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        To Win a Demon’s Love

      

      

      
        
        A Novel of Love and Magic

        Book 2

      

        

      
        Nadine Mutas

      

      

      Fighting demons is her job. Falling for one? Fate has to be joking.

      

      Witch Lily Murray never expected to become the monster she hunts—until a dark spell turns her into a demon, complete with deadly urges and a ticking clock to reverse it. But then she crashes into Alek, a drop-dead gorgeous demon who’s all too eager to “help.” He’s the perfect guide. He’s also the perfect trap.

      

      Alek knows Lily is his ideal mate, and he’ll do anything to keep her—including making sure she never turns human again. Because if she does, their bond is doomed. So while he teaches her the ropes of demon life, he’s got a plan of his own: seduce her, claim her, and give her every reason to stay on the Dark Side.

      

      Now Lily must choose—fight her own demon nature, or give in to the demon who tempts her with promises of forever.

      

      Don’t miss this scorching-hot enemies-to-mates romance with a possessive demon hero and a snarky witch-turned-demon who’s in denial!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Jessica,

        I’m so glad that you’re my BEAST

      

      

      
        
        And, always, for Sergej
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      Note to self: Stalking demons while wearing a thong is worse than having a crotch itch while giving a speech to your Elders.

      Shifting from one foot to the other, Lily Murray adjusted the sorry excuse for underwear for what felt like the hundredth time in five minutes.

      “I don’t know why I let you talk me into this,” she muttered to the witch next to her, who didn’t seem to have the same ass-eats-slinky-panties problem as Lily. Must be a thong-wearing natural.

      Lenora Jones peeked over the metal fence they were hiding behind to check on the morbus demon loitering on the other side of the street. “Hey, wasn’t my idea to play stakeout in the rain,” she whispered back. “I was all in favor of letting that demon go.”

      Not an option. No way could Lily keep on partying when she knew one of those disease-spreading creatures was skulking in the vicinity. “Pfft, it’s not the traipsing or rain I mind. It’s the fact that my underwear seems to be hell-bent on disappearing into the place where the sun don’t shine.” Grimacing, she tugged at the thong again. “How do you put up with these pesky things every damn day?”

      “You get used to it.”

      “You know,” Lily said, keeping her voice hushed despite the fact they were far enough away that the demon wouldn’t hear them, “I’ve never really been a fan of that statement. You can get used to a lot of things, and it doesn’t make them good. Lack of indoor plumbing, for example. Or a missing limb. Or Pierce Brosnan as James Bond.”

      Lenora huffed a low laugh, her tawny brown skin shimmering golden in the dim street light when she glanced over at Lily again. “Are you still sore about that? That was like forever ago.”

      “You gotta draw the line somewhere. And speaking of line…” She adjusted that useless scrap of fabric again. “I am never going to wear one of these again. Ever.”

      “You will if you don’t want to have an ugly panty line ruining the look of your sexy dress. No way am I going to let any friend of mine walk around like that.” Lenora gave her a playful wink.

      “That’s assuming I’ll ever put on another skin-tight dress. Which I won’t.”

      Lily rose on her tiptoes and peered over the fence. The morbus demon—inconspicuous-looking to human eyes due to glamour, though its real form was covered with putrid pus and leaking sores—kept leaning against the wall of the old brewery, staying dry and puffing on its cigarette while the rain pelted down on the overhang. And the demon was still too close to the group of human patrons enjoying a smoke outside the brew pub that had just closed for the night.

      Dammit. Lily and Lenora couldn’t take the bastard down in front of so many witnesses. They had to wait until either it wandered off or the human group disbanded. Of course, if the demon made a move toward the group, Lily would hex its ass in a heartbeat, before it could touch anyone and spread more disease. Until then, they’d have to keep their distance, lest the demon pick up their witch auras and hightail it out of there.

      “You should, though,” Lenora said.

      “Hmm?”

      “Wear a sexy dress more often.” She tugged at the hem of the striking blue slip of a club dress Lily had on, now plastered even tighter to her skin due to the incessant Portland rain. “You’ve got a killer body, hon. Flaunt it. It’ll help you get in touch with your feminine side and get more dates.”

      Lily shot her a look. “I am in touch with my feminine side. I always paint my toenails.”

      For a moment they stared at each other. Then they burst into choked laughter. The rain swallowed the sound, but still Lily clamped her mouth shut and checked on the demon again. All good. Hunkering down behind the fence again, she turned to Lenora.

      “And just for the record, I don’t need help in the dating department. I’m very happy with the status quo.”

      “You mean moping around for months secretly pining for a good lay that will break your headboard?”

      Lily raised her brows. “I like my headboard just fine, thank you very much. It’s sturdy. Reliable. And it doesn’t ask too much of me, no ‘come meet my parents,’ or ‘please move in with me.’ Nope, just straightforwardly doing its job, sitting at the top of my bed and propping up my pillows.”

