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      “I will bleed red for you if it will take away your hatred and resentment.”

      

      Demon Hunter Ember Xavier lives underground out of necessity. Isolated from others, she can’t hurt them with her touch, and presumed to have died in an explosion, her lonely existence safeguards a shameful secret.

      

      When she is betrayed and forced above ground for her protection, Ember’s once quiet and safe life careens towards danger as she struggles with a different threat—her growing feelings for her dangerous and sexy bodyguard. He is a man who could rip her heart to shreds or…save her.

      

      For her father’s sins, she would repent for a lifetime, existing side by side with a man who hates and resents her.

      

      Demon soldier Mace Lansing is a legend in the hunter world. Known for his fearless and merciless ways on the battlefield, Mace is proud of his legendary status. But all that is stripped away when he fails the most important assignment of his life.

      

      Mace readily agrees to earn back his honor and reputation by playing bodyguard to a misbehaving, stubborn kid with a chip on his shoulder.

      

      But the kid isn’t who he portrays himself to be. Beneath the mask and the voice modifier is a woman who tests his temper, his loyalties, and his body’s reaction to hers. With his honor and reputation on the line, Mace must make a life-changing decision—accept Ember as his fated mate, or get his revenge and break her heart.
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        * * *

      

      “Even a happy life cannot be without a measure of darkness and the word 'happy' would lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness.”

      

      
        
        ~ Carl Jung
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          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      In front of her, the dimly lit underground tunnel stretched beyond her sight range, but Ember wasn’t worried about her safety. She was part hunter, part demon, and the gods and the devil had gifted her with the ability to see in the dark.

      She gunned the Ducati and cranked up the volume for the audio feeds of the above-ground people’s conversation. She recharged not from food, rest, or sleep but from the emotions in their voices, her body’s life force messed up by an experiment when she was thirteen.

      Happy emotions didn’t give her as much strength as the bad ones. Rage, jealousy, and hatred gave her a transformer-sized charge.

      The buzz of happiness and excitement along this last stretch of tunnel sent a clear message: She had arrived in downtown Seattle. She was so intent on listening to the voices and trying to separate the yelling from the laughter that she nearly hit the man who stepped in front of her.

      She braked, but there wasn’t enough time or distance between them. Gripping the handlebars, Ember vaulted onto the seat and propelled her body upwards, soaring over his head.

      Behind her, her magnificent piece of machinery was split in half, cut by his sword. She landed on her feet. Ember wrenched off her helmet and balaclava and faced him.

      He slammed his sword into its sheath. “How many times have I told you to slow down around these damn curves?”

      Did he growl at her?

      He marched over, and she stood firm, though the close call with disaster had her heart jackhammering against her ribcage and her breaths coming rapidly. Clutching her helmet in one hand, Ember smoothed her other over her hair and gave Caine Solis a thorough once-over.

      She should be afraid of him. He was six-foot-three of pure muscle, a pureblood hunter soldier who could kill her with one blow from his fist. But she wasn’t afraid. Caine was her friend, boss, and savior, not particularly in that order.

      Ember brushed off his thinned lips and narrowed eyes and pointed at her ruined ride. “Any closer to the gas tank, and she would’ve exploded, taking you and me with her.” His face relaxed, but she didn’t care for the smirk.

      “Why are all your motorcycles female?”

      Ember shrugged and kept her finger pointed at the wreck.

      “Okay.” He sighed and hung his head. “I’ll buy you a new ride.”

      “Yes!”

      He glanced up with a sly smile, which meant one thing: a bear hug. Ember stuck her arm out and skittered backwards. “Don’t come any closer.”

      He skulked after her. “You rarely smile, and I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

      Before she could hurl a smartass comment in his direction, he rushed her, snatched her by the waist, and lifted her until they were eye to eye. She held onto her helmet for dear life.

      “God, Ember, you need to eat more.”

      She swatted his shoulder. “Put me down. I’m not a child.”

      “You’re more than that.” He smiled wider. “You’re like a little sis.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      He set her on her feet and ruffled her hair. “Is everything good back home?” San Diego, her home base.

