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Chapter One

Looking out over the crowded hall, Miri  d Physics Professor Miri Reynolds, PhD,
thank you very much 0 scanned the restless crowd as they murmured and chatted
among themselves. It was a familiar, almost comfortable sound. Easily her most
popular lecture, Physics and Metaphysics was almost guaranteed to bring out a crowd,
and also to bring out a certai nftemesit yés t he
students.

Not she minded much. She liked their more open minds, although sometimes they
were just a little too open, she thought with an inward smile.

Her colleagues in the Physics department hated the lecture its topic and its
popularity. The Head o f the Department, Martin Constantine, constantly railed about it,
but Miri had &lcwayxs iladamialheaseliver s e

She drove Constantine crazy. The thought of it, picturing his face, made her grin.

Given the popularity of the lecture, though, to her surprise she discovered that for
once she was having trouble keeping the attention of the female students, and even
some of the male, all of whom kept glancing toward the tall, broad -shouldered man
standing half in and half out of the s hadows at the back of the hall.

To tell the truth Miri was having somepr obl ems t here herself an:
try to deny it. He was gorgeous. Just looking at him, she found she wanted to take him
somewhere and bounce on him for a while. A long while. It ha d been a longtime since
she had seen anything remotely that choice.

However much the man might have tried to be unobtrusive, to disappear into the
shadows, he would have been difficult to miss under any circumstance.

For one thing he was very tall, six foot five or six at the least, with muscles in those
broad shoulders, strong chest and taut abs clearly visible beneath a simple tight black t
shirt. A t-shirt clung to every line of his magnificent chest and tucked into black jeans
that might have been painted onto his hips and tight ass. There was no doubt of the
muscle, it showed, too, in his bared arms. Now that was a gun show she could truly
appreciate. He was definitely well -armed, she thought with a silent giggle . His long legs
seemed to go on faever, ending in a pair of well -worn boots.

Add to that, though, was a harshly beautiful, almost cruel face that would have
looked right at home carved out of granite on some ancient temple wall, or on a statue
in an exotic faraway land. H is sharp, stern and chiseled featureswere the visage of an
ancient God or King, or the temple guardian, a warrior of some kind. His cheekbones
were high, his nose long and absolutely straight, eyebrows arching high and perfect
above deeply slanted eyes. His mouth was lush, beautiful. She craved a nibble along his



slightly full lower lip. Long hair, a deep glossy black touched with silver, was secured
at the nape of his neck.

All that was missing was the magic sword in his hands, a sword wit h runes carved
down its length, those powerful muscles flexing as he wielded it.

It was far too easy to picture herself with her body pressed against his long, lean,
well-muscled form like some romance novel heroine, to slide her hands beneath his
tight t-shirt to the warm skin and firm muscle beneathit. A rush of heat went through
her, her nipples going taut and her pussy flexing, going damp just at the thought.

She sighed.

As the girls in her classes would have said, the man was definitely a hottie,
absolutely and exotically beautiful . He also radiated sex to the point even Miri had to
suck in a breath and resist the urge to fan herself.

For a moment their eyes met, her beatinthdt t he m
simple glance that shot straight to her core, to dampen her panties and harden her
nipples even further. She also caught a glint of humor in those dark eyes, an awareness
of her attention at some deep level and his knowledge of her appreciation for the view
he offered her.

Her body seemed to go white-hot in an instant, at both the shot of sex and the
surprising flash of humor. She loved a man with a sense of humor.

And there was that sculpted face, thatincredible body.
Ridiculous. Amanlike hmwoul dndt g ittoa musty achdemicdike her.

With a soft private chuckle, Miri cleared her throat, scanning the room as she set
up, waiting for the last of the stragglers to find their seats, trying to keep her eyes from
drifting to the back of the room and the handsome, impossibly sexy stranger.

Her amusement and good humor disappeared in an instant as she caught sight of
themanwhostoodj ust to the side bel ow ¢titheratteattieege. Sh
or humorous at all.

Jonathan Hargrove.

She remembered theday Hargrove had appeared at the door of the tiny closet the
University liked to call her office .

A tall man i although the stranger at the back of the hall would have made even
him seem smallii Hargrove was balding, thin almost to the point of emaciation, wi th
hawk -like features and black eyes as flat and dull as a piece of coal.

oDr . Reynol ds?6 he had said, his voice surpl

o0Yes?d she had r e p loifieddhjm adherldoor tSheerarglyuhadz | e d
visitorswer endto Gamflf .hel p you?54d



OActuall vy, per haphe had sa,aas if dofdrripg op ben a hajor
favor, offering her his card but not his hand, 0 My name i s Jonat han F
represent the Prometheus Corporation and we w

Startled and somehow already a little p ut off by him and his superior attitude fi this
wasndt somet hi ng tdvaydayfhalpe ediedindto breow how to
what he really wanted, so Miri had just gestured him to go on.

0As the acknowl ed g edof ghysige myt conmpany, Yroroetheus i e |
Corporation, would like to hire you, starting immediately, to come work for us. The
contract would be for one year. The pay is on

Well.
Sitting back, Miri had folded her hands and looked at him.

There was no need to consider it. Shehad graduated Summa Cum Laude and
valedictorian, at the very top of her class, and her research had had more than a few
corporations hammering at her door, offering exorbitant salaries. Some to equal this
one.

0 N o, . Hifrgrove. | chose to teach so as not to work in the corporate world. Too

many | eave the academic world for the Oreal d
University offers me a great deal otbtelltet i t ude
truth , despite Constantine. 0 | do not choose to have my wor
corporate pathway. Please tell your boss or bosses, thanks, but no thanks

OYoudre turning down a million dollars?d he

Mi r i had | ookandWhattin theiworld wauld | do with it? | have
everything | need and | & mthdmdremmpneyowhave,lthel ov e .
more you tend towasteiton t hings you dondt need. 6

0OYou have substantial student debt, 6 he sai

oFar | egs Itham a@ollars, 6 she replied, oand

make me want to enter the corporate world. o

She had watched it eat up her father, chew him up as casually and carelessly as a
lawnmower and then spit him out at age fifty -five, taking away his whole reason for
being, his existence, his definition of himself. Hedd been a brilliant m
died that day, although he had lived for a many more years. Him and the bottle.

It still pained her.

oOYoudre young yet, 60 Haildong yow eeputation Werking d osti
for us would gain you prestige, some degree of presence, respectability, in your chosen
field. o6



0 Mr . Hargrove, 6 she had said, quietly, owha:
N or the O? You can keep talking but the answer will still be the same. Or | can call
secr ity and have you escorted out?56

Hargrove had then tried to go over her head to the Dean, offering him a substantial
amount of money for the University to 6convin

It had fallen to Miri then t o tell the Dean what she had told Hargrove, to threaten to
quit and go elsewhere if he pushed it, therefore denying them the money either way.

Contrary by natur e, when pushed she tended
being pushed.

Unfortunately, it was a public | ecture, t hough, SO0
kicked out, butthe man®é s p r ersettledcher.

I'da)

She turned away from him and returned to setting up the projection, light and
sound equipment. Talking with the students who waited below, she gl anced once more
to the back of the hall, and the preternaturally handsome man who stood back there as
a balm to her agitation.

The view certainly improved.

At first as Ashtoreth walked into the lecture hall he thought the young woman on
the stage chatting and laughing with the students standing below was a graduate
student there to help the professor.

For one thing she was quite young.

To his pl eas ureofthe skinmy bloodlsss viomen dis people had seen
so much of since they returned to this plane of existence, their eyes vacuous, dis and
un-interested in anything. One of those women who had beauty and body, but no
thoughts, no emotions, nothing behind their mask -like faces, powdered and perfect,
flawless in a way nothing human should be, their smiles stiff and unnatural. It had
stunned him to discover some had breasts made of plastic while others injected
chemicals into their faces to keep away what character and emotion imprinted there.

Women who on one hand had either acceded to the demands society and the media
put on them to conform, to starve themselves, or pretended they ignored it. In either
case there was no passion, no joy in them.

Unfortunately, such women sought him out in droves, but in truth, they were so
cold, so calculated, they disturbed him on some intrinsic level he did not quite
understand. In a way they reminded him too much of the plastic mannequins in the
store windows.

Or the chronically obese, squeezing into clothes far too tight for their bodies. Or a
thin ascetic academic, with black rimmed glasses and dowdy clothes.

And then she looked up, her gaze scannedthe hall, and Ash froze.



This girl was lovely, true.

She wasdefinitely beautiful in a purely natural way, in the way only intellige nt
women were beautiful. It was in her alertness, in the curiosity in her striking eyes.

But it was those eyes that caught him.
They were the eyes of a seer, mysticalmagical eyes, longlashed and lovely.
His breath caught to look at her.

She had unfashionable curves for this time , real curves, and brilliant, abundant red-
gold hair that fell nearly to her waist. Her breasts were high, rounded, beautifully
displayed in the crossed neckline of the light green silk d ress she wore, the pretty dress
highlig hting those glorious eyes while also making the most of truly spectacular legs
that made a deliciously tight ass of themselves. She was just a little thing, somehow
bringing out the possessive, protective side of him in an instant.

But those eyes.

Long red-gold lashes framed eyes of a startlingly pale green, flecked with shots of
sparkling gold, all set in a heart-shaped face dusted lightly with golden freckles.

Something about her eyes, her face, andher incredible body called to him.
His own body tightened instinctively.

Looking at her, if his mission hadnodt MAshemighthave vi t al |
persuaded himself to stay for a few days to explore a little more. To his astonishment he
had to fight the instinct to approach her, knowing the risk simple contact offered. Just
the sight of her though, had a surprisingly strong effect on him.

It was important, even vital, he learn what he could here or else he would have
stayed for more reasons thanjust this sudden and strong attraction to the | ovely woman
on the stage. There was so much to learrhere in this place, so much he had missedover
the yearsand he loved a good debate. Nothisbr ot her s coul dndt offer t
there were different voices, different minds, new perspectives. Somet hi ng he hadi
known for many years.

Then the pretty girl stepped up to the pod ium with certain authority, a sense of
self-possessionand he realized with a shock who she wasfi Dr. M. Reynolds, the very
woman he had come to see

Here was no dowdy intellect ual, but a beautiful, shapely, and surprisingly young
woman. A very attractive woman, who already somehow called to him, attracted him.

Suddenly this adventure, however desperate and necessary,had become much less
of a trial.

Given the subject matter, Ash had expected an academician as he had known many
of them to be from his distant youth , tall, thin and gawky, or short and portly. He
certainly hadnot expected her to be |l ovely a



serious, and she was,b u t h e h ectka thet glints ofphumor that brightened her
glorious pale green eyes and curved her pretty mouth.

Nor had he expected the jolt went through him each time he looked at her. His
entire body seemed aware of her, every inch of her, and not just sexually, although he
definitely responded to her in that manner, but also on every level, heart, soul, mind,
body and spirit.

Even less did he expect her voice would be a sexy, throaty contralto that sent
shivers through him. His cock stood up at attention, taking immediate notice, making
his jeans uncomfortably tight. Surreptitiously he adjusted himself.

She tapped on the microphone lightly.

oHlel o, | adies and gentl emen, | 6 nas e laoked s s or |
out over the lecture hall, o6and | &1 | be presenting this | ect
A two topics generally considered to be polar opposites to and of each other. But not by
me . To answer the obvious questions first,
professoréd She had graduated high school at
cour ses, received her bachelords degree at s

doctorate at nineteen. Seveneen had been a remarkable yearin many ways as, to her
astonishment,s he had al so suddenly gone from ugly dt
yes, |l am qualified, and while I dm not vain,

She had been askedhe last often enough for it to be embarrassing.

There were disappointed groans from some of the men and chuckles from the some
of the others attending.

Music, uplifting and inspiring, swelled softly in the background.
OHere is the heaatnuof shdl IparaphesinglSiakespeane

for you Philisnhnbwest@hdTtHdenét ankheavermand eartht hi ngs
Horatio,t han exi st i n your philosophyo. Nofamly mor e
is the universe stranger than we imagine, it is stranger than we cani magi ne o . And é

6 On ceusad to think that if we knew one, we knew two, because one and one are
two. We are finding out we must learn a very great deal more about ‘andd . 06

Her wry delivery evoked a few appreciative chuckles from the audience.
Miri smiled.

0OAs some of you may know, ithnere@ark sose particlesve hav
so small the very act of observing them changes their behavioré 6 Heads nodded.
there is a theory psychics are all charlatans simply because the very act of describing
what they see changes the behavior of the organismthey address. Or because they
cannot predict random chance any better than a physicisti who by the way cannot
predictiteitherinor the fall of the die, or the numbe:!

People begn to sit up and pay attention.



As did Ashtoreth.
This was turning out to be more than just a little bit of a surprise.

Knowing the current culture, what this society believed about s uch things, he had
expected this to be somewhat of a diatribe, a dissertation decrying anything remotely
connected to Omagicbo. Yet he had come becaus
leading expert on what his people called the ethereal planes, and what physics
described as time and space theory.

Hearing hernow hear t ened hi m. Maybe he was on the
certain this Professor Reynolds could help him in his quest.

oWhich is the <charlatan?, 6 Miri c psychici nued,
works, so we dismiss them, nor yet can we describe how or why the Big Bang occurred,
and yet we dogdt di smeasttmast of us sane r at

She looked out over the audience with a mischievous, engaging grin and As hd s
heart shifted a little.

0That is what this lecture is about, thinki
learning to think in new ways. Thati s t he definition of metaphys:

Behind her, the images on the screen shifted and changed.

O0For er Aimewlears back a young girl needing a science experiment for a
school project went to her father & a respected scientistd for a suggestion for something
to do. He projected one most scientists were struggling with, a simple way to remove
the carbon we are pouring into the atmosphere. Unhampered by complicated notions,
she conceived an experiment that consisted of an air pump from a pet store, a test tube
and a single chemical. Where all the big scientists had faleds he succeeded. 6

She paused.Smiledwryly.0 How si mpl e. 6

OWe can conceive of the idea of string theo
of interrelated plates, each unique and individual, layered one over another. Sounds a
little like predestination to some, unless you understand the theory. But there is also
another equally valid theory that time consists of multiple possibilities or branches, and
each of them hares off in their own direction, the onl y constant being the sentience who
experiences that as their reality, whil e tho
others. Given that, why is it so hard to conceive there might be individuals who might
be able to 6seed or Oteseptieerparteulac mih you droomn,eandb r anc h
some who might actwually be able to step throu
was it Arthur C. Clarkesaidial t hough hedd probably be very ¢
comparisonii 6 Any suf fici ent hnplogy aigl virgistingeishablet &am
magic. 8?60

OAndwhat i s magic after all? Something we <ca
boundaries of myth and magic, and try to show you new ways to think, to
experienceé . 0



That, and what she had said before,were the reasors Ashtoreth was here. Suddenly
he had more than a little hope.

Given the importance of his quest, he needed whatever hope he could find.



Chapter Two

Mi r i hadnot téaloextqaardinarigyn harid$ome stranger standing in the
back of the roomfi that would have been impossiblefi nor had she missed him
detaching himself from the shadows to thread between the students, his long legs
eating up the distance between himand her.Unl i ke t he wusual peemcept:
to come down to size as he approached,no, the sheer sizeof him only seemed to
increase as he drew closer.

He had to be six five, six six at the very least, his shoulders broad, the muscles in his
chest sharply defined beneath the t-shirt.

The girls were shooting melting looks at him as he passed themand giggling
among themselves. Not Miri could blame them, as he drew closerthe man looked even
more gorgeous than he had at a distance. He not only radiated sex, he practically
glowed with it, so intensely Mir i found herself responding to it instinctively, her breasts
and nipples aching, her pussy growing wet.

Up close his eyes were a brown so dark as to be nearlyblack, but with glints of gold
and, she thought, redfi but was probably a trick of the lightfi floating in them like
sparks. When his handsome sculpted face was still his features appeared intimidating,
even cruel, and there was a dangerous, predatory quality about him that spoke not of
threat but of skill. The muscles underneath his snug t-shirt were honed and he moved
lithely, like some big cati a tiger, or a panther, smooth, dark and sleek She found
herself feeling very like much like prey, a willing prey that longed to be devoured, as
his dark gaze was directed and very much focused on her.

His face, his body, the way he carried himself, fascinated her.

The sheer strength in his body, the straightness of his back, the economy of
movement, they all cried warrior to her.

But that face.

It was so very like the chiseled features of some exotic and anciert warrior god,
carved from some obdurate stone, harsh and forbidding, even stern. Those dark slanted
eyes were incredible, piercing.

As the girls would say, he was a hottie, but he was an intense hottie.

The students departed in a flurry, some of the girls covering their mouths as they
glanced backat him and giggled.

Miri fought a similar impulse. Just looking at him, she wanted to say, take me,
ravish me.

Instead, she greeted him with a smile as she slung her laptop case over her
shoulder and walked toward the stepsdown from the stage.



Ash moved through the crowd, very much aware of the eyes on him. That
attraction was as much a part of his nature as his height, as the color of his skin, but
only one here attracted him, and that was the woman on the stage.

This mission was important and he did not forget it, duty and honor were bred into
him, blood, sinew and bone, but this woman with her ethereal, otherworldly eyes, her
bright intelligence and her incredible body, drew him as no other had. The closer he
came to her, the strongerthe draw was. Already his body responded, his cock stiffening
in his jeans.

He watched as she leaned over a littlefrom the staget o answer a studentd
while she gathered her things, holding back her brilliant hair with one graceful hand,
smiling, her smile lighting up those lovely and ethereal seafoam eyes. There were
glints of golden sunlight in those eyes, like the sun reflected through an ocean wave,
depthless and beautiful. Incredible.

His heart turned over once again.

The students departed and he followed her as she slung her laptop case over her
shoulder, and moved toward th e stairs at the edge of the stage. She walked gracefully in
heels that emphasized the curve and shape of her lovely legs.

Automatically , Ash lifted a hand to steady her down the narrow steps, watching
the graceful way she moved, the skirt as it floated around those legs. Up close, her
shapely body was even more enticing as the pretty dress shifted over her full breasts,
nipped in to the curve of her waist. He caught a touch of her scent, fresh, a breath of the
sea and island flowers. A shot of lust touched him so strongly he could feel his cock
twitch against the zipper of his jeans.

OProfessor ReadmwoA dvse,rdy Asnit eresting | ecture. 6

His voice was deep, low, as seductive as dark chocolate, as warm as fine whiskey,
and it went through Miri the same way, sending a rush of heat spiraling through her. A
hint of some unfamiliar accent tinged his words, exotic, enticing.

Her breath seemed to clog in her chest

Inclining her head with a smile, and trying not to melt just being close to him, Miri
took the offered hand. Her own closed around it, his grip strong but not painful as he
steadied heré h elearlyhad not hing to proveé

He smiled and the harshness of his features lightenedinstantly , softened, changing
his face utterly. It was beautiful, that smile, warm, his dark eyes lit up. If anything, he
became even more beautiful, but engaging, too, and charming. Her heart caught,
tripped a little.

~

0 Mi & i sshia breathlessly.ol 6 m gl ad ¢ou | i ked it

Shedd been aware of hi nsteppedoount ofthe ghadowsrhadnt h e
unconsciously tracked his movement through the lecture hall. 1 n al | her | ife s



had such an instant attraction to a man. She had only a moment to think his hand was
so warm as their hands met, claspede

A stunning, almost electric jolt of knowledge, of vision, shot through her the instant
their hands touched, closed. Instantly and instinctively, Miri tried to fight it, to close off
what she saw, to shove it back in a near panic. Not here, not now.

It was too much though even for her, though, a mix of pure psychic vision, a
recognition on some level she did not understand and pure unadulterated sex. It
staggered her, battered her silent. A thousand images exploded through her mind, all of
them impossible, yet undeniable. Her Sight was never wrong.

Her hand locked around his, feeling as if it had fused there.

All unexpectedly, a similar shock went through Ash as their hands met, hers small,
slender and agile, a brilliant bolt of pleasure racing through him at the moment their
hands touched.

In that instant, in that frozen moment in time, he knew exactly who Miri Reynolds

was, and what she woul d be somethindh henhédd mevert i me é p

expected, had given up believing would be possible for him centuries before. That was
something for his brothers. Hope suddenly shimmered, impossibly, yet the perhaps
was the terrifying part.

This woman, whether she knew it or not, was his true mate, his match.
Every part of him went automatically into prote ctive mode.

In shock Ash watched those beautiful, brilliant , ethereal green eyes brighten and
yet somehow deepen, her pupils contracting until they were pinpoints . Her gaze was
suddenly bottomless, mystical, as deepand full of mystery as the ever-changing seas of
his childhood . Those eyes could swallow you up, pull you down into the endless green
depths of them. It would be like drowning, sweet, soft, and pleasant.

Ash almost shivered to see it, ashe knew that numinous gaze of old.

Hers were the eyes of the moon, of the sea between the starsAseer 6 s ey e s,

of an Oracle.
Ash went still.

I n her mindds eyes Miri could see two
extraordinarily beautiful man standing before her, the other even more beautiful,
heartbreakingly, pr et er nat u Bhelhhdyan snpréssion of enormous wings
arching, spreading around himé o f  $wbrd of her earlier imaginings drawn from its
scabbard at his hip, raised two -handed as he set himself to protect to defend. That other
self was so strong, so proud, determined, a warrior, defender, protector, it was bred in

of

blood and boneé Mor e i mages streamed through her

drowning in them .

t

h ¢



In his other form he seemed so much taller, his skin the color of banked coals,
gleamed a deep red with shimmers of gold that slid beneath and through it like
sunlight through flame. Lovely. Bared to her Sight, the power of his body was
unmistakable, the muscles of his chest and arms strongly defined , his abs taut. There
was power in that form, in his gorgeous body. He had horns, and a tail that lashed
lithely around and behind him. He radiated sex, andthepromi se of f ul fi

Heat roared through her, need, want and desire raced like the incoming tide as her
body reacted instinctively to the closeness of his presence, to the warmth of his handin
hers, to the beauty of him, of his body.

I | men

Wings, horns, so beautifulé She burnedée

She clutched at his hand all the more tightly, seeking an anchor against what she
saweé as she foughtt he vi si ons that threatened to
not inthisplace,i f someone saw, iIf they | earned?©é

Dazed, Mi rWh dodédVnat ey edoyou?596

over w
shedd

Those words were like a daggerto Asht or et hds heart. No ot hers

so deep. Hestiffened out of long habit.

0l dm not a thing, 6 he said, tightly, sharpl"

The imagesin his mind burst through hers , hammered at her, the blows harsh.

A village. Soldiers tore through it, savaged those within it. They hacked, slashed
with their swords , cut at the women and children as they tried to flee. Slaughtering,
they set cottages aflame cut down those who tried to escape and those who tried to
defend.

He was so young in the visions, this man, magnificent, furious and despairing as he
rode to defend. His swords spun around his hand s, his knees tight around the horse, so
much like her first imagined image of himé

Miri blinked, startled once again at the name, as she recgnized it.
0OAs in the demon Ashtoreth?0
His awareness of her was too deep, too sharp.It pierced him.

Only the priests of old, the ones who had tortured him, tormented him, had ever
referred to him that way, as a thing, a creature, something else, something other, athing
to be hunted down, tormented, tortured and then slaughtered like a mad dog. Coming
from Miri Reynolds, those words stung all the more sharply t han h e & dthey
could after so long.

To his shock, she jolted, and shook her head as if to deny what she saw, those sea
foam eyesstunned, shocked.

Suddenly Miri could See it, could see him, Ashtoreth, and she nearly cried out in
horror at hi s ghaned)#entand bosvedevithiwhatrthey did to him é

hought



Her eyes burned wit h unshed tears.

That magnificent body , bound to a frame, stretched within it , bowed beneath the
lash of both magic and whip, the one holding him helpless as the other traced a line of
fire across his back to match the dozen or more that had gone before it. His skin tore,
the whip leaving a trail of blood across his strongly muscled back. She could feel the
burn of it almost as if it fell across her own. His eyes flashed with fury, with despair ,
brilliantly gold flecked with sparks of fire, his jaw locked a gainst the agony that cut
through him like a knife. No matter what they did to him, he would not say the words
they wanted him to say, he would not confess to such, not and condemn his brothers to
an even worse fate than this.

They would use knives on him as well, and burning coals, those dark-cloaked pious
priests, steel and fire burned him, the iron of the shackles that bound him another
agony all their own.

He knew what hi s ud be bouadtteea cfossupside wews éand
burned even as he hung.Yet even in the face of thatterrible fate a part of him wanted to
die, yearned for it, for an end to it.

It was suffering and horror, an agony of both body and soul.
His pain tore at her.
Ol dm sMirrwlyi, per ed. RlSeoa sseo,r rfyéér gi ve meé

Her face had gone aspale as milk, the golden freckles stark against the paleness,
and her eyes were hugein her triangular face, the green shifting as the visions moved
through her. All trace of the sparkles of sunlight were gone, lost in the void of what she
Saw.

Stunned, Ash steadied her as helooked into those bottomless eyes
He had thought this kind of magic gone from this world.

Like the oracles at Delphi, Miri Reynolds was a Seer.

A seer.

What was it then she saw with those depthless green eyes,in those dark shadows
that moved deep within like sharks to devour her soul, to blot out the light in them ?

He thought about what he had been thinking the moment after they touched, her
inadvertent words as she Saw him for who and what he truly wasf startling enough to
her who thought his kind a myth i and the pain of them searing through him. Bringing
with it the memories.

Ash winced, swearing softly and bitterly , knowing now what it was she was Seeing
with those celestial eyes

Deliberately, swiftly, he closedoff the memories, shut them away.



In desperation, Miri reached out, bracing herself against him, against the solidness
of his chest, her hand closing over the strong curve of pectoral muscle hard beneath her
hand. Automatically, h er fingers spread to span it a nd ¢ o uahddthedsudden
physical sensation of him nearly as overwhelming as the psychic.

A shot of heat, of pure lust, went through her.

More images shot through her, of this man with his hands on her, his body raised
above hers as herbody arched in pleasure beneath him, his long, thick cock buried deep
inside her as she writhed, crying out her glory .

Suddenly all the planes, all the possibilities, spread out before her Sight like a
monstrous hand of cards in a broad fan, this moment in time a nexus, a pivot point i
travel this path and disaster would follow , this pathédeath and de
onee

Potentialities fanned out before her, spreading, branching off, no one path clear.
A shuddering breath escaped her.

Those seafoam eyes looked up, lost, drowning in visions.

0Hel p mwhisperes bvenas Ashwould have released her.

It was the one appeal he could not deny, would not, not knowing what saw, what
she was andwould someday be to him.

oYes, 6 he said.

0l See \beathed)lookimgelpintohiseyes.01 See you. 0
Those beautiful ethereal green eyes focused on him andher pretty mouth went soft.
Shedid see him, shesaw him in truth, as he was.

There was a certain relief in that, she saw him for what he was so clearly. Sheknew
him for who and what he was. But there was a part of her that needed confirmation
what she was seeing was true. There were many with her gifts who had been labeled
mad. And some who had gone mad because of them.

His heart caught at the need there and his breath at the beauty of her, and then he
nodded.

Looking up at him, Miri saw his dark eyes shift, begin to glow a deep luminous
gold, like looking into the heart of a fire, shimmering sparks of flame danced through
them almost hypnotically .

oSobeautoful é
It was, and so was he. Her breath caught.

Real. He was real.



There was a beauty to his soul, a cleanness, a purity of soul of purposelt resonated
within her as his deep voice resonated in her bones, beneath her breast.

A shuddering sigh whis pered from her.

Those celestial eyes looked up atAsh, the dark red-gold lashes framing them as her
pretty lips parted on a breath of wonder.

It caught at him, that look. Wonder, not fear, not horror. Wonder. Amazement.
After all the centuries of hate and fear, that look nearly destroyed him.

She knew him, knew what he was, what he had been, and she looked a him with
eyes full of wonder.

To be seen so clearlylt shattered him.

Looking down at her Ash felt the sudden sharp need to take her soft mouth with
his, to taste the sweetness of it to feel her lips moving against his. With an effort he
fought the urge to touch her cheek, to feel her soft skin beneath his fingers. He wanted
to draw her tender body against his, to feel her hips cradle his own, to feel her against
the hardness of him.

Miri s aw something in his face change, those glowing eyes warming, heating. There
was something in his eyes. Those harsh, stern features softened, easedBeneath her
handsii now clutched on his strong forearmsii she ould feel his muscles tighten,
drawing her alittle bit closer. His skin was so warm.

Reaching up, shewas about to touch his cheek.

0 E x ¢ us @ manssaidy harshly, giving Ashtoreth a glance that both dismissed
him and warned him to leave. Imm ediately. Something Ash had no intention of doing.
o | need to speak to Miss, uh, Dr ., Reynol ds
need to speak with me.Now. Al one. 6

That oddly high voice was unmistakable. Miri knew that voice all too well.

Ash restrained a snarl, both possessive and defensive, struggling to keep his
betraying fangs retracted, shifting his eyes back to normal.

He h a d n &sted timd earlier e x ¢ h a n g e displédsure ivebysevident her body
stiffening when she had looked at this man, both then and now.

There was more than a slight air of threattot h e  mseemingly benign words,
which both Ashtoreth and Miri Reynolds picked up. Shestraightened warily, her hands
tightening on his arms a moment before releasing them.

Instantly, Ashtoreth bridled in instinctive response his eyes narrowing and his
hackles going up, going into defensive mode, every muscle suddenly taut.

Stil . He di dnodét know his place here.

Ashtoreth | ooked at Miri. oDreavR&eynol ds, wo



He very much did not want to go, his own instincts clamoring in alarm at the idea.

Unless he was very much mistaken, the two men currently standing at the side
doors were also with this man.

That wasndét good.

Somet hing was going on hette@&i chedtdi dode waldler
Reynolds.

His Miri.

It was jarring, going from the visions, to that br ief moment when Ashtoreth had
nearly kissed her. And she him. Her body ached still, with need. And now t his.

This man was a plague on her.

Still, however jarring, she was used to dealing with it, to hiding what her visions
revealed and how they affected her.

0 N dAshtoreth,6 Mi ri said, quietly. OPlease stay. oo

Whatever el se, s he di dmMdttuntiveleerunderstaodmimoteo | e a v ¢
More about him, more about these feelings he roused in her. Feeling the need, the
longing, still moving through her .

And more about those visionsé
She shivered a little.

Unconsciousl vy, she | ai d appitgdhe strong musdes bft or et h
his forearm tightly.

Without a second thought, Ashtoreth nodded, ranging himself beside her, eyeing
the interloper narrowly.

Glancing up at him, Miri could see small shots of fire glimmering in his dark eyes.
A wiser man, meeting that fire-sparked gaze, would have left.

Hargrove had made two, no three, critical mistakes. The very first being his
insistence on talking to her when Miri had t
nothing else to say to him. The second had ben to trip over her title in a professional
environment.

In this room despite all else, her youth, her sex, she was Dr. Reynolds. No one knew
of the long hours of work it had taken to achieve those honors. She had worked hard for
each and every oneof them, putting in | ong hours in the library, doing research, serving
under others, writing papers, proving her theories.

The third mistake was in insisting she had to talk to him wh en she clearly did not
wish to.



There was a fourth, interrupting her, Ashtoreth and whatever had been happening
between them.

oNo, Mr . Hargrove, youdre mist ak ehowever, Mi r i S
need to laeadyg@i vé®vyeou my answer . o0

0ltds you who are mistaken, Dr . Reynol ds, 0
power ful €0

oBul I'y f ojiri intehrupted, shortly, narrowing her eyes at him furiously .

