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      Lucifer smashed through the darkness of a cave somewhere deeper in the Scottish Highlands. Aided by magic, he broke the veil between here and the place of death as if it were nothing. Invisible glass crashed around him. “Here we are.”

      The ground was made of misty clouds and resembled sand in texture. A strange combination. Pink and white and purple, a swirling, glowing mass, it stretched as far as the eye could see, unchanging. The sky was made of the same colors, forked lightning flaring across it, a cool breeze licking at my face.

      I should’ve been unnerved, would’ve been if I was still able to feel anything other than this crippling emptiness.

      In this place, forbidden to the living, the creature in red waited between the two free-standing gates. The creature was hidden within the hood of its heavy robes, gnarled fingers poking out from the sleeves.

      I collapsed to my knees, released from the grip of two Lucifer-loving brutes.

      Charlie was dead. Killed by me in a replay of Raphael’s execution.

      Game over.

      Nothing left but sorrow and guilt with the sharpest claws peeling away my layers.

      One step closer until you embrace the dark…

      “Lucifer approaches the gates,” the figure said in an androgynous voice. “Yet the dark lord is flesh, is he not?”

      I shivered at the sound of the creature, having faced it before. Probably the most powerful force in existence, God excluded. The master of the gates. One gate on the left, another on the right. Dark voids beyond each iron portcullis—the Holy Realm and the Shadow Realm waiting to claim a soul. Which gate you passed through depended on your actions in life. After my first death, it didn’t take long for the gatekeeper to bring its scythe down on my head and cast me into the gate on the right.

      “Correct,” Lucifer answered.

      The dark lord had caused so much pain as a ghost. Now that he was back… It didn’t bear thinking about what was coming next. Him squaring up to the gatekeeper like this spoke volumes.

      Arrogant… Dangerous…

      Incredible…

      Why should I care? What was left in the world for me to care about? Nothing. No purpose for me now other than to be Lucifer’s lackey. Killing myself wouldn’t be easy. The dark lord would not let me die. I wasn’t leaving his side now that he had me, so I may as well let go of this resistance and become what he wanted me to be—Uriel the Fully Fledged Sequel.

      Why not? It’d be easier than this thing loosely called existence.

      Charlie. I’d killed him.

      Oh, God.

      Please…

      I…

      Embrace the new… That’s what Lucifer kept telling me when he’d had me dragged away from the ashes of the man I was falling for… The man I’d killed. Fuck. I’d killed him. I’d burned him.

      Charlie Ellison: The new Raphael.

      My friend. My…

      Gone. Over. I didn’t know how to bring back the dead. All I could do was hope he’d gone through the gate on the left to the Holy Realm where he could find himself some peace or something like it. He’d been through so much, only to end up as a sacrifice for the piece of shit before me.

      “Are you impressed, gatekeeper?” Lucifer asked with deadly arrogance.

      The dark lord was incredible. Stunning white feathered wings, raven-black hair, milky skin, and built of toned muscle. His cronies had found him a white outfit with the Lucifer Star embroidered in blue on the chest of the T-shirt. Beautiful. The one who’d been our lord, our leader back when my eyes were smothered in rose lenses.

      The gatekeeper’s crimson robes billowed in a rising wind. “You were already condemned to your eternity. You should not be flesh.”

      “But here I am.”

      Kill Lucifer. Kill him for the Felineblood.

      Yes. That was an option. But vengeance was slippery right now. A pesky fish sliding in my palms, not playing ball. If I could just hold onto myself, maybe I could take him down.

      I want him…

      Damn soul and its muddled bullshit! Damn everything! Why couldn’t I just pick a fucking path?

      Too much.

      Raphael was dead again. A dangerous weapon for Lilith, a twisted configuration of magic, cut down by Damien the Demonblood, who was with us now, giggling under his breath.

      Too much.

      Grow a pair! Get up and kill the fucker right now! What would it matter what happened after? Let Nuria, my dragon mother, kill me. She was here too on this little trip, free from the ice prison, the one who’d coerced me into incinerating Charlie. Mother. Her words were power. I only wanted to please her.

      Right now, whatever she said was water off a duck’s back. Useless. Grief was stronger than her, stronger than me, stronger than anything.

      Spinning. Where to jump off?

