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      Heat engulfed me like an electric blanket. I lay on my side, the warmth taming the excruciating ache in my muscles, and I snuggled into it, squeezing my eyes shut tightly and hoping to Hecate it was all just a wicked bad dream.

      If it wasn’t…well, that meant I had just killed two people, and that was so very not like me.

      Sure, I battled the beasties that crossed into our realm whenever the occasion occurred, but they were just that…beasties. Tiny fae with razor teeth, who were as annoying as mosquitoes. Vampire ghouls with nothing but blood on their minds. Gnomes, ogres, and the occasional lower-level demon slipped through, but they didn’t possess the brain power to hold a conversation and none of them presented a fully human form.

      Killing the rhino motel clerk hadn’t fazed me much. He was more intelligent than anything that had crossed to my side of the veil, but he was still a vile, disgusting beast who’d planned to kill and eat me. I’d acted in self-defense. I didn’t need to feel bad about that.

      What I’d done to Bedlam and Seraphine was also self-defense. So…why did I feel so rotten about it?

      My shoulder ached from lying on it, so I adjusted my position. Something long and hard pressed into my butt cheek, and I popped my eyes open. I lay in complete darkness, and—aside from the sound of Discord breathing—utter silence.

      Wait. If that was my demon wrapping me in warmth, that meant the hard thing pressed against my butt was his…

      “Discord!” I shot to sitting and turned toward him. “Seriously?”

      He didn’t respond, so I lit a fireball, illuminating his form. He lay on his side, his eyes closed, and that rod I’d felt on my ass…?

      It was the hilt of the dagger strapped to his thigh. Whew.

      Although, after the kiss we’d shared by the river, I didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed that his soldier wasn’t saluting my presence.

      Relieved, Cin. Definitely relieved. Sheesh.

      I let out a breath and rose, taking in my surroundings. Red crystals in the rocky walls reflected my firelight, and an orange glow from the moon outside peeked around the massive boulder blocking the exit to the… Were we inside a cave? My backpack lay on the ground—apparently, I’d been using it as a pillow—and as I picked it up, Discord finally stirred.

      He sucked in a sharp breath and pushed himself to sitting. “Cinder?”

      “I’m here, though I’m not sure where here is.” I sat next to him, still holding on to a flame. “What happened?”

      “Your sisters summoned me after our battle. Are you okay?” He gently touched my chin, turning my head from side to side.

      So it wasn’t all a dream. Damn.

      “I’m fine.” I took two candles from my bag and lit them. “Where are we?”

      “We’re in a cave two miles from where we left Seraphine.” He scrubbed his hands down his face. “You passed out the moment you dragged me away from the summoning.”

      Surprise lifted my brows. “You carried me two miles?”

      He tilted his head, stretching his neck. “I had to. Seraphine had begun to stir.”

      “She’s not dead?” A brick dropped from my chest to my stomach, and my mouth hung open.

      “Sadly, no. Do you have any food in your bag? My body requires sustenance.”

      “Yeah. Let me see.” I rummaged through the contents, finding two bars that resembled granola. I handed him one and unwrapped the other before shoving half of it into my mouth. It tasted smoky and slightly bitter, not at all what I was expecting, but not too terrible. I chewed, some kind of nut crunching between my teeth as I pondered our predicament.

      Seraphine was alive. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. On one hand, it brought my body count down by one, which was a good thing. On the other, that meant she’d be extra pissed and would no doubt come after us as soon as she was able.

      I think I preferred the higher body count.

      “How close are we to Hecate’s temple?” I took another bite and washed it down with stinky water, wrinkling my nose as I swallowed. I would never complain about the taste of Salem tap water again.

      “A few miles out.” Discord’s expression darkened, his eyes tightening. “I have an unsettling feeling about it, though.”

      I took another sip of sulfur water and handed him the bottle. “This entire ordeal is unsettling. Could you be more specific?”