0OThere are a number o fwhgcarostahdea si nwi tt mies slesi | did
that employer of yours wo n 0t appreci at e t henedativerplibliottyf atter
that will come from you being arrested by cam

Hargrove visibly paled.

It seemed her impression had been correct.

0Be cdr tneiam everything I say, 0 Miri sai d,
Mr . Hargrove. o
His face went still and flat, his eyes goingasblackand i nexpressive as a

That look chilled her to the bone. Miri went very still.

It was that look that did it, those eyes, so inhumanly cold é

Had she seen him in her Vision, too? There wassomé¢ hi ngéa memory. He
been in the forefront, but in the background.

As hard as she tried, though, she couldndot |

oYoudl I regret this, Dr . Reynol ds. ¢

Every instinct in Ashtoreth shrilled. There was danger here. There were too many
people, too many innocents who could be caught in the crossfire here and be hurt. He
took in every one of them, but primarily Miri Reynolds. Shewas his mission, and far
more, now. As much as he wished to deny it, it was for Miri herself now he would fight,
not just his duty, his responsibility. H e needed her too much wanted her with a fire and
passion henow knew he would feel for no other .

Now, knowing what he knew of her it also seemed more and more likely his people
needed hernearly as much as henow did.

Ash was still, waiting. He met the mands ha
show his awareness of the two men by the doors.

Something was very wrong.
There was more going on here than either he or Miri knew.

That would have to change, and quickly .



Miri faced the man down, sensing the danger in flinching, in exposing even one
sign of weaknessin the face of someone like him. Still, she was very grateful Ashtoreth
was beside her, his solid presenceat her side reassuring.

Those flat black eyes cutfrom her to Ashtoreth.

His eyes narrowing, Hargrove eyed him speculatively and a muscle in his jaw
twitched.

oVery wel l , Pr olHaegsogeosaid, tRreed ondik liesl and left.
Miriletoutabreat h. oWel |, that was unpleasant. ¢

She looked up at him seeing the fiery glow in his eyes. Every part of her body
seemed attuned to him, to the tension that remained in him.

OMore than unpl easant , Dr . Reynol ds, 6 Ash
although he more than wanted to say my Miri. She was not truly his, not yet.

Those paleethereally green eyes glowed softly as they looked up at him.

oMiri, Asht orgentlyhhydaysfragology for hdr,earlier words .
0Then call me Ash, dé he said, and traced the
himself.

Her skin was like silk, soft, a pale rose-gold dusted with golden freckles, the color
having returned to them and in spades with the piquing of her temper. Her ethereal
eyes glinted with frustrated fury.

Restraining a smile, Ash promised himself he would try not to make this woman
angry. Ever.

Directing her gaze to Hargroveds retreating
Hargrove gather his two men, the three of them departing through the first set of doors.

Miri went still, looked to Ash.

OWho is he?d6 Ash asked.

Frowning a Ilittl e, Mi r i s adisd,f rooHm ss onmaemec oirsp
called Prometheus. They wanted to hire me to do some research or something for them.
They offered me a great deal of money. Il turn
A chill went through Ash. olt cand6ét be a col

There was more danger here than he had thought, and Miri Reynoldsfi his Miri fi
was in the thick of it.

Puzzled, Miri looked at him. 0 Wh a t canot be a coincidence?56

With a sigh, Ash looked at her, then at the door through which Hargrove and his
men had exited.



Almost unconsciously, Ash tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, relishing the
feel of the silken strand running through his fingers. The need to touch her was now
ever-present.

ol came to talk to you aboutstenc® anrhowsphaeeor i e s
and time isaderact, 0 he

Even as he said it, in his mind he pictured some of the slides she had created for her
lecture. Suddenly a number of things fell together, those pictures, her talent, Hargrove
and his mysterious corporation, and suddenly Miri Reynolds became far more
important to his mission than just as a source of information. And as the key to his
hardened heart.

oOYou can see them, cxistehacedyou? The planes of
Ash didndt really have to ask, somehow he ki

Miri looked up at him, feeling a shiver of precognition move through her. It was
here. The time she had been waiting for was now.

Slowly, she letouta breath,| ooked up i nto Ashtorethds burn

oOYes. O



Chapter Three

The lecture hall was slowly emptying, voices filling it, the students and the curious
filing out slowly, talking, laughing, discussing and arguing. It was all shockingly

nor mal , g icwrenhstaik sflalérthess, awareness.
ol t canodt be a coincidence | am here and s
here, brought me to you,6 he said. oltds a | o

toleaveh er e, now. 0

The threat Hargrove offered was undeniable. Ash needed to get Miri somewhere
safe until they understood the situation better.

Mi r i |l ooked at hi m. ol candt . I have to get
l ock it down. 0
Since thecutbacks, maintenancedid ndt do j obs | i ke that anymo

Thinking about it, Ash nodded.

Perhaps it would be for the better. With the students gone, the parking lot empty,
there would be fewer innocent bystanders to risk being hurt , fewer witnesses if he had
to change, to shift, to use magic.

It was still far too dangerous to reveal the Daemonae had returned to the world
from the other plane. The Church still viewed them as anathema, and that atti tude had
become ingrained in it and the culture it had given birthto. Wi t n e s s inalfMertemt 6 s
words.

The Church was still dangerous. Any who thought the Church d i d sti#l have
hunters did not realize they also still did exorcismsii even though demons as they
referenced them did not exist.

Ifwordgot out é

Some things had not changed. He would not endanger his brothers without good
cause.

OAI'l right, 6 Ash conceded.

Catching some sense of As h 6 sMirucalgc to ¢he |, cl ap
stragglers.

oAl I right, peopl e, | utlhave any questiors] sog ey mup her e
of fice on Monday, I 61 | bethemobe than glad to a

This lecture was always held on a weekend, or else she was besieged before class.

With waves, they nodded as she turned to the inside doors to make certain they
were locked, Ash falling in beside her.



Finally they stepped out into the cool late fall air, the pale moonlight filtering
through the landscaping, silvering the trees and bushes that framed te walkway to the
lecture hall.

Ash stayed close at her side.

OWhedied you park?06 he asked.

Miri pointed in the direction of her car.

OAsh, iwhatt youdr e dayou thinkds ganfy ® happea?tThis is a

coll ege campus, | dm a professor here. é

Gl ancing at her , As h s avhodmay lielbehthd Hasgewer t he
&summoneddmy éf ri end, Asmodeuséfrom the other plan
mill ennia, hoping to return.é

He had no fear she would not understand. Of anyone, she understood better than
all.

That memory still pained him, and yet they had gained much from it, despite it all.
Asmodeus had found his Angel, and she had given him and them a place in this world
once again. To secure that, Ash would risk much.

But not Miri.
Nor would his brothers, or his Prince, ask it of him.
He scanned theparking lot.

oHargrove did not |Ilfi el @m épersonigche marinHargrdve 0
likely works for i Gordon Templetonii is as he statedquite powerful. So powerful he
dared to kidnap a Federal Agent from her apar

In his mi n d & she piggueed As mo d e u s Ofaisty rArgel ewith a fond mental
smile. She was a woman to be reckoned with,truly, as was the one beside him.

Miri staré&drdonhiTempbeton. 6

She knew Gordon Templeton or rather knew of him. Everyone did. More by
reputation than anything else. Wealthy financier, desperate self-promoter, dedicated to
the occult, especially the dark aspects ofit. Some found him charismatic. She found him
disturbing. I t wa s n 0 to picturefhimidaing alrhosttanything.

Ash nodded.
OWhat doesanyoft hat have to do with me?5¢

There was the sense of movement around them, of men closing in.If they could
reach hi s moAshdoubyed they &duld allow that.

0This man who Hargrove wo rks for used an ancient grimoire called the Book of
Demons to summon Asmodeus to this plane of existence, 6 A8 h d, oand trap h
magicci rcl e. To keep t he B oAodel threw d betwéea theringst on d s



of the circle, consigning it to one of the planes of existence.At the time, it was the only
alternative, but the Book is too dangerous to leave out there where Templeton could
perhaps summon it once again It now appears he is also actively searching for another
way to find it as well. So both he and we have come to you. The question is, does he
knowyou can see the other planes?5d

He did not mention, yet, that the Book had once been used to Summon him as well.
And what he had suffered for it. It was neither the time nor the place.

She | ooked at hi m, $tdbedotolsodhendi ngnowt e
much.6

The orange sodium vapor streetlights illuminated the parking lot, his motorcycle
and her car, clearly, both alone, with their harsh orange light.

Neither of them had p arked close, not anticipating a need for an emergency exit.
And while Ash could conjure the bike closer, the enemy was still all around them.

His motorcycle was closer, but not close enough.

o%ycl ose to me, Miri,6 he said.

oDondt worry about me startAdsabros®theparlengotai d, as t |
Apartof her still didndt believe it, still di

At least, not until the men in their black armor stepped out of the shadows, closing
in all around t h e m@rounding them.

With one arm, Ash swept Miri to his back, putting himself between her and the
intruders, but more were closing in behind them he knew.

There was no place safe.

OLetds do this easyr. Reymwldse o0of ybemdsabtd. wan
hurt, including yourself then just come with us quietly. 6

0Ash, 6 she said, softly.

OTheywowo take you, 6 he said, evenly, certain
Only over Ashds dead body.

Looking at the grim faces of the men, Mi r bré&ath caught. Fear shot through her.

Not for herself, for Ash.

Here foresight didndét help her. Thirthesee me wa
next few minutes, hours, days, weeks, would change the course of human history, but
there were too many variables for her to Seeher way clearly.

Only one thing was clearto her, Ash could die here.

0 A soélshe said, her breath shuddering in her breast. 6G o . I dondt want yo
hurt. o



ONo, 6 he said.

She nodded. He was a warrior, he could do and be nothing else. It was no more
than she had expected, but she had had to try

Looking from one hard face to another Miri knew t his was as real as itgot.

Most of these men carried weapons, Ash noted. By the way they moved, they were
professional soldiers, mercenaries, skilled in battle, and not just hired thugs. Another
sign Gordon Templeton was behind this.

It was unlikely they would shoot Miri, they wanted her too badly, but t hey wer
getting her without going through him first.

Far stronger than these in whatever form he wore, his Daemonae body could
sustain a great deal more abuse than most men, as the priests had found. However,
there was enough iron in those steel bulletsto do a lot of damage, both to this form and
his own natural one, if they lodged anywhere w ithin him .

He thought he might I&athem, firat, ancatygaih alitlemosee t t | e
advantage.

OMiri, 6 he sadgod,r wwhtem ry skaiyke. 0

It was faster than her car, more maneuverable, more vulnerable, too, but easier to
get onto and get moving.

She nodded.

With her hand against the solidness of his back, Miri felt the shiver of magic over
her skin, felt him begin to change, as armor came between her and the hard muscle
beneath her hand.

To her astonishment, great leathery wings unfolded from his back to each side,
spreading like the fingers of a hand, and a long tail curl ed around her, as if to assure
him she was still there, safe, behind him.

Startled, she turned her head to look at him over her shoulder, and her breath
caught, completely and utterly, in amazement.

Beauty didndt even begin to describe him, h
form, primal. Every part of her body reacted, her pussy clenching automatically in a
rush of pure lust, pure appreciation shooting through her at the sight of him in all his

glory.
He was still very tall, his silver-streaked dark hair caught back with a thong to
stream down from the nape of his neck past his broad shoulders. Armor covered his

entire body, even his face,a helmet with a skirt of linked mail covering and protecting
the nape and sides of his neck.

In his hands was the sword straight out of her fantasy, the wavy surface of the steel
rune-covered, his big hands clenched on the hilt of it, every muscle in his magnificent



bodyf those of his back and what she could see past the wingi rigid, clenched tight in
preparation for battle. His armor was the same color as his skin,a deep scarlet, but
minu s the shifting golden currents that ran beneath it. It covered every inch of him save
for his bare arms and legs.

The surprise of his shift was enough to startle those around them, taking them
aback for just one fatal second, and then Ash was moving. Swiftly.

Still, they had clearly been warned, they were not taken completely off guard.

A part of him almost thrilled to the joy of battle, were it not the situation was so
dire, i f so much di dndand kheevpaesmabitnumbered iOnte he was
certain he knew where Miri was, he moved. Two steps and then he spun, the sword
flashing to separate one of themen from his gun. Along with the hand that had held it.

Still there were a good number more of them than of him.
0Go, 6 he said.
For a moment, Miri could only watch him, incredulous.

He was fast, shockingly fast. He moved like a great cat, a tiger perhaps, powerful,
swift, precise, with no wasted movement, stunningly graceful and fluid. Now she truly
knew meaning of the phrase poetry in motion as Ash moved to the attack in that
precious moment of astonishment.

He moved like water flowing, like trees bending, his sword catching the moonlight
and seeming to flow like a wave, not stopping even as it cleaved through meta |, bone
and flesh. Blood sprayed, dark in the harsh orange lig ht. It was incredible to watch.

It didnoét take | ong for the other men to
they hadndt believed in demons before they

She shook herself and ran.

They opened fire, moving in. Their bullets hammered i nt o As h ®me orawomo r .

seared over his skin.
For all his speed, for all his skill, though, there were just too many of them.

Templeton was taking no chances, it seemed. Or Hargrove had called for help once
Ash had become part of the picture.

A glance over his shoulder as they closed sent a chill through him.

Miri.

Watching warily, Miri saw the men moving to intercep t her even as Ash fought the
others.

Shehad a surprise for them all.

Taking a breath, she ran, waiting for her moment, knowing what agony it would be
for Ash to see the men closing in onher, but she needed them close.

r
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Her hand in her laptop bag, she pulled it off her shoulder, running for her life , not
even bothering to hide from them the fear she felt as they closed in on her.

The wind was in the right direction.

In one motion, she sent her laptop bagwith the laptop in it flying toward one of the
men, even as she plled her other hand free to direct the burst of pepper spray into the
face ofanother, the one reachingwho was reaching for her. Even as he swore, furiously,
she dropped to her hands, her legs swinging around in a sweep, taking his out from
under him.

She had her own surprises to offer.
Caught off guard by her unexpected attack, he went down.

Even as she scrambled to her feet, she ducke and dodged away from another.
Trapping his arm as he grabbed for her in the crook of her own, she turned into his
motion as she threw her shoulder into it, using his momentum to keep his forward
momentum going, slamming him to the ground . He fell and went down, too, as she
leaped and spun into a flying back kick that took out the next.

The one thing tedwasafiglatdubndiher. e x pect

Her foot hit t h e mteelmét sarringly but it was still enough to knock him off
balance.

Ash, seeing another come at her from the corner of his eye, pun himself and took
that one with a quick slash of his sword.

For a moment his heart had chilled, seeing them close on hefi to lose her so soon
after finding her, it was his kind of luck fi and then she hadthrown the bag into the face
of one and attacked the next. To his gratitude and pride, she had attacked.

Pain burned in his arm where a bullet had pierced and across one thigh, but it was
not hopeless. Not now.

Their eyes met for just a second, his clearly surprised, and, she thought, quite
pleased.

She grinned, absurdly happy with herself.

OWhen youdr e ndBnearstneasltl eksitd ai n beltar bedablegto
fight, 6 she gasped, setting hersel f as
feat ur es . thénl Butd learnedd n 0 t

She had taken martial arts all her life and beenforced to use it a time or two.
It was good to know. He smiled.

Now , with them all out in the open he could chance the use of magic, and must, if
they were to have even a chance aescape. With a gesture, he gatheredhe lightning in
his hands and set it loose.



The parking lot li t up with blue -white light, arcing from one gun to the next, the
men holding them jittering as the muzzles of the guns rose to empty harmlessly into the
night sky.

Shifting to human form i a tail and wings being difficult to manage on a
motorcyclefi he swung on, starting it in virtually the same motion as he mounted it.
Miri scrambled up behind him. When her arms were wrapped securely around his
waist, he gunned it, shooting for the exit.

He had little doubt he would find it blocked before they reached it.
oNa,hat way, 6 Miri shouted, pointing to
With a nod, he turned the bike. She knew this place better than he.

They hit the bump of the curb hard but straight, Ash wrestling with the bike to keep
it going forward but then they shot down the narrow walkway through the trees into
the heart of the campus.

At this hour of the night, it was too late for the studiers, too early for the partiers,
and with the chill in the air, only the most dedicated students would be out.

They burst out into another parking lot, the orange glow of the sodium lights
illuminating them clearly. There was no help for it.

Steering for the exit, Ash gunned the bike, shooting out onto the narrow street
between the school buildings, taking the bike over the grass of one of the commons as a
car raced to cut them off. He burst out in front of it by inches. Few cars could ever come
close to the horsepower of this bike, it had been custom made just for him, the body of
composite materials stronger than steel, with the best engine they could find.

He left that car in the dust but another popped out ahead of them.

Dodging and darting past those who tried to intercept them, weaving the bike
through and around the cars, Ash headed for the open highway . There would be traffic
there, not much, but not stop signs or turns. It was a straight shot, he could open up the
bike there, use its speed and powerto their advantage.

Everywhere he turned, though, there was another car racing to try to cut them off.

Miri clung to him, her arms wrapped loosely around his waist, moving with him,
all too conscious of the hard muscles beneath her hands. Despite the outer cold, his
body radiated heat, keeping her warm despite the chill of the night.

They raced through darkness broken only by moonlight and streetlights, Miri
t r ust i n gskitl, dightarnsn@ Ides hands only slightly as one car came that fraction
so close shenearly felt the chrome brush her leg but Ash whipped the motorcycle
around it to shoot down the ramp and onto the highway.

Ash opened it up.



Chapter Four

Pain had | ong been a part of Ashds worl d,

had battered his armor and there were the numerous small wounds from ricochets, not
to mention the ones in his bicep and thigh, both of which still bled sluggishly. They had

to find a place to rest and soon. With the loss of blood, exhaustion from the fight, and
the use of magic, he wasvery nearly spent.

He dared not take them to a conventional hotel, motel or some such though. It was
fartoo easytofors o me one wi t h moreyand peweotomttask them to such a
place.

oWe wil |l have to sleep rough, 6 he said,

Against his back, Miri nodded wearily .

Rough didnot b ot herTheéfear hacd worntoffi but she snlefeltt .

jittery and unnerved.

Off an exit, Ash found a small deserted motel that still looked relatively clean, a
new For Sale signin front of the building , another propped in the office window . A
victim of the influx of newer chain hotels and motels at previous exits and the economy,
it had clearly just succumbed to its fate, the parking lot only a little clotted with weeds
breaking through the tarmac, curtains still in the windows, no glass yet broken.

Perfect.
It was late, still deep in the night.

Ash pulled around to the back of the building just in case they were searching, the
ancient dusk to dawn light in front still alight, casting the rear into deep darkness, and
rode into th e thicker shadows created by it and the moonlight.

The parking lot there was empty, too, occupied only by the great white bulk of a
tank of natural gas to the one side, like a whale in the darkness, slightly rusted with age.
Otherwise there was just the expanse of blacktarmac, the lines that had marked the
spaces faded with age.

It took only a kick, Ashods booted foot
the inner rooms on the second floor at the back of the small complex.

b

oV el

col

Miri could see nothing in the room but shadows and darker shadows at first, As hd s

body sensed more than seen, the warmth ofit a beacon of its own. She felt a flicker of
magic.

The room was musty, dark and dank from being closed up in the shadows of the
great towering pines native to this area, but a little magic would take care of that.
Looking around, the darkness no impediment to his enhanced sight, Ash nodded. It
would do well enough. He had enough magic remaining for what he needed. While he



had slept out beneath the open sky many times in his long life, when there was no need
tosuffer, he woul dnot .

And there was Miri.

With a gesture, he conjured up a few candles, scattering them around the room.
Another spell banish ed the vermin who might have taken up homesin the bedding and
beneath the carpet. Lastly, he summoned some of the bedding from his old quarters on
the ethereal plane, letting it settle over the musty mattress and rusting frame that
remained here soit would be suitably comfortable .

The candlelight lit the room warmly, softly.

Looking around, Miri shook her head in astonishment.

Magic.

0This is your idea of roughing it?06 she sai
All amusement fled.

In the dim light h is stoic expression showed nothing, but there was pain in him, it
was there in the way he stood. Blood still trickled from a wound in his arm and another
in his thigh. Small cuts and scratches were scattered over him. Those at least, had
stopped bleeding.

Both breath and heart caught.
0 A s Ishe@asped pained.

Stepping closer, Miri could clearly see the wound that had passed through one
biceps. It had to hurt like hell.

OAsh, my god, 6 she said, softly.

The breadth of his back was covered in scars,too, some clearly deep. Her eyes
burned, remembering her vision. Her throat tightened.

oltds nothing,6 he said, with a shrug. ol t \

They would. They pained him but he had taken worse, much worse, over the
centuries.

0OThere has t dcahdo. Magiowp some barglages. The least can do is
clean them and dress them. 6

He smiled a little. Magic up.

With a wave, he produced a small package of gauze bandages taken from his
house here on this plane As one of the Healers among the Daemonae there were times
when a simple dressing was far easier than magic, which cost energy. Or in those times
such as nowwhen the Healerii who could not heal himself i needed bandaging.

AS now.



Going into the bathroom i at least the water was still on, the motel must have only
shut down recently, or they were hopeful of a quick saleii Miri dampened one of the
bandagesand went back to clean A s hwosnd s.

It had been a long time since anyone had tended him as Miri did and never with
this tender care, not since his mother, when he had beenvery small.

Before they had killed her.
There was tenderness in Mirids touch.

For all the excitement and gunfire, for all her fear, her scent was still soft, smelling
of the sea and Miri. So close, he could not miss it as sheently cleaned the wound in his
arm. For all the pain if it, there was Miri and her soft scent.

Seatedon the edge of the mattresseshe had layered on the bed, he was justat eye
level with her, conscious and aware of her attention on him, of her sea-foam eyes
focused on the wound in his arm. Just her touch was enough for him, to send heat
coursing through him .

He studied her now while he had the chance, while she was so close, and so intent.

Save for those otherworldly eyes, she reminded him of a clever fox wit h that rich
red hair and those high cheekbones. Her nose was straight, her mouth perfect, neither
too thin nor too full. The candlelight flickered softly over her fine features, catching red
and gold highlights in the rich waves of her hair as it cascaded down beside her face.
The light was too faint for even him to see the light dusting of freckles over her nose.

To his eyes she was beautiful.

Aware of his regard, she turned her head to look at him sideways, and the beauty of
those celestial pale green eyes struck him nearly like a blow.

His entire body went taut, his abs tightening and his cock stiffening.

|t felt as i f Mi ri 6s br etleir dyesanetphe glakd the
sparks in them thick, brilliant in the darkness.

His eyes glowed. Literally .

So close, he was even more striking, his strong features sharp, and even more
handsome.

A breath sighed out of her. In wonder, she reached to cup his cheek, his dark eyes
brilliant.

He was so beautiful.

0l want to see yoAl Db ehey wtlhesgrlgybu®ddr et h .

For amoment, Ash hesitated, looking at her. He took a breath and started to tug his
t-shirt free of his jeans.

Her hands went to his, stilled them.

her



oLet me, 6 she said, softly, her green

Ash watched as she turned her attention as intently to removing his shirt asshe had
to cleaning and binding the wound in his arm. He settled his hands on her hips and let
her do it.

It felt as if her heart and breath stood still in anticipation as Miri tugged his t-shirt
free slowly, sliding her hands beneath it to the heated skin underneath, sliding it up
unhurriedly , as if unveiling a wonderful surprise. And he was.

She skimmed her handsup his ribs, gathering the material in them before stripping
it over up his head and letting it fall.

A long sigh of pleasure escaped her as she ran her hands lightly over his broad
shoulders, slid them over the hard muscles of his chest, simply admiring the beauty of
his body, the glorious curves and planes of it.

Heat moved through Ash as her hands touched him, as they floated over his skin.

She smiled, just a little, and the pleasure and wonder in her expression nearly made
his heart stop.

Ashds cock stiff ethigapper. ple wated hergnteasgla bunre
coul dndét bear t o s thisgow kliderof herdnandsw\eei his skan rltehads
been a long time since anyone had touched him this way. Millennia . None of his recent
dalliances had, they had beentoo eager to have his cock irside them.

Miri looked up at him from beneath her red-gold lashes, the luminescent color of
her eyes deepening, the gotl in them brilliant against it.

Those lovely eyes caught him, held him. She looked at him and waited.
To his own surprise, he smiled.
Ash shifted.

To his surprise, to his heartfelt gratitude, her lips curved softly and then parted in a
soft sigh of wonder as he changed from man to Daemonae, tohimself as he truly was.

Miri watched a s A s h &cbhangedkcolar almost beneath her hands, the color
deepening, turning scarlet, the shade growing rich, vibrant. Gold shimmered beneath
the surface of his skin like flame over coals. His skin gleamed like satin and felt just as
smooth. His eyes changed from a deep brown to vivid gold with sparks of flame that
swirled within them wildly , a reflection of his mood, his thoughts, his emotions.

At his back his wings spread open with a soft rustle, reaching out behind him like
arms, before they spread like fingers to stretch the delicate membranes between them to
arch above and around him, them, avoiding the bed. It was breathtakingly beautiful to
watch.

She almost started at the feel of his tailas it slid up around her legs, curled to caress
her even as his hands settledwarmly on her waist. Each finger of those strong hands

eyes



was tipped with claws that bit into her skin lightly, just a little sharply, so  she was
intensely aware of them. Of him.

His hair, as dark as ebony, as soft as silk, parted around his horns, his pointed ears,
to be caught backat the nape of his strong neckby the leather thong.

Tentatively, wonderingly, she reached up to trace one of those curved horns above
his forehead with a cautious finger. It was as hard as stone, assharp as a razor,
gleaming like polished jet.

His strong features had not changed, had not become onewhit less stern,less harsh.
If anything, they seemed to have become more defined, not harsher, but stronger. More
than ever he resembleda warrior chiseled from stone, but this time carved from some
smooth, gleaming gem, red jade or carnelian. The golden wash of color flowed in waves
and shimmers beneath the surface of his skin.

In astonishment, Miri could only loo k at him, at the astonishing, preternatural
beauty of him.

Her breath stuttered in her chest. Caught in awe, Miri looked up as his wings
unfolded around them to enclose the two of them in an almost intimate arch, an
expansive embrace, the soft light of the candles filtering softly through the delicate
membranes between the bones At one and the same time those wings looked both
incredibly powerful and terribly fragile.

There was wonder in her eyes. Ash reached out, stroked her cheek.
0Can | one? us he ,tenmativelyd softly.

Something inside Ash shivered with anticipatory pleasure. He nodded and bit back
a groan as she reached up to run her fingers oh, so lightly over the delicate skin of his
wings. It was an extraordinarily intimate gesture somehow, and had his cock as rigid as
iron in his jeans.

Reflexively, A sdndsgightened on her hips as she touched him, pulled her just a
little bit closer to feel her hips against his, against the hardnessof him within his jeans,
against his aching cock

Those ethereal eyes looked at him from beneathher golden lashes. Her gaze settled
on his mouth and a jolt of heat went through him, going straight to that cock, his balls
drawing up tight.

He wanted, needed her, desperately.
It was like touching warm suede, the skin was soft, so soft, stretched over powerful

muscles and strong slender bone. The sail between the bones appeared astonishingly
delicat e, although Miri knew 1t wasnodot .

In something very like wond er, Miri looked into his strong, handsome, sharp-boned
face, so stern, so harsh His golden eyes met hers, held.The look in them sent a jolt of
heat through her.



Her eyes dropped to his mouth, to his full bottom lip and the tips of the white fangs
that pressedinto it.

Swallowing hard, she cupped his face, running her thumb across that full lip, close
to those sexy fangsand licked her lips . Heat shot through her, looking at them.

Ash could scent her growing arousal, the aroma of it rich as he breathed it in. His
cock grew even harder, if that was possible.

He was suddenly and intensely aware of the closeness of her.

0There is another way to heal me, 6 Ash said
even to his own ears. His hands tightened on her hips.

ol s there?d6 Mi r ithroat a litte as the soeiral ofihis goiceheehoed in
her bones, in her body, sending a flush of heatinto her belly, into her core.

Ash took her mouth so slowly it felt as if Miri would melt into him . His tongue,
more slender than most, clearly forked, twined with her own, tasting her. A shot of lust
speared through her. Once more she sighed, this time in pure pleasure.

Sliding her hands around and over the strong muscles of his shoulders and up to
the nape of his neck she found the leather thong that bound his hair and stripped it
away so she could run her hands through the silken strands. They spilled through her
fingers like water.

A sigh of pleasure whispered out of her at the feel of it, at the feel of his mouth on
hers, his tongue exploring her. His tail curled around her hips to pull her closer even as
his hands did, until she was pressed hard against him, his hips against hers, and the
long, rigid length of his cock beneath his jeans settled against her mound. Heat poured
through her.

OTher Ashbasd, 6

The taste of her, the feel of her, filled him, the neat indentation that was the curve of
her waist, the light press of her breasts against his chestHis cock ached, throbbed.

Heat, pleasure, slid through him. So sweet, this joining.

He slid his hands up her back until he found the zipper to the dress and drew it
down ever so slowly until it stopped just above the fine tight globes of her ass. As the
sides of the dress parted, it was as if hehad released her scent, her warm skin heating it.
Sliding his hands within the parted folds, he caressed her, running his hands up the
long, strong muscles of her back, her skin as soft as rose petaldeneath them.

Miri shivered lightly at the feel of his hands on her, as they brushed up over her
shoulders. The look in his eyes seemed to start a fire beneath her skin, wamth flooding
beneath it richly.

The dress whispered down her body, to flutter to her feet.

Every muscl e i n As hOd senthssheywaslravealkdeahimi or a mom



She was glorious, beautiful, her firm full breasts cupped in gleaming rose -gold
satin, the ripe globes of them the color of pearls, the taut nipples hardening beneath the
fabric in response to his gaze.

In wonder, he let the palms of his hands just float over her, grazing her nipples
lightly as they passed before curling his hands around her ribs as his tail curled around
her satin-enclosed hips tightly.

He liked to see it there, his tail, wrapped tightly around her.

Deliberately slowly, watching her eyes, he slid his hands behind her again and
unhooked her bra. The golden lashes fluttered a little as each little hook gave way
beneath his fingers.

Heat shot through her as Ash slid his hands up over her shoulders to slide the
straps of her bra free. His tail slid up around her waist, tightened around it as her bra
slipped to the floor and Ash turned her a little to catch a breastin his hand as it spilled
free.

The weight of it, the fullness of her breast, filled A s h Basd sweetly. On a soft
groan, he closed his hand around it, his skin brilliant against the gold -tinted paleness of
her, his claws indenting her tender flesh just slightly. The look of it in his hand, the feel
of it, was incredible. Heat shot through him a s her nipple furled tighter even as he
watched, practically inviting him to suck on it, to suckle on it.

Looking up into her luminous eyes, Ash let his tail tug her even closer,and brushed
his mouth over that sensitive tip . She quivered.

The feel of hiswarm mouth on her sent a jolt of fire through her, straight from her
nipple to her aching, wet pussy.

With his tail keeping her close, his mouth drawing on her hardening nipple, Ash
settled his hands on her hips, slid them down over the curve of them, until her satin
panties slithered down her legs to join her bra and she wasfinally naked before him.

