared ask her, Kate would’ve shrugged and said she simply hadn’t found Mr. Right.

	Yet.

	Her facetious and sarcastic request to the Devil to the contrary, she was very particular when it came to whom she dated. That was the real reason she was alone in bed, as usual, apparently fated to stay that way if her current run of dateless Friday nights, or any other night of the week, was any indication.

	Therefore…

	With a loud sigh, Kate threw back the comforter and forced herself out of bed.
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	Dressed in jeans and T-shirt, she puttered around the apartment, pretending to tidy up.

	It wasn’t difficult.

	Kate’s apartment was notoriously clean, mainly because she never partied. She didn’t do much else in it, either, so…

	A swish of a dust cloth here, a swipe there, a sweep of a broom over yonder, and it was done.

	The rest of the day was given over to watching a movie on TV via DVD and reading a novel she’d downloaded into her e-reader. It was a romance by her favorite author, but this time she couldn’t get into the story. The heroine’s tribulations and the hero’s trials left her uncomfortably dissatisfied. For some reason, she kept thinking back to the movie she’d seen the night before and the completely silly request she’d made.

	Again, she asked herself why she’d done such a foolish thing.

	Did she really expect to get a boyfriend simply by asking for one? Anyway, begging a request of the Devil required more than simply asking—drawing chalk circles on wooden floors, dancing around fires at midnight, and other more unpleasant things, according to the paranormal romance and horror novels, anyway.

	The only explanation she could find for her foolish behavior was that she was bored, bored with the four-day work schedule, the expected Friday night get-together with her friends, stopping at the same eating place, eating the same food every week without fail, and waking up to a solitary Saturday morning.

	“Darn it,” she muttered, bookmarking the page and turning off the little reading unit. “I wish there was a Devil, and I wish he really would send me a bad boy.”

	Anything to change the humdrum of her life as well as its loneliness.

	When evening approached, she showered, then, seized by some impulse she couldn’t name, put on her sexiest black semitransparent nightie and peignoir, bought on a whim then packed away when sanity returned.

	Afterward, she decided she’d have a glass of wine.

	That was truly unusual, for Kate wasn’t much of a drinker except for the carbonated kind. The bottle of cherry merlot was a birthday gift from Selena. Kate’d put it in the refrigerator… to chill…and promptly forgot it. It had been lying on the bottom rack for three months now.

	“Should be well-chilled,” she said aloud as she slid it off the shelf and set it on the kitchen counter. She studied the dark bottle a moment. “I really should put you out of your misery. Before you turn to vinegar.”

	Peeling off the wrapping around the cap, she unscrewed it with a deft twist of her wrist, selected a goblet, and poured a healthy splash. The glass was one of a beautiful lead crystal set she’d seen in a little boutique. At the time, Selena asked her why she was wasting her money on wine glasses when she didn’t drink. Kate’s answer was that she just couldn’t resist them, any more than she had resisted the negligee set.

	Apparently, Selena thought anything bought should be used at least once, so when Kate’s birthday rolled around, she’d appeared with the bottle of wine.

	“With that attitude, she should find me a boyfriend, too,” Kate muttered.

	Carrying bottle and glass into the living room, she dropped onto the little love seat to drink it.

	Taking a sip, she rolled the liquid around in her mouth, swallowed, and pronounced, “Sweet but a little saucy, with a delicate piquancy,” and giggled. “Just like me. An acceptable and much desired little vintage.”

	That elicited a rueful sigh.

	“Not so much like me. What do I have to do to be desired by men, anyway?” She looked around as if expecting some smart retort. “Don’t answer that.”

	She toasted her absent friends, emptied the glass, refilled it. Then she saluted her apartment, drank, and poured herself another, thinking of what else she might toast.

	Two hours and four glasses later, she was still sitting there, trying to determine if her legs would hold her up long enough for her to go to bed and wondering why she’d indulged so recklessly. She’d just consumed more wine than she usually drank in an entire year, including birthday, Thanksgiving dinner, Christmas, and New Year’s Eve combined.

	Before she could make a decision, however, there was a loud knock at the door.

