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      Four years ago, I fell in love with a demon. Then he bailed on me, leaving me with a broken heart and a big secret. When I see a news article about Monsterville’s new demon sheriff, I recognize Venom. My heart may have healed, but our past isn’t over.

      

      I present him with our daughter, and he’s stunned and overjoyed. He’s still the gruff, growly demon I fell for with a soft, squishy inside he hides from the world.

      

      He has a good excuse for leaving me.

      

      He’s putting on the heat, making me fall for him all over again.

      

      And he wants a second chance.

      

      Do I dare trust my heart to the demon who hurt me?

      

      Who Let the Demon Out? is a spicy monster romcom. It’s Book 10 and the final book in the Monsterville, USA Series. Each book is standalone and best if read in order (see below). Expect romantic hijinks with monsters, heat, and a happily ever after.
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      This was the first time that my three-year-old daughter, Bre, and I had walked into a community function without multiple people mocking her. Her horns gave away her monster heritage.

      She clung to my hand, swishing her frilly dress as we moved through the room full of monsters and people enjoying an evening together. I caught a few smiles and expressions of welcome.

      What would it be like to live in a community like this?

      I might just find out unless he rejected me again, something I wasn’t sure my poor broken heart could handle.

      “People,” Bre cried out, pointing and grinning.

      Their gazes traveled from her to me. Several looked puzzled, and I understood why. I contributed to her slim build and skin color. Her horns, black hair, and the hint of flames in her dark eyes came from her dad.

      “Music, Mommy,” Bre said, twirling around to make her skirt flare out. She loved dressing up, and tonight was no exception. “Pretty music.”

      A couple of women stood behind a mic on a small stage singing a Britney Spears tune, and they were doing such a great job with it, even I wanted to dance.

      But I’d come here for a serious reason, and there would be no dancing until I’d gotten through this confrontation.

      To think I’d still be living only three hundred miles away from here, if I hadn’t seen the news story about a famous actress who’d been living under the controlling hand of her brother and agent, I might not have seen the second story mentioning Monsterville’s new demon sheriff.

      I hadn’t come here to explore her story, however. Nope, I came here because of him.

      My heart pinched, and it was all I could do to breathe as I led Bre around the outside of the room, dodging dancing monsters and people picking up snacks and drinks at a table set up near the wall.

      He’d left me. No, he abandoned me for someone else. How could a woman forgive a guy for something like that?

      So much for his declarations of love. He’d used me, then he blithely left me to pick up the pieces.

      I’d only gotten one good thing out of him.

      “Dance, Mommy?” Bre asked.

      “Tell you what, honey,” I said, stooping down to make sure she could hear me over the roar of the crowd and the women singing. “Once we’ve finished here, we’re going to whoop it up on the dance floor. We’ll dance, we’ll sing, and we won’t stop until we’ve worn ourselves out.”

      Her grin revealed her tiny fangs—also courtesy of her dad. “Yay!”

      She was excited.

      I was nervous.

      Maybe it was a mistake to come here. No, I had to get this settled.

      Tightening my grip on her hand, I continued toward the stage set up for karaoke.

      I stalked right up to him. He wasn’t looking my way. No, he was watching the women sing, the hint of a smile on his usually stern face. I wasn’t jealous. Okay, not too jealous.

      When I tapped on his back, he froze. He slowly turned, and his gorgeous dark eyes widened. For a second, I swore I saw devastation there, followed by incredible joy. I had to be mistaken.

      If he’d wanted us, he would’ve stayed.

      Bre tugged on his dark blue shirt, making the sheriff’s star he wore on his shirt wink in the lights. His gaze dropped away from me to her.

      She latched onto his leg, looking up with complete happiness on her sweet little face. “Daddy. Daddy!”
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      “You’re dead,” I snarled at Ali, completely stunned.

      I’d loved this woman more than myself. I would’ve killed to still have her by my side.

      And now she was looking at me with complete hatred.

      “Daddy,” a little girl cried, clinging to my leg.

      One glance at her made my knees weaken. Damn. She had my horns, hair, and eyes. Ali’s creamy skin, pretty face, and slender build. She was the best of both of us and infinitely precious.

      I fuckin’ had a daughter?

      My gaze shot to Ali’s, and she nodded, biting down hard on her lower lip.

