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Chapter One
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My heart thundered within my chest, mimicking the relentless charge of a stampede. My palms were sweaty. The flames of anger danced across my face, igniting a rosy warmth that mimicked my inner turmoil.

There was nothing that irked me more than being dismissed and overlooked, as if my presence held no significance. Yet, in that moment, Gavin chose to do that—disregard me. The audacity he displayed in dismissing my attempts only fueled my mounting frustration, a simmering anger that threatened to boil over.

With my hand lodged on my hip, I watched through narrowed eyes as Gavin’s hand moved swiftly across the graph paper. In a rhythmic flow, he made what appeared to be mathematical calculations. He was either calculating something or his mind had finally hit overload, and his thoughts were spilling out on that poor piece of paper. 

Repeatedly tracing a block of numbers, the pencil lead quickly dulled, and he shoved it back inside his electric pencil sharpener on the coffee table. This happened three times while I stood there and watched. 

I folded my arms under my chest, and my eyebrows drew together while my right foot tapped against the carpet. I sighed four times to get his attention, but behind his thick-lensed glasses, his eyes hadn’t moved from fixating on the piece of paper in front of him.

Jonas sighed. “Dhellia, he’s not going to talk to you, especially when he’s scribbling his Einstein stuff.” 

I knew Jonas was right, but naturally, I turned to glare at him. His messy tousled hair pointed in all directions. He held his guitar firmly in his lap while he silently practiced his chord combinations by strumming his fingers half an inch from the strings. He sat in the corner of the motel room in a plaid sofa chair with his left ankle resting on his right knee.

The room was enveloped in darkness; its atmosphere dimmed by the weighty pleated curtains cascading over the window. The air itself carried a lingering mustiness, thick with the essence of frustration. It was as if an entrenched aroma of animal urine, an indelible testament to a previous guest, clung to every molecule and embraced my nostrils with its pungent odor. 

I was disgusted and distracted, but what bothered me the most, after I scanned the room and refused to touch anything, was Gavin’s blatant disregard for my attempts to talk with him.

“Help me out, will you?” I narrowed my eyes at Jonas. 

Jonas hadn’t looked at me. His eyes were following his strumming fingers when he shrugged his shoulders. There was something in the way he shrugged that made me want to take his guitar and throw it against the wall. I had a sudden urge to hear the instrument make one final sound before it hit the ground in pieces. 

I turned my attention back to Gavin. “Why won’t you talk to me?”

Nothing. He continued to focus on that piece of paper and his scribbles. 

Finally, my anger reached a boiling point. I heard the window shake and the lampshade near the window squeak as it rocked back and forth over the light bulb. I took a deep breath to keep my emotions from shattering the glass in the room. 

Without a second thought, I grabbed his moving pencil from his hand and tossed it over my shoulder with such force that the tip of it stuck into the wall above one of the queen beds. 

Gavin jumped up. “Are you crazy? I’m in the middle of something here.”

“Finally, I got your attention. I’ve tried to talk to you for two hours, but you’ve been ignoring me.”

“Oh, that’s right; the world revolves around the princess of darkness. We, your mere court jesters, should be oh-so-grateful when you want our attention.” Gavin bowed. 

“I said I was sorry. How was I supposed to know the key in my hand would turn on at that very moment?”

“I already accepted your apology.” Gavin finally stood from his bowed position and met me with an eye-to-eye stare.

“But you’re still mad at me. And I know you’re mad at the fact that we’re in a motel room while the house gets repaired.”

“Mad at you? No, Dhellia. I’m mad at the situation. In the three weeks that you’ve lived with us, trotters tried to eat us! Twice!” He threw two fingers up as if I didn’t know what twice meant. “A vampire-demon-witch thingy almost killed us while Jonas felt it was important to record the whole thing so we could sit back, pop some popcorn, and watch home videos together. And now, all my things are at home while I sit in a stinky motel room with you two.” Gavin took off his glasses and tossed them on the wood-scratched coffee table. “It’s not you that has upset me. It’s the circumstances of being this close to Hell.”

Every word he said struck me in the heart with the force of a thrown dagger. He was right. In the short time that I had known them, they had taken on my problems as their own. My stomach knotted and twisted, causing me to experience sharp pains. I glanced at Jonas. “And do you feel the same way?”