      They walked side by side to the elevator that would take them to a secret passageway.

      She shrugged. “The students are on break. The quiet is nice, but...” She waved her hand.

      “You miss the drama, the screaming matches, the crying, the pentup emotions of love found and lost.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      She gave him the stinkeye. “Now you’re just being overly dramatic, but yes, I miss the inner charge I get from their angst.”

      “Aren’t you glad you missed out on those years?”

      Did she? His hand brushed her gloved one as they walked. “I guess so.”

      “From the sounds of it, you’re not sure.”

      “Humans live differently than hunters do,” she answered. “We live day by day wondering if we’ll survive to live another. They go on with their lives oblivious to the evil lurking around every corner. Carefree and innocent was never a part of my life. My father made certain of that.”

      “I’m sorry, Ember. Everyone, most of all you, should have a chance at a normal life.”

      “Normal is overrated.” She didn’t sound convincing, and he picked up on it.

      “You’re right. Who wants to be normal when you can be the BAMF?”

      Bad ass motherfucker.

      Laughter shot out of her. Caine was a great friend.

      For the rest of the way, they walked in comfortable silence, their footfalls on the pavement echoing in the tunnel. She glanced around, in awe of how the tunnel came to be and how it was built to last longer that she would ever live.

      The walls were made of reinforced concrete and steel, and the tunnel was wide enough to fit large military vehicles for transporting soldiers and weapons. Their boots should have kicked up dust, but the ventilation system was top of the line.

      Caine told her the commander funded the creation of the tunnels after he received a windfall of money from hunters hacking into her father’s offshore bank accounts. Good for them. Father had enough of it to go around.

      During the tunnels’ construction, the commander paid for business and residential buildings and hunter HQs to be built above them. Each building had secret elevators and corridors with keypad and retina scan access.

      The commander used the tunnels to move armies, gather intelligence, and track demon activities nationwide. Financial intel heard in the underground audio feeds helped the commander with his investments. The money funded his military and paid for his soldiers’ salaries and accommodation.

      It was a brilliant plan on Commander Hawke’s part. She hadn’t met him, but Caine spoke highly of him.

      They stopped in front of the elevator. Caine gestured at her free hand. “Gimme.”

      She hid her gloved hand behind her back. “You know the rules about touching me.”

      “You go too long without physical contact.”

      “For a reason,” she said.

      “I’ll take my chances.” Before she could scuttle back, he snatched her hand, yanked off her glove and shoved it in her jacket pocket. He intertwined their fingers. “Business waits for us in the bedroom.”

      “Wow, what a proposition. I’m ready to swoon at your feet.”

      Laughter rumbled from him. Ember stared. Caine’s blue eyes gleamed and they crinkled at the corners. Warmth filled her chest. She did that. Made him laugh. Caine was a different man after his parents and sisters were killed in a global attack four years ago. He was more cynical and grouchy, different from the optimistic man who found her deep in the woods near Deacon’s lab.

      Caine punched in codes into the keypad on the wall and then put his eye to the retina scan. Ember would do it, but Caine liked doing things for her, including something as simple as using his gorgeous eyes to open the elevator.

      The doors opened and they stepped inside. Caine pushed one of two buttons on the metal panel before he took her helmet from her. Ember shrugged her backpack higher on her shoulder. He didn’t release her bare hand until they arrived on the fifteenth floor.

      “That’s the longest you’ve held my hand,” she said, in awe of his pain tolerance.

      “We’ve been together long enough that my body is familiar with your energy.”

      They stepped off the elevator. “I still don’t like that I hurt you.” She tugged on her glove.

      They walked along the darkened passageway that would dead end at a row of elevators. It was narrow and had an old, musty smell to it. Ember didn’t like this part of their walk. The passageway reminded her of an endless metal maze with no way out. To be buried alive… She walked faster. She’d lived underground for five years but fear never grabbed a hold of her gut like it did here.