      “Lil.” Such admonishment in her tone. Pfft. “You wouldn’t have let me talk you into going out in a dress that screams ‘available’ if you didn’t need some between-the-sheets action.” Lenora checked on the demon again.

      “Fine.” Lily puffed out a sigh. “You’re right.”

      It had been months since she’d broken up with Jeff—or rather, run screaming in the other direction—and she hadn’t been on a date since. The thought of starting another serious relationship was as enticing as using chili paste for a douche, but a little no-strings-attached sex sure sounded good.

      Well, not gonna happen tonight. Finding an uncomplicated hookup had to wait for now. Demon-blasting duty came first.

      She was about to suggest they go out again tomorrow—not in another dress, but maybe slacks and a shoulder-baring shirt, which she found much more comfortable—when something or someone scraped on the concrete behind her. She whipped around. The shadows between the containers in the warehouse yard shifted. Not just the rain playing tricks on her vision. Something was coming.

      “Lenora,” she snapped, a second before a pack of hellrats broke from the dark and poured out into the yard.

      Her powers already primed and ready, buzzing underneath her skin, Lily struck out. “Kālam kuru!”

      With a surge of heat, her magic rushed through her body, her hand, shot out toward the advancing horde and hit the first two hellrats straight on. They squeaked and collapsed. Immediately, several other demonic rodents fell upon their dead and ripped into the bodies. Yikes. So much for pack loyalty.

      She spared a glance to the side while throwing a fire spell at the wave of hellrats closest to her. “Len, you okay?”

      Lenora grunted, kicking a rat into the side of the container, her hand curled around a magically enhanced shuriken that she’d pulled out of the gods knew where. She hurled the throwing star at another rat, slicing off the rodent’s head. Neat.

      Assured her friend had it under control, Lily focused on the nasty critter currently lunging at her ankles. She whipped out the dagger she’d hidden in a sheath high up her inner thigh, went down in a crouch, and slashed at the fucker. Using the momentum, she turned in a semi-circle and let her blade slice half a dozen more hellrats who weren’t fast enough to evade her maneuver. She remained in the crouch, her calf muscles flexing as she turned in a new angle and struck out again at the newest wave of revolting rodents. Another half dozen down.

      She stood and retreated a step to block an incoming rat-missile. Her high-heel slipped on a rain-slick hellrat body. The world tilted in a lurch as she crashed down, barely able to break the fall with her hands. Pain exploded in her palms, her wrists, and, oh just about all the joints in her body.

      “Mother. Fuck.”

      That second of cursive expression was all she got. The next instant, a wave of hellrats swarmed her. No choice but to roll. Gritting her teeth against the yucky feel of rolling over the cold, wet ground in a dress that bared more than it covered, she managed to kick and elbow and slash off most of the hellrats before they had a chance to bite.

      “Skeit!” The shield charm exploded outward, shoving off the remaining critters. Another killing spell made short work of the rest of the horde.

      Breath coming in puffs, Lily flipped over. She’d rolled to the entrance to the warehouse yard in the scuffle, and was now in clear sight of the other side of the street. Crap on a stick. Had the demon spotted her? She scooted back behind the fence and peered out.

      Her stomach clenched. The group of humans had left—but the morbus demon wasn’t alone.

      “What the—?” She leaned out farther, trying to catch a better view.

      Another male approached the demon, though she couldn’t make out his features in the semi-darkness and drizzle of rain. Was he human? If yes, she had to act. She couldn’t risk him catching a disease.

      A quick glance to the side confirmed Lenora was almost done blasting the last of the hellrats. “Len, join me when you can. I’m going for the demon.” And with that she was off.

      She’d sprinted halfway across the deserted street, her high-heels making wet, clicking sounds on the rain-covered asphalt, when the scene in front of her made her stop dead in her tracks.

      The new male punched the demon, kneed it in the guts and grabbed it by the throat. The morbus grunted and flailed. To no avail. The other male overpowered it with astonishing ease. Hoisting it up against the wall, the man brought its head level with his and leaned in, almost as if… Was he kissing the thing?

      Lily reared back, her mouth falling open. Who’d want to kiss a morbus demon? Before she could dwell on that particular question of morbid insanity, the air around the man shimmered. His aura, which had been too faint for her to get a read on, brightened, and a telltale trace of demon magic pulsed off him.

      The male was a demon, too.

      Rooted to the spot, she could only stare while the morbus’s aura lit up as well, then flickered like a candle in a gust of wind. The morbus’s power signature faded, and judging by the flare in the unknown demon’s aura, whatever he was doing to the morbus fed his powers. The new demon let go of the morbus, and the now lifeless form of the contagious bastard sank to the ground.

      The male hadn’t been kissing the morbus demon. He’d killed it.