	Setting down her fifth and as yet untouched glass of wine, she tottered over, calling, “Who is it?” in a singing trill that was nothing like her usual serious contralto.

	“Special Delivery for Katherine Carter,” came the answer in a male voice, deep and a little breathy, and—dare she admit it?—terribly sexy.

	Special Delivery? She thought about that.

	“I haven’t ordered anything.”

	Kate wavered against the door a moment, putting out her hands to regain her balance. She supposed she should look through the peephole and see who was outside, but the fish-eye seemed to be made for a seven-footer, and she always had to stand on a kitchen stool in order to reach it.

	At the moment, she didn’t feel steady enough to go to the kitchen and carry that item back to the door, much less climb onto it.

	“Miss Carter?” The knock came again, a little impatiently this time.

	Never open your door to a stranger.

	Bad judgment, aided and abetted by all that wine, won out. Sliding off the burglar chain, Kate unlocked the door, pulled it open, and stared.

	Robin Hood stood on the other side.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 2

	Robin Hood?

	No doubt about it. It was the hero of Sherwood Forest in pointed hat, thigh-grazing tunic and tights, all in a deep foresty shade of lincoln green.

	Kate’s stare slid into a goggle as she noted she didn’t see his bow, however. Nor did he have a quiver of arrows on his back. He did have a pair of the most well-muscled legs she’d ever seen on a man, however.

	His eyes met hers, and he smiled, the same gleaming, daring expression so often driving the Sheriff of Nottingham into a frenzy and Maid Marian into swoons. Errol Flynn at his best, complete with a cute little Imperial and millennium patch.

	Kate slammed the door.

	She took a step back, shook her head and blinked, wiped her hand across her eyes, and rubbed her eyelids until she saw black spots against their undersides. Then she opened the door again.

	Robin still stood there.

	Although the smile remained in place, he looked a little startled. Perhaps he wasn’t accustomed to maidens slamming doors in his handsome face? Sweeping off the hat, he made a deep, grandiose, and very formal bow.

	“Art thou Mistress Kate, fair lady?”

	His delicious British accent sent chills down Kate’s spine. It was kind of Jeremy Irons-ish, which Kate thought was so sexy when he was at his villainous best.

	“Ye-e-es.” She drew out the word into three syllables, hesitating over every one of them.

	He began rummaging in the bag on his belt. Kate thought it looked like nothing more than a large velvet fanny pack.

	He brought out an electronic tablet similar to the ones delivery drivers use but much smaller.

	“Sign here, if thou wilt,” he requested, handing her a stylus.

	Kate took the notebook, reaching for the little pen. Either her fingers were drunker than she was or the stylus had a rough edge, because she nicked her finger.

	“Oh!”

	With dismay, she watched as a bright drop of blood splashed onto the little screen. She scrubbed the pen across the LCD dotted line. It went straight through the bloody little splotch, making a smeary red scrawl.

	“Sorry.” She started to hand the tablet back, then stopped. “Let me try that again.”

	“Nay, it matters not.” He took the pen and notebook from her, glancing down at the red spatter slowly crawling across the screen. “’Twill do just fine.”

	The red spot disappeared.

	“Aye, just fine,” he repeated.

	Was it Kate’s imagination, or did he shimmer slightly? She blinked again. No, he appeared as solid-looking as he had before.

	“Okay! Let’s get started.” Thrusting the notebook back into the pack, he pushed past her.

	“Started? What are you talking about?” It now entered Kate’s befuddled brain she’d opened her door to a complete stranger who was presently barging into her apartment. “Who are you?”

	That brought him to a skidding halt, or did he simply stumble on the little throw rug in front of the door?

	Really, I ought to have that skid-proofed, Kate thought.

	“Oh, right.” He looked surprised and a bit embarrassed. “Guess I should introduce myself.” His voice changed, the British accent disappearing, a slight West Coast American one taking its place. He held out a hand. “How do you do? I’m the bad boy you ordered.”

	Behind Kate, the door she’d left open swung shut with a loud slam.

	“The bad…” She laughed. “Oh, sure. This is a joke, right? Did Selena put you up to this? I hope you’re not going to start stripping.”