      Caine said there were deaths during the tunnels’ construction. Did hunters’ spirits haunt this passageway and that’s the reason death permeated this section? Caine’s frustration distracted her from her loud heartbeats in her ears.

      “Do you think I’m okay with your reliance on the tunnel for your fix of emotions? It’s not right, normal, or long-lasting.”

      “You might not approve of my situation, but I’m fine with things.” She wasn’t. Ember had grown tired of the status quo.

      Whether lying on her bed in her bunker, staring up at the concrete ceiling, or riding up and down the tunnel when she was bored out of her mind, Ember pictured herself traveling in the open without the fear of being hunted and killed by demon hunters because of who her father was.

      But telling Caine about her dream wasn’t an option. He gave in too easily to her, and if he made her wish come true, Ember would hate herself for not being brave enough to make her wish a reality.

      “What we have is brilliant,” she reasoned. Caine gave her a job and shelter. She sent him financial intelligence and demon activity she heard underground. “I can live like this for a long time.” Who was she trying to convince?

      “We’ll see.”

      We’ll see? Caine said those two words more often. Her stomach knotted. “We’ll see” was a maybe, and in her uncertain world, she preferred certainty.

      “How is Princess Juliet?” They turned right at the end of the passageway and stopped in front of the fifth elevator that would take them to Caine’s penthouse on the twenty-first floor. Her body relaxed. The worst part of the walk was over.

      “Small talk isn’t your thing, Ember.” He put his eye to the retina scan.

      “But I care.” She punched in the security code into the keypad.

      The elevator opened and they strode inside. She took a spot across from him.

      “Did she get her happily ever after?” She grabbed her thick braid and draped it over her shoulder. The braid fell over her chest, the ends brushing the waistband of her pants.

      “Why live vicariously when you could have the same?”

      “I enjoy a good love story, and you’re depriving me of one.”

      Soon, the elevator doors would open, and Caine would be all business. He must’ve realized she needed a dose of happy news. Caine gave her a quick rundown of what had happened to the princess a month ago.

      “And the happily ever after?”

      “She’s reunited with the ones who matter, her family.”

      Ember smiled. “Thank you.”

      The elevator doors opened on the twenty-first floor. Ember overlooked the large abstract painting slipping into place, concealing the elevator shaft, and rushed to the wall of windows in Caine’s huge penthouse suite. Ember opened her arms, giving the city and water view an air hug, and lifted her face to the sun. It had been several weeks since she had been above ground.

      “The bedroom,” Caine whispered in her ear. “That’s where I want you.”

      Ember stared at Caine’s reflection in the glass. White-blond hair, glacier-blue eyes, a nose broken one too many times, a square jawline, a thick neck, and packing guns and blades beneath his royal blue uniform.

      “You drop innuendos like a desperate man would bad pick-up lines,” she teased.

      “Only you get the brunt of them. They’re that bad.”

      Agreeing, she followed him to the bedroom. It was their ritual; the bedroom was the priority destination before a meeting. Caine placed her helmet on the bed and walked over to his closet. He returned with a garment bag and handed it to her.

      She stared at the bulky bag that was the bane of her existence since she accepted the position of tunnel guardian.

      “I rode straight from San Diego with a breather in Portland.” She shrugged off her backpack and let it fall to the floor. “Can I go as-is and skip the full get-up this one time?” She sat on his bed and folded her shoulders to her core with her gloved hands clasped on her lap.

      “You know the rules. To hunters, a tunnel guardian is a high ranking soldier. You must dress the part.” He set the garment bag on the bed beside her helmet.

      “Can we at least skip the mask and the voice modifier? We can say Ember is out sick. You can introduce me as a new operative. My name would be Helen.” Her mother’s name. “Anything you say about the tunnel will still be first hand because I,” she pointed a finger at her chest, “will be there.”

      Not only did the experiments mess up her life force, but they also changed her appearance. During the day, Ember was a brunette with brown eyes. At night, her hair changed to white and her eyes to blue, rimmed by gold. Even an experiment couldn’t erase her genetics. Father’s children had white hair and blue eyes rimmed by gold.

