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Prologue
 

Augustin sneered at the human woman sleeping beside him. She was so much less than he deserved. He was Bak-Faru, the strongest and greatest of the demon branches—all should bow before him. Trailing a finger over her cheek, he imagined transforming it into a claw. It would be easy to shred her delicate skin, to cause exquisite agony, and his palm itched with the desire to tear into her flesh. But he could not. At least not yet. He breathed deeply until the urge passed.

For the present, Augustin needed the human. There was a kijo in the city; he was powerful enough to have felt her presence, but had been unable to identify her. His bedmate, however, knew who the kijo was and had agreed to assist him—for a price. His contempt rushed back.

He must remember the plan. Later he could kill this woman who would betray not only the kijo, but thought to break faith with him as well. He'd read her thoughts, discerned her scheme to use him to steal the kijo's powers for herself. Such would not happen. As soon as the traitor was expendable, she was dead.

With another deep breath, he forced his fingers to relax. He needed the kijo and her magic. Immediately. None were yet aware that his strength had begun to wane, and although he still held power far beyond any other, he'd not be able to conceal his loss indefinitely. He had enemies, demons who would think nothing of ripping out his heart were they able to do so, and each eve he woke a shade less robust. Whether it was because the portal to Orcus had closed or some other reason, he knew not, but he had to act while he remained potent. Fate had chosen to side with him.

One kijo was born every five or six centuries. That he should find her now was an omen, especially since she had only begun her lessons. He would be unable to take her magic if she were fully trained. Yes, fortune had smiled upon him. He leaned back against the pillows and linked his hands behind his head. Soon his powers would exceed anything even he had known, then he would rule the Overworld and all would serve him.

The previous attempts by the Bak-Faru to take control of this realm had failed because of poor leadership. Most had been killed or banished. Augustin would not make their mistakes. Still, his efforts to organize the remaining demons had largely failed, and he had one servant—a weak Ciretham who'd enslaved himself in exchange for protection. If they were in Orcus he could bend stronger demons to his will, but it was not so easy here in the human world. Once he took the kijo's powers, however, and blended them with his own, few would have any choice save to obey.

He had the spell committed to memory, but in order for it to extract her magic, he had to take the kijo's body by force. Augustin smiled. He preferred nonconsensual sex. In the two hundred years of his life, nothing had ever compared to the release he found as he ravished another—demon, human, werewolf, or vampire; it mattered not.

The memories left him aroused. He shook the blond woman awake, pushed back the covers, and grabbed her hair to pull her to his erection. At first she resisted and his blood surged, but to his disappointment, she quickly complied. As she serviced him, Augustin fantasized about the kijo struggling against his domination. It didn't take him long to find release.



Chapter One
 

Kimi put the folder in its place and shut the cabinet drawer before grabbing the next file. She couldn't believe a big-time ad agency like Smith and Copeland didn't have all its old campaigns stored digitally. Paper was archaic, and besides, she was supposed to be interning as a copywriter, not a clerk.

She knew why she'd been given this boring job—it was punishment for coming back late from lunch. Could she help it if Santos was having a huge shoe sale? Was it her fault they didn't have enough employees on duty? Of course not. But those black heels she'd tried on had done spectacular things for her legs and she wasn't leaving them behind to hurry back to work. Kimi went still and her lips curved as she imagined how Nic would stare when he saw her in a short, formfitting black dress and those pumps.

Her smile faded, and huffing out a long breath, she yanked open the drawer. He probably wouldn't care what she wore. After all, he'd been avoiding her since shortly after they'd been introduced at Mika and Conor's wedding. That had been eight months ago and now Kimi didn't even know where Nic was—San Francisco? Or had he returned to the Underworld?

With a scowl, she grabbed the next file. Of course, she hadn't realized when they'd met that he was a demon. Kimi hadn't even been aware at the time that Mika was half demon, and Mika was her cousin. Uncle David had been keeping one hell of a secret—Grandma Noguchi was still miffed about it.

Not that Kimi blamed her; she was kind of irritated, too. For more than a year while her mom had been undergoing cancer treatment, she'd lived with Mika and Uncle David, and Kimi had never had a clue. The only one in the family who'd taken the news calmly was her dad, and Kimi couldn't help wondering if he'd been in on it. And she wondered if her dad knew something else. He'd been the one who'd arranged her internship at this firm. At the time her guess was that he'd done it because she'd changed her major three times and was waffling about her current choice—English. She'd believed he was trying to show her the job possibilities if she stuck with it, but now she questioned that. He was a big-shot in the San Francisco advertising community, so why had he pulled strings with a Los Angeles agency? That was something she planned to ask when she went home this weekend, and she wouldn't let him off the hook.

When she'd met Eleanor Inaba, the president of Smith and Copeland, Kimi had learned that the agency was filled with human women who had powers—her boss called them majo, though she always referred to Kimi as kijo and refused to explain why. According to Grandma Noguchi, both words roughly translated to witch, but then her grandmother didn't speak Japanese any more than Kimi did.

Kimi moved to the next set of filing cabinets. The three weeks she'd spent at this agency had been interesting. Despite the fact that her job so far consisted largely of getting coffee for people, Kimi decided she liked advertising. It was intense, fast-paced, involved creativity and she actually enjoyed coming to work. Mostly. If only things were that exciting with the magic end of the deal. Oh, sure, it was way cool to have powers awakening, but she wanted to actually use them. Her training so far consisted mostly of meditation, learning ethics and hearing about the history of the majo: they were children of the stars, they'd been persecuted throughout history and had subsequently gone underground; they believed, Harm none. Blah, blah, blah. Who cared?

Kimi stuffed a folder in a drawer. She already did no harm. She even put spiders outside when she found them in her apartment instead of squishing them, and she loathed those things. Kimi was trying to be patient, but all these endless lessons seemed like a waste of time. Why couldn't she learn to use her magic now instead of at some nebulous future date?

Being the youngest of a boatload of Noguchi cousins wasn't easy. Everything she tried—both good and bad—had already been done more successfully by someone else in the family. Not this time, though. For once, she had something all her own. Kimi grinned. She was a kijo. This was something she intended to be really good at. She wouldn't do anything stupid like use her abilities to clean the apartment or interfere with others' free will. All she wanted was the chance to work with it, to feel her power.

Her smile dimmed. Maybe once she could actually do magic, Nic would be interested in her. She didn't understand why he kept avoiding her. She'd been sure the attraction was mutual. There'd been something in his eyes as he'd taken her hand the night they'd met that made her heart start to thunder, that caused feelings she'd never known to awake, and she was certain he'd been flirting with her—until Uncle David came over and practically pushed Nic aside.

Because she'd been away at Berkeley, she hadn't been able to see Nic often, but the few times she was home, she'd sought him out. He hadn't run from her in the beginning; in fact, there was one occasion where he'd spirited her away and Kimi had been certain he was going to kiss her—until Uncle David had shown up again and ruined the moment.

She couldn't remember him interfering this way with Mika, his own daughter, and short of reading minds, there was no way her busybody uncle could know that Kimi had decided Nic was going to be her first lover. Yeah, she'd fooled around some with the boys she'd dated, but she always drew the line. She'd decided a long time ago that when she had sex, it was going to be with someone who meant something to her, someone she wanted so much, she couldn't say no. Nic got her that wound up, and considering he hadn't even kissed her yet, it had to mean that things were going to be explosive between them.

Yet it was more than that. Their few conversations had left her intrigued. He was fun and fascinating and smart, and everything else she'd ever dreamed of finding in a man. That had made her more determined that he be the one.

Maybe Nic had read her mind—she'd heard some demons could do that—and he'd begun avoiding her because he didn't want to waste time on a virgin. If she could find a way other than shouting it at his at his back as he fled from her, she would have told him she wasn't ignorant or skittish or shy. But the last time... Kimi rested her arms on top of the open drawer and grimaced. The last time she'd seen him, the message that Nic wanted her to stay away had been clear.

It had been the day the family celebrated the marriage of Nic's mother to Uncle David. Mika had been elated that her parents were finally together, and she hadn't been able to talk about anything else for weeks, but Kimi hadn't thought she'd be able to attend the party because she had a test. Luckily—or unluckily, depending on how she looked at it—she'd made it. What had happened that evening was indelibly imprinted on her memory:

She'd looked around the room, trying to find Nic. She'd seen him a moment before she'd offered Uncle David and her new aunt her best wishes, but then he disappeared. She frowned. He'd been avoiding her lately but— There he was!

She tried to follow him out of the room, but Grandma Noguchi stopped her, and it seemed to take forever before her mom joined them and Kimi was able to excuse herself. Of course, she'd lost Nic by then, but Kimi wandered the way he'd been headed, hoping she could catch him. When she spotted the open game room door, she picked up her pace. Maybe he was shooting pool or something.

"You promised me she wasn't going to be here!"

Kimi came to an abrupt halt in the hallway outside the room. That was Nic's voice and he sounded angry.

"She was supposed to stay at school; I wasn't lying," Mika replied.

They were talking about her. Nic was pissed off that she had come home. Kimi twisted her fingers together, part of her wanting to walk away, another part wanting to hear what was said.

"It doesn't matter. I'll have to leave." Nic was resigned now, and that was worse than him being mad.

"Mom will be disappointed."

"I know, but Kimi chases me, Mika. I've gone out of my way to avoid her and she's yet to get the message."

Kimi felt as if someone had reached inside her chest and twisted her heart. His words hurt almost beyond bearing.

"It's that Noguchi stubbornness." Kimi thought Mika sounded both amused and sad. "And she feels—"

"I'm aware of what she feels, and that only makes it more difficult for me. You know what it's like for a demon, and I can only take so much."

There was a long pause. "I'll explain your absence to Mom. She'll understand."

Nic laughed. "No, she won't. You know how she is."

"One hundred percent Mahsei," Mika agreed.

Kimi realized Mika and Nic were headed for the door, and that shook her out of her paralysis. Moving as quietly as she could, she high-tailed it back down the corridor and away from them; the only thing that could make this night worse was getting caught eavesdropping and seeing the pity in their eyes.

Nic had disappeared after that. Yet, Kimi was haunted by one thing he'd said. You know what it's like for a demon, and I can only take so much. Did that mean if she kept after him, he would cave in? Maybe she would put on that dress and her new shoes and summon Nic anyway; then she could find out what exactly he'd meant. She had the power to call demons forth, and she'd been practicing for months, long before she'd come to the agency; so, why not? What was the worst that could happen?

Kimi immediately envisioned Nic laughing at her. She put away the final folder and slammed the drawer shut. The last thing she wanted was Nic rejecting her. She'd made it obvious she was attracted each time she'd seen him, and yet he stayed as far away as possible. And the vanishing act was an insult in itself. Everyone knew demons were free and easy when it came to sex. Nic apparently just wasn't with her.

Kimi left the file room and worked her way out of the bowels of the office building. Her stride faltered, though, when she reached the dimly lit atrium. When had darkness fallen?

Mika's warning about going out alone at night in Crimson City echoed through her head and Kimi shivered before she shook it off. Her cousin was overprotective, that was all, and it wasn't like Kimi was outside—she was in her office building. But it was summer, and for it to be this dark, it either had to be close to 9:00 p.m. or there had to be a total solar eclipse. Since the only astronomical event the news stations had been hyping was some sort of meteor shower, it had to be option one.

How had she lost nearly eight hours?

Her sleeveless black and white polka-dot dress suddenly seemed insubstantial, and Kimi wrapped her arms around her waist, trying to warm herself. "Hello?" She called.

No answer.

Maybe this was some type of test.

Kimi took a few hesitant steps forward, the tap of her low heels sounding incredibly loud in the emptiness. If this was an evaluation, one of the majo could have affected her perception of how much time had passed while she'd been filing—they had that ability—but what would they want to test her on?

The hair on her nape stood on end, and Kimi came to a halt. There was no reason to think something evil was lurking; any deserted office building this late at night would seem sinister. She reached for her comm before she remembered it was in her purse, damn it. She'd left that behind when she'd gone to file because someone had made a crack about her talking instead of working, but she wished she had it with her right now.

Lowering her hands to her sides, Kimi ran through what her dad had taught her about self-defense and chose her best options for a few of the more likely scenarios. It didn't hurt to be prepared just in case this feeling of dread was more than her imagination getting the best of her.

Illumination came from a few scattered emergency lights, and the deep shadows had her jumpy. She bit her lip. Anyone or anything could be concealed within them, and Kimi had to force her feet to move.

"Get to your cubicle," Kimi told herself. "Get your purse, and call for security to escort you to your car. Simple."

Pulse pounding, she quickened her pace, wanting to get out of here. Later, she'd laugh over how silly she was being, but that would be when she was in her apartment and safe.

Kimi was halfway across the atrium when someone stepped out of the dimness. She nearly shrieked before she recognized one of the agency's creative directors. "Brittany," she said, putting her hand over her racing heart. "You scared me."

Brittany ignored her. Turning her head to address someone hidden in the darkness behind her, the woman asked, "Is she powerful enough for your needs, Augustin?"

"Quite. She is exquisitely strong."

The man's voice was a rich baritone, and it made him sound pleasant, even attractive, but it raised goose bumps on Kimi's arms and she backed up a step.

"And as young as I promised," Brittany said.

"Beautiful as well. I'll delight in and taking her body as much as I enjoy seizing her magic."

He edged forward just far enough for Kimi to see his silhouette and she took another step back before she realized she couldn't run. She was only five and a half feet tall and this man towered over her by nearly a foot; if she attempted to flee, he'd catch her in a few strides. Fighting face-to-face gave her more options than being grabbed from the rear. Kimi shifted to balance her weight evenly.

This couldn't be happening, though. She had to be misunderstanding what was going on. Had to be. Brittany was majo; she wouldn't sell Kimi out. "Brittany? What's the deal?"

"The deal?" The woman finally looked at Kimi. "The deal, Kirstie, is that humans are falling behind, and that's only going to get worse as the alliance grows between the fangs and the dogs. I'm doing what I have to in order to ensure that I'm not among the losers."

Kimi fisted her hands, then relaxed her grip. "Kimi. My name is Kim-mee," she enunciated clearly, wanting the older woman to know exactly whom she'd betrayed. "And your explanation doesn't really tell me a whole lot."

"She is young," Augustin commented. He finally came into view.

The first thing Kimi noticed was his eyes. The irises were so pale, she couldn't guess their color in the dim light. He was a demon, then. The next thing she noticed was how obscenely handsome he was—Hollywood would love his face. He had waist-length, dark blond hair, and at both temples he had a tiny braid, each interwoven with shiny thread. Bak-Faru.