      Nuria, in her human form (being the only creature I knew of who could actually fully shift from human to beast), crouched beside me as Lucifer carried on spouting off to the gatekeeper.

      “My son,” she said in her beautiful tones. “You are in pain for the Felineblood.”

      Understatement. “I…” That was all I could manage.

      “He died for a greater cause,” she continued. “I know it hurts now, but it doesn’t have to. There can be freedom from this pain that afflicts you.”

      Why was she regurgitating the same old crap?

      “Become who you are destined to be. Be Lucifer’s again. Be my son again. So much glory awaits you. This is the new dawn. Run toward it. Charlie Ellison died to make you better.”

      My fingers dug into the strange, sand-like clouds beneath me. “Mother… I… I can’t…”

      She smoothed my hair. Her touch was soothing where her words weren’t. “You can. Think of me, our love, of a future free of this dreadful sting of humanity. I see the heartbreak in you, and it breaks mine. But you can heal yourself.”

      “I don’t… I don’t want to talk.”

      “I know, Uriel. I understand. But please come back to you… Come back to me.”

      The gatekeeper caught my attention again, drawing its huge scythe from the folds of its robes. “Lucifer will beg for mercy.”

      “Come again?” the dark lord questioned.

      That wind was really picking up.

      “It is time to return to your true fate. This is an abomination I will rectify.”

      “Have you been chatting to the angels? They like to reel off the a-word a lot.” Lucifer chuckled. “Wait. What am I saying? I’m an angel myself.”

      The frosted glass sword manifested in Lucifer’s hand, a familiar move from back in the angel days, the blade summoned from some heavenly between place. A gift from God for his warriors.

      Shit.

      This wasn’t happening.

      “You would draw a weapon against the gatekeeper?” The creature in red didn’t give any indication it was afraid or pissed off. Monotone, chilling. Its scythe was the bigger weapon—black handle, curved blade of midnight bigger than my upper body.

      I was nervous now. Not for Lucifer, but for myself.

      “Uriel too,” the gatekeeper added.

      There you go. It read my mind. I wasn’t supposed to be alive either.

      “Different,” it said at me. “An odd tangle of souls.”

      “You miss out on things by hanging around this boring place,” Lucifer said. “A shame, really.”

      The gatekeeper charged forward, slicing at Lucifer. The dark lord took flight, barely avoiding being split in half. He laughed, flipped in the air, and came down with his sword.

      He missed too. The gatekeeper vanished in scarlet smoke.

      “This should be interesting,” Lucifer said, throwing me a wink.

      Moments later, the gatekeeper reappeared behind him. The dark lord grinned, obviously expecting the move, and rolled out of the way.

      Back on his feet, he saluted the gatekeeper and levitated, twirling his sword in one hand.

      Cocky bastard.

      Pretty hot, too.

      No, he isn’t!

      He moved with silken grace, with the speed of a panther. His muscles slithered under his clothing, tantalizing and familiar. With shame, my cock stirred as I watched him. He really was captivating, a feast for the senses.

      I wanted him. Well, a part of me wanted him. The part of me wanting to take over from now on. A new man for a new dawn.

      Maybe you should take the wheel…

      No! The Zayn parts weren’t done yet, but what was the point of them? Useless. Failing.

      Kill him.

      Fuck him.

      Kill him.

      I watched their battle, silent, Nuria’s hand never leaving my shoulder. How was this even happening? The gatekeeper should’ve ended Lucifer by now, sent him packing back to the depths he crawled out of. I was kind of hoping he’d do the same for me. Let me get back to my endless suffering, alone, away from the complications. Just me and the good old guilt.

      Only, too much had happened. More layers of complicated, and most of my guilt was for Charlie. Raphael still had my heart, but after what’d gone down between us, my mourning had shifted into something else. The Raphael I grieved wasn’t the man who’d festered inside Scott, who’d been an unstable mess of magic. Not my Raphael. Mine had been a far prettier monster than the new one.

      I didn’t wish Raphael peace in death. He wouldn’t find it. None of us monsters ever would.

      Determination flickered within me. I slowly got to my feet.

      “Son?” Mother asked.

      Wobbly, I took a step forward, limbs wanting to be jelly. They could go fuck themselves. I was done crawling around on the floor.