	“I hadn’t intended to do it quite so soon, but if you wish to jump ahead on the agenda…” He lifted the hem of the tunic, revealing the waistband of the tights and also a very flat, very taut belly. Other things weren’t as flat, however.

	“That won’t be necessary,” Kate informed him, pushing his hand down and blushing slightly as she averted her eyes. The tunic fell to his thighs again. “Just tell me who you are.”

	“But I did…” He stopped, eyes narrowing. Pulling the notebook out of the pack again, he pressed a key. “You are Katherine Elaine Carter, aren’t you? Usually called Kate?”

	By now, Kate wasn’t speaking, just nodding.

	“Daughter of Sam and Helen? Sister of Toby?”

	A duo of nods this time.

	“Residing at 76A Westminster Apartments, Macon, Georgia? Birthdate March 5th? Being a gentleman, I won’t give the year.”

	That garnered three nods and Kate’s mental gratitude.

	“The Kate Carter who last night at the Burger Grill’r asked of the great Satan…” Here he tapped the screen, cleared his throat, and consulted something, “…and I quote, Ole Debbil Satan, please! Send me your baddest bad boy, ’cause I’m ready and waitin’ and definitely willin’…end quote.”

	This was read in a monotone with no inflection at all. He looked up.

	“Did I get that right? He was dictating pretty fast by the time we got to that part, because the sun was going down, and he had other things to tend to.”

	“Yes,” Kate admitted. “I said that, but I didn’t mean… Oh, my God!” Her eyes widened, one hand going to her mouth. “You don’t mean my wish has been granted?”

	“God didn’t have anything to do with it, Kate,” the young man said gently.

	She could’ve sworn she saw a wash of red float through his green eyes.

	“B-but how could Satan know what I said?”

	“The Heavenly Father isn’t the only one who’s omniscient, or did you forget that fact?” One corner of his mouth quirked upward. Once more, he returned the unit to his pack.

	She didn’t answer, simply stood there, not daring to think.

	“Okay! Let’s get started, then.” He slapped his hands together, rubbing them against each other, then seized her hand. “Where’s the bedroom?”

	“Wait a minute.” Kate jerked her hand from his. She backed away, putting at least eight feet between them. “Stop. Right there.”

	Obediently he stood there waiting, dark brows raised expectantly.

	“Let me get this straight. The Devil sent you to me?”

	This time he was the one who nodded.

	“Because I asked him to?”

	“That’s usually all it takes.”

	“Just like that?” She snapped her fingers. The sound was oddly loud.

	Again the dark head bobbed.

	“Why?”

	“Well, according to your file…”

	“The Devil has a file on me?”

	“He has a file on a great many people.” His tone indicated it should’ve been obvious. “We know quite a bit about you, Kate.”

	“Like what?” she asked suspiciously.

	“Like you continually buy sexy little nothings though there’s no one to wear them for, and then moan about that. You’ve turned down quite a few guys, both good and bad, it seems. Perhaps that’s why you don’t have any more dates on Saturday nights.” He made a tsking sound. “For some reason, what you asked for surprised the boss a little, though I don’t know why. He gets that kind of request all the time. Anyway, after your little entreaty the other night—I don’t know. Perhaps he liked the say you said, ‘Thank you’ afterward. Some people aren’t so polite—Anyway, he decided it was time to see if you were serious. Call your bluff, so to speak, and discover if you really could be tempted. So, here I am. Now, if you’ll just tell me where the bedroom is…”

	He reached for her hand again. Once more, Kate pulled away.

	“Hold it. You don’t just grab a girl and drag her into the bedroom and start, uh… Where’s the romance in that? Where’s the foreplay?”

	“Foreplay?” He looked confused. “Foreplay…”

	Out came the notebook again. More letters were tapped, more screens rolled. He ran his finger down a column of words.

	“Foreplay. Here we are: erotic verbal or physical stimulation preceding sexual intercourse.”

	He closed the screen, for the third time stuffed the book into the velvet bag, and took a step toward her. Cupping Kate’s face in his hands, he looked into her eyes.

	“You’re beautiful. Your eyes are like limpid pools. I drown in them. I want to fuck you forever.”

	He kissed her, an awkward little peck on the cheek, and stepped back, grasping her hand tightly.

