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  Dedication






For my mother, who always believed I could do the thing.

Love your guts. I miss you. 
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  PROLOGUE


Declan had been late to marry. What with one thing and another, seeing his sisters wed after their mother’s passing, taking care of his aging father, and working the farm, there hadn’t been time. So, when he met Alice, he was ready to settle down. Falling in love with her at first sight had been a happy bonus for him. With a bit of luck and a good deal of natural charm, he won her heart, and they were married. Two children, a girl and a boy, soon followed. He was happy and felt that his life was as perfect as it could be, or as perfect as he’d let himself hope for. He was a smart man and while he often found himself wondering if there was more to the world than his small farm, it never really occurred to him that he’d know anything beyond his village. So, when the doctor told him that his wife and five-year-old daughter would most likely die from the sickness spreading through their town, he would not believe it. He prayed to God over and over for them to get well, but they got worse. A day came when he could not take it anymore and he ran out in the rain, railing at God. He ended up at a large rock outcropping at the edge of his land, where he wept. “Declan,” said a voice, “Declan, stop crying.”  
Declan looked up and saw he was being watched by a very odd-looking man. With his height, his white hair, and eerie eyes, he looked otherworldly. Declan was frightened by the man’s appearance but refused to show it. The man had spoken Gaelic, but Declan didn’t believe he was Irish. “Who are you to tell me what to do or not to do? My wife and daughter are dying and there is naught that anyone can do!” 
“Well, no human can help. But I can.” 
“Human? Are you mocking me? Who are you?” The man was obviously crazed, thought Declan.
“I am not mocking you, Declan.”
Declan’s eyes narrowed. “What are you?” Declan began to shake with fear, but also with anger, and grief. 
“Declan, what do you think I am?” Anaranth had been watching Declan for years. He knew the young man possessed a keen mind, one wasted on farming and small-town life. 
Declan had always heard talk about supernatural beings, the priest referred to them as devils, but Declan wasn’t sure he believed any of that. This man didn't seem human, that much was true, but what was he really?
“You are a devil,” he said flatly, getting his emotions ruthlessly under control.
Anaranth smiled a bit at the control the young man was exhibiting. “Not a devil. Well, not as your priest says. But I am not human.”
Declan sucked in his breath. “Are you evil?” 
“I can be either, just like humans.”
Declan pondered this. The priest had been very clear on this point. Devils, or demons, were evil. Still, Declan had never been one to follow blindly. “How do I know you are who you say you are? What you say you are?”
The man looked up at the sky and the rain stopped immediately. 
Declan went to cross himself and this made the other man laugh. “It’s just a trick, boy. It will start again soon enough.”
“Who are you? I want to hear you say it.” 
“I am Anaranth.”
“That is not what I meant.”
“I know. I am a demon. And that,” he put up his hand before Declan could say anything else, “is all I am going to tell you for right now about what I am.” 
“What do you want Anaranth?” His voice hard now.
“No, it’s what you want, son.” Anaranth had to admit that Declan was providing a bit of a challenge. A welcome one. 
Declan narrowed his eyes at the demon. “What I want?” His voice held suspicion.
“Yes. Right now, what do you want above all things?”
“I want my wife and child to be well.” 
“And then?” The demon prompted. 
“I want my children to live happy lives.” 
Anaranth started. “You do not want them to be wealthy, their coffers filled with riches?” 
“No. Happiness, and their health. Why would I want them to be rich? Wealth won’t save you if the plague takes. And it won’t make you happy.” Declan still didn’t see what this had to do with anything. 
Anaranth examined the man. Declan was demon born, and Anaranth had taken a chance in coming to him now, instead of waiting. One of the Ancients had told him that this man would be important, powerful. Anaranth had not believed it of a simple farmer, but over the years he’d seen Declan’s strength. He worked hard, he took care of his family, and he showed all kindness and respect. He could be hard when it was warranted, but the people in the town looked to him for advice. They trusted him. Power would not corrupt this man. Anaranth wanted access to the power that Declan would yield. And being honest with himself, he liked the man. He thought one day, he might be able to call him a friend.
“I can do this for you.”
“You can?” Declan was skeptical.
“I can. Your wife will not be able to give you more children after this, though.” 
“I just want them well.” 
“That is a simple request.” 
“You’re a demon though, you must want my soul in return.” Declan stared at the strange man. He still showed no fear and was approaching this with his usual logic. He was Irish, believing in the unbelievable was never that much of a stretch. He’d always felt different, that he didn’t quite fit in perfectly. Somewhere, deep in his soul, he’d always felt a bit out of step with the village. He felt it keenly those times he had looked to the horizon. He knew he would not grow old.
“That is not strictly how it works. You will become a demon upon your death. I will not take you now though. I will give you time to see your children grown and settled.” It wouldn’t do to sow seeds of discontent with this man. Anaranth was patient. When you were as old as he was, a decade or two didn’t make much of a difference. “Once you die, your soul is promised into my service. But you do not ‘lose’ your soul. You will serve me solely for a time, and then you will be able to take direction of your immortal life. Do you understand all of this?” Declan thought for a moment and then nodded. Anaranth hesitated, this is the part where he had lost many a human. “But your family will wither and die. You cannot be with them. I am sorry, but that is how it must be. They will believe you truly dead.” 
Declan looked shocked, then resigned. His wife and daughter could not be allowed to die. His son must grow to adulthood and take over the farm. But he took a few minutes to think about it, nonetheless. “I accept.” He finally announced. He would have the best life he could with his family, for as long as he was able to and that would have to be good enough. 
Anaranth hid his surprise. “It is done.” 
“Now what?” 
“Go back to your home. You will find your wife and child on the mend.” 
“Will the townspeople…”
“Their suspicions will not be aroused.”
“I would thank you, but I think you are getting exactly what you want out of this.”
“I am.” Clever lad. “You and I will do well together, young Declan. You are meant for great things.”
“I never wanted great things. I just wanted a family and a home.” 
“Sometimes our destiny is not what we would want it to be.” With that alarming statement, he disappeared, and the rain started again. 
When Declan arrived home, it was to the news that his wife and daughter’s fevers had broken. “Your prayers have worked,” Exclaimed the neighbor who had been tending them. Declan knew this was not the truth. He had gotten his wish, but it was also the day he stopped believing in God. 
There would be no more children though, as Anaranth had said. This was fine with Declan, but Alice was worried about the farm. “If we don’t have more sons…”
“We will be fine, my love. I’m a happy man.” And this was true. He loved his wife and his children. He insisted that both of his children learn to read and write. He saw them to adulthood. His daughter married a good man, and his son was ready to take over the farm. 
