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      How far are you willing to go to win back the person you love? For someone as desperate as Rayonus, the answer is pretty damn far.

      For six hundred years, demon Rayonus Rixa has used the threat of his destructive power to fund his nomadic, mercenary lifestyle and hasn’t had the time or inclination to care about someone other than himself. The day the demon hierarchy tasked him with a job unlike any other, that all changed, and in turn, he changed. Whether that was for the better was debatable until the moment he met the person who made him stop in his tracks.

      Penelope Osbourne was unlike anyone he had ever met—sassy, beautiful, and a little crazy for her favorite TV angel. He knew she would be it for him. In Penelope, he finally found a future that didn’t include death or general mayhem. Then, in typical demon fashion, he promptly screwed it up ten ways to Sunday.

      With nothing left to lose, Rayonus sets out to do the impossible by any means necessary, and if that means he has to become a model citizen of Havenwood Falls, then that’s what he’ll do. For her, he will do anything.
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      Every demon has a breaking point, and as it turns out, my breaking point was the sixty-seventh time Penelope Osbourne told me to go fuck myself.

      She didn’t even ease me into it. She verbally pounced on me while I was waiting to cross the street at Main and Eighth, chewed me up, and spit me out as if I wasn’t worth the effort it took to swallow. All I could do was stare as she stormed away, the fury and heat of a thousand suns in her usually cheerful brown eyes.

      And, to think, before I came along, she used to be such a nice woman.

      “How does one go about redeeming oneself?” I asked aloud, throwing myself onto the nearest bench and burying my head in my hands. I was tired, so tired, of trying and failing. My confidence was shaken to my core. And for me—hell, for any demon—that was really saying something.

      To my surprise, someone answered my exhausted query. “In my experience, you start with flowers and work your way up to the hard stuff.”

      Mouth quirked into a suppressed grin, I looked up to find a violet-eyed woman with a sleek silver-blond bob smiling down at me. I hadn’t realized anyone had been close enough to overhear me, but I guess I should’ve. This was Havenwood Falls, after all. I knew to expect the unexpected when dealing with its citizens.

      Sliding over, I offered the lady a seat next to me on the park bench and asked, “Do you have much experience in redeeming yourself?”

      She grinned as she sat. “No, but I do have experience with flowers. My sister, Reagan, and I own Fairy Tale Florists over on Fifth Street.”

      “Well, if you’re willing to help me out of a hopeless, no chance of succeeding, ridiculously horrible situation, I’m willing to try anything.” I stuck out my hand. “I’m Rayonus Rixa.”

      “Rhiannon Underwood. Nice to meet you, Rayonus.”

      “Likewise,” I told her, genuinely meaning it. “So, tell me a little more about how this flowers-to-redemption thing works. Because for the life of me, I cannot get the hostile woman I love to see me as more than someone who has betrayed her trust.”

      “I saw that, and I have to ask—do you deserve to be seen as anything more than that?”

      I sighed, staring down at my black leather boots, embarrassed, not for the first time, that I had been such a schmuck. “Truthfully, Rhiannon, in the beginning, I didn’t.”

      She nodded in understanding. “But you’re different now?”

      “Decidedly so.” I met her kind eyes. She was so easy to talk to; I felt compelled to tell her the truth. “I feel absolutely nothing but remorse for what I’ve done. I love her. I’ll never do anything to hurt Penelope again.”

      And it was true. Every single word of it.

      Seemingly satisfied with the honesty in my answer, Rhiannon said, “Well, Rayonus, I think I can help you. Or, at least, I can try.”

      Sighing in relief, I gave her a grateful smile. “You’re too kind.”

      “Nonsense,” she said, waving away my gratitude. “You can thank me when and if you get back into your Penelope’s good graces.”

      “I will do that,” I told her, suppressing another grin. I was going to like Rhiannon Underwood.

      After a few more minutes of chatting, Rhiannon invited me to walk with her from the town square to her flower shop, a dark gray three-story Victorian with whimsical eggplant purple trim, complete with turrets and an odd, beguiling charm that made me feel instantly at home. The interior was just as delightful, with colorful butterflies and small chirping birds flying about the lush greenery and flowers in perfect harmony.

      I stood still, nearly gaping at the enchanting sight. “This is lovely.”

      “Thank you,” she said, gesturing to a petite brunette with striking blue-green eyes behind the counter. “Allow me to introduce my sister, Reagan Fairchild. Reagan, this is Rayonus Rixa.”

      “How do you do, Mr. Rixa?” Reagan asked.

      “I am very well, now that your kind sister has agreed to help me in my quest to win back the heart of my beloved.”

      Brows raised, Reagan gave her sister a quizzical look and stuck a pencil behind her ear. “Has she? Then I wish you luck.”

      “I need all the luck I can get,” I told her, noticing the Help Wanted sign displayed next to her. “And speaking of that, are you, by chance, still hiring?”

      “Yes, we are. Are you in search of a job?”

      I nodded. “Sadly, my job giving the occasional ghost tour doesn’t quite allow me to pay my way. I’ve been living off my savings and staying with friends until something steadier comes along.”