	“Foreplay accomplished.” He looked toward the only unopened door in the room. “Is the bedroom through there?”

	Kate didn’t move. “Okay, fun’s fun, but I think it’s time you came clean. You’re not a devil, are you?”

	“Of course, I am.” He sounded insulted, but his gaze slid away from hers as he spoke, aiming for a corner of the room.

	“You’re lying,” she accused. “Liars always avoid looking at the person they’re lying to.”

	“I think I resent that.” Reluctantly his gaze came back to hers before darting away again.

	“Resent all you want,” she told him. “You’re not a devil, are you?”

	“No.” With a defeated sigh, he folded. “I’m not.”

	This time, the look he gave her was admiring.

	“You saw right through me, didn’t you? Okay, I confess. I’m just a third degree incubus.”

	She must have looked surprised, for he went on defensively, “Technically, devils don’t go around seducing females—that’s more the incubi’s line of work—and since I’m coming up for evaluation soon, my supervisor gave me the assignment.”

	He paused, waiting for Kate to say something.

	She gave him one more disbelieving stare, then smiled. “So, that’s your story? That you’re an incubus?”

	“It’s the truth.” He shrugged, a little too nonchalantly.

	“How gullible do you think I am?” she demanded. “I wasn’t born yesterday, you know.”

	“I’m not certain of your gullibility rating, but I’m very aware of your age.” His answer was earnest and a little stiff. He retrieved the notebook one more time. “It says right here, you were born March 5th, 1998. That makes you twenty-two. The boss made certain of that. Any pacts with someone under twenty-one aren’t binding, you know.”

	He spoke so seriously Kate was shaken. He replaced the notebook. She wondered if he was tired of doing that.

	“There are plenty of lawyers in Hell, and the boss utilizes them to make certain he doesn’t get slapped with a lawsuit.”

	“You mean, you’re actually mine?” she persisted. “All mine?”

	“Until tomorrow morning at nine o’clock, anyway.”

	“Okay, I’ll play along.” Still certain he would sooner or later begin laughing and admit Selena put him up to it, Kate nodded. “Since we apparently have all night, can we be a little romantic first?”

	“Whatever you want. I’m easy.”

	“Let’s sit and talk, get to know each other. I’m not really one for jumping into bed with a complete stranger.”

	“Don’t I know it?” Briefly he sounded sympathetic. He leaned forward, confiding, “I read your case history, you know. Part of my briefing. If you’ll pardon my saying so, you haven’t been doing much jumping into bed at all.”

	She ignored that. “Would you like something to drink? Some wine?”

	He shook his head. “I don’t do too well with wine. Makes me hiccup.”

	The thought of a demon with the hiccups was laughable. She felt a giggle emerging, or was it latent hysteria?

	“H-how about a s-soft drink, then?” Struggling to swallow her laughter, she headed for the kitchen, pushing open the swinging door.

	“Do you have something diet, caffeine-free?” He followed behind her, dodging as the door swung shut, nearly clipping his nose. He caught it in time and came into the kitchen. “I’m watching my calories.”

	Opening the refrigerator, Kate peered inside, thinking how absurd this conversation would be if he truly were a demon. Aloud she said, “Sorry, no caffeine-free. Or diet. Oh, wait. Here’s some ginger ale.”

	“That’ll do.”

	He stood by the table in the little breakfast nook while she popped the top on the soda can and poured some into a glass. Adding ice, she pulled out a chair, motioning for him to sit down.

	“My name’s Zel, by the way,” he said, as he reached for the glass. “It’s short for Zellachrastides.”

	He raised the glass, took a long swallow, then set it down, and proceeded to give her a synopsis of his life.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 3

	“So, you see, this is my last chance,” Zel finished, taking another swallow. “I’ve disappointed everyone. My parents are thoroughly ashamed of me. All my brothers made First Degree Incubus in six months. Some of them even went on to become full-fledged demons, but I’ve been stuck as a Third Degree for nearly ten millennia.”

	He heaved a heartfelt sigh, or at least it sounded heartfelt. Kate wasn’t certain if demons possessed such an organ. That flip of the tunic hem had confirmed they had certain biological structures, however…generous ones, too.