On a warm spring day in 1218, when Declan would have been around forty-two, he met his end. Trampled by a scared horse. He would have lingered, but Anaranth had taken pity on him and allowed him to pass quickly. Declan was never really buried, but the townsfolk would talk about the funeral in years to come as an actual event, an easy demon’s trick. Anaranth brought Declan back to life at night, on the rock where the two had met. “What now?” Declan asked. 
“Now, we get to work, my boy.” 






  
  Chapter 1


“Gwendolyn, please stop doing that.” Anya looked over at Gwen, exasperation plain on her face, her voice sharper than she’d normally be with her friend.  
“Doing what?” Gwen feigned innocence. 
“Drumming your fingers on the taxi door.” 
Gwen looked chagrined and stopped drumming. “Aren’t you nervous? This is weird.” 
Anya was working an old coin, flipping it between each of her fingers, something she’d been doing since she was a child. It was a trick her father had taught her, and it was something she did when she was feeling out of sorts. This was the only sign that she might be a little agitated. “I am a bit nervous,” Anya admitted. “But your tapping is not helping. Can you not do something quieter?”
Gwen pointed a finger at Anya’s hand and made a flicking motion. The coin sailed neatly over to Gwen, who held it suspended in midair. A flick of her wrist and the coin started flipping over, and then back again.
Anya smiled at her friend, even though she really wanted her coin back. “Gwen…my coin, please.” She paused, wanting to soften her tone. “Though, you’re really getting quite good at that.”
“I’ve been working on it. It makes a nice change from spell work, though that’s what I should be concentrating on. If nothing else, Methuselah is entertained by it.”
“I’m sorry, who?” 
“Methuselah. The cat.” 
“I thought the cat’s name was Morrigan?”
“It felt too Irish.”
“You are Irish.” Anya looked at her friend, exasperation warring with affection. 
“I know. But it felt too on the nose honestly. I am enough of a stereotype, being an Irish witch with a black cat.”
“So, you changed it to Methuselah? Before this, he was Morrigan. And before that, Maximus. Why do you keep changing the cat’s name?”
“Because it’s not right. Neither is Methuselah, but it will do for now.” Anya rolled her eyes. “Names are important.” 
“Whatever you say, you tiny weirdo.” 
Gwen knitted her brows at her friend. “Just wait, he’ll tell me his name eventually.” 
“Uh-huh. Sure” 
Gwen made a face at her friend and sat back in her seat, looking out the window as they slowly made their way towards the Marais.
“My coin, please? It was a gift from Natalia. She insists it belonged to the last Tsar of Russia.” She grinned. “I don’t believe that. But it is as old as she is.” 
Gwen flipped the coin back to Anya, who caught it, without looking and began working it through her fingers again. “If Natalia is Russian and not really your grandmother, why does she insist you call her that? In French?” 
Anya smiled. “Natalia is very affected and likes the sound of it. She likes being called ‘grand-mere’ because it makes her feel matriarchal and frankly, it’s just easier when talking about her to people who don’t know what she is. I called her babushka when I was very small, and she was not pleased. She lectured me very soundly in both French and Russian for an hour. I owe my early French language skills to her. She thought shouting in French sounded classier. I prefer shouting in Russian.” 
Anya’s own accent was mostly Russian, though she occasionally sounded French from having lived there for so long. Most people she met found the accent, coupled with the deeper timbre of her voice, exotic. Anya found this annoying and would get prickly anytime it was brought up. She didn’t put stock in many people and as such, didn’t give a damn what anyone thought of her accent. She was not an exotic creature and it irritated her that anyone would think this. She didn’t let people get close as a rule. Well, until Gwen. When she’d realized the blonde could drink most men twice her size under the table, she’d known they would be friends. Anya had opened up to her in a way she’d never done with anyone else. Anya hadn’t realized that she had been lonely, until Gwen came into her life and had filled it with friendship. 
When Anya had decided to come clean to Gwen about their task tonight, she’d been hoping that with her being a witch, she’d be more open to the fantastical. Gwen had been shocked, but in the end, she’d come around. It had taken two bottles of wine and a lot of questions to get there. Witches were one thing, but demons were apparently a bigger stretch. Gwen still had so many questions whirling around in her head, she didn’t know where to start sometimes. 
But what stymied her the most was how parts of Anya’s life had been mapped out for her since she’d been born. Natalia had seen to that. It was both fascinating and a little horrifying. 
Gwen smiled. “Does Natalia do that imperious thing with her voice that you do?”
“What imperious thing? I do no such thing!”
“Anya, I’ve heard you lecture.” Anya was a literature professor. 
Anya looked affronted. “That’s just not true!” She thought for a moment and shrugged. “Well, okay. That’s fair. I suppose I do get imperious sometimes. Maybe.” Anya huffed out. In Anya’s case, it was a defense mechanism designed to keep people away. Gwen knew that Anya was, at heart, warm and loving, but she rarely let anyone see that side of her.
Gwen sighed. “Why tonight?” she asked, bringing it back to the task at hand. “What’s the rush now?” 
Anya rolled her eyes. “Apparently the Council has been badgering this demon about it being time for him to take a consort. They met with him recently to hammer it home some more. Natalia is absolutely sure that it’s destined to be me, so she wants me in there before someone else gets there.” Anya paused. “I am still not really fully convinced to be honest. She has said that it was an ancient demon who told her this, that it was part of some prophecy or something. It’s just, well, it’s just that it’s always felt so far away. Something I didn’t have to worry or think about. And as I’ve been looking back at my life, I see how Natalia has been pushing me in the direction she’s wanted me to go. This has been informing my decisions as an adult, even if I haven’t realized it, hasn’t it?”
“Annie, come on.” She thought about it, but she owed it to her friend to be honest with her. “To a certain extent, possibly. Yes. But you’re a strong person. I don’t think in the end that you do anything because you’re expected to. Did Natalia really want you to be an academic?”
“Not really, no.”
“But you are one. Because you love to learn and study.” 
“True. Though teaching is another story entirely. In the circus, she wanted me to do high wire. I didn’t want that. I wanted the knives.”
“Exactly!” She paused. “You know, we don’t have to do this.”
“I am forty-two years old and my whole life has been wrapped up in preparing myself for this. Or at least it feels that way to me. So, I am going to do this and see what happens next.”
“So, you don’t believe you were meant for this?”
“I am not sure what I believe. The closer I’ve gotten to it, the more my doubts have ramped up. And beyond telling me his name and where to find him, Natalia, that old bat, refused to answer any more questions. Something that is really pissing me off, by the way.”
“What if he’s awful?”
“Then I walk. Period. I am not tying myself to some kind of tyrant. And Natalia can just fucking deal. I’m fairly sure she’s worried about newer demons wanting to take over Eastern Europe, so she’s trying to protect Vlad and herself. The one thing she did tell me is that he can’t come into his full power until he takes a consort.” Anya shrugged. 