      “No one will put Ember and Winter, together.” She cringed, disliking talking about herself in the third person. “No one’s ever seen the brown-eyed, brown hair me.” Except for Caine and her friend, Cipher. “I can handle the deception. Ember, the tunnel guardian, Helen, the operative, and Winter, Lucien’s daughter.”

      Caine narrowed his eyes. “We stick to what we have. Someone could recognize your voice or the way you walk and hold yourself. It could be any small thing that jumpstart their memories of Winter. We can’t risk blowing your cover.”

      He grasped her chin and tilted her face upward until their eyes met. His gaze roved over her face. “I would never wish on my worst enemy what happened to you in Deacon’s lab, but dammit, why couldn’t you be his lasting legacy?”

      “What he did was unnatural.” Nothing good came from Deacon using her body as a blank slate for his experiments.

      “You’re right.” He released his hold. “It was fucked up, but your life would be less complicated had your appearance not change after midnight.”

      Caine wished she could stay a brunette with brown eyes forever. With her appearance being permanent, Winter, with her white hair and blue eyes rimmed by gold, would be forgotten by hunters. Except Ember didn’t want to forget where she came from and who she would always be—Winter Xavier, the daughter of the devil’s second in command.

      Ember sighed. “Brown hair and brown eyes isn’t me.” Every time she looked in the mirror, her changed appearance reminded her of what she had suffered in Deacon’s lab.

      “Call it like it is. Your hair is whiskey-brown, and your eyes are a beautiful cinnamon.”

      A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “You are such a romantic.”

      “Only with you.”

      “Why just me? You should share the wealth with the other women who adore you.” Her chest ached. He never spoke of being in love or dating.

      “Do you adore me?” He waggled his brows.

      Ember rolled her eyes. “As if. Geez.”

      He laughed.

      “Okay, answer my question,” she said. “Why do you speak mumbo jumbo soft words to me?”

      “To show you that not all men are monsters. We are decent and good, Ember. Not all men are after what you can give them with your touch.”

      Pain, pleasure, or peace. She wouldn’t know what her touch did until she touched the person with her bare hands. It was like playing a game of Russian Roulette.

      “When your father is dead, and the memory of you fades from everyone’s memories, you’ll be free from his sins. And with time, hunters will accept half-breeds as more hunters than monsters. You’ll live up to your mother’s bloodline and be the better species. Patience, my Trillium. That’s all I ask for.”

      Trillium. A memory of him peeking into the hollowed-out tree stump where she had hidden flashed in her mind. He had cajoled her, reached out to her. Shivering, hungry, and scared, Ember had refused his bait of food and help until...  Until he called her his Trillium, her mother’s favorite flower.

      Though she’d been a sixteen-year-old teenager rather than a child, she had crawled on her hands and knees toward him. She believed him when he picked her up, as if she weighed nothing, and said, “You’re safe,” with fierce determination on his face. They’d been together ever since.

      “My request was on short notice. After the meeting, come back here and rest.”

      Ember nodded, but she wouldn’t take Caine up on his offer.

      On her way to Seattle, an old friend had messaged her for a meeting. She planned on putting off her meeting with Cipher for another day or two, but from the desperation she’d heard in his voicemail, Cipher needed her. What they had was complicated.

      Caine handed her the black mask with mesh eyeholes and voice modifier. Ember gave it back. “Do you mind helping me put everything on?”

      Caine was right. They hadn’t seen one another in weeks, and she missed the connection with another being, even if that person was cynical and grumpy Caine Solis.

      He raised a brow but accepted her request. She almost jumped into his arms. Instead, she hopped off the bed and kept still with a smile on her face.

      With the gentlest of touches, Caine gathered her thick braid in his hand, secured it to the top of her head with pins, and placed the mask over her head. He then helped her put on a metal-plated vest over her long-sleeve black shirt, followed by shoulder holsters for her guns and blades, and finally back straps for her swords and shotgun.

      She stared at the buttons on Caine’s uniform jacket as he fussed over her while mumbling something about how long her hair was getting and remembered the day all of this—the mask, the voice modifier, and the deception—came to be.