	“My supervisor says I’m an underachiever, and I’d better straighten up and flap my wings or I’m going down.”

	He tilted the glass, sucking the last drops of ginger ale out of it, tongue licking around the remaining ice cube. His tongue was bright pink, almost a strawberry-crimson, and for some reason, Kate found its color slightly disturbing.

	No, not disturbing, but…

	She couldn’t decide how seeing Zel’s tongue made her feel. Slightly something, anyway. She wondered how it felt. Would it be as warm as its color, and smooth, or…?

	Who cares what texture an incubus’s tongue has, anyway?

	She found herself thinking she might.

	“Going down,” she repeated. “What does that mean? I’d think being in Hell would be as down as you could get.”

	“There’s down and there’s…down,” he replied morosely. “If I louse this up, I’ll be demoted to the Seventh Hell and spend the rest of eternity roasting the toes of underworld accountants convicted of embezzling from their gangster bosses. That’s the second worst job there is.” He shuddered slightly.

	“The second worst?” Kate frowned. “What’s the worst?”

	“You don’t want to know.” He reached into the glass and retrieved an ice cube, holding it while he licked at it.

	Steam rose, water dripped.

	Kate suppressed a shiver.

	Suddenly the cube was gone. There was nothing in Zel’s hand, his fingers barely damp.

	“Don’t worry.” Kate put her hand on the one lying on the tabletop.

	It was definitely warm, almost burning, in fact. Hot enough to melt an ice cube?

	“I’m pretty sure you’re going to ace this assignment.”

	“You think so?” He looked anxious.

	“I know so,” she responded with certainty. “Of course, you could use a few pointers.”

	“Like what?” Like an eager student, he gave her his full attention.

	The full force of that sea-green stare made her want to shiver again but in a good way. She managed to stifle it.

	“For one thing, you need to lose the Renaissance Faire look, especially the tights.”

	“I thought Robin Hood turned you on.” He looked down, brushing a hand against his thigh.

	Kate had to admit the skin-tight fabric stretched across those well-toned muscles was definitely a very pleasant sight.

	“He did,” she admitted. “when I was fourteen.”

	Zel frowned. “‘I think Robin Hood is sooo dreamy,’ was the way you put it, I think.”

	For an instant, his voice sounded so much like her own at that age she was startled.

	“Perhaps I did.” Looking back, she now regretted saying those words. “But he’s a fictional character, for crying out loud. Besides, Robin Hood and me? Maid Marian might get jealous.”

	Zel looked thoughtful.

	“Surely you can change your appearance.”

	“I suppose,” he answered, with a deep sigh. He looked a little disappointed. “Though I was all ready for some Robin and Marian role-playing.”

	Raising his right hand, he waved it while his fingers fluttered gently.

	In place of Robin Hood sat Sean Donovan straight out of last night’s movie, red hair, black leather jacket, T-shirt, and all…especially all.

	Kate studied him. “Close, but no cigar.”

	“But last night, you said Sean…”

	“Never mind what I said last night. I don’t want to go to bed with Sean Donovan. I’d be totally embarrassed to go to bed with Sean Donovan. He’s a celebrity, for crying out loud. That was just talk. Wishful thinking. A fantasy. Just a…”

	“Okay, okay, I get the idea. How about this, then?” Once more the hand gestured, and another person sat in the kitchen chair, a young man with shoulder-length blond hair and sky-blue eyes.

	He also wore a T-shirt, but this one was black with a Boris Vallejo screen print of a barbarian fighting a dragon. His jeans were stylishly distressed and low-slung, their ragged hems skimming the top of his Reeboks.

	“Now, that’s more like it,” she exclaimed approvingly. “Who is he? Who’d you copy?”

	“No one.” His voice changed again, younger and slightly hoarse, but definitely sexy-sounding.

	The bit of rasp made goose bumps quiver along Kate’s arms.

	“He’s me, or I...whichever. I mean, this is the way I really look except for the wings. I left them off. Didn’t think they’d fit into your kitchen. Twelve-foot span, you know.”

	The thought made her smile as she envisioned his wings knocking things off counters and sweeping flowerpots off the windowsill.