      “I don’t believe Hecate will be in her temple. You found it too easily.” He handed me the empty bottle and rose. “The seer had been scrying for years to no avail, yet you found the goddess within minutes. That doesn’t make sense.”

      I bristled, my ego taking a hit. “After everything we’ve been through, now you’re questioning my abilities?”

      “Not at all. If any mortal witch could locate her, it would be you.” He offered his hand. “You are the most amazing woman I have ever met.”

      Ignoring his last comment, I shoved the bottle into my backpack and accepted the gesture, letting him tug me to my feet. “Maybe she’s ready to be found. And anyway, you helped me. Maybe the seer just needed to channel a Prince of Hell.”

      I tried to pull from his grasp, but he tightened his grip as we stood there, face to face, the intensity in his eyes making my stomach flutter. He was silent for a beat…two…three, and the fluttering rose to my chest.

      “You saved my life.” He sandwiched my hand between both of his, the warmth of his grip and the sincerity in his eyes making my breath catch.

      “I didn’t have much of a choice.” My body drifted toward him of its own volition, the magnetism between us getting stronger with every battle we survived. “If you die, I die.”

      “You’d have saved me even if we weren’t bound.” His gaze slid to my lips, and my heart raced. “As I would save you.”

      My mouth suddenly felt drier than the Mohave. “I’m a light witch. It’s what we do.” I licked my chapped lips, tugging my hand again. This time, he let me go.

      I stepped away and grabbed my backpack, willing my hormones to calm the eff down. The urge to throw myself into his arms and let him ravish me right there on the cave floor overwhelmed me…but getting it on with a demon was the last thing I needed to worry about… Right now, anyway.

      Honestly, if he hadn’t kissed me by the river, I wouldn’t be thinking about it at all. That kiss though… Damn.

      He let out a little grunt, narrowing his eyes as I strapped on my backpack.

      “We should get moving before someone figures out where we are.” I leaned a shoulder against the giant rock blocking the cave entrance and pushed. It didn’t budge. Of course it didn’t. The damn thing was taller than me and probably weighed a ton, but I needed to get out of this confined, private space before I said eff it all and let my hormones take control.

      “Or we could finish what we started on the riverbank.” He rested a hand on the rock above my shoulder and leaned toward me, his smoldering gaze making my traitorous stomach flutter again.

      “Not a chance.” I pressed both palms against the boulder, shoving with all my bodyweight and ignoring the desire unfurling in my chest.

      A strange look contorted his features for half a second, as if I’d physically slapped him, but he recovered and smirked. “This might be the only chance you get.”

      “I’m good with those odds.” I flashed a tight-lipped smile and crossed my arms.

      He inhaled deeply. “Your scent betrays you. I can smell your desire.”

      You have no idea… No doubt, my pheromones flared again at that animalistic statement, but I deflected and forced out a dry laugh. “We are not doing the deed on the cave floor.” A girl had to have standards, right?

      He arched a brow, mischief dancing in his eyes. “I could brace you against the wall.”

      Hecate on a highwire. Wouldn’t that be something? If I kept my shirt on, maybe the rocks wouldn’t chafe too badly. My backpack could act as a buffer too. He was definitely strong enough to hold me up, and we could… Whoa. Slow your roll, Cin.

      Seriously, get a grip.

      The sly grin on his lips told me I’d just turned the dial on whatever my desire smelled like to full blast. He took another deep breath, the knowing look in his eyes making me feel naked, even though I was fully clothed.

      And Hecate knew I wouldn’t mind getting naked with the man. He was packing quite the package, but… Standards, Cin. You have standards. “We’re not doing it in a cave. End of story. Now, will you please move this rock so we can be on our way?”

      “You don’t deny the attraction.”

      I pressed my lips into a hard line. No. No, I did not. “That’s not the point.”

      He gave me one more smirk and waved his hand in front of the boulder. When nothing happened, he cut his gaze toward me for half a second. I tried not to react, but damn. If he’d done his dematerializing trick to get us inside, and now we were trapped, I would become the unhappiest little camper he’d ever seen.

      Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. His muscles tensed, his nostrils flaring as he tried again. He waved his hand back and forth, his fingers curling into a claw, his exertion evident by the tendons protruding from his neck. He huffed, waving his arm three more times, and finally, it disappeared.

      The memory of passing through the partially formed wall back at the palace had my feet moving before my brain had the chance to send the command. I darted through the opening and pressed my back against the outer wall, jerking my head side to side, searching for signs of an impending ambush. The coast seemed clear. For now.

      Discord joined me outside the cave, and the boulder blocking the entrance rematerialized. He winced and rubbed his chest. “Using magic has never affected me like this. Do you feel it too?”

      I could tell it took a toll on him. Whether it was through our bond or just from his body language, I couldn’t say. I didn’t want to know. “Unless witches are using an inborn power like fire, magic always depletes our vim.”

      “It’s unpleasant.”

      “That it is.” I pushed from the wall and peered at our surroundings. We stood on a ledge deep in the canyon, about six feet above the acid river. Sheer cliffs rose all around, and steam hovered on the surface of the stream.

      We could clamber our way down, but unless there was an invisible ladder around, we’d still be stuck at the bottom of the ravine. We had definitely ventured past the touristy part of the canyon. “How do we get out?”

      “Normally, I’d bend space and drop us in front of the temple. But with the way my powers are waning…” He gestured to the jagged wall soaring twenty yards above us. “We’ll have to climb.”

      I craned my neck, squinting in the glowing orange moonlight. The wall went straight up. No little trails or gradual inclines to make the feat even slightly easier. I’d visited the rock-climbing gym in Salem more than a few times, and fighting off ghouls and fae mosquitoes kept me in decent shape, but damn, that would be a long ascent.

      “It’s a good thing I’m not afraid of heights,” I said. “Should we walk a ways and see if there’s an easier spot to climb?”

      “It doesn’t get easier for miles in either direction.” He rested a hand on a bulging rock. “Grab on here. The soles of your boots should grip the protrusions and recesses.”

      “I know how to climb.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants. “I’ve just never done it without a rope.”

      “Ladies first.” He stepped away from the wall, his gaze flowing down my body before returning to my eyes.

      I fought a grin and grabbed the rock, hauling myself up the first three feet. “You just want to look at my butt, don’t you?”

      “The view is quite nice.”

      I glanced down, and he flashed a crooked smile, arching a brow in appreciation of the junk in my trunk.

      “Are all demons horndogs, or is it just you?” I found another foothold and pushed, using my leg strength to reach above and grab another protruding rock. Whether my heart was pounding from the physical exertion or the flirtatious demon, I couldn’t say. Probably both.

      “I haven’t been with a woman in over four hundred years.” He hauled himself up and followed as I climbed. “The kiss we shared has awakened a beast inside me.”

      Good goddess. I didn’t dare look down, but I could imagine his hungry expression, the fire in his eyes as he prowled toward me, the deftness of his hands and tongue. Whew. In all fairness, it had been a while for me too. Not four hundred years, but long enough to make his advances sound way more appealing than they should, especially in our current predicament.

      And that beast he claimed I’d awakened… Sweet spirits and spells, how I would love to meet him. Gah! Concentrate, Cin. I was only halfway to the top, and my muscles were screaming with the exertion.

      My thighs and shoulders burned, and my fingers felt like I’d scraped them against the steaming blacktop on the school playground. If I could focus on those physical sensations, maybe I could ignore the heat pooling in my nether region.

      Twenty feet to go. I peered up and found an indentation in the stone just big enough to fit my fingers in. I grabbed on and pulled, gripping the wall with the soles of my boots. My pulse thrummed, my breathing growing shallow as I hauled myself up.

      Sharp pain sliced through my index finger as if it had been stabbed and wrenched out of the socket at the same time.

