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This one is for my darling, Kitty.

♥ Gone but never forgotten ♥

2010 – 2026
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Chapter 1
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Mildred smiled. A warm yet sinister smile that tweaked her lips up into a smug victory. As she smoothed her hands down the soft, feminine curves of her new body, she couldn’t help but bite her bottom lip in anticipation. 

“Even better than my original,” she said to herself, staring at her naked reflection in the long mirror.

Drawing in air again felt different, almost new, her spirit coming alive as she felt like she belonged to this place once more. She felt sharper. Younger. Invigorated. Emboldened. Passionate. All of these feelings surged around her, colliding together in a dangerous dance that made her want to storm the world, face it head-on, and conquer everything.

And everyone.

She brushed her fingers over the blue rose tattoo blooming across the fair skin of the left-hand side of her neck, spreading out around her throat, ghosting across her voice box, its thorns wrapping around the back of her neck in a vice-like grip, leaving only a few inches of bare flesh on the right side of her elegant neck.

A slow grin unfolded over her lips as she roved her eyes up and down her reflection, drinking in the long blonde hair cascading down to her waist, her big sapphire blue eyes, a set of plump, rosy pink lips, an hourglass waist, and a pair of elegantly toned legs.

Mildred knew she’d hit the jackpot. A ball of fuzzy excitement began to unfurl inside her.

“No wonder she was Lamia,” she said, tracing her fingers over the scar where her heart would be...should be. “Not like I needed one anyway. And now, I’m invincible.” She let out a manic shriek of joy. “My, my, my. What will Ray-Ray say?”

Mildred chuckled as she rifled through Anna-Rose’s wardrobe, looking for something with a bit of jazz, a touch of something ‘extra’. The further she sifted through the dead woman’s clothes, the deeper her frown became.

Greys, blacks, greens, and blues. No other colours to be seen anywhere, not even a hint of pink or white.

“What witch worth their salt lives such a monotone life?” Mildred mumbled, pulling out the least dismal options and throwing them on the bed. “Oh, that’s right. A dead one.”

Laughing at her own joke, Mildred looked over the three dresses splayed out over the grey duvet. A black wrap-around midi dress, a royal blue pencil dress, and a green halterneck swing dress.

“Maximum impact,” she said, picking up the blue one.

Sliding it over her new body, she let out a groan of relief as she brushed her hands over the creases, a thrill of enjoyment of feeling clothes again shooting through her. As her mind whirled with ideas for the next stages of her plan, she rummaged through Anna-Rose’s jewellery box, taking a striking blue sapphire drop pendant necklace along with matching earrings.

Once she put the last earring in, she stood back in front of the mirror and cocked her head to one side, critiquing her appearance.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I look like a Smurf threw up on me.”

Turning back to the jewellery box, she rifled through various rings and pendants, finally settling upon an oval-shaped ruby, its blood red colour making her eyes flare with need.

“Now we’re talking,” she said, grinning as she looked down at herself. Pressing the ring to the fabric of the dress, she closed her eyes, let out a long breath, and said, “Veste, te muto.”

At the command of her words, the garment changed itself from blue to a deep red, matching the colour of the ring perfectly. When she re-opened her eyes, seeing her new reflection staring back at her, she nodded to herself for approval.

Mildred touched a hand to the sapphires in the necklace and earrings, watching in the mirror as the red overtook the blue. Slipping the ruby ring onto her middle finger of her left hand, she let out a sigh of relief.

Heading downstairs, Mildred went straight to where Arana’s body had lain, lifeless, mere hours ago. She bent at the knees, sitting back on her calves as she placed her hands, palm down, on the spot where this body had been for nearly a month.

A buzz of energy thrummed up her arms, vibrating through her, injecting her with life she’d not felt for years. In her mind’s eye, a map of the entire county lit up, the thick, neon purple ley lines weaving throughout the earth in intricate patterns, like arteries of power beneath the ground.

Feeling this again, her magick shooting up through her solid form, bringing her back to life, reminding her of her reason for existing, was nothing short of glorious. She bit her bottom lip in an attempt to curb her enthusiasm. She needed to concentrate right now, remain on plan.

Focusing on the thoughts of her coven, she scanned over and over the lines, looking for any source of power draw. Just as she thought her efforts were fruitless, a tug in her mind, like a magnet pulling at her, drew her attention to an area not far away. The bright neon lights flickered, dimming for a brief second, indicating a strong power draw.

Mildred smiled.

As her mind zoomed out of the ley line overview, a generic map replaced it, a bright red pin dotting the area of Grimsthorpe. 

“Excellent,” Mildred said, opening her eyes and standing up again. “Exactly where they should be.”

She glanced up at the clock on the wall, noticing it was nearly midday. Three whole days had passed since Graham’s death at Nathan’s hands and Lina had not returned to the house once. It was a blessing in itself, giving Mildred some time and peace, but it nagged at her that Lina hadn’t done what she’d expected. She had assumed she would come back by now and Mildred had waited patiently for her to do so in order that she could surprise her with her sister’s resurrection. 