	“You have a beautiful smile,” he said and leaned toward her, placing a hand on her cheek. “You know, I was wrong about your eyes. They’re not like pools. They’re more like topazes, bright blue topazes.”

	Kate leaned toward him slightly, lips pursed, then stopped. “You said I was going to be tempted. What’s my temptation?” She gestured between them. “Is this it?”

	He smiled and shook his head. “That comes later. Now, you were about to…”

	Kate kissed him, very, very gently, and he kissed her back, with just enough tongue, still cold from the ice cube, to send a tingle down her back. She was startled something so hot-looking could feel so cool, then forgot about that as…

	…they both got to their feet at the same time, so quickly the chairs fell backward onto the floor. Their bodies pressed together. Then he lifted her in his arms and, without taking his mouth from hers, blindly stumbled through the swinging door toward the bedroom.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 4

	Zel set her beside the bed.

	He was remarkably strong, she thought, to have carried her without becoming even slightly winded. In fact, at that precise moment, he looked as if he could carry her all the way to Atlanta and back without so much as a single pant. She stole a glimpse at his arms, taking in a short, quick breath as she saw how heavily muscled they were.

	Why didn’t I notice that before? Really, this boy is buff!

	“Now, then…” One hand went to the black satin tie at the neck of Kate’s peignoir. Her own automatically went over it, stopping its movement.

	“Before we go any further, there’s something you ought to know.”

	“I was given a briefing before I came here, remember? I think it covered everything.” He looked a little impatient.

	“Are you sure? You might not know this.”

	“Okay.” He nodded. “What, exactly?”

	“I…” Now it was her turn to avoid his eyes.

	“Are you embarrassed?” he guessed. “We can turn down the lights if that’ll help. Truthfully, I’ve never gotten this far in an assignment before. Usually, I get thrown out before we reach the bedroom door.”

	Kate didn’t answer.

	“Is it confidence-sharing time?” he guessed. “Okay, I’ll confess I’m a little concerned about what you’ll say when you see my body. I’m not sure how much like a human’s it is. Do you have scales?”

	“Scales?” She looked back at him. “You have scales?”

	“They’re not big ones.” He sounded insulted. “I can change their color if that’ll help. Make them human-flesh tone.”

	There was a pleading whine to his voice as if he saw his evaluation already being marked with a big, red Failure.

	“P-perhaps you’d better do that.”

	“Okay.” He was so agreeable she wanted to shake him. A wave similar to the others accompanied the word. “There. Done. Ready?”

	“Actually, that wasn’t what I was going to say.”

	“What was it, then?” There was a definite swirl of red flowing through his eyes now.

	“I… Well…”

	“Oh, for the Great Satan’s sake, Kate, spit it out! Do you have a wart on your belly or…?” He looked worried. “You didn’t eat something with garlic tonight, did you?” As she shook her head, he went on, “Thank Evil for that. So, did you forget to shave your legs or…?” He shuddered. “…please don’t tell me it’s that time of the month.”

	“I’m a virgin.” The words came out in a mumble.

	“What was that?” He frowned, cocking his head to one side as if to hear better. “I didn’t quite catch that.”

	Kate didn’t answer.

	“Well?” The frown changed to a scowl. “Come on, speak up. We’re wasting valuable time here. What…?”

	“I’m a virgin!” she shouted the words at him.

	“…did you? A-a virgin?” He backed several feet away, staring at her as if she’d just announced she had an extra arm hidden under the peignoir. “You mean virgin as in I’ve never done this at all or just I’ve never done this with a demon?”

	“The former sentence for one hundred points, please.” Kate tried to dismiss it as unimportant and failed miserably.

	“Hmm. Well.” He hemmed and hawed a few seconds more before, inevitably, out came the hand unit again, somehow miraculously finding its way to his hip pocket when he’d transformed.

	Once again, the keyboard was punched, the screen scrolled, and Zel read intently, nodding now and then and making comments to himself. “Uh-huh... I see... Wow, I never knew that… Hmm... Oka-a-ay.”

	At last, he looked up, smiled, and deactivated the unit, but instead of returning it to his pocket, he placed it on the bedside table.