Gwen didn’t really get the whole Council thing, and she was more interested in the demon himself. “What does it mean? His full power?”
“Well, he’s destined, so Natalia tells me, to be a much more powerful demon one day. He will likely sit on the Council, sometime in the future.”
“Oooookkk. But doesn’t he need to rule a larger area than just Paris.”
“He rules all of France. And Belgium currently.”
“My question still stands though.” Anya gave Gwen a pointed look and light dawned. “Western Europe?” 
“Western Europe. But I also really don’t get how. There is already a Demon of Western Europe, but our guy rules both France and Belgium. It’s got to be weird demon politics.”
Gwen smiled. “This is a puzzle. And you want to figure it out.”
Anya started to deny it, then sighed. “Yes. It’s a puzzle and I cannot just walk away from a puzzle.” 
“No, I know you can’t. You’d be powerful then?”
“Well, he would be. I assume I would also share in that somewhat.” 
“Would you be more powerful than Natalia?”
“Possibly.” She thought for a moment. “Oooh, she’d hate that.”
“Hmmm, this whole thing is a bit shady.”
“You think? She and Vlad must have some kind of plan here.”
“You’re being awfully casual about this whole thing.”
“It’s not me being casual, Gwen. It’s just something I need to figure out. And I need to figure out why I’ve been guided here. Natalia tried to make me into a little mini her. Which failed spectacularly.”
“Did she think the highwire was a more feminine pursuit?” 
“One can only assume. I think she thought high wire would be a more romantic story. More…dramatic maybe. Knives are messy and she doesn’t like messy. She has been very good to me in a lot of ways, but I suspect in the end it was to her own gain to do so.” Anya and Gwen never really discussed a lot of her childhood, and she had never told Gwen about what happened in Russia and why she’d left when she was still a child. She needed to tell her soon.
“Does he know you exist?”
“Not that I am aware of. I am not sure how he’s going to feel about it. About me. It could be a non-starter. He could see me and run the other way.”
“Why would he do that?” 
Anya smiled indulgently at her friend. “Because he doesn’t want this whole thing, he doesn’t like tall women, or redheads, or Russians. Maybe he already has someone. Any number of reasons.”
“He’d be a fool. And then I may have to curse him.”
“Pretty sure you cannot curse a demon.”
“Pretty sure I’d try anyway.” 
“How have we gone from you doubting I should do this to cursing a man who may not want me?”
“Loyalty knows no logic.”
“You may also be a wee bit biased.” 
“Naturally. But honestly, I don’t think the issue is going to be him not liking how you look.”
“What do you mean?” 
“Oh my God! Are you fucking serious? Do you not see any of the attention you get?”
Anya was 5’9” and curvy, with large breasts and generous hips. Her pale skin and dark auburn hair made her naturally violet eyes stand out. Her nose had been broken, which did nothing to detract from her looks. It made her face more interesting. She looked soft but looks could be deceiving. Anya had a lot of strength, and she was quick. She was also lethal with a knife or dagger.
“Ridiculous!” scoffed Anya. “You are much prettier than I am.”
“Yes, I am pretty.” Anya looked at Gwen. “What? It’s true, and I’m not going to deny it. I’m also smart and funny and have magic coming out of my pores. I don’t deny what I am. You do. All the time.”
“I own my brains.”
“But you’ve never owned your looks. You may not be traditionally pretty, but you are someone people look at. And who has violet eyes? Not deep blue, violet!” 
“Are we having this conversation to get my mind off what we’re doing tonight?”
“Maybe? Is it working?”
“A little, actually.” Anya thought she was weird looking, same as when she was a kid. 
“But he’s old timey, right? He may like how old timey you look.” Gwen grinned at her friend. 
The taxi screeched to a halt, causing Anya to smack into Gwen. “Was that really necessary?” Anya asked the driver in French.
He shrugged. “Not the easiest address to find,” he replied in English, causing Anya to roll her eyes. That was not a good excuse, but she let it go. 
“Bien, merci.”
“We should get out,” Gwen said. 
“We should.” Neither moved. The driver started tapping his fingers on the steering wheel and staring at the two in the rearview mirror. Anya sighed, pulled out some bills and paid the man. She had added in a healthy tip, and he smiled at her. Always a bit of a soft touch, thought Gwen. 
“Merci, madame!” She nodded at him and got out of the car, followed by Gwen. 
“Where exactly are we?” asked Gwen. 
“His club.”
“Nightclub type club?”
“Yup. He owns and operates this one, and a handful more so I’m told.” She paused and looked at the awning and unobtrusive entrance. A large man, demon most likely, in a dark suit stood out front. Security, by the look of him. 
Gwen leaned into Anya. “Is that a demon?” The man was over six feet and was built like a square block. He had a large scar running down one side of his face and when he saw Gwen looking at him, he winked at her.
“Yes.”
“They look like people.” 
“Gwen, they are people. Well, they were.” 
“Point taken. Well, at least we can get a drink.” 
“We can.” Anya didn’t move.
“So, how do you know...how will he know…” 
“If we’re meant to bond, he should be able to feel a bit of a tug.”
“A tug?”
“Apparently. Look, I don’t know. I know what I was told, but I have no clue how any of this really works. I am just as much in the dark as you, at this point.” Anya was very agitated. She had put the coin away and she wished she hadn’t. 
“Annie, it’s okay. Now you’re nervous.”
“I am. Natalia told me we’d recognize each other, if indeed we are destined to be mated, but that’s about it. I am not even sure how we’ve managed to avoid each other.”
“Run in a lot of demon circles, do you?” Gwen sounded amused.
“Fair point well made. It’s just…”
“What?” Gwen turned to her friend.
“Something is niggling at me about this whole thing. Something odd. Not bad, just off.” Anya bit her lip.
“Do you want to go?”
“No,” Anya said, firmly.
“Okay, then let’s go in.” Gwen pivoted towards the entrance.
“I don’t even know what he looks like!” Anya exclaimed
“He’s the owner, it won’t be that hard to find him. What’s his name?” 
“Declan O’Shea.”
“Oh, An Irishman! That’s nice then! Let’s go in and get this Declan O’Shea.” Anya breathed and pulled out a card. “What’s that?” Gwen asked.
“We need this to get in. It’s a really exclusive demon club. Humans need to have this card. Natalia sent it to me.” 
“Fine.” Gwen began to propel Anya towards the large demon standing at the front door of the club. “We’re going in. You’re buying.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Declan sat brooding in his office. His meeting a few days ago with the Council hadn’t gone as planned and he was still pissed off about it. They had insisted that he find his consort and begin the bonding process. It was ridiculous and archaic, but so was the Council of Demons. 