On a shuddering breath he pulled back to look at the glory of her, sliding a hand
over the dark red curls between her thighs to the heat and moistness theae, to the core
of her.

Miri trembled as he slid a finger slowly up inside her, her eyes on his as a soft moan
escapedher at the feel of his finger invading her.

So tight. Her pussy muscles clendhed around his finger, pulsed, flexed as she
arched, her hips pumping reflexively, yearning for more.

Withdrawing his finger with a smile, closing his eyes in gratitude, Ash turned her,
nestling her back against his chest, his mouth againsther throat to feel her racing pulse
against his lips as he filled his hands with her breasts In delight and pleasure he
squeezed those frm globes in his hands, trapped the nipples with his claws to pinch
lightly as the tip of his tail slid free to lightly brush over her clit.



She trembled.

Pleasure speared through her, pierced Miri t o her core with each |
claws on her tender nipples, each tug, each gentle tweak It was wonderful. It was as if

every nerve of her body had suddenly come alive beneath his hands. The soft flutter of
his tail over her clit made her shiver, quiver.

It was maddening, intoxicating.

Miri was i ntensely aware of Ashoengueadlickering agai n:
over her skin to taste it.

Heat poured through her as his mouth moved to her throat just beneath her ear, to
press there, his sharpteeth nipping the lobe of her ear, his forked tongue flickering over
the curve of it, sending sparks shooting down to her center. His hot mouth trailed

searing kisses down the length of her throat as she turned her head to offer him more.
To offer him everything.

The taste of her filled him, her skin and her scent, her growing arousal was only one
more layer of richness.

Need, desire, hunger surged, burned in him, ached. Ash could feel the firm globes
of her ass against his erection,and he ground it against her, aching for her, his cock so
hard it twitched to be inside her, inside her hot, wet, tight sheath. His hands tightened
onherbr easts, nearly crushing t hrenmelfagsinstthedd.s back

Deliberately, Ash let his fangs descend completely, to scrape them across her

tender, delicate skin, and she trembled.
OMiri,6 he groaned.

He had to take her, and soon, he acled for her.

She felt the press of his fangs, sharply, over the pulse in her throat, and a small thrill
of excitement, of desire and need, washed through her.

His mouth was soft against her skin, his teeth would not be é

Shot after shot of pure bliss raced through her just at the thought. Need had nothing
on it, she craved him.

OPl ease, 6 she whispered.
Ash closed his eyes in gratitude.

ol t wildl hurt for only a moment, 06 he breath
down to her shoulder.

The first bite, here, so thefirst burst of venom would enter her system slowly.
He tasted her, tongue flickering over her.

She shivered. OYesébo



Ash pressed his fangs against her tender skin,tightening his mouth on her slowly,
wanting this moment, this claiming, to last. H er delicate flesh parted beneath them, his
fangs pierced her to sink into muscle. Pleasure swamped him in a blinding flash as his
tongue took in the first sweet delicious taste of her skin, the soft scent of it filling him,
and then his venom was pumping i nto her, claiming her, making her his, preparing her
for him .

A wave of bliss rushed through him at her taste, aburst of pleasure at the sensation
of his venom as it gushed into her nearly blinded him.

There was a brief, passingflash of pain and then a surge of astonishing heat roared
through her. A delicious, glorious heat that wiped out all pain behind it. It seared
through Mi r ivédns, rushed through her body until her every nerve came alive .
Involuntarily she surged upward, pushed against his mouth, demanded more as it
pumped, as it spurted into her, felt it searinto her, swelling, as it raced through her
veins. Small sounds of pleasure escapedher as it hit her bloodstream to rush through
her in a great tidal wave of pleasure, of need Heat, desire poured through her,
obliterating all thought.

Those soft sounds nearly destroyed him, nearly shattered A s h @ostrol. Another
blindingly bright burst of pleasure coursed through him when she pressed herself
against his fangs, against his mouth &

Miri moaned when his fangs withdrew, her pussy clenching almost as if in protest,
a soft cry of dismay escaping her.

It stunned him. He turned her face to his, to see the truth of it in her eyes, and
touched her cheekin wonder, amazement.

Miri looked at him, at what was in his eyes. Her heart clenched asshe cupped his
cheek.

Gently, looking deeply into his beautiful amber eyes, she saidjntently, 0Ash, | know
you. | See you.And | want you. 6

Desperately. Her body cried out for him, throbbed, her pussy ached. She longed for
the feel of him inside her. She could see the pain in his eyes, and wanted, desperately, to
guench it, to ease it, to smooth it away. To make him forget, if only for a few moments.

Ash looked into her soft green gaze and knew she had already seen him in his
darkest moments, at his worst, had already seen those bitter times when he had
weakened, had cried out against the terrible pain they had laid on him. She knew the
moments he had wavered and yet she still loved him.

He had not realized how much he had feared his weakness would be revealed,
shown for what it was . Should anyone learn of how close he had come to breaking, how
close at times to betraying everything he lovedé But de s pi Ne, because aflitl é
all, because Miri saw hisheartsoc | earl 'y, she |l oved him stillé
and what he was, accepting all of i1t, all of



And she did love him.
She was his,his mate, and had been from the moment she had Seen him truly.
It shattered him, shattered whatever resistance he had had to loving her.

Even seeing Angel and Asmodeus together, Ash had never thought to find this for
himself, it was for the others, for his brethren to find, not him. He had never thought to
find it for himself, he was too batte red, too jaded. Too damaged.

He had taken this mission for them, for his brother Daemonae, for feisty Angel and
for his brother, his Prince, Asmodeus, to protect them, to give them this.

| t wa s for Badal , wh o coul dndt s amd dar i

me s

Mol oc h, their brot her , who could someti mes

losses. For all of them.
Searching her eyesAsh could see the truth of it there in those ethereal eyes

His arms and tail tightened around her as he drew her soft mouth to his. Passion
and need flared as he pulled her closer against him, his hands sliding up her slender
back, her hips, and pressedher against his hard cock, still buried in his jeans.

He cupped her cheek, his eyes loked on hers, holding her close.
Ash wanted her as well. Desperately.
Their eyes locked.

Miri was aware of his tail uncoiling from around her waist, caressing her skin
lightly, slipping between her thighs to flutter lightly at the entrance to her core. Her
pussy tightened as anticipation whipped through her. His tail slipped and slid over her
slit, around her clit, sensually, teasingly. Her belly tightened, pleasure pooling deep,
gathering wit hin her as his hand slid down to her lower back, to pull her harder against
him.

Conscious of him watching, Miri quivered as desire poured through her.

With his eyes on hers, Ash watched her green gyes darken, her eyelids flutter as he
held her close andhis tail teasedat her.

Her body arched automaticall y at the slender supple invasion of his tail and a moan
escapedher asit pressed, as it pierced her to slide up inside her pussy to flutter within
her.

She gasped, and a soft moan whispered from her.

A heady pleasure rushed through Ash at the sound, at watching her, at the feel of
her firm breasts swelling against his chest He slid his hands down her back to cup her
tight ass, to press her against the hardness in his jeas as her glorious eyes glazed.
Sliding his hands up to her ribs, he lifted her, sliding first one knee then the other
between her thighs, lifting her up so she sat on his own thighs, her legs spread. He
barely noticed when her leg brushed across the wound in his.

a



His tail wiggled deeper inside her, fluttered.

Ash slid a hand up her back to support her and she archedinto it, her lush breasts
an offering to him, her head falling back, her flaming hair streaming down her back, her
eyelashesfluttering.

0L ook ahewhspered, as he slid his other hand to the top of her thigh, his
thumb brushing lightly at her clit. 0 | want t o comea 1 waht toywatah you
shatter. 6

At his words, her pussy clenched tightly, spasming around his tail.

Those luminescent green g/es, hazed with passion, with need, focused inward on
what he did inside her, at the pleasure coursing through her from his thumb on her clit,
opened with a clear effort.

Miri shuddered with pleasure that pooled fast and deep inside her, her pussy
clenching, flooding as bliss poured through her.

His deep voice echoed through her and then he touched her clit. Within her, his tall
lashed wildly . Bliss gathered deep, pooled, and every muscle in her belly tightened as
he tormented her deliriously , as hepleasured her.

With an effort, she tried to open her eyes to look at him.

A jolt went through her as she met his lambent heated gaze, his brilliant golden
eyes intent as hetouched her.

Miri s breasts felt sdwiththemeed totfeelednig mautbbne d wi t |
them, sucking, biting.

She watched as he lowered his mouth slowly to her swollen, aching breast, and
groaned as his hot mouth closed around it once more, nearly crying out as pleasure that
was nearly pain scorched through her.

Ash loved this, loved shewould let him see her like this.

There was nothing more beautiful to Ash than this, to see Miri flushed with
passion, her body arched, writhing to his touch, to the p leasure he gave her.

Ash drew her hardening nipple i nto his mouth, sucking in the whole tip of her
breast, his tongue swirling around her areole as her stomach tightened, as her pussy
flexed around his tail . He sucked hard on her, feeling her nipple stiffening against his
tongue. He suckled as she moaned, ler hands sliding up over his arms, his shoulders,
one clinging to him for balance, for security, the other spearing up into his hair to dr aw
his mouth harder against her.

She tasted incredible. Want, need, exploded within him, too, and suddenly he was
devouring her breast, ravaging it, his teeth scraping over her tender skin as she cried
out, her hands clutching at him, her pussy clenching, tightening.

O0Ash, 6 she wReadeOligod ye$d | yv. 0



Miri was no longer sure what it was she was begging him for, all she wanted was
more, more of what he did to her, more of him, of Ash. She needed.Her breasts ached,
her pussy ached, one to be released, the other to be filledShe arched her back, wanting,
needing.

Her nipples were as hard as small pebbles.Ash crushed his mouth over her breasts,
first one then the other. He savagedthem, bit at those stiffened nipples, tugged on them
with his teeth, strummed her clit with his fingers , his tail wild inside her, as it lashed
within her as she shuddered,and her lashesfluttered over those ethereal eyes.

Ash suckled hard on her, and suddenly her essence burst free. She cried out again
as hedevoured her, first one breastand then the other, drawing deeply on her, and her
sweet essencefilled him. His fangs scraped on sensitive flesh, but she only pressed
herself harder against him.

Thought vanished. All he could do was feast on her.

Desperately, Ash drank her in great gulps, suckling hard at her, her effervescent
spirit flooding him, banishing the darkness that hovered at the edges of his soul.

It felt wonderful. Mi r ibdils quiv ered, shook, her pussy clenched around his
fluttering tail as her hips bucked with each hard draw of his mouth on her breast Miri
clung to him as pleasure pooled in her belly, grew, expanded, blinded her.

OAsh,d6 she sobbed.
She didndt know whashensedeelitasked for, only

A s hltasd locked in her hair, drew her head back and to the side and he struck, his
fangs sinking deep into her throat.

Miri cried out in pleasure as his tail lashed wildly inside her. She came, hard and
fast, her body bucking as he fed, drawing great mouthfuls of her. With each hard pull,
her hips jerked against his thumb on her clit and pleasure swamped her to erupt into
his mouth.

Deliriously, Ash drank her in great greedy gulps as her pleasure burst into his
mouth, his hand locked in her hair, her hands clutching at him to pull his mouth harder
against her throat, her soft cries of glory blinding him to anything but her.

Ecstasy exploded, raced through her. Miri was lost to anything except Ash, to the
feel of his mouth on her. She wailed softly as his tail pulled out of her, as his tongue
stroked over her throat. No, not yet, she wanted more, needed more.

Carefully wrapp ing his arm around her, Ash lifted her and turned.

He coul dnot stand it any |l onger, he had to
sweet pussy, so hot, so wet, so very tight, close around his throbbing cock. The need to
feel her clenched around him, to feel his cock spearing up into her depths, was simply
too great.



Swiftly but g ently, he laid her on the bed, her hips on the edge of it, her legs gread,
her glorious fiery hair spraying across his black satin sheets like fire on coals.

Those luminous eyesopened, fluttered as he stood to unbutton his jeans and release
his throbbing cock.

Miri could only watch as he stripped his jeans off .
And stare in wonder . This was her vision.

He was magnificently, gloriously masculine, every sleek muscle taut, etched into
relief by the fire and shadow of the candles. Then his cock sprang free, rampant,
astonishingly long and thick, and still her mouth watered to take it, her pussy clenched,
weeping, wanting, needing to be filled by him. He was huge, utterly glorious, t he broad
head of his cock dready weeping a drop of precum. It throbbed , twitched as his gaze
raked her.

Her mouth watered.

OAsh, 6 s he,whihperedpoer ed

Want, desire, lust, none of them came close to matchirg what she felt.
He was astonishing.

And hers.

Then he took her.

With a cry, she took him.

Kicking the jeans free, Ash plunged into her with no finesse, just need. Her
tightness resisted him futil ely as he rammed his aching shaft deep inside her. He
battered at her. She cried out and arched.Her legs spread to take him even as he caught
them. He plunged deeper as he pushedthose long lovely legs back, her knees folding as
he opened her even further to his hammering invasion.

So full, Miri groaned to feel him so deep inside her, as his cock slammedagainst the
top of her, as he stretched her, as the sheer size of him forcedhe moan from her. And
yet she gloried in it as he filled her so completely, stretched her as his cock batteredinto
her. She bucked and writhed to feel Ash inside her, to be so full of him, to feel hi s cock
so very deep inside her.

In all his long life Ash had never felt anything as glorious as this, as Miri, his Miri,
as her tight pussy closed around him, clung to him, pumping him even as her hips did.
Miri beneath him crying out, murmuring his name as he plunged into her. His wings
beat to drive him deeper with each strong stroke, giving each thrust that much more
power as he hammered against her, into the heatedglory that was Miri, his Miri.

Shewas wild beneath him, writhin g. Her hips lifted to rub the head of him against
the top of her and pleasure shivered through them both.



Control snapped, and he took her hard, battering at her, ramming his cock balls
deep into her, his balls slapping against her with each driving thrust.

She took him in return, as wild as he was. She clutchedat him, at Ash, but when he
rammed his cock deep inside her, her hips lifted, bucked and her legs spread almost
instinctively. Her hands fell away to clutch at the slick satin sheet frantically for
purchase, hanging on desperately as wave after wave of orgasmic pleasure shot
through her.

Looking down at Mi r atdher handsr lecked itightty inhthea d ,
bedcovers, feeling her tight internal muscles clench, stroking him as she shuddered in
ecstasy, Ash exploded. He burst inside her, erupted, bathed her sweet pussy in his hot
cum, flooding her with it , with his seed, his life, his essence

Miri cried out as his hot fluid jetted inside her, as it gushed and he filled her with
his hot cum, as it rushed into her.

With a cry, she came again. Her hips jolted, pumped, her slick internal muscle
milked Ash gloriously , took him, took his essence into her as her hands slid up his arms
to cling as he arched over her, emptied into her, flooded her wit h his ecstasy Pleasure
raced through him and he shuddered with the glory of it , flooding her with his cum .

Her hand came up to touch his face even as he kept his cockburied deep inside her,
his hips tight against hers.

Ash looked down at her, at the sated glory in her eyes, at the deep pleasurein them,
and more, the abiding love there, and he lowered his forehead to touch hers.

It was not possible to love another living creature more than he did Miri in that
moment, with his cock buried so deep within her. He slid his arms around her, his
forehead touching hers.

He had thought himself too damaged, too broken, until Miri, althoug h he had
voiced that thought to no one.

A soft hand cupped his cheek. He looked down into ethereal green eyesand a soft
smile.

Turning his head, Ash pressed a kiss into her palm, and her pussy clenched around
him in response as she smiled softly.

0 Mi n e, d,ghtering laer into his arms.

Looking into his lambent gaze, seeing the ancient pain there, Miri savored the press
of his mouth against her palm, her eyes burning. She remembered. She knew.

She smiled.
OAl ways, 6 she breathed.

It had been as inevitable as the sun risingin the East



Chapter Five

Ash woke in the predawn hours as was his habit. Although he had only slept for a
short time he was rested enough. Until they had finally retreated to the other plane,
where time moved much differently than here, going on such short sleep had not been
so uncommon for him or any of the Dae monae, not with enemies searching for them.

But to wake to Miri in his arms, that was new. And an entirely unexpected pleasure.

The seascent of her filled him. For a moment he just breathed her in, feeling her in
his arms.

Her body was spooned against his, her torso turned slightly toward him, drawn
tight against him by his arms around her. O ne was curled beneath her neck, crossng
her chest sohe could clasp one firm breast, the warm weight of it wonderful in his
hand. That left the other free to curl around her waist, his leg tangled around hers, his
tail slidin g gently up her leg beneath the sheetsto caressas he carefully brushed the
hair back from her lovely face.

Her skin was so soft, as delicate asa rose petal.

It was cool in the room, almost cold. Ash un folded one wing, arched it over them to
hold the heat of their bodies close.

Those misty green eyes were closed, the darkred-gold lashes soft against her cheek,
but he could feel her stirring. As was he, his cock lengthening, hardening between her
smooth white thighs. He settled his mouth against her throat t o feel the steady beat of
her heart beneath his lips, lightly tasting the slightly salty taste of her skin.

Mi r i awoke slowly, sensuously, to the
hand warm on her breast, his tail stroking her leg softly as he pressed his mouth against
her throat. A shiver went through her at the feel of his tongue sweeping lightly over her
pulse. There was a growing hardness between her thighs. With a sigh of contentment,
she shifted, to feel his mck rub against her damp pussy.

His soft groan by her ear made her smile.

Beneath his mouth, her pulse beat more rapidly. A shift of her hips, her hand
between her thighs to push the head of his cock inside her sweet tight heat forced
another groan of pleasure from him. He tightened his hand on her breast and she
sighed, her body bowing to press her breast into it, her hips against him to take his cock
deeperinside her.

He closed his eyes with pleasure.

Sliding his hand down her body, down the length of her thigh, he lifted her leg over
his, opening her to him. As his tail found her clit he curled his free hand around her
head to cradle it, turned it to take her soft mouth.

f eel



tshouldhave been awkwar Hisstréngth suppdortedvihar aanhé thrust
deeply into her, as his cock stretched her and his tail burrowed lightly against her clit,
stroking it until she moaned into his mo uth as his tongue explored hers.

Pleasure washel through h er in long soft waves, gathered, built to becomea warm
pool low in her belly, each deep thrust of his cock taking him further into her . His tail
teased asAsh caressedher breast, played lightly with the nipple, his mouth firm on
hers but gentle.

She curled an arm around his head to pull him closer, pleasure building from ebb
tide to full tide, swelling within her, closing around the long, thick length of him inside
her.

Ash trailed kisses over one soft cheek, tasted the long column d her throat, his
fangs dropped, lengthened, pulsed with venom, with the need to shoot it into her. He
brushed them lightly across the tender skin, across the pulse that beat steadily there.

Feeling it, Miri arched her throat, offered it to him.

Heat shot through her, brilliant. It coursed through her veins like lava. It raced
through her, trailing pleasure behind it

Pleasure took her, swamped her, rose up to drown her in sensation in one great
smooth rolling wave.

Overwhelmed, for a moment Ash simply tightened his hands on her and th en he
closed his mouth over her. His fangs slowly pierced, penetrated, her blood gushed into
his mouth as his venom pumped into her. He groaned softly as Miri arched against him,
and her body quivered . Then the sweet taste of her erupted into his mouth, filled him .
He lost himself in the taste of her His own hips bucked at the pleasure of it, driving his
cock deeper into her.

Miri cried out softly as he filled her and then again when he fed, drawing on her
softly, gently. He suckled at her, savored each astonishing mouthful. He drank in her
pleasure as his cock thrustinside her and as his tail teased at her clit, his fingers rolling
her nipple lightly.

Miri quivered in his arms as he drank her, tightening around his cock with each
pull . Her pussy clenched and released deliciously, maddeningly , with each draw of his
mouth on her. Ash came in a great gus of glory. He jetted inside her, his hot cum
spurted deep as she trembled,shook, as thesweet taste of her filled him completely.

A soft murmur of dismay whispered from her as his fangs withdrew from her
throat.

oDo you |l ove it simamazenteht hié mduth agairsther @ar as he
tightened his arms around her. 0 When | feed on you?bé

0 Y e she &aid, sighing, and turned her head to look at him, raising a hand to cup
his cheek, looking deep into his luminous golden eyes. The fiery sparks in them were

k e



guiescent, floating serenely for a change. 0 | | ove the f eedmepothe your
pleasurey ou t ake in me.é

She looked up to where his wing arched over them, enclosing them in a soft
intimate space and smiled a little as she lifted a hand to brush her fingers over it lightly.

That touch made him shiver.

Ash brushed the hair back from her forehead tenderly, in a wonder of his own, and
then lowered his mouth to hers, his cock slipping out of her as she turned in to him, her
arms sliding around his throat as her mouth joined with his.

A noise alerted them both, a creak of wood where none should be.
Miri went still in Ashodés arms as they both |

His senses alert, Ash took a breath.His tongue flickered, tasting the air. Men, and
guns. In his own form, his senses were much sharper than human senses.

With a quick kiss, he rolled from the bed and strode to the window, darkening all
but one of the candles with a wave as he peered outinto the misty shadows of the
predawn darkness.

Fog had risen during the night and now it shrouded everything in thick banks of
shadowed gray.

Miri watched from the bed, every sense alert for an unfamiliar sound.
Even so, she couldndt help but admire Ash a:
She sighed.

He was beautiful, simply gorgeous, with his long dark hair streaming over his
shoulders, his wings springing up from his magnificently muscled back, his switching
tail following the line of his spine to emerge just above his tight, and very perfect, ass.
Solidly built, strong, every lovely muscle beneath his scarlet and gold skin was limned
clearly by the flickering light of the candle.

Both his tail and the swirling colors in his skin and eyes betrayed his agitation , his
worry and fear .

Etched on his smooth gleaming skin were scars, dozens of them in darker and
lighter stripe s, knots and crosses aross his broad strong back.

Despite the circumstances, Miri went to him, snatching up her dress along the way,
to run her hands around his waist and press her cheek againsthis strong back. And the
scars there.

oOWhato you see?d6 she asked, softly.

With the bond between them growingf courtesy of t had beere n o mf A
aware of her eyes on him, of the emotions that moved through her. To feel her arms



wrap around his waist, her firm body against his back sent a rush of warmth through
him, even under these crcumstances And reminded him how much he had to lose.

|l f these were Templetonds men, and he had |
to him if they caught him ?He woul d suf fer Asmodeusds fate,
forced t o Te mplisetheahougt braight back memori es he would just as
soon stayed, if not forgotten, at least buried. However uneasily. Just stirring them made
the muscles in his back tighten reflexively.

And Miri?

Templeton had a use for her, whatever it might be. They would be held hostage to
each otherds good behavior.

After the example of having left Asmodeus and Angel together, it was unlikely
Templeton would take the chance and allow them to stay together. He and Miri
wo u | d np@etmittdd eto see each other except under constant watch as a reward for
good behavior, or as punishment.

The prospect chilled him.
't woul dndt h anpapkeen ,c ehret awonulodf i t, i f not for

Ash lifted his arm and wing over her to draw her closer. He would not lie to her,
that was foolish.

oOWéhave company, 6 he ¥vdhihd enhamded sight ba coudd séei g ht .
themenmoving through the shadows. OHow did they

He shook his head. It didndt matter.
Ash reached quickly for his jeans even as Miri pulled her dress over her head.
At the rate the men were searching, they would be at this room soon.

Mir i was dressing just as quickly.

Despite the urgency, Ash watched with regret as the dress slipped over all her
lovely curves and skin. As he stepped up behind her to draw up the zipper, he dropped
a kiss at the nape of her neck,and slid his arms around her briefly to hold her tight .

oWi Il you trskedt me?dé he a

Shelooked at him and lifted an eyebrow, her green eyes even more ethereal in the
faint light of the single candle.

Ash smiled, a little griml y, but still she lightened him.
oWhen we step outside, just hold on to me, o0
She nodded.

With a wave of his hand he put out the last candle even as he extended his senses
outside the door, and then he slid out, drawing Miri after him. Sweeping her up in his



arms, Ash extended his wings. Two strong nearly silent sweeps of them lifted them
from the landing.

It was a strain on his wings as powerful as they were. Theywer endt real |y ir
to carry more than his own weight and it had been long since they had been required to
do much more than that, but it was enough to get them up to the roof. Which was all
that was necessary.

His arms tightening around her were evidence of the strain, of the effort it cost him.
Gently, Ash setMiri down on the flat rooftop and released her.Reluctantly.

Fear shot through her, fear for him, knowing what he was about to do. Alone. She
woul dndt know wfraaythinghhegpenedrtcehan.

OAsh, 6 she breathed.
His fingers brushed her cheek reassuringly, touched hertemple. 61 6 m her e. &
That mental voice, a deep echo of his audible voice startled her,

Dropping a soft kiss on her mouth, he sent, A @§ift of the venom, of the bond
between us. Just think of me and | will hear you. You will know how I fare. | will not
leave you aloned

It was some consolation. Still.
6Be careful , Ash, d® she said.

One could not lie mind to mind. He read her heart, too, the words she did not say
and the fear that was like a tight knot around her heart .

Ash cupped her cheek for just a moment and then his wings spread powerfu lly,
lifting him from the roof.

In two strong strokes he rose up into the fog -shrouded darkness so silently even
Mi r i coul dndét hear him. There was some |ittle

She looked out into the night, the deep banks of fog swirling against the building in
the pale moonlight. The natural gas tank looked like a great white whale rising out of
rollingmists and Ash®&s mot oageester sShadowwvatkin them.s t

Of Ash she saw nothing and her heart clenched, but, keeping her head down she
thought she saw a hint of movement in the shadowed murk below her. She thought she
heard a muffled sound?é

With an effort, she tried to keep her thoughts quiet. If Ash truly could read her
mi nd, she didnohimwant to distract

* k% k%

Silently, Ash coasted on the air, grateful for the concealing fog. Motion would still
draw attention to him thesi | ence of his wings would not.



their configuration, he flew almost as quietly unlike hawks which relied on speed to
take their quarry. Although he c ould fly nearly asfast if he chose.

As he did now, folding his wings to drive his feet into the back o f the man covering
the doorway.

The impact drove the man into the concrete wall next to him, his head striking it
with a hollow sound , like a melon being dropped .

At th at sound, alarmed, his partner inside the room flattened himself beside th e
door to debate his next move.

Cautiously, leading with his weapon, the man pressed himself against the door as
Ash stepped back along the outer wall beside it. As the man came out in a rush, Ash
caught the weapon, the steel with its iron content only burning his hands a little as he
jerked the gun free, flinging it into the fog, his left hand catching the man by his shirt
frontashisright sl ammed into the mands | aw.

The man buckled.
It had taken only seconds.
Ash turned, extending his senses.

He just needed to silence those between him, Miri and the bike. With luck and
surprise, speedand a touch of magic would take care of the rest.

Turning his head, he listened, then moved swiftly and silently along the row of
motel rooms toward the next target.

* k% * %

As they did in fog even the slightest sounds seemed to come from everywhere and
nowhere. Miri tried not to focus on the mist, but to let her eyes unfocus so her
peripheral vision would catch the hints of movement within the murk.

It seemed at first as if she was imagining the movement but then she became sure of
it, sensing presenceswithin the fog , some stronger than others. She had never used her
Sight like this before, but the need now was too strong.

And Ash was out there.

Strong, silent Ash, with his pain buried so deep, deeper than the scars ethed in his
flesh, in his soul.

This had been the one thing that had been missing in her life, the one thing she had
been searching forall this time, this sense of connection, of completenessshe had found
with Ash.

A day, a month, a year, you knew it when you found it and she had found it with
him.



Keeping low and in the center of the long wing, she ran lightly and quietly down
the length of the building, staring through the thick fog, willing her sight to be wrong,
that those half seen shadows had been nothing more than her imagination.

But they werenot.

Shadows moved in the fog between the building and the exit from the parking lot.
Beyond were only the white bulk of the propane tank and the tall stands of pine . Even
as she watched, she sensed figures moving among the toweringboles of the trees.

For a moment she was frozen.
Did Ash know?
On light feet she ran back toward the break in the roof that was the landing.

She could senseA s h @determination, and beyond him, in the distance, more men
closing in.

All of them seeking her.

For a moment, only a moment, she considered surrendering, giving them what they
wanted, if only to spare Ash. They would kill him, they had made that clear.

But she knew Ash would come after her. He would kill himself, risk himself, risk
everything, sacrifice himself, t o get her f r e édeart@ahaw him Hoghatc oul dnd

060Ash, 6 she sent, putting her heart and soul

Below, Ash let the man in his hands drop, neck broken silently and swiftlyas Mi r i @ s
alarm raced through him.

He went still, his senses on full alert.
They were surrounded.

He could take out one team but not before one of them alerted the others. The men
moving through the trees could not fail to hear his motorcycl e, no matter how silently it
ran.

There was no chance even for Miri alone to escape. He had no doubtthere were
others waiting on the other side of the motel.

It reminded him sharply, painfully, of those last moments in the village, seeing the
dead, the dying, knowing that for all his skills in battle, for all his skills at healing, he
could not save them, not all of them, not until the | ast of the invaders was gone And
that, for some of them, would be too late.

Miri, feeling the despair that took him, grasped the edge of the coping at the edge of
the roof, rolled over it and dropped down to the landing.

He felt her as much as sensed heias she raced down the stairsto him.



For a moment, she went still looking at the dead men around him, then those
ethereal seafoam eyes looked at hm and she came into his arms.

Ash crushed her to him, curling one hand around her head.
Unarmed, Ash had taken on all three of the men who lay around him.
Miri looked up at him, raised a hand to his face.

In her mind, the tank of natural gas rose like a whale breaching the surface of the
ocean Facts andfiguresracingt hr ough her mind, vol umes, guan
tank hadndot dbdemm|l etmplty eglet € There wasThel ways
ForSalesi gn was newée

OAsh, 6 she said, o0There might be a way.
He looked down at her.

OWi Il you trust me?6

There was something in her eyes.

He cupped herAways.éek. 0O0Yes.

0Get to the motorcycle,d she said, olf this
It was trust Miri, or have no chance at all.

His jaw tightened, as did his h and, his golden eyes brilliant.

Sheknew hewould die forher. If t hey captured heré

0Cme for me, Ash, 6 she whispered.

0OAl ways, 6 he said.

She nodded.

There was his mission and there was Miri. Ash could abandon neither.

However reluctantly, he went.

Bendi ng, Mi r i scooped uweaponsexamifing it meshed e ad n
prayed to the gods of entropy .

Turning she ran on tiptoe half the length of the hotel, tracing the path where Ash
had passed by following the dead men he had left in his trail.

Ducking into a stairwell, she pointed the gun in the general direction of the tank of
gas and opened fire, knowing she simply had to hit it, and stitched a path down its
broad side.

Gunfire opened up around her in response, spattering off the faux brick and stucco,
digging holes in it.

There was a roar. The motorcycle.



Instinctively and futilely, Miri threw up her arms to protect her head, and opened
fire not on the tank now, but on the cement blocks below it that supported it. Below
where the holes she had drilled into it had opened. Where the natural gas, heavier than
air, flowed downward. It needed only a spark, an ignition point.

Several of her bullets caromed off the concrete blocks that supported it. At least one
caught enough to cause a spark.That was all she needed.

Even as it struck, out of the darkness and the fog came Ash on his motorcycle, his
heart in his throat as return fire opened up around her and Miri ran through it. She
fired bursts from the weapon in her hand to force them down even as bullets flew past
her head.