Jonas threw his hands in the air. “Yes and no. I’ve had a different experience, Dhellia. I have food at my disposal.” He pulled out a squirming rat from his pocket and kissed it. “I don’t feel like I’m trying to please my parents anymore, and I got to see Antarctica. Who gets to see Antarctica in their lifetime? Not to mention Siberia on our last adventure away from home.”

I cringed when he mentioned Siberia. That’s where Damien had been when he realized we were in trouble. He had been collecting a soul to bring downstairs when his senses connected to me. He dropped the soul, opened a portal, and burst into our home. When he tackled us into another portal, he opened it to go back to the city he was in: Novosibirsk. 

There we were in the dead of winter, plummeted into the snow. This time we were in front of a city of people, but grateful for the overcast day or we would have had to shield Jonas from the sun. 

The screams and foreign dialect were a precise indication that these people thought the skies had opened and spat out foreigners onto their soil. The scared ran, the bold stayed, and the opportunists used their cellular phones to capture pictures and videos. 

We quickly huddled with Damien and again went through his portal to land in another part of Siberia—a part that was an endless stretch of land. My roommates were peeved. One minute we were watching the video of me slaying that demon at Cassidy’s house and the next, we were in snow—again. 

I could see the pity in Jonas’s eyes. He didn’t have to tell me that he felt the same way as Gavin. His eyes told me everything. I stared at him, knowing darn well that he didn’t enjoy the upheaval in his life. But Jonas was compassionate. He was a peacemaker, and so he’d try to comfort both Gavin and me to keep the peace between us. 

Gavin sat down hard on the loveseat. He directed his attention to Jonas. “Didn’t you tell me earlier, when Dhellia was in the shower, that it sucks you can’t play your guitar in a motel the way you would like?”

“That’s not Dhellia’s fault.” Jonas glared at Gavin, widening his eyes to tell him to shut up. I saw it all. No matter how hard he tried, Jonas couldn’t hide his feelings from me. 

Gavin sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “The hell it’s not. If those enormous beasts hadn’t opened a portal right in our very own kitchen and then destroyed the ceiling and roof, we’d be home right now, basking in our own space.”

My own body, in an unexpected act of treachery, succumbed to the rawness of human emotion, and tears streamed down my face. Though such vulnerable displays were infrequent in my life, the intensity of the moment overwhelmed me. The sting of salty tears and their hazy cascade compelled me to avert my gaze, causing me to act as if I was adjusting the bedspread of one of the nearby beds.

Above all else, I yearned to shield my roommates from the tumultuous storm brewing within me, concealing the depths of my emotional anguish and torment. The weight of my family’s disfunction should not be something they had to deal with. I regretted imposing such a heavy load on them. 

“Gavin, are you worried the trotters will return?” I asked. 

“Of course,” he said.

“I can assure you, they won’t.”

“You don’t know that Dhell,” Gavin yelled.

With a determined swipe, I halted the warm tears that threatened to betray my composure, refocusing my gaze upon Gavin and Jonas. Straightening my posture, I drew my shoulders back and lifted my head, projecting an air of resilience.

“I do know about trotters,” I stated with a subtle yet unmistakable sense of authority. “They were a constant presence throughout my upbringing, woven into the very fabric of my life.”

Gavin put back on his glasses. “According to my calculations, they opened the portal in Mammoth at exactly these coordinates.” He pointed toward the numbers he had written down on the piece of paper. “And again, in Antarctica at these coordinates.” Gavin leaned forward and picked up the paper off the table. “Then they showed up at our home—”

“Gavin!” I reached down and put my hand on his arm. “Trotters don’t have an analytical brain. They don’t know about coordinates. They are given instructions; they follow the portal and voilà . . . they’re in your face.”

“Could your father lock in on their coordinates and narrow down where we are?”

The notion had never occurred to me until that moment, causing my mind to contemplate his question. After a brief pause, I said, “I suppose it’s within the realm of possibility, however, my father’s attention is consumed by weightier matters, more pressing challenges demanding his focus.”

“You are his weightier matter right now, Dhellia. He has every demon searching high and low in all parts of the world for you.”

I stared at Gavin. He was so furious, and I had never seen him like that. The air in the room was thick. Suffocating even. How would I make these two guys—these friends of mine—feel safe and comfortable again? 