The Council was run by eight Demons, who each ruled over a part of the world. The de facto head of the Council was Anaranth. He was the ninth, non-voting member, but was sometimes called upon to break ties. He could also overrule a vote he didn’t agree with. That was something he rarely did though. All Council members took a human consort who ruled with them. The consort became immortal, so they lived as long as their demon. Even Anaranth had one from when he had been a voting member. Only demons destined for the Council were allowed consorts. The whole thing sat badly with Declan. It felt elitist and he hated that. Why should he be allowed to mate because he was meant for bigger things like the Council? It was appalling that class distinctions were still a thing with the demons.
“Declan,” Anaranth had said, “You are eight hundred years old. It is well past time that you found your consort. You will never come into your full power until you do. And now is the time. She is out there and it’s time you found her.” The threat was clear. Western Europe would never belong to him otherwise, he’d never hold it. Declan didn’t really care about that. He never had, and this ironically, was why he had done so well. He didn’t rule his territory like a monarch on a throne. He ran it like a business. He valued loyalty, but that and respect were earned. And he paid his employees, both human and demon, very well. He would not rule from fear, ever. He was not one to cross, but as long as you did your job and followed the rules, there was never a problem. Betray him or steal from him and you would pay. Dearly. It was how he had amassed so much wealth over the last several hundred years. Matthew, Declan’s number two man, called him the demonic answer to Bill Gates. 
“What if I don’t wish to mate. What if I don’t care about power.”
Anaranth laughed. “My boy, there is no such thing as not caring about power!”
Declan sighed. Another of his inner circle Dougal, had referred to the Council more than once as a “bunch of old farts.” That wasn’t entirely unwarranted. 
There was a knock at the door. “Come in!” he barked.
Christian, his general manager entered. “Someone is in foul humor this evening, I see.”
“Christian, my patience is thin right now, please just tell me what you want.”
“I just have some papers that you need to read and sign. Updated supplier contracts.”
“Leave them.” Christian stared at him. “I’ll sign them, but not at the moment. I’m just as likely to incinerate them right now.”
“I will nag you tomorrow about them, then. And cheer up, the club is packed, and we have some very lovely new blood in the building.”
“The last thing I need right now is a woman.”
“There is nothing so wrong that a night in the arms of a soft female, or a hard male for that matter, cannot cure. But have it your way, be a misery.” And he swanned out of the room.
Declan rolled his eyes at his manager’s words. He liked women; he liked the idea of having someone. But he didn’t like the idea that he was going to consign someone to immortality as the consort of a demon. It seemed selfish just to have some company. And who knew what he may end up with? She may be a lunatic, like Liliana. Or, have no backbone like Mikhail. There had not been a new consort in hundreds of years. The elders on the Council were bored and wanted some new blood. And some good gossip fodder. Declan was in no mood to give it to them. 
He sighed, got up and left his office, making his way downstairs to the heart of the club. The closer he got, the louder the music and noise got. He had learned to let it wash over him and not concentrate on it, otherwise the buzz of human energy would get to him. And with that, came their thoughts sometimes. He really disliked that it was one of his special Demon gifts. He kept it under tight control, but the initial blast when he hit the club was always a bit of a problem. 
He stopped at the top of the last set of stairs leading down. He could immediately tell something was different. He frowned. The energy was off. Not bad, different. But it was jarring to him.
Something…someone was down there, throwing it off. There was a witch down there, but they weren’t the problem. They had some power, but it wasn’t threatening. It felt almost gentle. He stood stock still and opened himself up to find the cause. It took no time at all. His eyes flicked to the bar where a redhead in a deep eggplant dress sat with a petite blonde, who was the witch he had felt. But the redhead was a problem. The back of his neck started to tingle, as did the tips of his fingers. Slowly, the redhead turned towards him, knowing exactly where to look. Their eyes locked and she smiled, smirked really. Well fuck, he thought. There she was—his fucking mate.

      [image: image-placeholder]Anya and Gwen had made their way into the club and found seats at the bar. Or rather, the bartender saw them coming and cleared two places for them. Gwen was leaning over to talk to the bartender, a giant of a man who was already putty in her hands. “I am curious though, who owns this place? It’s amazing!” she ran a golden hand down the bartender’s dark arm. She lingered though; Anya noticed. Once, twice and then she almost went for a third before she stopped herself. Interesting, thought Anya. Gwen hadn’t actually flirted with anyone in months. 
“He’s not down here at the moment,” the bartender said. Gwen frowned and the man forged on. “But he should be down soon.” 
“Gwen…”
“What’s he like? What does he look like?” Gwen was anything but subtle.
“Gwen…”
“One hears so many things after all.” 
A sigh. “Gwen!”
“Shit! What?!” Gwen kept her eyes on the bartender. 
“It’s fine. I found him.”
Gwen looked at her friend finally. “But…” She saw Anya was staring off into the distance and followed her gaze until she found the man on the stairs staring back her friend. “Oh fuck me. No, seriously! That’s him?” She pivoted back to the bartender and pointed her head at the stairs. “Is that him?”
“Yes. That’s the boss,” Donovan said.
“Wow! Hey, what’s your name?” Gwen asked.
“Donovan.”
“Is that a first or last name?” Gwen smiled at him.
Donovan shrugged. “Whichever.” 
“I’m Gwen. So, does he always look that pissed off?”
“Not usually, no.” He looked over at Anya and wondered. “Is it you, then?” Declan had related his conversation with the Council to Donovan and Matthew when he had returned. And Donovan had wondered if something had been set in motion with that meeting. He hadn’t expected her so soon, but he felt the charge when the two looked at each other. Declan was looking incredibly pissed off at the moment. 
Without moving, she replied. “It does seem so.” She was fairly sure about that now. The back of her neck and fingers had started to tingle. When she had turned around, she had found him easily. 
“How do you know what he means?” Gwen looked confused.
“What else would he mean?” Anya asked.
“Good point,” Gwen conceded.
“And he’s been with his boss a long time.”
“How can you tell?” Gwen looked at Donovan and back at Anya.
“It’s a hunch.” Anya hadn’t taken her eyes off of Declan. “Ask him how long it’s been.”
Gwen asked. “Well?”
“Three hundred and ten years,” Donovan replied.
“Ask him how old he is now.” Anya gestured to Donovan.
“How old are you?” Gwen asked.
“Three hundred and eleven.” Donovan winked at her.
“Well, hell!” Gwen looked shocked.
“Nah, that’s a myth.” Donovan winked at Gwen, and she huffed out a laugh. 
“Donovan, can you keep an eye on Gwen now, please?” Anya asked.
“No one needs to babysit me!” Gwen sounded affronted.
“Gwen,” Anya replied, “You ever been in a demon club before?”
“No. But…” Gwen looked around the club.