      “Daddy, Daddy,” the little girl shouted.

      The song had ended, and her chirpy voice echoed through the room. People and monsters gasped, crooking their necks in our direction.

      “Obviously, I’m not dead,” Ali said stiffly. “Nor is our daughter. If you’d hung around, you would’ve seen that.”

      “Why are you here?” And why wasn’t I pulling her into my arms and bellowing out my joy that she was alive?

      I’d spent three years, eight months, and two days believing she was dead. It was all I could do to keep living myself. Only my mother’s support kept me going, though I’d never told her why I was so entrenched in devastation.

      “I saw you on the news,” Ali said. Her chin lifted. “I felt you deserved to know you had a daughter, so I came here as soon as I could.”

      Around us, people and monsters continued to gape, their gazes flicking from my daughter to me.

      Daughter. I had a daughter!

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I snapped.

      “Like you left a forwarding address? Sure, I only had to travel to the underworld to let you know I found out I was knocked up after you bailed on me.” Ali shook her head. “And here you are now, implying I kept her from you when you’re the one who left us.” She took the child’s hand and tugged her away from me. “Come on, Bre. It’s time to go.”

      “Dance wit Daddy?” my daughter asked.

      No, her name was Bre. She was the most perfect little person I’d seen in my life. I wanted to drop to my knees and hug her.

      “We’ll dance another time, honey,” Ali said. “Right now, we need to go home.” Her steely gaze met mine. “We’re staying at the B&B in town for a week. I thought it only fair you have the chance to get to know your daughter.”

      “You’re not leaving,” I snarled, though I wasn’t angry at her. Now that I knew she was alive, how could I let her walk out of my life?

      “You have no say in what I do.” She backed away, tugging Bre along with her.

      “You were dead!” I shouted, drawing more attention.

      “Obviously, I’m not.”

      “I saw your body!” I’d never forget the sight of her lying limply on the road, a big pool of blood surrounding her. The tires of the vehicle that hit her squealing as it fled down the road.

      “And I saw you walking away with her,” she bellowed.

      Her?

      “You stopped when I called out,” Ali said with quiet dignity. “You looked back. Your freakin’ gaze met mine.” She sucked in a breath and spit it out. “And then you kissed her.”

      “What are you talking about?” I was desperate to keep her from leaving. “I haven’t been with anyone but you since we met.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She stormed up to me, and I’d never seen anyone as gorgeous as this woman. Never would.

      It would always be me for her and her for me.

      “I saw you with her,” she said again.

      “It wasn’t me.”

      “That’s what they all say.” Her gaze softened as she looked down at our daughter. “Come on, honey. It’s time to go.” When she looked back up at me, only flint remained in her pretty green eyes. “If you want to see Bre while we’re in town, I won’t keep her from you. She needs you even if you don’t need her. Please . . .” She pinched her eyes shut before opening them. “Don’t hurt her.”

      “I’d never do anything like that.”

      Her eyebrows lifted.

      On the left side of the room, two centaurs slammed together, their growls ringing out.

      Crap. Not now.

      “Ali, please wait. We need to talk,” I said, holding out my hand.

      She shook her head and backed away. “Look me up tomorrow. I don’t have enough heart left to go through any more of this tonight.”

      “Do something, Sheriff,” someone called out as the two centaurs whirled around and started kicking each other.

      My hand dropped to my side as Ali turned and walked out of my life.
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      That was the toughest thing I’d ever done, but at least it was over. For now.

      Yeah, sure. It had only just begun. My laugh snorted out as I led Bre from the community center and out onto Main Street. Since it was nice out tonight, we’d walked.

      It didn’t take us long to reach the B&B, and like when I left, the place was quieter than a graveyard. Everyone was having fun at the fundraiser.

      “No dancing,” Bre said sadly. “Wanted ta dance wit Daddy.”

      “I know you did.” Almost since the day she was born, I’d shown Bre the grainy picture of me and Venom, the only photo I had of him. I’d told her all about her father. It wouldn’t be right to keep him from her. That was why I’d come here.

      I hadn’t expected a second chance for us.

      And I hadn’t expected him to say he thought I was dead.