      “Son of a bitch!” I yanked my hand out and lost my footing. My left hand gripped a piece of obsidian protruding from the rock, but the surface was too slick. My fingers slipped, and I fell backward, Hans Gruber from Die Hard style.

      Please don’t let me land in the acid was the only thought in my mind. Time seemed to slow as I plummeted and stared up at the weird moon hanging in the cloudless sky.

      Discord gripped my forearm, stopping my fall, but my body swung, slamming into the wall with a thunk. My head smacked the rocks, and my vision swam. Thankfully, instinct made me latch on to his arm too, because his grip slipped. I caught his wrist half a nanosecond before I continued my unwelcome descent, and his fingers encircled my arm, locking us together.

      I blinked my vision back into focus and scrambled around to find something to hold on to. “I’m okay,” I lied, my breathless voice giving me away.

      “Climb onto my back,” he said. “I’ll carry you out of the ravine.”

      “I said I’m okay.” I tugged from his grasp and grabbed another rock, pulling myself above him.

      A spark of annoyance lit in my chest, fueling my adrenaline. I climbed faster than I had ever climbed before, muttering to myself the entire way up. Did he seriously just suggest a piggyback ride? To a strong, absolutely capable woman? To an elemental witch?

      The good news was his ridiculous suggestion had squelched any desire I’d felt toward him. Hopefully, he could smell that too.

      And hopefully, I could get my emotions off this damn rollercoaster. My own mood swings were about to give me whiplash, but I blamed that on all the trauma we’d endured since we arrived in Hell. It was enough to make anyone crack beneath the pressure. Not me, though. I refused to break.

      A gnarled black tree stood at the top of the canyon, its twisted roots exposed and reaching downward, creating the perfect grip for the last few feet of my ascent.

      “Don’t,” Discord shouted, but it was too late.

      I grabbed a root, and an array of teeny, tiny spikes, no thicker than acupuncture needles, sank half a millimeter into my palm, making it itch like a flea-infested werewolf with mange.

      Scrambling to the ground above, I army crawled onto the surface, took two deep breaths, and rose to my feet. My hand burned like the spikes had injected me with everything I could possibly be allergic to, but I ignored the pain, grinding my teeth as Discord pulled himself over the edge.

      “First of all, you need to stop treating me like some damsel in distress.” I flicked my wrist, fanning my burning hand.

      Discord fought an amused grin. “Perhaps if you stopped putting yourself in distress, I would.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to insist he give examples, but I closed it again, ticking off the list of times he’d had to carry me in my mind. “I’m not a damsel.”

      He chuckled. “Noted. Would you like some help with your hand?”

      I finally looked at my offending appendage, and Hecate have mercy. My index finger had swollen to the size of a sausage, and the skin on my palm had turned purple and pruney. “What the hell?”

      He gingerly took my hand in his, turning it over and back again. “That tree is a thorny ash. Its sap causes burning, itching, and blisters.”

      “Fabulous. I caught herpes of the hand from a thorny ass tree.” I bent my fingers and winced at the searing pain.

      His brow furrowed. “Thorny ash. It also causes necrosis. Your finger, though. Did something bite you? The reaction reminds me of brimstone scorpion venom.”

      “Probably. That’s why I fell.” I slipped my backpack off one shoulder. “Let me see if I’ve got any healing herbs.”

      “No need.” He lifted my other arm and ran his finger over the sigil. “I can help you, if you’ll admit you are, once again, in distress.” Amusement danced in his eyes, and I narrowed mine.

      My gut reaction was to tell him hell no. I was stubborn, like most first-born daughters were, but the black blisters forming on my palm made me think better of it.

      “Please fix me,” I muttered.

      He covered the sigil with his hand. “Are you in distress, sweet damsel witch?”

      I sighed and shook my head. “Yes, Prince Pain In My Ass, I am in distress. I need my big, strong demon to use his magical healing ability to help me. Happy now?”