Mika's admonition to never use the name of that branch rang in her mind, and immediately on the heels of that thought came the dozens of warnings her cousin had given her about the Dark Ones. Kimi's gulp was audible in the silence.

Augustin smiled at her fear and held out his hand. "Come to me," the demon ordered.

Kimi shook her head. There was no way in hell she was going to make it easy for him. He was big, he was muscular, and he had the power of the darkest of the demon branches, but she would fight him with everything that she had.

"Excellent," he said. "The more you struggle against me, the easier it will be to wrest your magic from you."

He'd read her mind and that scared her, but not half as much as the fact that she was getting information from him and didn't think Augustin was sending it on purpose. A demon acquired a kijo's powers through sex, and he planned to rape her to get it. Like hell. She wasn't letting anyone take what was hers.

Making the decision calmed her somewhat. Kimi felt her heart begin to slow, and her respiration became deeper, more even. She'd only had a few weeks of training and hadn't used her magic yet, but she knew she could protect herself with a shield of light. Calling it forward, she surrounded herself, letting it thicken and grow until it would be impenetrable.

"Think you that such a meager defense will stop me?"

It took all her will, but she forced a smile and shrugged, trying to appear unconcerned. Her dad said if she didn't have a full house, to bluff 'em into thinking she held a royal flush. The dark demon threw back his head and laughed. Damn it, he was still picking up her thoughts.

Brittany shifted then, and Kimi looked to her, hoping the other woman was reconsidering her actions and would help her. In a glance, she knew she was on her own. So be it. Kimi had one advantage—the demon wanted her alive—and she'd exploit that as much as possible.

"Come to me," Augustin ordered once more. This time, there was a mental compulsion behind it that Kimi could feel, but it had no effect on her. The second push was far less subtle.

"I think you're out of luck," she said with a smirk.

To her great amazement, her near serenity remained even when Augustin started toward her. As he tried to grasp her left arm, she slammed his face with the heel of her right hand. She missed his nose, damn it, but she got his eye. Her action left him momentarily stunned, and she kicked out, catching him solidly in the knee with her foot. He remained standing and she kicked again, only this time he dodged the blow.

"I could prevent you from moving your arms and legs," Augustin said, "but I won't. I like it when a female fights." He smiled, his eyes so cold that Kimi shuddered.

He tried to snare her again, but she whirled—a big mistake. Her hair fell into her face, partially obscuring her view, and she fought the long tresses, trying to get them out of her way. Augustin took advantage of her difficulty and seized her wrist.

Kimi turned her arm, and with help from her opposite hand, yanked herself free of his grip. She backed away, using the time to shove her hair out of the way so she could see.

Another lunge by the demon and Kimi found herself fighting in much closer proximity to her attacker then she'd expected. She hit him in the kidney with an elbow, then rammed him on the opposite side with the other one. Her knee connected firmly with his groin and he slapped her. Hard. That froze Kimi. No one had ever hit her before.

Augustin caught her and spun her around, pinning her against his body. All she could manage was some weak backward kicks that caused no damage. He put his mouth against her skin and bit her exposed shoulder.

The pain woke her up. She knew he believed that he'd won. She struggled, twisting and writhing, trying to break his hold. And as she fought, she felt him grow hard against her. He began chanting in a language she didn't understand.

No! This wasn't happening. It wasn't.

Kimi felt someone playing with magic and she shook her head, moving her hair enough to see Brittany. The woman's eyes were half closed and she was working some kind of spell. Augustin finally noticed, too, and raised his head. "Her power is mine! You will not touch it."

Brittany ignored him and the demon took one arm from around Kimi and threw a fireball at the woman. The creative director hit the floor, her body convulsing. Before it went still, Kimi took advantage of her assailant's lack of attention to fight free.

She should be afraid, but she wasn't—there was no fear left anywhere inside her. Instead, Kimi was furious, more furious than she'd ever been in her life. First some damn demon thought he was going to rape her and take her powers; then a majo had tried to steal her magic. Enough.

When Augustin started toward her, she held her arm out, palm facing him, and directed the rage building inside her at him. What came out of her hand looked like a bolt of electricity. It affected the demon the same way. This time, he was the one who was knocked to the floor. He didn't get up.

Kimi saw he wasn't dead, only injured; she caught the movement of his chest and was relieved. It would make things easier if she'd killed him, she knew, but she wasn't quite sure how she'd feel about taking a life. Sidestepping him, she scurried to Brittany, but the other woman's life force was gone.

The demon stirred, so Kimi ran. She went to her cubicle first; she had to have her purse to get her keys to drive her car. As she yanked the bag out of her desk drawer, she realized she needed help. She didn't know what she'd done to Augustin or how exactly she'd done it, which meant she couldn't count on repeating the act when needed. She had to have someone who could help her fight a Dark One.

Mika! Mika was a demon. Gasping for breath, Kimi clawed through her purse, trying to find her comm and the number for the hotel—the number she was only supposed to use in an emergency.

She located both, but the few seconds it took made her realize she couldn't call her cousin. Mika was in Tahiti on a belated honeymoon; by the time she and Conor got back to Crimson City, Kimi would be long dead. And demons who had human blood couldn't be summoned, either. Kimi needed someone here now who was strong enough to protect her.

Nic.

It didn't matter if he were in Orcus, San Francisco, or Timbuktu, a summoning would bring him instantly to her side. All she had to do was make it to her apartment safely, find her grimoire, and call forward the demon named Nicodemus.



Chapter Two
 

Nic sat at a scarred wooden table in the corner of the diner and waited for his change. Although he was restless, edgy, he was in no hurry to leave the air-conditioned building and face the oppressive West Texas night.

The place was nearly empty; he could have lingered without difficulty and he would have except his waitress had made it clear she'd like to take him home with her. It irritated him beyond measure that he wasn't interested. Darla was an alluring, curvaceous redhead, and he should have flirted in return, not discouraged her. Sex had always been easy for demons: If there was a mutual desire, they sated it; it was no different than drinking water when thirsty or eating when hungry. Things, though, had changed for him, and Nic knew exactly who was to blame: Kimi Noguchi.

Though the time he'd spent with her could be measured in minutes—a handful of meetings and several short conversations over a two month period—the bonds had begun to form. For him. They weren't fully developed, not yet, but they were strong enough that he was averse to having sex with other women.

Not that he'd been celibate these many months away from California, but his encounters had been few and far between, happening only when his need for physical release was greater than he could deny. The corners of his lips quirked up. If he did the bonding rite with Kimi, there would be no others at all. Perhaps, though, mating with those women had been for the best. He'd been very careful with each of them, and his confidence in his ability to maintain control had increased.

Nic sighed, tapped his fingers against the table and thought about the day he'd realized he couldn't have Kimi—not in the near future. It had been yet another Noguchi family party, and he'd been standing in the corner, his eyes never leaving her. His half-sister, though, had seen the way he'd been watching, and had dragged him out of the room. What she'd said still worried him.

"Stay the hell away from her, Nicodemus," Mika growled the instant the door closed behind them.

"You know what there is between Kimi and me," he countered. Demons read energy; Mika should discern it readily.

"I know," his half-sister replied, "but she's too young. Kimi won't turn twenty for another month yet. You need to give her time to grow up, to finish college, to mature."

"But—"

"No buts." Mika made a slashing gesture as if she needed to stop the arguments with more than words. "It's not just her age. You could hurt her."

His temper flared, no doubt making his eyes glow red. He'd never hurt Kimi, and Mika should know that. He started to stalk past her, to leave the room, but she grabbed his arm.

"Not intentionally," she said quickly,  emphatically. "I know you'd never knowingly harm her, but you're a demon and she's human."

This was Nic's first time out of Orcus, and he knew there was much he didn't understand about humanity. "How?" he asked, hoping that Mika was wrong, but fearing that she wasn't. She was half-human and understood this world in a way he did not.

"Demons are stronger than humans—much stronger—and we're not necessarily gentle when we have sex. We bite, we claw and we like hard thrusting—our females as well as our males. But if you mated with a human the way you do with another demon, you'd severely injure her."

Nic stood there, stunned. Were humans so very fragile?

Mika misinterpreted his silence. "If you don't believe me, ask Conor what it was like for him before we met. Ask him about how much self-command he had to exert to have any kind of sexual contact with a human, and he's a lot more controlled than you are. I don't think you could rein yourself in tightly enough, Nic, particularly not with Kimi."

"Because of the bond?"

"Yes." His half-sister nodded. "Even if you managed restraint with other human females, you know what the vishtau does to demons, and if you slipped, even for a moment... Well, I don't want to think about that."

Neither did he. "Why even mention her age then?" Nic asked bitterly. "With our physical differences, it's a moot point."

She squeezed his arm. "Because I don't believe it's hopeless. In five or ten years, when Kimi is old enough to deal with you, you'll have learned how to hold back. I know you, big brother, you'll be working hard to master your nature."

He mulled that over. Could he do it? Demons were emotional and tended to lose themselves in sex. And they did like it rough; Mika was right about that as well. Could he overcome his own genetics and be careful with Kimi?

"I want a promise from you," Mika said.

Nic tensed. Once a demon gave his word, he'd die to keep it, and his half-sister knew this. What was she going to ask of him? Was she going to demand that he—

A playful caress of his arm yanked Nic from his memories. "You were a million miles away, sugar," the waitress drawled. Her voice was sultry, enticing, and he tried again to work up some interest in going home with her. It wasn't there.

He reached for his rucksack and stood, slinging it over a shoulder. That broke her hold, but after he handed Darla a generous tip, she reached for his arm again. "You have incredible eyes," she told him. "I like—"

One instant Darla was stroking the inside of his wrist, the next he was standing in a small room with white walls and battered furniture. He sensed a human standing behind him and it only took a second to realize he'd been summoned. His hands clenched, but Nic didn't turn—he needed to get his rage under control first.

"Nic!"

Though it had been months since he'd last spoken with her, he recognized her voice and forgot his anger. Immediately, he pivoted and his breath caught. Kimi Noguchi was beautiful—more than beautiful. She was only about average height for a human female, but she'd fit against him perfectly; he was certain of that. Her legs were long, her body lithe, and although her curves weren't overly generous, she was sexy. He took in her stubborn chin, imagined kissing her full lips, then began to raise his gaze to the dark brown eyes that haunted his sleep. Something, however, stopped him midway.

Dropping his pack to the floor, Nic closed the distance between them and gently ran the backs of his fingers over the handprint on her cheek. "Who did this to you?" he demanded.

She pulled away from his touch. "My face isn't important."

"Someone caused you pain; nothing is more important."

She stepped nearer, pressed her body against his, and put her arms around his waist, holding him tightly. Nic returned her embrace, hoping this wasn't another dream, that he wouldn't awake again to find himself alone, his body aching for hers. Closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply, filling his senses with her scent. Everything about Kimi aroused him—the warmth of her skin, the swell of her breasts, even the soft sound of her respiration—and he steeped himself in her, wanting to memorize each sensation.

"Nic," Kimi whispered, her breath tickling his ear, "I'm in trouble. Will you help me?"

He suspected that the summoning wouldn't offer him a choice, but it didn't matter; Nic would willingly give his life to protect this woman. "Of course," he said simply.

"You don't know what the problem is yet." Kimi leaned back far enough to meet his eyes, but she didn't release him.

"No doubt it has something to do with the man who left his mark on your skin. Or werewolf. Or vampire." And Nic would gladly kill any such bastard for daring to cause Kimi even a moment of pain.

"Not a man. A demon. A Dark One."

His blood turned to ice at the thought of his woman facing a Dark One on her own. The Bak-Faru scared all other demons, most of whom refused to even use the name of that branch for fear of catching their notice. A human would be wholly at their mercy. "What happened?"

Kimi told him, the words tripping out. Her story was nearly incoherent, but Nic didn't interrupt with questions. She was shaken and he let her talk, allowing her to share what she wanted in her own way. Her chin wobbled a couple of times, but her eyes remained dry, and when she finished, she buried her face against his throat again and clasped him firmly.

He let the silence stand, content at this point to offer comfort. Stroking his hand over her hair, Nic felt an odd sense of satisfaction—though he'd gone to great lengths to keep his distance from her, Kimi had called him when she needed help. She must sense the connection between them even though she was human.

"I'm glad you came to me instead of Mika," Nic said.

"I couldn't go to her for help; she and Conor are halfway around the world and would never get here in time."

Nic smirked at himself. He'd asked for that one. Of course Kimi would think of Mika first; the two women were close. That was why his half-sister had faced him down and demanded he keep his distance from her cousin. Proximity made the ties strengthen, and Mika knew that.

He sighed silently. Kimi Noguchi was his vishtau mate. Humans would call her his soul mate, but that was inaccurate because this bond went far beyond. It encompassed every level of being for demons, involved an overwhelming sexual desire, and it was only with such a mate that they could conceive children. Kimi wouldn't feel it as strongly as he did because she was human, but it would affect her to some degree as well. That was what Mika had pushed to avoid for a few years longer.

Nic's hand went still. His promise to his sister had been that he'd do his best to stay away from Kimi, and he'd kept his word; it was she who'd summoned him to her side. Which meant all bets were off. The circumstances were lousy and Nic hated the thought of his woman in danger, but the die was cast.

The time had come to claim his vishtau mate.

*** *** ***
 

Kimi couldn't believe Nic was holding her. She'd half expected him to push her away or walk out before she could tell him that she needed him, yet he'd done neither of those things.

"You're really going to help me?" she asked.

"Of course. Why would you doubt it?"

She levered herself away from his chest so she could glare into his eyes. "Maybe because of the way you've treated me. How many times did you disappear when you saw me coming?"

To her surprise, Nic laughed. The sound was deep, melodic, and made her tingle. He was gorgeous. Nicodemus no-last-name-because-demons-didn't-have-them was the best looking man—make that male—she'd ever seen. He was just over six feet: tall, but not too tall for her. The close-fitting jeans and black T-shirt he wore showed off his killer muscles, and Kimi wanted to run her hands over them. His dark hair was cut short enough that it stood up in places, and his eyes were laser blue—darker than most demons', but lighter than normal for a human and they were so piercing she could swear they saw deep inside her to places she'd never shown anyone.

It was his face, though, she found most appealing. His features were rugged, and while he wasn't as pretty as the dark demon she'd fought tonight, Kimi preferred Nic's rougher looks. The slight depression in his chin made her want to lean forward and press a kiss to that spot. It wasn't a cleft—it wasn't deep enough for that—but it added character. His cheekbones were high and sharp, his eyelashes were long, and with his dark brows, his eyes stood out more. Without thinking, Kimi stroked his stubbled jaw.

She thought she saw a flash of red in his eyes, but when she looked closer, she detected nothing out of the ordinary. Kimi lowered her hand and cleared her throat.