“Demons like to siphon off human energy. You're a witch, so your energy would be exceptionally potent to them. You won’t know it’s happening. So, do me a favor and let Donovan keep an eye on you and then you two can continue to flirt. Okay?” Anya implored her friend.
“Fine. I will have questions later.”
“Naturally.” Anya winked.
“What about you?” Gwen sounded a little worried.
“I’ll be fine.” Anya shrugged.
“Do you have a knife?”
“That was rhetorical, right?” Anya had a sheath strapped to her thigh. 
“Of course, what was I thinking?” Gwen laughed.
Anya got up and started walking towards the stairs. Declan sighed and started down the stairs and towards a fate that he was determined would not be his.
They met in the middle of the dance floor. “Anya,” she said by way of introduction.
“Declan.”
“I like that. It suits you.” 
He seemed startled by this. “Thank you?”
“You’re welcome.” She was unsure where to go from here. She was more nervous than she thought she would be, and her instinct was always to babble when she felt like that. She was working overtime to make sure she didn’t succumb. 
“I don’t mean to be rude…” he started.
“In my experience, people who say that, absolutely do mean to be rude.”
He pulled up short and almost grinned. “Well then, I do mean to be rude. I know who you are, and I know what you’re doing here, and you’ve come for no reason. This will not be happening. Now, or ever. So, I’m sorry you got dressed up for no reason. You can take your friend and go now.” 
“You’re a bit of a dick, huh?” Her lips quirked upwards. Honestly, she couldn’t blame him. This wasn’t going as she’d planned. I mean, she didn’t expect him to fall at her feet, but she had expected a bit more civility. She appreciated his bluntness though. She found herself excited by the prospect of him. She found banter sexy and his outright refusal to buy into this whole thing actually made her feel better. She also had not expected him to be so gorgeous. The pull she felt could have just been attraction, but she didn’t think so. The tug, with the tingling, felt distinctive. That said, she would not mind climbing him like a ladder one day. She liked to be in control of situations, but right at this moment she wondered if she wasn’t punching above her weight. “I take it you are not happy to see me?” She could see it on his face. His really, really gorgeous, chiseled from marble, face. She could feel the heat pooling in her belly. 
“Very perceptive,” he answered sarcastically. Jesus, she was beautiful. Not your standard pretty like her friend, but she was everything he had always liked in a woman. Curvy, redheaded, with a bit of bite to her. He had never liked a pushover. Her accent was also doing things to him that he’d rather not be thinking about right now. 
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why are you not pleased to see me?”
“I am not taking a consort.”
“Are you so sure about that?” The huskiness in her voice went right to his groin and he almost groaned. 
Declan smiled, despite himself. “You are not going to change my mind.”
“I’m meant to be your consort. Are you going to deny you felt the tug?” She felt the pull and knew Declan had also felt it. Even if there’d been no mutual attraction, they’d both still feel that tug and the tingling. “The wheels are in motion and the pull is going to get stronger. We recognized each other straight away. This is not something you can ignore.
I am not just going to go away,” she said this with a hell of a lot more bravado than she was feeling right now. False confidence, a big mouth and tenacity had gotten her through life, why change that now? Truth be told, she really didn’t understand why she was pushing for this so hard. In the end, she’d never force his hand. Not that she thought she could, really. But man, she wasn’t sure she’d ever been this attracted to someone she’d just met before, and she kind of wanted to see where it could go. Maybe she just liked playing with fire.
Declan grabbed her hand and they both gasped at the charge that shot through both of them. “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Declan muttered as Anya grinned, slowly. Ok, so not only did they have the classic mating pull, but they also had some actual personal chemistry here. There was an absence of sound though and at first, she wasn’t sure why. Then she noticed that they were standing still but the world was going on around them in silence. “Nice trick,” she said, her voice sounding raspy. “What did you just do?” 
“I pulled you out of time a bit.” Declan shrugged.
“You can do that?” Anya looked a little impressed.
“Obviously.”
“Huh. Very cool” Could Anya learn to do that? “Can all demons do that?”
“Not necessarily. It’s one of my manifested powers.” One he had not expected to use tonight.
“Very flash. I like it. Did you do it for a specific reason though?” Anya asked.
He hadn’t. It had just kind of happened when he touched her. He had felt electricity move through him and it had stunned him momentarily. He’d lost control and had pulled them out of sync with the room. He rarely used this power, which might be why it had manifested right then, but it was a lack of control, and he was damned if he was going to admit that. “Look around, what do you see?”
“Is this a trick question?”
“No. It’s not. What I did not only pulls us out of time, but it also pulls us out of the glamour over the club. You can see it for what it is. A demon’s hunting ground. We siphon energy from humans.” Declan didn’t and neither did his inner circle. If you had discipline, you didn’t need to. He needed her to take this situation seriously, even if it meant frightening her a little. 
“These demons are not siphoning any more than usual and frankly, I think they’re all taking less than is generally allowed,” Anya said.
“How the fuck can you be aware of all of this?” Declan was shocked.
“Don’t know, just am. The glamour doesn’t work on me.” 
“How is that even possible? Your friend is a witch, so I know it doesn’t work on her. Did she do something for you?” Declan asked.
“No, she didn’t. I don’t know why, but I can smell it. The energy siphoning,” Anya replied.
“You’re shitting me,” Declan said.
“I am not. I can generally pick out demons from humans. I don’t know how I can do that either.” 
“And you can really just smell the energy being siphoned?” Declan asked.
“I can. I’m used to it.” She hadn’t been at first and she’d hated it. Now it barely bothered her. 
He sighed. “It would be a mistake to romanticize me. Or this situation. You don’t know me. I don’t live a normal life. This isn’t a fucking fairytale. This life can be brutal. I can be brutal. I’ve taken lives.” 
“So have I. What’s your point?” Anya hadn’t meant to share that, but she knew when she was being handed an excuse over an actual reason. Students did it fairly often, so it was something she was good at seeing through. He was just trying to convince himself and put her off at the same time. 
Her reply brought him up short. He changed strategy. “Why would you even want to saddle yourself with a demon?”
“A normal life isn’t something that works for me. Why not a demon?” 
He dropped her hand and pulled them back into sync with the rest of the room. “This is what you want for yourself? A demon who owns a handful of nightclubs?”
“I think we both know that you are so much more than that.” She felt the loss of his touch and it discomfited her more than she was willing to admit. 
“You could do much better. Look at you.”  
“What about me?”
“Do you actually not see it? You glow. You’re like a big ball of golden light.” He could see it so clearly. “This is on top of being stunning.” 
“I have no clue what you’re talking about with this light business. I’m one of the least light people I know. But I thank you for the compliment, your eyesight is obviously going.”
“I am not even dignifying that with a response. But you have to go. I am not taking a consort, not even one with your assets.” 
