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Dear Readers, 

What a ride this series has been. From the first day when Reno Sundown was “born” in fanfiction, it’s been an adventure unlike any other I’ve been on as both an author and a reader. The fairy tale of Reno and his Witch Emma has been full of so much love, laughter, excitement and yes, heartache. 

I’ve always said that I would make the expected HEA a difficult one to obtain. I also promised to make the book worth the read to get to it. Just have some faith, trust, and keep reading. Over the decade I’ve written this series, I’ve had both love notes from readers and hate mail. And I respected and felt touched by both. 

Now we are one book away until end of the series. Sundown is part one of the ending. Faith is the second part. I won’t even attempt to count how many times I’ve cried writing these books. The friends I’ve made among the readers and fanfiction writers that bring our Grid characters to life every day. Those writings will continue. But the Grid Series? No more books will be written. There are other creative ventures on the horizon for some of the characters, sure. But with this book in the finale of the series, the biggest, broadest, HARDEST HEA for all will be written right before we have the end in the next book – Faith.  That means more than ever before, you’re going to get very angry at me. You’re going to cry and laugh. But as I always say with each book—just keep reading. Please. 

But it’s going to be hard. So hard that at times I’ve stood up, walked away, and asked myself if I needed to be that cruel to the characters. And to you, the readers. But the world of The Grid is a harsh one. Heaven. Hell. Our realm. It’s not a pretty place and that has never been more true than in this book.  I had planned for a completely different main character and story from the beginning until mid-way of writing Chaos. 

Until I realized, the one character that everyone demanded to have an HEA and a life, might be possible. And well-deserved. 

But that too is hard. 

So, I present you with Sundown’s story. His own life. And love. 

But remember, nothing is easy. 

As Sundown will tell you – Careful what you ask for. 

You just might get it.

Sincerely, 
Jas T. Ward
AKA: The Author Boss Lady
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The Future
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Sundown

Thirteen years. I used to think it was total bullshit about that number being unlucky. I’ve changed my mind. Thirteen years of me being the driver of what used to be a team of three. Now it’s just me, keeping insane Madness from joining the rest of the feeding frenzy in the world. There’s no sign of him. 

As much as everyone looks for him in me. Trust me, I look harder than all of them combined. You see, he checked out that day. Gave up and figuratively walked away. Now, I know it’s fucking impossible to walk out of someone’s own head, but there’s no other way to explain it. He’s not here. There’s a gaping, raw, painful hole where he used to be. I’ve felt that pain every second, minute, hour, and day of the thirteen years. 

We barely escaped when Hell cracked open. Demons fed on both Greed and Madness when they crawled from their realm into the one of man. The first day of Hell on Earth. Literally. Not figurative even a tad. Lucifer gave zero fucks about the treaty with Heaven. He ripped it up. Wiped his ass with it and laughed as the High Council cowered high above the mess. They didn’t do shit to stop it. The Grid fell when they came for Bounce. But the Boss still held one last playing card. He gave all Grid still living their ultimate reward. Immortality. The happy retirement clause couldn’t really apply to the end of days. Oh sure, continue to fight but the ranks of Hell greatly outnumber the frazzled remnants of The Grid. 

Especially when day-after-day dark ate up the light. Mankind lost faith and darkness swept over the realm. Yeah, final blow for the rest of the Keepers. Oh sure, they fought it as hard as they could. I give them credit for that. Until they just couldn’t. The hosts became nothing more than vessels, and four out of six powers ran amok. A smorgasbord of humans and demons to snack on. Me and Jade held out. Her innocence protected her from going dark. But I doubted it would last. The kid fights against the calling of the others every day. It’s fucking torture. But she’s a trooper. I hear their calls too. Maybe one day I won’t be able to fight. Join their dark feeding frenzy. But not today. Or tomorrow. And, unlike the others, I don’t have a heartbeat begging to be heard. Beating from the light to save those given to the dark. Useless. 

Didn’t take long for the governments to fall. Currency nothing more than toilet tissue. The High Council didn’t protect mankind or care. If it ever fucking did. Just a big chess game and humans pawns. Bet the dinosaurs were, too. No human cattle for Lucifer’s demons to feed on. Maybe humans or something new would take our place someday. History logged Omega doing it a few times. Hell, there’s a thick-ass book about it. I ain’t read it myself. I don’t know how to read. The big guy could wipe the battered planet clean. Patch her up and start again. Between you and I an end would be nice. Take a long, much needed nap without dreams. No worry of awakening.

Speaking of heartbeats, you’re probably wondering about her. You know. Emma. His Witch. She’s dead. But also alive. I know, fucking confusing, isn’t it? She’s in some sort of stasis. Not a coma. Or maybe a new type of one. Her vitals barely there. Every now and then her brain shows spikes. She’s there. But not. They say it’s her fuse with him. Without him here, neither is she. Those two really were a fairy tale. Except the Beast brought the world Hell. And his Beauty trapped in one waiting for her prince to show back up. If only he would. 

The kids see her every day. She’s secured in their big house on the top floor. Used to be a happy place. Not anymore. It’s a tomb minus the dead. Here’s a funny fact for you. Not hah-hah funny but fucking weird. No demons dare approach the place. The rogue Keepers even stay away. Like Madness and its Keeper will somehow sense their closeness to her. His Witch. Rise up to slaughter for daring to threaten her. He’d slaughtered Epsilon after all. And Reno remained the Prince of Hell. I think it’s a matter of no one really fucking knows. Better not tempt bad karma that could fucking kill you. Or in Madness’ case—eat you. 