      After the guardian who monitored the tunnel that stretched from San Diego to Seattle died in battle, Caine hired her as his replacement. With his fingers crossed behind his back, Caine swore to their commander that Ember was male and had served in the military. Only a male hunter soldier high in rank could have the job.

      Their commander approved the hire and gave Ember the dead soldier’s above-ground living quarters in Portland. Caine respectfully declined the commander’s kindness and informed him that Ember would monitor the tunnel underground.

      Caine spoiled her by adding luxurious bunkers for her in San Diego, Portland, and Seattle using his own money. The bunkers each had their own living area, office, kitchen, and bathroom with a ventilation system that kept the air moving.

      He nudged her chin up with his finger. Ember stared into his eyes as he finished helping her get ready by smoothing his palms over the collar of her royal blue uniform jacket. On his face was an expression of concentration. “Locked and loaded. You’re good to go, my Trillium.”

      He left her in front of the closet door, strode to the window, and pushed the drapes aside.

      With his muscular back to her and deep in thought, Caine reminded her of a fierce warrior readying himself for a bloody battle where the odds were against him.

      Ember approached him. Her poor friend must have a lot on his mind. Rumors swirled of another global attack on hunters, set for Independence Day of all days—a revenge attack for the death of her father’s son, Rampage.

      Had her father not given her away, would Ember have become a monster like her eldest brother? He tore hunters to pieces with his bare hands and feasted on their ears, eyeballs, and tongues. As he ate, he would declare loudly, “See no evil, hear no evil, fucking speak no evil.”

      Ember was happy he’d died. There was no love lost between them when she had lived among her father’s demons and her siblings. She returned her attention to the hunter who was more like a brother to her than her boss and friend.

      “Beautiful view, isn’t it?” Her tone was light, a way of cheering him up and distracting herself from thinking of the inevitable. Someday, someone would discover her identity.

      “Cut the crap, Ember. I would rather have your bark than this sickening sweetness.”

      Grumpy Caine was back. She moved closer to the window and looked at the streets below them. “If I were down there, I’d go crazy from too much noise and chatter. It makes me glad to be underground, where I can control the frequency and volume of what I hear.”

      His sidelong glance seared her, but she refused to squirm under the intensity of his gaze.

      “In a few years, when you hit thirty, you’ll think differently. Hell, you might want a family,” he said with a stubborn set to his jaw. “The life you live isn’t a life by anyone’s standards.”

      Her view of the world might change at thirty, but she wouldn’t want a family. Her children could inherit her curse.

      “Living underground is not by choice but necessity. We both understand that.”

      “It doesn’t have to be that way. Say the words, and I’ll have your father exterminated like the rat he is.”

      If Caine could find him.

      Ember looked at the thick black gloves covering her hands and shook her head. “I could never ask you to give up your life for me.” No one survived a fight with her father.

      “You’ll continue to hide and live underground?”

      “I’m not hiding. I’m living and doing a job that you pay me for. Anyway, as you’ve said, eventually my father will die, and those who knew of me will forget.”

      They knew better. Sooner or later, Ember’s inner battery would lose the ability to recharge. Her father, Lucien, would outlive her.

      Suddenly, a great emotion overtook the usually calm and composed Caine. He pulled her into his arms. Ember’s heart constricted, and her throat ached. Every time they saw one another, he gave her the same solution to get her to live above ground.

      “What will I do with you?” He tightened his hold.

      Shrugging, she relaxed into the solid muscles of his chest and the warmth of his hold. It was so nice to have physical contact with another being after going without for months. Ember resisted purring like a cat.

      “Remove the gloves and put your arms around me.”

      “But—”

      “Just do it,” he said close to her ear. “I know you want to.”

      He dared her, and it wasn’t in her to turn down a challenge. After slipping off her gloves and stuffing them in her pockets, Ember wrapped her arms around him and buried her face on his chest. They had learned by mistake that her bare hands on him, with her body flushed against his, gave her a high. It happened when she was sixteen and living with Caine in his penthouse in Portland.