      I’d seen him kiss the other woman, hadn’t I? After what he said, I had doubts. Something had been stressing him in the days before he bailed on me, but he refused to say what it was.

      We’d met when monsters first joined human society. He’d played a role in the formation of the initial treaty, and I was introduced to him at the embassy.

      Back then, I was a silly, naïve young woman covering the story for my local newspaper. We met and fell in love, or so I thought until he left me for her. I’d interviewed him, teasing him about his gruff demeanor, and he’d asked me out. Sort of. He’d mumbled something about taking a walk together.

      Smitten, it had been much too easy to look past his grumbles. I’d seen the squishy guy he kept locked inside, and it hadn’t taken much effort on his part to make me fall in love. We were only together a month before I saw him with the other woman.

      The day after that, when we were supposed to meet up, I’d gone there determined to ask him why he cheated. I planned to give him a chance to explain. He hadn’t come. He hadn’t left a message for me either, but why would he need to? He knew I’d seen him with her. That was the only message he needed to send.

      Bre and I left the sidewalk and walked up the driveway to the front of the B&B run by a woman, Violet, and her gargoyle husband, Goreg. They were the sweetest couple, and I envied them the deep love they felt for each other.

      I thought I’d had that with Venom, but it was all a lie.

      “I’m tired,” Bre said, flopping on the ground on her back. “Don’t wanna walk no more.”

      “It’s not far, honey. Get up. I’ll give you a bath when we get inside.”

      Usually, she’d leap up and race toward the front door. My daughter loved baths more than almost anything.

      “Don’t wanna,” she said. Her heels thumped on the grass.

      I held back my sigh. I was tired too. It took two days to drive here. I could’ve done it in one, but I’d stretched it to make it easier for Bre and to give myself time to convince myself I was doing the right thing introducing Venom to his daughter.

      Picking her up, I juggled her in my arms, trying to keep her horns from poking my chest. She wasn’t born with them, something I was eternally grateful for after my difficult delivery. They’d started sprouting by the time she turned one. I adored them even though it made my heart hurt to see them. They reminded me of losing Venom.

      I carried her inside and up the stairs to the rooms I’d rented on the second floor. By the time I’d reached the small bed she had in the room adjoining mine, she was sound asleep.

      “Teeth,” I whispered, looking down at her. Her little lips parted, and her soft breathing and sweet face made my heart clench. I’d adored this child—me and Venom’s child—from the moment I discovered I was pregnant.

      He might not want me, but I’d wanted her.

      I took her to the bathroom and got her out of her dress. She slept through me brushing her teeth and fangs, only mumbling when I sat her on the toilet.

      Back in her room, I tugged her nightie over her head and placed her in her bed, pulling the covers up to her chin.

      She latched onto her monster griffin, a cute thing I bought not long after she was born, and turning, tucked her griffin against her chin.

      I watched her sleep, releasing a heavy sigh.

      It was going to be interesting to see what happened over the next week with Venom. Would he ignore us or squeeze us into his life?

      Leaving her room, I pulled the door shut. The only access was through my room, and I wanted to turn on my light but not disturb her.

      My bedroom was bigger, made up of a living area with a sofa, a coffee table, and a TV, plus a big bed I pretty much drowned in.

      Even if I hadn’t met Goreg, I’d suspect this place catered to monsters. The bed was large enough to hold a pair of centaurs.

      I filled a glass with wine from the tiny kitchenette and sunk onto the sofa, taking a sip of my drink before placing the glass on the table.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      “Let me in, Ali,” Venom growled. “We need to talk.”
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      After I snarled at the centaurs and threatened to throw them inside a jail cell for the night with only one bed, they stopped fighting.

      By then, Ali and my daughter—daughter! —had left.

      I wasn’t going to lose Ali a second time, and as for waiting until tomorrow, no way. We needed to have this out tonight.

      Would she understand if I tried to explain? Our stories didn’t match, and I suspected I knew why.

      Instead of flying across town in my magically enhanced cop car, I changed out of my uniform and slunk through the back streets, arriving at Violet and Goreg’s B&B at the back entrance. After circling the building, I only found one room with lights on. Everyone else was still at the benefit. This must be where I’d find Ali.

      By the time I’d entered the building and made my way to the upper level, a ball of dread was burning through my chest. If I was seen, things could go bad fast. And when I said seen, I didn’t mean with human eyes.