      Lucifer’s brutes moved in, but Mother threatened them away. “Do not lay a finger on my son.”

      Technically, I wasn’t her real child, only the draconic kind. Whatever. I was grateful for her intervention.

      Always grateful to have Mother nearby…

      This new strength had come from somewhere, and I held onto it. I was ending things right now. Lucifer fighting the gatekeeper was pointless. He couldn’t win. The gatekeeper was forever. As long as there was death, the creature in red was needed to siphon the souls left or right.

      I shifted to the dragon man, the long hair that came with it lifted by the wind.

      “Uriel?” Mother asked, shoving the brutes aside as they moved once again.

      Flexing my wings and rolling my shoulders, I took to the air and rushed at Lucifer. My swords extended from the glass discs in my palms, and the dark lord met my blades with an explosive crash at the last moment.

      Sparks spat and crackled as the glass weapons clashed. I pushed on him with my longer right blade, stabbed at him with the shorter left. He moved with the same fluidity that came easy to him.

      “Hello there, Uriel,” he said, face inches from mine. The white sparks cast fractured light across his chiseled features.

      I growled, shoved him back with all my might. It was like pushing a boulder, but I got him off me.

      He drank me in with his onyx eyes. Pure sex in his appraisal. “Magnificent.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He rolled his eyes, still grinning. “Still with the insults.”

      The gatekeeper hung back, floating, watching from the void of its hood.

      “As much as I enjoy seeing you like this,” Lucifer added, “all sexy and angry, we really need to be getting to the Shadow Realm. There’s important business to attend to. So much to do.”

      “We’re not going anywhere.”

      “Oh? Are you the boss now?”

      I growled through gritted teeth.

      He laughed. “Scary. Well? If you insist on this folly, come at me rather than growl like some mutt.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Put your words into actions.” Wink. “Yum.”

      I charged as the gatekeeper did.

      “Lucifer!” Mother cried.

      He turned in a flash, plummeting to the ground out of reach. The gatekeeper switched its trajectory to follow.

      As did I.

      Landing heavily before the dark lord, I decided on a better course of action. Should’ve done this in the first place.

      Without hesitation, I let my fire loose. But Lucifer had moved out of its way. The stream of flames engulfed the gatekeeper. Its shrieking stirred the clouds. Lightning seared the skies, and the place of the two doors tremored violently.

      I froze, fire dying. Helpless. Watched on as the gatekeeper quickly succumbed to the immense heat.

      What the fuck had I done?

      “Thank you, Uriel. I appreciate the intervention.”

      Lead balloons sat in my stomach. I wanted to get back on my knees. Staying down there would’ve been safer. I was a fool to try and change things, to try and bring him down. He was the dark lord restored—clearly the most powerful creature in existence now. Maybe more so than God. Where was he/she/whatever God was? Why were they letting this happen?

      “Don’t look so forlorn,” Lucifer said. “The gatekeeper doesn’t die. It’ll just be out of action for a little while.” He looked behind him. “Don’t envy the backlog it’ll face when it does.” He shrugged his shoulders then grinned wickedly at me. “Want to expel some more energy, or are you done for now?”

      I didn’t answer, couldn’t keep my eyes on him with a burning mound of gatekeeper a few feet away.

      My swords retracted back into my palms.

      “Good,” he said. “Glad to see you’ve calmed down.”

      Calmed down? What the actual fuck?

      Lucifer knew how to set me off. I went to burn him again, screaming my fury. Burn him. Destroy him right now, and at least one mess would be cleared up.

      Mother punched me so hard in the face my head snapped back. I tumbled backward, landing heavily on my arse. I sprang to my feet, pain pulsing in my left cheek.

      Nuria’s dark skin quickly elongated, transformed. Within seconds, her naked body was the huge, onyx-scaled dragon with pale blue eyes and deadly jaws.

      Shit.

      Through our metaphysical bond, she said, “Behave, my son. I will not allow you to harm your dear friend.”

      “He isn’t my friend!” I cried out loud.

      “Friend. Lord. Lover.”

      “No! Fucking no!” I got ready to try again. Lucifer was wide open for a burning. Exposed and grinning like he’d won every game.

      Bastard! Absolute bastard!

      “Uriel!” Mother’s booming voice inside my skull had me grabbing my head, throwing me off my game. “Enough!”