I visit her too. My reasons not based on longing. My reason? To goad his cowardly ass out. If he senses her. Knows it’s me holding her hand and not his. He’ll come out and kick my ass. God, I wished it’d work already. Let’s not talk about other measures I’ve taken to attempt to enrage him to surface. I admit there’s some shame with what I’ve done. Will it stop me? Nope. 

Every day is torture. Every day it’s worse. Sharpened spikes of pain in my head. Place he should be raw and festered. Nose bleeds if too long without sleep. Only to be forced to find it with the help of chemicals. Only to wake up the next day to more of the same. Pain. Pain. Pain. And yeah, I blame his sorry ass for every bit of it. Don’t you?

The kids have grown. Angrier. More bitter. The twins raised by others. Never knew their parents except for stories of better times. He stepped out on them, too. So did I. Shit, could you imagine me raising kids? Nah. I do train them to fight. To survive. And three out of four ain’t too bad. But the oldest, Sophia? His Rugrat. God, she hates me. Actually, thinks it’s me keeping her dad away. Like somehow I can make him come back. I tried. I still try. But nope. Doesn’t cease her demands for it. Looks for him in me. She’s the worst. Makes me feel like shit more than any of them. They all seek out what ain’t here. Disappointed to find, well, me. 

I grew a beard. After Sophia bitched seeing his face too painful. Hell, it’s our face. Not just his, but fine. Thought that would help. Wrong. She then went off about seeing his eyes. Hello? Not exactly his eyes. Mine had a lovely ring of red around the blue. I ain’t sure what I can do about the eyes. I sure as fuck ain’t plucking them out. I kind of use them on the regular. I wear shades. A bonus they also help with the headaches. 

When the world realized Hell was not only real but knocking on their door, riots broke out. Started here in the city of San Francisco. A pocket of Hell on Earth they thought could be contained. Wrong. Lucifer doesn’t exactly respect fences, roadblocks, or barriers. Shit, the Dark Lord respects nothing. More holes opened up beyond. Demons crawled out like nasty roaches all over the world. Society deteriorated. Governments fell. Nothing but complete chaos. You thought 2020 sucked? That’s a cake walk party compared to now. Teach all of you to bitch. 

Yet we still try. The Edge Academy became a stronghold. Where those who survived of The Grid train and live. Live...not the right word. Survive. That’s better. The place has fortified walls and deals with daily attacks. Thanks to the Cowboy and his lady cop, Evan and Lily it’s not fallen. Yet. A haven in the middle of a nightmare. Headquarters fell first and we scattered. The city burned and we found each other. The wounded were cared for at the Fortress of the Sleeping Beauty. We lost so many. Good people. Heroes. Human and supernatural. The wounded grow less in number every day. The dead take up the slack. Mass graves spot parks and playgrounds. If the bodies are buried. Otherwise, rot where they fell. 

The music school, Sound & Groove San Francisco, and residence became an orphanage. So many kids lost their parents wandering the streets. Dean, Ben, and their twins made room for all. Cowboy along with O’Brien organize security keeping it safe. Battles go on. Patrols too. Eventually those who remain go into the city for food rather than battle. Supplies. Whatever can be found. Discovering survivors more rare. But hey, they can do it in the daytime now. Many of the demons remain unable to withstand the sun. It’s the night belongs to them. Let the nasty things have it. 

Me? Ah, well, I don’t stay at the Fortress. They called it home. Not me. Sophia hates me around her mother. Doesn’t want me there. That’s fine. I stay in the groundskeeper house at the school. It’s simple. And it has a shitter. I eat my meals with the rest at the school cafeteria or on the grounds

And it’s become cozy since she came along. 

Yeah, you’ll want me to explain that. Of course you do. 

But I’m getting ahead of myself. And of all of you.

You asked for this. Me to have my own life. Any my tale is a spin on the classic. A twisted ass Sleeping Beauty fucked up fairytale. A lesson in being really careful what you ask for. 

Let’s get it done. You ready?

Buckle your fucking seatbelts. Or get the hell out of the ride, pussies. 

Here we go. I call this—The Sundown Rewind Shuffle.
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PART ONE


THE BEGINNING OF THE PAST
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CHAPTER ONE
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Day One After He Left

To say they were shocked to see me standing there would be an understatement. I can only imagine what I looked like. Covered from head-to-toe in gore. Both Epsilon’s and demons. My own. Black blood. Blue and goo. Pretty sure my face would kiss the floor any second. I admit to being surprised I’d made it back to Grid Headquarters. After a moment of nothing. Everyone sucked into an internal black hole. No me. No him. No Madness. Nothing. Blank space. 

I don’t know if the first bite of a demon or one of many I didn’t feel before. But something snapped eyes opened. Got my ass off the pavement to fight off demons using me as a buffet and ran. Well, ran more of a figurative word really. I stumbled. Fell. Tripped. Passed out for a few blinks more than once but somehow made it back. 

Alarms ripped in the air and into my head. Skull pounded like Thor’s hammer decided to bounce around to get out. Perhaps getting shot in the head a few hours ago didn’t help. Whatever the cause, all the chaotic noise at headquarters didn’t fucking helpi the agonizing ache in my grey matter.

Everyone stopped. Turned. Faced me. Might not come as a surprise, guns aimed at me. Couldn’t blame them after all. The idiot held Epsilon prisoner. Okay, I helped with that. I also spent the last few months begging Reno to kill his evil ass. I get points for that, right? Did he listen to me, the very one time he should have? No. 

I closed my eyes as nausea overtook me. Collapsing with a few freaked out Relays’ fingers on triggers would be most unwise. I consider myself wise. 

“Reno?” 

A firm hand touched my arm. Eyes opened to find whiskey brown ones peering into mine. Ah, Cowboy. But at least he didn’t have a gun pointed at me. Swallowing, I slowly, barely shook my head. Fuck me, even small moves hurt. “Nope. Sorry, he’s not home right now.”