Anya had to stifle the urge to laugh. Or scream. Or kiss him. She wasn’t sure which. She gestured to the dance floor. “You think I don’t know from your life? You think I don’t get darkness and violence? Trust me, if there is anyone who was meant to be the consort, a very equal consort, of a demon, it would be me. Every demon in this club knows I’m something different. No one even tried to siphon energy from me, or my friend.”
That was true. He could see other demons giving her a wide berth as she walked towards him. “I would still like to know how you know so much about demons.”
“Natalia Krasnova”
He looked shocked. “How do you know the consort of the Demon of Eastern Europe?”
“She’s family. A number of generations back, but still family.”
She was telling the truth; he could see that. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
“I’m not. She comes from my father’s bloodline. Demons are not a new concept for me.”
“Most demons and consorts give up their human families after a time.” Declan hadn’t realized that Natalia, and Vlad still kept up with her family. 
“She didn’t. And that is only to make it easier when the families die. The demon moves on. Natalia did not. She is a formidable woman.” 
“Despite your family connections, this is still not going to happen. I am sorry. But as I’ve said, you’ve come for nothing.” He took a deep breath. “We will never happen.” Saying that was causing him actual physical pain. This was mostly due to the connection. To deny it would cause pain, but he had to admit that his attraction to her played into it as well. 
Then she smiled. A genuine smile, filled with sweetness and sadness, and he nearly came undone. “I’m sure you think that’s true. But Declan,” she said his name softly, like a prayer. “It’s simply not.” And then, against her better judgement, she put her hands on his chest, leaned up and nipped his lip. She then ran her tongue over where she had nipped. He opened his mouth in surprise, and she began kissing him in earnest. Before he could think about it, one hand grabbed her waist and the other grasped the back of her neck as he leaned into the kiss. The shock of his hands on her caused her to gasp and he used the opportunity to sweep his tongue into her mouth, meeting her tongue with his own. Her hands curled into his chest, and she sighed into his mouth. They kissed for a few moments. Then, with much difficulty, she ended the kiss and stepped back. “I’ll see you soon.”
He started to answer that no, she wouldn’t, but she was gone. Lost in a sea of people now and he felt the loss keenly. He had to force himself to not go after her, like a randy teenager, and carry her up to his office. Well fuck, he thought. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Anya raced over to the bar, slapped some money down, grabbed Gwen and started to quickly make her way out of the club. Gwen was trying to ask her what was happening, but Anya was not answering. On their way out, Anya got jostled by two demons and a human dancing together. Well, not dancing, she thought as she growled and shoved them out of the way. “Goddammit! They have rooms for that here!”
“They do?” Gwen asked in surprise. 
They were a block from the club when Gwen ripped her hand free and stopped. “Anya, I’m much shorter than you and wearing heels, please fucking stop!”
Anya pulled up short. “God, sorry!” She blew out her breath. “Holy shit balls, that guy is intense. And hot. And intense. And really hot. He said I was stunning. And then I kissed him.” Now she was definitely babbling. Must be hormones. 
Gwen’s eyes widened. “I am sorry… what did you say? Did you say you kissed him? On the lips?” Anya nodded. “You don’t kiss anyone. You stabbed the last guy who tried to kiss you.”
“He deserved it.”
“I know… but still. What happened?” Gwen hadn’t been able to see them and was annoyed she’d missed the kiss. 
Anya told Gwen what had happened, and Gwen made her describe the kiss, twice. “Was it nice? Was there tongue? Does he have good lips?”
“Yes, very. Hell yes. Fuck, yes.”
“What do we do now?”
“I need a drink. And maybe food. And a cold shower.”
Twenty minutes later they were sitting at the back of The Tsarina’s House, a Russian restaurant in St. Germain De Pres. The place was owned by distant relatives on her father’s side, and if the name of the place was a bit silly, Anya ignored it because they treated her like a long-lost daughter. Something she wasn’t used to, since her own family hadn’t treated her like their child, much of the time. Her father had, as much as he felt able to. But he was often cowed by his wife. Anya wasn’t allowed to order from the menu here, they just brought her food, a lot of it and she was never allowed to pay. Every time she walked in, she was enveloped in hugs and truth be told, she didn’t hate it. 
A bottle of vodka and two shot glasses appeared on the table. “Thank you, Sascha.”
“Food will be out soon. You’ll eat, getting too skinny. Both of you!”
Gwen grinned at him. “You’re my favorite!”
He grinned back and walked away muttering in Russian about how thin they were. 
“He’s adorable. What is he to you again?” Gwen grinned at her friend.
“Uncle? Maybe? It’s a bit convoluted,” came Anya’s reply.
“Ok, so what’s next?” Gwen asked.
“We eat. It’ll be borscht, I bet.” 
“You know what I mean.” Gwen gave her friend an exasperated look.
Anya shrugged. “I have no idea. I suppose we do the dance.”
“The dance?” Gwen’s forehead wrinkled.
“Yeah. We dance around each other until the pressure gets to be too much. Which it will, I assume. I mean, the thing is, it’s now complicated for me as well.”
“How so?” Gwen found this all fascinating, and a bit unnerving.
“I didn’t expect to have such an intense reaction to him. It’s more than him being a ridiculously dishy demon. There was that pull. Something else, under the surface though. I expected we could handle this like a business transaction and now, I know that won’t do. It will never be just business with us. Which is going to make it even harder for him to accept. We had definite, legitimate chemistry. Like normal people.” Anya would need to think about that some.
“What happens if the pressure gets to be too much?”
“Well, if I am honest, I am hoping it means a lot of sex.” Anya waggled her eyebrows at her friend.
Gwen laughed. “Will you try and see him again?”
“Not sure. I am going to give him some time to process and hopefully come to terms with the idea. Time for me too. Though, I am not holding my breath. Where we were tonight is where he spends the most time. He doesn’t visit the others as much.”
“Do you know why?”
“The nature of the other clubs is apparently vastly different. Natalia wouldn’t tell me any of this, I had to corral one of her staff to tell me. There are demons, older generally, with certain much unhealthier appetites. It’s not uncommon either, but the demon was loath to say much more than that. I got the feeling it wasn’t your usual kink or fetishism, like you and I might know them. Way darker stuff.”
“But why allow that?”
“I’ve thought about that. I think it’s about balance and protecting the bulk of the population. They aren’t out in the general population harming humans to take all of their life energy, or worse. They aren’t causing chaos or drawing unwanted attention to themselves. The clubs give them boundaries, but also lets them explore what they like; with humans who consent to it. The demon who gave me the info was very clear that the relationships are consensual or meant to be. Clubs elsewhere may run differently, but I suspect Declan, after having met him, works to ensure that those clubs stay on the right path. How demons handle relationships with each other, I cannot say, nor did the demon.” Anya thought for a moment. “And I’m going to venture a guess that it also allows humans to indulge themselves with demons and know they’re safe. You know, a little danger can be exciting sometimes. It’s not unlike all those humans who have a thing for vampires in books.” 