      “He needs to die!”

      Lucifer laughed.

      “I’ll kill you!” I bellowed. “I’ll⁠—”

      “Enough!” Mother again. “You need some time to reflect before you do harm.”

      She caught me in her jaws. I didn’t have time to blink. The next thing knew, I was tumbling down her dark gullet.
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      A chilly breeze tickled my balls.

      Man, I needed some clothes and a catnip cigarette. None to be found around here. Pretty sure there wasn’t a corner shop in these mountain caves.

      How the fudge was I gonna get out of here? I was in the Scottish Highlands, miles from anywhere, with nothing but my skin and serious confusion.

      I was alive. Zayn had burnt me to a crisp. Man, the pain had been seriously nasty, every inch of me screaming in the worst agony ever. Didn’t want to go through that again. Ever.

      Again. The fact there could be an again made no sense. How the fudge was this even happening?

      Okay, super-pleased to be alive, but not so bloody pleased to be having more mystery smeared over me. Ugh.

      Yeah, okay, that was complaining. Fudge complaining. Second chances weren’t a regular gift handed out freely. I needed to be practical, get out of here, and get cracking with somehow saving the world.

      Seeing as I’d died, Lucifer was alive. I’d gone to the dark, felt like I was on my way to meet the final judgment, keeping my fingers crossed for a good outcome, and wham. I wasn’t getting that mystery answered yet. Rug yanked out from under me. Didn’t matter how briefly I’d died. It was what the poxy dark lord needed to get back to business. Great. Whoopee.

      Zayn. Blimey! The way that dragon woman had messed with him. I could tell, even though I was battered and bruised and strapped to a pole, she was messing with him. The dude had been lost in a soup, then made to burn me like he had Raphael. Sugar! What was gonna happen to my friend? Could I even save him now? Had he gone too far?

      I mean, I was peed off he’d burned me, but willing to move past it because there was a way to get rid of Uriel through my dad’s soul split stuff. I needed to get back on that, crack Dad’s codes and passwords to see if I could find out more info on, well, everything. I’d got so close at Northview Motel, only for Lucifer to screw it up.

      “Wanker,” I said. I didn’t swear much, but that piece of sugar called for it. Not sugar! Shit! A steaming pile of the smelly stuff!

      Not that I thought there’d be anything else about the soul split on the hard drives. Dad’s notes had made it clear he didn’t know what would happen. But maybe they would be answers to my ‘What The Fudge?’ resurrection.

      So many things to do, no bloody clue how to get on with them.

      Rubbing my arms for warmth, I went to one of two burning torches stuck in the cave walls. Taking it out of the rusty sconce, I reveled in its heat. Nice. Better than nothing until I found clothes.

      Okay. Time to move.

      I had an awesome sense of smell, so I could just follow the fresh air tickling it from the dark maw to my left.

      Yeah, too easy. With that fresh air was the stench of the enemy. Sweaty men and women and lilies. When I smelled lilies, that meant magic. Those people were Magibloods and Lucifer-lovers.

      Fudge that. Confronting those appleholes in the nude would not be awesome.

      The route to my right gave off creepy vibes. It also smelled of Zayn but fading away fast.

      He’d burned me. Sugar! He’d actually burned me! Killed me. Zayn. My friend.

      Ah, fudgecrap.

      With no bad guy stink that way, I took the wiser route.

      Look at me being wise!

      So I walked, keeping vigilant, clinging to the walls with the persistent chilly breeze around my balls. The ground was super smooth underfoot for the most part, which was a relief. Only the odd pebble would take me by surprise when I stepped on it.

      Stepping into warmer air, I stopped to gather my head. I’d been moving on autopilot, and this chamber with a steaming pool and low-burning candles had snapped me out of it.

      I’d been following Zayn’s scent.

      Zayn…

      I’m so bloody obsessed with him, even if he did burn me.

      He didn’t mean to…

      My friend was probably broken after that. Either dead, completely shattered, or the bad side of Uriel had taken over to release him from pain. Right now, he could be at Lucifer’s side doing all sorts of bad stuff. Oh, and with a huge bloody dragon in tow.

      Fudge!