      Power curled around the remaining demon. Suddenly, he whipped his head around, homing in on Lily. A sharp buzz zinged through her, as if every one of her cells had been charged with a dizzying bolt of electricity. Those eyes… Swirling red and black, magnetic in the way they locked on to her.

      A life leech, a demon who fed off others’ life force.

      With a gasp, she snapped out of whatever trance she’d been in. This was a demon. A lethal one. She couldn’t let him get away.

      Summoning her power to her fingertips, she ran toward him. Hand raised, she was about to hurl a spell at him when he was suddenly in front of her. She stumbled from the abrupt stop, and he gripped her wrist, squeezing just hard enough to numb the flow of magic to her hand. What the ever-loving⁠—?

      He leaned in, his features illuminated by the street lights. Human-looking, his skin a nice golden summer tan, he was a handsome son of a bitch. His eyes—now silver gray rimmed with amber—held her spellbound.

      “Don’t,” he murmured.

      Droplets of rain fell from the hair hanging over his face, caressed her nose. His thumb stroked over the inside of her wrist, and a tingle traveled up her arm.

      The next second, he was gone. She staggered from the sudden loss of his hold, her mind reeling. Turning in a circle, she scanned the street for him. A block down, she barely caught a glimpse of a dark figure disappearing round the corner at incredible speed.

      “Lil!” Lenora ran up to her, panting, a hellrat’s bloody tail hanging from her voluminous hair. “Are you okay?”

      Lily nodded, her heart thundering in her chest. “You’ve got rat on you.” She picked the tail out of Lenora’s hair and tossed it away.

      “Thanks.” Lenora studied the slowly disintegrating shape of the morbus demon. “What the hell happened here?”

      Lily frowned while images of the scene she’d witnessed replayed in her head. “Somebody just did our job for us.”

      But the memory that surfaced again and again, refused to release her from its spell, was one of silver-gold eyes and a voice of pure sin.
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      Someone was following Lily. That prickly feeling in the nape of her neck was a dead giveaway.

      Unbidden, the image of the life leech flashed through her mind, rain-slick hair framing his face, his eyes holding her captive, his hand tight around her wrist in a grasp that had felt more like a caress. Was her skin still tingling from his touch? She rubbed her wrist, shook off the memory.

      After Lenora had hopped onto the MAX Light Rail to her family’s house in Gresham, Lily had taken the MAX in the opposite direction, and was now walking the last stretch from the station to the high-class address of the Murray family mansion. Since the rain had stopped some time earlier, it was a beautiful stroll along the streets, which led through the outskirts of Forest Park, the September night unusually warm, kissing her damp skin.

      Her senses on alert, she unobtrusively scanned the area. The two-lane street lay quiet, and the huge houses loomed dark and silent, half hidden behind trees in their generous front yards. The rustling of leaves in the wind and Lily’s high heels clicking away on the pavement were the only sounds. She deliberately dropped her keys, and while crouching down to pick them up, she managed to sneak the dagger out of its thigh sheath. Straightening again, she pretended to hug herself for warmth and hid the blade between the inside of her forearm and her chest.

      If that life leech had indeed followed her here, she’d give him one hell of a welcome.

      Or it might not be him, but some other creep. There had been a couple of unexpected disappearances of witches throughout the larger Portland area in recent weeks, with three bodies turning up some time later in different parts of the city. Though the deaths, and thus the disappearances, didn’t seem connected—with one witch having bled dry, one having died of some unidentifiable disease, the third little more than a piece of rotten meat—something was in the air.

      A hiss broke the quiet, and the next second something sharp stung her butt. She twisted to get a look at her behind. A dart was sticking out from her right butt cheek. What the actual fuck? Someone had shot her. With a dart gun. In the ass. Like some wild animal.

      She ripped out the dart while surveying the street. Nothing but shadows. Still, she went into fighting stance, prepared for an attack, her fingers curled into a fist around the dart. Was it a sedative? Meant to knock her out? Fuckity fuck. Anger bubbled up in her bloodstream, its heat rising to her face. What kind of sick, disturbed⁠—

      The air changed. The split-second warning was enough to prepare her for the attack, and she ducked and slid to the side. The club meant for her head whooshed through empty air instead. She used the momentum of the demon’s lunge and her evasive maneuver to slice his ribcage open with the dagger. While the demon cried out, she followed up by ramming her elbow into his spine.

      Coughing, the demon stumbled down. She was about to blast him with a spell that would choke him unconscious when her powers fizzled out like a burnt fuse. Her heart lurched. Pinpricks of light danced in her vision. She swayed as a wave of nausea swamped her. No. Whatever the bastard had shot her with was kicking in.

      She had to get home. It wasn’t that far. She only needed to incapacitate him enough to give her a head start—and hope to the gods that she could still run.

      With a grunt, the demon jumped to his feet. Eyes blazing with red and black leered at her. Another life leech? This was not the one she’d run into before. Where were they coming from all of a sudden? Was there a convention going on?