0As h! 6 deld, dothsmarning and entreaty.

Slamming on his rear brake, Ash slewed the tail of the bike around, reaching out to
sweep her up behind him even as she threw aleg over the back of the bike.

Alerted by what he could see inhermind, even i n hunsrong Hamds
locked tight on the handlebars as the nearly empty gas tank exploded with a monstrous
crumping sound.

Even as Ash gunned the bike a huge hot wave of expanding gases from the
exploding tank slapped powerfully against them like a huge warm mattress.

That scorching wave bowled over their adversaries, who had been much closerto it,
flattened them even as Ash gunned the engine. The front of the bike lifted as the rear
tire bit. A huge gout of flame rose into the sky, illuminating the clearing brilliantly ,
turning night vision goggles o paque with the brightness of it while the heat and flame
drove some of the others back.

The moment Mi r ar@sswrapped around his stomach Ash opened the bike up. It
almost seemed to leap forward. They racedfor the scattered line of the enemy.

Clinging to him, Miri pressed her cheek against his back as they shot pastthe
flattened line of men.

A glance backward at the rising gout of flame and smoke, at the scattered men and

m Ashd¢

Miri nodded in satisfaction. Someonewoul d have some O6splainind tc«



Chapter Six

The fog worked in their favor for a time, helping to conceal their escape, but the sun
rose and burned it all off, and it turned into a glorious Indian summer day. The sky
clear and sharply blue, the air surprisingly warm. The hills were ablaze with the shades
of autumn, red, gold, orange and yellow, brilliant against the sky.

Ash pushed it for as long as he thought necessary, changing their direction
repeatedly, moving more east than north where they had been once been headedwest,
changing roads to confuse them and hopefully lose them, glancing frequ ently in his rear
view mirrors until he was certain they hadndt been foll owed.

Relief moved through him as he pressed hishand over Miri 6s at

hand over hers on his stomach before returning it to the handlebars.

Feeling him relax a little, Miri pressed her cheek to his strong back and slid her
hands around his stomach, his strong abstight beneath her hards.

With a sigh, now shewoul dndt get i n hihtdyatwhe gem ofdhik e
shirt until it came free and then slid her hands beneath it to the warm smooth skin
below. Man or Daemonae, he felt wonderful. The sheer pleasureof running her hands
over his rippled abs washed through her. He felt so good. She curled her arms around
him, run ning her hands up over his chest, delighting in the feel of him, of his warm,
satiny skin beneath her palms, always careful not to get in the way of his handling of
the bike.

Her soft caress, the sweet pleasure of her touch, eased him in a wayAsh had never
known. He loved her touch, reveled in it. It was sheer glory. Sheloved to touch him so
much only added to the pleasure and the peaceit gave him.

The day finally dawned beautiful, with the sun shining clear and bright in an azure
blue sky, as warm on hisshoulder s as Miri 6s hands on hi s

Wrapping an arm behind him on a straight stretch, Ash pulled her closer, letting his
hand skim down to her knee to tuck his fingers beneathit.

Once he was surethey w e rbeimgdadlowed, he turned them toward the nearest
interstate, following the signs until they moved north once again, content to let the bike

his

tugge

skin.

swoop through the turns wiyahhisMack, indis hegtrie sence

his mind.

Despite the unseasonably warm weather, the traffic on the highway at that early
hour was still relatively light and Ash was content not to push it too hard. At the speed
they were going,t hey woul d r eallegihthe Aefugeeof thesDaeamonaeii by
nightfall . That was soon enough for Ash. He was still learning, still exploring Miri. H e
didndt want t oetshare her quite



His reverie was broken by the growing awareness that something was wrong, the
traffic pattern had somehow shifted, changed in some subtle but significant way. He
stiffened even as his heart sank

Ash didnot n e e dally too mestgilye Miki ,felt Rise muscles tighten
fractionally and she straightened. Her hand settled on his hips to leave his arms and
body free, as alert and aware as he was.

Mentally, he smiled with satisfaction at her responsivenesseven as he gauged ther
situation.

It became clearthere was more than one car involved, and they were closing on
them, trying to cut off escapeor retreat and surround them.

oOHow are t hey qgdicklyn?déi nAjentanded is &ustration , as much to
himself as to Miri .

Miri s breath caught, seei ng maotorckcke sittingi nd 6 s
in the empty parking lot. Unattended, the last vehicles.

He gunned the bike, whipping it past the other cars.

0Theydve got a tracking devi,dmreanswer tothke mot c
guestion.

It was the only way.
Ash was so startled he glancedback over his shoulder at her.
She nodded, grimly .

The technology of this world they had returned to still astonished him. He had
found adapting to the wonders of motorized vehicles easy, especially motorcycles. They
were almost better than horses, although a well-trained horse would have answered to
his knees, unlike the motorcycle. But the motorcycle was faster.

With telepathy offering instantaneous communications with all his brothers via
either Asmodeus or his new mate, Angelii the FBI agent who had helped free
Asmodeus from T e mp | s ¢tagédn lie had had little use for small electronics.

It was a lack he apparently needed to fill.
That, though, was for later.

All of the cars were trying to close in on them. Hampered by what traffic there was,
and trapped within the boundaries of the interstate , Ash kept dodging and darting
around the other vehicles. No sooner would he dodge one, than another would come
up on them.

It felt oddly like being herded.

Ash narrowed hiseyes.Hedi dndét | i ke being herded.



Ash looked ahead to see cars speeding off theentrance ramp ahead, five of them,
one after another, each taking their places across the lanes, two @&ep on each side A
blockade of sorts, with those on the sidesprepared to cut them off along the shoulder.

His jaw tightened.

With memories of the consequences of being caught in the back of his mind, and
memories, too, of what had been done to his Prince, Asmodeus, Ash refused to even
consider the ideathey might be taken.

Ducking onto the shoulder while he still could , he shot the bike past two carsas
they moved to block him . Weaving through the traffic, he looked for alternatives.

A car ahead of him suddenly swerved into his path while another closed in from
the right side.

Quickly, Ash shot the bike into the opening on his left just before a third car closed
that off, too.

Keeping her head down, Miri left her body loose, flowing with his movement,
leaning left, right, as he dodged vehicles, as Ash tried not to put other driver s at risk,
while still trying to keep both of them out of the hands of the bad guys.

The odds were stildl i n Templ etnahednterstdtea v or a ¢
Ash knew, and increased the longer they stayed on it. Getting off on the exit ahead of
the barricading cars was no guarantee either, t was likely Templeton may have guessed
t hat i f he wasndét a biker with eduleavouddd t ast
have taken precautions. There would be men waiting there for them, and for him .

They were in more mountainous and wooded country now.

Ash saw the small break in the guardrail ahead, the little hillock that was enough of
a block for the state. It looked as if there was nothing on the other side but farmland.
The jump would be interesting,ashedd be effectivel y.ltwaskai ng t h
risk, but there was awell-worn track from other bikers carved into it . If worst came to
worst, he could always shift to his own form, but hedd havengtograbbe qui
Miri even as he did, to keep her from getting hurt .

0 Mi rhe sadd our biest chanceistotrytoj u mp é 6

They were running out of time, the hillock was coming up quickly. He pictured in
his mind what he wanted to do.

He felt her nod against hishalWack, but di dno:

It would be like some of those motocross competitions she saw on TV. They would
go airborne, high. Very high.

Deliberately, Miri made herself stay loose, her heart pounding as she eyed the hill
ahead. It looked steep and there was no way to see what was on the other side.

Resolute, gritting her teeth, keepingherfear | ocked away, she answ



Ash already had his line, b ut he didnot want tamy mgré ve t hi
warning than he had to about hisplans s o t hey woul dn 0 ttheheaffviee t i me
held, held, and then suddenly turned the bike toward the well worn hillock and the
path the local dirt bikers had ground into it. If they had gone there, then he could, too.

There would be something on the other side.

Or so he hoped.

Hands locked on the handlebars, Ash launched them into the air, the bike soaring
into the air as he looked frantically for their landing, trying to hold the bike upright and
straight, amazed Miri was still staying loose, sheh a d n ot stiffened up. Wi
on the back,though, they came down teeth-jarringly hard on the back tire first, and then
the front. Ash wrestled the bike into submission, using all of his Daemonic strength to
keep it upright and moving. T hen they were racing along one of the motorbike paths,
shooting out onto some backcountry road.

oMiri? 0 he asked.
Shelaid her head against his back
Relief had her shaking, butshenodded. ol dm all right. o

Feeling her trembling, he reached around enough to pull her more tightly against
his back. It was all the comfort he could afford to give until he was sure they had lost
their pursuers.

There was also the problemof An g e | & s, havea loflthe YDaemonae, and their
final destination.

He could not lead Templeton and his people to it, to their only refuge, and he
would with a tra cking device on his motorcycle.

0This tracking device?6 Ash said, OoOHow big

Mi r i shrugged, hel pl essl y. oDepending on hc
small as your thumb, or even smaller. And it could be anywhe re on the bike, even the
gas tank. o

He shook his head. o0The gas tank on this bil
Glancing at it, he realized they also needed gas.

They had passed a big truck stop at the last exit. He remembered seeing line after
line of trucks parked there. It had been like a maze. Cover, and lots of it. If they were
lucky most of those truckers would still be in the restaurant eating their breakfast,
waiting for the fog in the mountains to b
theydd have ®Howewvee, fd@smpl et onds men woul
limitations of the Interstate, too, confined and hemmed in by the barriers, many of them
woul dndt be abl e to get tlemeverunmotetime. t he next ex

ur n
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O0Then i toll be attachedasomewktdr & Ming s a
magnetic. 6

Ash smil ed, a part of him easing. oMy peopl
was constructed largely of carbon composite materials. There are only a few parts that
are made of metal .o

Slowly, Miri smiled, relief flooding her. Shedd been wracking her
figure out a w ay to find the tracking device.

OWe need gas, too. TherGAshwads t hat big truck

The truck stop was still as busy as he hoped, most of the drivers looking to get on
the road but hampered by the thick fog lower in the mountains , some pulling in for
breakfast, some pulling out. All the activity was even better cover. Ther e wasndét mu
even Templeton would chance with so many people around aswitnesses.

Ash quickly g assed the bike up, both of them alert for any newcomers paying too
much attention to them but then he guided the motorcycle deep into the ranks of
tractor-trailers, hiding them in the maze of them.

ol bl keep an eye out,é6 Miri said.

Nodding, Ash ran his hands over every part of the bike that had even the slightest
trace of metal on itA nuts, bolts, anything.

Miri made her way among the grumbling trucks, some still running for reasons she
c o u | cxpldin, until she reached a vantage point that allowed her to see both
entrances to the truck stop. The smellof food made her stomach ache and rumble. There
had been no time yetfor food and she was starving.

There was no sign of pursuit, not yet, but given their persistence, Miri di dndt doubt
they were coming.

0 We hdllg there,6 nanfamiliar voi ce sai d behind her. oO0What
She turned her head, glancing backward as shelifted an eyebrow.

The trucker was one of those few who still prided himself on being a red -necked
Southern boyfi and not in the Jeff Foxworthy You Might Be a Redneck way. His beer
gut preceded him by nearly a foot and both his gimme cap and his barely seen belt
buckle proudly displayed the flag of the Confederate South.

He tipped his gimme cap back on his greay head, eying her with a none too
pleasantleering smile.

Given how disheveled she must look, she could guess what he was thinking.

T h e n Ray@vassstenciled onto his grimy workshirt, in the same greenish khaki
color as his no-iron polyester work pants were long past still being no-iron. The color,
liberally daubed now with the ghostsofmot or o1 | and grease, di dno

He spit a long stream of tobacco juice to oneside, making her stomach churn.



With a sigh, Miri looked at him.

0Ar e you waunrte tyoo ushe asketh ashe?stepped closer, licking his lips
in anticipation and eying her speculatively.

0l dm pretty sure you ainodt goi Ipefbre gon gyep | ac e
there, 6 he said. OYou raahgdodtmeeugion | dy haalke. @

0Somehow, I dondt think so, 6 Miri sai d, dry
my boyfriend first. 6

Gl ancing over the trucke@lttaing eges.oul der , she me

Withalong-suf fering sigh and a bit oolangplager i n, h
can | ?60

She shrugged. oDid you find it?06

He held up a little device about the size of his thumb, in white. 0 | found thi
underneath the muffler.o

The trucker looked from one to the other of them.

Even under the best of circumstances, Ash tended to look severe even grim, and
more than a bit dangerous. Now, despite the grin, he was at the moment looking
particularly intimidating . 't dihsmgdt nhélompmked mojusbefoieke a sh
bit you .

There were al sabbflextethe muscl es é

Miri shrugged. yodmightwaattoaské 6 why

With a smile of his own, Ash patted the man on the back asRoy sidled warily past.

ONo offense, 6 Roy said.

ONone taken, 6 Ash said, calmly, but sparks ¢

Restraining a smile, Miri watched the man make his way around Ash to his cab,
climbing up into it as Ash clapped him heartily on the back as he went by.Then he bent
and pressed the little device against the undercarriage of R o y téaier.

Miri looked at Ash in amusement.

0 Boy f r Ash said,indbmock disgust, picking her up and throwing her over his

shoulder, to her amusement and laughing pr ot est . OFirst, I am no
demonstrate at the first opportunity, and friend is entirely too mild a term for what | am
to you.©o

With her hair in her eyes, giggling, Mi r i As it kdappens, | agree on both

counts. o6



Chapter Seven

Ash carefully but quickly drove the motorcycle up the little fire trail on the wooded
hill overlooking the truck stop . He brought it to a stop beneath some trees where they
would have a clear view of the truck stop and the highway for some distance before the
highway, truncated by the construction, disappeared among the hills.

Parking the bike beneath a tree,As h t ook Mi eanir@is haeknadainst L
another tree a little further down the slope he pulled her into his arms, her back against
his chest With a sigh of contentment as he rested his chin on top of her head.

Tilting her head back, Miri looked up at him and he lowered his mouth to hers for a
soft kiss.

She smiled.

0OYou were dr i vi nmotorole,nba dh eo ns atihde, si ghing, hi
up her belly to cup and mold her breasts beneath her dressas ste reached up and
linked her arms behind his lowered neck.

His mouth brushed her throat but she knew he was watching his hands molding
and massaging her breasts between glance at the view in front of them.

Against her back she felt him shift, watched asthe hands on her breasts changed
from human to Daemonae, the clawed tips of his fingers flicking at her nipples beneath
the thin material t o make them hard, to get her hot, S 0
tail slipping beneath her skirt to tease. It slid lightly over her slit, just between her pussy
lips, up to her clit and back, pressing just enough to make her moan softly. As her pussy
went damp in response, it slid more and more easily.

There hadnét been time to pull on her under\
0l ltovdéear your pl eayiruherear 6 Ash said, soft
She shivered as his breath and his tongue brushedlightly over it.

As he teased herbreasts, her corethey watched a group of cars dart into the truck
stop and then dark back out again.

One of the cars stopped at the gas pumps, a manin a dark suit getting out to talk to
the attendant.

In the distanceRoy 6s truck was chugging up the 1| ong
highway, visible over a rise from their vantage point. All of the cars were moving
quickly in pursuit, one or two of the m already closing around the faraway truck. By
their motion , pulling in front, dropping back, they were obviously confused not to find
a motorcycle.

Seeing the canvas covered semi, tey drew the obvious conclusion.



Even asAshsavored t he wskinsottee feelfof hsriripei bdeasts in his
hands, he never stopped watching the drama unfolding before them .

Nor did Miri, although her breath caught now and then as his claws scraped lightly
over her nipples.

They watched asR o y distant truck stopped. A horde of cars surrounded it, forced
it to slow. The protesting Roy a tiny figure that hopped down from the cab to be
brought up short as a dozen guns were suddenly trained on him.

Miri smiled , thinking aboutit, and gl anced over her shoul der
remembered us. 0

Nodding, Ash said, oHe will. An unexpected |

He had made sure of it. They would know for certain it was them, they had been
there. They would assume, not knowing Ash, they had fled, probably in the opposite
direction.

Studying him even as he fondled her, Miri said, her voice hitching in response to
the bursts of pleasure shooting through her as he pinched her nipples between his
claws, 0Ash, what did you do before this? For your people. 6

Amused, pleased at her astuteness although he should have guessed as much,
Ashtoreth said, 0l served aségeneral éto Asmod

Pausing to watch the hapless Roy,Ash might have felt more pity for him as the men
surrounded the truck, unt ying the canvas that topped it, had he not tried to use his size
to intimidate Miri.

0 Tact iMilasked I6ting an eyebrow.
Golden eyes glinting sparks of red, Ash inclined his head in acknowledgement.
OEven so. 6

Screened by the foliage but with the truck stop below, Ash slid his hands down her
slender body, gathering the material of her dress with his fingers , knowing she had had
no time to replace her undergarments. She was naked beneath it.

He went hot and hard at the thought. It had teased him the whole trip , each breath
of wind swirling her skirt at the truck stop a torment.

Mi r i felt her dress | ifting, exposing her,
between her vaginal lips, teasing a little at her clit, sliding down to press and wiggle
tantalizingly at the entrance to her core Already her pussy throbbed and ached, longing
to be filled. Her hips rocked against it.

Even hidden in the shadows of the shifting autumn foliage, with the rumble of
trucks and the highway concealing her gasps and sighs as pleasure heated her blood,
she still felt delightfully exposed as Ashdrew the dress over her head to toss it aside.



The scent of her arousal flooded him. He loved the heady, musky scent of her
passion, of her desire. One hand slid down her slender body to te ase at her clitwhile his
tail pressed and fluttered at the entrance to her pussy. She groaned, and his cock
stiffened even more against her tight ass.

Miridds belly tight enedpressngBehaching breast mtd hisagai ns
hand.

The sound was what caught her attention, the steady throbbing, beating, and then
the sudden roar above them.

Even Ash was startled as the helicopter swooped low overhead, just clearing the
treetops, the trees thrashing, its destination undeniable.

The markingsweren 6t mi | i t ar y Aswasuhelogoor por at e.
Prometheus.
o0That <changes t hi ngs ingoveérhershoukleratAdii ri sai d,

Eying it, he considered it, shook his head and smiled, brushing his mouth over the
curve of her throat and shoulder.

Oljast meanswedHhdve to stay hhersad, Wwrapping &is wingame , 0
around them as his mouth explored the curve of her shoulder. 0 T h e ynkwahaMe t hi
fled fromhere. Af t er al |l , why ?2woul d we stayé

Delightful sparks of electricity shot through her.

His hands drifted over her , one sliding down between her thighs to brush at her clit
as his tail teased at her entrance playfully.

A gesture, and a soft wool blanket spread across the fading grass, the trees a
brill iant scarlet canopy fluttering above them,near |y t he sameérillilanbl or as
skin with its tracery of gold .

oWhy woul d wHMiri muarrdueed ds*hé swept her up in his arms.
Considering it, Ash said thoughtfully, oPer/

OAre you?0 she wdviebepommingalert asde laid her down on the
blanket.

oForyou,yes, 6 he said, his | ambent eyes on her.

For a moment, Miri eyed him almost warily as Ash slid his hands slowly up her
legs, almost instinctively trying to draw them together at the predat ory and anticipatory
look in his glowing eyes, except he was parting them as he went, massaging her thighs.
Already her pussy t h r o b BShedcéuld remember too well his thick cock penetrating
her, the heavy length of it inside her, filling her é

The rich aroma of her arousal filled the air, rousing A s htuisger even further.



To her amusement his stomach growled and she giggled. She, Professor Miri
Reynolds, PhD, giggled.

Ash lifted an eyebrow.

He ran his hands beneath her bottom, cupped her firm r ounded ass to angle her
hips to his satisfaction.

Wat ching Mir i 0 sAsheuged lsis ttgiobs to drawnher, lower lips gently
apart, opening her to him.

She felt exposed, open to him.Excitement, anticipation, shot deep as she knew he
had intended.

Every muscle in her abdomen tightened as anticipation drew it taut. Lust and need
pooled low in her belly.

Gently, Ash breathed on her exposed flesh, soshewould know shewas revealed to
him, unable to escape,vulnerable and at his mercy. To his pleasure he could see her
pussy dampening, beads of moisture caught in the tight red -gold curls.

0They wil|l think we have fled and their se.
flickering over her, tasting the sweete s sence of her . 0oTtoenhereyi | | e
not i nward. 6

Miri quivered at the ephemeral touch of his tongue dancing over her.
OAsh,d she murmured.
Her pussy nearly gushed with anticipation.

Ash smiled, lowered his mouth to her and tasted her sweet cream, all of her
deeply, in one long slow sweep of his tongue. He had not had the time to do this the
night before in his haste to take her, but now he could take his time and pleasure her.
And himself.

ol | ove to eat pussy, 6 he whiMiprebodesdashehi s de
held her firmly in place.

And then he did.

Slowly, deliciously, he ate her,his forked tongue sliding up the length of her slit, to
flick against her clit at the end. Heat poured through her, every limb going hot as she
grasped frantically the blanket.

Thatonemotonand Miri thought shed&éd go mad.
And then he did it again. Deeply. Slowly.
It was incredible, sweet torture é

One long lick, another, and then he ate her like a lollipop, in long strokes with that
flick at the end at her clit, savoring each one slowly . Heat and tension built inside her,
pooled, gathered deep in her belly with each long swipe of his tongue . She was losing



her mind with pleasure. His tongue fluttered against her pussy lips and she quivered.
When it slid up inside her , flickering in her depths, she trembled. He licked and sucked
at her clit, her pussy, between each long stroke all thought evaporated. She was helpless
in his hands, melting as he ate her, his agile tongue tormenting her, teasing her.

OAsh, please, 0 she pleaded.
0 We h av ehetsadidnteoughtfully .0 They wi | | |l ook cl ose, fi
outward. We 61 | have tAlongtney hi dden.

With each of the last three words he slid his tongue up her slit slowly. She moaned
on a desperate sigh, arching He let his tongue dance over her clit as she writhed,
trapped in his hands.

00h, god, 6 she breathed.

Deliberately, he expanded his wings above them, the red and gold shifting with the
colors of the leaves and lowered his mouth to her pussy once again, to savor herdeeply,
to draw out her juices, suckling lightly now and then at her clit.

Helplessly, delirious, she trembled.
Carefully, slowly, he slid a finger inside her, stroking inside her ever so lightly.

With delight, Ash felt her muscles jump and twitch to every light twitch of his
tongue, each infinitesimal stroke of his finger inside her.

Like a gathering storm, pl easure suedlenly
lightly at her clit and pussy once more, his agile tongue dancing over them.

Her body tightened, tightened, growing as taut as a bow, until she quivered wildly,
lost in the sensation of his mouth on her, his tongue inside her.

Every muscle was taut, her hips strained against the restriction of his hands.
Pleasure pooled, swelled, grew as a wild cry spiraled in her throat, and then it suddenly
released.

Turning her head, Miri buried her facein the blanket as she screamed her pleasure,
gushing while Ash drank her sweetness down to the dregs as her body shuddered in
his hands, drawing out her essence, feasting on her as he pleasure coursed through
him with each shiver and jolt of her body in his hands.

With a soft cry she erupted, shuddering wildly as he held her, suckling at her, his
tongue driving up inside her in place of his fi nger, to draw out her sweet cream, her
essence pouring into his mouth. She came wildly.

As her body trembled in the aftermath, Ash stretched out alongside her, brushing
his lips across one tight nipple, stroking even as his tail brushed over her thigh to press
against her aching, empty pussy. His golden eyes watched her intently as it slid over
her mound, slipping between her nether lips, spreading them with his fingers so his tail
could flutter over her exposed entrance.



Miri moaned as another burst of pleasure set her pussy to aching, slowly,
deliberately, his tail pushed up inside her, thrusting into and out of her as it went.

00Oh, God, Ash, 6 she whispered.

Pressingakissto her soft cheek he said, ol l ove to
come. 0

Sliding his fingers up a little, he exposed her clit as within her his tail sought her g-
spot.

Miri felt cool air on her exposed fleshand then warmth burst through her belly. Her
body tightened of its own volition as pleasure swelled inside her once more.

0OAsh, 6 she moaned, as his index and ring fi
her clit, his middle finger stroking it ever so lightly.

o0l want to watch ydousoé mbathaioderbrmheshsing Com
It felt as if her body had turned molten, heat poured through her.

With his tail sliding across her g -spot, his fingers toying with her clit, Ash low ered
his mouth to her tight nipple. Slowly, his eyes locked on hers, he drew that tender tip
into his mouth, his tongue brushing over the hardness of it, swirling around it, and he
watched those ethereal eyes go blind as sensation overwhelmed her.

Conscious of his eyes on her, watchingher as she slowly came apart,Miri was lost
in a sensual haze. Eery muscle was rigid, locked, her back bowed to offer Ash more, to
offer him everything as pleasure poured through her in delicious waves from his
teasing finger as it caressedher clit to his tail as it stroked inside her. Then hesuckled at
her breast in deep steady pulls. Each sent a blast of pleasure from her nipple to her
pussy. Bliss spread through her.

Shequivered, every muscle growing tense. Her breath sobbedin her throat.

It was wonderful for Ash to watch as she simply gave herself up to him,
surrendered herself.

He drove her up, steadily, relentlessly, watching as her legs spread for him, as she
arched to press her breast against his mouth in entreaty.

ol |l ove to watch this, o6 he. sald)] ogseftloy, waa
pl easure take you. o

Drawing her hardened, distended nipple once more into his mouth, he suckled
hard on it. She wailed as her essence poured into him. Once more he feasted on her,
drinking her glory in, stretching it out as she qui vered and trembled helplessly.

Miri had never experienced pleasure so intense, so overwhelming as this. All
thought was gone as Ash sentecstasyracing through her in wave after building wave.
Her body trembled and twitched in response to his every touch.



Watching, Ash knew shed i d n 6t sh& musnmwured his name as color washed
beneath her gold-flecked skin. Her lips parted, her eyelids fluttering wildly as he
suckled at her, scraping his teeth over that sensitive nub to make her cry out as he
drank in her essence.Watching her, feeling her pussy flood, clenching around his talil,
was making his cock hard. He pressed it against her smooth firm thigh, but it wanted
Miri, he needed it inside her. She was so close.

Those clever fingers, his tail, increased their tempo, teasing, tormenting, she could
feel the precipice coming, every muscle going taut as glory pooled deep in her belly,
and exploded, shattering her.

Ash was a new level of hard, his cock aching, straining to be inside her, to feel her
tight h ot wetness wrapped around him like a glove, to be sheathed in her as her pussy
muscles took him, stroked him.

In an instant, he was inside her, and she screamed, her back arching to take him
deeper.

Ash watched as shecame, as she keened her ecstasyas she clenched around him,
bucking, her hips pumping .

Nothing had ever felt so good, so incredible, as Miri coming around his cock.

ol have you, Miri, 6 he said, as she came ap:
Utterly limp, she opened her eyes with an effort, her breath shud dering in her

chest, |l ooking up into Ashdés brilliant eyes,
ol |l ove to watch you come, 66 he said, softly

Lookingupinto Ashés amber eyes as they ithnetepman t o g
swirling wildly , feeling the broad head of him thrusting deep inside her, the cool air
drifting over their skin, Miri said, softly, on a groan as hefilled her, as he stretched her,
owill you come for me, Ash?06

Just the thought nearly made him spurt, nearly made him lose it, he was so hard.
With an effort, he reined himself in.

Miri watched as every muscle in his body went rigid, the powerful ones in his arms
and broad chestflexing.

Those brilliant eyes locked on hers. The flecks of fire that danced in them swirled
with greater and greater speed and intensity , as he thrust harder and deeper, until she
nearly wept with the sweetness of it as he filled her, stretched her so completely. She
moaned, her body arching, writhing in pleasure, but her eyes never left his.Not until he
was deep within her.

For a moment Ash just held there, his eyes on hers, buried deegy inside her,
savoring the pleasure of it, of her cunt so tight, so hot. His cock was sheathed so deeply



in her tightness, her pussy musdes were clenched around him as her hips pumped,
working him deliciously. Pleasure surged through him.

His cock brushed the top of her, and then, with her eyes locked on his, Miri shifted
her hips beneath his, to take him deeper still.

It was incredible. She was so very tight around him, her slick internal muscles tight
around him, stroking him.

Ash groaned, his cock swollen and so hard.

He thrust as Miri beneath him matched him stroke for stroke, her pussy clenching
around him as her hips bucked in response. It was wonderful, those astonishing green
eyes going dark again. He pounded into her and she braced herself to take eachthrust
he hammered against her. Lost in those eyes, Ash erupted, pleasure exploding through
him . Those eyes widened to feel him, to feel his hot cum jetting inside her, just gushing.

Shesmiled, gloriously, radiantly, as she arched beneath him to take him, to take it
all.

His mouth came to hers as she angled hers to hisand fused there it seemed, even
as his body pumped his seed into her, as his pleasure coursed into her. Ash tightened
his arms around her, drawing her close & his wings folded around them.



Chapter Eight

It was beautiful country, the upper part of the steep hills seemingly ablaze with
bright autumn leaves, heavily wooded but with deciduous trees not coniferous, unlike
the south. In the warmer depths of the valley it was still thickly, lushly green. Tucked
away in those deep valleysii hollows to educated folk, hollers to some of thesdi and
scattered throughout the mountains were creek side gardens, small businesss, fields
with horses, and houses, of course, ranging from estate homes to little more than
shacks The sun beamed down warmly as Ash swept them through the deep turns of
the back roads.

It was almost like flying as they swooped gracefully along the
swaying automatically with the turns.

There was a peace to this place, the road less traveled.

Miri smiled. She could almost feel Ash relaxing mile by mile , easing, the tension in
his arms and shoulders diminishing .

They turned onto a long dirt road like a dozen other long dirt roads they had
passed dust billowing behind them, Ash slowing to ride along the grassy side of the
road, glancing back over his shoulder at Miri.

She was loking up at the sky, awe-struck.

Raising his eyescarefully, he looked up as well, just a glance, but he knew what it
was she saw thereé

The Daemonae, his brothers, in flight high in the sky.

Although they had been and still could fly on that other plane it was a stark, barren
and unforgiving land, with little to recommend it beyond the shelter from persecution it
had afforded them. For all time had passed differently there, it had been a sere land, hot
and dry, a bitter place.

Looking u p, though, he thought with a smile of those who dismissed what some
said they had seenas turkey buzzards, who some said looked like a man in flight. It
was something Angel encouraged her neighbors to believe, but all of those in the valley
knew anyone who believed so was fooling themselves. In truth, save for general shape,
there was no resemblance whatsoever.

Miri just shook her head in awe as she watched the Daemonae soaring on the
thermals.

From here they looked glorious with their wings spread, the thin membranes
reflecting the colors of their skin, in all the shades of red and blacks from scarlet to
ebony to coal.



They rode deep into the hollow between the mountains, through the narrow pass
and into the green coolness into the shadowed interior, into the valley hidden between
the steep hills as the sun set behind them

Even now Ash saw one of his brothers in a steep dive, probably forewarning those
in the valley he had returned.

For all of they had only been in this place a year and were already searching for
another emergency refuge to the westit already felt like home. This land called to him
in a way it did not call to the people of this time , who treated it so poorly .

Sure enough, by thetimet hey pul l ed up in frontdsfaAdgel

Asmodeusods, there was ag theenloo thenwrapgroumnd gporchy
Asmodeus had built before the snows had set in the previous winter .