However, it seemed the pesky werewolf had prioritised celebrating his new position with his family over allowing Lina to visit her dead sister. Whilst Mildred could appreciate that, after nearly three days, it had become more than an inconvenience.

The first day had been great. She’d spent the day lounging in a steaming hot bath surrounded by candles and incense. The second day she’d decided to become acquainted with her new body, learning all of her pleasure and pain thresholds, what her limits were, where the boundaries were, and revelling in the simple pleasures of the flesh again. With today now being the third day, Mildred was nothing but bored. She wanted out. Her mind was itching to get things into motion, to roll the final dice she’d been waiting for.

Glancing down at her body, she roved her eyes over her arms, reminding herself this was not her original witch body from centuries ago.

This was a young woman from now.

A young woman who had been transformed into a Lamia. And Lamia had the unique ability to shapeshift into bats.

An insidious smile split apart Mildred’s lips as she grinned. She relaxed her mind and closed her eyes, imagining her body becoming fluid, her arms elongating into wings, her body shrinking. 

Several seconds passed and Mildred opened her eyes, expecting to see a change but there was nothing.

Scowling, she closed her eyes again and let out a long breath. Holding an image of a bat in her mind, she imagined herself merging with the bat, becoming one, flying high in the midnight skies under silver moonlight.

After another minute or so, Mildred opened her eyes, but still nothing had changed.

Frustration started to boil inside her. Having a body with a shifting capability was absolutely something she was going to use. Without a doubt. She would not leave this house before she had mastered it, even if it took another week. Her entrance and arrival to her coven had to be absolutely epic and this was the way to do it.

Mildred could see it now—her swooping in as a bat, her coven members looking confused and wondering what was going on. Then, she would gracefully fly down, transforming mid-air to reveal her new, sexy self and reclaim her rightful place as High Priestess of the Helios Coven.

But she couldn’t do that without learning how to shift.

For that, she needed someone who could shift. Who had done it a hundred times and did it like second nature.

Someone who would take one look at her and not even hesitate to help.

She needed Lina. Now. She was done patiently waiting. The wolf had had his fun time, now it was work time.

Mildred smiled as her instincts took over. She knew exactly what to do. Heading upstairs to Lina’s bedroom, she pulled back the duvet and examined the pink bedsheets for hairs. Finding six of them spread around the bed and on the pillowcase, she then picked through Lina’s drawers, looking for a well-worn t-shirt. Pulling out a white t-shirt with a pink ‘My Little Pony’ on it, she went back downstairs and into the kitchen, looking for salt.

She set the t-shirt in the bottom of the stainless-steel sink, placing the hairs in the centre of it. Grabbing a grinder full of pink salt, she emptied it out into her hands and dropped the salt into a circle around the t-shirt. 

Looking on the worktop, she spotted a set of knives in a wooden block and pulled one of the smaller ones out, its blade shiny and sharp. Without a second thought, she ran it across the palm of her left hand, turning her hand over to let the drops of blood fall inside the salt circle.

Then, rummaging through the kitchen drawers, she found a matchbox with a handful of matches still inside. She lit one and dropped it onto the t-shirt, the blood-soaked hairs immediately catching light.

Taking a deep breath, Mildred closed her eyes, pictured Lina in her mind and said, “Per vinculum sanguinis quod nos ligat, te voco. Veni domum, Lina. Veni ad me.” She repeated it again, but in English. “Through the blood bond that binds us, I call you. Come home, Lina. Come to me.”

As the last of the hairs burnt up, Mildred leaned down and blew gently on the match, mentally urging the fire to take hold of the t-shirt. Bright orange and yellow flames reached up, as if grabbing for Mildred, desperate to please her like a child to a mother. 

Within seconds, the entire t-shirt had been engulfed in hungry flames, leaving nothing behind but scraps of charred material. As the last flame died, Mildred stepped back and smiled.

Now all she had to do was wait. 
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Lina woke, stretching out her arms as a strange feeling of refreshment washed through her. The morning winter sun had managed to find the smallest of gaps in the paisley patterned blue and white curtains, casting a narrow beam of golden light onto the sage green carpet, spotlighting one area at the side of the bed.

“Good morning, beautiful,” Nathan said, his deep voice groggy from sleep.

Lina smiled and turned over to face him. “Hello, handsome. Fancy seeing you here.”

Nathan grinned as he wrapped an arm around her waist and dragged her closer. “Yes, fancy that. Unfortunately for you, some questionable things happen to women who find themselves waking up next to me.”

Lina arched an eyebrow, a sly smile tugging at her lips. “‘Women’?”

“Let me rephrase,” Nathan replied, tightening his hold on her. “Questionable things happen to you when you wake up next to me.”

“Better,” Lina said, licking her lips. “Now show me some of these questionable things.”

Nathan rolled them over, nudging her legs open with his knees as he settled his weight on top of her. 

As he lowered his mouth to hers, frantic banging on the bedroom door had him freezing in place.