"Why did you go out of your way to avoid me? You even disappeared after your mom's wedding party and no one would let me know where you were."

Tension came into his body: she felt it, and she knew Nic wasn't going to tell her the truth—at least not all of it.

"No one knew where I was," he said. "I'd told Mika and her father that I was going back to Orcus, but I changed my mind and decided to explore the human world."

"And you dodged me because...?"

Nic shook his head, as if amazed she had to ask. "Because of your age. You were too young when we met. You're still too young."

"I'm twenty. Not that much younger than you are."

He grinned and stepped away. "How old do you think I am?"

Kimi almost moved back into his arms, drawn by something she couldn't explain, but stopped herself and considered his question. He was Mika's older half-brother, so that gave her a frame of reference to work with, but she took a moment to study him. "Twenty-eight? Twenty-nine?"

Nic shook his head.

"You can't be thirty yet!"

He laughed again, and it was only then that Kimi realized she'd said that as if it were ancient. She blushed at her rudeness. Maybe he was thirty, but that was only ten years older than she was. "Sorry."

"No need." Nic sobered, and eyes locked with hers, he said, "I'm forty-six."

"No way!" He was lying or teasing her or something. Her uncle David was that age, and her dad only a few years older. Nic didn't look anywhere near as old as either of them.

"Yes way," he said with a grin. "Demons age differently than humans, and we're much longer-lived. Our average lifespan is a few hundred years."

Kimi mulled that over. It had to be true. Nic's mother didn't look old enough to have grown kids. She'd chalked that up to plastic surgery, but it made sense that demons aged more slowly. She hadn't thought about it. "I guess that means I'm too old for you, since I'll be dead a couple hundred years before you."

Nic looked startled, and then his lips curved. "An interesting perspective, but not entirely accurate."

She nodded. From watching her cousin, Kimi knew demon children grew to adulthood at about the same rate as human kids did, so what he meant was that he had more life experience. A lot more. But even if he were closer to her in age, they wouldn't have a common frame of reference anyway, since he'd lived in Orcus almost his entire life. As far as she was concerned, that meant the gap between them wasn't really an issue.

No, she had a different problem. She'd just learned she had power, that she was a kijo, and having sex with a demon would give him her magic. Kimi wasn't ready to lose what she'd barely begun to explore. Not that Nic had indicated he wanted to take her to bed, but there was something in his eyes that made her think he was done keeping his distance. Be careful what you wish for!

Taking a deep breath, Kimi reached up and ran both hands through her hair, pushing it behind her shoulders and out of her way. Nic's growl had her jerking to attention. His eyes were definitely glowing red. She backed up until she hit the wall.

Kimi fought the urge to flee as he stalked toward her, but she fought it. Nic wouldn't hurt her—Mika would kill him if he did—but he looked inhuman with his eyes that color. She almost squeaked when he reached for her, but all he did was lightly touch the mark on her shoulder.

"He bit you."

"Yes."

"Bastard," he said coldly. Nic lowered his hand. "Demons bite when they're sexually aroused."

"Are you warning me or informing me?"

"Both." As if sensing her unease, he moved away and Kimi drew a deep breath. "Are you up to answering some questions about the Dark One for me?"

"I told you what happened."

Nic dragged a hand through the top of his hair, making more of it stand on end. "Let me ask you something else. Have you been allowed free entry into Mika's home?"

"Do you mean, did she give me a key? No, she didn't." Kimi smiled. "I don't think she wanted to chance me walking in on her and Conor. They are newlyweds."

He didn't return her smile. "When I said entry, I meant does Mika invite you in or can you enter on your own?"

"They invite me in. Why?"

That answer didn't appear to make him happy. "Because McCabe has some damn formidable protection around his home and no one can enter without an invitation. I was hoping, though, that you had permanent permission. If you did, you could hole up there while I hunt the dark demon and I wouldn't have to worry about protecting you."

Kimi wasn't sure how she felt about his desire to get rid of her. Part of her never wanted to see the Dark One again: that side wanted to allow Nic to make it all better. Another part of her, however, rebelled at the idea of letting him fight her battle on his own. She belonged at Nic's side no matter what.

"I won't be a liability," Kimi said.

"You're human."

And human equaled hindrance in Nic's mind. "I put him on his ass once—don't underestimate me."

"How did you do that?" he asked.

With a shrug, Kimi moved away from the wall. "I'm not sure. If I knew, I wouldn't need to ask for help."

"You said that—"

"I don't want to talk about it again," she snapped. She turned to go.

Before she could leave the room, Nic was there, his hands gentle on her shoulders as he faced her toward him. He hesitated only a moment before gathering her against his body and soothing her. "Hush, tes," he said as he ran his hand over her hair.

She growled. "My name is Kimi, not Tess."

Nic laughed. He didn't make a sound, but she felt his chest shaking. "Tes is a demon word, not a name."

"Oh." And she felt stupid and young. "What does it mean?"

He ignored her question. "Would you trust me to read your thoughts? Only about the demon attack; I would delve no further. I give you my word on that."

Kimi hesitated, then agreed. He stopped stroking her hair and put his hands on either side of her head. She swore she could feel him in her mind, but he was as careful as he said he'd be and she relaxed against him. It was Nic who went rigid.

"What is it?" she asked when he stepped away. "Nic?"

"I know the one who assailed you." He began to pace. "He's very powerful and very dangerous. Fortunately, you hurt him severely—not just because you were able to get away, but because we'll have some time before Augustin will be recovered enough to come after you again. That's the good news."

"And the bad news?"

"There might not be any demon capable of defeating him."



Chapter Three
 

Of all the Dark Ones loose in the Overworld, why did it have to be this one after Kimi? Nic would move heaven and earth to protect his vishtau mate, he'd die so that she might live, but if he didn't take Augustin out with him, Kimi would be left to face the demon alone.

She moved, putting herself in his path as he paced the length of her apartment. "Nic, please. Talk to me."

"What do you want me to say? I'll defend you to the best of my ability, but that might not be enough."

"Is he really that dangerous, then?"

Her hands were clutched in front of her and Nic reached out, taking them in his. The iciness of her fingers told him how nervous she was. "Let me put it in perspective for you," he said quietly. She had to understand the gravity of the situation. "Many residents of Orcus wish the Bak-Faru didn't exist. They feel that all demons have been given a bad reputation because of the actions of this one group. Many of the Bak-Faru wish that Augustin never existed."

"Because they feel he gives them a bad name."

"Bingo," Nic said. He didn't quite know what the word meant, but he'd picked up plenty of slang since he'd come to the Overworld and he'd used the term correctly.

"How terrible is he?" Kimi asked. "Honestly?"

Nic debated. "Evil. I don't use that word lightly, either. He's twisted inside. The Dark Ones have done vile things, but Augustin has surpassed them to the point that his own branch shuns him."

"Why don't other demons do something about him? Arrest him or whatever?" Kimi asked, clasping his hands tightly.

Despite how serious things were, one side of Nic's mouth quirked up. How did he explain to her what his society was like? Their caste system was rigid and based on which branch someone was born into. Weaker demons regularly enslaved themselves to stronger demons for protection, and the alliances among branches were an intricate tangle that even the oldest of their people couldn't unravel. This would have made pursuing Augustin difficult enough, but when the innate fear most demons felt for the Dark Ones was factored in, it became impossible.

"The Bak-Faru live separate from other demons, and it would have been left up to them to handle Augustin. For whatever reason, they've opted to let him roam free."

Kimi took a step closer. "Could they just be scared of him too?"

"It's unlikely it's that simple, but I don't know. The Dark Ones seem irrational, and I can't begin to guess their logic."

She continued to gaze up at him, and Nic found himself sinking into her beautiful brown eyes. He wanted to reassure her, to make her believe that everything would be okay, but he couldn't. Instead, he leaned forward and brushed his lips over hers.

He meant to do nothing more than offer comfort, but their kiss was more perfect than he'd imagined—and he had expected it to be damn good. Unable to stop himself, he took it deeper. Kimi opened her mouth beneath his and Nic groaned as he finally tasted her: his vishtau mate. At last, he was kissing his vishtau mate. Pulling his hands free of hers, he reached for her hips and drew her body against his. Nic had to feel her, and he wanted her to know how she affected him, wanted her to know that even this simple kiss left him excited.

Kimi broke away. "I don't want this," she told him, and her lips trembled.

"Really? Eight months ago you wanted more from me than a few kisses." He hadn't meant to say that, even if it was true, but he didn't get a chance to apologize.

"That was then," Kimi shot back, and with a toss of her head, she flipped her hair behind her shoulder.

Reluctantly, Nic smiled. He liked the fire, it was that which prompted him to push her. "So you no longer want me to slowly undress you, kissing each inch of exposed skin as I go? You don't wish me to bare your breasts, to roll your nipples between my fingers and take them in my mouth?" She blushed and looked away. Nic's grin broadened and he kept going. "That's not the only part of you I want to use my tongue on. I've imagined putting your legs over my shoulders and going down—"

"Shut up," Kimi snarled. She glared into his eyes, but he read more than anger and embarrassment. There was also arousal.

"Why?" He asked, trying to sound innocent. "I was just getting to the interesting part."

"I don't want to hear it."

"What have you fantasized about doing to me?" He asked, although he didn't expect an answer.

"Right now, I'm imagining punching you—hard."

Nic grinned. Kimi had grown up. He couldn't visualize her holding her own with him when they'd first met, and he liked the change. His smile faded. No doubt he should allow her more time to mature into the person she'd be one day and take more time to work on gaining the control he'd need to safely bed her, but he already sensed the bonds between them tightening—for him, not for her. Yes, she felt the attraction, but it wasn't the driving need to mate that he had. Everything would have been easier between them if she'd been a demon herself, or even part demon.

From time to time in his life, he'd idly wondered about his vishtau mate. Would he find her? What would she be like? How would it feel to be that closely connected to another? He'd never, not even once, imagined her to be a human.

He'd known it wasn't outside the realm of possibility. His mother had found a human vishtau mate after the death of his father. His sister's mate was half demon, another proof of vishtau bond between the species. And he'd heard of others of mixed blood, but he hadn't thought he'd be one of those with a mate outside Orcus.

Maybe it was the Mahsei side of his nature, but to a large degree, Nic believed in going with the flow. He'd met Kimi, felt their bond, and developed new dreams. She'd been one of the reasons he'd chosen to stay in the Overworld. Since she couldn't live in his home, it was up to him to learn to fit into hers.

He said none of this, though. If Kimi were skittish—and he couldn't blame her if she was—it was up to him to win her, not scare her further.

"When I probed your memories," he said, getting back to what was crucial, "there was a part that wasn't clear. You held up your hand and Augustin was knocked to the floor?"

Kimi nodded, the motion making her dark hair slide in front of her shoulders again. It was long enough to fall below her breasts and Nic found himself distracted, picturing only her tresses hiding her naked body from his gaze. He fought it off.

"I don't know what occurred, not exactly," she said, and he dragged his attention back to her face. "All I remember is being furious, so enraged that my fear was gone. I put my hand up and boom! That lightning or whatever it was came out and he dropped to the floor. I'm not sure how it happened."

Nic frowned, trying to come up with an explanation for what she'd done. If Kimi were a demon from one of the stronger branches, it would be simple, but she was human—there was no question about her heritage. "And that was the first time you've experienced anything like this?"

"Yeah. Why are you so interested in that?"

"Because if I die," Nic said grimly, "you'll have to fight Augustin alone. I want you to be able to defend yourself."

"What you mean, if you die?" Kimi demanded.

"It'll be a battle to the death, tes. Do not doubt it."

She strode toward him, and if he hadn't stood his ground, he felt sure she would have backed him against the wall. "Listen up, Nicodemus," she said, and poked a finger into his chest. "I didn't call you forward to get killed. I called you forward to kick some ass. Are we clear?"

"And I'll do my best, for only with Augustin's death will you be safe, but you need to understand that he is Bak-Faru and stronger than I am."

"I've been told you're dangerous."

Nic flattened her hand against his chest and rested his own over it. "I am. I'm half Grolird—the second darkest of the demon groups—and have the powers of this branch, but my Mahsei blood weakens them to a degree."

"How wide is the power gap between first place and second?"

Her question confused him for moment, but then he understood. "It's unclear how much stronger the dark demons are than the Grolird. There've been few confrontations between members of the two branches."

"So, you could very possibly be more powerful than Augustin," Kimi said, sounding satisfied. "You'll win and I'll be safe."

"I'm not more powerful."

"You just said—"

"I know what I said, but I've fought Augustin before. I'm the one who got his ass kicked."

Kimi was momentarily stunned speechless. "And you're just telling me this now?"

He growled, a sound that wasn't human. "I haven't been here half an hour yet. Shit," he muttered, and Kimi was startled to hear such a human curse word coming from a demon. "Pack a bag," he ordered. "We can't stay here."

"It's packed. I was planning to go home tomorrow morning to spend the weekend with my parents."

Without a word, Nic disappeared into her bedroom and returned with her stuffed overnight bag. He retrieved his own backpack, and heading for the door, said, "Let's go."

"First tell me about what happened between you and the Dark One. Please," she added when he stared stubbornly at her. "Nic, you said he beat you. I need to know what we're facing."

His sigh was loud and Kimi figured that meant no dice. She grabbed her car keys and purse, slung the strap across her body, and was headed toward him when Nic began to talk.

"I was hiking with my father outside Biirkma—that's a city in Orcus—when we heard a child crying and went to help her. You have to understand that children are considered precious. No demon would walk away without helping one in need, nor would any of my people dream of harming a child—or almost none of us."

"Augustin being the exception to the rule," Kimi guessed. Nic grimaced and she saw something in his eyes that made her heart start to pound. Suddenly, she wasn't sure she wanted to hear this, but she braced herself and waited.

"She couldn't have been more than eight or nine, little more than a baby." Nic's hands clenched around the handles of the bags so hard that his knuckles went white. "When we topped the rise and saw what was occurring, my father bade me hide."

The choppy way he delivered the story was so unlike Nic that Kimi started to reach for him. He stepped back out of her range, and she let her hand fall to her side.  Although his expression remained carefully blank, she could feel his torment. Almost against her will, she asked, "What was happening?"

"Augustin was raping her."

Kimi gasped and said, "Oh God."

"My father pulled him off and told the girl to run, and then he and the Bak-Faru fought." Nic's hands tightened harder around the straps of the bags. "My father was pure Grolird, but he was no match for Augustin, and though he told me not to show myself, I did. He needed help. Likely, the wiser course of action would have been to summon aid, but I could not imagine us not besting the Dark One." She heard Nic swallow. Then he said, his voice flat, "Augustin killed my father and left me for dead. I would have died, too, had the girl's father not come to murder the Dark One himself."