      No. I couldn’t sag and cry. At least for now. I had to fight. This was my fight, no matter how big or small my part was in it. Lucifer needed his backside kicked, and maybe Zayn was still in there to reach. Might make me pathetic to still think I could help him after he’d ‘killed’ me, but hey, that’s just me.

      How the hell am I alive?

      Beside the hot pool of water, Zayn’s all-in-one suit lay crumpled. Sad. I steeled myself against my feelings and started moving toward it. He hated that thing, but at least it kept him covered up—even if he was super yummy uncovered.

      I winced at the images of his flames coming at me, my hands clenched into fists. I squeezed to fight the onslaught. Better images came—the memories of our steamy sessions, of his sweetness, even his grumpiness.

      I swallowed a laugh. Didn’t wanna get heard by those still creeping around these caves.

      There was an exit to the left of the pool. I went toward it.

      I hadn’t gone two feet when the firelight glinted off something on the ground beside the suit.

      “No way,” I muttered, crouching.

      Yep. It was the dragon key.

      “Fudgecakes…” I breathed, scooping it up. “Hello, you.”

      Zayn never got to tell me what’d happened on his mission to Liquid Arena with the key, but there was that red laser beam again. Fractured, a pale red, it vanished into a small opening on my right.

      Man! That meant crawling. I so didn’t wanna go crawling through any cave system whatsoever. But what choice did I have? Go exploring elsewhere, maybe get lost?

      I didn’t remember anything about the trip up here, only the plane ride. After that, it was all broken into bits of being told to keep sleeping by that horrible Demonblood, then beaten because I tried to resist, then barbecued, then… Hello World: The Sequel.

      The lily stink was growing stronger, and the sound of footsteps echoed behind me.

      Way too bloody close!

      Right. Crawl it was.

      “What the fuck?” a man said behind me.

      Fudge! Too late!
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      “I have cooled my stomach for you,” Mother soothed inside my head.

      The air was close, clammy, and sulfur hung around as an invisible cloud.

      I didn’t care. I wanted Charlie. I wanted Raphael. I wanted…

      …to burn the world down.

      Inside her stomach was dark, much like a cave. The lining was rough bark, and I sat on a small island of pink flesh in the middle of an acidic lake, legs crossed, shoulders slumped. She could eat me all she wanted or keep me down here forever. It was better than being out there.

      My fire might burn me out, melt her flesh into liquid. But hurting Mother was something I’d never contemplate. Ever.

      I’d never felt so exhausted in my life. My outburst and threats to Lucifer had left me empty. My rage had calmed down to a gentle flicker, but it was the only thing that had. This endless cycle of hurt would never end.

      Stop feeling sorry for yourself! Do something!

      I didn’t know what part of me said it. The voices may as well be someone else’s. But I told it, “Fuck you. Just fuck you.”

      My friend was dead because of me, the guy who’d wriggled his way into my heart.

      Ashes.

      Dead.

      “Charlie…”

      “You still speak his name?” Mother outside my head now. Her voice echoed in her stomach.

      “I’ll always speak his name, Mother.”

      “But why? What is it about him that makes your heart hurt, Son?”

      My eyes grew hot. “Everything.”

      “This isn’t you speaking.”

      “It’s me.”

      “Not my Uriel.”

      A tear escaped. “I’ll never be your Uriel.” I shouldn’t talk to Mother like this. “I want to be, but I can’t. I’m so torn apart, so lost in this pain. I wanted Charlie. I was beginning to… love him. Now it’s gone, and I want it to be gone, but I don’t want it to be, and I just don’t know what to do.”

      “You know what you need to do.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can. Lucifer doesn’t need to be your enemy.”

      Another tear. “I hate him. I can’t get over it.”

      She sighed, the walls of her stomach swelling and contracting like bellows. “I know you have it in you to make the right choice. Being who you really are isn’t evil. You’re projecting how the world defines good and bad onto your existence. Who says you are the bad one? Who says Lucifer is?”

      “He’s called the dark lord?”

      “And that is bad, why?”

      “He isn’t the light lord. He isn’t a proper angel anymore, even if he still looks like one.”

      “Who says the angels are good? What good have you ever seen them do even when you were part of their ranks?”

      I struggled to come up with an answer. “We watched. They watch. They protect from the likes of me.”

      “An abomination they call you because they cannot see the beauty of you.”

      “They’re God’s army,” I said.