      Ember had a nightmare. Caine barged into her room, believing she was being attacked. When he realized what was happening, he sat on the bed, pulled her into his arms, and comforted her. Ember hadn’t had her gloves on. She had wrapped her arms around his neck and snuggled into his warmth. It was the closest she had come to feeling a sense of peace in a long time.

      She rubbed her nose on the suede covering his metal-plated vest. “It’s wrong to get high at the expense of hurting you.”

      “Is what we’re doing wrong when I offer the high willingly?” he said, his voice strained.

      He had a point. She put her ear to his chest. His heart thumped a regular, normal beat. Before his heartbeat sped up and his breathing became ragged, she would let go. She would not hurt Caine more than she’d already hurt him even though he said his body was used to her energy. Caine was selfless to the core and would endure great pain for her no matter how strongly she protested. That was just the kind of guy he was.

      For now, she gave in to the weightlessness that overtook her body and took deep breaths in and out. Ember sucked in air with each inhale. Getting high was like floating above the clouds or sinking into a dark abyss. Sometimes it was one and never the other. Other times, she switched between floating and falling. Ember closed her eyes.

      They stayed like this for minutes before she stepped out of his embrace. They had an important meeting to get to.

      Ember walked to the mirrored closet. A slender figure in uniform, with no feminine curves, stared back. Yes, she could pass for a young man.
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      The meeting was in the same building as Caine’s penthouse.

      “Let me do the talking. If anyone says anything to you, answer only in the affirmative or negative.”

      Ember disliked being told what to do, but this charade of theirs was important to Caine and vital to Ember’s survival. She nodded.

      They walked into the room.

      Everyone was seated, except for a large man standing in front of the wall of windows with his back to them. His aura blared red—a demon. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Her heart slammed against her ribcage.

      Ember reached for her shotgun. Caine stopped her with his hand on her arm. What the hell? Beneath her mask, Ember glanced sidelong at Caine. His body was relaxed. Okay, then, the demon wasn’t a threat. But why was he here in a room full of high ranking soldiers? They would be discussing classified information.

      “Everyone, meet Ember,” Caine said, drawing Ember’s attention back to the men in uniform seated around the large table. “Ember guards the west coast tunnel.” A simple explanation for the mask.

      She waved, then realized her mistake. The wave was too feminine. Wishing she could be invisible, Ember grabbed the closest seat with a straight path to the door, in case the deception went sideways.

      Seated at the table, Caine directed one of his men to make introductions. Commander Hawke had recently given Caine control to oversee the central region until a replacement was found after the death of the region’s leader.

      Ember listened and waited for the demon’s name. Who was the mysterious and scary stranger with his back to them? She didn’t need to see his face to know he was a creature few would mess with without backup.

      His royal blue military uniform clung to the muscles of his arms and the expanse of his shoulders and back like a second skin. She could make out the outlines of the swords strapped to his back, the hilts visible above his collar. Lethal, sexy, and double packing. And his pants fit him well, giving her a delectable view of his tight ass and the undeniable strength of his long, muscular legs.

      Wait a minute.

      Where were these thoughts coming from? Hunters and demons didn’t date or hook up. Hunters hunted and killed demons. Or took them as slaves. Demons murdered hunters. Or worse, they used the women as breeders and killed them as soon as the baby was born.

      Love matches between hunters and demons were forbidden in both worlds, and their kind would ostracize those who broke the law for the rest of their lives for blending the bloodlines.

      Why was this demon here? He couldn’t be a slave brought to the meeting by one of the men seated at the table, not when he wore the uniform of a hunter soldier. Demon slaves didn’t walk free, and if they did, they wore visible collars around their necks. If they proved to be a threat or didn’t follow orders, their heads would be blown off with the push of a button by their hunter master.

      What a cruel world Ember lived in.

      “Behind us is Mace Lansing.”

      The words reverberated through her body like the aftershocks of an earthquake.