      Cold sweat broke out all over her. The mad thump of her heart pounded in her head, the sound off somehow. Like a huge machine working against pressure, stuttering. A milky film glided over her eyes. She shook her head and blinked to clear her vision.

      The demon charged, his movements a blur. She slid to the side, evading him. Or that was what she wanted to do. Her muscles had a different idea, turning to rubber on her. Those traitors.

      She crumpled to the ground, the life leech on top of her. His hands pressed down on her shoulders, grinding her back against the concrete. Maybe if she tried her powers again—reaching deep, she searched for the familiar spark of magic, for the glow that had lit up her soul since she’d turned six and came into her powers.

      Empty. Throbbing. Nothingness.

      Duck a fuck. This couldn’t be happening.

      The demon grinned, looming over her. “We’re gonna have a lot of fun together, you and me. Can’t wait until I get you home.” He reached for the club again.

      Ugh. He wanted to abduct her? Images of her stuck in a pit while the creep lowered down lotion in a basket flashed through her mind, made her shudder. Focus, Lily.

      She spat in his face and used the second he reared back and loosened his hold to knock her forehead against his nose. The bolt of pain from the impact was so worth it.

      “You bitch!” The demon’s voice came out garbled through the blood spouting from his broken nose.

      “You’re not putting me into a pit,” Lily muttered while kneeing him in the ribs right where she’d cut him before.

      Her muscles were cooperative enough to let her elbow and kick her way out from under the life leech. He was so busy trying to breathe past the pain from her knee jab that he couldn’t even hold her back. The fountain of blood gushing from his broken nose and the reflexive flood of tears impairing his vision didn’t make things easier for him, not that she gave a fuck.

      Somewhere in the scuffle, she’d lost her dagger and the dart. Well, a good old kick to the head would have to do to buy her time to escape. Lying on her side on the ground, she drew back her leg and slammed the heel of her stiletto straight against the demon’s temple. He grunted and fell over.

      There. That ought to give her a fighting chance to get home.

      Muscles spasming, her vision flickering in and out, she scrambled to her feet and swayed for a second. Shit, that drug got her bad. She gulped in a lungful of pine-scented night air and ran.

      Throwing a glance over her shoulder while she raced toward the Murray mansion, she checked on the demon. He was on his feet, but wasn’t following. Stumbling, holding his sliced side, he fled in the other direction. Good riddance. She’d still sic her mom and Baz on the bastard once she made it home, even though chances were slim they’d catch him or find out where he ran.

      She maintained her pace as well as possible with rebellious muscles and bones that seemed to be disintegrating. No reason to risk that demon coming back, or some other creature deciding she was snack material.

      Through her wobbly vision, she finally spotted the high, wrought-iron fence of her family’s grand house. Just a few more feet and she’d be past the magical wards cast around the property. Once she was inside the guarded perimeter, she could crawl the rest of the way. Yeah, crawling sounded good.

      Air sawed in and out of her lungs, leaving painful tingles in its wake. Every nerve in her body ached. She felt crappier than the half-digested squirrel the neighbors’ dog had upchucked on the sidewalk last week.

      She halted in front of the gate and fumbled for her keys in the tiny black purse that had miraculously survived the hellrat fight plus the demon attack. Her hand shook as she unlocked the gate. The air felt heavy, thick, charged with a buzz, as if she was close to a power line.

      Just inside the perimeter, the wards shimmered translucent, invisible to human eyes. To a witch or otherworld creature, they appeared as a colorless, fluid shift in the air, like a desert mirage. And they’d strike down any unwelcome visitor—demon or anyone meaning harm to the Murrays—with enough force to fling the intruder across the street. While possibly frying every hair on their body.

      She pushed the gate open with one hand and was about to step on the property when an electric tingle shot up her arm—the one touching the wards. Frowning, she paused. She glanced around, scanned the deserted street behind her.

      No time to dwell on peculiarities. She had to get inside. Who knew what the demon had shot her with and how long she had until it made her pass out. Her mom could run some magical tests and check what kind of date rape drug coursed through her system, and then she could administer an antidote…or Lily could simply sleep it off.

      She stepped over the ward line. Power zinged over her skin, through her body. Her heart stuttered, then hopped like a cat on hot asphalt. She stumbled, catching her breath. Another step—which felt like walking against a strong air current—and she was inside the perimeter. She laid a hand on her chest, her pulse a flutter in her throat.

      What in the gods’ name was going on? This had never happened before. It was almost as if…the wards were reacting to her. Which was a load of bullshit. As a Murray witch, she was of course cleared to pass the magical protection, and until this time, it had never felt like more than a pleasant breeze.

      There had to be a glitch in the wards. Maybe it was time to recast them and her mom had just forgotten to do it in time, and now the spells acted all wonky.