Kimi felt sick. Nic must, too. Though she hadn't been there, she'd never be able to get the image out of her head of that huge man raping a child. How much worse must it have been for Nic, who had not only seen it happen, but had seen his father killed before his eyes, and had nearly lost his own life.

Outrage filled her. "And no one did anything to that animal?" she demanded.

"The dark demons did something—he never forced himself on another child—but I don't know what."

"They should have killed him," she growled.

"I agree," Nic said, "and so did many others. There was a lynch mob outside the Bak-Faru enclave for weeks after the incident, and it was thousands strong. Or so I was told."

"How badly hurt were you, and what kind of recovery period did you have?" She knew Nic, and Kimi had no doubt in her mind that he would have been outside the enclave himself had he been able to make it.

"I told you," he said, voice still expressionless, "Augustin left me for dead. It took the healers months of work before I was able to stand. The recovery went faster after that."

Kimi moved closer to him, and taking his face between her hands, she stood on her toes to kiss him. "You did what you could, Nic. You can't blame yourself."

"You're wrong, I can. But yes, I did what I was able. That's the point. I fought Augustin with all my strength and I lost." He leaned forward and there was nothing blank about his eyes or face now; he burned with intensity. "You have to be able to—"

The sound of crashing glass broke him off midsentence. Kimi whirled, but before she could see anything, Nic put her behind him, placing his body between her and the windows of her unit. "Stay back," he warned. He himself moved forward.

Then she saw what stood in her apartment. This was the demon of human nightmares. Its body was black and covered in thick scales. It had black wings, and its eyes were so dark, they were like a void—except for the red glow. It stood eight feet tall and towered over Nic. At least, it did until he shifted form to match it. Kimi gulped. Maybe demons weren't really just people, too.



Chapter Four
 

Nic circled with the other demon—a Ciretham, and clearly Augustin's minion—looking for an opening to attack. He'd heard Kimi's reaction as he'd shapeshifted, and that concerned him. This was a talent of his he'd been hoping not to share with her. Not immediately. He'd had no choice, however; he'd be at too big a disadvantage if he didn't equal the other's size.

The demon lashed out with his taloned right hand, but Nic easily blocked the blow and struck out with his tail, whipping the creature across the upper thigh. The groan he received made him smile.

Leathery wings slapped toward him, and Nic jumped out of range. He couldn't afford to fight long. Although he believed his presence had been unexpected, he couldn't dismiss the fact that there could be a second attacker waiting to swoop in while he was occupied. Kimi was next to the door and vulnerable.

He kicked out, catching the demon in the center of its chest and raking it with the claws of his feet. While the assault drove his opponent back a step, its scales prevented true injury.

"You will not protect the kijo," his foe said.

Kijo. The word sounded familiar, but Nic couldn't place it. There wasn't time to think, though, before his enemy went on the offensive. He tried to block the strikes, but a few landed and one ripped the black scales off Nic's shoulder. Pain tore through him, but he pushed it from his mind, and with a growl, leaped at the demon. Their exchanged blows came fast and furious as each tried to pummel the other into submission.

Nic noticed a shimmer—a weakness in the body armor directly beneath the sternum of his enemy—and he sank his talons into the spot, gouging as deeply as he could. He felt skin and muscle give, and dragged his hand down, trying to cause maximum damage.

The demon threw back his head and roared. Nic lunged, sinking his teeth into the exposed neck. He been on the edge of control from the instant he'd heard glass break; now, with the taste of blood in his mouth, rage surged. This demon had thought to take his mate. A red haze filled Nic's brain and there was no reining in his Grolird nature—he ripped out the creature's throat.

He returned to his senses—and his humanoid form—as he knelt panting over his kill. Nic bowed his head, uncertain if he could stand to see Kimi's revulsion for what he was. If Kimi were demon herself, it would be one thing, but... A bead of moisture trickled from the corner of his lips, and Nic wiped at it. His index finger came away red. As his vision cleared further, he scanned the area and breathed a sigh of relief. At least he had the presence of mind to make a clean kill. Most of the blood had been contained behind the other's scales, and there was little splatter. Perhaps that had prevented Kimi from being too repelled.

Knowing he had no choice except to face her, Nic pushed to his feet and turned. Her eyes were enormous and her face so ashen that, when she swayed, he feared she was going to pass out. He nearly rushed to her side. Nic needed to cuddle her, to reassure her, to drive that appalled, dazed expression away, but if he offered any sympathy, she'd fall apart. They didn't have time for that.

"Human women are weak," he sneered, putting enough contempt into his voice that she couldn't miss it.

"I am not weak," Kimi protested. There was a spark in her words, but the response is more contrary than fiery.

"Do you think any demon female would stand frozen with shock, feeling remorse over the death of an enemy?" Nic shook his head with mock sadness. "Pitiful."

Kimi lost some of her pallor as anger took hold. "I am not pitiful! I've never seen anyone killed before, you know. Not with teeth and claws and"—she waved a hand helplessly—"things like that." Her chin wobbled.

"Block it from your mind." He allowed his voice to soften a bit, but not much; she was still too close to the edge. "If you want to fall apart, you do it after this situation is over. And I do mean completely, totally finished. Do you understand me?"

She nodded, and with a sense of relief, Nic watched her lock down her emotions. Confident now that she wasn't going to become hysterical, he closed the distance between them.

"You're bleeding," Kimi said. "How bad is it?"

Looking down at his shoulder, Nic assessed the damage and decided it was minor. "It's nothing, it'll be healed in a couple of hours."

"Good."

The near-desperation in her voice told him she was searching for distractions to keep from thinking about what had happened. He could help her with that. Nic ran a hand over his chest and down his belly, drawing her attention.

"You're naked!" she squeaked.

He smiled at her reaction—his Mahsei side was as much a part of him as the Grolird, he decided, because only a Mahsei would find something humorous at this moment. "I had to get rid of the clothes when I changed form or they'd have been shredded."

"At least put some pants on," she snapped.

She hadn't commented on it, but not only was he naked, he was hard. It was demon physiology at work—a strong adrenaline charge always left them aroused after the danger passed, and Nic was fighting it for all he was worth. If Kimi were demon, he'd have her on her back and already be inside her. Hell, if she were demon, she probably would have been on top of him before he reached her because of her own adrenaline spike.

"Are you sure you wish me to cover myself? You don't seem to want to look at anything but this." He stroked his shaft a couple times, and her gasp had him smothering another laugh.

"Nic," she growled in warning.

"What?" He tried to look innocent. "Did you want to take care of it yourself?"

"Not now. Ask me again in ten or fifteen years."

Relieved she was past her shakiness, he magicked his clothes to him and reluctantly donned them. As hard as he was, the last thing he wanted was to confine himself, but he gingerly zipped up anyway. This was the price for having a young human mate, but as Nic gazed at Kimi, he knew he could live with the frustration as long as he had her.

When he finished dressing, she asked, "What do we do with Augustin's body?"

"That isn't Augustin," he told her.

"Of course it is," Kimi insisted. "He's the only demon after me."

Nic took a deep breath and released it slowly. "Demons form alliances," Nic explained. "The male who attacked was from a midrange branch called Ciretham. My guess is that he was working for Augustin and was sent to capture you."

"The threat isn't over, then," she said, sounding subdued.

"Sorry, but no. Why do you think I made you promise to hold it together?" He didn't wait for her to answer. Gathering up their bags, Nic said, "We have to leave. Let's go."

She looked dazed again, but this time he put an arm around her shoulders and steered her down the hall to the stairs. "I'll do everything within my power to protect you, tes. Trust me."

"What does tes mean?"

He'd ignored her the last time she'd asked that question, and Nic didn't answer this query either. Kimi wasn't yet ready to learn that tes was the demon word for beloved.

*** *** ***
 

When Nic said he wanted to find a motel, Kimi had imagined some seedy dive with winos and derelicts. Instead, he'd chosen the kind of place families would stay while they were in Crimson City to visit Disney. It was a pleasant surprise.

Kimi arranged pillows against the headboard and leaned back. She'd forgotten to throw pajamas in her bag, so Nic had loaned her a T-shirt. It felt...sexy to be wearing only panties and one of his tees. He was half a foot taller, and broad through the shoulders and chest, so while this was hardly immodest, the idea that she was nearly bare beneath his shirt made her shiver.

Thinking about her physical reaction to him helped her keep other thoughts at bay. She didn't want Nic to consider her weak, but every time she closed her eyes, she saw him slay the other demon. There'd been no choice, Kimi knew. It had been kill or be killed, but she wasn't acquainted with violence beyond what they showed on the news or what she saw at the movies. The idea of killing another was nearly incomprehensible to her...and yet, Nic had done it without difficulty.

Her body trembled and she pushed the images away. She'd promised she wouldn't fall apart until they were safe. Mika had told her that demons always kept their word to the letter, and that they looked down on humans who didn't. Kimi refused to give Nic another reason to prefer a demon female over her.

The shower shut off and she sighed with relief. When he was around, it was easier to forget. Kimi focused on visualizing Nic bare and wet, imagined licking water droplets off his warm skin. He'd made it clear he'd welcome her touch. She was trying to wrap her mind around that. For months she'd believed he wasn't interested in her, and it was heady stuff to learn otherwise. Too damn bad that she had to stay away from him now.

Nic came out wearing nothing except a pair of jeans, and Kimi fought the need to squirm. He'd shaved, and as hot as he was with stubble, he was more striking without it. He must have towel-dried his hair because it was standing up worse than ever, but it was his muscled abs, chest, and arms that she couldn't take her eyes off. Something clenched inside her, not between her thighs, but in the vicinity of her heart.

"You're staring," he said with that usual damn smirk of his.

"I'm trying to see how your wound is healing," Kimi lied.

That brought him over to the bed. All she had to do was lean over and she could put her mouth on him through the denim. She wanted to do it so badly, her body almost shook, and Kimi had to remind herself that it wouldn't stop there. He'd want to be inside her and she'd want him there, too, but she wanted her magic more than an orgasm—even if she'd bet he could make her scream.

"That wasn't where I was injured," Nic told her, laughter in his voice. Kimi jerked her gaze up to his shoulder.

"There's only a few pinkish lines left," she said, then cleared her throat to lose the raspiness.

"We demons heal fast. You should know that."

Nic walked to the other side of the bed, propped his pillow next to hers, and got in. As he leaned beside her, his shoulder brushing hers, Kimi swallowed a sigh. He'd asked for one king-size bed. She didn't care that he'd claimed it was the best way to protect her; she knew better. He wanted to seduce her, and he was counting on his nearness undermining her resolve.

Too bad for him that she was a Noguchi and her family prided itself on their stubbornness. It wouldn't hurt either of them to wait ten years or even fifteen to have sex—she was young and he was a demon with a long life span. By then, she'd have fully explored her powers and maybe she wouldn't mind losing them...much. At least at that point, she'd know what she was giving up.

There was a bead of water he'd missed, directly below his left pec, and the temptation to take care of it for him was eating at her. Didn't he realize it was there? Or was he deliberately teasing her?

"So," Kimi said, trying to distract herself. "You've been exploring the human world. What do you think of it?"

He shrugged. "There are things I like and things I don't, just as there are in Orcus. Overall, though, the informality of the Overworld suits my personality, and everyone who means something to me is here. I plan to stay."

Kimi decided she was reading too much into his words. Just because he'd stared hard at her as he'd said everyone who means something to me didn't mean he was referring to her. He was just a standard demon: easily aroused.

"What are you going to do?"

"Do?" he asked, sounding confused.

"For a job—to earn money to live on."

That drew another shrug. "I've been hustling pool to pick up cash." He grinned. "I'm good."

"There's a great career aspiration." She laughed. "I can just picture Uncle David introducing you now. 'It's nice to meet you. I'm David Noguchi, president of a brokerage firm, and this is my stepson, Nicodemus, the pool hall hustler.'"

"That would be barroom hustler," Nic corrected her. "I've never played in a pool hall."

With a growl at his flippancy, Kimi tried to jump out of bed, but Nic drew her back. "You don't like my career? For you, tes, I'll find another. I live to make you happy."

"I didn't realize demons were such smart-asses."

"I wasn't joking," he said.

Kimi shook her head. He'd bullshit her all night, but she wasn't going to buy it. Instead of arguing, she thought about how Nic spoke. At times his speech had a formality to it that seemed out of place for this century. Other times, he sounded as laidback as any Southern Californian surfer. Something about the mixing of styles kept her off balance, and she didn't like that.

A lot about Nic left her reeling, though—just the brush of his arm against hers was making her insane. What was it about him that made her want him so much?

There was a mirror opposite the bed and Kimi watched Nic in it. She couldn't stop gazing at him, but she didn't want him to know the effect he had on her. After few minutes, she realized his head was canted at an odd angle. "What are you staring at?" she asked. He smirked and she turned from the reflection to look at him. "Nic?" she prompted, warning in her voice.

"You're wearing white cotton panties."

He couldn't know that. Could he? She dropped her gaze and winced. The T-shirt had ridden up, exposing her choice of lingerie. Kimi knew she should be embarrassed, that she should push the shirt down and clasp her legs tightly together. Instead, she turned and leaned into him, unable to fight herself.

From the night she'd met him, Kimi had felt desire. It had grown each time she'd seen him, each time she'd spoken with him, and the months she'd spent without contact with him hadn't stopped it. She'd spent hours dreaming about Nic—about the way she'd touch him, the way he'd caress her, but especially about his kisses. Those had been even better than she'd imagined. She wanted more.

His mouth was a breath away, but he didn't close the gap. Frustrated, Kimi put her arms around his neck and pulled Nic to her. The kiss zoomed out of control. Before she was aware of moving, she was on top of him, her legs on either side of his.

Nic. She devoured him. This was the male she'd longed for and fantasized about for months, the demon she'd believed didn't want her.

He didn't touch her. She lifted her head, noticed his hands were knotted in the bedspread and his eyes glowed red. This time, the sight didn't scare her, it built her fever higher and she swooped down for another kiss. This was right. She knew it, felt it, trusted it.

Using her hands and mouth, she explored his jaw, his throat, his arms, chest, and belly. His growls were as inhuman as his eyes, but something about those sounds set her on fire and she wanted to hear more. Kimi lightly bit the skin below his navel, and the instinctive action surprised her so much, she paused.

"Take the shirt off," he suggested thickly, and since that sounded like a brilliant idea, she did. Maybe she couldn't have everything with Nic—not yet—but there was no reason why they couldn't pleasure each other without actual sex.