“Nate,” yelled Ryan. “Breakfast is laid on the table.” He cleared his throat and then said quieter, “Which means you’re not getting laid.”

Nathan rolled his eyes and sighed. “Yeah, got it,” he said, sitting up. “Thanks for ruining a good morning, dickhead.”

Ryan knocked on the door once more. “You’re welcome.”

Lina propped herself up on her elbows and tilted her head to one side. “I’m sure we could spare two minutes.”

Nathan shook his head as he slid off the giant four-poster bed. “Not now, everyone is up.” He gestured at the old room they were in. “No soundproofing in here remember. Mum isn’t stupid.”

Lina, not for the first time, drank in the room they were in, marvelling at it. With an obnoxiously high ceiling, a huge open fireplace, and the yawning bay window with heavy fabric curtains blocking the lead windows, it was a huge, airy space adorned with a traditional four-poster bed and old Victorian furniture.

The entire country house belonging to the Rivers family was gorgeous, ginormous, and gloriously detailed for a pack of werewolves to reside in without violating privacy. Right down to soundproofing bedrooms for obvious reasons.

Except for two spare guest rooms.

Of which, of course, they were in one and had been for the last three days since Nathan’s victory.

Admitting defeat, Lina threw the covers off her and jumped out of bed, heading towards the en-suite in the far corner of the room. 

“You don’t have time for a shower,” Nathan said, pulling on a pair of black boxers in the blink of an eye. “We can’t be late down to breakfast.”

Lina stopped in the doorway and turned, allowing him to drink in her naked, svelte figure. “You can’t be late down to breakfast. They don’t care about me.”

Nathan stalked towards her, grabbing her hip and pulling her flush against his chest. His hazel eyes flared with disapproval as a low grumble vibrated through his body. “Don’t talk like that, Lina. You are here with me, as my partner. There is no you and me separate, there is only us. Is that clear?”

Lina dropped her eye contact, his words echoing through her mind, blooming warmth through her body.

“Eyes on me, cariad.”

Lina closed her eyes, counted to five, and fixed her gaze back on him. “Nathan—”

“Don’t even use that tone with me,” he said, holding up his right hand in a stop sign.

“What tone?”

“That soft tone you put on when you’re trying to make me change my mind. This is not negotiable, Lina. You are at my side at all times when we’re here. Do you understand that?”

“They hate me,” Lina whispered. “Ryan seems to tolerate me, and your sister, Maya, but the others either look at me like I’m a piece of shit on the bottom of their shoe or like they can’t trust me. I feel like a foreigner here, Nathan.” She shook her head, emotion building up inside her. “I know what you said about giving me everything of yours, but you can’t make your family accept me.”

Nathan snorted. “Wanna bet? I’m the Alpha. What I say goes.”

“From what I understand, unless I’m wrong, you won’t be Alpha for much longer. And from what I see, and have heard, wolves stay with wolves.” She stabbed her index finger into her chest. “I am the furthest thing from what you guys are. You’re breaking traditions to be with me, Nathan, and I’m worried what that means for you in the eyes of your family. And your new role.”

Digging his fingers into her hip, Nathan touched his forehead to hers, boring his most sincere stare into her soul. “It’s my job to worry about me, cariad, not yours. I provide, I protect. That’s how this works. I know what I’m doing, and I know what I want.” He pressed a kiss to the end of her nose. “And some traditions are in need of being broken. Nobody complained about the beheading traitors tradition being broken, did they?”

“I think your family currently might be.”

Nathan chuckled. “Get dressed. We have breakfast to attend.”

***
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WITH EVERY STEP DOWN the spiral staircase, Lina felt her heart rate spike. The clinking of cutlery and china echoed through the hallway from the dining room, making her swallow the rising lump in her throat.

After leaving the Mohun’s place three nights ago, Nathan had stopped by the pub briefly to grab some spare clothes and lock up, before driving them straight to his family home in Tregaron, Wales. 

When Lina had protested about also needing clothes, they’d made a quick stop at a twenty-four-hour supermarket to buy some essentials, and then carried on, making the two-hundred-mile journey in just under four hours.

Quite clearly, Nathan hadn’t pre-warned his family he had company. When they arrived at the house shortly after two a.m., Ryan had opened the front door holding an old oil lamp like someone out of the eighteen hundreds. 

Lina watched his reaction from the car, his eyes pinned on her in the passenger seat as Nathan jogged around to open the door for her. The instant she stepped outside, Ryan rocked back on his heels and glared at Nathan.

“Are you insane?” he’d hissed at his older brother. 

“Shut it,” Nathan had replied. “It’s late and we’re both tired.”

“A phone call would have been a nice heads up, Nate.”

“I told you I was coming.”

Ryan had roved his eyes up and down Lina, standing directly in front of the open door, blocking their way in. “Not with company.”

Nathan had pushed Lina behind him as he faced his brother. “Do we have an issue here?”

Ryan didn’t hesitate. “No.” He stepped aside, allowing them both inside. “Front guest bedroom. See you in the morning.”