Ash smiled to see Asmodeus with his arm around his life -mate, but even more to
see Angel, her belly so big and round in comparison to her diminutive height it looked
asif s h esbirdly pop any minute . Yet she still had a month or more to go.

The contrast between her obvious pregnancy somehow made her long curly silver
hair all the more striking .

Nor were they alone. A few of the others were there also, B a 6 Fotas, Beelezebub,
Moloch, more.

His brothers.

Suddenly, shockingly, tightening his arm around Miri as they walked toward the
porch, Ash realized that for the first time in centuries, he was home. Truly home. He
might live other places, they might have to escape to their refuge in the distant
mountains these folk called the Rockies, but thisto him was home, where these people
were. And Miri.

In this, their own place, all of them were in their own form, including Asmodeus.

His prince.

Ash stripped off his t -shirt and shifted even as he wentto greet the man who was
both Prince and friend, wings extending with relief, tail unleashed.

Even as he walked forward Asmodeus was striding down the steps to meet him, a
broad grin on his face, his arm already out in the traditional armclasp, but this time Ash
met it with more than his usual formality.

Bemused, amused, Miri watched as Ash extended his hand to the other Daemonae,
the two men clasping arms, the other man clapping Ash hard on the shoulder. Not Ash
coul dnodt take 1t he didnot even flinch.

It was all a little overwhelming, the little cabin and the silver-haired woman
standing on the porch seeming almost shockingly normal even as more Daemonae
spiraled down out of the sky to greet Ash.

awai



The cabin wasalso surprisingly normal in the midst of it all .

It was a true cabin with its white -chinked, hewn-wood walls, and the smoke
drifting from the chimney. The windows glowed warmly, invitingly , in the fading
golden light. White curtains hung in them.

In comparison it was almost shockingly homey, that cabin.

The porch was deep as well as broad, the wood rough-hewn and rustic. There were
Adirondack chairs painted white and green waiting there. Tubs of fall flowers anchored
the steps leading up to the porch and more spilled profusely in shades of scarlet, gold
and bronze from pots and containers everywhere.

Far above them on the slopesof the hills the light of the sun still touched, a deep
vibrant gold, and it glittered and gleamed on those still flying.

Ash kept her close as the others crowded around.

oDr . Mi r i Reynolds, 6 Ash said, ol dd | ike vy
Daemonae, andmy truestf r i end. ¢

Miri looked up at the huge Daemonae.
OA pleasure, 6 Miri said.

Like Ash, he had red skin instead of black, but shades of ebony washed beneath it,
and his eyes were red flecked with gold. He was broader, though, deeper in the chest
where Ash was a little leaner. Where Asmodeus was power, Ash was finesse.

And like Ash, like all the others, he was astonishingly beautiful and he seemed to
radiate sex like an oven. Her body would have instantlty over heat ed i f it w
Ashds arm ar otogradndhherr wai st

They were a sexy bunch even without that attraction , not to mention large,
gloriously muscled,and preternaturally beauti ful. Not &
in his own way. It was astonishing, like being surrounded by Chippendales dancers.

They were all male, their skin tinted in various shades of red and black all the way
from a scarlet to adeep mahogany with reddish undertones, to a deep sablewith gold
shimmering in its depths, into the blacks. Andshe di dndt mean Afmei can A
of them was the color of midnight with moonlight drifting beneath his skin. He was
serenely and exotically beautiful.

It felt as if her hormones were in overdrive with so much pulchritudinous male
flesh around her.

A hand brushed her arm and Miri came face to face with a human woman of
astoni shingénot beauty, her f eat,dor thaé buter e t o
character, strength. This was a woman who recognized obstacles as nothing morethan
something to go up, over, under or around and sometimes through, but those obstacles
would never stop her.



Her hair was gleaming silver, and flowed in shimmering waves past her shoulders,
her eyes a brilliant blue.

She was alsohugely and radiantly p regnant.

Noticing wher e Meéewomédnsgave § mosk seowlntthe direction of
Asmodeus, who just grinned. Proudly.

oThis 1is all his fault, 6 sheswdlag el ltyubbo nc
honestly thought | was past this, my best years already gone. Ash, our main Healer,
tells me itds a boyéd She erbdalye d obafmne x iswenl,y ,

dondt have to kick so dlleodaleadyf Trusttmeanaghat. G p t o m
Glancing at Miri, she smiled.

oHI , | dmi Ahgkhs , N6 t heholdng e her faadi @] 6 m wi t h
Asmodeus. Come on inside, you must be exhausted.6

For a moment, Miri stared at her, boggled. Angel? Demons?
Angel grinned. 0 YAngehandthe Dgeednaet Thraute ,a tlhootu.gh . 6

Linking her ar mtheawomamwcgpmt Minuieds, 0As for the
male, the Daemonae, as will be this not so little guy. Girls, so they tell me, will be
human, but thewdldl have magic

She glanced at the men behind them, smiling.

0 As themyrif you feel a little overwhelmed, 6 Angel sai d, ot hey a
Youdll get used to it.o

oBeing different from human men but dependent on human women for
procreationi and real sustenancéi they needed something to get us past the
strangenessof them. So they all give off testosterone like mad. You do get used to it,
sort of, after a while. Although get enough of them in one room at a time and even | feel
it which is why we have so many meetings out on the porch. It was a rough winter,
though, let me tell you.6

She laughed.

ol must | ook a wreck, 6 Miri sai d, as#eychi ng
passed

oYouodr eDofniébnte .wor ry aboudarelessly, 60 Asslgel i sSaydudr e

ride her around like this, get her a helmet and gear, would you? 6
It was her own personal bugaboo.
0O0As soon as | can, 6 Ash said.
It had worried him, too, especially under the circumstances.

Miri relaxed and smiled as Angel led her into a kitchen as homey as the rest of the
cabin. The other Daemonae were crowded around Ash, either admiring the bike or



exchanging arm-clasps and greetings. Introductions were made, but Miri was getting
confused with all the names.

0So, what woul d you Ilea waiGus Wome-biewed ales armf f e e,
b e e r ¢sAAgel asked.

oWhat they serve in this time is diliggudvsting,
He shuddered dramatically.

0O0Thereds al so homemade& haneyavihe @whictAyoy leave tos ai d |
taste to believe but will put you on your butt in a heartbeat 6

Kissing the top of hislife-mat e6s head, Asmodeus said, O0Tha

She smiled ard shook her head at him, the love and affection between the two of
them obvious.

ONone of which | can have, 6 A n g e Wwith a a&ighd pOr wine, whi chld | &
recommend at the moment. 06

The longing Miri felt as she watched that easy display of affection surprised her .

't wasnodot sieibbdned hemgknown, real ly. Her own p
but hardly affectionate. Ash was a revelation.

~

0l 61 the wiree khen, andthanky ou. 6

A hand closed over Mirids arm as Ashtoretho
hand and tail drawing her back against him. An arm wrapped loosely but possessively
around her shoulders as with the other he accepted a mug of mead passed to him by
one of the others. A deep contentment seemed to fill her as Ash leaned back a little
against the counter, drawing her with her back against him, obviously comfortable. She
brushed her cheek quickly against his arm.

She didndt miss it dnedeliglatido Angebdnd Asmadeus sharesl at
Ashodos goeletowm, Asmodeusds bril | i aasAngel eaddedehgre s whi
a glass of wine.

It had not come as a surprise to Ash to see Angel and Miri hitting it off so well, it
would have surprised him i f they hadndt .

While Angel might be the tough F.B.l. agent on the job, it was her humanity that
infused her work, she was well -liked as well as well -respected. She had a good heart.

Academic shewas, Miri, too, did what she did for the love of it, for her passion and
for the pleasure in it.

What did astonish him was how good she felt against him in this place, this house
he considered home as mwh as his own cabin here. Time passed differently on the
other planes, but it had passed, and in all that long time he had never felt the kind of
peacehe felt here in this moment.



0So, 6 Asmodeus said, hdeepwp®i cevean déthepn r Asnlb
others crowded in and got their drink of choice, 6 how i s your search goir
it?0

He canted aneyebrow at Miri but looked at Ash.

Which brought Ash back down to earth.

By the sudden seriousness of Ashostleehsspr essi
tail wrapping instinctively around his Angel and the life within her.  He drew both
closer.

00On one count , 6 withammall smile; big &rd tightening a little
around Mirids shoul der s, his tail pul ha ng he
could feel her firm ass against his hips. 0 A:
Dr . Reynol ds. ¢

Miri glanced back up over her shoulder at him with a lifted eyebrow and a grin.
A look Ash met with a nod, his smile broadening.

Lettingouta si g h, Ash continued, oUnfortunately,
her . 6

Everyone stiffened and went alert, catching the undertone in his voice.
OTempt on, 6 Ashogtlg bittedya i d

It was fascinating to watch the change from contented soon-to-be-mother to sharp-
eyed and intent F.B.I. agent.

Ash nodded. 0lt seems so although we have n
named Hammond, whosaidhewas a representative of Prometh

ol't sounds | i ke Templeton, 6 Angel said, gri:
One of the other Daemonae said, Ol ®mn. on

Like all the others, he was tall and beautiful, lean and sexy,but wher en Ashds
was red, his was like polished ebony, with silver chasing beneath it like moonlight over
a midnight lake , and his eyes were like the moon with shadows that whirled within

them.

o0Thank vyou, Mol och, 6 Angel sai d, although
herself.

Moloch folded back the cabinets to reveal alarge touch-screen computer display,
his long, elegant taloned fingers dancing over the screen

Mi ri ds mout h n erwy $Shegsighelt er ed i n
What she could do with thaté



0l have one at home, 6 Ash said softly in he
it | ater. o

oMaybe tomorrow, 6 Miri s dhie tength efciks hardybpdy s mi | i n
against her back and allthe pheromones drifting in the air.

Her voice was rich with promise.

Ash hardened at the thought she had other plans for tonight and drew her closer,
nestling his cock against her ass.

0 What did this ?Hamimomadewasntasked, sorry to
moment between them.

More than any other, Ash, his friend and his general, their best Healer, had endured
the most over the centuries. Worse and most painfully, he had been one of the first
victims of the Book of Demons centuries ago. He had suffered terribly at the hands of
the priests. Asmodeus remembered it all too well. It had scarred Ash both inside and
out. It was good to see him happy.

0To hire me,dé6 Miri sai d,Foirn wehmg weerx atcd | lyi sh eq
0OBecause of whabto uto ut hken oe tAsmedeesadkedp | ai ns ? 6

Ash tightened his arms around Miri.

ONo, 0 hethnkkdbiedaude she can see them. o

Everyone in the room went still.

0Sheds a cl| addedvoyant, 6 he

One of the others, Baodal couliMead him tightdoutlgeh t s al
damn book. 0

Miri shook her head, o0ltds not that easy an
over into them. 6
Startled Asmodeus stared at her . ONever ?6

With her hands wrapped around Ashd&shimfaor ear m
wry look.

ol am notanvderly waasl [t he small est in many of
said, by way of explanation.

Giving his brothers the eye, Ash said, 0 Bu
arts. o

It was a warning none of them needed. She was As h & struecnmte,sbatn , his

they understood.

OWhich are of l ittl e wuse, unfortunately, a
et her eal p | a,completaly midsing the undeicudrents.



Remembering crossing through the magical circles Templeton had used to imprison

Asmodeus, and t he t hing t hat had snatched
shuddered. That screamstill echoed in her dreams. Baker had been a tough man.

Wryly, Mi r i said, ol think | momardgthabloknew a sci
that | was seeing what others could not, |  ex

Angel smiled, watching the light enter those otherworldly green eyes and glanced
up at Asmodeus.

Seeing the look, Asmodeus gave a small nod.

Continuing, Mi r i s altdopenéd? untet ionRpritapysshauddl | s o
have stuck with the doll s, but out of curi osi

Wincing, she shook her head. oIt was as i f
lashed out of the shadows of one of the planes and took myt ur t | e. 0

Her smile was wry.

She had cried, privately, for days afterward.

Ash, hearing the echo of it, that small loss, tightened his arm around her.

Sympathetic, Asmodeus asked,gently, 0 How ol d were you?bo6

A little abashed, Miri shrugged seemingly carelesslyyand sai d, OFi ve. O

Five years old, and she had constructed experiments. Reasoned, logical experiments
into the ethereal realms.

With an effort, Asmodeus kept himself from shaking his head.

For Miri it had been a rough year. Not long after her father had left. Neither of her
parents had really understood what to do with her.

In truth, no one had.

Miri watched them, waited for the inevitable withdrawal, the pulling away of those
who didndt understand, didndt know Wwbwttehbkaty

She was used to that.

't didndt happen.

She looked from face to face.

Rapid mental readjustments were made around the room but no one flinched.

Tightening her hands on As hadsf nahingneayth- Mi r |
shattering had happened, and sai d, OAndt hédeéthiwegsé&senti en
want of a better word é 6

Ash felt her shiver, just a little. It was enough. He tightened his arms around her.

0They are dark, 6 she said. oVery dark. o



Shadows moved in those pale and oddly lovely eyes.Everyone there could see it.

ol suspect few with my talent survived their curiosity, and those that did, went

mad. | was curious, butagai nst the unknown, 6 Mir.i sai d, 0 &
wherelwas goingi n case | ,driwdonvduld watehtmy bback ? 6

She shook her head.

oo wasndt foolish enough to venture there.©o

0rou have someone now, A&sh said, quietly, in her mind .
She glanced back over her shoulder and smiled at him.
Gently, he brushed a kiss over his forehead.

O0But you cAsmodetigaskeds ? 6

Miri nodded. 0 Ye s . I j ust never we nt farther t ha
dangerous it was. 6

0So, you cho tbadBéAaek then?6 Badal said.
Relief was visible on the faces of everyone in theroom.

Looking around, Miri hated to disappoint them. She sighed.It was all too clear how
much the Book hung over all of them like Damocles sword.

Taking a breath, Miri looked up at Ash. They had had no time to talk about any of
this yet.
OYes arsldesaido, 6

Faces fell,all attention was riveted on her. It was a little daunting butAs hds str ong
presencewas at her back, and it never faltered.

0The tempor al or ethereal pl anes arendot |1k
believe, they are a different order of reality. Some believe time is just a constructwe
have created something that enough people have come to believe inand so made real
In some of them, though, time passesquited i f f erent |l y. 6

Gl ancing at Ash, As modeus roordwnerperienacedd®m Kk now
the plane we retreated to once the priests declared us anathema and hunted us in
earnest Nothing livesthere wecoul d deter mine, but time defin
oThank al l the gods, 6 Mol och hauetotds, trazidg as he

Promet heus through a seemingly endless maze (¢
have gone mad. ¢

Asmodeus glanced at him and noddedtooilt@eée et

Noddi ng, Mlithink so,sweeijudt havedto be fairly dose to where it crossed
over .o



Concerned, frowning, Angel gl anc dlthtcautd A s mo d
be difficult. o

Miri looked at the three of them , puzzled.

Tightening his arm around his mat e, Asmodeu
noideahow | ong it would take us to return. o

With a nod, Ash added, 0Esmngel ydukndwaswallasesc ape:
| do Templeton would have devoted all of his considerable wealth to hunting you
downtogetitback. Your st atus wi t hotectlye thén.ald.itbtll walidd noét p
not have if he knew you had the Book. None of us would have been safe.If we can Miri
and | will find it and destroy it in such a way Templeton knows without a doubt it is
gone. It makes no sense to remove one swordof Damocles from above our heads only

to replace it with another. o

Looking to Miri and her clearly questioningly and querying look Angel said,
oOWhen Templeton thought Asmodeus and | mi g ht
held us in. We escaped withsecomdls t o spare, but without the B

She glanced up at Asmodeus, watching his ruby eyes whirl, his tail close around
her even as his hand tightened on her shoulder to draw her closer.

oUnbeknownst to him, a money mthat explosiort an a
weakened the building dangerously. 6

Her eyes narrowed. She had suspected as much and sent the building inspectors.
Even Templeton hadndt been able to denyltwasasmalid s hut
victory, but she was willing to take it.

Theyhad come so cl oseé

She let out a breath, smoothing her hands over herswollen belly and the precious,
unexpected, life that moved within her.

0So, Miri, 6 Asmodeus sai d, oOohow cl ose?6

Mi r i shook her head. ol donot know. I wonot

O0Wondate ilti ke |l ooking for a needle in a hayst
possibilities?d

Pleasedat his perception, she smiled.

ONot quite. That 6 s an o wHyd& mattereta s alase. The book is a human

artifact where and when a human artifactdoe s n 6t bel ong. litn sdh owd yd. @ :
Miri took a slow breath, | eaned back i ot @omfektsdnd suppartr. hhes
visions echoed throughher,. 0 And, it ds i mportant. 6

Hearing something in her voice Ash looked down at her. The others caught it, too.

She looked up at him and then uncomfortably around at the others.



Mi r i |l et the breath go.t empwrealblsye.e®d it . It

0OYoudve seen it?6 Angel asked, sharply.
oWhat do you mean, temponearlythgsametides modeus s ai
ol dm a <clairvoyant, 6 Miri sai d, oa clear s
planes, it all means the same thingto me. Sometimes | can see the future glimpses of
what might be, what could beliXKkeedhewadre nexus

Her voice trailed off.
Ash felt the shimmer, an od Wiri snbretightly. ng éi nst i

Miri could senseit, a great opening within her, a void like a door opening inside
her, a great gusty breezethat moved through space, blowing throug h her. Suddenly she
was outside herself, caught, suspended between space and time with all the myriad
possibilities spreading out around her as a magician will fan the cards, and dare you to
choose one, just one.

Looking at Miri Reynolds 6 sddly pale green eyes in such marked contrast to her
brilliant red -gold hair, Angel 0 & cabghteagtth e ot h e r pupilo seamed t®
contract, to disappear, the green paling and turning luminous. Those otherworldly e yes
shifted and moved as if she were seang something no one elsein the room could seeor
as if she weretrying to see everything and anything .

OAsmodeus, 6 Angel breat hedo¢o Hars d&opleahherd | we n
eyeso

ol see it, my Angel , 6 he sai d,h?ThaOralesaty . 0 We
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The times were rare when Asmodeus or one of the others reminded Angel of just
how old they were. Some of it was the time they had spent in the other realm, some was
of it was justéThey were Daemonae.

Ash had already felttheshift , had 6heardd it, awvhdarme!l t Mir

Nodding, his heart aching for her, Ash held Miri firmly but loosely in his arms, his
cheek against her hair.

Il n some way Mir.i wrns araundader @s he held Aes, lgrowndec
her in this time, this place, giving her comfort . As always in the back of her mind there
was a flicker of fear, the desperate fear of getting lost forever in what she saw. In the
visions of what she saw there. There were others who had. Both heart and breath
caught.

A deep voice said, softly, i nsi de her mi n kere ndvNIewowdr find | am
you.d

Gratitude trickled through her. She held onto that mental voice as if it were a
I i f el i peehépsihvhs.



Everyone in the room went still, watchful.

Struggling to retain herself, to not get lost in what she sawii another hazard of
those with her giftsfi as images batteredat her, Miri fought to make sense of what she
was seeing,of why she had been pulled in at this time, this place.

0The f ut ur e the wivense is nof fikex, ehdy, are mutable, ever changing,
but there are moments in time, crucial moments when all things come together to
create, or to destroy. Always, always, even on the brink of destruction, the Universe
tries to right itself, to find the path of light . Sometimes, sometimes | can almost see it, |
get glimpses o f it as you deingwdwa a highway énd, ebetdeen the
trees and branchesover a hill, you get a view of the same road, a sight of a distant
curve, the direction the unive rse, the great creative force that drives it, and seeks.But

the road can change, it can be diverted. Or there can be a crossroads. We stand at one

now. The Book is the Key to righting an anci
The door inside her shut as suddenly as it had opened and Miri shook herself even
as Ash tightened his arms around her.
For a moment, shewas frightened.
There had beenthose in the past who had run, if not screaming then it had come
awfully close to it, from her when confr onted by her gifts. Despite all her care, all her
assurances And there had beenone who had wanted to exploit it. She flinched from the
memory.
Inside her head avoice, soft, deepand famil i ar sai d, |wilenewrdeawvei ngl vy,
you, you will never be alone. You knew it that first time we touched. Your Sight told
you so. 0
Miri turned her head to lookupatAsh. 61t di d. ©
He caught her cheek, cupped it and tipped her chin up for a kiss.
Around the room, several Daemonae stared in shock and amazement as Ashoreth,
grim, severe Ashtorethfi who had often ground them into the dirt training them in
defensei visibly softened.
With a sigh, Miri laid her cheekagainst his strong chest listening to the steady beat
of his heart. It eased her. He was alive. Real.
Ash glanced at Asmodeus, who nodded and went to fetch a cup of mead. The
honey wine would ease the post-vision jitters. Both remembered a time when gifts like
Miri 6s wer e n oftbefer® thogenearty pmestadid their own version of
ethnic cleansing on the small portion of the population with magic.
oOoHer e, 6 As mardl efiered Miriati de f orti fi ed wi ne. ODr i

the last she ate Ash? 6

Ash groaned.

r



Taking the offer ed c up, Mi r i | ooked up at hi m. o0We h
Lifting an eyebrow, Asmodeus looked at him.

oMal , 6 Anapdd was dosedt to the refrigerator 0 Coul d you get a
food for Miri?2o

With a nod, Moloch set the search engine running and put a quick plate of food
together.

Merefood di dndét satisfy any Daemonaeds needs,
sustain them, if only just, until they could find their own sustenanceéi preferably with
their true mate, but the pleasure they found in any and every woman they touched
could carry most of them for quite some time.

Between one thing and another, Miri found she was starving. The mead made
everything go down easily.

Ash brought Asmodeus and the others up to speed on their adventures, with
occasicnal asides from Miri, keeping a wary eye on his mate, lifting an intrigued
eyebrow as she drained the cup of mead and then asked for more.

This would be interesting.

Sitting at the table with Angel, Miri fell on the food like a starving wolf, tryi ng to
eat delicately, and failing, to the mild amusement of the assembledDaemonae.

oOWhen was the | again?& i Mmegelouasakeed curiousl vy,
amused, went to fetch another cup of honey wine.

Ash was watching his mate with fascination, smo thering a smile.

For some reason Miri was having trouble remembering.

0l gett awgppugm my research, 6 she said.
She frowned a little as she ate, considering it.

OAnd there wasl thet |l eetvuoee even i f I|LSoye don

Idondt eéad®mtipeethtayd sbureeaklf ast t hat day though.
Eyebrows shooting toward the ceiling, Angel

Miri let out a gusty sigh, smiled and nodded w hen Asmodeus brought her another
cup of mead.

OAndubewup a propanmngelsgdnk?d6 A

OHmMmmmM, 6 Mi r i sai d. oTwo or three of us f
together every year and do a | ecture called
popular. Cars do not explode as quickly as you might think from the movies and gas
tanks donodt either. Many g aosthey need to i@ withair te e o r S
become combustible, and thenstill needa t ri gger é An i gnition poin

tank is not enough to make it go boom. 6



Amused, Angel said, looking at Ash, 6 1 & | |  tkireneimgl. Ahdhyau jumped the
motorcycle? Blind?¢6

o | was scared shitless, 6 Miri blurted, and
et hereal eyes wide withink |  modk un&kOl® my God

Patting her hand, Angel laughed . ol tried t othinkyou needgedoity b u't I
Miri. Youdve had a bit 6of excitement | ately.

Miri looked at Ash apologetically.
ol think,d he sai igs stmomeh etro ntga kae gmyi nmatoe ho

With a sigh, Mi r i sai d, o | | ove hisandoi ce,
sweet. o

Mortified, she clapped a hand over her mouth as the room erupted in laughter. Ash
lifted an eyebrow, intrigued.

Miri felt the color rising in her face.
othink youdre right, o6 she said.
0The whIl kdwi her goadlised. Asmodeus

It would do him good as well, Ash thought, letting him stretch his legs after nearly
two days on the motorcycle. And it amused him to see Miri so unsettled and open.

Miri nodded.

oWedl I see you both in t hsailin(hor aWa gmds Asdno d
Ash. o

They cl|l asped ainhmssvarmek thdn & kad lgeeniinpcenturies.

It was a | ong wal k, made easi er Asbgasttdi ri 0 s
guide their way.

So fascinated was sheby the little glowing ball of light she nearly trippe d over a
root on the way demihsdfthédvioeds.c ot t age i n

And then she caught si ghntsheerfvondet. ¢ and st opped

Buried amongst the trees in the deepestcorner of the valley, it faced eastsoit would
be a place of light at any time of day with it s tall glass entryway catching the early
sunlight. A gesture from Ash lit the candles and lanterns within so it glowed like a
jewel in the darkness, nested as it was beneath the towering trees.

The wood had clearly come from the trees cut down to make room for it. Wide oak
and pine planks alternated down the sides, framing the glass that ran across the front,
filling the interior with light. Inside  Miri could see the outlines of a kitchen onthe north
side and a library on the other.



Ash took her hand and led her inside his home, his sanctuary, kicking off his boots
just inside the entryway.

Both the kitchen and the library were open to the atrium at the entryway and both
rooms were state of the art From the libr ary came the unmistakable scentsof leather-
bound books.

Once more, Miri stopped in awe and simple amazement. She had never seen
anything so lovely in all her life.

The interior was open, with sliding doors of rice paper or something like it to close
off the individual interior sections All of the doors had been pushed back, opened to
reveal low beds with thick mattresses, each covered in earthtoned bedspreads to
compliment Ashdés deep.scarl et skin

In the center of it all was an enormous indoor garden, another atrium topped by a
roof of glass. Plants grew lush and greenthere, surrounded by river rocks and pebbles.
A small stream ran a meandering path through the center, keeping the air within
humid, even as it added its own music, the soft sound of water trickling over and
between stones

The little ball of flame Ash had conjured danced and dipped from one candle to
another as it raced around the room, setting each alight to flicker from behind leaves
that rustled with the breeze flowing through to the atrium windows high above.

There were the stars, glittering brightly above them, and they would even in the
chill of winter, while inside it would always be summer.

oltdéds beautiful, Ash, o6 she said, softly.
The truth was it was incredible.

oOWait, 6 duiding $er idavn the central pathway until they stood in the
center of the garden, the rounded pebbles surprisingly soft beneath their feet.

ORai néo
Warm water showered over them from thin copper piping along the frame of the
atrium roof, smelling like a brook or a stream, fresh and clean.

It was magical and lovely, the water from the cistern on the roof warmed by
sunlight by day.

Ash watched, smiling, as Miri looked up at the rain falling down over her in
wonder, holding her hands out to catch the drops, smiling, sticking her tongue out like
a small child. The rain drenched the ragged remains of her dress, making it cling to her
full breasts and slender belly as her nipples tightened beneath the wet cloth, the water
making it cling to all the lush curves of her body, the curve of her waist, that softness in
her belly. It sparkled in her fiery hair like diamonds.



Ash was hot and hard in seconds as he watched the water bead on her skinlike her
golden freckles.

With relief, he freed his hair, shaking his head to loosen it as he peeled out of his
own filthy, now wet clothing, his throbbing cock and trapped tail demanding to be set
free.

Turning, Miri found Ash standing in all his Daemonae glory, his skin gleaming as if
it had been oiled as he bent to removehis jeans.

Frozen, watching, for a moment she could only stand there and admire the long line
of his back, the taut muscles there,his incredibly tight ass, not thin, but rounded, firm,
hislonglegs muscul aréand then he turned.

He was every inch the rampant male, every inch of his body cut and tight, his hair
streaming over his strong broad shoulders, his pecs hard and curved, his abs a perfect
six-pack, as his wings extended to take advantage of thespray. As si nuous as a
tail curved and twine d around his muscular legs as, closing his eyes, completely
unconsciously, Ash tipped his sculpted face backto the light spray.

Mirid6s throat | ocked just to |l ook at him.
He was so beautiful.

All she wanted to do was lick every drop of water from his glistening skin, his
magnificent body .

So she did, stepping close to him, to press her mouth to his smooth warm skin ,
tasting the water on it, tasting his skin, as she slid her hands around his waist to draw
him closer.

Miri smiled as he drew her into his embrace, the feel of his agile tail wrapping
around her hips as well as his arms pulling her close somehow just another level of
comfort.

She was hungry for him, though. Hungry for this, for the feel of Ash in her arms,
for the taste of his warm skin as she licked it, her mouth closing around his nipple to
suck and lick the water away. He tasted cool and clean, his nipple tightening as her
tongue flicked it.

He tasted wonderful.

Sheloved the feel of his smooth skin beneath her tongue when she swept it over
him, beneath her hands as she stroked them up his back She lovedthe taste of him as
her tongue flicked over him . She was intoxicated, and not with the mead, but Ash.

Her hot mouth sent a jolt of heat pouring t
more as her mouth wandered over his skin, branding him with it. It was sheer delight.
He cupped her head, as with both tail and his free hand he drew her even closer.



Ash lost himself in the delightful feel of her mouth on him, av id as it brushed over
his skin. Every inch of him was aware of her, of her touch, of the places where their
bodies touched, where her breasts pressed against him as her hands slidup his back.

There was nothing, nothing that felt so goot¢

Hungrily, Miri licked and sucked the beads of water that gathered on his powerful
chest, making her way down his body, over his ribs, to the taut muscles of his abs,
going to her knees. His navel fascinated her, the beads of waterthat had gathered in it.
She pres&d her mouth against it to suck out the moisture there, her tongue diving in to
lick out even the deepest drops as she crouched in front of him, her hands on his hips
for balance as she devoured him.

A groan tore from him and Miri looked up into his glowing amber eyes.

As h t h o d tpdetis rhired @s her tongue swept into his navel, as shesucked at
it gently, his cock nestled between her lush breasts, her hands closingtightly over his
ass to pull him closer.

She rubbed herluscious body up against his cock like a cat as she kissed, licked and
suckled at him, every now and then giving the head of his cock a long swipe of her
tongue. It was maddening, and marvelous.

When he groaned again, Miri looked up, to see his expression transported, lost.

Smiling, she pressed her arms together to catchthe shaft of his cock between her
breasts as shdicked at the head of it like an ice cream cone

His hands clenched tightly in her hair.

His cock washuge, beautiful with its nearly purple tip , throbbing . She coud n &Geip
but lick it, suck it.

Each swipe of her soft wet tongue drove Ash nearly wild , even as her hands slid
around the back of his thighs.

Desperately wishing he had something to hang onto he plunged his hands into her
damp hair.

oTel | me wh aMiri sgid, pressgiray a kiss on the head of his cock.
Ash moaned as she suckledat it lightly.
It was huge, his cock, but she thought she could manage it.

She sucked in the head, tasting therainwater, and Ash, his taste faintly musky, his
salty precum on the back of her tongue.

Looking down, A s At the imagh of Mia an hdr kneeks ketbre him as
her mouth closed over him, over the head of his cock to lap and suck. It felt as if he
would explode as her hands closed around him, one around his balls to cup his sac the
other around his thighs . Her mouth was so hot, so wet. Her tongue slid over the slit in
the head of his cock, swirled around it. It was glorious.



His hands closed in her damp hair, Ash tried to pull her away. He was going to
come, it had been too long since anyone had done this for him, but this was Miri, his
Miri, and he would expl ode.

Deliberately, feeling him throb and twitch, his balls drawing up tight, Miri slid her
hands around the back of his thighs, took him as deep as shecould stand, and suckled
at him. Hard.

Pleasure explodedthrough him .