      I’d speak with Tylik tomorrow about spell options, though there were limits to what the monster-human treaty permitted. As Sheriff, I could perform magic to enhance anything in my line of duty, i.e., my cop vehicle could fly to apprehend in-flight carriages or deal with winged monster issues.

      Those options didn’t extend to my personal life.

      But I’d die if I didn’t get to see Ali again. I had to do everything I could to make this right.

      Calling out, I knocked on the door I believed was hers, and braced myself for an unknown person to open the panel and tell me to get lost.

      Ali cracked the door, poking her nose out. “Why are you here, Venom?”

      “I had to see you.”

      “Why? I told you we’d meet tomorrow.” Her chin lifted, and that gleam in her eyes kicked me in the chest harder than a centaur.

      Shit, she’d been crying. It gutted me like nothing else ever could. This woman had been my heart, my soul, and my reason for existence. If it was possible to waste away in the underworld, I would’ve, but there was no worse place to go. The underworld was rock bottom.

      My mother had refused to allow me to cease to exist. She loved me when no one else ever had. Other than Ali, she was the only person on this planet I adored.

      And now my precious daughter, Bre.

      “I only stopped by for a few seconds,” I said, refusing to shove my way back into her life. As tempting as it would be to tell her she was mine and she always would be, it was clear someone’s lies had hurt her as much as they’d hurt me. “Can I come in?”

      My friends would laugh to see me begging.

      Friends? Maybe they were friends. I’d spent my time here in the human realm fostering more enemies than friends. I couldn’t see past my grief and pain to behave in more than a civil manner with anyone.

      They’d probably cheer if I was hauled back to the underworld.

      Ali stared at me for a long time. When I was about to slink backward, apologize for bothering her, and go home with my tail literally between my legs, she widened the opening.

      “Alright, you can come in for a few minutes,” she said.

      My heart surged up into my throat, making my voice croak. “Thanks.” Stepping inside, I looked around while she shut the door.

      “Bre’s gone to sleep,” Ali said softly, her gaze traveling to the door leading to a connecting room. “She fell asleep when we got here and if I know my girl, she’ll be out for the night.”

      I still couldn’t believe I had a daughter, but I loved her fiercely already. I’d kill anyone who made her so much as frown.

      Same for Ali, though I doubted she’d welcome the emotion.

      “What’s she like?” I asked, wanting to hear everything. “Favorite color? Food? What does she think of school?”

      “She’s only three, so she’ll start preschool in the fall. Blue. Chicken tenders.” She waved to the sofa. “You can sit.”

      “Would it be alright to see her? I promise I won’t wake her up.”

      “Sure. Like I said, I’m not going to deny you the chance to get to know her. When I saw you on TV, I came here. It’s only fair for you to meet her.”

      “Did you try to find me before the show?” I held up a hand before she could speak. “That’s not an accusation. You believe I left you, that I cheated. You couldn’t have known I would’ve given almost anything to hear we were having a child, to be there with you through it all.”

      “Don’t go there,” she said, a heavy warning coming through her voice. “I came to Monsterville to give you a chance to know Bre, not to start over.”

      I strode closer, stopping right in front of her.

      She gulped and took a step backward.

      She might suggest there was nothing more between us, but the pulse thrumming in her throat and the way her eyes darted away from mine told me we weren’t finished yet.

      I was going to do everything within my power to make sure we got a second chance.
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      There would be no second chances for me and Venom. My heart couldn’t take another rejection. It was all I could do to go on after what had happened before. Him kissing the other woman, looking my way and winking, then taking her hand and strolling off into a hotel with her nearly killed me.

      It had taken time, but I’d made my peace with him and what happened. I had a daughter to raise. I made her my only focus.

      “Yes, you can see her,” I said. “Please don’t talk loudly or you will wake her up. Knowing my—our—daughter, a short power nap will give her the energy to keep going until dawn. Then I’ll be bleary-eyed all day tomorrow while she bounces around as if she slept the night through.”

      “Okay,” he said, his voice a bare whisper. “Thank you.”

      He followed me to the door to her room and stood beside me as I cracked it open.

      Damn, he smelled too good, like leather, citrus, and a hint of something I could only call sunshine. The last was something unexpected in a demon.