      Shaking her head, she trudged toward the flight of steps to the front entrance. When she passed the rose bushes, which were still in full bloom thanks to the lingering Oregon summer, she did a double take at the intensity of their fragrance. It was like walking through one of those clouds of perfume the sales reps liked to spray-chase you with at Macy’s. Whoa. Definite olfactory overload.

      “I think it’s time to call it a night,” she muttered to herself while she unlocked the front door. “Too much weird stuff happening.”

      The trembling and aching of her muscles had subsided, only to be replaced with such intense hunger it felt like she was digesting herself. That figurative hole in her stomach had to be the size of the Grand Canyon. Was this what coming down from drugs felt like? She’d never taken any, so she had no clue whether it was a side effect of whatever was in that dart.

      All right, she had to wolf down something before she woke her mom and had her poke and prod her magically to counter the drug. She passed through the foyer, sticking to the walls to avoid walking underneath the massive chandelier, as she’d done ever since she was a kid—who knew when that suspicious thing would decide to crash down?—and barged into the kitchen.

      “Damn, Lil, you look like something not even the cat would drag in.”

      She shot a dark glance at Basil, who was sitting at the kitchen island, clad in pajama pants and a loose T-shirt. Just peeled himself out of bed apparently.

      “Charming as ever, bro,” she muttered as she walked past him, opened the fridge, perused it for a minute, and growled. “What happened to the leftover tacos?”

      “Ate ’em.”

      “And the tamales?”

      “Made their final journey into my stomach.”

      “The salad?” Was there a hitch of despair in her voice?

      “Had to be finished before it went all squashy.”

      With a groan of frustration, she turned and glared at him. “I swear you eat like a horse. On steroids!”

      An easy shrug of his shoulder. “That’s rich coming from the woman who gobbles up whole Thanksgiving turkeys by herself.”

      “That was once. And I’d been starved for a week.”

      She’d gotten all four of her wisdom teeth pulled at once, and since her aunt Isabel had allowed no one to magically heal her afterwards—saying it would spoil the Murray children if they never experienced the fragility of health—Lily had lived off soup for days on end until she could finally eat something solid again. Which unfortunately happened to be on the day of Thanksgiving, and…well, she hadn’t been able stop herself with the turkey.

      “And you barfed for about a week afterwards,” Baz pointed out kindly.

      It had been a bad judgment call.

      He grinned, and as always, it was so damn infectious that she snorted into laughter after trying to fight her amusement for a minute. She could never really stay serious around him for long, his calm but serene nature dispelling even her foulest moods. Being twins, they’d always been close, even if their tempers differed as much as their appearances—put next to each other, people never guessed they were related at all. Her eyes were blue, his brown, her hair was inky black, his was dark blond, and the only gene they seemed to share was for height. They used to make jokes about not having the same father—until their mom got so upset about it that they stopped.

      “All right, sis,” Baz said, his brown eyes sparking. “If I make you a sandwich, will you stop your whining?”

      She started to salivate. Baz’s sandwiches were famous, not just in their family, but throughout the entire witch community. Friends dropped by at random times, casually mentioning how they hadn’t had the time for lunch, and Baz—being the caring fool he was—whipped up something taste-buds-seducing delicious in no time. He might be without powers as a rare male descendant of a witch line, but, oh boy, it sure seemed like he was magically gifted when it came to preparing food.

      Baz opened the fridge, got out the toppings, and laid them out on the table. An unholy growl rose up from her stomach, which was well on its way to transforming into the Hulk. She watched Basil move, her attention caught by the soft glow around him. She squinted. What was that? His normally faint human aura became brighter, sharper, and…yummy.

      Her hands shook. The trembling spread, took over her body, until every muscle vibrated with the urgent need to…what?

      “So,” Baz said as he was slathering cream cheese on the bread, “I take it your night out with Len ended in some kind of fun fight?”

      She inched closer, drawn by an invisible force, her eyes locked on his broad back, his heartbeat an enchanting rhythm to her ears—wait, his heartbeat? How on earth was she able to hear that? She blinked, sucked in a breath, and tried to shake the sense of driving need pounding through her veins.

      “And is that blood on your forehead, or did you have an especially shaky hand when you applied your lipstick?”

      Hunger clawed at her insides. Her vision narrowed, focused on the vibrant, strong human life in front of her, and her breathing went hunting quiet. Kill.

      “Lily?” The male turned. His pulse stuttered, his face paling. “Your eyes…”

      She crouched, flexed her muscles—and lunged. A blur of movements, and then she had the human on the floor, her hands around his throat, claws digging into his skin. His life force pulsed, so bright, so delicious, so strong.

      “Lil, stop…” A pained rasp, his hands pawing at her wrists, trying to break her hold.

      To no avail. His human strength was no match for her power. His feeble attempts to fight her only incited the predator within.