And that moment is when my ass hit the floor. Lights out. 

****
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“We‘ve got to get him stable! He’s lost a large volume of blood. A concussion and most likely a cracked skull. Multiple demon bites and soft tissue tears. That’s before we deal with his shattered arm.” A stranger’s voice. Guessing by the medical jibber jabber, it belonged to a healer.  I tried to open my eyes but to be perfectly honest...Not sure if any of it real or a nightmare. Everything sounded far away. I felt disjointed. Puppet with no strings. A bundle of pain wrapped in a wool tangled knot. 

“I understand all that. But we need Reno to be the driver. Not Sundown. We need to know how far this goes. Immediately.” Ah, Bounce. Of course, he wanted everyone’s favorite hero. Some things never changed.

“And Emma. We need Reno to help Emma.” Lily Devenmore. Wait, rewind. Did she just say Emma? As in her sister? The Witch? His Witch? She still lived? I struggled to come out of the deep groggy mire holding me down to ask questions. If she didn’t die, he needed to know. He believed she died. Crushed him and he went away. But I didn’t get the chance. Back out like a pussy. 

The next period of time was a dark, deep place. I didn’t wake up much. But when I did, it was usually due to someone shining one of those itty-bitty lights into my eyeball as they peeled back an eyelid. They’d check one and then the other. 

The light would go away. They’d let my eyelid go and they’d say in a low, somber voice, “Sorry, it’s still Sundown.”

Damn...That hurt. What? Thought I didn’t have feelings? Don’t worry, not many do. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWO
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“That’s mine, bitch.”

Allatou sat in the corner of the concubine chambers shoving a hardened piece of bread into her mouth like a rabid chipmunk. Did it belong to her? No. In fact, it belonged to the horse-faced whore demon in front of her. She’d stolen it straight from the female’s plate. She’d been stupid enough to look away from the only meal  given in days. The fault not Allatou’s, but on the one who’d forgotten where they lived. 

Hell. In the palace compound, sure. But far below the glorious shining palace of the Dark Lord looming above the grounds. The courtyards of never fading flower gardens. Orchards producing fruit regardless of the season above. Lucifer could snap his fingers and summon an instant winter. Snow falling from the magical illusion of a perfect sky obscuring the rock ceiling of his realm. Would Lucifer take into consideration the occupants of owned no winter clothing? Possessed only threadbare sandals? No. Of course not. The Devil didn’t care for the possessions without enough shine to capture his attention. Allatou wished to remain dull. She’d witnessed the fate of a concubine when Lucifer no longer favored them. Cast out beyond the grounds. Chastised by those struggling to survive. If lucky, starving to death before the lowly demon rats began to feed on the flesh. 

In her mother’s case, disfavor from Lucifer occurred upon learning of Freya’s pregnancy. Thrown down the hundreds of stairs to land at the bottom in a cloth puddle of fine robes. Now, no more than rags hanging on her mother’s frame. Ghostly remnants of a fine life no longer allowed. The foolish woman insisted on wearing them—as if it mattered at all Lucifer once favored her. Allatou received very little attention from Freya. When her mother did grace her with focus, it came in the form of curses and beatings. She blamed her daughter for the fall from grace. As if the egg held any control over the sperm as it intruded. Allatou wondered why she’d not been cast into the Hell Fires. Perhaps the act amounted to too much effort on Freya’s part. Time taken away from throwing herself at Lucifer’s feet. Begging to regain her position in the palace. It mattered not each time the guards forcibly pulled her from the Dark Lord, she’d continue to beg. Didn’t faze her mother when Lucifer kicked her free. Stepped over her like a moldy rug on his way to the palace. No backhand inflicted enough pain to stop her mother’s obsession. Allatou stood back and watched as her mother embarrassed herself over and over. Then ripped apart both physically and verbally by the others. Entertainment as they scrounged out an existence in squalor and mud. 

Fully grown at the human age of twenty-two, Allatou now held zero respect or love for the demon who birthed her. And Freya did nothing to change her mind. 

“I said that’s mine.” 

Back to the bitch wanting her bread. Allatou shoved the last of it into her mouth as she stood. “What’s yours? I don’t see anything.” 

The demoness snarled, bared her fangs, and attacked. Allatou dodged the rush and in a swift move picked up a snapped bone from some prey. Before the woman completed a turn, she found her throat slit. Allatou smiled as the demoness pressed a hand against the yawning gash pouring putrid blood. Stepping back as the woman fell, snarled, lifted a knee, and slammed her sandaled foot down on the skull. Yelling, she struck a second time and felt the skull split under her heel. Beautiful bone white and dark red. Like a fancy fruit too rotten to eat. The others backed away and pressed against the wall. Allatou pivoted to find the reason. No rule against killing another since no rules existed. Oh. Lucifer arrived at some point.  

Wearing a very amused smile and a tailored purple suit. 

The Dark Lord moved through the others as they fell to their knees. Ignored bony hands that reached out to touch him. Blissful if they only grazed fingertip on his clothes. Allatou, however, stood with her chin lifted and eyes brazenly locked with his. Kneeling never her thing. Strangely beautiful flames flickered in the bright blue irises of Lucifer’s. 

“Who are you?” He asked with a smooth and seductive tone. “One of mine? Yes, you must be. What is your name, girl?”

Allatou snorted as she raised a brow. “I am no girl. And yes, I’m one of your bastard offspring. My mother is,” she spat the name with disgust, “Freya. She doesn’t claim me any more than you do.” Smirked as she twisted at the hips. “My name is Allatou.” Snidely added as a smile curved her lips, “Master.”