Ash lost his mind. His hands locked in her hair as he plunged his cock deep into
that warm, wet and willing mouth , fucking it, fucking her, dear gods, so hot, so wet,
more. He stabbed his throbbing cock into herfi please, Mirifi as her mouth worked to
take him. His hot cum jetted into her, his pleasure pumped into her, emptied down her
slender throat as she swallowed. Her throat worked against the head of him,
swallowing, closed around him to take him as he emptied into her mindlessly, his hips
pumping to thrust his cock even deeperinto that gloriously hot wet mouth .

It was astonishing to look down at her as her ethereal eyesfluttered closed as she
sucked on him. He shot every last drop of cum into her warm mouth , his hands locked
in her hair as he used it, used her,plunging his throbbing cock between her pretty lips,
spurted into her. His pleasure coursed through him as he emptied into her, gushed,
jetted, filled her, filled his mate with his cum.

His hands locked in her hair, Miri fought to take him, to swallow all of him é

Thi ck f | thotdum, pAwsed thte her throat and she swallowed, swallowed
him, tasting deeply of his pleasure, sucking on his cock to draw the last spurts from
him.

Ash looked down just as Miri looked up with those mystical green eyes suckling
lightly at him, taking every last drop of his pleasure as he pumped it into her.

With a yank, he pulled her up to him, his mo uth plunging against her throat. His
teeth sank into her pounding pulse. His venom pulsed into her, heat flooded her. She
erupted into his mouth, her blood, her essencea hot rush as his tail speared deepinside
her, fucking her with it fast and hard as he feasted onher, each cry of pleasure urged
him on. He lifted her, still feeding eron h as her legs wrapped around his waist, her
hands spearing into his hair to pull his mouth harder against her throat.

He drew great sucking drafts of her into his mouth as he carried her into their
bedroom as he devoured her, feastedon her, his true mate. His.

Dropping her onto the bed he ripped the sodden dress from her lush body and
feasted on her swollen breasts ashe fucked her with his tail . Shetrembled and quivered
but his mouth was locked against her throat as ancient instincts kicked in and he fed
until his thirst was slaked, until she was limp beneath him and her body quivered
helplessly with wave after wave of pleasure.



Sated at long last, Ash curled her into his arms, held her close against him to keep
her warm and to feel her body against his.

Those ethereal eyes opened, looking up into hisand she smiled.

Miri raised a hand to touch the hard lines of his stern face in wonder. Every inch of
her body still hummed with pleasure.

Looking down into the eyes of his mate, Ash slid a hand into her hair and kissed
her softly.



Chapter Nine

Despair flooded him as Ash became aware of the dank stone walls close around
him, the heavy iron chains around his wrists, his ankles, chafed his skin. The stones of
the dungeon glistened with moisture, the air was damp and fetid, the straw on the floor
thick with crawling vermin while mice and rats skittered along the walls. The stench, a
mixture of the foul damp straw, rat droppings and his own excrement, was difling .

His shoulders burned from carrying his weight, from being held in the same
position for so long.

A dream, it had only beena dream. All of it.
In that moment, as thatrealization crashed over him, he nearly broke.

The iron chains on his wrists and ankles made them ache nearly constantly, all were
worn raw, and the lashes on his back burned like fire, but pain had been a constant in
his life since they had summoned him to this place, summoned him back to this plane
of existence. One moment he had been in his chambers on the other plane, the nexhe

had beenhere.
And here he remained.

It had happened before to others, but none of them had known what had happened
to their absent brothers although they had all searched for them.

Now he knew and he grieved for Seir and the others, if this was what they had
faced, what they had suffered. Alone.

A soft, familiar voi ce call ed to hAsh, 0Youaded® not al ol

It was a lie.

For months, nearly a year he had yearned fora voice, any friendly voice é
There had only been the priests, with their implements of torture.

If he listened to that voice, he would go mad. Truly and completely mad.
Hope was a dangerous thing in this place. Necessary, but dangerous.

Ash closed that voice off, closed it out.

His hunger was a constant, a raging thirst that could not be quenched, not here, not
in this place, not the way his hunger should be fed.

He longed for even a glimmer of sunlight in the dark depths of this place, a glimpse
of blue sky where once he flew, even, he considered ruefully and almost longingly , for
the harsh glare of that other plane as it fell over the red escarpments where his brothers
had made their chambers. He longed even for that reddish sky, tinted by the endlessly
blowing sand, as sere as it was,as much as he had complained of it.



As he longed for his brothers. The people he had loved. His slaughtered mother,
the friends who had died.

And t he ones who still lived.

At least Asmodeus and the others were still free, Ash had no company in this
terrible place.

Shackled to the wall with too little chain to allow him to either sit or lay down, he
was forced to hang in the chains even to sleep His wings were chafed by the wall as he
could not fold them tightly enough to keep them away from the coarse stong or extend
them to ease their stiffness Exhaustion dogged him constantly, dulled his senses. He
would choose death easily over this unending torment.

It was not his choice to make, so long as he remained in the hands of the priests.
At the sound of iron scraping on stone, Ash fought an involuntary shudder.

Nor this his choice, whatever was to come.

The priests, the black crows come to pick at his bones

As soon as he saw what they had brought he shifted to human form, something not
even the iron on his wrists could prevent, whatever the magical cost, however much
more deeply the hunger dug its claws into him. It was an effort to change into a form
that would not terrify the poor child , who had never seen his kind, when in the early
days Daemonae hadonce been plentiful. It was a price he was more than willing to pay.
He would not be the subject of more torment. Nor would he cause it. They would not
know the child they offered him would give him nothing, no sustenanceat all, nor
would they believe him if he told them so. He already had, many times.

They wanted proof of his ©6bar biagrof vehat his
people did with their mates. Although then he had not had one himself, it was so much
more than feeding, more than just drinking their blood , their essence but a joining of
souls, not just of bodies. Any food would sustain , as most of thes priests could attest
with their daily ration of gruel ,butadr i nki ng t he essentoenake
them one with each other. It was a true sharing.

Remembering the village, his mother, those he had loved, gone now, and with it the
hope of that sharing, Ash fought the ancient grief and his hatred of these who
tormented him now, knowing the glow of his eyes would betray him, paint him in the
eyes of this child as exactly what the priests declared him to be. Demon. Not Daemonae,
but a lesser thing, a creature condemned by their God.

He did not try to speak with the child, to reassure it, knowing the priests would
only twist his words, pervert them and his intent to imply he only intended to entice,
and thereforedamn t he chil dbés soul

Instead he tur ned his back on them.

They took the child away.

atur e,



Despair was as great a weight on him as the iron chains when they returned and
dragged him from the cell to the ir instruments of torture.

Today it would be the frame, a form not unlike the rack, but upright . Ash closed his
eyes and resigned himself to it. He locked his jaw and fought the weakness, the nearly
overpowering desire to tell them anythin g, if only the pain would stop.

If he faltered, if he gave in, it would stop fi but only for him. It would begin for
another. For whoever it was he betrayed. He held onto that fact, clung to it.

He would not.

Deliberately drawing out the process they strapped him slowly into place,
removing one set ofiron chains only to replace them with another. The chains clanked
asthe great wheels turned, drew him up to suspend him within the frame.

At least in human form his wings and tail were safe.

Even so, their bodies, Daemonae bodies, his body, were much more resilient than
most mortal human s, tolerated far greater abuse It was clear they had learned from
those who had gone before him.

Gritting his teeth, h e felt the frame invert, force him upside down. If he died here
like this to their minds his soul would go straight to hell.

Ash thought he was already there.

His folk had different beliefs fi they were all a part of the creative/destructive force
that was beingfi and that gave yet another reasonfor the priests who condemned them.
They wanted him to repent, to call out to their God for forgiveness, for mercy.

They brought out the instruments of torture , laid them out before him, the whips
and the chains, the hot irons, so he could look upon them and anticipate what was to
come.

Fire seared across his back as the lash struck.

The pain started, the torments, as they demanded her e pent his Hbevi |l 0
could not, he could not be other than what he was.

Ash fought to set himself apart fro m the pain, to separate himself from it and bear
it. Pain ripped through his flesh, burned across it, the scent of hisown flesh roasting
made him gag. Blood and sweat ran down his body. He almost succeeded in setting it
all aside until he felt warm blood, not his own, drip on his mouth and his hunger
awoke, raging. Almost, almost, he gave in to it, battened onto that warm f lesh, that
flickering essence, until he opened his eyes and saw what they had done.

Bound and gagged, the helpless woman looked at him, her eyes rolling wildly like
asheepds t o tHérevristshadabeen Islit. #ler blood poured uselessly to the
floor. He dared not feed from her or confirm their belief of him. H e dared not even lick
his lips, or risk losing all control.



The sound of her blood pattering on the stone floor was the sound of rain on a
rooftop, a sweet torment as the coppery scent filled the air.

A waste of a life.

Fury exploded through him. H e wanted to kill them all, to rip them apart with his
bare hands.

They called him the monsteré

He raged against his bonds, against the chains, goaded by his hunger, every bit of
his Daemonic self visible in his fury, his rage and painé Hi s utter despair
out to the Gods.

A voice called to him, familiar, known, but in his rage, in the depths of that despair
and fury he exploded out of the dream, out the memory and into the darkness of his
cottage, the familiar and the known surreal against the pain and horror, to stand,
shuddering, his mind reeling.

It had been horrible to watch as the nightmare tormented him .

Miri went to him, his tension, his pain, tearing through her. Frantic, s h ediilldbeen
unable to break him from the grip of the nightm are or whatever it had been, no matter
how or what she had tried.

The expression on his facewas tormented, agonized, and furious. His every limb
was rigid, his stern, sharp-boned face a harsh, indifferent mask, his eyes glowed fiercely
while color raced beneath his skin. Gentle stroking, calling his name, none of it had
worked.

Until she had called him mentally, had shouted for him, trying to break the hold
the dream had on him, and then she had touched him.

Reaching out, she laid a hand on hisstrong chest.

0Ash?6¢

That touch jolted him awake, to the flickering candlelit darkness.
Dazed, he jerked from her, pushed her away.

She wasnot real . Coul dnot be real . This was
had dreamed all those ages ago.

His muscles jumped, every nerve was alight with remembered pain , vibrated, as he
fought the rage, the fury, the pain and the horror. And the savage hunger that was
roused in him by the dream, by the memory of the spilled blood, by the remembered
scent.

oDondt touch me, 6 h efwhseredeawas Bnowing inisdtmepatt n s ur e
of his mind that wasndt astwhdt $he was to hilh,dutthe ea m wi
nightmare still had its claws sunk deep in him.



They had touched him, burned and beaten him like a dog, tortured and tormented
him, treated him as if he were a thing until he had almost begun to feel like one. He
f el t éanpsonekow, tainted.

His rage was so close, still looking to lash out at something, anything, to strike back
at those who had tortured and tormented him. It burned.

Ash didnot want t hat to touch her, to touch
do. Of what he was capable of.

The fierce look Ash shot her stung sharply.

His lambent golden eyes glowed brilliantly, the red sparks danced wildly within
them, and his fury turned his sharp-boned face savage and cruel. That fierce,
intimidating visage would have quailed even some among his brothers, had he but
known it.

Stung by the apparentr ej ect i on, Mi r i frodhithditnlddk , aldhoughn f | i n
seeinghim now she knew why A smodeus called Ash his general.

It hur t, that look, wrenched her heart, scored it so it felt as though it bled acid in her
chest, burning.

Some part of her though, understood what had happened, had shared the dream
but could not share the pain in him, could not share the part that was savage, raging,
and the part that was not.

ol wuch you, 6 s he sidilaid,a hand @h hislarm deliberately. 6 Wh a t
are you going to do about it?6

When he jerked the arm away, she ducked beneath it, wrapped her arms around
his waist as she quickly brushed a kiss across his chest.

Struggling against the rage, Ash grabbed her shoulders to hold her away, his claws
digging into her tender flesh and shook her, not gently. Her pain lanced through him.
Guilt followed.

Her scent filled him, too, though, setting the hunger tearing through him.

This was what he feared most, what hedd do when this rage
his hunger raged, ravened, raised to a fever pitch by his memories. A part of him feared
what he was capable of in this mood, with his nerves singing, rage and remembered
pain a sharp goad to his fragile temper.

ol sai d, get away, 0 he growl ed, furiously,
what I|Yoldorddt. know whaté | 6m capabl e of.

It was why he had built his house so far away from the others. In case of this, in
caseof these rages He had not thought to be mated, he was too damaged, too scarred.



Looking at her now savaged him, tore him to pieces. He wanted, needed her. The
anger, the rage, the hunger, raised by the dream all threatened to swamp him, to drown
him in fury.

Mi r etlieseal green eyes were defiant, glinting sparks of gold . Her sleeptousled
red-gold hair haloed her face and herlovely body in the candlelight. She wasas naked
now as she had been when they had gone to bed. Her body wagust another torment to
him, so lush, so beautiful.

Ash just wanted to ravage her, to savage her. He wanted to bury his cock in her
sweet tightness, to hammer into her, to listen to her scream her pleasure as she bucked
and writhed beneath the onslaught of his cock and tail, his mouth and hands as he
fucked her.

Her breastsseemed to swell before his eyes,so full and ripe, lush and heavy, the
nipples hardened to tight buds. H e wanted to devour them and her, and not gently, to
feast on her, to bite, to feed, his hunger raged. The scent of herso close with the
memory of the taste of her as her hot blood filled his mouth, stoked his hunger to near
madness.

Looking at him in all his magnificent fury , Miri was entranced, stunned by him, by
the power of him, of the furious battle he fought. Alone.

His golden eyes whirled wildly in his furious face, the red sparksdanced in them as
his tail lashed and the gold washed beneath his skin like a storm tide. H is rage and his
hunger beat at her. He was aroused, hislong, thick cockrigid .

In the oddest way, he was savagely, almost barbarically , beautiful.

And Miri responded to it, to him, to Ash, to the savage fury that boiled inside him .
Her nipples ached, so sensitive the brush of air across them made them tighten. In an
instant, her thighs were damp as her pussy flexed. Heat rushed through her body at just
the thought of him taking her in this mood, hardandrough.Bat t er i ng at her é

Shewanted him to fuck her with an intensity that shocked her.

The scent of her growing arousal was only another goad to A s h ldusger and his
rage.

Struggling for control, I nv o |herrshoalderis,|his As hods
claws bit into her tender skin. The scent of the pinpricks of blood was yet another spur.

oMiri, 6 he wardespalately®riconuo g Dongt push me. 6
He could hurt her, already h a d é
oDo it, Ash, 6 Igdidramd tossed her head to exposeher throat.

She wanted him so badly, wanted him to use and abuse her, to take her, to claim
her,tofuck her until she couldndot wal k, she coul
gush inside her.



oCome on, Ash. Do it. Do your worst.1 6 m not af €ane dn, taugh gyyo u .
Come on, Ash.Do it. Fuck me.Dondt bé afraid.

She used thatlast word like the spur she knew it would be to him.

It was like goading a maddened bull, like waving red flag at him and Miri knew it,
and di dnodot shaalseknevwAsic aus e

With a roar of despair, he did, grabbing a handful of her hair to wrench her head
back viciously, and struck.

Ash buried his fangs deep into her throat . Her hot sweet blood fountained to hit the
back of his own throat in a great gush as his venomspurted into her. With a growl! of
release, hefeasted on the sweetness of her, on the thick rich taste of her in his mouth.
Finally. Satisfaction roared through him. He savaged her throat, mangled it, drew on
her fast and hard, devoured her, drowned himself in the sweet intoxication of her. Of
Miri.

He dragged her against him, locked his arms around her to grind his aching
throbbing cock against her mound, to feel those firm breasts crushed against his chest.
Every inch of his body was aware of her. She came up on fptoe. It was enough to allow
his shaft to spear through the dampness between her thighs, to thrust along her slit, the
scorching heat of her pussy.

It was like being caught up in a storm, a force of nature. Miri clung to him, to Ash,
clutched at his strong shoulders

Delirium and heat exploded through her as his venom raced through her and he
savaged her in turn . Eachplundering pull on her throat sent a hot streak of lust, desire
and need shooting straight through her to her core. Her body jolted with the brilliant
pleasure of it. His tail drove up inside her pussy to fuck her wildly, driving her nearly
insane with need as Ash devoured her throat.

Burying her hand sin his silky hair, Miri pulled his mouth harder against her throat,
urging him to take more .

What little c ontrol Ash still possessedsnappedé

He drove her back to the bed. As her hips hit it he lowered her to it still feeding
from her in great greedy gulps as his legs parted hers to feelthe broad head of his rigid
cock against her hot, tight, wet pussy. Not yet. There was so much of her to pillage, the
glory of her ripe breasts, before he took her.

Snatching her hands away from him, he pinned them to the bed, held them there.
He wanted her to see the predatory gleam in his eyes, wanted her to know how savage
he could be even as he decided which of her breasts to ravagefirst. They swelled,
ripened even more beneath his gazeand the nipples grew taut, as hard as diamonds
Her back arched as she offeredherself to him, her hips pumped. She twisted and
writhed beneath him as if to escapebut she only spurred him on as she rubbed her hot



wet pussy across the throbbing head of his cock, the sensation of it delicious,
maddening.

She wanted fucked, he would fuck her.
Hard.

Miri was lost in the sensationsthat ripped through her. H er body screamed for his
touch, her breasts felt too full. They ached. Her pussy throbbed with the need to be
filled, his cock tantalizing against it, teasing.

Then she felt his tail against the tight muscles of her ass.

Instinctively, s he fought against that invasion even as shefought for it, longing to
be filled even as it pressed relentlessly against the tight entrance where she had never
before been breachel.

Ash battened on her breast, sucking as much of one into his mouth as he couldto
her cry of relief at the sensation of his mouth on her, then pulled back to suck and
suckle on her nipple, hard, his teeth scraping across her delicate flesh, scoring it She
moaned, thrashed beneath him.

That moment of releasewas all it took. H is tail thrust up inside her, drove deep into
her ass forcing a groan of pleasure and pain from her as it filled her. T he supple
invasion of it was astonishingly erotic as it thrust within her until s he was moaning.
Her hips buckedé and then he fucked her wit h it and she wailed, her back bowing with
the incredible pleasure of it.

Her essence exploded into his mouth and Ash went wild, suckling, sucking, biting
at her breasts as e writhed beneath him. Her pleasure poured out of her with each
draw on her breasts. It radiated from her to fil | him.

Ash feasted, he devoured. Keeping her hands pinned, he drew them down with
him he chewed, nibbled and bit his way down over her soft belly as she moaned and
wailed . Her hips twisted , drove up against his, demanded satisfaction, demanded to be
filled.

Releasing her hands for only a moment, he slid his arms beneath her legsuntil they
were draped over his shoulders, exposing her drenched and heated pussy to him. In
one swift motion, his tail withdrew and she cried out.

He locked his hands on her wrists and then he ravaged her cunt with mouth and
tongue. He devoured her, drank in her sweet cream, lappedat her pussy and clit until
shetrembled, shuddered and begged desperately for release

0Come for me, 6 he de maonte dit, and suckl ed

With a scream shedid.

har



The orgasm thundered through her, it exploded, raced through her until Miri
thought her head would come off as ecstasy shot through her like a rocket. Pleasure
poured through every atom of her body as it roared through her.

With a growl Ash spread her legs anddrove his cock deep into her, his tail into the
tight channel of her ass, one hand on her shoulder to brace himself as he poundeddeep
inside her, as he hammeredinto her. The head of his cock wasat the very top of her, it
battered her pussy as she clenched around him again. Frantically, Miri wrapped her
legs around his hips and fought to take more of him , her hips bucking.

Ash pounded into her, the sweet glory of her tight channel surrounding him, so
tight. Her inner muscles pumping him, stroked him, clenched so tightly é

She cried out, arched, and he struck. His fangs sank into her throat once againashe
drew her to him, his arm banded tightly around her shoulder, her ecstasy bursting into
his mouth as he, too, came, as his cumjetted into her in glorious spurts . Locked inside
her, his mouth on her, he drew in great swallows of her pleasure, of her sweet essence
as his own pleasure poured into her, filled her completely.

His throbbing cock emptied inside her, his hot cum poured into her, so hot, as she
cameagain, and again. Ashds hard drewhherdifeblobdeout t hr o a
of her. Miri w asblind and deaf to everything except that sweet ecstasy. Her body jolted
and shuddered with mindless pleasure.

Slowly, A s hli@eart rate calmed, asthe sweet taste of her filled him, easedhim, her
head on his shoulder, her trembling arms wrapped around him .

He withdrew his tail from her tight ass, but left his cock still buried deep inside her,
her legs wrapped around his hips.

Carefully he turned them so he could sit on the edge of the bed with Miri in his lap
and give his shaking legs some relief. His fangs withdrew, but Ash was conte nt to let
his mouth rest there against her throat as her pulse beat a little weakly but steadily
beneath it.

In all his years he had never been so out of control.
Brushing her cheek across his shoulder  Mi r i  sdarieda, m?06B a d

Somehow those simple words, the lightness of her tone was enough to ease the last
remnants of his rage and grief. And his guilt.

Her acceptance of him.

Ash laughed, more a gust of breath, but it was enough. Something inside him
lightened, loosened. He curled an arm around her and looked at her as he brusheda
strand of her fiery hair away from her face, a part of him noting how good it looked
against his skin.

Even as ke brushed the hair away from her shoulder, he saw the marks of his teeth
on her throat, the marks of his claws on her, the scratches in her delicate skin.He could



heal them, and did, brushing his hand over skin as soft as rose petals, but knowing how
they had come to be there?

His jaw tightened. Shame pierced him, guilt and a bitter anger.

Seeing it, Miri reached up to touch his face,to cup the strong line of his cheek and
turned his facetoward her so he would meet her eyes.

OAsh, 6 she said, gently, OYou could have hul

The truth was he could have killed her. He could have feasted too deeply, could
have ripped and torn.

It was what he had been afraid of, that in his rage, in his fury, he would.
o0But you didndét,déd she said, oand you woul dn

Ash looked into those ethereal eyes. The color fascinated him, enraptured him, but
more, the faith in them humbled him.

That trust é
OBesi des, vwithadriee 0daild ked it. o
A little startled, he looked at her.

She smil ed as sbmething ireredibly $elkyeaboaitd/ou when you get all
furious and savage like that .6

For a moment he could only stare at her in disbelief.

okindofl i ke it wdokeiheyoedreut of asagmilé¢twitthed 6 s he
at her lips.

She paused, fixedher otherworldly gaze on him.
0To kyowtwr ust me enough to | et go. 66

There was something in that harsh and fierce face in those lambent amber eyes,
Miri had never thought to see, a vulnerability, something that only he never showed,
something that only shewould ever see.No other.

Shestroked her fingers lightly along one strong cheekbone.
0l dm not af r anederwilf beafid of yoA.6 h .

She studied his seemingly harsh and unyielding visage and her heart ached
suddenly and fiercely for him and for what they had done to him.

oMiri, 6 he said, as s,ocleasedhimattpsteased i nsi de

Those eyes destroyed him. They fascinated him, they enchanted him, and they
always would.

Ash went still, looking into that otherworldly gaze, those green eyes as brilliant as
the moon.



0 Wemay have beenf at ed, 6 goueand§ aut even s@ | love you just as
fiercely, just as furiously. 6

It was there in her eyes. Everything he needed. Everything he wanted. His gaze
took in the lines of her lovely face, looked at her in something that approached wonder .
Her eyes neverleft his, looked at him steadily, evenly, to let him see her, truly.

He brushed a hand over her cheek, slid it into her tangled hair.
ol |l ove you, too, 06 he said, fiercely, passi
She was histrue mate, yes, but he did love her, too, for being Miri .

Eyeing him, lifting an eyebrow a little , Miri said, 0 S o, do you want to t
that was all about?6

For a moment he went still, and his jaw tightened at the memory of the dream .
oTel | nteaxed, gentty e

Ash looked at her. Wrapping his arms around her, he scooted them both back up
against the pillows and the padded headboard, and settled her into the crook of his
arm, her head against his shoulder.

Miri waited, patiently, giving him time, as she strokeda hand lightly over his chest.

oYou feel so good, 6 s he ssetched her handiadtossomea r m s a
pector al muscl e t o s lookhérthead it wonderc Hisuskirdfaltd t an.
astonishing, warm. 0 So s ma@ot h

She sighed with pleasure.

A s hténsion eased to her gentle touch, his battered soul soothedHer gentle caress
eased the last of the tension from his muscles and nerves.

The first words were difficult but then it became easier, especially with her body
curled against his.

He spoke of the fetid, dark and damp dungeon with its vermin, lice, mice and rats
crawling in the thin layer fouled straw. His ankles had been covered in bites where the
iron had chafed him raw.

When he tried to soften it, to ease past the details,she sensedit somehow through
the bond between them and called him on it, even though she paled sometimes, her
hands tightening on him as he spoke but determined to seeit through . With him.

It was horrible for Miri to listen to, to hear what they had done to him, his torment
a testament to the horror that could be inflicted on one living, thinking being by
another.

What they had done to him had been terrible. It hurt to listen but she knew she had
to, she had to know all of it, the truth of it, and not flinch or turn away. But it did hurt
so much to hear. It hurt so much to know, t o envision the lash striking him, tearing at



him, to hear in his words the sound of his bones breaking as they had smashed his
hands.

Her heart ached as she caressethem, slid his fingers between hers.

Lightly, as she listened to him and her heart ached, sheskimmed her fingertips over
the tracery of scars across his body, sensitied to him, to the feel of him.

't was one t hi ng totwidness g distaidtly, iatother to listem te Asb
talk about it, to feel his muscles tighten, his body grow taut, involuntarily flinching now
and again at the memories. It was another thing entirely to hear his deep voice, with
every ounce of emotion leached out of it, detailing what they had done to him. There
were times she had to resista shudder and more than once a part of her wanted to cry
ou,to ask him to stopébut she didnodt .

Closing his eyes, Ash told her all of it. How he had marked the days he could not
see, could only guess at down in the gygian darkness of the dungeons, and waited for
the day they would take him out into the sunlight one more time. To see the sun one
more time before the flames rose.

By the time he was done he felt emptied out, scoured clean.
A warm droplet fell to his chest.

He looked at her and she cupped his face. Her fairy eyes looked at him, the lashes
damp. She wept for him. Until now no one had e ver wept for him. They had all been
dead.

His heart twisted .
OMirisad. he
Softly, she kissed him, shaking her head a little.

0 No, oa dafetapologize. Thank you for telling me . | know what it cost you to
doit.6

Inside him, something that had been broken healed, just a little, but heal it did. And
it was a start.

For him, for them, it was a new start.
Above them the sky was just beginning to lighten in the skylights.

Never again would he face the darkness alone, there would always be sky above
him and Miri in his arms to hold him when the nightmares came.



Chapter Ten

Angel ds br i ghwith itsigreegn-glassftountdd evhite cabinets, stainless
appliances and green and white gingham curtains seemed too normal. It seemedto be
utterly and completely the wrong place to be having this discussion, and yet, oddly
enough, it was the best place for it, reminding them all of wha t exactly was at stake.
Their return to this world. Their sanctuary. And their peace of mind.

Once more Ash stood with his back against a counter. It was his usual position
when he came to visit, but now he stood with Miri in his arms.

That was a precious gift, too.

It was a measure of his agitation though his tail was not wrapped around her but
lashed around them.

I t wa s rdghtandjMui shere either, or Asmodeus and Angel. Mal i Moloch i
was ther e, tthe brothers Befir a8l Z @ehols, a few of the others

The homey kitchen was crowded with a half a dozen very large Daemonae with
folded wings and lashing tails, clear signs of their anxiety. Surprisingly, those tails
didndédt hit anyone, not even each other.

Angel handed Miri a plate of scrambled eggs and toast.
OEat , 6 sofflpogauddondt know when your next me:
Thatwas o me t h i n dearseti &ldng time ago on a stakeout.

She handed another one to Ash. The Daemonae didtake some sustenance from
food, just enough to survive, but every little bit would help. And they still liked the
taste.

Taking the offered plate, shaking his head, Ash said in answer to Zaebos s qu,e st i on
OWe candt |jWegtesseédddmpletdn is@atively seeking a way to recover the
Book, now we knowit or he woul dndt h avwehilethe haslittle magic t ak e |
of his own, he has some, and has the money ¢ find, then hire or force others to do his
bidding. We | eave ourselves at his mercy i f we do

Grimly, As mo d e u s And soihalwill alsobe expecting us to do s
It was something Ash had already considered.
His jawtight, Ash nbdHEedw. 0

Instinctively, his arms closed more tightly around Miri. If he could have left her
behind where she was safe, he would have. As capable as she wast taking care of
herself, taking her with him went against the grain.

oBut, 6 Badal said, owit Aempletondior?i6, how much ca



Li ke all o f tallhhes featuBea $harp andv@an, with hollows beneath the
cheekbones. His skin was the color of highly polished ebony, chased with flashes of red,
like banked coals. It suited him, there was a tension in him, a sense of a deep and slow
burning anger that simply waited for the right tinder, the right moment, to explode into
wildfire.

Ohere is that, o6 Mal interjected.

Li ke Baobal his skin was aedbedeath iklikean®onlght g h t b
filtering through leaves. He was lean, too, and wiry, his features fine -boned, almost
aristocratic, his eyes were large and longlashed, dark, silver-sparked and serene.

The calm to Baobdal 06s rendssinoetheymhad botwbeen oard), b e e n
and were as close if not closer than brothers.

Like all the Daemonae, in their own way they were both beautiful, every muscle
honed, one lean and the other leaner, whipcord thin, his muscles sculpted, his ribs
clearly visible.

Wit h a glance at Asmodeus Ash said, oln this
Gordon Templeton owns property across the world, has more money than Croesus
could even dream of. He can do a great deal. In a matter of hours he called up his own
private army and set them on us. Helicopters, cars, motorcycles.A lot of manpower. 6

Both Daemonae looked at him and nodded, chastened and stunned.

Angel glanced at Miri, then at Ash and Asmodeus and sai d qui et !l vy, oH
looking for another like her. Te mpl et on woul dnsheéd st ahke anthaooe
want a backup.6

0There have to beasshe hoddedq |66 Mimdt stahedammét vy o
have been the only one. Some will undoubtedly be in asylums, being treated for
schizophrenia or something very like it i f theyd vtalked about what they 8 vseen, and
some@Bepending on whahow hdardivreg stedemey,nilightevernyb e e n,
well be mad, but there areothers like me. 0

She tightened he msamndlooked arcumd atAhe btltes Daenonae.

oNot all of them wi |l | andhsameemaypneteappeadto beybeitn i n s a
are. Not everything on those other planes is be
oltds only bsneerwe escapedswo diatydsshewus | fi ke @ne so
Ash said, his voice grim. We have to hope so.Butwe ¢ takedthechanceand | wondt .

Not with our | ives, our freedom at stake. 0
They had just found this place. For some of the younger ones it was the first time in

memory they had set foot in this plane. For those lik e Ba 6 al and Mal It we

somethingthey barely remembered from childhood. An

had come.



olf he hasfound another though, then we have even more reason to hurry. We have
to reach the Book before he does.We ¢ dehib fall into the hands of someone like
Templeton again, or none of us will be safe. 6

He looked at Asmodeus as his own memories stirred once again.

Looking up into Ashdés eyes aMiritihtesed peai n
hands around his forearms.

Ash dropped a kiss on her forehead to reassure her.
There was something in his voice though that alerted both Asmodeus and Angel.

Over millennia it was difficult to keep secrets from those who knew you so very
well .