While she'd undressed, he opened his jeans. Wearing only her panties, Kimi knelt beside him, dipped her fingers into the gap, and sucked in a sharp breath; she'd touched the moist head of his erection. As soon as she recovered, she grabbed his waistband with both hands and tugged. Nic laughed at her impatience, but he raised his hips and pushed off his pants.

Kimi had never been so brazen before, not with any other guy, or this casual about baring herself, but it was different with Nic. It was as if something inside her could relax because he was The One, the male she was meant to share all of herself with.

Before she could say anything emotionally revealing, though, his hand cupped her breast and she looked down. The sight of his tanned fingers against the paleness of her skin made her shiver. Then he rotated his palm, teasing her with the callused center. Kimi arched her back, silently pleading for more, and after another kiss, Nic bent and took her nipple into his mouth.

He didn't use only his tongue and lips, he bit at her too, little nips that made her gasp and moan and hang on to him. Her breasts were fairly small, but she didn't feel self-conscious about her size with Nic—he left no doubt in her mind how much he appreciated what she did have.

With another of his sexy growls, Nic eased her down on her back and pressed his thigh between hers. He wasn't on top of her, not quite, but it would only take a shift of inches to change that.

As he explored her mouth more, Kimi rubbed against his chest, enjoying the friction. She moaned in protest when Nic moved his leg, but it turned to a gasp as his hands reached for the waistband of her panties.

Kimi was ready to help him get rid of her last article of clothing when she realized just how far this had gone, how far things would continue if she didn't stop them. Nic wasn't going to be the voice of reason.

"No," she said firmly, despite the huskiness of her voice. "Those are staying on," she added when he lifted his head.

"As you wish." Nic didn't sound any calmer than she had.

He shifted and his hand slipped under the waistband of her panties to settle between her legs. Kimi sucked in a sharp breath and waited to see what he'd do next. Staring into her eyes, he began to lightly stroke her.

"Not like that," she complained, and put her hand over his to guide him. When he had it, Kimi let go and just enjoyed. It didn't take her long to start coming, but she didn't scream—she didn't have enough oxygen for that.

Slowly, she regained awareness and saw that Nic had his jaw clamped so tightly shut, a muscle was jumping in his cheek. She pulled his hand out from between her thighs and got to her knees. It wouldn't be fair to leave him this hard, not after he'd taken care of her. Kimi reached for him.

He was big and thick and seem to pulse in her hand, but she didn't hesitate. She loved the feel of him, loved his heat and told him that she ran her hand up and down his shaft. His eyes locked on hers. Kimi knew when he was close and stroked faster. And with his most demonic growl yet, Nic found his own climax.



Chapter Five
 

Nic watched Kimi sleep. She'd pulled the T-shirt back on while he'd cleaned up, and when he'd expressed his disappointment, she'd told him too bad. He grinned. The more he got to know her, the more he liked her. Demon females tended to be independent and fiery—an equal match for their mates—and he'd been concerned about Kimi, since she was human. He needn't have worried; she held her own.

She could have fallen apart after being attacked by Augustin, but she'd fought back and escaped. She could have been repulsed by his kill of the other demon, but while she'd been shaky, she'd handled that well. He returned his gaze to his vishtau mate.

Damn, his woman was sexy. Nic relived the way she'd acted during their sex play. He'd allowed Kimi to set the pace, and she'd given more than he'd expected—though not as much as he'd hoped. Unlike many human women, she hadn't been hesitant to show him how she liked to be touched. He'd loved that. The feel of her hand over his as he'd caressed her so intimately—that alone had almost made him come.

There was a bruise on her collarbone where he'd bitten her, and Nic now brushed his fingers over that spot. It was primitive as hell, but he liked seeing his mark on her skin. Maybe next time he could get her to bite him back.

That was something else he'd think about later. Right now, his focus had to be on keeping her safe. Augustin was fixated, and once a dark demon became obsessed, he never swerved from his goal. He'd continue to come after Kimi until he died. It was up to Nic to ensure that happened sooner rather than later.

Grabbing the edge of the blanket, he pulled it over Kimi's arms and lay back down, his hands tucked behind his head. Why had Augustin sent his minion? A Ciretham was a weak demon, and Kimi had already knocked the master to the floor. Was he betting that she couldn't do it twice, or had Kimi hurt Augustin worse than Nic had seen in her mind? Of course, it could be some other reason altogether, one he wouldn't guess.

You will not protect the kijo.

Something about that word nagged at him, as if the knowledge he needed existed somewhere in his head, but was just out of reach. The way the sentence was structured, it had to refer to Kimi—she was of Japanese descent and the word itself sounded Japanese. And Nic didn't think the demon had just been insulting her.

Their room had online service available, and lately humans seemed to have compiled a lot more information on demons—especially since the attack. Not all of it would be accurate, but maybe he could find something that would point him in the right direction.

Carefully, Nic slipped out of bed and went to the desk. He winced at the fee they charged and hated adding more debt to Kimi's card, but this was too important not to get some answers. Sitting down, he selected yes to start the service.

As far as Nic was concerned, one of the best things about the Overworld was instant access to an incredibly large knowledge base. Yes, there was garbage, but a bit of discernment and some additional checking weeded that out easily enough. In Orcus, information was not as accessible and the ruling council hoarded books, keeping important facts from their people.

He searched for kijo and pulled up thousands of results. Sometimes, he thought, there was too much knowledge available.

Browsing down the page, he discovered that many of them were names, belonging to either a person or place. That wouldn't make it simple to eliminate hits. With a silent sigh, Nic continued to scan the screen, but he didn't find anything he considered helpful.

After forty-five minutes with nothing to show for his work, Nic added Japanese to the search parameters. One of the results he received this time was for an online dictionary. Curious, he selected it and read the definition.

Kijo meant witch, demoness, ogress.

Demoness?

A vague recollection came to him, something that he'd heard in a tale from his mother. When he'd been a small child, she'd frequently told him demon legends as bedtime stories.

Think. He had to think, he had to remember.

Could a demon legend have made it into human lore? Nic returned to the search screen and entered some new terms. He didn't get many results, but one of them yielded what he was looking for. The information he found on the site prodded his own memory, but he kept reading anyway. "Well, shit," he murmured, "this explains a lot."

*** *** ***
 

Half awake, Kimi heard Nic's voice and reached for him, but all she touched were cool sheets. Propping herself up on her elbows she let her gaze sweep the room and found him at the desk. "What are you doing?" she asked around a yawn.

"Some research, tes. Go back to sleep."

Kimi pushed back the covers and padded over to him. If he was checking something out, she wanted to know about it. As soon as she reached him, she glanced at what Nic was reading. The picture on the screen made her shiver. It showed a hideously ugly woman with blood dripping from her hands. "What is that?"

"This," Nic said, turning to smirk at her over his shoulder, "is an artist's rendering of the kijo."

With a sniff of disdain, Kimi straightened. "I'm insulted. Even on a bad hair day, I've never looked that terrible."

Nic swiveled to face her. "You heard the Ciretham demon call you kijo?"

"He did? No, I didn't hear that."

Nic scowled and his eyes took on a faint red glow. "You've been keeping secrets, then. Start talking, Kimi."

"I have not kept any secrets," she insisted. "I told you right away that Augustin wanted to steal my magic."

He shook his head. "No, you didn't. You told me only that he'd attacked you. Damn it, you never even mentioned that you have power. Didn't you think that was critical information?"

"Oops." No wonder Nic seemed pissed off. "Sorry."

She heard him growl, and his eyes grew brighter. "Maybe you'd like to begin explaining now."

Not really, but considering how volatile he looked, she didn't think that was the best answer to give at the moment. "I really don't know that much. About three weeks ago, I got an internship in Crimson City. I didn't realize until after I started, but the ad agency is filled with women of power. Majo, that's what they call themselves. Except for me. They refer to me as kijo. Grandma Noguchi said both translate to witch."

Nic held out his hand, inviting her to take it. Reluctantly, she did, and he tugged her onto his lap. He backed up to an earlier screen and pointed to the definition of kijo. "Demoness?" she asked.

"There's a demon legend," he said, "one I didn't remember until I found a site that retold much of it. It talks of a human female born to a line of sorcerers who possesses much more power than the others around her. Such a woman is rare, and many demons will never hear of one within their lifetime."

"The kijo?" Kimi asked. She held her breath.

"Yes." Nic shifted, settling her more comfortably on his lap, and Kimi fought to stay focused on the conversation. All he had on was a pair of boxers, and they seemed awfully thin.

"Sometimes," he continued, "she's never found. Maybe she wasn't born or maybe she died before coming into her powers. Unlike demons, the kijo doesn't develop her talent until about five years after the onset of menstruation."

Nic didn't blush at the word, but Kimi did. In her family, this wasn't discussed in front of men, but he seemed unperturbed. "That means I had my magic then for almost two years before I learned of it." She considered. "Well, I did figure out I had the ability to summon demons about six months ago, but the rest I didn't know about until I came down here for that job—and I'm still not sure what I can do."

He frowned. "It would have been useful if you'd had those years of education and practice. Augustin would likely leave you alone then, since it's nearly impossible to take the powers of the kijo who's far enough along in her training."

"Nearly?" she questioned.

"Nearly," Nic confirmed. "And once you're fully trained, no one will be able to touch them at all."

"How come—" she asked slowly, and feeling safe next to him, she snuggled closer. "—demons have a legend about a human?"

"My guess is because she has powers similar to a member of one of the strong branches, and because enough kijo have bonded with demon males over the millennia to make an impact."

"But the kijo is human. What kind of bond can she have with a demon?"

"Any human can have a demon vishtau mate." When Kimi looked at him blankly, Nic explained what it was. Then he added, "But for the kijo it's different. When she performs the bonding rite with her mate, her physiology gradually changes from human to demon."

"Are you saying that Augustin is my vishtau mate and that he's trying to turn me into a Dark One?"

Nic frowned fiercely. "I doubt he shares the vishtau with you. It makes demons protective, and a male will die if that's what it takes to shield his mate. He's hurt you, and that would be next to impossible if you shared those ties with him."

Kimi had a sense that Nic wasn't being completely honest with her. "What aren't you telling me?"

There was a long hesitation, and Kimi felt her stomach knot. "You're my vishtau mate," he admitted at last.

Kimi ran through what he'd told her about the vishtau thing again. That meant he had a biological imperative to sleep with her because she could give him children, and an instinctive need to protect her. Not too flattering. "And you have no choice whether or not you want me. Nice."

With a growl, he wrapped his arm around her waist and prevented her from hopping off his lap. "Damn it, Kimi, why is any male attracted to any female? What makes one beautiful woman uninteresting and another unforgettable? Just because demons know their mates on sight doesn't mean we have no choices. I could have kept my distance and nothing would have happened."

"But I took that option away from you."

"I'd already made the decision to find you when you were older and finished with college. You merely moved up the time frame." Nic shrugged. "I'm glad you did. I want to be at your side the next time Augustin attacks."

"Bull! You tried to avoid me," Kimi accused. "You even ducked out of your mother's wedding dinner when I showed up—after complaining to Mika about how I was chasing you."

For a minute he looked blank, then he gave her that infernal smirk. "It was only a complaint because I couldn't have you. I'd promised Mika that I'd keep my distance until you were older, and until I'd learned how to temper my strength enough not to hurt you. But from the start, Kimi, I wanted you. Never doubt that."

Kimi thought about things for a minute. She could sit here and pout that Nic was interested solely because of some stupid demon bond, or she could believe him about only avoiding her because of a promise to Mika and that he would have chosen to come to her in a few years. Demons lied—she knew that—but she believed Nic was being honest with her.

But it was Augustin they needed to stay focused on. He was dangerous and he was after her. The idea of him stealing her powers and using them to further his own agenda was intolerable to her. No matter what, she couldn't let him succeed. Kimi made a decision, one she wished she didn't have to consider.

"Nic," she said, clutching his biceps, "if it looks like we can't defeat Augustin, I want you to take my magic. I'd rather you have it than him."

Nic scowled so ferociously Kimi straightened. "I will not take you by force," he snarled.

"It wouldn't be with force. I'd want you to do it."

He looked at her funny. "It has to be rape. No one can steal your powers any other way. Something about the act of violence opens a hole in your psyche, and that's what allows a demon male to use an incantation to steal your talent."

"Wait a second," she said, gripping him more firmly, "are you saying that if I willingly make love with you, I'll still have my magic afterward?"

"Yes." Nic's confusion cleared and he grinned. "Why, is that what you're thinking of doing? Have at me, tes."

"You're not lying, are you?" she asked.

"No, I'm telling you the truth. You have my word on it, and demons never break an oath."

Kimi thought for a moment. The demon male she'd wanted for eight months wanted her back, and she could have sex with him and still have her powers. Besides, if Augustin showed up they could both die, and she wanted to experience everything with Nic. "I was in charge last time," she said. "This time you have at me."



Chapter Six
 

With a low growl, Nic moved, putting Kimi on the bed and covering her with his body. She gasped, but he suspected that was because of his preternatural speed rather than any alarm over his actions. When he raised his head to check, she smiled at him and threw her arms around his neck.

Smoothing her hair out of her eyes, Nic took a moment to gaze at her: his vishtau mate. "You're gorgeous—special," he told her, wanting Kimi to understand that, even without this connection between them, he'd want her still.

Slowly he lowered his head to hers, kissing her softly. Her generous lips had sparked fantasies since they'd first met, and if he was lucky, Kimi would be willing to do some of those things he'd imagined. He nipped her bottom lip lightly and then soothed it with the tip of his tongue.

Her hands tightened around him, but he wasn't going to be rushed. He kissed one corner of her mouth, then the other. She turned her head, trying to get more of him.

Nic moved down, bit her chin and nibbled his way to the pulse point in her throat. Because his T-shirt was too big for her, it sagged at the neckline, exposing her collarbone; he kissed along one side. As he reached the center, he tugged the shirt lower and nuzzled the valley between her breasts. She inhaled softly and held her breath.

Nic wasn't done yet. Shifting to her side, he returned to Kimi's lips, delicately sucking on them. She opened her mouth for him, but he ignored her request.

"You're teasing," Kimi complained.

Raising his head, he let her see his eyes. As aroused as he was, he knew they glowed brightly—her gasp confirmed that. But Nic had himself on a short tether. It wouldn't take much to derail his intention to worship her before joining their bodies, so he had a plan. And there was need: Kimi was human, not tied to him the way he was to her—he had to convince her that there were advantages to keeping him around.

"I remember the first time I saw you," he admitted. "We were standing on the beach and the moonlight caught your face." He lightly traced her cheekbone with his finger. "You took my breath away, and my thoughts were only of you."

"Because of that vishtau thing," she said, and he heard a note of resentment in her voice.