	Within reach if he needs it again, Kate decided.

	“No problem,” he announced, and flicked a finger at the bed. “Let’s lie down.”

	Comforter, bedspread, and top sheet folded themselves. The pillows plumped invitingly. Kate allowed Zel to push her onto them.

	“Don’t worry.” He placed gentle hands on her shoulders. “I know everything I need to know, and I promise you, you won’t regret it…at least not right now, anyway.”

	She forced herself not to think of that reminder of who he was and why he was here. She put a hand on the one resting on her left shoulder, thinking it felt even warmer than before.

	“Zel, I’d like to ask you something.”

	“I’m sorry, I can’t stick around longer than tomorrow morning.”

	“That wasn’t the question. You mentioned wings. May I see them?”

	“I don’t know, Kate.” He looked hesitant.

	“Please.”

	“Well…okay.”

	Releasing her, he backed away until he was standing at the foot of the bed. His blue eyes began to scan the very crowded little room.

	It was filled with so many things. Besides bedroom furniture, Kate had her collection of dolls in an old-fashioned étagère as well as some slightly valuable and delicate porcelain figurines, several potted plants on a windowsill, a vase of tulips sitting on her dresser, and two bookcases.

	He shook his head and moved away.

	“Where are you going?”

	“I need room. I don’t want to break anything.” Stopping near the door, he pulled the T-shirt over his head, dropping it on a nearby chair.

	“Wait,” Kate said. “I don’t want to see your chest.” Come to think of it, she did want to see it, because it was a very nice chest, well-muscled, and dusted with curly golden hair through which two very pink and surprisingly delicate-looking nipples peeked. She just didn’t want to see it at that moment. “I want to see your…”

	Zel flexed his shoulders.

	She cried out when the great, crimson wings burst from beside his shoulder blades to unfurl and stretch above him. He didn’t stop their unfolding, let them open to their full length amid a leathery crackling.

	There was a thud and a glassy tinkle as an expanding wing-tip struck something, knocking it to the floor, shattering. One of the bookcases tottered as books were swept out of it. Zel moved slightly, and the other wing struck the vase on the dresser, sending it rolling across the counter-top, spilling water and tulips before it struck the floor and bounced.

	Kate’s mouth dropped open, eyes wide, filled with a look Zel interpreted as sheer horror.

	“Guess you may as well see the rest of it, too,” he muttered, and his smile was a little sad.

	He allowed his fangs to drop but not too far. Zel had learned the hard way they shouldn’t reach past his lower lip or he wouldn’t be able to talk without lisping. A lisping demon wasn’t the way he wanted her to remember him, if she chose to remember tonight at all.

	He held up one hand, springing his claws to their full three inches, then raised his head to look at Kate.

	What’s this?

	Her expression didn’t hold the fear he’d expected. Rather, she seemed fascinated. She just lay there, her surprised gaze roving over him, his body, his wings as if he were some sort of fantastic statue or something.

	They lingered a moment on the minute, freckle-like scales on his shoulders.

	Zel felt an absurd flush of hope.

	The silence in the room was so heavy it made his ears ring. The whole world seemed to have died. No noise from outside, no sound of cars, animals, people. Then she did something he never expected.

	She pushed herself up and smiled, just sat there, smiling at him, a Satan-damned delighted smile as if he’d handed her something she’d always wanted but never expected to receive.

	“Oh, my God, Zel.”

	He flinched at that. Not that he needed to. He was merely startled, that’s all. The name of his rebellious boss’s father didn’t hurt a demon to hear any more than it did to speak it.

	Before he could recover and brace himself, she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. He staggered, regaining his balance, but anything else he might have said was muffled as she pressed her mouth against his. He barely had time to retract his fangs to keep from cutting her tongue.

	And then she was climbing his body.

	His hands went to her waist to balance her. His skin was hot, almost scorching, and there was no way he could stop the heat emanating from it. When she pulled away, her face was luminous and bright with passion, and…

	Oh, wow! Is that lust?

	“I never realized you’d look like that.” She seemed barely able to gasp the words.

	“You’re not frightened?”

	She didn’t answer, just released him and backed away.

	While Zel watched, wondering just
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