      “Indeed.” He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. As he let out a slow breath, the invisible tether connecting us vibrated and heated. His magic seeped into my skin, spreading through my chest before cascading down my arm and gathering in my hand.

      A flush of coolness spread over my palm, and the pain in my finger turned from razor sharp to a dull ache to nothing. The blisters disappeared, and the swelling faded as if I’d never been injured.

      I stared at my hand in awe before looking into his eyes. “Thank you.”

      He bowed his head. “Taking care of you is my pleasure… Words I never dreamed I would utter to anyone.”

      Cue the flip-flopping stomach. Again.

      Before I could even begin to form a response in my mind, he took my face in his hands and planted his mouth on mine, and yeah… I’ll admit I melted a little.

      Okay, a lot.

      He just had these full, soft lips that fit over mine like they were made to kiss me, and his body… I couldn’t help but lean into him, pressing my curves against his angles, parting my lips so he could swipe his tongue against mine.

      All the blood in my brain plummeted below my navel, and I allowed myself to get lost in his embrace for a moment. A little longer. Longer still…

      But this was wrong. He was a demon for Hecate’s sake, and I was on a mission to survive Hell and find a way home.

      I broke the kiss on a quick inhale and touched my fingers to my lips. They still tingled; his taste lingered on my tongue.

      “Which…” I cleared my throat. “Which way to Hecate’s temple?”

      His eyes smoldered with an intensity I could barely stand, and that beast I’d supposedly awakened…? He was ready to devour me.
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      Had we not been exposed in the open air, I could have taken her right there on the ground. I should have taken her inside the cave when I’d had the chance…kissed her then, at the very least.

      I could smell her desire when I’d suggested we fornicate, and I had let a little magic slip, seeping discord into her psyche, attempting to loosen her rational thoughts and allow her emotions to guide her to me. Strangely, my attempt had brought clarity to her mind, and she’d handed me a firm no.

      I could have pressed her, but trying to force Cinder to do anything she didn’t want to would be an exercise in futility, which I had no desire to attempt. She would claim my attraction to her—my desire to protect and take care of her in every way—was due to the union placed on us against our will. That this longing I felt deep within my soul meant nothing…would be nothing when our marks were removed.

      At first, I’d thought so as well. Now, I wasn’t so sure.

      “Why did you summon me?” I asked.

      She furrowed her brows over her deep honey eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I am not.”

      She laughed dryly. “To find my parents…? Are you okay?”

      I shook my head. “I know that.”

      Confusion contorted her features as she tilted her head. “Then why are you asking?”

      “I mean why me? Why not Chaos or Mayhem? Why did you choose me?”

      She frowned and shrugged. “I just picked a name from the list. Can we get moving? I’m feeling anxious out here in the open.”

      “The temple you described is on the outskirts of the barren land stretching out before us. This way.” I rested my hand on the small of her back to indicate she should walk beside me. She matched my pace, her legs moving unhindered in her modern pants and boots.

      “Was my mark at the top of the list? Is that why you chose me?” I asked, though I knew better. None of this was a coincidence.

      “It was at the bottom, if you must know.” Her face pinched as if she already sensed my assumptions.

      “What made you skip to the bottom? You could have summoned either of my brothers just as easily.”

      She caught the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth and blinked five times before she answered, “I don’t know. I guess the design of your sigil called to me. It felt like you were the one… The one who could help me, I mean.”

      I nodded. “It’s kismet.”

      She cut a sideways glance. “It’s a curse. A literal curse. If not for that, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Fair point,” I said, and we continued our trek in silence.

      Black rock stretched out before us in every direction, and humid heat clung to my skin. The scents of pungent sulfur and smoky, acrid tar hung in the damp air, growing stronger the farther we ventured into the abandoned wasteland.

      “I don’t believe the blood magic that joined us was accidental,” I said.