Nic shook his head. "I didn't know yet that you were my mate—you were too far away from me. It was you and the way you shine that caught my attention. Not merely your beauty—you, Kimi."

"If you're so into me, why are you moving this slow? You were faster earlier."

He couldn't stop the smile. "You set the pace, then. This time, I am." And he'd take it as slowly as he could for as long as he could. "I'm past the impatience of youth and can take time to savor you, tes." Though it was a struggle.

She put out a hand, stopping him from lowering his lips to hers. "What does tes mean? Will you tell me now?"

The debate was brief; he wanted her to know. "It translates to beloved." And without giving her time to reply, Nic kissed her, his mouth moving lazily against hers.

It only took a moment before Kimi's tongue trailed over his lips. Nic opened his mouth, let her in. She was trying to take over, and for now he was content to let her. She was exploring him. Earlier, when she'd encouraged him to taste her, she hadn't returned the favor; this time she was the aggressor.

Nic felt his emotions and lust start to slip the leash, and he fought to hang on. He needed more time before this swamped him. He ran his hand along her side, caressed her flank and moved down to the back of her knee. His finger circled there, and then he lifted her leg over his hip and pulled her closer. They both groaned at the feel of their bodies pressing together.

This was so right, was the perfection he'd been waiting for. Sweet Kimi with her big brown eyes and those lush lips was finally in his arms. He pushed her shirt up and traced the elastic waist of her panties.

She pulled out of his arms, but Nic didn't try to hold her. As she sat up, she yanked the shirt over her head, tossed it aside, and dove back down at him.

His control slipped further at the feel of her bare breasts against his chest. Kimi shoved him to his back, straddled him, and Nic fought hard to let her keep the superior position. It went against his nature. She kissed him wildly, demanding his surrender, which he gladly gave. He fisted his hands in the blankets, trying to hold out, trying to let her retain dominance. Then she shifted, her nipples grazed him, and Nic lost the struggle. He flipped her so that he was on top.

Giving her lips one last kiss, he moved down to her breasts. With a light touch, he traced one areola. Before he even reach them, her nipples were taut and Nic grinned—her responsiveness excited him so much. He nibbled at the underside of her breast, not stopping until she arched and twisted with ecstasy.

Instead of obeying her unspoken request, he moved to tease the other breast. Damn, he loved touching her this way, driving her as crazy as she drove him.

The tip of his cock protruded from his boxers, something he didn't realize until Kimi circled her fingers over its head. Nic growled in pleasure. She toyed with him, pushing him to his limits. Then she brought her finger to her mouth, looked him in the eye, and licked it.

His tether snapped. Kimi is human, he reminded himself as he pushed his shorts off. He couldn't thrust as hard as he did with demon females and he couldn't bite her. But desire flooded him and Nic knew he would have to fight to hold back.

The sight of her panties prevented him from ripping them off her and plunging inside. They were high cut, sexy in style, but there was something so damn innocent about that white cotton. Nic groaned, his body trying to overrule his mind. Intellect won at last.

Returning to her breasts, he finally took a nipple into his mouth, teasing her with his tongue, lips, and teeth. She was moaning before he moved to the other. "Beautiful," he murmured, and dipped his head.

Kimi's hands sank into his hair, holding him to her as if she was worried he'd stop before she was ready. She clutched at him when he slipped lower, but Nic ignored that—she'd thank him later. He kissed his way down her body to her navel, paused to trace it with his tongue, then went lower yet.

Using both hands, he carefully pushed the waistband of her panties down. She kicked free of them and then they both went still. Nic looked up her body at her face, met her gaze. His mate was aroused, her pupils dilated, and he smiled.

Nudging her legs apart, Nic moved between them. One was canted to the side and he nibbled at the hollow behind her knee. He kissed and licked his way up her inner thigh, pausing now and then to pay special attention to whatever spot made her moan. By the time he reached his goal, he had both of her legs over his shoulders and Kimi was open to his gaze.

Her moisture glistened inside her folds, and Nic bent his head to taste. He meant to tease her longer, but she grabbed his head and drew his mouth where she wanted it. That inflamed him further—he loved that Kimi made him aware of what pleased her.

He didn't deny her any longer. This was one of his favorite things and it was even more so with his mate. Breathless, she told him exactly what she wanted, and he realized from her voice and words that she was more aroused than he'd known. He circled the center of her pleasure, and in mere moments, brought her to the brink. Before she could come, though, he pulled away.

"Nic! Damn it!"

Using his thumbs to open her even more, he leaned forward and kissed her there. She gasped and arched her hips. With a small smile, he moved a bit farther down and sank his tongue into her. He thrust and withdrew until Kimi was pleading, her legs clenching and relaxing.

He didn't want her coming yet, and she cursed when he stopped. The laugh escaped before he could stifle it. Her thighs tightened around him, trying to hold him where he was, but he easily broke away and returned to her lips.

Kimi rocked against him, and the head of his sex nudged her entrance. He froze; he had to or he'd thrust inside her—and he couldn't, not yet. This was his mate; he had to take care of her. Nic fought the instinct that demanded he join with Kimi, but he wasn't sure he was going to win the battle.

"Nic?"

He gazed into her face, saw her arousal—and he saw her trust. Kimi had put her faith in him.

Breaking free, he rolled off the bed. She groaned a curse that made him grin despite the way his cock ached. He found his rucksack and dug out a condom. He had the thing ready to roll before he returned to the bed.

As soon as he was sheathed, he rejoined her and kissed Kimi, his hand moving between her legs to bring her back to the level of arousal she'd felt before he'd left. "I need you, Kimi," he murmured against her lips. And not only for right now. Again and again. Forever.

After brief hesitation, Kimi's hand curled around him and she guided him into her body. Nic struggled for control, struggled to keep his emotions in check. She was tight enough to squeeze him, and it felt good. So damn good. Warring against instinct, he kept his entry slow. He needed to ensure that Kimi found nothing save pleasure in his arms.

Once he was completely inside her, he paused, and as he looked into her eyes, something tightened around his heart. This was his vishtau mate, and though she was human, Kimi Noguchi was more than he'd ever dreamt.

Nic had to move—had to—and he fought to keep his strokes light. Kimi moved with him, her hips arching into his. She held him near and he loved that. He'd found were he belonged: in the arms of his mate. His thrusts became faster.

The urge to bite her slammed into him. He couldn't do it. Not while he was this aroused; he would hurt her. Nic levered himself farther away, but Kimi wrapped her arms and legs more tightly around him and drew him to her.

He let himself be dragged back. His body shook, not only from desire, but from the restraint he forced upon it.

Kimi's long hair trailed off the side of the pillow onto the bed. He wanted to feel it falling across his body, to have her tease him with her tresses. Next time. He could wait.

"Nic!" Kimi's voice was thick, her eyes heavy-lidded.

He knew she was close, that he'd need to do her harder to send her over the edge. Not too hard, he warned himself even as he moved more forcefully into her. The other women he'd been with hadn't excited him like Kimi did, and he hadn't worried about losing his self-command to the point where he hurt them. He had to be careful; it would take so little for his mate to push him into mindless hunger.

His body shook as he battled to hang onto awareness. And then she bit him. She sank her teeth into his biceps and Nic was lost. "Bite me again," he growled. Kimi did.

The world narrowed to encompass only one goal—reaching orgasm. He drove into her, pinning her to the bed with his hips. Nic was on the edge, a hairbreadth away when Kimi cried out. She clasped him tighter and her body bowed. It was too much for him. His soul reached for hers as he came with her—as he found the joy only his vishtau mate could give him.

"Kimi," he groaned.

When Nic regained his senses, he realized he'd let his mate take his full weight. Regretfully he eased out of her body, shifted to her side, and tugged her against him. "Are you all right, tes?" he asked, concerned that he'd done her injury.

Her smile was slow and satisfied. "Better than fine. Next time, though, I get to touch you more. Deal?"

"Deal." And as relief poured through him, Nic grinned. Not only had he maintained enough self-control to leave her unharmed, she wanted to couple with him again. He kissed her slowly and with the reverence she deserved.

Nic delayed the inevitable as long as he could. "I have to get rid of the condom," he said unhappily.

"Hurry back."

He did.

Nic knew he was lucky to have met Kimi, and he told her that once he climbed into bed again. Cuddling her close, he ran his hands lightly over her body and asked her questions. What was her favorite birthday? Had she had a pet as a child? Who was her best friend? Nothing earthshaking, but each small bit she told him about her life was a precious nugget, a glimpse into the heart of his vishtau mate.

The beep of her comm made Nic groan. "Ignore it," he said.

"I can't. What if it's important?" Kimi scrambled out of bed, and still naked, grabbed the phone from her purse. "Hello?"

Dropping his head back to the pillow, Nic tried to remember that he couldn't keep Kimi to himself forever. He wished, though, that they'd had this one night.

"You son of a bitch, I want to talk to her!" There was a brief pause. "Mom! Mom are you okay?"

Nic sat up fast. Their idyllic encounter had just come to an end.



Chapter Seven
 

Kimi gripped the steering wheel tightly as she drove to the rendezvous point Augustin had named. Nic sat beside her, finally out of advice about her magic. He hadn't heard much about humans who had talent, so he'd gone through that information quickly. Next, he'd told her what he'd recalled about the kijo from Orcus legend, and then he explained the basics of how demons used their powers.

With every mile, though, he seemed to become more and more tense. She could feel it radiating off him, and it made her own anxiety increase. She'd never seen him like this, not even when he'd fought that demon in her apartment.

"Nic, are you okay?" she asked when she stopped at a light.

"Yes." He put his hand on her thigh and gave her a squeeze. "I only wish I could have left you at the hotel."

She nearly snarled, but swallowed her words. How could he consider fighting alone? But there was no point in arguing about something that hadn't happened. Back in the room, Nic had claimed it might be a setup to leave her unguarded. Either way—as if she wanted to remain behind!

The light turned green and Kimi stepped on the accelerator. "Do you really think he's bluffing about having my mom?" she asked.

"Yes, I do," Nic said, and even though this was the fourth or fifth time she'd asked, he sounded as patient now as he had before.

"But if he doesn't have her," she countered, as she had earlier, "how did he get my comm code? And I talked to my mom—that was definitely her voice."

"There are demons with the ability to mimic," Nic said, already knowing what her next argument would be. "The comm code? Maybe he picked that up from the coworker who betrayed you."

Kimi wanted to believe Nic. There was nothing she wished for more than this to be a simple ruse, one to ensure she showed up to face the Dark One. As far as she was concerned, even if there was only a one percent chance that Augustin was holding her mother hostage, she had to meet him. She couldn't lose her mother, not now and not like this. Memories swamped her. Kimi had been in grade school when her mom was diagnosed with cancer. That had been the worst year of her life, the most frightening, and she'd vowed never to take her mom's presence for granted. Yet she'd done just that. It had happened gradually, when she wasn't thinking. How easy that was.

As if sensing her unease, Nic gave her thigh another squeeze. "Do you want me to try reaching her again?"

Kimi nodded, and fished the comm out of her purse. That's what had her most scared—she'd called and called her parents and no one had answered. It was nearly three o'clock in the morning. Where the hell could they be if they weren't at home?

"Voice mail again," Nic reported and returned her comm to her bag. Kimi felt her gut twist tighter.

It wasn't only her mother she worried about; her father wasn't picking up the comm either. Augustin hadn't mentioned anyone except her mom, though. Was her dad hurt?

Then there was Nic. Kimi glanced over at him and the ache in her chest increased so much, it felt as if someone had reached inside her and was trying to crush her heart. His jaw was set, his expression resolute, and she saw an intangible emotion there that added to her fear. She wished this whole thing were already over, her family safe, Nic unharmed, and Augustin out of the way. Why did she have to be a kijo?

When they reached an area of Crimson City that looked as if it had been firebombed—the lower, a place she never went—she decided they had to be getting close. A few minutes later, Nic said, "Park here. We'll walk the remaining distance." She prayed they'd be safe from things other than just Augustin.

He stopped her as he stood on the sidewalk next to her car. "You need to stay hidden from Augustin for as long as possible. Once he knows you're there, he'll be focused on reaching you. What I want you to do is to stand behind me, always keeping my body between you and the Dark One. And if it looks as if he's going to win, leave."

"No!"

"Yes. If your mother is there, take her and go. I'll do what I have to in order for you to rescue her and get away."

She didn't say anything, just stared at him. He could issue all the orders he wanted, but she didn't have to listen. Of course, if her mom really was there, Kimi would take her to safety, but then she was heading right back to help Nic. There was no way in hell she'd just leave him to die.

"Ah, tes, that stubborn look says much." He framed her face between his hands and leaned down to brush his lips over hers. "Don't you understand? I want you safe. Nothing matters more."

"How much longer do you want to stand here and argue?" Kimi asked. She wasn't giving in, and she wasn't going to lie to him.

With a groan, he stepped back. "Didn't you summon me to fight for you?"

Kimi had, but things had changed. Nic wasn't just some demon she was attracted to; he'd become important to her—every bit as critical in her mind as the safety of her family. How was that possible? It just was. "We're a team, Nic."

"I assume that means you're not going to see reason no matter what I say." Kimi smiled weakly and he sighed. "We might as well go, then." He pointed to his right. "This way."

As they started off, Nic ran his hand down the length of her braid. The caress seemed almost adoring, but his face revealed nothing of his thoughts.

Running her palms over her thighs, Kimi tried to wipe away some of the clamminess. She was dressed in her yoga clothes because they were the only things packed in her bag that were appropriate for this showdown. The Lycra pants, cropped red T-shirt, and tennis shoes gave her freedom of movement, and that was more important than style right now.

One thing kept echoing in her thoughts: Nic nearly died the last time he fought Augustin. From what he'd said, she assumed he'd been much younger, but did that make a difference in demonic power?

Something odd drew her attention away from the dread building inside her, a sense of surrounding magic. "What are you doing?" she asked.

"Trying to cloak us both from Augustin. No point announcing our imminent arrival if we can avoid it." He turned down a narrow alley, and the odor of rotting garbage made her gag. She covered her nose and mouth with her hand. Fortunately, the smell didn't last and they reached the next block quickly.

Nic's hand brushed hers and Kimi reached for him, linking their fingers. She didn't know what, exactly, Nic meant by cloaking, but she didn't ask. Instead, she took a few deep breaths now that the air was more pleasant, and tried to center herself. Her stomach, however, was doing barrel rolls.

He drew her to a halt in the middle of a block. Augustin stood on the cross street, kitty corner from where they were, and he leaned indolently against the front of a blackened brick structure. Even at this distance, he appeared bored.