There had been atacit agreement they would not speak of it, of the times Ash had
gone off alone, of the nightmares that dogged him even centuries later, of the rages that
sometimes overtook him. No one asked him about the scars that laced his body and
everyone took care not to come up on him unexpectedly.

Seeing the look they exchanged, Ash took a breath.
Shaking his head, Asmodeus said, O0There i

He had a far better understanding now of what Ash had suffered after his own
experiences at T &lenpolv enadohis Gown shaaenad smemories. And
nightmares, and shared them with Angel. As well he knew, as all of them did, of the
true demons that battered f#ewlhldns,ifBedlematall,tohe t
exorcize them.

S
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With a small shrug, Angel said, not unki ndl vy, OWedve experienc:e

too, Ash. Given everything youbdvedagsn thdéosughb
yourmemor i es wer eéédawarkeecneendt t & seeen dbnsommon. You let
your guard downs sdfes with Miw,hse yoe could aow yourself to deal
with and face the fear. 6

She knew it as well as anyone, she had her own demons to wrestle with.
With a smile, she looked up at hers.

Of the few times Angel had drawn her service weapon, one stood out. A running
gunfig ht with well -armed bank robbers. Agents had died that day, but she had not,
even after coming face to face with one of robbers. She still had nightmares, still
remembered, the sound of the hammer of his automatic weapon clicking futilely. It was
on empty. And the only reason shehad survived.

From what Asmodeus had told her, Ash had far more vicious memories to fight.
Slowly, Ash nodded .

With a nod, Asmodeus said, looking at them all, his mouth tightening, 6 The Bo ok

has to be recovered, if Templeton ismaking that concerted an effort to find it. W e must

s |



move and quickly. We have no choice. | will not have any of us living beneath that
sword of Damocles.6

Remembering the day Ash had simply vanished from amongst them, as others had
before him, Asmodeus grew grim. Some of these,theyaounger ones, coul dnot
saveit had happened to him.

Asmodeus could, now. He remembered. And then it had taken him.
Heads nodded.
Looking to his old friend, Asmodeus said, 0;:

With a nod, Ash looked at each of them. Nar can we take the chance Templeton
h a & fouind another like Miri. Templeton will not have given up on hunting her , either.

Whether or not he knows who and what | am, t h a't I am Daemonae, he
chancewe will find and use her first. That gives him even more incentive to reach the
Book, to forestall us. We have to go after it, now, i whétler wee like i ar aot .

There is no choice6

Almost unconsciously, hi s t ai | sl i d arpalluherdcloddiand 0 s | e g s
stroke, an indication of his concern, and his agitation.

Templeton threatened everything they had built in their one short year.

With the Book it was perfectly within T e mp | e tcapabilities to summon
Asmodeus once again, although it would be harder now Ash and some of the others

had | ayered protections and wards amadand t he
forever.

oOoWith that in mind, 6 Ash snyRricce, OoIV@idt hl iykoeu rt of
Badal and ®al with us.

Both would be invaluable. T hanks to his magic Mal was nearly impervious to the
weapons of men, save for those of cold iron or pure silver, but it would be B a Bnauld
be his ace in the hole. Hs ability to turn invisible would be priceless against their
adversaries. And Mal would be there to restrain and mollify Badal 6 s more vo
nature. They were the perfect foil to each other, for all they argued.

Ash held up a hand to forestall a protest from the others.

0Too many wil |l Hersaaw dempledenratnido n,iés peopl e woul
able toignore. With just the three ofusand Miri, i t shoul d be enough. 0

Most Daemonae were easily a match for most men and more, as he had shown the
day he found Miri.

He also remembered her quickness, her skill.

Mal, his gaze steady,looked to his more volatile friend as Ba 6 a | ' i fted his
eyes sharp, his mouth and jaw tight.

With a glance to their Prince, both Daemonae nodded.



Ash lookedto Angel . 0So, where do we need to go?0

Looking at him levelly ii at the Daemonae Asmodeus named his Generalii Angel
nodded. She could wish she was going, too, but not in her condition. Still, Ash was her
friend, as were Badal and Maslwpuldsameday be.Hte s ens
was hard to | et them go, but Ash waséAsh. The
Asmodeus himself.

She spread a map across the table.

OHere, 6 she said. 0ltds in the nmifdecclbg of n.
severalhours. Thereds | iterally nothing around it. o

Mal said, opening the cabinets to reveal the display, 0 Shoot me t,he ad:
Angel €60

With a few deft gestures Mal had Google street view displaying the image on the
screen

Studying it Ash shook his head grimly .

As Angel had said, it was out in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by nothing but
highways and cornfields. There was no cover to speak of. A huge sign outside the
building advertised it as For Sale.

oOoHe anot sel l it, 6 Angel c acsignnire thet pectdre, 0 glha&an c i n ¢
explosion did to o much structural damage. No one wil/l buy 1t. 06

0OAnd t hat s wh e roeAshvaskedhveaikirg totvard the antage on the
screen to study it.

Reluctantly, Angel nodded.

Ash looked at Miri.

She met his gaze levellyand nodded with a little shrug.

If that was where they had to go, that was where they would go.

He | ooked to Badal and Mal the lintitasiong ant Istill s aw t h
nodded, Badal I i fti ng né&ucommyeatbltrwaswhatinwvad. i n ques

oAl I r ihg hsta,iégd ,Asnoddi ng sl owly. o0Then we go. 6

They sat down and sketched out a plan of sorts, all of them knowing whatever
plans they made would only last until they faced the enemy. Then all bets were off.



Chapter Eleven

Neither Ash nor Miri glanced at the two motorcyclists that pulled in as Ash gassed
up A nsga./Répainted and redone,it no longer resembled the police cruiser it had
once been but it retained the modifications to both the engine and structural integrity it
had had as apolice cruiser, savefor addition of the roll bar and the convertible roof.

Just looking at the roof made Ash smile a little, despite the circumstances.

Only Angel would convert a Crown Victoria police cruiser into a convertible with a
roll bar. He shook his head in amusement.

With luck, the change of vehicles would work in their favor.

Once she saw the car Miri had insisted on them leaving the top down despite the
coolness of the air soshe could look at the treedi all of which were at the height of their
fall color. The drive through and over the mountains had been spectacular. It seemed as
if the mountains had been aflame the colors had been so bright. The air had been crisp
and clean, full of the scents of autumn.

The only thing that had r i brilidntelthir dahcimg in r e e s
the wind of their passage, the sun sparking red and gold highlights from it. Her green
eyes had been misty, soft.

For all of the seriousness of their mission, for all they pushed their speed as much as
Ash dared, it had still been a surprisingly pleasant drive. They had talked, or sometimes
just shared silence breaking it only as a thought occurred that one or the other wanted
to share. At times her head had beenin his lap, the trees and sky up above. Idly and
pleasantly he had played with her breasts, fondling them, teasing the nipples until they
was as hard ashe was.

Green eyes glinting, Miri had turned her face into him, pressing her mouth against
his jeans © blow her warm breath over him beneath the fabric. He had been pleasantly
hard for hours.

I n all his |l ong |ife, that was something he

was to find a place to take her.

Badal and Wad the mas|plmps] neither looking at either Ash or Miri
beyond the curious glance of strangers.

His instructions to them had been explicit. Stay close, but not too close. If there were
watchers, and Templeton was likely to have people searching for them, Ash did not
wantthemident i f yi n g alBab&iaglwithaherd. M

Both, obviously, were in human form.

t



Not knowing how much Templeton knew or guessed, whether he had found
another like Miri, or had realized the man who had rescued her was actually

Daemonae , Ash coulheae ndhancaek eon what Templ elfon kne
there was anything they knew about Templeton, it was hewasndt stupi d by a
stretch of the imagination. Ash couldnoét affo

For Miri i t was just a little disconcerting to see the two Daemonae in their human
guise.

For all the similarities of the color of their Daemonae skin, the two could not have
beenmore dissimilar when they out of them.

Badal r e mi n dlead and/humgry waffwithé is narrow, hollow features.
His cheekbones were high with shadows beneath them, his dark eyes piercing, his hair
dark and close cut. There was an intensity to him, an edginess. By contrast Mal was
sharp-boned, but his features fine-boned and aristocratic, his skin darker by far than
B a 6 aaldéep chocolate, his bodyaslong and leanly muscled as Badal , but mor
His eyes though, were a brilliant amber touched with green.

She was by far not the only one staring at them.

Both were incredibly handsome men, and then there was that Daemonae attraction
Sex jug seemed to pour off them. Not to mention they were every one of them was a
well-built, well-muscled man, somet hi ng their Midocughtmareg coul
than one admiring glance from the wo men around them.

No few of those glanceswere also directed at Ash.

Of the three of them he was by far the most exotic, the most beautiful, and the most
intriguing. Shec o u It kkeapther own eyes off him.

Even dressed in a simple white long -sleeved shirt tucked into jeans, he was
impressive.

Or perhaps because of it. The shirt stretched over the broad muscles of his chest and
barely contained the massive muscles of his arms.

Sensing her eyes on him, Ash smiled.

However desperate their mission the clear admiration and pleasure in her eyes was
more than a little gratifying to see

There was also the way the sunlight sparked fire in her brilliant hair, the color of it
rivaling the trees for brightness, making her green eyes glow.

For a moment their eyes met. Smething rich and warm passed between them,
soothing and easing him. He took a long breath as Miri smiled at him .

The car gassed up, Ash slid into the driver
gesture the other two Daemonae.



Around them the hills had fallen away and the land had become flatter, more
rolling. Farmland stretched out around them in squares of gold and brown, the last of
the fall crops waiting to be brought in. Trees were beginning to lose their leaves in drifts
and billows of color.

Unfortunately, they arrived at their destination all too soon and it was far worse
than Ash had thought or imagined from the picture they had seen.

Once, like the land of his childhood, this place had been thickly wooded, but no
more.

It was denuded, stripped for farmland, and with the crops brought in, bare.

They could see the buildingfi and its neighborii clearly from the cloverleaf of the
highway, surrounded by a vast skirt of tarmac parking lot that had only just begun to
give way to weeds and grasses.

It was a large brown glass building, huge panes of amber-brown tinted glass
sparkling in the setting sunlight were separated by long brown stucco-like brown
panel s. I f it dtothenaded arqumddét,c i sste l lyedstt iitn di
either. It was just another bland office building.

Unfortunately, t here was no possible way to approach the building unseen Ash
could see.Not in daylight.

There was no cover. Not a scrap of it.

Nor was there any sign the building was in any way occupied. The parking lot was
completely empty of any signs of life, while the neighboring building & parking area
was sparsely populated.

Once on the highway past it, Ash got off at the next exit, and circled around so they
passed the building from the other side.

Thata p p r o a c tlookdanydbettér.

No one seemed to be wadingtoimakg asbumgtion®\ Fhere
were watchers and there were watchers.

Unt il he knew ot her wiere , hedd act as |

Clearly visible from nearly every direction, with cover nonexistent, the closest he
could get to a place where he could study the building somewhat unobserved was a
small copse of treesalongside the road almost half a mile distant.

Two riders on motorcycles passed as Ash and Miri got out of the car, ostensibly to
stretch their legs, both riders hidden within their motorcycle gear and helmets, their
bikes indistinguishable from a thousand others on the highway. On a day like this,
bright and beautiful, they were among many taking advantage of the brief break in the
weather.

Neither Ash nor Miri glanced at them as they went by.

wasnot
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Drawing Miri into his arms as he leaned back against the car, Ash tipped his face to
the sun, holding her loosely. For a moment he just breathed in the scent of her, relished
the feel of her in his arms. He wished he could shift, he could feel his tail wrap around
her as well.

As Ash studied the building surreptitiously with  the lowering sun behind them and
the thinning leaves providing them with a shield of sorts, Miri looked around and
smiled.

It seemed to be a popular spot, with a thin litter of c igarette butts and the crushed
cans and bottlesof the most popular soft drinks.

oWell, at Il east no one wil/l be surprised to
Brushing his mouth over her ear, making her quiver, Ash sai d, toAWhy i s th

0lt seems to be a populloakng back ovkeriher ghoutdderatt , 6 s h
him.

The emphasis she put on the word garking 6gave it significance Ash clearly di d n &t
comprehend. He looked at her in question.

Understanding, Mi place tgat teemagersicomedd rtedk,sto naake
outé o

A rush of heat went thro ugh him as understanding dawned. That suited his plans
very well. Drawing her fiery hair away from her throat and shoulder, Ash nuzzled the
curve of her throat, running his hands up her arms to feel the goose bumps $iver over
her skin. He smiled.

0So, 6 /Jgeieths,aipddr essing his growing hardness ac¢
would be surprised to find a couple sitting in a car here well after dark? 6

That solved another problem that had concerned himf where to leave the car.

In the event Templetondi d have people in one building
to leave their only transportation at the mercy of the enemy as he had his bike and her
car. Only to find them bugged .

Several ways to spend theintervening time came to mind.
His deep voice rumbl ed in her bones. Miri shivered and sighed.

Her voice unsteady as his tongue flickered over her skin, shebr eat hed, oNo,
woul dndt think so. 6

Just at the thought of it, her pussy flooded.

Ash turned her in his arms so she was facing him, her palms braced against his
chest and her hips nestledagainst his. Shetilted her face up to look at him with a smile,
those ethereal eyegglowing in the fading sunlight.

He smiled as he lowered his head to brush her lips with his own.



ol had wondered how we might spend the ti me,

With a small shrug and a smile in return, Miri said, almost idly, 0 | think we ¢
probably find something to do. o

oDo you?béo
He was pretty certain they could, too.

The sunset was glorious, truly beautiful, painting every thing in rich shades of
amber. Including them.

The shadows deepenedas Miri slowly unbuttoned As h 8 s cantentnating on the
task, her pale green eyes intent. She partedit slowly to run her hands inside, so she
could press her mouth against his warm smooth skin of his chest, against the curve of
muscle there. As the shirt opened more she found his nipple and traced her tongue
around it, catching it between her teeth as it hardened.

His skin was gloriously , delightfully warm, stretched smoothly over his firm
muscles. Miri loved the feel of him beneath her hands, all the satiny curves and flat
planes of him, the long, strong muscles of his back She reveled in the feel of him,
looking up into his dark eyes as they shifted to gold and began to glow. And smiled to
see it.

A bolt of fire shot through Ash from his nipple to his stiffening cock at the feel of
her warm mouth and sharp teeth closing on him. He pulled her more tightly against
him as her hands tugged lightly at his shirt until the tails were free of his jeans so her
hands could move more freely beneath.

It was the mischief in her eyes that warned him just seconds before her fingers
released the snap on hs jeans and swiftly drew down the zipper so her hand could slide
inside to cup his swelling cock.

Ash groaned as her fingers closed around him.

There were more reasons than one why he loved ths woman, why she was his
mate.

With the shadows closing around them, he held her car door open.

Her eyes glinted in the fading light, a playful smile teased at the corners of her
mouth as Miri slid inside the car.

Givenhowhard his cock was, Ash coul dndot bring
but his shirttails hid the evidence of his arousal as he went around the car, pulling the
top of the car up as he went.

Even as he slid inside the vehicle he was shifting from human to Daemonae, his
hand on the button that adjusted the seats to send them back.His own was already
pushed back as far as it would go to accommodate his long legs, but without the cage
for prisoners behind it t o block them the seat backsdropped as he kicked his jeans free



in the cramped confines of the car. At last, though, his tail was free, his wings tight
against his back.

Miri smiled as he stretched out over her, bracing himself on thedashboard with one
hand, to coax her legs apart with the other as he shifted to kneel between them.

Sliding his free hand up one shapely leg and beneath her light sundress, Ash found
a pleasant surprise, and then spotted her lace panties on the floor of the car. She had
stripped them off as he walked around. Her pussy was already wet in anticipation of
his touch, her thighs damp with it .

In the rapidly dimming light and the shad ows of t he <car, Mirids gr
as she looked up at him.

Ash chuckled and shook his head.

Just to see him smile was reward enoughfor Miri. T o have his big body poised over
hers in the narrow confines of the car asthe last of the amber light filled the sky, gilding
his scarlet skin while his own golden sheen flowed beneath it turned him magical, gave
him an ethereal beauty beyond even what he had been born with.

Raising a hand, she touchedthe long angled lines of his stern face, caressing one
slanted cheekbone. Just lookingat him warmed her heart. He was so beautiful.

She felt his tail slipping between her thighs. She looked into his glowing amber
eyes, watching the sparks dance in themmischievously and she laughed.

Ash let his tail teaselightly at her pussy, freeing his hands so he could begin to
unbutton the front of her sundress slowly, revealing her to him bit by bit like a
marvelous present. The ripe lush mounds of her breasts, caught in pale green lace that
nearly matched the misty color of her eyes, swelled within the confines of her bra .

A breath sighed out of him.

The dip of her waist was exposed to him, her navel a shadowed hollow in the midst
of her abdomen, the little softness therein her belly, and then the thatch of dark red-
gold curls between her ivory thighs, proof shewas a redhead by nature.

So beautiful.

For a moment he could only admire her, but she looked too delicious, too enticing.
His mouth watered. He had to taste her. The golden light was nearly gone, but it
burnished her skin to the color of ripe apples and gilded her nipples. H er eyes looked
shadowed and mysterious, her hair like flame across the gray fabric of the car seat

With one hand braced against the car door and a knee on the seat, Ash held himself
easily above her, leaving her body his to play with. To toy with. To torment.

Slowly he lowered his mouth to one full ivory breast, drew her nipple into his
mouth to nibble on it as his tail pressed lightly at the entrance to her pussy. He was
pleased to hear her breath catch, a soft moan esqae her at the feel of his mouth on her.



The taste and scent of her skin, her growing excitement filled him .

Mi r bréath caught at the look in his eyes as the folds ofher dress fell away, a cool
breeze washing over her skin and then his head dipped down as he brushed one of her
nipples with his lips.

A bolt of heat went through her at the ephemeral touch of his lip s at her nipple and
his tail at her pussy. She could feel his thick heavy cock pulsing against her thigh,
teasingly close to her entrance.

It was heaven to feel his warm mouth close around her nipple, to feel his tongue
swirl around it as delicately as hs tail circled her clit, then her pussy. It was also
maddening. Her hips shifted. Warmth poured through her, an electric excitement that
tightened her nipples even further.

Ash raised his head and looked deep into her eyes.

Deliberately he let his fangs descend as she watchedand felt her body quiver in
anticipation, her pussy gush as color flushed beneath her skin. Her eyelids fluttered
over her pale green eyes even as she turned her head to offer her throat to him. His
body tightened at the gesture, warmth and heat moving through him even as hunger
did, as need did.

And he did need her, for more than just this, for the ease to his soul.

Angling his head a little, Ash nuzzled at her throat, tasted her skin with quick flicks
of his tongue, scraped his teeth over her quickening pulse, teasing her even more,
letting both of them anticipate the feel of his teeth piercing her, penetrating her. He
craved the taste of her.

To his pleasure, he felt her quiver, her body yearn upward a little in offering. Her
need surged through him.

His eyes closed in gratitude.

Gently, so gently, he caressedher clit with the thumb of his free hand as his tail slid
up inside her pussy to stroke at her g-spot, teasing and tantalizing within her as he
played with her.

Miri shivered, wanting, wanting desperately to feel his warm lips closing over her
throat, to feel his teeth pierce her, for his venom to pump into her and turn her blood to
fire.

Pleasure washed through her in great waves. Miri moaned softly as it gathered ,
pooled deep in her belly. As it swelled inside her. The sharp points of his teeth scraped
lightly across her skin, she could feel her pulse throbbing against them. A part of her
longed for that momentary flash of pain, for the hot gush of his venom as it spurted into
heré and she erupted.

A rush of heat raced through her, setting her blood aflame, every nerve and fiber of
her body glowing with it as it poured into her veins.



Even as she came Ash sank his teeth into her throatdriving a nother moan from her
as his venom pumped into her and her back arched, shegushed around his tail, her
pussy clenching around it as she shuddered with ecstasy andher pleasure erupted into
his mouth.

Ashds withdrew hi s nbvaatthe tighhrdsetie bf hem ass. Raisiegs s e d
himself up, Ash looked down at her, watching her eyelashes flutter over her astonishing
eyes, her body arching as his tail pushed inside her and her hands sought purchase,
sought to brace herself against hisiv asi on, against his possessio

He loved this, loved watching her pleasure, watching as he pleased her. For
whatever reason it had been necessary, he was grateful for this time.

Lowering his head, he tasted a ripe, hard nipple and saw her quiver.

Miri moaned softly, every muscle of her body going lax with the heat running
through her limbs as his tail pierced her, surged up inside her to force a groan of
pleasure from her lips as it slid deeper, farther inside her, slender and supple, working
itself further inside her.

Shefelt his tongue dance over her nipple and sparks seemed to fly through her as
his hand covered her mound, his fingers pressing lightly against her clit, her pussy,
sliding tantalizingly between her lower lips. A sob escaped as Ah rubbed the base of
his hand gently against her clit as his fingers danced and played over her core.

Intense pleasure swept through her with each pump of tail inside her, with each tap
of his fingers on her, and then she felt his warm mouth close once more around one of
her nipples, sucking gently and then more intently until he was suckling hard on it.

She exploded.

Glory blinded her, swamped her with delicious heat, her ecstasy so close to the
surfaceshet hought shed6d blerbedyquveredo f | ame as

In wonder, Ash watched her, his Daemonic sight rendering her as clear as day.
Color washed beneath her skin as his did, hers a pale rose, reflecting her ecstasy as she
trembled to his touch. He had never seen anything so beautiful as Miri in the throes of
passion.

Deliberately, he suckled harder at her breastas his tail pumped inside her, sliding
two fingers into her pussy, and she writhed. Stroking and suckling he watched her face,
saw the glory begin to take her again as she tightened around his fingers . His cock was
rock hard, but he coul dndt stop, he | oved to

A long soft cry escaped her, like the sound of a bird, glorious as her pleasure took
her, as shesoared, as she flew

In all her life Miri had never experienced so much ecstasy. She drowned in it as Ash
took her up again, his tail pumping deep in her ass, forcing soft groans of pleasure from



her with each deep stroke, his fingers teasing inside herfi three nowi seeking her g
spot and she moaned as hesuckled at her other breast.

To A s h d@stenishment, she poured into his hand, her body bucking, her glory, her
essence washing over, through and into him.

She was a fountain, a glorious fountain, pouring herself out for him to drink from,
to wallow in, to savor .

He knew shed i d n 0 t sh&kwa® onying out his name over and over, but nothing
could have sounded sweeter to his ears. Drinking in her essence, the glory of her, it was
still almost more than he could take. His cock ached for her tightness, for that hot wet
channel to flex around his shaft.

Withdrawing his fingers he replaced them with his throbbing cock, settling it at the
entrance to her, pressing the headof it against her tight pussy.

Those glorious pale green eyes openedto look up at him, widening as she fdt him
at her core.

Slowly, so slowly, Ash pressed his cock into her, wanting to feel every delicious
inch of her, to feel her pussy clenching around him, stroking him, closing tightly around
him, working him. It felt glorious, astonishing.

Miri wailed s oftly, her body shifting and writhing underneath him. It astonished
him he could do this to her, and it amazedhim hecoul dndt get Hejustugh of
wanted more, more of her delicious heat, of her body beneath him, of her essence
pouring into him.

Miri felt the broad head of him against her
the sparks in them whirling wildly.

It felt as if her body went white hot at the sight of his glowing golden eyes, at the
feel of the broad head of his cock at her pussy and he hips lifted in entreaty, in
desperate need, but, although every muscle in his body was taut with need, as well,
with evident desire, he did not rush.

Desperately, Miri braced one hand on the dash of the car, theother on the door as
he filled her inch by slow delicious, glorious inch, his thick heavy cock pushing up into
her inexorably.

She lifted her hips to take him until he was seated completely inside her, his balls
against her, and she shuddered with the pleasure of it, her hips pumping involuntaril y
to feel him so deep inside her. He stretched her deliciously, filled her, her body
expanding to take him, and she cried out softly, the intensity of it too much to stay
silent.

Ash nearly went blind himself, nearly lost control, but he wanted to enjoy this,
wanted to wallow in it, to savor the feel of Miri around so tight around him.



She #lt wonderful, incredibly tight. Her musclesflexed, pulsed as her body tried to
take him. It was like being stroked, each motion pleasured him.

Carefully, h e thrust, withdrawing almost completely before he let himself slide back
into her sweet tight depth s, wallowing in the feel of her around him.

He could feel her begin to come again, feel her muscles tighten. Beneath him her
body arched and went rigid as her inner muscles flexed around him. With an effort he
held, tried to hold, and then she bucked, her hips thrusting in frustrated need, crying
out his name, and Ash lost it, his own orgasm took him, swallowed him up as his cum
erupted into her.

Instinctively, he struck. H is fangs drove deep into her throat, his venom gushed
into her bloodstream, and he claimed her once again as her pleasure burst against the
back of his throat, flooding his m outh with the incredible taste of her .

A cry burst out of her. His name.

She was his now and forever.



Chapter Twelve

It was time, as much as Ash hated the idea. The moon had set, finally. From the
hollow of his shoulder, Miri looked up at him, her hand stroking across his chest as she
loved to do. He loved her touch, craved her soft caresses as much it seemed as she loved
touching him. For a moment he lost himself in the feel of her hand sliding over his
skiné

He took a breath.

For a moment he just drew her close and held her with her head cradled against his
shoulder, his hand buried in her flaming hair . Then he let out the breath.

It took only a moment for them to right themselves, to pull on clothes and
straighten them somewhat, Ash changing into what amounted to the standard working
clothes of the Daemonae, a pair of loose drawstring slacks adapted to tailsand wings,
and a loose vest. Asimple summoning gesture would clothe him in armor if he needed
it. For now he wanted freedom of movement.

He didndotwhwdn®Bardal and Mal thought, both wo
spacebefore them would bestbe traversed in total darkness.

They would be waiting for him to make a m ove and the brief flash of the interior
lig hts of the car would be enough. If not, one or the other of them would have contacted
Asmodeus or Angelfi as they were the only two who could communicate with all the
Daemonaefi and either of them would have contacted Ash.

So, they were waiting as instructed. They had been trained well.
No surprise, as it had been he who had trained them.
OReady?d6 Ash asked.

Miri nodded.

He could sense herapprehension but also her resolution and pride moved through
him. She had courage, but he had known that.

AtleastMiri 6 s ni ght sight had kicked i n.

Whil e she coul dnoevidentyeoulds svlee | wasn &Ats hcompl et
and she had grown up in the Carolina Mountains.

Nearly silently, staying low as much as possible, finding cover in a stretch of
wooden fence, they made their way toward the darkened building where Templeton
had once held Asmodeus and Angel prisoner.

There was no outward sign of disturbance, no visible sign of a presence or
presences. Not a light glimmered, not a soul moved, inside or out. It was as dark as a
tomb.



Ash didnot trust it .

The front doors were clearly out. It was highly unlikely they were unlocked. Their
earlier drive -by had confirmed they were made of thick glass, and while Ash had no
doubt he could shatter them, the noise would be more than enough to alert anyone
there were intruders.

Keeping all his senses alert, Ash scanned the entrance to the underground garage.
Nothing.

His tail constantly touched Miri, leaving his hands free while still reassuring
himself of her presence just behind him, close enough for him to sweep her out of
danger if need be.

There was nothing outwardly to alarm him and yet he was alarmed. His skin
prickled. Something was making him uneasy, yet there was no sign of a presence or
presences.

Badal and Mal shoul d have s plyithtstimeplf etther
of them had spotted anything questionable they would have alerted either Asmodeus
or Angel, and through them Ash himself .

There was nothing.
Sill his disquiet wouldndt go away.

Even so, they coul dndt s Abou therd waeno quesiiah.
He would not allow another of his brothers to be spirited away, to suffer as he had
suffered, as Asmodeus, too, had suffered.

Miri looked at him questioningly , bit her lip lightly . Despite the darkness, he could
see her clearly in the starlight.

Looking back at her, he shrugged, frowned a little and shook his head.

There was no choice. Reluctantly, he moved into the shadowed cavern of the
parking garage, the only other entryway.

It was empty and might have echoed except they were both were wearing soft-
soledshoesi Mi ri s borrowed from Angel

This was true dar k, pitcsdaprlkesehtel
wo ul d n dhad ahchuervéhere to go, or how to get there. He had toned the glow of his
eyes down to just a glimmer, but that was no good to her when he looked away, until
she found she could sense his presence. Thatand the touch of his tail helped keep her
oriented in the darkness.

As dark as it was, even Ash was having trouble seeing and he was wary of it, of
anything that diminished his senses. Still not even the slightest sound seemed to break
the darkness, there was no sense of a presencer presences, which was dsconcerting in
itsef He 6 d expected at | east a guard.
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Resolutely, he turned them toward the entrances to the building itself. Going
deeper into the parking garage this way was of no help if they stayed there, they would
have to go inside sooner or later.

Each level had a small vestibule around it, with elevators in the center and stairs
went up and down to each side.

Scanning around him, frowning, uneasy, Ash <coul dndét find
but his instincts shouted at him. His jaw tightened as they entered the sheltered space.

As he reached for the door he heard t, a small sound, a soft foompf and then a
tinkling sound , metal on stone or cement

In the same moment he spun, sweeping Miri up in his ar ms as something struck the
floor, bouncing away into the deeper darkness, spewing smoke.

The smoke billowed around them, swallowing them up even as Ash tried to get
away, but he felt the dizziness hit him almost instantly and staggered. Fear nearly
defeated the smoke, driving him forward another few steps.

He had a moment to send his alarm to Asmodeus, but he was unconscious before
he knew whether it had reached him, curling instinctively around Miri to protect her as
they fell.

e a



Chapter Thirteen

A hand wrapped around Mi r ha@.sSomeone wrenchedher head up by it, shook
her head viciously. She was dizzy, sick. Blindly she scrabbled with her hands for
anything remotely familiar, her house, her office, Ash.

Desperately she tried to open her eyes, b understand what had happened, as her
hands closed around the wrists of whoever held her because it hurt to be held like that,
it hurt a lot. Something chinked and clinked, an oddly dull metallic sound. Her hands
coul dndot separ at e, aanee againsuthedatebtliess grip enpher haagrr
that brought tears to her eyes even as she struggled to her knees.

Ash.

Something. Something had happened.

0 L o o khard voige demanded, sharply.
The voice was cold, cruel.

Memories returned in a rush. The Book. The basement. An odd noise, and smoke
spewing. There had been some kind of gas.

In shock and confusion, she opened her eyes andlooked around.

The enormous chamber, was dark, deeply shadowed, with a vaulted ceiling that
arched upward to disappear into uneasy, uncertain shadows cast by the whirring gas
lanterns. There was the oppressive feeling of a distant ceiling high above that hung
precariously over them by only a fragile swaying thread. Cantilevered pieces of it had
fallen to the floor to teeter precariously on what had once been something like a
grandstand or an amphitheater and yet they were clearly underground. She could
almost hear the stoneas they ground one against the other, as they groanedaround her.

In the corners of her eyes, in very edges of her peripheral vision, something moved
and whispered through the shadows, half-seen half unseen, something that made her
skin crawl. Terrifying things. Unnat ur al things. Things that

It was a haunted place.

The ethereal planes were very close here. It would be so easy, too easy, to open
them in this place, among these crawling shadows.

Fear shivered over his skin, a quick frisson of goosebumps.
OLook, dammit, 6 a bitter voice snapped,

Another light flared, focused on the center of the room and Miri cried out in
negation at what she saw, her heart shattered as tears sprang to her eyes. She shodker
head in denial, in pain and sorrow.