      She scoffed. “I definitely didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Perhaps not consciously,” I said, “but the seer finishing the bond, your sisters summoning my brothers, you choosing my sigil out of the three… This is happening for a reason.”

      “And the reason is that you decided to curse my bloodline.” She crossed her arms, continuing to match my pace.

      “It’s more than that.”

      She shook her head adamantly. “It’s not. Believe me.”

      “Your sisters found my brothers. I saw them when they attempted to summon me.”

      “They found them because I asked them to. I left a note for Ash to find if I didn’t make it back home. It’s not kismet or fate or even serendipity. They’re following a plan—my plan—which I put into place before I summoned you.”

      “I felt their bonds. Three sisters for three brothers. Three powerful witches for three demon princes.” How could she not see that fate had a hand in this?

      “Let me stop you right there.” She turned and held up a finger. “If Ash and Ember are getting it on with your brothers, that’s none of my business. But this…these feelings we have for each other…? Magic fabricated them, and magic will undo them. Think about that before you decide you’re horns-over-hooves in love with me or some other nonsense.”

      “Why you then?” I continued walking.

      She followed by my side. “I’m the eldest daughter, the one who knew about the curse. It had to be me.”

      “Why no one before you? Your ancestors have been in peril for centuries, yet you were the first to try and right the situation.”

      “I don’t know. You’d have to ask them.”

      “It’s because everything is happening the way fate intended it to. We’re meant to be together, and not even your silver tongue could convince me otherwise.”

      “Then, we’ll just have to agree to disagree.” She lifted her arms and dropped them at her sides, the look on her face indicating the conversation was over.

      I could have pressed her further…circled back to her admission that she chose me because it felt right…but I refrained. Once we found Hecate, the goddess would confirm that fate had woven this tapestry long before Cinder was born. Possibly before even I came into being. Then, she’d have no grounds to deny it.

      Cinder was my soul bride, not because of an accident that led to a series of unfortunate events, but because she was meant to be mine.

      We continued in silence, walking until nothing but rock, dappled with slick patches of obsidian, stretched out as far as I could see. Cinder wrinkled her nose, the tar and sulfur aromas no doubt offending her senses. The smell and thickness of the air began to offend mine as well.

      The orange moon hung still in the sky, as always, providing no hint of how long we’d been on our journey. Months could have passed in the earthly realm, where here it had only been days. Then again, with time behaving the way it did in Hell, we could have been walking for months while only minutes passed in the other realm.

      It was enough to drive a man insane, and that was by design, of course.

      “Good goddess, it smells like broccoli and egg dog farts.” Cinder waved a hand in front of her face. “Why would Hecate have a temple way out here?”

      “She’s an ancient goddess, who was worshipped long before Lucifer came into rule. This was her level of the Underworld until he took control of the realm. When he did, he claimed the eighth level as his kingdom because of the molten rivers. Building there, flourishing despite the destructive nature of magma, proved his unparalleled power.”

      She scoffed. “So it was a flex.”

      “If by that you mean a way for him to easily subjugate the denizens here, then yes. It was a flex.”

      “Figures. What level is this then? How can you tell when you enter a new one?”

      “Crossing the ravine where we did brought us into the fifth level. This barren land was once the epicenter of the Underworld. It’s where souls, escorted by Hecate and her psychopomps, would enter the realm before passing into their eternities.”

      “And let me guess. Lucifer razed it as his first flex.”

      I chuckled. “Not his first, but one of many.”

      “And still she fell for him. I don’t get it.”

      “Trying to understand the thought process of deities is futile at best.”

      The terrain angled upward, and when we reached the top of the incline, a valley lay before us. Geysers of fire erupted from sulfurous craters, shooting toward the sky, intensifying the stench in the air. On the far side, a cave burrowed into the rock, and in the center of the valley, Hecate’s original Underworld temple lay in ruins.