Bending down, Nic put his mouth against her ear and whispered, "This is the best we could hope. I sense no presence except Augustin's."

Kimi nodded. It was dark and the streetlights cast a dim glow, but she knew demons could read energy. On the other hand, what if Augustin had cloaked an ally or her mom's presence the way Nic had concealed theirs? She couldn't assume anything.

"Stay here," Nic ordered, tucking her into a recessed doorway, and without giving her time to respond, he left. She could barely see him as he covertly made his way to the corner.

It was an attack of mind-numbing speed: Nic drew his hand back and hurled something. As it raced toward Augustin, the fireball grew in size and became more intense. Kimi held her breath, hoping that this one shot would take care of their enemy, but at the last instant, the Dark One jumped clear. The missile struck the building behind him, blasting a hole that had to be fifteen feet across. Kimi's eyes bugged out. As pieces of brick and mortar rained down around him, Augustin roared with fury. His return blast struck were Nic had been standing, and the entire side of an apartment collapsed. Fortunately, Nic had already moved.

Shifting from foot to foot, Kimi remained in the shadows of the derelict building and tried to figure out what she should do. While she didn't want Nic to fight alone, neither did she want to get in his way or distract him.

She was in over her head, she knew it and she was scared—not only for herself, but for everyone. If she had a clue how she'd created that one lightning bolt, maybe she could assist him, but as it stood, she couldn't count on producing it again. Why had she been so proud of this power? It was useless without training. And why had the majo insisted she have the background and ethics before learning to do actual magic? She needed more than philosophy, damn it!

Nic let loose with two more fireballs in quick succession. The first crashed into the same structure, making the hole bigger, but the second caught Augustin.

It had no noticeable effect.

Running toward the Dark One, Nic dodged a string of blasts. Rubble fell onto the sidewalk, but both demons seemed oblivious.

It developed into a scene like some kind of Old West shoot-out with two gunslingers standing in the middle of the street, firing at each other. Kimi could only guess they had some kind of invisible shield that protected them, because neither Nic nor Augustin seemed injured despite the number of blasts that connected.

Twisting her fingers, Kimi tried to come up with some idea how to help him. She couldn't just stand here. She couldn't! But what the hell could she do that wasn't stupid? Both Nic and Augustin had impossible abilities.

One of the dark demon's blasts winged Nic, but it was different: it spun him halfway around. Kimi put her hand over her mouth to block her gasp. Nic! She could sense rather than see that he was hurt and she crept closer, wanting to tend to him.

"You are weak," Augustin said with a sneer. "But then, so was your sire. I'll kill you as I killed him."

It was a ploy to rile Nic, but despite the fact that demons were emotional by nature, Nic didn't visibly react. Instead, he summoned magic again and leapt out of the way of the Dark One's continued assault.

From the effort Nic was putting in now to avoid Augustin's blasts, Kimi guessed that he no longer had any magical shield. She twisted her fingers harder, wanting so badly to help him, but knowing that delivering a solid thigh kick wasn't going to do much to slow down Augustin. And what else could she do? This method of fighting left her daunted. Paralyzed. She was useless, no help at all. The realization made her sick.

Nic took another blast, this one dead-on, and he staggered. Kimi choked back a cry. Not Nic, she pleaded. Please don't let anything happen to Nic. The thought consumed her.

He let loose with a volley of fireballs, and Kimi took a deep breath. Maybe that meant he was okay. Some of the salvos were deflected by the Dark One, and more brick fell into the street. Others hit Augustin, but they seemed to do little harm.

The Dark One sent a wave of fire at Nic. It was like nothing Kimi had ever seen before, and her lover had no way to avoid it. As it crashed over him, magic shimmered around her. It was the cloak he'd put over her, faltering. For an instant, it sparked back to life, and then she felt it disappear for good.

Augustin turned his head and stared directly at where she stood. A shudder went through her. He smiled. "Kijo," he said, his voice barely audible. "You picked a poor champion."

She tore her gaze away and looked at Nic. He was on his feet, but swaying precariously. He appeared dazed.

Something Nic had said came back to her then—a male demon would die to protect his vishtau mate. And she was Nic's mate. For the first time, Kimi understood that he hadn't been exaggerating. He really would die for her.

As the dark demon started to close the distance to where Nic was, Kimi knew she couldn't stand there like a mannequin. She had to do something, anything. Heart in her throat, she raised her hand and tried to picture the lightning shooting out of her palm. Nothing happened.

Come on, Nic! Come on!

Nic managed to summon another blast of energy, but it was noticeably weaker—even to her—and it went astray. Far astray. With a smile that made him look deranged, the Dark One blasted Nic. Nic fell to his knees as the other demon strolled closer.

"Kimi, flee," Nic called, and her heart leapt into her throat. He believed he was going to die.

She shook her head. Nic couldn't see her. Maybe she couldn't shoot fire and maybe she didn't know how she'd let that lightning loose, but she wasn't abandoning him. She had the power to do magic, and she'd had some rudimentary explanations from Nic. She tried to draw energy from the planet the way he'd told her he did, and she raised her hand again. Still nothing. Damn it!

Augustin released another shot and Nic collapsed.



Chapter Eight
 

Up until now, Kimi had stood in the shadows, obeying orders and hoping Nic would take care of it all for her. That had been easier than dealing with her fear, easier than risking herself, and easier than trying to come up with something to counteract Augustin's firepower, but there was no longer any choice.

Nic wasn't dead yet. Kimi felt it, though she didn't understand how, but if she didn't step in and do something, he would die and her cowardice would be to blame. She couldn't let anything happen to him—she couldn't—and Kimi knew Augustin wouldn't hesitate to finish off his downed adversary.

Taking that first step away from the building was the hardest thing she'd ever done, but she couldn't run and desert Nic, not if she wanted to look at herself in the mirror ever again. "Leave him alone," she said, voice wobbly. The dark demon stopped in his tracks.

"You think to defend him?" Augustin asked.

"I put you on your ass once—I can do it again." Kimi thought her bluff sounded convincing, but the Dark One shook his head and laughed.

"It was a fluke, you know that as well as I. With no real training, you're little more than human."

And no match for him. He didn't say that, but he didn't have to. It was the truth. She'd just kind of hoped that he hadn't realized that her coup had been accidental.

"You said you had my mom," Kimi said, changing the subject.

Augustin smiled. "I lied."

That's what Nic had told her. She was surprised the dark demon was admitting it now, but then Kimi guessed it didn't matter. She was here, wouldn't be able to outrun him, and if he needed more, Nic was on the ground and vulnerable.

"Come here, kijo," he said, and held out his hand.

Kimi shook her head. She sought a solution. If she thought it would help, she'd give the Dark One her damn powers, but she knew that wouldn't change anything. He'd kill them both once he had them. And the method of extraction...

She had to do something, had to come up with a brilliant plan soon, because Augustin wasn't going to stand there forever waiting for her to walk over to him. The only advantage she had was that the demon didn't want her dead yet. How could she use that?

Before any ideas occurred to her, he started toward her. Kimi shifted, moving closer to Nic.

"Think you that he will defend you yet?" Augustin laughed again, sounding genuinely amused. "Even where he at full strength, he'd be no match for me. He fell easily beneath my onslaught." He shook his head. "His Grolird sire never should have allowed a Mahsei female to weaken the bloodline."

There was such contempt in his voice that Kimi stiffened. The slur wasn't only on Nic, but on his parents as well. Kimi liked Nic's mother—she was fun and sweet. She thought of Augustin's reaction if he knew that Nic had a half-human sister—it would be beyond contemptuous. Kimi felt her fear began to seep away and become anger.

She fed that, built herself into a fury. This demon had hurt Nic badly, had terrified her by claiming he had her mother, he had every intention of raping her if he could get his hands on her, and he had raped a child. Her remaining fear burned away beneath her outrage.

When she'd faced Augustin last time, the lightning had appeared when she'd gotten mad. Third time's the charm, she thought; and drawing energy from the earth, she raised her hand to strike.

Nothing.

Except, her action angered Augustin. He raised his own hand and a ball of fire exploded toward her. Kimi tried to evade, but she wasn't fast enough. Pain crashed through her, but she was aware that the energy was considerably weaker than what Nic had endured. The only thing that kept her upright was knowing Augustin would be on her before she could regain her feet.

Majo are children of the stars.

Nic had told her that demons took their power from the planet. In her recent lessons, she'd been taught that the majo were connected to the earth yet were children of the stars. She looked up and saw few bright pinpoints of light through the city haze.

Could it mean—? But that was too easy. Wasn't it?

As Augustin closed in on her, Kimi reached for the universe and drew energy from that. Something felt different than the earth energy—this resonated with her. But if it didn't work, she was going to have to fight hand-to-hand. She shifted to balance her weight evenly, yet didn't stop seeking power.

When she was almost within the Dark One's reach, Kimi raised her hand again.

"You're a slow learner," Augustin commented.

She released all the power she could.

The demon flew back a good ten feet. This time, Kimi was the one who advanced. She attacked again.

His body slammed into the side of the building. She blasted him again and again. At last, when Augustin fell, she stood over him and added a couple more bolts of electricity, not stopping until she knew he was dead.

"Berkeley doesn't admit slow learners," she said, and then she realized she was talking to a corpse.

Kimi began to shiver. Yeah, Augustin deserved to die, but she'd killed him. She was a killer. God. Oh God. Oh God. She closed her eyes, but she could still see his face. Bile rose and she swallowed hard to keep from puking.

Nic groaned, and she grasped the distraction gratefully. She didn't have time to think about what she'd done to Augustin; she had to check on her mate.

Her body shook so hard that Kimi could barely walk, but her legs didn't give out until she was beside him. She scooted closer and then reached out to touch his face. The warmth of his skin calmed something inside her, but she still didn't know how badly he'd been hurt.

"Nic—" She had to clear her voice and try a second time. "Nic, are you all right?"

He groaned again. They were in the middle of the street, but Kimi eased closer and rolled him carefully onto his back, arranging him so that his head was in her lap. Leaning over him as if to shield him from any further danger, she lightly stroked his face, needing to touch him more than anything.

Kimi didn't realize she was crying until the first tear splashed onto Nic's cheek. She wiped it away, and the one that followed it, and the one after that.

"I killed someone," she whispered. "How do I live with that?"

"The same way as any warrior, tes," Nic said, his voice weak and raspy. "You accept that there was no other choice."

"Are you okay?" she demanded, her tears drying.

"I'll live, but I won't be able to move for a while." He laughed wryly, then groaned.

Kimi nodded, hoping he felt the movement. His eyes remained closed. "I don't have to be back at work till Monday." She kept stroking him—his hair, his cheeks. She couldn't touch him enough. After a long silence, she asked, "What do we do with Augustin's body?"

"Leave it where it's at."

"If someone doesn't find it, rats will get him."

"He deserves no better." Then one side of Nic's mouth quirked up. "See? It's as I told you—human females are weak."

He still believed she was a weak? After everything she'd done tonight? Pain lanced through her, but Kimi pushed it aside. "Why don't you just stay quiet?" she suggested, hiding her emotions with a laugh. "If you keep talking, I might be tempted to hurt you myself."



Epilogue
 

Kimi smoothed her hands down the sides of her black dress—the skirt was short, the halter plunged in front, and the back was nonexistent. With it, she wore the black high-heeled shoes she'd bought on sale two months ago. The ones that had started the whole mess.

Nic hadn't seen her in this yet—she picked up the dress yesterday on her lunch hour—and she was nervous about sauntering around in an outfit that blatantly screamed Take me to bed. It wasn't that she didn't initiate sex between them—she did almost as often as he—but this was different; it required all her courage to walk out of the bedroom. The living room was empty, Nic nowhere to be found.

She slumped against the wall and stared morosely at the boxes and bags piled in the middle of her floor. The summer had flown by, and tomorrow she'd drive back up to Berkeley. Kimi wasn't ready to leave Crimson City, though. Not yet.

It had nothing to do with her magic. Eleanor, the majo wise woman, had made arrangements for her training to continue while she was in college. Kimi didn't want to go because she was afraid it meant the end of her time with Nic.

The words he'd spoken the night they dealt with Augustin wouldn't leave her head. Human females are weak. He'd never repeated them after that, but it had eaten at her, made her wonder if he would prefer a demon woman. They'd never talked about the future; he'd simply stayed.

Kimi liked waking up beside him and sharing the household chores. And it wasn't just the sex or the things he did around the apartment—it was Nic.

She loved him. Even if he could be a pain in the ass sometimes.

Her mom and dad hadn't been thrilled about her living with him, but she was ecstatic that they were both alive to complain. Although Augustin had been untrustworthy, Kimi hadn't breathed easily until she'd talked to them. Of all the nights for them to decide to drive to the country and watch a meteor shower, they'd picked that one. She'd never know if Augustin had been aware that they were out, or if he'd simply gotten lucky.

Of course, her parents had been in a panic about her when they'd returned home and seen her dozen middle-of-the-night calls listed. Her comm had been chirping when she and Nic had made it to her car at dawn.

Kimi wrapped her arms around her waist. That situation with the Dark One still gave her nightmares. Who would soothe her and distract her if Nic stayed in LA? Who would she curl up with on the couch and talk to into the wee hours? Who would she laugh and play with?

"Why the long face, tes?" Nic asked. She hadn't heard him come in, and sometimes the quiet way he moved made her uneasy.

"Because I came out in this and there was no one to seduce," she replied. She wanted to show Nic what he'd be giving up if he didn't come north with her. Maybe human females were weaker than demons, but she could offer some compensation.

Straightening, she stepped away from the wall and slowly pivoted so that he could admire every inch of bare skin. "Like?" She tossed him a glance over her shoulder.

The way his eyes were glowing, the question was unnecessary. He only stood and stared, though, and she gave him one last goad. "I'm not wearing anything underneath, either."

His eyes flared brighter, and Kimi barely had time to blink before Nic had her pressed against the wall. His hand slid under her skirt, checking out her claim, and she smiled at his stunned expression when he discovered she told the truth.

Reaching between them, she opened the button at his waist and slowly lowered the zipper of his jeans. He never moved his gaze from hers, not even when she stroked him. "Keep that up," he warned with a growl, "and I'll take you standing here."

"So?" She squeezed him exactly the way he liked.

Nic took that as a challenge. She'd known he would.

Kimi clutched at his shoulders as he lifted her into position and thrust inside her. This wasn't going to be one of those times where he brought her to the brink over and over. He had a goal. With a moan, she grasped him harder as she rode out her orgasm, then his.

It took a while to recover, and even after Nic set her on her feet again, he held on to her.

"You could have me like this anytime you wanted," she said softly next to his ear, "if you came to Berkeley with me."