      Darkness curled in the deep, permeated her mind. Her every fiber ached, craving new energy. The kind of energy that flowed through the human’s veins, shimmered warm around him, curled into golden puffs with every breath leaving his mouth.

      Take. She just needed to take it.

      She frowned, ground her teeth, her claws pricking his skin. Thin streaks of blood trickled down his throat. Her insides knotted together. Sweat broke out on her forehead, her back. His life force glowed, mocking her with its enticing potency. She was so close. So close. She leaned in. All she had to do⁠—

      A crash outside the French doors to the backyard startled her. Gasping, she loosened her hold on the man—Basil, her brother—and scrambled off him. She stumbled to her feet, her hand pressed against her chest. The floor fell out from under her. What had she done?

      Baz coughed, massaged his throat, and scooted away from her. His bloodshot eyes found hers, and there was terror in them. His neck was red from the wounds her claws had ripped—claws. Fucking claws.

      What kind of monster have I become?

      Footsteps sounded outside the kitchen door. Magic stirred the air, seeping in from the foyer, announcing the powerful witch about to enter the room. Lily’s pulse kicked up. Mom. Ice-cold fear gripped her chest. No, no, no. I can’t let her see me like this.

      She glanced toward Baz, who was still clutching his blood-streaked throat, his face red from her lethal choke-hold, then raced toward the huge French windows leading onto the back deck. The door to the kitchen opened.

      Lily was out the French doors before her mom set foot in the room. The chill of the night hugged her, cooling her sweat-slick skin. Heart pumping in overdrive, panic freezing her mind, she ran. Across the deck, down to the lawn, to the other side of the yard. Her bare feet hit the wet grass, then the mulch at the edge of the property.

      Without thinking, she scaled the fence, barely registering that she managed to jump over the six-foot enclosure with the ease of a pole vaulter when she’d always sucked at anything jumping-related in PE. She landed on the other side with the grace of a feline predator—just before she stumbled over her own feet and crashed face-first into a brick wall.

      The wall moved.

      Strong hands grabbed her arms, and she jerked at the telltale trace of demon aura touching her senses. It was him. That life leech bastard who’d shot her was back. Adrenaline powered through her. Panic made a comeback, and she kicked and punched to get away.

      “Stop.” The guttural growl made her heart stutter, set her instincts on edge.

      She bit the next best part of exposed skin she could reach. His curse colored the air, and he loosened his grip enough for her to twist out of his hold. Her heart beat so fast and hard, it hurt her chest, made her dizzy. Every mouthful of inhaled air stung her lungs. Run.

      She made it three panicked steps before a freight train of male strength hit her back, and her face hit the mulch.

      Well, crap.
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      Alek eased through the opening in the fence that allowed access to the property bordering the Murrays’ backyard. The rain had let up some time earlier, but the ground remained wet and slippery, so he took care maneuvering through the undergrowth, even though he could have found his way blindfolded. After coming down this path several nights a week for months, he’d all but memorized every pebble and root.

      He stopped underneath an old fir whose canopy always provided excellent cover from rain showers. The spot also offered an unobstructed view of the Murrays’ backyard, as well as the mansion, which was why it was popular with the sentinels sent here to watch the witch home.

      Only now the spot was empty. He scanned the shadows, his demon vision sharp enough to see even small details without additional light. Where was he?

      “What took you so long?”

      Alek turned toward the male voice drifting out of the shadows. A few feet away, the air shimmered like a desert mirage, then a dark silhouette peeled itself from the night, solidified into the shape of a burly man. If the other demon hadn’t chosen to reveal his form, Alek wouldn’t have been able to spot him, even with his heightened senses, courtesy of the concealing spell of Arawn’s dark making. The Demon Lord made sure to keep his people hidden from prying witch eyes.

      Alek nodded a greeting at Lachlan, the sentinel on duty. “Got held up.” It had taken much longer than he’d planned to get the morbus alone, and then Lily showed up and his world stopped for a minute. As it always did when he saw her.

      “Mhmhm. I was getting worried there. Not like you to be runnin’ late.” Lachlan’s grin slashed white through the night. “Your female keep you?”

      Alek scoffed. I wish. There was only one female he’d want to have keeping him, and she didn’t even know he existed. Or rather, hadn’t known. Tonight that had changed. After Lily saw him taking dukh from that morbus, and he’d just barely stopped her from blasting his ass, she sure knew he existed. Not that it would change anything else.

      Besides providing more fodder for his pathetic fantasies about a witch he could never have, that is. The way she looked in that tight dress, the way her wet hair clung to her shoulders, skin glistening from the rain, the electric warmth of her touch when he held her wrist. And she’d seen him, really seen him, their eyes meeting for the first time. For a second there, the briefest moment, her face softened when she looked at him, her lips parting… Yep, that mental image would definitely star in his dreams.

      Alek rubbed his hand over his face, then nodded toward the mansion. “Anything interesting happen tonight?”