The next morning had been one to not forget for a long time. Narrowed eyes, suspicious stares, and judgemental looks had rained down on Lina from the instant she set foot in the dining room at breakfast.

Nathan’s mother, Gloria, had made her disgust at having a Lamia in her house very well known. Yesterday she had even refused to be in the same room as Lina. 

Ryan, Maya, and Ryan’s wife, Crystal, seemed to tolerate Lina but the rest of his twelve-strong family certainly didn’t even attempt to hide their disdain.

As a result, every time she now entered this room, Lina couldn’t help but feel like all she wanted to do was turn and run.

Rounding the bottom of the stairs, stepping onto the hardwood floor, their approaching footsteps caused a brief pause in the noise from the room.

“I’m going,” Gloria said. “See you all later.”

Nathan strode ahead of Lina, marching into the dining room with his shoulders squared and his jaw set in a hard line. “Sit.”

Lina came to a stop behind Nathan, peering over his shoulder to see Gloria two steps back from the table already, her brown eyes blazing with fury. She settled them on Lina, a deep scowl creasing her face.

“I will not sit at the table and eat my food next to one of them,” Gloria said. “You should be thankful enough that I am allowing it in my house.”

Nathan took a step forwards. “‘It’? Where are your manners?” He dropped the tone of his voice, clenching his fists. “I might be your son, Mum, but I am also your Alpha, Gloria.” He gestured one hand at her chair. “Now, sit.”

Gloria glared at him, unmoving.

“This is my house, now, Gloria. Need I remind you of that? Sit down and eat your breakfast like any other civilised person here.” Nathan glanced around the table, noting the serious faces on all the others staring down at their half-full plates. “You are all clearly forgetting our role as werewolves. We are mediators, guardians, and peacekeepers. That does not involve showing preconceived stereotypical judgements of any species. Including those born from Hell.”

Gloria flicked her head, moving her short dark hair out of her eyes. Lifting one hand, she pointed a finger directly at Lina, her thin frame visibly shaking. “I will not see a devil’s whore at my son’s side, taking control of this family.” She stamped one foot on the wooden floor, the thud echoing around the room. “I will not stand by and watch it.”

Nathan took two steps further inside the room, leaving Lina at the threshold. “What did you just say?”

Gloria licked her lips and dropped her hand, uncertainty flickering through her eyes. Folding her arms over her chest, she said, “You heard me. Make your choice—us or her.”

A collective gasp sounded from around the room, various pairs of eyes jumping from Lina, to Nathan, and to Gloria.

Ryan stood up, scraping his chair back against the floor. “Enough, Mum,” he said, pointing at her chair. “Nathan has done for us what no one else has been able to do for five generations. We are not in the Middle Ages anymore. He can be with who he pleases, even if we don’t like it.”

Lina took a step back, feeling uncomfortably awkward and wanting to do nothing but get the hell out of there.

“Don’t move,” Nathan said, barking his order at Lina without even looking at her. “You stay at my side. Where you belong.” He reached back with his left hand, wiggling his fingers for her to come to him, all whilst pinning his mother with a challenging stare. 

Lina hesitated for a fraction of a second before fixing her eyes on Nathan’s hand, avoiding the burning looks of his family as she stepped to his side and threaded her fingers through his. “Mrs Rivers,” she said, her voice quiet. “I just want to say—”

“Don’t you speak to me,” Gloria said, narrowing her eyes at Lina. “Just hearing your voice makes me want to scrub myself raw with disinfectant. Pity it’s not the Middle Ages because I’d have you burned at the stake.”

Lina gave a single nod as the last of her resolve snapped. Three days she’d put up with this nonsense now. She had done nothing but be courteous and respectful, trying to show she was different to the Lamia they might have encountered before but it seemed it all counted for nothing.

She’d been sentenced and tarred with the same brush regardless. 

Feeling ire bubbling in her veins, Lina took another step forward, putting herself directly next to Nathan instead of hiding behind his shoulder. “You know what? You’re being incredibly rude and that’s putting it politely. I’ve done nothing but be nice to you and your family. I’m a guest in your home. I don’t know what that means to you, but where I come from, guests are treated with respect and welcomed.”

“Guest?” Gloria snorted. “You’re not a guest. You were never invited and never will be. You’re Lucifer’s temptation dragging my eldest son down to the depths of Hell. You’re nothing but a worthless slut and I won’t have my bloodline tainted with the likes of you.” Her chest rose and fell with short, rapid breaths. “You think that seducing men is a supernatural power?” She scoffed. “What a joke. You don’t even know what it means to have power.”

Nathan tensed, the entire room beginning to vibrate with the growl erupting from his chest.

“Nathan,” Ryan said. “Calm down.”

Gloria fisted her hands and stamped one foot on the floor again as she glared at her son, tears welling in her eyes. “I can’t believe you’d do this to us, Nathan. Can you imagine what your father would say?”