The collected group gasped at her insolence. Made out the whispers of how she’d find herself incinerated in the Hell Fires in a snap. Fine. Being vaporized in that supernatural heat would be better than continuing her current existence. Perhaps by not cowing to suckle on Lucifer’s dominating command she’d earned the escape. Painful, sure. But an agony with a finite end. Unlike the current one. Or maybe Allatou never gave a single, lovely fuck. 

Calm and prepared  to die, she blinked when Lucifer began laughing. His thumb, rather than performing the expected snap of fingers, stroked along her jaw. He leaned in and smiled wide enough to show deadly fangs. “Allatou. This is your very lucky day. Not only one where I claim you as my daughter.” Gently let her go and his lips curved with delight. “I am going to give you a place at the side of my throne. There is much to do. And I believe, you might be just the one to assist.” He held out his hand for her to take but paused. She thought he’d snatch it away and he appeared too fucking amused at her hesitation. What did she have to lose? Took it and braced for him to give in return some sort of sick punishment for touching him. “I need you to do one last thing. Let’s call it, shall we, a loyalty test.”

A dagger appeared in his hand. “You say your mother is Freya? Slit her throat. I and I alone will be your only mentor. Lead you to become more than what you are. So much more. Will you do as I ask?” 

Allatou’s eyes flashed to the dagger and swiftly back to Lucifer’s. “Of course.”  She licked her fangs and lips. “It will be my pleasure.”

Snatching the dagger from his hand, she turned and found her mother among the worshippers. Freya cowered; limbs visually shook as she took three feeble steps back. “Daughter, please. I have been as good of a mother to you as I could be.” Her eyes filled with tears as she rushed towards Lucifer and fell at his feet. Her thin fingers clutched his slacks in her hands as she begged with her head pitifully down. “Please Master. I have been loyal. And dedicated only to you rather than my own child.” She lifted her eyes to appeal upward to him. “I can still please you, let me—”

But her words were cut off. Allatou moved behind her and brought lips to her mother’s ear. Her eyes locked with Lucifer’s as her mother sobbed. So fucking disgusting. “Apparently, he doesn’t believe it. Or he wouldn’t want you slaughtered.” She slashed the dagger across her mother’s throat with a smile. Threw the woman back as blood sprayed. It too glorious. Beautiful. Hot and red. Some landed on Lucifer’s suit as Allatou licked the blade clean and the smile remained. “Can I keep this?” 

Lucifer smiled and the flames glowed brighter in his gaze. “Of course. We shall call it my first gift to my daughter.” His hand reached out to her a second time without a pause and allowed Allatou to place her own in it. “Let’s get started. A realm to conquer. High Council to fell.” He gave her a wink. “And a race of humans to wipe out.”

Allatou skipped by his side and giggled. “Exciting. I can’t wait.”
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Chapter Three
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“You don’t mean that Mulan. We both know that’s Envy’s influence,” Tyrus said in frustration as Jade paced their apartment in Pop’s complex. Two bedrooms but one not often used. They were still keeping the rules of no intercourse. Blow and hand jobs. Very heated make out sessions, Not once had Tyrus’ dick been inside of the woman he loved. Before to keep both Jade and Envy hidden. Now... because the young Keeper’s innocence also might be the only thing keeping the darkening world from destroying her. But not sure if it did any good. They had more bad days than good. He knew Envy behind it all rather than tension of not having sex. Envy wanted the opposite just as strongly.

Jade’s circle of pacing brought her back to the front. She pressed against him. His dick responded by going insta-hard. Hissed through his fangs as she rubbed her palm over the erection. Her eyes glowed bright green with Envy as they lifted. “Does it even matter anymore, Ty? Seriously? It’s a vow we made to Reno. Who left us. All of us. Why do we keep a promise to someone who just walked away and left behind such a mess?” 

She lifted on her toes and pressed her lips over his to whisper, “Fuck me. Please.” 

Jade, his Mulan, never used that kind of language. That and the supernatural shade of her eyes told him Envy drove. Constantly envious of all those around them having sex. Spending days and nights of hopelessness lost fucking. Groaning, he forced himself to brace his hands on Jade’s shoulders and stepped beyond her touch. “No. And it’s not completely due to the promise. Both of you know that.” 

Truth. Now. Sure, in the beginning everyone thought the Candyman would return. Kiss his Witch. Wake her up and reverse the damage the Keeper of Madness unleashed the day he left. But as time went on it became less about the vow and more of how things changed for the Keepers left behind. Became glaringly obvious with each passing day in his father. Pops never owned a long, slow fuse to begin with. But as the world turned darker and more dire, so did Marcus. Bordering short of violence, Tyrus assumed as bad as it got between him and Murder, must be ten-times worse with Alexis. However, Jade remained happy and light more days than not. Until this past month. Tyrus feared the deterioration of Jade losing her innocence would cause. Would he lose her altogether? Or worse... 

The High Council would learn of Envy. Take Jade. 

Bounce informed them Lucifer now sat in the Highest Chair as leader. And no coincidence the strange deaths of members from “accidents” allowed the Dark Lord to choose the replacements. Lucifer actually offered Bounce a place as second chair—the Grid Boss refused in colorful verbiage. It didn’t make Lucifer happy. Tyrus gave up figuring out the fucked-up obsession the leader of Hell held for their leader. Nope, his mind didn’t want to go there. He, like everyone else, knew Bounce hated reminders of it. Most likely, felt hatred for Lucifer greater than anyone. 

As far as Bounce or anyone knew, the High Council still not aware Jade survived and Envy choosing to be attached to her. Tyrus wanted to keep it that way. Which meant maintaining her innocence to shield them both from discovery. He felt a manic level of desperation in doing so. A deep sense of dread he couldn’t prevent losing his father. He wouldn’t survive losing Jade to the darkness too. 