      Lachlan shrugged. “Nope. The MacKenna girl came downstairs for a while, but she’s mostly been in her room. The Elder witch is sleeping, the younger one’s gone out, and the male is in the kitchen.” He shook his head, gaze on the sprawling house. “That human can eat.”

      Just another night, then. “Okay, I’ll take it from here.” Alek clapped the other demon on the shoulder.

      “Have fun.” Lachlan handed over the bespelled necklace that held Arawn’s concealing charm and left.

      “Don’t I always?” Alek muttered, donning the necklace and turning toward the Murray mansion.

      The lights were on in the kitchen, allowing him to see right into the room, his enhanced eyesight able to make out Basil Murray sitting at the kitchen island…eating. Alek checked his phone. Shortly after two. If Lily took the last train, she should be home any minute now.

      As always, his stomach coiled and knotted with conflicting feelings at the prospect of seeing her. Part of him hoped she’d show up, allowing him to catch another glimpse of her. The highlight of watch duty. As much as he was looking forward to seeing her, though, he dreaded it at the same time. Being forced to watch someone he’d fallen for against all reason and sense, knowing he could never have her the way he craved, it chafed at him. If only she were a dukhokrad demon, like him…

      As if on cue, Lily entered the kitchen. He could see her clearly through the huge French doors, and his heart did its usual flip at the sight of her. She walked past her twin brother and opened the fridge. He frowned. Was that blood on her forehead? Had she been injured? He shifted against the tree, his hand balling into a fist.

      Lily and her brother talked a little, and then Basil started making a sandwich, from the looks of it. Lily’s stance changed. Subtle, and he wouldn’t have noticed if his senses weren’t so attuned to her every move. A prickling sensation swept over his skin, raising the hairs on his arms and neck. Even from this distance, he could make out Lily’s eyes—and how they blazed with red.

      What the hell was⁠—?

      Lily charged. She was on top of Basil a split second later, toppling him to the ground. Basil flailed, trying to dislodge Lily’s hands from his throat, his face a mask of panic.

      Alek stalked as close to the perimeter of the wards as he dared. The air buzzed with the magical protection, pushing against him. Pulse racing, he stared at the scene in the kitchen.

      This wasn’t one of the good-natured sparring sessions between Lily and her brother. Gods knew they went at it often enough, but they were always grinning, cracking jokes, clearly not out to do real damage.

      Unlike now. The amount of strength and pressure Lily was putting into the choke—she was killing Basil. Her brother.

      Shit. As sentinel, his orders were straightforward. Watch Maeve MacKenna—currently living at the Murrays’—and don’t interfere unless Maeve’s life was in danger. Arawn wanted Maeve alive for him to claim at a time of his choosing, but he couldn’t care less if the Murrays slaughtered each other in the meantime.

      But Alek cared. Whatever was driving Lily to this kind of violence, it wasn’t normal, it wasn’t good, and when Lily snapped out of it, the fact she’d killed her brother would haunt her forever. He couldn’t let that happen.

      Before he could second-guess his decision, he grabbed a fist-sized stone from the ground and hurled it at the French doors to the kitchen. His missile hit a terracotta flower pot and shattered it. The crashing noise startled Lily, and she apparently snapped out of whatever was riding her. Or at least found enough presence of mind again to realize to some extent what she’d been doing, if her panicked scrambling away from Basil was any indication.

      She jerked up her head, looked toward the door leading from the kitchen into the house, and the next second she barged out of the French doors into the backyard. A moment later the Elder witch, Hazel, head of the Murray family, entered the kitchen. Ah, so Lily was running from her mother.

      While Hazel rushed to Basil’s side, tending to him, Lily kept fleeing through the backyard—straight toward the spot at the end of the property where Alek stood, pressed as closely up against the wards as he could manage without being fried magically. Heart pounding a million miles a minute, he could only stare while Lily raced closer. He should move. Arawn’s spell would hide him from her, sure, but he should step aside anyway, let her pass. But his muscles were locked, his brain unable to give the command to shift out of the way.

      And then Lily scaled the fence—her movements so graceful, sleek, and elegant like a gymnast’s, it transfixed him where he stood—and the next thing he knew she stumbled right into him. He grabbed her reflexively, steadying her with his hands on her upper arms, and the heat of her skin a branding caress. Her scent crashed into him, so much stronger than when he’d been close to her earlier. It was a mix of the heavy fragrance of some exotic flower and the aroma of rain-soaked earth. He inhaled a deep lungful without thinking and got lost in it, his head spinning.

      Lily’s wiggling yanked him back into the real world. He grunted at the punches and kicks she landed—she sure as hell knew how to fight, and had enough strength to back it up. He had to get to her to calm down, though, before she did some real damage, either to him or herself. And he couldn’t let her run, not in her current state of panic, without making sure she’d be okay.

      “Stop,” he said, and it came out growlier than he intended.