I took a step back. 

Jonas must have sensed my anguish. He put down his guitar and stood up next to me. “Gavin, I think we all need to take a moment and be grateful that Damien showed up when he did because those beasts broke into our home, ready to strike.” 

“Of course, I’m grateful for Damien showing up to help us.” Gavin cupped his face with both palms and dragged his hands downward, trying to regroup. 

Jonas continued, “Plus, you have homeowner’s insurance, so that’s being taken care of, and none of this is Dhellia’s fault. We knew what this job entailed when Damien asked us if we would do it.”

“Job?” I tilted my head letting the hurt from his words torment me. 

“I didn’t mean job like an actual job, Red. I meant that we knew what would come along with hiding the princess of the underworld: danger and more.”

My heart ached as if I had let my friends down. The motel was small. Gavin was right; there wasn’t enough space in that one room for a wizard, a vampire, and a girl whose father was Satan. I found it hard to breathe. As much as I wanted us each to have a room, there was no way we could afford that. 

A lump formed in my throat, a palpable obstruction I fought to swallow, as I tried to conceal the profound ache gnawing at my heart—a pain that struck with an unfamiliar intensity. It was a sensation I had never encountered before—an anguish that seemed to pierce deep within my soul. In that moment, a surge of unfamiliar emotions overwhelmed me, fueling an innate and overpowering instinct to shield them from harm, just as my brother had always done for me. It was a newfound sense of responsibility, an unspoken commitment to safeguard their well-being at all costs.

I leaned down and picked up my purse off one of the queen-sized beds and with those darn magnifying tears, I walked over to Jonas, each step an act of determination and vulnerability intermingled. Closing the distance between us, I embraced him with an intensity that transcended words, a silent reassurance woven within the embrace.

Then, I whispered, “I’m sorry, fangs.” 

Jonas hugged me back and whispered in my ear, “Don’t worry, Red. We’re all still here and your father still has no idea where you’re at, and that’s what’s most important.”

I nodded in silent agreement, allowing my open hand to caress the contours of his face with tender affection. As my gaze drifted downward, it caught sight of the lively rat wriggling within his pocket, prompting a conflicted giggle to escape my lips. “You truly have a remarkable knack for finding silver linings in every circumstance, don’t you, fangs?” I uttered, my voice tinged with a mix of admiration and melancholy. A strained smile formed across my lips, a valiant effort to conceal the depth of my emotions.

Turning, I approached Gavin with determined steps, pulling him in for a tender embrace. Yet, I couldn’t help but notice his arms remained listlessly at his sides, devoid of reciprocation. The weight of remorse settled heavily upon my heart as I whispered softly, my voice carrying a genuine apology, “I am truly sorry.”

He said nothing. I realized that it wasn’t anger I saw in his eyes, but fear of the unknown. Fear of what might come through the portal next time. Gavin had directly sideswiped my father with his cloaking spell. If anyone ever pointed the finger at Gavin, Father would be sure to make him pay. I understood where his fear derived and resonated from—underhandedly using a spell against Lucifer was very risky. 

Each step I took toward the front door felt like impending doom. My legs were heavy, my heart heavier. The room was silent. Finally, when I grabbed the doorknob, Gavin spoke. “Where are you going?”

“For a walk,” I said, without turning around. For a second, I hesitated before I opened the door and stepped out into the sunlight. 

I think we all knew that I wasn’t going out for a walk. No, my purpose was to distance myself, to separate from them, a sacrifice made to safeguard their well-being.
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Chapter Two
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With his hand balled into a tight fist, cocked back to knock on the motel door, I ran straight into Quintus Sable. The unexpected encounter jolted through me like an electric current, rendering me momentarily speechless. Stumbling backward, my body recoiled against the unyielding resistance of the closed door, a startled gasp escaping my lips.

He stood inches from me, his dark eyes absorbing my essence. His confidence made me uneasy and nervous. I took a deep breath and steadied my nerves. “What are you doing here?” I asked. 

“Your boss at the firm called and told me that the roof of your home fell in on you and your roommates.”

I stared at him. I had never noticed the small scar above his right cheekbone just under his eye. My stomach felt tight with small knots while my heart played advanced-level ping-pong against my chest. Quinn was wearing his work attire, but his tie was off, and the first three buttons of his shirt were unbuttoned and open. 