      Mace Lansing. Ember straightened in her seat and released a quiet breath of wonderment. He existed. All this time, Ember thought the legendary demon soldier was a myth, his story told to hunter children as a warning of the darkness out there, capable of killing them with one blow from his massive swords or giant, merciless fists. Choose your evil. If he didn’t finish his enemy off with his swords or fists, Mace used his teeth.

      She shuddered, but not from fear or disgust, but from a dirty thought. What could he do to her with his mouth? Ember slouched in her chair and discreetly checked out Mace in the mirror opposite her.

      As she flicked her eyes back and forth from the mirror to her clasped hands on the table, she racked her brain for what she remembered about him from the stories told to her by Stalker. He had a massive crush on the demon.

      Six-foot-three, two hundred and fifty pounds. Age: thirty-one. Proficient with every blade and every gun ever made. A kill count in the thousands. Escaped from Hell twice before being captured again and thrown out on his third time. Who gets thrown out rather than be left to rot or tortured to death? Only the Legend, of course.

      She stared. Mace had a full head of ebony hair on top but sheared on the sides where he had bold thick lines tatted on his scalp. Dark-winged brows shaded his dark amethyst-colored eyes. A big nose offset his angular face, and his wide mouth lifted into a smirk when he noticed she was staring.

      Ember ducked her head and shielded her face with her hand. It was a good thing demons couldn’t detect body heat. Hers would be the color of his aura.

      Why had he smirked at her? Not only did his mouth do things to her insides, but she found the jagged scars on his face that bisected his eyebrow, nose, and lips even more appealing. Ember was a sucker for men with battle scars. Except Mace wasn’t a man. He was a monster.

      Ember heard that Mace received the scars from his time in Hell, being tortured to death by her father’s demons. From what she remembered, he was in Hell during the time she was experimented on by Deacon. She’d been thirteen, and he would have been twenty-three. Then her father tossed Mace out of Hell around the time of the fire at the lab, when she’d escaped. Their lives paralleled one another’s, and Ember didn’t like it.

      Please, please, don’t let him stick around. Mace would kill her if he ever found out Ember was one of Lucien’s children. Or he would give her a slow death with his sword and his mouth.

      Sword and mouth. The large bulge between his legs, stretching and filling her with each thrust. His mouth on her sex as he tortured her with his tongue until she came so hard she thought she had died and gone to heaven. Ember clamped her legs together. Why was she having these thoughts? With the amount of hate he must have for her family, he was her enemy, and therefore, off limits.

      As the hunters went around the room giving status reports on demon activities in their areas, Ember snuck another peek at Mace.

      He stood with his hands clasped behind him, giving his stance an arrogance that rubbed her the wrong way. Did he think he was better than everyone in this room just because he was a legend? Pfft. If she were as big and as strong as he was, Ember could take down a hundred of her father’s demons too.

      The Legend acknowledged her with a tip of his head. He was tall, dark, and dangerous—her dream come true. He was a man who could protect her from hunters while being strong enough to defeat a horde of her father’s demons. It was a good thing that she convinced herself he was off-limits.

      Now that she wasn’t on high alert and ready to blow off his head with her shotgun, she looked over his uniform jacket. A patch adorned each shoulder. One was of a phoenix and the other was a dragon. The patches meant Mace was one of Commander Hawke’s Alphas. Caine had the same patches sewn on his uniform jacket. As an Alpha, Mace would put duty over love every time. Ember wanted something her parents didn’t have and what she read about in her romance books—long-lasting true love.

      But everything she heard about him was secondhand. Like reading about a celebrity and never expecting to meet them in real life. Except Mace was real and in the same room. Just looking at him had her mouth watering, and her insides clenched with a longing she had never felt before.

      What was it about him that made her body react this way? Was it his dark past intersecting with her family’s? Being near him would be like playing with fire to see whether she could dodge the flames or be burned in the process. Was it the temptation of the Alpha status? Only the strongest of Commander Hawke’s soldiers were given the title.

      Maybe he would have distasteful qualities that would turn her off if she were closer. Ember had to know. Otherwise, she would regret not knowing, and regret was worse than her father holding her feet to the fire for questioning an order in front of his soldiers.