      “Well, if you can be reliable and show up on time, I think Reagan and I can give you a shot,” Rhiannon said. “On a trial basis, of course.”

      “Of course. Thank you. You don’t know how much I appreciate everything you’re doing for me.”

      She winked. “You should. This will give you the perfect opportunity to see your Penelope.”

      Grinning conspiratorially, I said, “I see you and I are of the same mind.”

      Interest piqued, Reagan fingered the fine pearls around her neck and asked, “Is Penelope your beloved?”

      “Yes. It may be an impossible task, but I’m trying to earn back her trust, and hopefully, her regard.”

      Reagan nodded sagely. “Then you’re going to need roses. Rhiannon’s arrangements have a way of changing even the hardest of hearts.”

      I retrieved my wallet from my back pocket and pulled out my debit card. “You’d better ring me up for a few dozen, because, after what I’ve done, this particular heart may be a little harder than most.”
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        * * *

      

      I left Fairy Tale Florists and headed home feeling both lighter and conflicted. While delivering flowers for the ladies would give me a much-needed chance to see Penelope outside of her job at the Chinese buffet, it was also just a front—one that made me feel like a great big douche for lying about my circumstances to the ladies to get the job. It was true I did need steady employment, but it was only for appearance’s sake. I didn’t need money. After six hundred years of devious deals and double-crossing demon activity, I’d amassed quite a bit of wealth and wouldn’t be strapped for cash for the next millennium or so. What I was strapped for was a reason to stay in town. The more Penelope saw me around, making an effort to call Havenwood Falls my home and not just my occasional crash pad, the better.

      I shook my head as I internally berated myself. It seemed funny to me now—the way I used to be. I had been the most cunning and deceptive demon I knew, save for a few megalomaniacal examples. There hadn’t been a creature—demon, human, or otherwise—that I cared one fig about. Then I met Penelope, and everything started to change. I started to change. My priorities, once selfish and self-centered, were becoming focused on the one thing that really mattered—the sweet and funny half-demon woman that had no inkling she wasn’t one hundred percent human.

      Sadly, as much as I had wanted to do the right thing by her, my careless, reckless demon nature made a wreck of everything. Once I had gained everything I wanted in Penelope—her reluctant admiration, her trust—I traded it all away on a crazy roundabout plan that nearly got her killed because I was prone to go into every situation with guns blazing instead of thinking about what the outcome could end up being.

      Kidnapping her? Taking her to be imprisoned (however temporarily) by a demon I knew wouldn’t care if she ended up a casualty? I honestly didn’t know what I had been thinking, and if she never forgave me, I wouldn’t blame her.
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      “Hey, Mrs. Claus! I’m home!” I yelled, opening the holiday-bedecked door of a house that had been painstakingly decorated more than a full month early.

      The Homes for the Holidays tour was a big deal in Havenwood Falls. At least, that was what I was always told and retold by my benevolent benefactress when she deigned to speak to me.

      My best incubus friend, Cameron DeSalle, and his Christmas-obsessed wife, Mavis, had been gracious enough to allow me to stay with them for almost a year, both here and at their apartment in Havenwood Village. As grateful as I was for the hospitality, the absolute best part about the arrangement was that I got to annoy Mavis pretty much all day, every day. Getting her riled up to the point she was angry enough to use her rarely seen ice demon abilities was one of my favorite pastimes. Though I have to say, those ice balls she’d learned to create hurt like a bitch when she aimed for my head.

      “Oh, super,” Mavis grouched, coming into the living room with a pink apron tied around her waist and a smudge of flour on her cheek. “It’s you.”

      I grinned at the tiny blond beauty and used my thumb to wipe away the flour. “The one and only. Did you miss me, or did you and the elves keep yourselves occupied this morning?”

      I grinned at her feisty little expression of indignation as she swatted my hand away. As much as I gave her shit for it and as bizarre as it was to see a demon so domestic, I really did love coming home to the extravagant Christmas display she’d created. I planned on helping to make it an even bolder one by hanging about a million and a half strands of sparkly lights outside after Halloween. She tolerated the very sight of me every day, so I figured, at the least, she deserved pretty lights to make up for it.

      “Me? Miss you?” She harrumphed and headed back to the kitchen. “Yeah, I missed you—like a human misses the flu. What are you even doing here, Ray? I thought you were out for a walk.”

      “It’s Rayonus,” I corrected, teasing her with our usual argument over the use of my nickname. It was more fun with Penelope, but Mavis always did well in a pinch.

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Rayonus.”

      “Thank you,” I said, preening at my little battle won. “And I was out for a walk. But something quite unexpected happened while I was out.”

      “Penelope told you to go fuck yourself again?” she guessed. “She said she saw you this morning.”

      I took a freshly baked sugar cookie off a cooling sheet pan and popped a piece of it in my mouth. “No. Well, yes, but that’s not that unexpected, is it?”

      She pressed her lips together and let out a long-suffering sigh through her nose. “Not lately.”

      “So
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