The slap came without warning. One minute Jade began to sob and the next, slapped Tyrus hard across the face. “Excuses! You don’t want me. Just say it!” She spat out the venomous words. Tears shimmered and fell from her dark lashes. “I don’t blame you! Why would you want a girlfriend you can’t even have sex with?! To have completely and without all the limits!?” She hit his chest with a balled-up fist. “To be just normal! Like any other couple?” A sob rattled her. “Normal is all I ever wanted to be.”

“Fuck normal. It’s overrated and doesn’t exist anymore.” Tyrus blew out a breath to dampen angered frustration at both the slap and accusations. Also fuck the spinning Ferris wheel of emotions their relationship revolved on. “And no. You’re wrong.” Gathering Jade into his arms and rested his chin on the top of her head. Still sobbing deeply and tears spotting his tee. “It’s not about the sex we can’t have, baby.” Leaned back to tilt her head up to gently wipe the tears. “It’s the love I have for you. It’s bigger than any case of blue balls. Larger than what we can’t do. It’s about not losing you. Not to the Council, not to Lucifer and not to the dark. I just need you to hold on. This is going to pass, Mulan. And when it does,” smiled and dipped his mouth lower to hers, “I’m going to keep you in our bed for days.” Tyrus lovingly grazed the back of his knuckles down her cheek. “Stay strong for me, Jade,” whispered against her lips a breath before claiming them in a soul kiss. 

****
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“Master, we can find no sign of The Omega.” 

Lucifer stood in the center of the High Council Chamber. The twelve seats above him on the marble dais carved and edged with gold. Normally gleaming under the Heavenly light pouring from the sky lights in the ceiling far above. Not today. Blood, gore and scraps of cloth and hair marred the surfaces of the chairs. Stained the walls. Killing his peers on the High Council not something he wanted to do but alas, they were in his way. And in the end, all which truly mattered. “So, conservative. Old-fashioned.” Scowled smugly as he pulled his blood-stained gloves off to hand to his servant. “Which is why they are now dead.” The fact Omega somehow eluded the coup’ fouled his mood but not unexpected. The old Creator of All possessed an annoying knack of being two steps ahead of Lucifer. He felt equal parts of thrill for the chase and frustration it continued. “Knowing Father, he’s gone to the one place left to hide.”

He crossed the space to the huge, round mirror in the floor. Waved a hand over to show the realm of man. “With his precious children. Find the old fool. Now.”

“And any humans that get in our way? They are protected by Omega’s law.”

Lucifer laughed. “Omega’s laws mean nothing now. I now claim the realm of man.” He snorted and manifested clean gloves. Slid them on his long, slender hands. “Allatou will enjoy playing with any human daring to interfere with the hunt.” 

He’d stepped away and paused. A slow smile spread as he glanced back at his servant. “Also, it’s time Bounce realizes he and his Grid are no longer protected. I want him hunted down. And prepare him a cell near my new quarters.” Continued to leave the chamber and called back, “The ones once occupied by Father. The old man won’t be needing them again. And have this mess cleaned up.”

****
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McKenzie Miller possessed street smarts. A fighter since a kid. But her heartbeat, Lana? No. Add to her wife crippled since an Epsilon attack years ago, Kenzie felt afraid more every day. 

Months...She couldn’t believe it’d been so long since Reno decided to check out. Left the rest of them to survive in the mess left behind. Lust mourned  the moment Sundown locked down Madness beyond reach. Kenzie and Lana were out of town when everything went down. Thank fucking Omega they were in San Diego when Kenzie’s stamp buzzed an alarm. Leaving Lana and their daughter Max at the hotel, she’d faded to Grid Headquarters. Found a chaotic nightmare of disarray. No longer a secret. Even the all-powerful Bounce couldn’t hide demons oozing out of the fucking ground not captured on every fucking phone in the city. Press lurked around Reno’s personal ground zero. She’d gathered a few personal things from their flat in San Francisco and left. It emotionally destroyed her to not look back. Leaving the first family she’d ever had. Abandon her friends to keep the ones that mattered most safe. 

Not long after, San Diego cracked open. And not the only location. Within a month, every single country reported new fissures and demon sightings. The governments useless in dealing with fiction invading the perceived reality. Kenzie loaded up her family and hid on Bay Farm Island near Almeda, California. They hoped the island would give a buffer from the nightmare the world swiftly slid into. They’d been lucky. At first. But now, she cursed that choice. Kenzie took the lion’s share of caring for both her wife and child. Leaving Lust constantly hungry. The island became more abandoned by the day. Lust paced in her head. Demanded to be fed. Lana guilty she couldn’t help as needed. The usual way—sex. They tried several times. It caused Lana pain. At one point too much for Lana to hide. Kenzie refused to add to her Dancer’s agony. With Lust left unsated pain bloomed like hunger pains in her skull. 

“Snap, I need you.”

Lana’s weak voice from the living room of the fishing cottage pulled Kenzie out of her head. Lust whimpered with sorrow along with Kenzie at how fragile their dancer sounded. Sliding off the kitchen island stool, called back, “Yeah. Coming. Need something from in here?” Stalled long enough to wipe her tears. 

Walking into the space where Max sat with her Mommy One, Kenzie sucked in a breath. Lana’s skin held a sickly pallor. Sweat slicked her skin. Her eyes jerked to Lana’s leg. “Fuck.” Rushing over, she grimaced and gingerly removed the wrap. “Shit it’s infected even more.” 