The instant Lina felt Nathan’s fingers start to move from hers, she knew he’d lost his control on whatever restraint he’d showed up to now. Without hesitation, Lina shifted, her bones cracking, her skin turning into leather, her eyes fixated on Gloria.

Less than two seconds later and she was hurtling herself, in bat form, directly at Nathan’s mum, her sharp claws aiming straight for Gloria’s head. 

Gloria, stunned at the sight of a large cat-sized bat flying at her with its claws out, shrieking a war cry, froze, her eyes widening. 

Lina landed at the crook of the older woman’s neck, digging her claws into the flesh and drawing blood. As Gloria screamed, Lina shifted back, her hands now around the woman’s throat, her nails still her bat claws, slashing at the woman’s flesh with the ease of tearing tracing paper.

Blood welled from the cuts, the bright red colour a stark contrast against Gloria’s pale white skin and a brutal reminder that where Lina could have dealt a fatal blow, she chose a lesson of merciful threat.

“I’m willing to bet,” Lina said, pressing her face into Gloria’s. “That if your husband cheated on you, you’d be calling for my services. So yeah, seducing men, bad, immoral men is a superpower, Gloria, because it helps sad, old women just like you.” Lina let go, throwing the woman back against the wall. “You know what I think? I think you’re so sad and bitter that your husband died, you can’t bear to see anyone else happy, least of all your son because then that means you become irrelevant, right? Without your husband, you’re nothing. You lived off his name and claimed your status and now he’s gone, you’ve got nothing and no one.” Lina tilted her head to one side. “And God forbid anyone should remind you of that, right? Well, fuck you, Gloria, because I’m here to stay, and you know what else? We intend to make ourselves a breeding pair before his year is up so get used to it.”

Silence fell around the room, so profound it was almost as palpable as it was deafening. 

Gloria frantically dabbed at her neck, her eyes flooding with fear as she stumbled back from Lina, her eyes darting to Nathan. “Are...are you going to let her speak to me like that? Attack me like that?”

Reality came crashing back to Lina as she calmed down, making her realise she’d just attacked her boyfriend’s mum. Fuck. With shallow breaths, she stepped away from Gloria, holding her hands up.

Nathan glared at his mum. “Better her than me. Know your place.”

“You’re going to breed with this...this harlot? Dilute our family blood with...with hers?”

Nathan held his hand out to Lina. “Damn straight I am. Clearly my decision to choose breakfast over impregnating her this morning was the wrong one.” 

Lina walked to him, taking his hand as she turned and gave Gloria a victorious smile. 

“Does this mean I can tell Amaleigh I like her?”

The small, innocent voice cut through the growing tension like a knife, switching everyone’s attention to the youngest of the Rivers family, Freddie.

“Freddie,” Crystal whispered. “Not now.”

“But,” he said, his green eyes flashing with hope as he lifted a hand and pointed at Nathan. “Nathan has just said he wants babies with someone that isn’t a wolf. I like Amaleigh but Mum said I can’t tell her. Does this mean I can now?”

Ryan groaned and ran a hand over his face.

“And what is Amaleigh?” Nathan asked, turning to his little brother.

“She’s a vampire.” He flickered his eyes over to Lina and back to Nathan. “Not like her. Just a regular one.”

Nathan reached out and ruffled his hand through his brother’s blonde hair. “If you like her, buddy, you go for it. No one is out of bounds.”

Gloria let out a wailing shriek of despair before turning and running out of the room, her sobs echoing around the house as she fled upstairs.

“Well,” Nathan said, turning to Lina. “Are we eating or just hitting the road?”

“You’re going already?” Ryan asked, coming out from behind the table. 

“It’s day three today,” Nathan replied. “I need to get the Mohun’s out of my new house and find out if we have three new pack members or not.”

Lina started heading towards the door, tugging Nathan along with her. “Let’s go. We can eat breakfast out somewhere. I’m fed up of being around judgemental arseholes who don’t even want to give me a chance.”

Nathan cast his siblings a knowing look and shrugged his shoulders. “She’s got a point, guys. If you don’t want to be a part of this anymore, say the word and you are more than welcome to go form your own pack.”

As they headed upstairs to grab their clothes, Lina couldn’t help but bite the smile forming on her lips. She’d finally found someone willing to put her above all else and the euphoria born from that was a drug like nothing else.
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Chapter 3
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Kyla had just settled on the sofa with the first cup of tea of the day, the sound of the sea lapping at the shore below, when her phone rang—Sam.

“Hey,” she said. “How are you doing?”

“He’s landing in three hours.”

Her short, sharp tone and complete ignorance to Kyla’s question completely threw Kyla for a second. “What? Who?”

“Dylan.”

Kyla sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes immediately darting around the room for Azazel. “Where?”

“Brize Norton. Are you coming or not?”

Kyla hesitated. She wanted to see him bad. So bad. But things were different, a lot had changed since he’d left a month ago. 

“Let me know,” Sam said. “Bal is portalling us there to meet him off the plane.”

Before Kyla could even reply with a simple ‘ok’, the line went dead.