      “Where is God in this?”

      “I don’t know. I know God is there because I felt their holy presence when I ascended to angelhood. But…” I shook my head. “I don’t want to have this conversation.”

      “Fine, Son. But remember that God isn’t the end of the line.”

      “The creator isn’t the end of the line?”

      “No.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Energy renews. The old can be undone, burned down so new life can come out of those ashes. That’s Lucifer’s vision.”

      “I know that. The new dawn.”

      “Exactly. The old wheels have worn themselves down. We need change.”

      Confusing. The failure of Lucifer’s vision last time, only told me God wouldn’t allow him to fully rise. He’d only fail again and then again if he tried to come back.

      What a thought!

      It didn’t matter if Mother tried to flip the script. The angels were in charge. Not Lucifer. They were born from God. I was. We all were, even Mother. I didn’t understand it, but I knew it. How could the creator not have the final say? Unless, of course, the creator had no interest.

      I pushed the thoughts away. Superfluous. Lucifer was evil. I was evil. Cold, hard facts. He had to die, and then so did I. This shit needed to come crumbling down.

      So does Mother.

      I froze, waiting for her response. Had she heard me think?

      A minute ticked past, and she stayed silent.

      “Mother?” I said.

      “Yes, Son?”

      “I can’t do this. Please… Please make your stomach hot.”

      “Never. I’ll never kill my son.”

      “But I’m not your son.”

      “Don’t try your hurtful words on me, Uriel.” She was so calm when she spoke. “They won’t work. You can’t trick me into killing you. I won’t see you dead. Not again. You need to listen to Lucifer, to your heart. I know he lives in there, and I know you want to be free again. You can. But you need to come to this conclusion yourself.” A sigh. “I would like to offer you all the time in the world to decide, but I can’t. Please don’t make us wait too long.”

      My heart swelled for her. I wanted to make her happy. “But Lucifer got what he wanted. He made me free you.”

      “Lucifer wants more than that. Stop being foolish, Son.”

      “I—”

      “He loves you.”

      I wanted to vomit into the lake of cold digestive fluid. “Loves me so much he made me kill two men I’ve cared for.”

      “Blame magic,” she said. “That’s all it came down to. Charlie and Lucifer were bound by Dave Ellison’s magic. It’s unfortunate you fell for the Felineblood, but he isn’t the bigger picture. I’m not setting out to hurt you. I would never want to cause you pain. Your feelings are valid. At least, they would be if they were yours and yours alone. They’re not.”

      The connections between my selves were as thick as sugar paper. “Mother… I can’t stand this heartbreak.” My tears fell free and easy then.

      “I know. I’m here to help you through it.”

      “Hold me, Mother. Please. I can’t take it. I need…” I need Charlie.

      Pain tore through my chest, an explosion in my heart. My head snapped back, my limbs thrashing violently. I rolled down the island of flesh, one leg dipping in the acid.

      “Son!” Her roar shook my living prison.

      “Mother…”

      Mother? What? Why would I be saying that word? My mother was a complete psychopath and long dead.

      “Son!”

      Huh? Whose voice was that big? And why the hell was I naked?

      I processed my surroundings, dragged my leg out of water. It stank of sulfur, the walls looked extremely fleshy. Like a tree bark with more of a fleshy tissue makeup. The thing I was sitting on was fleshy too, and that wasn’t water. It was too slimy, too weird. It made my skin tingle. I flung some of the gunk off my leg, sliding back up the sloping pink flesh.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d say this was a stomach. I laughed to myself. Impossible.

      Still… “Hello?”

      “Son?”

      “Who is that?”

      “What do you mean, Son?”

      I rubbed my head. “Have I been drinking?”

      “Son?”

      “God. I’ve taken something. I’ve actually taken drugs.”

      “Uriel?”

      I shuddered at the name. “What? Who the fuck are you?”

      “What are you saying, Son?”

      Even though the air was close and hot, a chill spread across me. I rubbed at my bare arms, shivering. I hated to admit it, but fear was settling in.

      “Where am I?” I whispered.

      The fleshy lump swelled beneath me, and I roared a string of expletives. There were nodules within it, and I had no choice but to grab one unless I wanted to go rolling down to the lake.