“I know,” Lana replied as she clenched her teeth, “old Doctor Bryant was due here five days ago.” Their eyes met in fear. They’d worked desperately to not scare Max. Sharper than most four-year old’s and rarely succeeded in hiding much from her.

“I get the boo-boo box.” Max stood up and ran to retrieve the first aid kit. One her mother’s knew contained very little. The old vet usually brought fresh supplies on his visit. 

Kenzie paced and fisted her splayed hands on her buzz cut hair. A single braid with purple ribbon on the left side Lana insisted she keep. She hissed whispering, “We have to find you help. A real fucking doctor. Not a retired veterinarian giving you fucking dog antibiotics.”

“Did the ugly, bad things eat the doctor?”

Both she and Lana whipped their heads to find Max stood behind the couch. She asked so simply. Not a hint of fear or worry in her voice. A shrug followed. “I seen them by the roads. Eating a person and it’s gross.”

“So much for thinking we shielded her,” Lana summed up as Max came over to hug her. 

Kenzie squeezed her eyes shut and pressed fists against the sockets. They’d held out just like everyone else must have. This would be fixed. The world. Grid. It just had to. 

“Dammit, Reno needs to hurry his ass back so he can unfuck what he fucked up.” Because he always did before. Dropping her hands, Kenzie nodded. “Max. Help me pack.”

Their daughter got excited and squealed as she ran to her room. Of course their kid treated a frantic evacuation as an adventure. Lana grabbed Kenzie’s hand. “Snap, where are we going to go? It’s everywhere.”

Squeezing her hand, bent down to meet her eyes. “Back to the city. There’s got to be help there.” Fuck, maybe hope, haven and safety waited, too. 
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Chapter Four
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“You’re pregnant?” 

Marcus sat stiffly still as if frozen by the news his girlfriend just whispered. Her face spoke of fear and caution. Her hand trembled from where it rested on his knee. And held in the opposite one, a single piece of plastic with a pink plus-sign clearly shown in a little window of the thing. “But how?”

Alexis bit her bottom lip and lifted a shoulder. “The usual way. And I know, Breakers aren’t supposed to get pregnant. Keepers may or may not be able to make children. Reno did. For that matter Jess gave Emma a baby. I have no idea. But Marcus, I am pregnant. I’ve taken three of the tests. I—”

Marcus stood and rubbed palms over his short-clipped hair. “I know all of that, Alexis. But the timing. The world is a mess. A baby in this world?” Turned to face her and blew out a breath. “Is a fucking miracle.” Joy lit up his face. A wide, happy smile spread. “We’re having a baby.”

Alexis rose to her feet to throw herself into his arms. “We are. I don’t know how, but we are.” Tears flowed from her beautiful eyes. Marcus reached up to catch them on his thumb. Warm against the coolness of his digit. “I know everything is a disaster, but this is a good thing, Marcus. I just know it is.” 

The words unspoken known by them both. Light and good in their lives helped keep Murder at bay. A difficult task as of late. The power grew darker. Marcus failed to keep it from influencing what he said and did. He and Alexis argued. He lobbed cruel words her way and broke things. Alexis, his brave, amazing woman stepped into the storm and calmed him. He’d apologize. She’d say he didn’t have to. But how could damage not be inflicted? She wasn’t an angel. And Murder enjoyed transforming Marcus into a demon.  

A baby might help reinforce a greater good against the darkness of bad. She must believe it as well. Marcus knew the thought must have occurred in Alexis’ brilliant mind, too. A layer of desperation on top of the impending doom overtaking the world. And their minds. 

Marcus smiled and dipped his head down to claim her mouth in a deep kiss before hugging her tight. With eyes closed he pressed his face into her soft hair. Let out a shuddering sigh and felt shimmer of hope. “It’s most wonderful. Like you said, a miracle. One we both need,” said. With a voice cracking with emotion. 

Do you really think a fucking kid will stop me from stepping up and running the show, meat bag? Nah, we both know as your bitch should. It’s just a matter of time. 

****
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“How far are we from the city?” 

Brock looked where Val sat on the armrest of the RV’s driver’s seat. Slowly shook his head with a shrug. “Cells are down so I can’t use the GPS.” Combed fingers through his hair. Val shifted behind him and took over. She bundled and then smoothed his long, wavy hair. His eyes flickered shut at her touch. She laughed softly. No words existed to explain the amazing sensation of her still heart start and beat with his. A single thump becoming two. Three when Vadim touched Brock at the same time. Valya completed Brock’s hair “wrangling” by placing it in a loose ponytail. “Thank you,” said softly and laid his head back to give her a kiss. 

She smiled and whispered, “You’re welcome.” 

Brock watched her go to the kitchen area to start coffee which landed his eyes on V. He sprawled on the shared, queen size bed at tail end of the RV. God, the guy fucking hot even drooling on the pillow and snoring. Leanly muscled with long legs sprinkled with dark hair. And, hello, between those strong thighs, morning wood greeted the day. Brock licked his bottom lip and wondered what day of the week it was. The twin Keepers split his time for individual attention. Each took turns and didn’t mind at all. In that bed with one while the other gave their herd of rescue animals attention outside. Music on blast. His focus shifted back to Valya. Hotness ran strong in the Petrov genetics. She too lean and slender. A feminine version of her brother. Strong and lean but also soft as a girl should be. Perky tits and an ass that bounced as she bopped on her toes making the brew. His mouth watered at that sight too. “Damn, I am one lucky bum,” he said with a whistle. 

Love life aside, a bum also fucking worried.  