      Made of black stone and obsidian, the once magnificent structure stood crumbling, its columns having toppled, its walls deteriorated after millennia of neglect. The triple moon, Hecate’s sigil, barely showed through the layers of ash and dirt on the pediment, and a line of statues, now headless and limbless, lined the path toward the steps.

      “Wow,” Cinder said, her eyes wide with wonder. “I can’t imagine our goddess living here. Not even part-time.”

      “Temples are structures where deities are worshipped, not where they reside.” I took her hand and guided her down the path, the foreboding feeling that had unsettled me earlier growing stronger with each step.

      “Where does she stay when she’s in Hell, then?” She stopped at the first dismembered statue and examined it.

      “Before she joined Lucifer’s court, I do not know,” I said, studying her intently. She must have felt the same hesitation as I did. “After they coupled, she resided in the palace. I’m not sure if she spent nights in this realm at all before then.”

      Cinder rubbed her arms. “Do you feel that?”

      “What do you feel?”

      “Fresh magic. For an abandoned temple, it sure feels…alive.” She took three more steps and paused to study the torso of a woman in a Grecian robe. “She must be here.”

      I caught her hand before she could continue up the path. “Are you sure it’s Hecate’s energy that you feel? The vibration I sense is too low. Focus on it.”

      She chuckled. “Did you just ask me to do a vibe check?”

      “If vibe is short for vibration, then yes. The energy feels demonic.”

      Closing her eyes, she inhaled two deep breaths. “Everything has felt demonic since the moment I got here. I can’t tell the difference anymore.”

      “We should leave.”

      “And go where? So far, this is the only lead we’ve got, and if there is even the slightest chance Hecate is hiding in there, we have to check it out.”

      I was loath to continue this journey. Whatever awaited us inside would not be the benevolent goddess Cinder hoped to find, but—against my better judgment—I agreed. We had no other option. “Proceed with caution.”

      “Always.” She crept forward, one hand resting on the dagger at her hip, the other stretched outward as if she were feeling the air for magic. Her arm hairs stood on end, and tension rolled off her in waves. Instinct told her something was awry, but she chose to ignore it…a dangerous decision.

      I followed her as she continued toward the temple, my stomach sinking further with each step. “Why do we assume Hecate is in the Underworld? If she were that angry with Lucifer, would she not have left the realm?”

      Cinder turned toward me. “I don’t think she can leave.”

      “She’s the original psychopomp. Of course she can.”

      She pressed her lips into a line and shook her head. “Not without the amulet. Seraphine told me her magic is stuck inside it.”

      I stopped abruptly, grabbing Cinder’s hand before she could ascend the steps. “What do you mean?”

      “Apparently, that amulet was a token of their love. Lucifer infused it with his power to send beings across the veil at whim, and Hecate gave up her power of resurrection. Neither of them can send anyone to other realms…including themselves, I assume.”

      Annoyance twisted in my chest. “Why are you just now telling me this?”

      “I’ve been a little distracted.” She shrugged.

      “We cannot survive this quest while withholding information from each other.”

      “Now you know how I’ve felt since the moment I met you.” She tugged from my grasp. “I wasn’t withholding on purpose. You almost died. Then I almost died. Then you kissed me. Twice. Cut me some slack.”

      I ground my teeth. She made a fair point. I hadn’t been the most forthcoming with her thus far, but our situation had changed. My feelings for this feisty woman had changed.

      What irked me now was the fact that Seraphine, a mere witch, knew the true purpose of the amulet when I did not. If I had known the symbolism, the reason for its creation, I never would have wagered it all those centuries ago.

      “You are forgiven,” I said, “and, technically, you kissed me the first time.”

      She rolled her eyes and smiled. “We’re even then.”

      “I promise to divulge any and all important information to you from this point forward,” I said. “Will you pledge the same?”

      “Of course.” Her eyes widened as if the speed of her reply surprised her. “Like I said, I wasn’t keeping it a secret on purpose. Can we go in now?”

      “Allow me to en⁠—”

      She climbed the steps and disappeared inside.
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