“Okay. I need to process that. But balance?”
“When you have light, you have to have something dark. I mean, there’s light magic and dark magic, right?” Gwen nodded. “And you practice magic that does no harm, so it’s considered light magic. That means that someone out there is likely practicing dark. You bring balance into the world, in your way. Demons serve a purpose by, in theory, keeping the worst of humanity’s appetites and darkness at bay.”
“I’m following you. But the world is a pretty fucked up place.”
“Agreed. I am not sure I can speak to that specifically. It doesn’t always work, nothing is perfect. Not being a demon or a consort right now, a lot of what I think is conjecture.” Anya shrugged. “We think about demons as devils, so we have a certain idea about them. Some of that may be true, most is myth because of the Bible. They keep control of the dark, so that it doesn’t overshadow the light. It’s why there is still happiness and joy in the world, even though there is also a lot of shit happening. You have to have both. So, they’re kind of like a sin eater.”
“A sin eater?”
“Yes. Sin eaters would generally absorb the sins of the recently dead. It absolved that person, and they were able to rest in peace and go to heaven. Mind you, that’s also a myth. But I kind of think of demons like that. My theory is that the energy that demons siphon from humans is mostly their dark energy. It feeds the demon, while helping the human. I could be way off base here.”
“Would this demon siphon energy from you?”
Anya shook her head. “I am going to say no. He didn’t try to. And Natalia told me it’s not generally done.”
“Would you be in danger of becoming dark?”
“Some would say I already am.” She’d certainly say it about herself. 
“Some have never seen you cry while watching animal videos on the internet.”
Anya smiled. “I don’t think I’d be in danger, also, never mention that again!” She winked at her friend. “Donovan is a demon, what do you feel about him?” Her friend was asking good questions, and it was helping Anya settle, which she knew was partly Gwen’s aim. 
“Well, I liked him. He didn’t feel evil.” Anya nodded encouragingly. “So, wait. There’s a difference between regular dark and evil dark?”
“Sure. Like chaotic good and chaotic evil. Dark doesn't mean evil. I can be dark, but I am not evil. I believe there are demons that are evil. Just like there are humans that are evil. But demons are not inherently evil, they just exist in the dark, or in the cracks of the light. That’s a poetic way to put it, I think. And I believe that they likely do have a Hell of sorts, despite Donovan’s joke. So, they understand evil.”
“Huh. That’s interesting. I love when you go into lecture mode.”
Anya laughed. “Sorry. Habit. But you still look concerned.” 
“I just worry about you.”
Anya reached out and grabbed her hand. “I know. And I won’t say you don’t need to, you will anyway. But I know who I am, and I know I can handle a lot more than the average human. And I will always have you to pull me back in.” 
“What if you have to kill someone or something.”
“Then let’s hope it’s a righteous kill.” Anya cringed inwardly. Gwen didn’t know that Anya had already taken a life. Three to be exact. She just hoped when her BFF did find out, that it didn’t change how Gwen felt about her. Anya wasn’t sure she could bounce back from that. 






  
  Chapter 2


In the end, it was two weeks before she saw Declan again. She’d been busy grading papers and giving midterms, but Declan and that damned kiss lurked in the back of her mind. Why? Why had she kissed him? And why didn’t he come after her? Her hope that he’d come find her quickly was embarrassing. The whole thing was making her very grumpy. She’d think about the kiss or how his hands had felt on her, how green his eyes were, and her blood would heat. Anya had always been unsentimental when a romance had run its course. She never looked back wistfully at any relationship. In truth, she had been the one to walk away most times. It had nothing to do with what awaited her; she just got bored and decided to move on. She suspected that Declan would never bore her. Both in and out of bed. And she found herself longing to see him, and that made her even crankier.  
She was just finishing up a lecture on Female Empowerment in Victorian Literature when he stepped into the room, standing in the back, against the wall. He just watched her, not taking his eyes off of her, even when another student spoke. It was very hard for her to concentrate with him standing there looking like sex on toast. She raised an eyebrow at him, all the while just taking him in. Tall, well over six-foot with wavy hair that was both gold and brown. Ridiculous green eyes. They made her think of Ireland, which seemed appropriate, given his obviously Gaelic roots. He was very well proportioned. Not overly muscled, but he had strength. She could feel it when she had her hands on his chest. He was solid. She was betting he had great biceps. Oh, and forearms, she really wanted to get a look at those. Dressed in all black, he didn’t even look real. 
Her student had stopped speaking and there was a small pause while Anya brought her attention back to the rest of the room. “Thank you, Nicole. That is an interesting way to look at Wuthering Heights, although not conventional. I suppose you could argue that Cathy was a feminist, but I am not sure everyone would agree.” 
Nicole huffed and responded in her French accented English. “Well, all I know is that she wanted what she wanted and didn’t let anyone stand in her way. Not even her husband.” Anya groaned inwardly. That was not what being a feminist was about. Something must have shown on her face because she caught Declan smiling at her slightly, as if he’d read her thoughts. 
This kind of thing always tested her patience as a teacher. She was overly opinionated and it’s not something that serves one well in her profession. Anya merely raised an eyebrow at the twenty-year old’s pronouncement. “I’m not sure if her husband would have seen it that way. She and Heathcliff caused a lot of pain for people.” She glanced at her watch. “OK, that’s it, class. I will be having office hours tomorrow, but not Friday this week. And if I do not have the topics for your final papers, get them to me by the end of the week. Or I’m assigning your topic to you.” Groans. “Well then, decide on your topics so we avoid that.” 
The class filed out, and most of the girls and at least half of the boys shot Declan interested glances. The one young demon who was in her class inclined his head to Declan, who stopped and spoke to him quietly for a moment. The young man nodded, smiled, and left the classroom. Interesting 
“Anya.” He drew her name out, causing her to shiver.
“Declan. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
He stared at her and then grinned. “I have no idea. I just needed to see you. I waited as long as I could and then, my car just seemed to make its way here.”
She smiled at him. Two weeks was his limit it seemed. “How did you know where I worked?”
“I did a little research on you.” She looked at him. “I asked Vlad.” 
She nodded. “I’m flattered. You know Luc?”
“Yes.” He looked at her. “You know what he is?”
“I do. Why don’t you come down here?”
“I am not sure that’s a good idea.”
She laughed. “It’s probably a terrible idea. Do it anyway.” 
He shrugged and started down the stairs. She was really grateful that there was no other class here today. He stopped about two feet from her. “Better?”
“Yes. And no.”
“Anya, you’re killing me. I don’t suppose I can convince you to leave Paris?”
“I’ve been here for fifteen years, so no. Nice try though.”