The sun’s warm caress painted a golden hue upon his bared, bronzed skin, accentuating the sculpted contours that graced his chest. My gaze lingered on his rippling muscles, tracing the lines of strength and masculinity etched above his pecs. Finally, I met his penetrating gaze, an intensity burned within his eyes, captivating my attention, and igniting a fire within me. Flabbergasted, and taken aback by the sheer magnetism emanating from him, a wave of nervous anticipation washed over me, leaving me teetering on the edge of unfamiliar territory, completely outside the realm of my comfort zone.

A moment of disorientation swept over me, questioning whether he had posed a question or if I had managed to respond coherently. Uncertainty clouded my mind, obscuring my recollection of acknowledging his previous statement. As the silence stretched between us, the atmosphere seemed to grow dense, the air turning stiflingly hot, suffocating our unspoken words. The unbroken stillness hung heavily, amplifying the tension crackling in the charged space between us. 

“Well?” he asked.

Dizzy. I felt the world around me start to spin. I sucked in air and tried to find my mental footing again. “Well, what?” 

“Did your roof cave in?”

“Oh, yes, it did, but we’re all okay.”

Quinn stood perfectly still in front of me, blocking me between his body and the motel door. He glanced around. “And this is where you’re staying?”

“Richard was nice enough to pay for the motel. It’s only for two nights.”

“And Richard paid for one room for all three of you?”

I nodded. The way Quinn said that made me think of Gavin and what he’d said about sharing the one room with Jonas and me.

“Cheap bastard. Something told me he’d do something like that, which is why I put you in a nicer hotel downtown. Here are their details; you can stay there as long as you like. It’s on me.”

I was finding it harder and harder to breathe. I put my hand on his hard chest and slightly pushed him back, but he didn’t budge. “Thank you,” I said, holding out the card he’d given me. “I’m on my way out. If you’ll excuse me.”

With a subtle shift to his right, Quinn stepped to the side and made way for me to pass. His hands were tucked within the front pockets of his slacks, exuding an air of casual confidence. As I walked by, a gentle gust of fragrance hit my senses, reminiscent of a rejuvenating sea breeze. 

“Where are you going?” he asked, walking closely behind me. 

“Out.”

“Mind if I come?”

“Yes.”

He didn’t say anything. And oddly, I couldn’t pick up on what he was thinking. That was a new thing for me. I was usually able to read the thoughts of humans, especially when they pertained to me. 

My hands shook as I opened my car door, sat inside, and slid the car key into the ignition of my dated Volkswagen. If he said something, I couldn’t hear him over the pounding of my own heart. 

From the corner of my eye, I could see Quinn staring at me. His tousled brown hair and serious eyes made him ruggedly sexy. I took a deep breath, then turned the key and the engine sputtered. It made a whining sound and a few coughs, which caused me to wince in embarrassment. I turned the key again and it sputtered again. 

This was supposed to be one of those moments when I made my grand exit, raced out of the parking lot, and left Quinn standing there, longing for me to return. Yet, I was stuck with a clunker car that hiccupped each time I turned the darn key. After four attempts, I let my forehead hit the steering wheel. I wanted to scream. 

A sharp knuckle-tap on my window abruptly jolted me out of the depths of self-pity. In that moment, all I yearned for was a swift escape from the confines of that dreary motel, yet the fickle nature of fate had left me stranded with an uncooperative vehicle. To add to my embarrassment, handsome Quinn, with his striking allure, stood witness to my car misfortune, making the situation even more mortifying.

I glanced up and saw the smirk on his face. Where’s a trotter when you need one? I rolled down my window. “Can I wallow in shame without you staring at me, please?”

“Come on, let’s go. I want to show you something.” He opened my door. 

“Where are we going?” 

“It’s a surprise. Trust me, you’ll like it.”

I sighed inwardly and kicked my car near my gas pedal, while I simultaneously smiled up at this gorgeous man who was giving me his hand to help me out of my vehicle. 

His right hand rested on the small of my back as he escorted me to his white pickup truck. When he opened the door, he put his hands around my waist and literally boosted me up inside his truck. I squealed, and then I wanted to shoot myself for making that mouse-like noise. 
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