Oscar padded into the room, his nails clicking against the marble floor, a sound that never failed to send shivers down Kyla’s spine. Every time she heard the bone-chilling noise, she couldn’t help but think of a certain scene from Jurassic Park with the velociraptor clicking its huge middle nail against the floor.

Seeing the enquiring stare from Oscar, Kyla opened the door in her mind, allowing their telepathic communication to flow freely.

You should go. Despite where you are now, you and Dylan have so much history. He would want to see you.

Kyla leaned forwards, placing her cup on the coffee table in front of her. Letting out a long breath, she thought over Oscar’s words.

I know but things are different now. She glanced down at the red rose tattoo on her right forearm. As soon as he sees this, he’ll get really upset.

Why will he? Do you not remember his parting words to you? You’ve done exactly as he asked, Kyla. 

I get that but where we were, the place we’d finally reached after a decade-long battle, has disintegrated into nothing. 

Oscar walked towards her, standing the other side of the coffee table. No, it hasn’t disintegrated into nothing. It’s changed into something that neither of you have seen yet.

Kyla let out a sigh. Since when did a dog become so wise?

A low growl sounded through the room. Since never. Because I am not a dog.

Kyla grinned at him and then mentally closed the door between them. If there was one thing Oscar hated since his Hell Hound upgrade, it was being called a mere dog. 

The sound of a door opening came from down the hallway, followed by the gentle thud of feet on marble. Azazel rounded the corner, his sculpted body glistening with water as droplets fell from his bronzed skin and onto the pristine floor.

“I was waiting for you to come and join me,” he said, his jade green eyes lighting up with mischief.

Kyla looked up at him, sighed, and replied, “Sam called.”

All the delight in Azazel’s eyes faded away. He walked over to her and sat down next to her on the sofa. “Is she ok? What did she decide to do about Nathan? And Joyce?”

Kyla shrugged. “I don’t know. She wouldn’t even answer when I asked how she was.” She licked her lips and picked up her mug of tea. “She called to tell me Dylan will be home in three hours.”

Lifting the mug to her mouth, Kyla forced herself to sip at the hot liquid as the silence between them became so uncomfortable, she almost debated asking him to go back in time and erase the sentence ever leaving her lips.

“And why did she call to tell you that?” Azazel said, his voice quiet, but his tone clipped and short.

Kyla lowered her mug and cleared her throat, staring down into her golden tea. “She asked if I wanted to go with her to greet him off the plane.”

Azazel tore his eyes from her and stared down at the floor, now just noticing the puddles of water he’d left in his hurried trail to Kyla. “Well, I mean, I have a mess to clean up here so if you want to go—”

Kyla snorted. “You mean the water you could clean up with a click of your finger?” Kyla turned her head to the left and pinned a hard stare on him. “Since when did you become such a pussy?”

Azazel met her gaze with widened eyes, shock and surprise creasing across his handsome features as he took in her words. “What did you just say to me?”

“Are you going deaf now as well?”

The corners of his mouth tweaked up into something of a smile. “What do you want from me, bellona? To say that I’d love nothing more than for you to go jump into your ex’s arms and welcome him home in true Kyla Marshall style?”

Kyla arched an eyebrow. “‘In true Kyla Marshall style’? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Uncertainty flickered through his green depths. “Just that given your history, you’d be more than glad to drag him to bed at the first given opportunity.”

Kyla set her mug down on the table, making a point of banging the ceramic against the delicate stone top. Standing up, she glared down at him, her hands on her hips. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?” Azazel opened his mouth to reply but she lifted a hand to silence him. “If you’re trying to take a passive-aggressive dig at my sexual past then you need to have a good, long think about yours first. This is not a thread you want to pull at.”

Azazel stood, keeping his eyes locked on her. Closing the gap between them, he pulled her against his hard body, making her thin bed shirt damp from his semi-wet skin. “Do you really think I’d try and shame you with something like that?” He scanned his eyes across her face, watching with glee as the defensive walls bordering her sapphire eyes crumbled, leaving nothing but an emotional realisation on full display. “I would never say anything of the sort, bellona. You should know me better than that.” He lifted his right hand and brushed the back of it against her cheek. “Perhaps what I should have said is that he’ll be expecting you to take him to bed. He’s been on tour doing fuck knows what for a month. The guy is going to be exploding with unspent testosterone.”

Guilt gnawed at Kyla for even thinking bad of her demi-soul for a millisecond. She dropped her gaze to the rose tattoo on her forearm, its vivid red petals a permanent reminder of everything she’d chosen. He was right—she should know him better than that. So why had her default been to think the worst instantly? Was it a sign that despite their fully forged bond, they still didn’t really know each other?

“You’re my demi-soul,” Kyla said, placing a hand in the middle of his chest. “And our history started being built four months ago when we first met. Me and Dylan have ten years on that, Azazel. It’s something that can never be erased.”

A promising glint flashed through his eyes. “Wanna bet?”

Kyla let out a small laugh. “Sure, you can erase it from my memory, even Dylan’s, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. Like with you and—”

“Don’t even say it.”