      Had I really taken something? If so, I blamed Max the stripper. It was all coming back to me. That damn house with the hot stripper and me getting all horny and stupid. Ugh. Why did a cute guy have to get in my head? The Felineblood did the same, invading my bath time. And I didn’t even fancy him. Not one bit.

      Ha! Liar!

      Whatever.

      There were more pressing matters, though, like being taken into a dark tunnel that I was pretty sure was a throat.

      Oh. My. God.
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        * * *

      

      Mind blown to smithereens.

      So much to take in.

      First of all, the huge fucking black dragon.

      Secondly, the courtyard of some crumbling castle under a blood red sky. Storm clouds rolled overhead, and there were sounds beyond the high gray walls of the courtyard I didn’t want to meet. Guttural screams, roars from nightmares. Pain and suffering and terror all blended together in one song of doom.

      Bollocks to my life sometimes.

      Thirdly, and, well… Thirdly. Let’s just go with thirdly.

      Thirdly, an angel was staring at me as if I were lunch. He had been since I slid out of the dragon’s throat and landed on the cold stone ground. Staring up at this guy, I cowered beneath him, but didn’t bow my head like I probably should because I also wanted to land some punches if I got the chance to. Something told me he’d deserve getting his arse kicked.

      A dragon, an angel, and some guards with Lucifer Star tattoos walk into a room…

      Dragon.

      Right.

      Definitely tripping on something.

      No one had said a word the whole time. Not even me. I didn’t know what to say, what to ask. Should you really be talking to your hallucinations?

      Annoyingly, the angel was hot. Decked out in white, as angels tended to be, he was more like a demon in angel clothing. The bad boy of the angels? By the looks of him, he should be dressed in black leather, a cigarette in one hand, whisky in the other. You know, a completely delicious fantasy of a turn on. I didn’t usually go for bad-boy types because I didn’t want the drama. I didn’t really go for anything because men were a complication I couldn’t be bothered with. Still, I could appreciate male beauty now and again.

      His eyes… Wow. Onyx, hard, loaded with shadows and sadness. His wavy black hair fell across his pale forehead, and the way his clothes clung to his muscular body had my dick piqued with interest.

      Enough of that!

      The dragon moving behind me tore my gaze away. It took seconds for the beast to go from big bastard to naked, dark-skinned woman.

      “Erm…”

      She walked around me, braided hair swishing behind her. “What has happened to my son, Lucifer?”

      What the fuck?

      “I don’t know,” the sexy angel said. His voice was honey and sex, and he was still staring at me.

      If only I had a towel to cover my traitorous cock!

      Did she just say Lucifer?

      “This is the second instance of this,” he added.

      “Second?” the naked woman asked.

      At least I wasn’t the only naked person in the courtyard.

      “You’re a dragon,” I said. “A shifter? Nothing can shift.” I was speaking as if on delay. “And you’re Lucifer. Wait.”

      Yep. Hallucination.

      The woman didn’t look at me. “Why is he saying this, Lucifer?”

      He blinked. I don’t think he blinked the whole time he’d been staring at me. “When I gave him and Charlie a day, I watched, and I saw it. Uriel wasn’t Uriel. It didn’t last long, but he’d completely lapsed into Zayn.”

      “No…”

      Charlie? That was the Felineblood’s name. There were plenty of Charlies in the world, but I was sure they were talking about him.

      I kept quiet and listened.

      The woman turned to face me. “This is Zayn?”

      “Yes. For the moment. There appears to be an increase in his instability. He needs to take the leap soon, or he will die.”

      “Die of what?” I said, thinking out loud.

      The woman closed her eyes and shook her head. “He doesn’t sound like my son.”

      “He doesn’t anyway,” Lucifer countered. “Not fully.”

      “Yes, but I can hear traces of him when he is in his torn state. This is different. This is Humanblood.”

      “Can one of you start talking some sense?” I cut in. “I’m confused here.”

      The dragon woman opened her eyes. They narrowed into angry slits. “What have you done to my son?”

      “Didn’t you catch the part about this not making sense?” I retaliated.

      She didn’t appreciate my snide comeback. “Get out of my son, you worm!” She strode over, face full of violence.

      I scuttled back, pushing myself across the ground until I bumped into something solid. Looking up, I saw a smiling bastard with a few teeth missing.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” the Magiblood guard demanded.