When the shit went down with Epsilon’s attack at Grid Headquarters, he and Benji Brennan rushed home the first moment they could. He to find Val and V. Ben his wife and babies. Told to not leave their apartments at Sound and Groove until given an all clear from HQ. They’d stayed locked down for two weeks. The demons began to overtake the city. He and the twins joined in patrols and security. It all changed three weeks ago. Vadim and Val needed to feed. Two humans came across the Keepers feeding and Chaos reacted. The young couple were killed—slaughtered by the dark power. Brock broke the two Keepers apart to sever Chaos’ control seconds too late to save the victims. 

Brock knew Grid protocol—don’t kill innocents and humans. Zero tolerance.

His twins broke the most sacred rule. Would it matter the two were pacificists? Only dangerous when they were close together or touching for Chaos to control them? No. 

Valya cried fearfully of being locked up again. Vadim paced in silence—he skillfully hid emotions more than his sister. Shit, more than anyone. Brock suggested they go. Leave. Before the city went to complete shit and they couldn’t. From the moment they loaded up the herd in the middle of the night and pulled away from Ben and Dean’s with the Bronco in tow, waited for Grid to track them down. It never happened. Bounce and his Grid’s hands full. The panicked tension eased only slightly reaching the boundaries of the Grid’s systems and stamp tracking. New ones took over—feed Chaos and not kill anyone else. Find supplies. Brock went into overdrive to keep his two lovers safe. Sat on the roof of the RV with guns locked and loaded. Scanning the area for anything and anyone. Crossed hordes of demons moving further away from San Francisco. The Twin Keepers engaged to make quick work of threats. Doing so fed Chaos for a little while. Until it didn’t. Chaos wanted more. Even when less. 

Now, Chaos demanded to feed constantly, and options ran lean. There weren’t many demons in the hills far from the city. Brock waited in a hyper-anxious state each time the Twins left to feed their dark power’s needs. When Val and Vadim returned, they’d collapse into a throuple pile and cuddle to ease his emotions. They to feel his heartbeat, making it their own. Their love for each other forcing Chaos to recede. Only to face it all again the next day. Fucking exhausting—emotionally, physically, and mentally. 

“Brock, where’s the herd?” Valya turned to face him. 

He frowned and stood. “Outside in the pen, why?”

Her lovely teal hued eyes widened. Before she could explain, Brock rushed outside to the small temporary fenced area they’d set up for the four remaining members of their rescue herd. “No!” He fisted his hair to see a gap in the fence and no sign of the dogs. “They got out!” 

The commotion woke Vadim. He stood in the open doorway wearing loose sweatpants. “What’s going on?” 

“The dogs got out.” Valya chewed on her bottom lip. Vadim moved down to stand next to her as Brock checked the area around the RV. His heart ached with the loss. Sure, they’d hopefully find their way back, but none of the others lost since returned. They couldn’t wait for that to happen—never could with the need to stay on the move. Brock hadn’t been without a pet, a dog, or a companion since childhood. His dad always made sure of it. Whenever his dad transferred or deployed, Brock kept a constant best friend. No matter the location. Now the Herd gave solace while he fought the dark consuming his Keepers. Returning, he put his head back to look up at the hazy sky. “They’re gone.”

Yeah, they’re gone asshole. Bet they’ve been eaten by now. Poor pups. Good. Now I only need to get rid of you to bring those two to the dark side. It’s a good fucking day. Who keeps pets in the end of the world anyway?

“Shut up!” Brock roared in the direction of the twins. Wait...they weren’t touching. But shit, Chaos was still able to give him shit. Vadim stiffened with a scowl. Valya’s eyes shimmered with tears. Of course, he didn’t mean them. They must know that. His temper rarely showed itself and never to them. Normally found some place private to scream, rage and roar. Never to Valya and Vadim. 

“Brock, you can’t let it—” 

Val moved to touch him. He jerked away from her reach. “Don’t touch me. Please.”  Vadim narrowed his eyes, face darkening for a fight. Chaos to blame for their frustrations. The bastard power enjoyed the drama it created. But Brock’s limit of patient tolerance redlining its breaking point. 

Blowing out a deep breath, focused to tear down the fencing and tossed it down the hillside. Back to the twins, said flatly, “We pack. It’s time to go.” Glaringly apparent, they needed to move farther from the city. Brock wanted nothing more than for Chaos to fucking starve to death. 
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Chapter Five



[image: image]


A Few Months Later

I’d get a fucking headache watching Bounce pace in front of the room. The guy eons old and powerful beyond any level measured. Immortal and by any standard, fuckable good looking. But stress had a funny way of aging someone. Even the Grid Boss. Evan O’Brien leaned against the wall, our eyes crossing the same path of tracking Bounce. 

“God damn it.” Whoever Bounce spoke to on the opposite end of the call must have given some shitty news. Bounce’s mood changing eyeballs a fiery orange. Now that I thought about it, not exactly sure the last time they’d phased to a soft, kind blue. Not surprising the shit show our secret world and the one beyond became. 

“The feds are ordering the National Guard into the city. It’s out of the Mayor’s hands. Homeland Security has taken control,” Bounce spat in frustration before tossing his phone to the table. Watched it skitter and then spin to a slow stop before I brought my eyes back upward to the two men. 

“What exactly does that mean?” Their expressions made the answer clear. “Shit. They’re blocking us off? The whole fucking city?” I stood and let out a bitter laugh. “What about all the fine citizens that live here? Do they realize they’re just marking them as demon chow for the taking?” 

“Sundown,” Evan’s always calm and solid voice interrupted my tirade of disbelief. How the guy could remain so steadfast, and monotone chapped my nerves raw. “We committed decades ago to keep it all secret. And we did.” He brought a hand up to comb through his wavy, brown hair. “This mess has proven we no longer can. It’s posted on YouTube. TikTok and Instagram. Even fucking Snapchat. Every news channel. There are no more secrets to protect.” 