“I’m just saying. At least you’re not related to him.”

“No. He’s a werewolf. Which is worse.”

“Worse than you fucking my sister?”

“Hey,” Azazel said, peering down at her. “I didn’t know she was your sister all those years ago and I also didn’t know that you were my demi-soul.”

“Well I didn’t even know demi-souls existed until four months ago so back at ya.”

Azazel let out a long breath. “Ok. We can bicker all day about tit for tat, but it won’t change the fact that there’s an elephant in the room.” Azazel pressed a kiss to Kyla’s forehead then dropped his arms from around her and took a step back. “Go meet him. He’ll appreciate it. He at least deserves to know that you did what he wanted.”

Kyla licked her lips and smirked. “That is not why you want him to know. You don’t care that I did what he wanted. You just care that he knows that we’ve slept together.”

Azazel sucked air in through his teeth and grinned. “Po-tay-to, po-tar-to.”

Kyla stepped into him, running her hands up his torso, feeling every inch of his deliciously defined chest. “Come with me.”

Azazel looked down at her like she’d just turned into a three-headed alien. “What? No.”

Kyla rolled her eyes. “Bal is portalling Sam there. We can all go together.”

Azazel shook his head. “If I had a choice between seeing my demi-soul in the arms of another man and not seeing my demi-soul in the arms of another man, guess which one I’m choosing?”

“And I also know that you’ll forever question what happened so come with me and you can see it with your own eyes.”

Azazel shook his head. “No.”

“Please, Azazel.”

“No.”

“Don’t make me tell you you’re coming.”

“You couldn’t anyway. Nice try.”

Kyla flashed him a knowing grin. “If you loved me, you’d do this for me. For us.”

A low growl rumbled in Azazel’s throat as he closed his eyes and let out a long breath, counting to ten. Opening his eyes again, he said, “I fucking hate you.”

Kyla grinned. “I love you, too.”
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Chapter 4
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Brandon Turner clasped his hands together and put them to his mouth, blowing air into them to try and warm his freezing hands up. The absolute worst part of spending two-thirds of his life in an underground Icelandic cave was the temperatures. It was either stifling hot or freezing cold, no in-between.

A firm bump knocked against the back of his lower thighs, followed by a soft chirp.

“Yes, Roxy,” Brandon said, waking up his computer. “We will go down in a minute. Bear with me.”

Brandon shook his head and smirked as he thought about what Roxy wanted. His beloved familiar, nothing less than a lethal Caracal, absolutely thrived off going downstairs. To see the creatures that lived in the depths of the earth and policed the fine line between Heaven and Hell. 

The sheer size of the monstrous creatures alone should scare the bejesus out of anything with good sense, but then again, with Roxy being an extension of him, good sense didn’t exist. 

As his computer whirred into life, flicking the three monitors on, Brandon let out a sigh of contentment. He was close. So close.

A breeze of warm air whirled around him followed by the sound of his father’s voice. “Brandon.”

“Father,” he said, turning his head to the left. “How are things?”

Abaddon scanned over the computer screens, taking in the line graphs, tables of code, and algebra calculations predicting various outcomes. “You’re close.”

“Very. I think the next one might be it.”

A triumphant smile spread over Abaddon’s face. Reaching out with his right arm, he slid it around his son’s narrow shoulders and pulled him into his body. “I knew you could do it, Son. You remind me so much of myself at your age.”

Brandon smiled. “So you’ve said. Let’s hope history doesn't repeat itself with me.”

“It won’t. You’re me but version two which means you’re the upgrade.” Abaddon clapped his hand against Brandon’s shoulder and withdrew his contact. “And your mother? Any viable subjects yet?”

Brandon snorted. “I think her usefulness was limited purely to me. She has, however, proven useful to test the blood. It definitely heals and rejuvenates.” Brandon took his eyes off the computer screens and looked at his father, his brown eyes filling with light. “Want to see?”

Abaddon grinned. “Did you even need to ask?”

Brandon turned, looking down at Roxy. “Go on then.”

Roxy looked up at him, her dark golden eyes burning with excitement. She chirped once more before turning tail and rushing off into the darkness, her large paws leaving prints in the dusty floor.

“There’s something not right with that cat,” Abaddon said, one eyebrow raised as he stared into the darkness after her.

Brandon chuckled. “Pets resemble their owners.”

“She’s not a pet.”

“She’s my familiar. She’s an extension of me, ergo, my pet. Could you imagine if she had some extra powers?”

Abaddon reached out with his left hand, grabbing Brandon’s forearm and halting his stride. Spinning his son around, he studied his face, taking in the unkempt beard, his dark unwashed hair sticking up in every direction, the dirt layer coating his glasses, and the heavy bags anchoring down his lower lids.

“Brandon, you need to listen to me carefully. Experimenting with humans is one thing, it’s manageable. Humans are a different ball game to animals. You cannot experiment with animals. That’s where playing God goes drastically wrong.”