00h, God, A’ s h, oOwhisplered, seeing his worst nightmare made real.

b

di

and



Her eyes burned with tears she dared not shed. She wanted to cry out, and pressed
her knuckles against her mouth so she would not.

There were chains on him, on Ash, iron chains on both his wrists, securing him to a
metal frame so he hung loosely from them , and others around his ankles, one leading to
a bolt in the black marble floor, a thick chain leading to it from his ankle. They had
stripped his shirt from him, leaving his broad back and magnificent chest bare.

Stunned, she fought tears, grief.

Whatever they had planned for, whatever Ash has anticipated, i t hadndt been
They hadnodt counted on tthey mighalse.captliredeyt notad ac c
this. Not this.

00Oh, dear God,, ber eértedearimg ie et treadd. It felt as if someone
had poured acid where her heart had been, the pain of it searing, seeing what they had
donetohim. O Ash. o

His brilliant , beautiful golden eyes were half closed, his magnificent body lax in the
chains held him, but he stirred, his muscles twitch ed as the gas wore off, awarenessvas
only seconds away.

The hand in her hair released her.
All she could see was Ash.
He coul dndt awhek ecno utlhdantd twaaywNokaome. i n chai ns.

Desperately, she threw herself forward, to try to reach him, and came up short and
hard, jerked completely off her feet. Involuntarily, she cried out.

Her hands went to the leather band around her throat. A collar. There was collar
around her throat. Shock went through her.

His brilliant golden eyes flew open, dulled only slightly by the drugs, by pain .

Ash shook his head to try to clear it despite the pain throbbing in it, his shoulders
on fire even as themuscles moved.

The great empty chamber around him echoed, the sound mute and distant, giving
him some hazy idea of the size. It was bitterly cold and there was the near constantand
all too familiar sound of wat er dri pping somewhere. As
dully, pain burning through his shoulders as they were forced to take too much of his
weight. The air was dank, fetid. Horror spun through him dully, as nightmare layered
overarealtyhecoul dndt i gnor e. It was all too famild@

And too real, the pains too sharp, his senses too alert.
This time it wasndt a dr eam.

It was real.



A part of him cried out in denial, another, more primitive part, roared in rage é and
fear.

Adreamé Had it all béencauddedmé?ruly be back
had been Miri, sweet Miri.

His heart wrenched, wanting to deny it, every nerve and fiber of h is being going
taute

For a moment he dared not open his eyes, not to the reality he sensed around him.
He steeled himself against it, his heart sinking.

Miri. And then h e could smell her scent somewhere close sweet and a little spicy.
I n hi s miemseedhe way ee fiety hair sparked with glints of gold and red, the
way it had looked against his skin, she the fire, he the mals, her green eyes brilliant.

He prayed hehadndét dreamed her, hadndt i magined h

There was a moment as his eyes opened andreality sank in, a moment when Ash
knew it was true, he was once more in chains. Pain lanced through his head, only half
awake, half aware, he roared in fury, in agony and denial, and threw himself furiously
against chains.

It was a nightmare, like waking from that horrific dream to find himself chained
again in truth.

He was.
l't coul dndt be true.
Maddened, desperate, he wrenched at thebonds that secured him, fought them .

This couttueliobubédnéalt bé coul dndt iorinhibut t he
wrists, in his ankles, was too tangible, too substantial, too real, to deny as a dream Ash
fought instinctively. Despair and fury flooded him as the iron bit into his wrists, his
ankles, once again, the painall too familiar . Blood flowed but he was hardly aware of it,
rage and hopelessnesglrove him, propelled him.

0Ash, no. Pl ease, no. Ash, stop, you candt é«
Mi r i & s Miry loerecirethis place.
't shoul dndt be.

Ash looked up, his fury spiking even higher to see Miri, her radiant hair d isheveled
around her shoulders, her green eyes shadowed and frightened, tears brilliant in them,
his Miri, with a collar around her slender throat, steel bracelets around her wrists,
struggling to reach him.

His rage exploded and he wrenched at the chains with even greater fury , fought
them, threw himself against them in a futile effort to get to her.



It was terrible to watch, too terrible. Seeing the blood run from his wrists, his
ankles, Miri cried out, and launched herself at him despite the collar aro und her throat,
desperate to reach him, crying out verbally, and in heart and mind.

0St op icrted, scrambling to her feet again, both hands going to the chain that
secur ed t oAdhetop. lethimlga pleasedsod, let him go.6

Thatcry, Mi ri 6 s grief and horror, her heartbreak
A s hdespair and rage.

With an effort, Ash fought desperately for calm. He struggled for control against
the nightmarish memories of the past and the nightmarish reality of the present
hearingthedes per ati on and ptleeiheartache anMheartbréa thestearsc e |,
in her voice. Her empathy for him rang through him. He wrestled with and fought his
demons as he tried to make sense of what was happening to him, to them.

There had been that smoke.

Amidst the nightmare, he reached out to her.

OMi ri ?06

The iron might inhibit his magic but it could not touch the bond between them, not
the gift bestowed by his venom.

Her green eyes lifted, flashed to him, all of her heart in them.

For a moment she sagged and he sensed therelief that washed through her, nearly
drivin g her to her knees. She nodded and letout a shuddering breath, her hand to her
mouth.

60Gasd6, she sent, knowing thesqgsemei &nnikde oés|

Silently, Ash swore. He hadndt pl anned foosiderdadlit.&Noneofhadnot
them had.

Where were Badal and Mal ? They should have
happened while he and Miri had been unconscious?Had they, too, been overcome?
Had all his plans come to naught.

Calm was precarious, tried at each instant he felt iron and steel against his skin,
against his wrists, his ankles, the burn constant, searing, his bones achegdand his horror
at being chained, bound again, was atavistic, instinctive .

The thought he would be, was, chained again, burned in him like fire .
He hated it with an intensity that was nearly blinding.

Surreptitiously, Ash tested those bonds, setting his strength against them as he
looked around. There was a chance that steel and iron, stone and morar had weakened
after the explosion.

After all, Asmodeus had set himself against some of the chainsheld him .



Asmodeus, who was Daemonae as well.

That was how, in the end, Ash had fought himself free all those centuries before,
once the priests no longer had the Bookand the spells within it to constrain him. Once
Zefir had fled. They were only iron, only steel, they rusted. They were set in stone, and
stone could shatter. He fought the rage, the horror and the fury, throttled them back. It
would do neither him nor Miri any good if he lost control once again.

He knew this place. Knew where they were now.
Miri had said they woul d need to get cl| ose.thadthsey coul
This was the place where Templeton had held Asmodeus and Angel.

Asmodeus had struggled to free himself from some of these chains There had not
been this metal frame. This time, though, there were no magical constraints, save the
spells cast into the iron to weaken his magic.

There was no Book, either, not even the circle Templeton had cast to hold
Asmodeus captive. The force of the explosion had been strong enoughthe marble floor
crackedand heavedinplacess. Even Te mpl et o n totakedhe éhancedfdrying d
to cast a protective circle when those protections were so weakened The iron, copper
and silver rings that had once been inlaid in the floor were also most likely cracked or
weakened by the explosion.

Between those rings Tenpleton had accidentally, or intentionally, created a space
between the ethereal or temporal planes.

It was a dangerous enough undertaking to cast the protective circle. What you
closed on one sideopened on the other to release what was within, and so it had been.

This magic was not their magic, not the magic of Daemonae but Ash had learned
much during his time with the priests. He had not been their only experiment by far.
Despite t heeyrhaddabhldédlwithnbgtlh white and black magic , but blood
magic as well.

Men ranged around the huge chamber to stand just at the edge ofthe shadows cast
by the lanterns, most of them mercenaries by their clothing and weapons.

Three men stood in the center of the room, all stood out in their own ways. Two of
them Ash had seen before.One of them only in pictures.

Millionaire financier Gordon Templeton was handsome for a man. While not as tall
as the Daemonae, for a man he was tallenough, over six feet, imposing, clearly
accustomed to command and to being obeyed. Instantly.

He had a thick head of graying hahigdegp-ouched
set dark eyes glittering madly. Over the last year or so he had lost weight, his custom
tailored designer suit now fitting him loosely , like a scarecrow, his cheeks and eyes
hollowed .



CEO of one of the last surviving independent investment firms, he was worth
millions, perhaps billions. Once he had been a man not to be trifled with, but now he
feared two people, and two people only. Asmodeus, the Prince of Demons, and his true
mate, F.B.l. SpecialAgent Angel Nicholas.

Having kidnapped first Asmodeus and then Angel, Templeton had reason to fear
them, but far more to fear F.B.l. Special Agent Angel Nicholas than Asmodeus, though
Templeton did no t know it.

Angel had been supremely pissedto find she had been kidnapped. She also hadthe
power of the Federal Government behind her, while Asmodeus, Prince of the
Daemonae, had had the concerns ofall of his people on his shoulders. Vengeancewas
an indulgence that Asmodeus could not afford , not for his exiled race. Nor would he
lower himself to such a thing. Although if Templeton touched or attempted to touch
Angel again, especially now sheb or e A s mohdde Ask knew that all bets would
be off. He could not swear his Prince would not tear the man apart with his bare hands,
no matter the cost.

As Ash would if Templeton hurt Miri. As seemed all too likely. His hands tightened
on the chains that kept him from her. Shook them.

Behind him was the man Hargrove, his face expressionless, empty in a way Ash
had never seen in a man.

He frowned.
The other, smaller, slender dark-haired man beside Templeton Ash did not know .
All three now ignored both he and Miri .

For a brief mo ment , their eyes mbecouldMi ri ds
reassure her but unt il he knew what had becom

0l told you they wo unbrdsaid; mshveice astohidhiagly sleep, | | e r
like a bell, his dark eyes too bright, too aware, the tone of his voice seemingly defensive.
Yet there was something.

Once more, Ash frowned, his hands tightening on the chains.
So, had Templeton found another to replace Miri?

Miri was looking at that other man, frowning, puzzled.
Ash?

O6What 6s wrong??9

He could sense a thread of alarm going through her, distress beyond their dire
circumstances.

0 T h £soreethingffé something wron§ a b o u t notiTenmmpleton, buthe other mand



Although Templeton , too, worried her. The glint of madness in his eyes sent a chill
t hrough heré but that other.

It felt as if her soul went cold.

Fear on a level both so high and so deep streaked through her. To her astonishment,
Miri realized she was terrified , deeply and instinctively fri ghtened on so deep a level
her soul shook.

6 Wh a't i s i t?0

Miri shook her head, helpless to describe it.

A

o1 donot know. O

Itwasasift h e ns&imfidteo tightly for the one inside it. It was strangely shiny,
but not in the way that Daemonae skin wasshiny, as if they were oiled, but as if it were
stretched too tightly, too perfectly, over the bone and muscle beneath.He had used
theatrical makeup to hide it but it was there.

In his own way though, h e w ausattractive.

Of medium height, he had perfectly styled thick dark hair, liquid, almost jet black
eyes and fine, and boyish features to match his slender, underdeveloped boyish body.
In a strange way he reminded her of the reporters she saw on the local news, he was
almost too manicured, too perfect. His voice was deep, sonorous, trained and
deliberately measured, slickly smooth, and he knew it, used it to his advantage.

Yet still she felt something familiar ab out him. As if he were a kindred spirit. Or
had been. Once.

Then she understood.
He was.

Not all of those like her had died of their curiosity or gone mad at what they saw on
the other planesi or whatever name they had given for what they could see. Once upon
a time in centuries past there had been tales of children that folk had come to all
@hangelingsg children who had s u drddffarény, sosmenewne d 06 o
changed seemingly overnight .

Once this man had beenone ofthosee but now he was é Samethinghi ng e
else completely.

What that somet hi ng el Bueifrigldened hes kodhe deptlisn 6tk n
of her soul.

Templ eton nodded in response to the other m:

OYou did, 6 Templ,mtoofnmattoadD @i, t bBeent her mands a



Looking at Templeton, looking at his eyes, with a shock she realized that on some
level he knew what his companion was, and refused to know it. In some deep hidden
part of him a voice, his voice, gibbered in terror.

He had made hi s d arahowwhe paitithetptice. 6devi | 6,
For the first time Gordon Templeton looked at Miri.

She looked into his piercing dark eyes,eyesshe had seen onTV and the covers ofa
dozen financial magazines a thousand times. Her lips parted on a soft intake of breath.

Perhaps the camerajusth adn ot b e eaptura ih to eshow v but there was
madness in that sharp avid stare, a craving. A darkness moved in those eyes Just a
touch, but it was a dark madness all the same.Alarm shrilled through her. However
well hidd en it was, Gordon Templeton was now insane, thoroughly and completely
insane.

Mad as a hatter.
An even deeper terror shot through her.

Thatmadgaze turned to Ash and something in Teil
made her want to throw herself between them, between him and her beloved Ash.

Smiling thinly, Templeton let his gaze wander over them both.

o0Just i n case you were anticipatina@gndhel p, 0
gestured. 01l t houghkhduhiad coimekal pyne. 0

In a corner, his dark Daemonae skin nearly blending with the shadows, was Mal,
clearly still unconscious, his limbs shackled and chainedas Ash&és had been, a
was secured by only one ankleto the bolt in the floor .

The bolt he and Ash shared.
Ashds jaw cl enched,, indteadswdareng slemtlyd not hi ng

Mal was proof against most weapons, but apparently not against gasthat had felled
both himself and Miri .

His eyes went to Miri, seeing the same question in her eyes.

What of B a 6 Whef2 was he?Not f or the first time Ash wi ¢
ability to speak to all of the Daemonae. But that was part of what made Asmodeus
Prince. Part, but not all.

Had his warning got out? And, what of Badal

As if in answer to that unspoken question, Templeton said, 0 We 6 r e st i | | | ool
the other one. o6

Badal was free, or unconscious where they c

Still, there was still hope. They still had a chance.



Without looking, Templeton held his hand out to someone behind him in the
shadows.

0So, 6 hRrofessariRdynolds,l et wus tal k. o6

From those shadows someone stepped foward to place something in that
outstretched hand.

Mi r stdinach went cold at the sight of it.
For a moment she could only stare in disbelief at the ugly thing in his hand.
She fought the urge to weep.

It was ugly, an object of thin, twined strips of leather and nasty coarse little iron
beads, with a thick but supple braided handle. Just the sight of it made Miri want to
cringe. Templ etonds intentions were clear.

6Nod, a part of her cried, horrified.
She looked to Ash.

This hadndét been part of the plan, eit
Where wa3hBadab®@l dndt be happening.

6 As h.

her .

She thought of the scar s bedalfadhédurethavery , of

his long life.
Tears, unbidden and all too revealing, sprang to her eyes.

Looking at Templeton, at the satisfaction, the anticipation in his eyes,at t he
nine tails in his hand, Ash went still inside. He steeledhimself, his mouth thinning even
as his jaw tightened. Templeton was going to enjoy this, he could see
eyes, as he had seen it in the eyes of the priests. A chance todinally, to take out on Ash
what he could not inflict on Asmodeus.

Ash knew the ancient whip of old, having felt its bite many times in the past. There
were those who had claimeditc ou |l d st r i [xofais fieshh m &here rhoments.

It had taken longer than moments to rip through Daemonae flesh but Ash could
attest to its effectiveness.

A part of his heart sank but another strengthened, tight ened even as he swore
silently, softly, to himself.

They would get nothing from him. And somehow he would keep Miri, his heart,
his life, safe.

cat

it

Wherever Baodal wa s , ngwAshakhees there wah o possabte wal/ o i

toavoid this, there wasnot ti me.

0 Mi heisaidjkeeping his mental voice even.

('



In a flash her head turned. Those ethereal green eyesvere wide with horror as they
met this, her breath catching in her throat, her eyes bright with unshed tears. He saw
she had seen it, too, what the whip would do to him, and grieved she would have to
witness it.

Her face, her voice,those incredible eyes,revealed too much to those around them,
but Ash findiuih kimsélftto be sorry for it. Her heart was in those uncanny
eyes.

Looking into his amber gaze she saw steadiness there as he braced himsefbr what
was to come. That look broke her heart and gave it strength.

How could she do any less?

Her own breath caught as their eyes locked.

There was asharp crack and then the cat-o-nine tails stroked across his back.

Miri nearly cried out.

|t wasnot unyek pteiclt le d A am d@ght. Bain eiEpledc across is
features before he could lock his expression down. His back arched automatically in
response to the assault on his fleshEven knowing what was coming , even having felt it
before, nothing could prepare him for the reality of it, a searing agony so great, sosharp
that for a moment it took his breath away.

An echo of that pain streaked across Mirids

It was too much to watch him being tortured again as she had donetwice now in
vision, but this time it was right before her eyes In the back of her mind she could hear
his voice when he had spoken about what had happened. Had it only been last night?
His voice had been so expressionless,so dispassionate, as he talked about what the
priests had done to him. She had run her hands over thoseterrible scars had traced
them with her f ingertips .

ONol! 6

Shecried out in pain and fury of her own and spun. Her hands latched around the
chain, ripped at it viciously, the suddenness of her movement catching the Sranger off
guard. She torethe leashfree and ran for Ash.

If she could justr e a ¢ h iffshema@uld just open the ethereal planesthey could
escape. No one could touch them, they could be free.

She could do it. Here in this place, she could do it.
And so she ran.

For a moment Ash felt a leap of hope as she fought free, as sheaced toward him.
There was a chance, if she could geto him, if she could touch him, they could shift to
anot her Tpathahbean the planif things went wrong.



A half dozen o f T e mp mentleapt 6us of the shadows to intercept her. She
spun away from one, her foot lashed out at another, but the rest wrestled her to the
ground.

She fought them wildly even as Ash fought his chains to reach her, to help her.

oOYou can stop i tlookingatevimm@md teetmemwrenaneddher wr ists
up behind her back, forced her back to bend, to arch, forced her knees to look at him.

He forced her to look at him, at what he did to Ash.

With an idle but forceful flick of his wrist he sent the cat-o-nine tails with their
wicked little iron balls once moreacoss As hds back Bloodfloweg evamnd t e a
as Ash tucked his wings close to try to save them, thin stripes appearing acrosshis dark
scarlet skin, blood beading even darker than the crimson of his skin.

It ran, dripped from his ribs.

This time Ash was prepared for it, for the sharp, breathtaking burn of pain as he
had been prepared for it all those years ago. He would not give them the satisfaction of
hearing his pain, nor torment Miri by making her listen to it. He bore it in stoic si lence,
his jaw locked, although he could not keep his body from reacting to the sharp
agonizing assault.

Miri saw it, though, saw the pain in his glowing eyes, in the hideous slashes that
striped his back, in the blood, As h 6 s thdt lneaddd along thoseterrible marks, as it
slid over his skin to drip to the floor . It was there in the tightness of his features, in the
way he held his wings so tight and close, in the tension that strained each hard curved
muscle.

She wept.

There was only one power she held here and that was the Book. All she had to do
was open the temporal planes and find it . Something she had never done.All her life
she had fought that temptation, fought the voices that called to her, that whispered in
the night.

Coward, she called herself.

Had Ash known she named herself so, he would have denied it had he seen her
face in that moment.

If she had the Book, though, how could she use it?

oHow | ong can he take it before he subside
asked, rhetorically, turning to Ash as he shook out the cat-o-nine tails once again.

He looked at Ash speculatively and then her.
OHow | ong can vy poDu Réymeolls? 6t o wat ch

The little iron balls clinked dully against each other as he eyed her with a cold
dispassionate gaze, as he studied her intently.



Shewas sharply aware of the tears cold on her lashes.

Shecoul Amd@t he knew it. That knowledge was 1in
Miri looked to Ash and her heart wrenched.

He could look so intimidating, s o fierce, and he did now.

His stern handsome features were set, his mouth tight, his jaw clenched and his
glowing eyes were steady. His strong body braced against the next assaut, ready to
endure the next stroke of the cato-nine tails across his back, across the fragile
membranes of his wings.

Blood trickled over his ribs to drip to the floor, along with his sweat, the sound of
the drops surprising loud, heartbreaking. She closed her eyes, but the sound was still
there.

She opened them again.

The taut muscles of his abdomenwere drawn tight against the pain, the mu scles of
his arms were taut. They flexed as he gripped the chains with his strong, long-fingered
hands. Hands that had touched her, stroked her, had held her safe. Ash had put himself
between her and harm.

Could she do any less?

Another voice broke in, unexpectedly, deep and perfectly, almost inhumanly
modulated.

0OThereds no need f or suuacshi ocnr,udd et hnmaett hvoodisc eo fs a

Somehow those simple seemingly nonthreatening words cut through the haze of
pain and sent a frisson of alarm down As hds s pi ne. He had braced
lash of pain, but now he gripped the chains and drew himself up, fought the sudden
inexplicable urge to wrench at them once again, to try to rip them free.

It was Templetonds companion who had spoken.

Of average height and thin, his dark hair brushed back with seemingly impossible
perfection there were few men who could have looked less threatening. Less
intimidating . And yet somehow he was.

The man smiled.

At Miri.

Ashodés bl ooatthatloh col d

Those dark eyes were empty, the mands face ¢
Ash had the sudden sharp impression of a mask.

Even with her pretty dress wrinkl ed and stained, her hair glowed like fire in the
cold light of the emergency lights and gas lanternswere the only light down here.



She was beautiful. His Miri was beautiful. His heart caught to see it.

Despite her fear, her chin lifted as she faced the man warily.She di dnodt fli
di dn 06 taway fuoom hat terrible gaze, those ethereal eyeswvatchful, courage in every
line of her lovely body.

It tore him apart. He should be there in front of her, defending her.

His hands tightened reflexively on the chains, every muscle in his body locked as he
pulled on them.

All eyes were on the two at the edge of the circle.

Warmth where warmth should not be.

Suddenly he felt a familiar presence at his side.B a 0 a |

Relief took his breath away.

Ash glanced over at where Mal had been lying. He was no longer there.
Closing his eyes, he bowed his head slightly.

His voice low, his body invisible, Ba 6 al Msadifds, ed i mi natKeepg t he
watching while | try to unlock these shackles 6

Everyli ne of Ashds body Héermddesded even further.
OHurry, 6 he said, softly.
Whatever was going to happen was going to happen soon.

At hi s si de he Cc aruretdrn, thise ewn teBsmo® e@vident niro tthe
tightness of his voice. 01 llsemsew,jo o. O

Watching, Ash saw the stranger approach Miri.

If Miri had had hackles to rise, they would have risen as the man drew closer. Her
stomach clenched.

With Te mp | et o nnged anoumahher and nowhere to run to even if she could,
she was helpless. Not shewould ever have abandoned Ash.

In one of those odd moments of awareness,from the corner of her eye she suddenly
noticed that Mal no longer lay in the corner. He had disappeared.

Were it not for the stranger stalking slowly toward her , she would have felt a breath
of hope but instead for some reason she prayed that Mal was somewhere elsehe would
not try to attack this man to protect her.

She | ooked into the mands eyes and somet hinq
He wasndt a man.
An old quote suddenly came to her. Nietzsche.

Be careful when you look into the abyss, for the abyss also looks into you.



This man was the abyss.

His eyes were empty. Hollow. A depthless void r eady to swallow her up, ready to
drown her in darkness, to drag her down into the shadows. A solitary voice within her
screamed.

There was no time to feel more than that flash of fear as he struck. His hand lashed
out to close around her throat with shocking speed that likened to Ash.

So fast. So stunningly fast.

And then to her astonishment her feet left the ground. Power punched into her and
she cried out.

oYou see, 6 she heard him say, as if down a |
then | am the Key. o

Visions exploded through her, a thousand possible outcomes from this moment in
time, from the decisions were made here.

Pain ripped through her as the ethereal planes burst open from within her, as did
something else.

She screamed.

There was a brilliant flash, blue-white, the stinging smell of ozone and then it
seemed as if evey hair on her body stood on end.

With a sharp crack like lightning, Miri  suddenly found herself blown free, sliding
backwards along the marble floor. She scrambled to her knees, feeling something odd
qguiver beneath one hand. Looking up, she froze.

The stranger, the man who she now knew had once been named Daniel, stood
looking furiously at his blackened , burned and shriveled hand as if puzzled.

Ashds magi c, anot h8alongas Adh lived! thetstraagernc ®mud m.n & t
touch her.
She swallowed hard, and prayed hewo ul dn dt guess, woul dnodt u

looked at the pure, cold and dark fury that crossedhis face.
Her mouth went dry.

Like a shadow, darkness shimmered beneath his skin. Not as As h 0 s gol den
glimmers did, but more asa visible evidence of the truth of him. He had looked into the
abyss,and it had looked into him. S ome part of him had welcomed it.

Those dark eyes lifted to look at her.
Her breath froze in her throat.

In the back of her mind, those visions replayed, the ones from the brief moment
when the stranger, when Daniel, had touched her. A thousand different outcomes that
depended on what happened, on what was done in these next few moments.



Death and destruction,d ar knes s . Badal and Mal fightingé
Ash and the other Daemonae forever in chains.

Like a snake shedding its skin, the oddly urbane manfi Danielfi stood, the skin
sloughing off, peeling away as what lay within surged free of his constraining human
form.

This was the true reflection of itself, man-like on this plane, a thing of flesh and
blood, vaguely reptilian, vaguely insectoid, its faceted eyes reflected the cold
emergency lights like gemstones. Its skin was mottled, thick, in places almost a
carapace.Yet the features, weirdly, remained the same, oddly and coldly handsome.

Looking at her it extended its hands. Its eyes glittering and he smiled.
oOoPerhaps | was wrPoenrgh,adp sh ec rhuidsesre dnet hods ar e

Claws extended to talons. Long, curved scimitars of bone and nail. His faceted eyes
narrowed, focused.

A coldness swept her.

How long before he realized he had only to kill Ash and her protection from him
whatever protection Ash and his love offered her, would be gone?

Not long.

Her eyes went to him, to her Ash, to the sharp lines of his beloved face, his amber
eyes glowing as they met hers

Her heart wrenched.

One glance, and those harsh linesin his face softened as he looked at her, his hands
on the glittering chains tightened.

She could see his rage at his helplessnes his furious determination to help her , to
come to her aid.

He was everythingtoher, She coul dndét i magine | ife, a f

Beneath her hand, somethinggc ec hoedéc al | eStmethirg shie &kmew,
something she recognized and although she had never touched it, it sang to her.

There was only one chance. Only one.

In a flash, she was on her feet. With a gesturethe ethereal planes openedaround
her as sheflung out her arms to conjure up those planes like a magician fanning his
cards.

For most those in the room there had beenonly brief glimpse, just a quick glimmer,
but now the ethereal planes opened up in all their brilliant glory. They spread and
flowed around the room like a thousand thousand shimmering, impossibly thin , panes
of glass in agreat looping Mobius strip that wound around itself, shifted and flowed in
a great lazy figure eight, the sign of eternity.



It was astonishingly and heartbreakingly beautiful to look at. A glorious, brilliant
wonder, and, like light reflecting from water it cast rainbow shimmers throughout the
dim chamber, brightened the entire room even up into the vast cracked darkness of the
ceiling, the coruscating light flickering over and illuminating the cracks and fissures
there.

Ash had only seen anything like it once, long ago, when another like Miri , Labal 0s
true mate, had opened the ethereal planes to his kind, giving them a refuge from those
that persecuted them, a place to escapgust before shedied.

Fear bloomed inside him.

That glorious light illuminated Miri, to o0, washed over her pale skin, turned her
brilliant hair to fire and those ethereal lambent eyesglorious.

One of those panes shifted
For a moment, she looked at him, those beautiful eyes bright.
01 |l ove you. O

Spinning on her toes, that hair streaming around her shoulders like a flame, Miri
ran toward it .

And then she was gone.



Chapter Fourteen

Every plane of existence, or temporal plane, projected what might have been, could
have been, from the time the universe had begun. It expanded endlessly out into the
what-might -have-been, reflecting the eternal struggle between creation and destruction,
between the light and the dark. Sentience, knowledge, thought, had given some of that
chaosstructure.

But not this. Not here.

Miri plunged into a world of thick lush growth, of the primordial swamp, a place
where plants and insects commanded, a place where the sun filtered through tall, tall
plants and the swaying trees towered high above her to sweep the sky.

This world hummed on a scale thd echoed in her bones, vibrated there.
Il n an odd way, among that insectoid buzz, Mi
She didndt haheknewbutsiehtadmé el t swdntedsblose g é

It was all a matter of timing. There would b e only one chanceto get this right, only
one out of the myriad possibilities. If she had seen it right, if her guess or guesses were
true, correct.

Ashds | ife, t he | | all esDaembnaeBevénahumaraty) chightvia |
depend on it.

It was highly unlikely Templeton, once he felt the reach of |
high.

She doveinto the undergrowth, searched frantically, even as she heard the stranger
burst onto this plane in pursuit.

Terror shot through her.
Miri looked over her shoulder, but the thick, lush growth hid her.

It was here, she could feel it, it was here somewhere close she knew it. Her hands
scrabbled through the thick ferns and mosses asa centipede as long as her arm passed
her, uncaring, and she shivered.

There. The Book.Unseen, but she knew it was there.
She reached for it.

Her fingers closed on the cover, on the rich, velvety surface of the leathery binding ,
the feel of it so soft, so oddly familiar. It was as smooth as satin andnearly as glossy.
The color of it was a deep rich scarlet, a shade or so darker thanAs hd s asdk i n,
gleaming as if it had been oiled, ashis did.

Shock jolted her as she suddenly understood.



A sharp shudder of revulsion went through her so hard and quick she nearly
dropped it, asa soft cry of dismay, denial, burst out of her. Images raced through her
mind as her fingers locked on the thing. Nausea churned as the visions moved through
her. She wanted to be sick. Desperately, she gripped the book in her fingers,and all the
while wised de speratelyshedi dndét need to touch it.

Her breath shuddered when she drew it in.
That cry was nearly her undoing.

Miri heard the thing , the Stranger, spin. The leaves rustled around it as it turned,
quickly, those leavesrattling like bamboo canes as it came after her.

Her only thought was, h e mu s t méhere, soaan théethereal planes

If he caught her here, if he took the Book from her here on his ground, in his place,
the Book would be his.

He would have command of the Daemonae. Al | of t hem, Asmodeus,
Even Angel, her unborn child.

And Ash.

Her beloved Ash. In chains, obedienttot hi s crwdlat ur ed s

Her worst vision, his worst fear, all of it made all too real.

That was what he had been after all along. Like Templeton, and not. Using him.

On their plane, in her time and place, only the now returned Daemonae had magic,
save for a very few like herself. Only the Daemonae were a threat to him, to his kind,
and to his Master. Only the Daemonae stood between them and their world, her world.
| f he held them, thoughteé

Templeton, in his search for power, had broken his protective circle with his
explosion, and cracked open a Door to the ethereal planes just wide enough to let
something through . Something wide enough for the Stranger, who had once been a
small curious boy by the name of Daniel, and his kind.

If the Stranger were to get hold of the Book, he would instantly render the only true
opposition to his kind helpless , and make them servantsto him and his. To his Master.

Ash.

Miri burst from cover at an angle, running hard and fast for the place where she
had arrived, conscious of the Stranger hot in pursuit.

He was so fast. So fighteningly, terrifyingly fast.
A glance over her shoulder and she twisted as it swiped at her, tried to catch her.

Its claws ripped at her. That glancing blow had enough force to stagger her, tearing
through cloth and skin.

E