“Fifteen years? How did I not know you were here?”
“You weren’t looking for me and I don’t frequent demon nightclubs or other businesses that cater directly to them. Natalia also impressed upon me that I shouldn’t see you before the time was right.” Anya rolled her eyes with this last statement. She was annoyed she hadn’t questioned, not only that, but a whole host of other things. She and Natalia may be having a long talk soon. “Or I’m just really good at staying under demon radar.” 
He looked at her for a minute. He couldn’t imagine someone like her staying under anyone’s radar. She was wearing black jeans, a purple T-shirt and black high-heeled boots. Her dark red hair was in a long plait down her back, except for some stray tendrils that had come loose, and he found he wanted to touch those tendrils. “What am I going to do with you?”
“I have a list.” Her voice sounded hoarse to her own ears.
“Anya…” He closed the distance between them and reached for her. He placed his forehead against hers and put his hands on her waist. She put her hands on his forearms. Yup, they certainly felt nice and solid. Would it be weird to roll his shirtsleeves up? Yes Anya, it would. 
“Declan, fighting it will make it worse. I know this is not what either of us expected. But we need to figure it out and deal with it. I have not stopped thinking about you for a solid two weeks. I’m not built like that, and I don’t think you are either. This is weird, too quick and I don’t like it, but I also really like it. Probably too much.”
Her honesty both surprised and pleased him. “Mine is not a normal life.” He was repeating himself. He sighed and opted for some truth. “And I can’t stop thinking about you either.” Ten short minutes had changed everything. 
“I told you that I’ve never had a normal life.”
He sighed and dropped a kiss on her nose. “You will be my undoing.”
“And you’ll be mine.” 
There was a small sound at the back of the room and they both stiffened. “What was that?” she whispered.
“No idea, but I don’t think it’s anything good. Can you casually look towards the door and tell me what you see?”
The noise, which now sounded like flapping, got more insistent. Anya moved closer to Declan, wrapping one arm around his waist, and looking through hooded eyes over his shoulder. The thing hissed “Dddeeccclllaannn….”
“It’s ugly as fuck. It’s winged, long claws, long pointed ears, sharp teeth, red eyes. Walking on spindly legs that look like… well, flamingo legs? It looks both oily and dusty. All black. Coming towards us.”
“I know what it is,” said Declan.
“Can it be killed?” Anya asked.
“It can, yes. Why?” He wasn’t sure why Anya wanted to know.
“Do I need to aim someplace specific?”
“Chest. I repeat, why?” Declan asked.
Anya didn’t answer. She reached down to her boot and before Declan could say anything had a dagger whizzing past his head at a ridiculous speed. There was an ungodly scream, a good amount of writhing as the thing went into its death throes. Declan and Anya watched impassively until it finally died. 
Declan turned to look at her. “So? What gives?”
“I’m really good with knives.” She shrugged.
“Apparently.”
“What was that?”
“Hell wraith.”
“No shit?! I’ve read about these.” Anya looked excited and not all freaked out about the wraith and the fact that she’d killed it.
“So many questions. I will ask my top three. You’ve read about them? How is this not freaking you out? And finally, where the hell did you learn to throw like that?”
“Yes. I’ve studied demon culture some. Not much freaks me out. I’ve been able to throw knives since I was a kid. My question is, why was it after you? Also, how do we get rid of it?”
Declan waved his hand and the wraith crumbled to dust and then the dust disappeared.” 
“Cool.” Anya leaned down and grabbed her knife, putting it back in her boot.”
“I have to admit, that was kind of sexy.”
She grinned at him. “I know. So again, why was it after you?” 
“I don’t know.”
“So, hell wraiths aren’t really demons? You can kill them?”
“They are the lowest class of demons and are born as hell wraiths, never having been human. They just are. At this point, they tend to be the bastion of the eldest demons. They’re, well not in style really. They are no more than foot soldiers who can’t really think for themselves. They need to be set a task. They are meant to cause havoc or as a warning.”
“But you don’t use them.” 
“No. I don’t need a hell wraith to do any of those things. I prefer people who can think for themselves. Mindless foot soldiers hold no allure for me.” He frowned. “That said, I find this worrying. You may not be safe with me.” 
Anya rolled her eyes. “Oh, really now?”
“I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.” 
“Hurt?! Really?! I just killed that thing! I’m not some fragile flower who is going to wilt when the shit hits the fan. I can handle myself and have done so for most of my life. What nonsense! Fuck you and your stupid patriarchy!”
He gaped at her and then couldn’t help himself. He grabbed her and kissed her. She wrapped herself around him, moaning into his mouth. “Dammit Declan. I am mad at you. Don’t kiss me!” She knew she should disentangle herself and explain modern feminism to him, but damn, he felt good. She could lecture him about his attitude later. 
“Do you want me to let you go?” He would if she said yes, but he was really hoping she didn’t say yes. 
“Don’t you fucking dare!” He picked her up and carried her over to her desk while she wrapped her legs around him. He nipped her bottom lip. “Turnabout is fair play.”
She laughed and planted kisses along his jaw, while he loosened her braid, so her hair tumbled over his hand like a waterfall. She arched back and he planted kisses on her neck while writhing under his touch. 
“Woman, if you do not stop moving around like that…” He fisted his hand in her hair and pulled her head up and kissed her again. Her tongue met his, while her hands roamed over his back. He moved one hand over to breast and tweaked her nipple through her T-shirt. She yelped and nearly came off the table. “You’ll pay for that!”
“More lectures about the patriarchy, I hope.” There was a commotion outside the door and the couple broke apart, breathing hard and trying to put themselves back to rights, quickly. 
The door opened and two students walked in. “Oh, oh sorry Professor. We were going to study here. But only if you’re done with the room?”
“No worries, we were just leaving.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Once outside in the fresh air, the two started to laugh. “Well, that is a bit more excitement than I usually experience at the end of my workday.”
“I try.” He twirled a lock of her hair around his finger. “Anya…” He was frowning again. 
She didn’t like it when he frowned, as adorable as he looked doing it. “Let’s just table the mate thing for today. The bigger issue is…”
“The wraith and why was it after me? If it was after me,” Declan answered.
“Yes, that. Who else could it be?” Anay frowned at him
“You,” Declan pointed out.
“Why?”
“Who’s to say?” Declan shrugged. “Could be random too. I piss humans and demons off regularly.”
“This does not surprise me. But I don’t think it was random,” she replied.
“I don’t think it’s random either. Please be careful. And that’s not the patriarchy talking. It’s me, a guy who’s groped you, asking you to please be careful.” He grinned at her.
“Well, when you put it so romantically, how can I refuse?” Anya tried not to laugh.
“You can’t. Obviously. Let me drive you home.”
“It’s not necessary,” Anya
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