      Ember pushed back her chair. Caine settled his hand on her thigh. Ember ignored his warning. She walked over to the wall of windows and stood next to the intimidating legend. The top of her head barely reached his shoulders.

      “Your curiosity will one day get you killed,” he said out of the side of his mouth as they stood next to one another, her facing the view and him with his attention on the table of soldiers. His voice was deep and gruff, and had they been in a different situation, like in bed, Ember would say his words dripped with danger and sex—hot, sweaty sex.

      “I didn’t come over for you. I came for the view.” She clasped her hands behind her back and rocked on her heels. The view was stunning. Clear blue skies. A view of Lake Washington and the Space Needle. In the background was Mount Rainier, covered with snow.

      He turned and glanced at the view before angling his head to make up for their height difference. “Either way, you don’t get up during an important meeting unless you have to take a piss or lives are in danger.” He gave her a slow look of disapproval from her head to her boots.

      “Whew, it’s a good thing I have neither of those issues.” Ember edged closer to him. “The meeting is boring.”

      It wasn’t, but his grumpiness challenged her sunny disposition to coax a smile from him. So far, score one for him and zero for her.

      “Caine and the status of the territories isn’t boring,” he said, emphasizing the last word. “His responsibilities grow with taking on the central region in addition to his own.” He crossed his large tree trunks for arms across his broad chest. “You’re young. The young don’t have the same priorities as the experienced ones.”

      He might not have intended to insult her by equating youth with inexperience, but Ember took it as such. On the misbehaving path, she raised her hand and smacked his shoulder. The sound echoed loudly through the room. Mace’s body tensed. The others stopped talking and then went back to discussing business. Ember glanced up. Steely, forward stare and clenched jaw.

      “Do that again, and I’ll put you over my knees and spank the disrespect from you,” he snarled in a low voice.

      “Promise?” she volleyed with fake sweetness and innocence.

      His eyes widened, then narrowed with suspicion. Ember inwardly groaned at her mistake.

      “Do you live underground by choice or by command?”

      His question surprised her. No one had asked before. Ember answered his question with her own. “Do you live among hunters by choice or by command?”

      “I asked first, kid.”

      Ember smiled. Her disguise worked.

      “I live free,” she answered. “No one commands me to do anything. I can quit my job anytime.”

      “Then we have something in common.”

      “But are you truly free when you’ve pledged to serve in Commander Hawke’s army? Aren’t you obligated to follow his commands?”

      He chuckled, and the sound scrambled her insides. “Curious and a pain in the ass. But good points, kid.”

      Now the score was tied. Could she make him laugh again? Mace hated her father, and that hatred would include her. She had every right to stay as far away from the frightful demon as possible, but after today, Ember wouldn’t see him again. Why not flirt to her heart’s content? It was dangerous but so was their world. What would be the harm?

      The meeting ended before Ember could ask about his life living among hunters and fighting for Commander Hawke.

      She headed for the door, giving Caine and Mace space to discuss whatever business they had. Why did Caine need her here when he barely looked in her direction? And the business they discussed as she ogled Mace had nothing to do with the tunnel.

      “Ember, stay. Take a seat.”

      Curious, Ember followed Caine’s order.

      Why was Mace’s presence also requested but not needed? Caine looked everywhere but at her. Ember locked her jaw at the god-awful truth. Caine hadn’t wanted her in Seattle to meet with the group. She was here to meet one man.

      “Why is he here, Caine?” She pointed a gloved finger at Mace. Forget being polite. Her personal space was at risk of being compromised by the sexy and dangerous demon.

      “You didn’t tell him?”

      “Didn’t tell me what?” She looked from the surprise on Mace’s face to the guilt on Caine’s.

      “I didn’t get the chance.”

      Caine didn’t get the chance, or did he stall for time?

      She stood and smacked her gloved palms on the table. “Tell me what?”

      “Dammit, Ember, I’ve hired Mace to be your bodyguard.”

      What the hell?
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