I snorted. Shook my head slowly and crossed arms on my chest. “You’re just saying that because now that you set up house with Lily you’ve lost your badass. Well guess what pretty asshole, not all of us get that chance.” I gave up on Mr. Smug and turned to Mr. In Charge. “Please tell me we’re not going to just let them roll over us without—” 

A strange sound vibrated through Grid Headquarters to cut off my rah-rah speech. Strangely enough, a rolling sound. I might be a strong, powerfully gifted supernatural being, but I ain’t that strong to manifest with words. If so, I would have spoken babble to create my own well-endowed body by now. 

Whatever could rumble from above so deep to feel it below the Earth’s surface in the subterranean halls beneath Fort Peace must be huge. Evan and I looked upwards as dust drifted down. Bounce turned slowly before looking at the both of us. “That’s not coming from above. It’s happening here. Inside my Grid.” 

****
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We ran to Comms and faced a squadron of High Council soldiers. The vibration apparently from a portal appearing in the middle of Headquarters. Heavily armed bastards in white leather suits stood in front of it. An eighties throw-back look from Bounce’s favorite disco era. “What’s going on?” I asked out of the side of my mouth to Hattie Grove, one of the Recon fighters. 

Cute with red hair and flashing hazel eyes. Amazing full tits. A peach curved ass as plump as any Georgia fruit dreamed of being. I’d never seen her naked, but not hard to figure out when everyone wore skintight Kevlar body suits. Another very hot detail—she was gay. I would be lying if I said I didn’t imagine her and another girl getting it on. Many times. Come on, don’t judge me. I’m not allowed to have sex, remember? So a vivid, kinky imagination is my only real option for solo happy time. 

“I don’t know. They just appeared and pointed guns at us. Even Bounce seems surprised,” she replied in a whisper. 

Blake, another Breaker, moved to stand on my right. British and about a century old. Kind of snobby if you asked me. His girlfriend, a spicy Breaker by the name of Rhianna didn’t seem to mind his uppity attitude. I glanced over and smirked. He held a stupid ass teacup. One I could have sworn broke years ago. “Do you just have those things in bulk or something?” 

He smirked and lifted it to his lips to sip tea. Damn fool even kept a pinkie finger up. “No. Superglue,” answered in a quiet voice. He angled the teacup in Bounce’s direction. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the boss surprised. Shouldn’t he have been informed by the Council or whatever this is?” 

The Brit spoke true. The Grid Boss appeared surprised and pissed. Bounce a picky bitch about who came and went in Headquarters. The Epsilon disaster and the tragedy from it still fresh in everyone’s mind. The Council normally respected Bounce’s rules—that apparently changed, and no one told the guy. 

Bounce motioned all to stay back as he approached one white clad bastard wearing a red arm band of authority, I guessed. I’d only need two fingers to count the times I’d seen Bounce flustered. The current the second time. The first on the man’s wedding day before it went to shit, and his new bride slaughtered . (That’s in another story written somewhere else. I really need you to focus on this story, okay?)

The head bastard gave Bounce a scowl. “By order of the First Seat of the High Council, we are taking control of your,” looked around in unabashed disgust, “Grid. You and your people are released from service.” He smirked with a snark dripping smile and added, “And all those still indentured to Hell, will be returned to Hell.” Stepped up to Bounce and became toe-to-toe. “You are to come with us. Lucifer has requested you as his,” the man’s lips spread in a cold smile, “personal guest.” 

A slight crash sounded next to me. I looked down to find Blake’s precious teacup shattered on the floor. The Breaker’s face paler than usual. Matching every other single Breaker’s face in the place. The aforementioned indentured bodies on loan from Hell. “Oh shit. That’s not good,” I said loud enough for all to hear. I shrugged at the shock and gasps. “What? All of you were thinking it.” Flashed a fanged smile. “Glad I ain’t a Breaker. Food sucks there.” 

“Lucifer? Ah, he’s the Highest Chair now. This makes more sense.” Bounce pivoted to face us. He and Evan met eyes for a moment. Something flashed between them. I couldn’t nail it down as they exchanged a slight nod before Bounce returned his attention to the asshole. “Right this way, I’ll show you the primary controls for The Grid. If you’ll follow me, please?” Half of the group left with Bounce while six remained with weapons trained on us. 

My jaw dropped as I watched Bounce leave as if giving a fucking tour. Evan walked past me, and I grabbed his arm with a hand to spin him around. Kept my voice low and asked through my teeth, “What did he just send to you?” I tapped the side of my head. The universal sign of telepathy. “Evan, what the fuck is about to happen?”

Evan hissed and tucked his chin to tell me, O’Mara and Grove, “We need to evac every non-fighter out of here. Prepare to fight those bastards.” 
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“Darlin, I’m just going for some ammunitions, say hi to Emma and then I’m all yours.” Jess wrapped an arm around Beth as they entered Grid HQ. Their two adopted kids, little girl Mira, age three and Matty, age six, were at home with her mama Charlotte and caregiver Wanda. Edge Academy’s doors remained locked with everything going on. Leaving him plenty of time on his hands to spend with his family at the ranch. High on the hills above the city and so far, safe from demons trolling for food. 

“Fine, Cowboy. But remember, we told Matty we’d only be gone for two hours,” Beth reminded him with an amused raise of brows, “And since one of us got him a watch to keep time, you can bet he’s keeping us to that limit.”

Jess laughed. “Hell, I bet he wrote down the minute we left, and the route mapped out. The time we should be back written down and underlined. I gave him the watch. You gave him that San Fran police pad and pen. Makin’ him want to be a cop like his mama.” Matty was something else. A serious, brooding kid with dark brown eyes and hair. A ton of issues left over from his youngest years
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