He pulled back to look at her. "That's what this is about?"

Kimi nodded tentatively, uncertain what his tone meant.

Nic began to laugh. He laughed so hard, he lost his balance, and because his jeans were down at his knees, he had to grab her to keep from falling. Then he laughed harder yet.

She pushed him strongly enough that he fell to the floor. Kimi didn't wait around to see the look on his face, she whirled and escaped into the bedroom. She couldn't let him see her cry. Here she'd been trying to sell him on staying with her and he thought her attempt was funny. Jerk.

But she should have known a locked door wouldn't keep Nic at bay. "Ah, tes," he said at her back, his hands gently clasping her shoulders. "I wasn't laughing at you." She went rigid. "Okay, I was laughing at you, but not for the reason you believe. If there was any need to convince me to leave with you tomorrow, this seduction would have done it, I'm certain of that."

"Then what's funny?" Kimi asked grudgingly.

"That you thought you needed to convince me." Nic turned her to face him and his expression went solemn as he wiped the tears off her cheeks with his thumbs. "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't realize how deeply I'd wounded you. I told you that you're my vishtau mate—why would you believe I wouldn't go where you go?"

"You only told me that once, the night I summoned you. I thought maybe you were only saying it because you'd changed your mind about getting me in bed."

Nic choked, and Kimi thought he was fighting back the need to laugh again. She glared at him, but if he was amused, he managed to rein it in before she knew for sure.

"Besides," she added, "you said human females are weak." He looked at her blankly, so she prompted, "Remember? After you killed that demon working for Augustin, and then later, after the Dark One was dead and you regained consciousness."

He shook his head slowly. "The first time I said it was to prevent you from falling apart. We had no time for that, and I knew if I made you angry you'd regain control. The second was my attempt at a joke—apparently a poor one." He shrugged. "Since you'd taken out Augustin while I was prone on the street, I thought you'd understand."

Afraid to believe he meant it, she asked, "So, you don't want a demon female instead of me?"

"I want only you. Kimi, I love you. No," he said when she tried to interrupt. "Listen to me. Do you think I'd share the things I've told you with just anyone? I've only spoken of my father's death in detail once—with you. That should tell you something."

"You really love me?" she asked.

"I really do. You're more than I dared dream of. I know what your next argument will be—the vishtau bond does not promise any deep emotion will develop. But how could I not fall in love with you? You're special, so much more than I deserve. The most important thing, though, is how I feel when I'm with you. It's as if I'm complete, as if the part of me that I never realized was missing has been given back."

She relaxed enough to lean into him.

"If I didn't mention the vishtau again, it's because I worried over your reaction," Nic admitted. "I didn't want you to feel pressured by me, or to feel that you had no choice. You do."

"No, I don't. I love you, too, Nic. I want no one else."

"Are you certain?" He looked impossibly hopeful.

She nodded and he leaned down to kiss her, his touch adoring, but much too brief.

"There's a bonding ritual," Nic said, sounding cautious. "It's permanent. Normally, it doesn't affect humans, but because of your power, you'll be as tied to me as I am to you."

"And that's a problem because...?"

"It isn't a problem, not as long as you're fully aware of what you'll be signed up for. There'll be no other mate for either of us for as long as we live."

As far as Kimi was concerned, she'd already made that commitment. She told him that.

His lips curved. "You're not getting the best end of the bargain, I know that, but you do get one benefit. Remember when I told you the kijo develops demon physiology after the rite?" He waited for her nod. "I've been doing some reading and your life span will lengthen to that of a demon's as well."

"Good," she said, leaning into his chest, "because sixty years with you won't be enough. I need at least three hundred." And going up on her toes, Kimi felt true happiness awakening inside her. She kissed him. Now she had what she truly wanted—the power to be forever with Nic.
 
§ § §
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Chapter One
 
The doorman at the ground level of Dumont Tower touched his earpiece, his leather-clad index finger delicate against the metal. His coat looked as it did every afternoon, as if he'd removed it from a sea of unwrinkled tissue for just this one day. He wore his top hat perfectly straight; his face exhibited a kind of blank confidence that never let on that the archaic accessory might be slightly bizarre in the context of the current century. Across the street, from a perch atop a mailbox fused shut back when postal service ended, Tajo Maddox mused that it hadn't seemed bizarre for some time now.

Yes, even the humans understood that with immortality came tradition. The styles, philosophies and behaviors of earlier centuries infused this latest incarnation of Los Angeles, blending modern and old-fashioned in a pastiche that made the place unlike any other; that made it Crimson City. And as the humans lost ground to the vampires and werewolves and found themselves in jeopardy from the other races they themselves had helped empower—the demons from the plane of Orcus, the mechs from the humans' own military labs—the present borrowed an ever-increasing number of elements from the past.

One thing hadn't changed for years: The richest and most powerful group in Crimson City was still the Dumonts, one of the pureblood vampire clans collectively referred to as primaries. They'd had centuries to perfect their operations, and it showed. From this doorman at the bottom of Dumont Tower to whatever the hell went on in the penthouse war rooms at the top.

Tajo's own group had not enjoyed the luxury of time. The Rogues were new players in Crimson City. Glancing down at Hayden Wilks, Bridget Hathaway, and Jillian Cooper sprawled along a concrete riser beside him, he had to marvel at how far they'd already come. Especially for a bunch of mercenaries and freelancers used to working alone.

They hadn't organized into an actual team until recently. It wasn't easy surviving as a rogue in Crimson City. You had no backup, no clan or family to run to for an army of help. People assumed the worst—that you had no sense of honor, no sense of mercy. People who wouldn't dream of killing a primary seemed perfectly able to justify killing a rogue. What really talked in this town, what safety really demanded, was power.

So a bunch of rogues teamed up. The idea of thumbing their noses at the rigidity and insularity of the purebred clans by forming a mixed species superpower appealed to the rebel in all of them. They'd even chipped in and bought an underground club to turn into a headquarters. They'd dubbed it the Rogues Club, and just like that the city was put on notice. Except, not everyone had noticed. Yet.

Tajo jumped off the mailbox and sat down next to Hayden. The two cased the area in mutual silence, waiting, wondering, wary. Without turning away from her surveillance, Bridget stuck her hand out; Hayden took a last puff and gently laid his cigarette in the V of her fingers.

Jill leaned back as Bridget took a drag, coughing and waving away the smoke even as she darted nervous eyes to the dove cooing on the overhang above her head.

Yeah, this was a solid bunch, a good team. In time, they'd be great. In time, they'd be ranked right up there on the Crimson City power scale alongside the Dumont vampire primaries, the Maddox werewolf clan from whom Tajo had long ago exiled himself, and most certainly the human government that had once seemed so indestructible.

"Time?" Hayden asked.

"About three minutes since you last asked. Maybe you could ask Jill to get you a watch for your birthday," Tajo muttered.

Hayden turned back to Tajo. "I'm holding out for something more personal," he said with a cocky tip of his head.

Tajo followed the gesture to Jill, who was sitting by Bridget on the end. She fiddled with her field glasses, then pointed them up the facade of Dumont Tower for the umpteenth time. Two seconds later, she lowered them and looked down, a wounded expression darkening her face. Jill was supposed to be thinking about the Rogue job, but it was obvious it was her doomed bond with Marius Dumont making her search the Tower so intently.

Tajo kept his mouth shut this time, wishing he hadn't joked about it. Hayden had been circling Jill since she joined the Rogues. So far, his interest seemed to be as much about revenge against the Dumonts as it was about the girl herself.



DX by Carolyn Jewel


 

CHAPTER 1

 
The way the briefing room went silent Hell Marshall knew she was on the outside of an inside joke. Jim West, Chief Division Agent for U.S. Internal-Operations in the City of Los Angeles, gripped the projector remote in one hand and a red penlight in the other. I-Ops was the law enforcement and surveillance arm of the government. Battlefield Operations was military, the muscle on the streets. I-Ops was pencil-pushers, spooks and cops and a few other things nobody admitted. West signaled one of the field agents to hit the lights. The room went dark. He clicked the remote and two seconds later Hell understood the silence. Shit.

"This is from a surveillance camera installed at the Golden Wing Spa and Health Center," West said. The camera had been placed behind the reception desk, so the back of a perky blonde head occasionally blocked a portion of the screen. Tuan Ng was clearly visible in the right corner of the shot.

Hell didn't move. Didn't change her expression. West was looking at her. Everyone was looking at her. She could feel it, but she kept her eyes glued to the screen. She didn't work for I-Ops anymore. They'd fired her ass nine months ago, and that meant her personal life was nobody's fucking business. She was here because Milos Sanders, Director of I-Ops in Crimson City, was the only friend she had left. Well, that and the promises he'd made to get her back for this assignment.

She wished she had the nerve to give up L.A. and move to her aunt Lucy's beach house in Bodega Bay. Her aunt wanted someone she trusted in the house. She could open a little coffee shop and serve killer espresso and sandwiches. At night she could sit on the porch, eat salt water taffy, breathe fresh air and watch the stars. It was a stupid fantasy, but it was all hers.

In the video, the perky receptionist kept looking in Tuan's direction. Tuan Ng was movie-star handsome and, now that Hell wasn't seeing him, notoriously available. If these jackass agents expected a scene, they were destined for disappointment. Her relationship with the vampire had been doomed from the start because he was a fang, and she wasn't.

On screen, the lobby door opened and one of the most beautiful men Hell had ever seen in her life walked in. He wore loose trousers and no shirt, and he had the pecs, abs and everything else to pull off the look plus more. His black hair was held back by two narrow braids that started at his temples and secured his long hair in a pony tail. Silver threads gleamed in the braids. His skin bordered on bronze, and he was ripped. Seriously, beautifully, ripped without looking like he spent hours in the gym. What was a guy like that doing in a place like the Golden Wing?

If you had the money, the Golden Wing accommodated any and all consenting adult interactions, regardless of species. Tuan's open-minded attitude cleared him a million and a half a week. A guy who looked like this one could have any woman he wanted with one flex of a pectoral. Flex the other and his beauty of choice would do any kinky thing he wanted. Mr. Gorgeous walked toward the reception desk camera. His   eyes were a freakish pale amber. She'd never seen eyes quite that color.

"Can I help you?" the receptionist asked.

The man gestured and a flash of yellow light filled the screen. When it died down, the blonde was face down on the counter. Scarlet blood oozed around her head and dripped onto the floor. On screen, Tuan shouted. Six of his enforcers rushed into the lobby.

West paused the video and pointed his laser pen at the screen. "No need to identify him," West said, centering the light on Tuan's forehead. "But this—" the light shifted to the bare-chested major god who was, it seemed, a deranged killer "—is our DX. Demon of unknown origin." Hell sat up. "For the uninformed in the room, Hell, he's been identified as a Bak-Faru demon."



School Bites by Jade Lee
 

Chapter 1
 
"To a wise man, every day is a new life."
 
The screams reached her first. Toni Freedman was just putting the chalk swoop into the last letter of her morning inspirational quote when she heard teeny-bopper squeals become alarmed jeers. Within moments a full-out riot of noise crashed into her little special ed classroom on the second floor. She was already running down the stairs when her walkie-talkie sounded "Cafeteria incident" in its garbled, dark tones.

She slowed briefly as she waded through a crowd of lunchroom staff and kids. At a short 5' 2", many of the on-lookers were larger than her, but what she lacked in stature, she made up for in attitude. She was the adult here, the teacher, and the woman trained to take down either of the three boys mixing it up on the floor. Of course, a little back-up would be nice, but when had that ever arrived on time? In truth, she was supposed to wait for help. Her training told her to "monitor the situation" until at least two other staff members helped her take control—one for each kid. To hell with training. She wasn't going to sit on her hands while two kids were pummeling a third.

As she pushed through the last of the crowd, she mentally categorized the incident. Gang-related: the somebodies against the somebody-elses, spurred on by some girls with affiliation to whatever. The particulars didn't really matter. Here at Crimson City's most challenged middle-school, violence happened when pre-teens jockeyed for social position. Add in hormones and post-holiday yuck, and tempers ran hot.

She entered the fray as two black kids took aim at a mixed latino/black—Victor Somebody, a relocated Katrina victim. The lunchroom teachers were doing their best to clear the room, but like her, they were vastly outnumbered. And everyone–including herself–had been trained to not step into the middle of a fight. It was just too dangerous, especially in vamp, werewolf, and demon-infested Crimson City.

She blocked a blow from the nearest kid, only to watch as the big one—Kumars Gray, aka hoodlum trash–planted a fist in Vic's face. Blood spurted from Vic's nose, and he howled in pain as the impact dropped him onto his butt. Toni lunged forward, body-checking Kumars before he could draw back for another blow. Ugh, was Kumars wearing body armor or something? It was like ramming into a solid wall, and no way could that pudgy body be that solid.

She bounced off Kumars, but still managed to throw him off his attack. He stumbled backward with a whoosh of Cheetoes-laced breath—yuck!—and caught a flash of commando-like body armor beneath his tee. Great. Hoodlums with body arm. Just what was called for in middle school.

Meanwhile Kumars's cohort was moving in. She could tell from his angle that he was getting ready to kick and she pivoted, trying to block the blow. She already knew she was too late, but hope springs eternal in a fight. She saw the kick land onto...nothing.

Vic wasn't there. He'd leapt up from the floor with another unholy roar. Thankfully, she was already in position to block him back down. So long as she kept herself between Vic and the thugs, things would decelerate. She took a knee in the belly, but had been braced for that. Same for the blow to her shoulder. At least she was larger than little Vic and he didn't have any armor on. Plus he was off balance, so she could press him back down onto the floor, pinning him on his back with all her slight weight. It was safest for everyone if she kept her body on top of his because Kumars and company wouldn't hit her.

Vic didn't understand that, of course. All he knew was that someone else was flattening him, and the kid released another bellow—damn he was noisy–while he squirmed like the very devil beneath her. Out of the corner of her eye, Toni saw her back—up arrive, quickly restraining Kumars and his buddy.

"Calm down!" she grunted. Vic was just slippery enough to throw her off, and—

She felt the sharp pain of a bite on her arm. Her reaction was automatic. The only way to break a bite was to shove your arm deeper into the kid's mouth. It forced his jaw open enough to break free. Except damn, this kid's mouth was big.

Only then did she realize that his body felt longer than before, shaped more lean and more hairy. She turned to look at Vic's face, her heart dropping straight into her stomach. Ah, hell.

Werewolf. And her arm was dripping blood from his bite.
 
§ § §
  
cover.jpeg
FHHI SHER

“A HUMDINGER THAT WILL HAVE YOU
BITING YOUR NAILS. | LOVED IT."
-READER TO READER REVIEWS