      “I’ll rip you out of him,” the naked woman said. I faced her again. She was standing too close, leaving me a filling in a deadly sandwich of her and the guard.

      What madness was I trapped inside of? And where had that woman in pajamas with the diamond in her cheek come from? Also, the olive-skinned man with a tuft of blue hair and Bob Dylan T-shirt. He had a diamond in his cheek too.

      Diamonds. Demonbloods. Really?

      “Nuria,” the guy calling himself Lucifer said. “No.”

      She stopped and started to sob. “My son…” She covered her face with her hands. “My Uriel.”

      Uriel was a name of evil, up there with Lucifer.

      Son. Uriel. Dragons.

      As much I wanted to hold onto the tripping theory, it was losing its plausibility. Which didn’t make any sense. This place being my reality was the least plausible. Unless… Unless I was dead.

      Oh. Shit.

      Those screams, the stormy sky. Were they part of the Shadow Realm? Is that where I’d gone? Had I come here because of what I’d done to my family?

      “I thought I’d done a service to the world,” I said.

      The woman called Nuria walked away, Lucifer coming closer. “Zayn?”

      “Yes?” My voice was a whisper against his hotness.

      Stop that!

      “What is the last thing you remember?”

      “I…” Don’t talk to him. “I…”

      “Well?”

      I wanted to resist his commanding aura, but my mouth had other ideas. “Getting a lap dance in some weird house with a strip club in the basement, then getting naked and jumping into a⁠—”

      “Swimming pool.”

      “How did you know that?”

      Lucifer offered me his hand. “We need to talk, Zayn.”

      I stared at that hand, then up at him. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “Yes, you do. Unless you like it down there on the ground.”

      “Not really.”

      “Then come with me.”

      I took his hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four
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      A dude with spiky black hair and a scar on his copper forehead ran into the chamber.

      “I knew I heard something.”

      He was alone for the time being.

      My claws were out, ready to fight. Just because killing the man in black at the lab house had messed me up, it didn’t mean I wouldn’t defend myself. I mean, sometimes I remembered how his face changed when I pulled the trigger—the breaking of the delicate rope between life and death. Yeah. I hated that’d I’d killed a guy. But you know what? I was sick of this sugar. Call me conditioned to death. If I had to do it again to survive, I would.

      This hedgehog head wasn’t gonna stop me. Not after everything I’d been through.

      Hopefully, no killing, though…

      “How the fuck are you alive?” the dude demanded. His emerald magic danced around his fingers, spreading from a bracelet mechanism peeking through the sleeve of his holey navy jumper.

      I hissed. “Don’t take another step.”

      He scratched at his bristly stubble. “I don’t get it. You went up like straw.”

      “Straw?”

      “Yeah. You were ashes.” He frowned. “The boss will go nuts when he finds out.”

      “He’s not gonna find out.”

      The man shrugged. “Obviously, he is.” The magic in his hands grew.

      Is that a lasso in your hands, or are you just pleased to see me?

      The air between us prickled in a bad way. I tuned into his features, watched for every little twitch. Even the beads of sweat on his forehead were given the high-definition treatment.

      This git was not getting the drop on me.

      He whipped his magic straight for me. I danced out of his way and cartwheeled off to the side.

      “Stay still, shithead!”

      Not bloody likely!

      The emerald magic snapped overhead, a stream of snaring danger. I rolled, body not enjoying playing on hard rock, but too bad.

      I may not be a pro-boxer, but I’m quick.

      The dude grunted, bringing his would-be green trap down hard, and missing again. Man, he was really crap at this.

      “You been drinking?” I couldn’t help the outburst.

      Aaannndd…

      He got me. Served me right for being cocky, for pausing to giggle at my own stupid joke. Ugh.

      The magic gripped me around the waist, carried me over to face him. He stank of lilies and some really awful aftershave and sweat. Must’ve bathed in the stuff. Yuck. Beer on his breath too. The scents blended together to make one uber stench.

      He thought he was funny. “Stupid, shithead.” He fumbled in his jeans for a phone. Those voices were still in the distance, along with the footsteps. Surely, he could just shout for backup.

      When he couldn’t get his phone out, his brain caught up, and he went to call out to his buddies. Only problem was, he was only holding me around the waist. Yeah, my
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