“Father, please. Just trust me. I’ve got this. It’s not as if I’m going to give every animal on the planet an extra boost. Just mine. She is my aid.”

“So leave her as that. She is a formidable creature already. If something isn’t broken, there’s no need to fix it.”

Brandon pulled his lips into a thin line and gave a single nod. “Understood.” He glanced down at his arm, where Abaddon still had a hold of him, then looked back up.

Abaddon released his grip and motioned with his hand for them to continue. Brandon turned and strode off into the darkness leaving an uneasy feeling hanging in the air. Pushing it aside, Abaddon continued on, following his son.

As they continued their descent, the air became thicker, warmer, as if it were trying to coat them in its presence.

The pathway narrowed, the rocky insides of the cave closing in on them as if warning them to not go any further, trying to push them back to the surface, away from the truth hiding in the depths.

Abaddon turned sideways and bent his knees, the cave sides squeezing his giant frame, urging him to step back but as always, the more something resisted him, the harder he pushed back.

A deep rumble vibrated through the ground, small particles of rock shaking their way loose from above, hitting Abaddon on the head like hailstones. 

In the distance, a flicker of orange blasted through the pitch black, giving hope of light at the end of the tunnel but Abaddon knew better.

What Brandon was playing with was the furthest thing from a hope of light. How he’d managed to even get this far was nothing short of a damn miracle but even that was the wrong word because miracles were granted from God and these creatures, these things, were not from God. 

They weren’t even from Lucifer.

They were from something much worse.

A woman scorned.

A woman trapped and so desperate for her life’s love she’d created things so abominable the mind struggled to comprehend that they were born from pure protective desire and not from Hell itself.

But, as Abaddon reminded himself, Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned and these things were the living embodiment of that.

Closing in the last few metres, Abaddon took a deep breath and let it out slowly, preparing himself again to see these things. How Brandon had caught even one of them, let alone three, was an immeasurable feat. Not only that, they tolerated him, allowed him near them. 

Abaddon ducked, bending at the waist and the knees as he dipped underneath a low hanging arch. Emerging the other side, he stood behind a high rocky outcrop that circled a deep cave, its depths as if it were from the pits of Hell.

Spanning the size of a football field, it housed three ginormous scaly creatures that served one word perfectly—dragons.

Folding his arms across his chest, he watched as Brandon trotted down the staircase he’d carved into the side of the cave, allowing him ease of access to his test subjects. A knot of unease formed in his stomach as the possibilities of what could happen to his son ran through his mind. 

This was the pure reason Abaddon visited his eldest child daily. At any moment these things could turn and eviscerate Brandon in a second.

Five curved claws on each of their four feet, bodies made of rock-hard dark metallic scales, long and flexible tails spiked with a poisonous arrowhead, and of course the ability to breathe endless streams of fire, these things were nothing but monstrously beautiful.

He watched the dragons watching his son, their green beady eyes pinned on him, their nostrils flaring, lips pulled back revealing their six-inch-long razor-sharp teeth. 

Brandon, jumping down from the last step, strode across the stone floor, his focus fixed on the smaller of the three. Its shoulder a good eight or nine feet high, he lifted his left hand and clicked his fingers together, pointing down at the floor.

The dragon took a step towards him, a deep grumble sounding from its chest. Its scales changed colour from a dark grey to a deep purple as it lowered its body, resting its large stomach on the hard, cold ground.

Brandon smiled. “Good girl. Thank you. I’ll give you some extra spice for dinner today.”

The dragon closed her eyes slowly and grunted as she lay her front legs straight out ahead. She swished her tail to the other side of her body, away from Brandon.

“Thank you,” Brandon said, pulling a thick needle from his coat pocket. 

Reaching up, Brandon stroked down her scales, looking for that one singular scale that lifted just enough to create a gap for his needle. As his finger trailed off the edge of a scale just above her elbow, the edge flicked up, giving him his access point.

He slipped a glass vial about the size of a specimen bottle onto the end of his needle and then carefully pricked the skin of the massive creature. It never ceased to amaze Brandon that their skin wasn’t any tougher than a human’s but then again, with every inch of their body covered in rock-hard scales, they didn’t need toughened skin.

A squirt of blue blood hit the end of the vial immediately. Within seconds, the vial was full and Brandon removed the needle, giving the dragon a firm pat.

“Thanks, girl. I’ll be back later with food.” Brandon turned and pointed up at his father. “My dad is visiting right now.”

The dragon tilted her head and glanced up at Abaddon, sending a chill down Abaddon’s spine. The way it locked eyes with him unnerved him. They were unpredictable at the best of times but the way they observed and did nothing made him suspicious they were being cunning, waiting for their prime opportunity.

Brandon walked back towards the stairs, the other two dragons watching him, their eyes following his every step. He ran up the stairs as if it were something fun to do, just another exercise in his daily routine.

“Come on then,” he said, motioning with his head for Abaddon to follow.

Abaddon took one final glance at the three creatures and followed his son deeper into the cave, to the one place he thrived more than anywhere else on earth.

His lab. 
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