      Lily shivered and stilled for a second. Just when he thought she’d come out of her panic, she bit his arm. Hard.

      “Fucking hell, woman.” He ground his teeth and couldn’t help loosening his grip a little.

      Enough for Lily to twist out of his hold. Dammit. She’d run three steps before his fuse blew. He tackled her, making sure to turn them both sideways so he wouldn’t crush her.

      “Umpf,” Lily wheezed—and went right back to fighting him tooth and nail to get away.

      He turned her around so her back was on the ground, straddled her to keep her in place. When her eyes, swirling red and black, met his, startling him with an impossible implication, she stopped struggling. Her lips parted on a soft inhale, her features gentling, an echo of her reaction when he met her head-on in the street after he fed from the morbus. And damn if it didn’t have the same effect on him. His heartbeat hammered in his ears, his stomach did that annoying flip, and his blood heated and rushed unerringly south.

      Get a grip. Neither the right place nor the right time to be thinking along those lines. There was something more pressing than his unrequited attraction, something that corroborated the theory her changing eye color had sparked. Her strapless dress exposed her upper arms, shoulders, and top cleavage, and what was appearing on that smooth-looking skin was straight-up unbelievable. Swirling henna-colored lines and dots, forming graceful symbols, gradually emerged like a tan setting in.

      Lily was developing a razvitiye.

      She caught herself while he was still reeling and resumed her struggle. He barely moved fast enough to avoid her punch. Grabbing both her wrists, he pinned her arms next to her head.

      “Stop,” he ground out. “I don’t want to harm you, but if you don’t stop fighting me, I may hurt you without meaning to.”

      The red in her eyes blazed. “And I’m supposed to buy your ‘don’t mean you harm’ bullshit when your whole act is rape-y as hell?”

      “What?”

      “Seriously? Oh, well, sure, being tackled and then pinned to the ground by a strange male works out so well for most women.”

      That made him do a mental double-take. He blinked, looked down at their position…and it hit him how that had to come across for her. Shit.

      “I wasn’t going to—” He pressed his lips together, exhaled through his nose, and moved off her while keeping a hold on one of her wrists. “Just to get this straight—I have never forced myself on a female, and I’d rather hack off my hand than sexually assault you.”

      “But you’re okay with wrestling me to the ground?” She tugged on her arm, trying to get him to release her.

      He rose to his feet and pulled her up to standing as well, making sure not to loosen his grip on her wrist. “Let’s start over. My name is Alek, and I’m trying to help you.”

      “Uh-huh. You know what would help?” She leaned in and loudly whispered. “Letting me go.”

      Her words sounded light, almost flippant, and she did a good job of acting as if she was in control. The chaotic maelstrom of energy in her aura spoke a different language. Just underneath the surface of her projected calm roiled a clusterfuck of emotions. Not to mention her aura was decidedly not that of a witch anymore. His mind struggled with accepting the facts in front of him. This can’t be real.

      And yet all his senses told him the same thing, pointed to only one conclusion. However much of an impossibility it was.

      “I can’t let you run.” His voice was raspy, his brain rattled by what he was seeing.

      “Right,” she shot back, her tone dripping acid. “Because you want to finish what your buddy started, don’t you?”

      He frowned, stumped. “What?”

      “Oh, don’t tell me you’re not in cahoots with that other life leech. You know, the one who shot me in the ass with a dart gun like I was fucking game during hunting season.” She spit the last part out through clenched teeth, her aura erupting into a wave of sparks.

      Anger of his own fired through him. “You’ve been shot?”

      “Like you didn’t know.”

      “I didn’t,” he snarled, infuriated at the mere thought of someone hurting her. Then his brain caught up. “A dart gun?” His mind raced, connecting the dots.

      “Well, whatever roofie drug your buddy put in that dart, he needs to check the recipe. It’s not working the way you guys intended, is it?”

      He was too preoccupied with putting the pieces together to even get mad at her assumption he was involved. “What’d he look like?”

      “Red and black eyes, psychotic expression…” She waved her free hand. “Just your run-of-the-mill life leech.”

      He took a deep breath and battled down his irritation. “I’m not working with whoever attacked you.”

      “Right. Then how about you let me go? I’m really trying to kick the habit of lurking behind my family’s backyard, so if you don’t mind, I’ll be on my way.” She tilted her head and smiled sweetly.

      He swallowed. “Can’t.”

      “Because you are working with him.”

      He shook his head. “Because you’re turning into one of us, Lilichka.”

      The shock that hit her was palpable in her aura, rippling out in waves of bone-deep cold. She blinked several times, her face a mask of indifference at complete odds with her energy pattern.

      It took her multiple attempts to speak. “The fuck are you talking about?”

      “You’re turning into a dukhokrad demon. Like me.” He paused, hesitating over whether he should make that connection right now. Well, better to get it out there
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