      When I met him, he blew me away with his gruff charm and his gorgeous appearance. His sweet cinnamon roll interior only made me adore him more.

      I needed to forget about my romance with Venom. He cheated on me, and there was no going back from something like that.

      He stepped into the room, and if I didn’t know better, I’d believe the complete love on his face. In the past, he’d looked at me like that, and we knew how that turned out.

      I tried to see Bre through his eyes, taking in my daughter sleeping peacefully in her bed, one arm draped over her beloved stuffed friend. Her chest rose and fell slowly with each breath. Right now, she looked peaceful, sweet. My daughter had a streak of willfulness in her that rivaled what I remembered about Venom.

      He crept closer and stared down at her. When he glanced my way, my breath caught at the sadness in his dark eyes.

      The flames that had licked through him when we were together had died down, replaced with longing and what could be pain. I understood why he’d feel that emotion. He’d missed out on three years of her life. I’d be devastated if our positions were reversed.

      But he’d left me, not the other way around.

      “When I found out I was pregnant,” I whispered, “I reached out to the embassy, hoping to find you.” Even after he’d hurt me, I still felt he had the right to know we’d made a child together. “They told me you’d returned to the underworld.” They’d also told me to leave and never ask about him again.

      At the time, I’d assumed the edict came directly from him. But what if he was telling the truth, and he hadn’t left me?

      Nah, I wasn’t foolish enough to fall for his charms a second time. I’d seen him walk away with another woman, and that image was what I needed to keep branded in my mind.

      “She’s so small,” he said softly. He traced a fingertip along one of her tiny horns and shot me a smile that melted my bones. “She’s got a bit of you and a bit of me, all bunched altogether.”

      She was the best of us, and I couldn’t love her any more than I already did.

      With a nod, he eased past me, out of the room. I followed, shutting the door again.

      I expected him to leave.

      Instead, he sat on the sofa, peering at me with a look I couldn’t define. He was virile and brawny, and I’d been unable to resist him from the second we first met.

      I needed to remember the pain I’d felt back then, not allow him to cloud my memories with his overwhelming presence.

      “She’s amazing,” he said. “Beautiful. I’m grateful you brought her here so I could meet her.”

      “I told you; I couldn’t keep her from you.” I sunk into the chair farthest away from him, and I had to hand it to him; my somewhat dominant ex didn’t flinch to see my unspoken rejection.

      If I was too close to him, I’d be tempted to crawl all over him.

      Sucking in a breath, he pushed it out fast.

      “I have a proposition for you,” he said.

      I lifted my eyebrows. I’d listen, but he had no say in what I did any longer.

      His sultry gaze traveled down my body. “Move in with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          

        

    

    







            Venom

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ali stood and hurried over to the door to the hallway, swinging it open. “Go. I’ll look you up tomorrow, and we can talk about visitation while I’m in town. I won’t keep her from you. I’ve shown her that one picture I have of us, which is how she recognized you.”

      That and I was the only demon in the community center. In fact, very few demons traveled to the human realm. Only one other I could think of, actually.

      Hell, I didn’t want to think about him.

      “Ali.” I patted the sofa. “Come over here so we can talk.”

      “I’m not falling for that talk to me stuff again.” She widened the door opening. “Go.”

      I stood and strode toward her, noting the way her pulse picked up in her throat. She might say we were over, but she still responded to my nearness. I wouldn’t take advantage of that fact, but damn, I’d suffered since I saw her lying dead on the road.

      Stopping beside her in the opening, I sucked in a breath, drinking in her scent. Lilac. Soap. And a hint of arousal.

      “You’re here for only one week?” I asked.

      “That’s the plan.” Her voice came out shaky. Her hands twitched on her skirt. It would be so easy to seduce her, but I didn’t want a quick fuck. I wanted her back in my life forever.

      I sensed if I pushed this too far, she’d balk and run. I’d never see my fated mate again.

      “Stay in my house with me.” I didn’t give her a chance to reply, my words rushing from me. “I’ve got a big place. There’s plenty of room for you both. Give me this chance to get to know my daughter. Stopping by here for ten minutes or so is nothing compared to the three plus years you’ve had with her already.”

      I was pushing to the edge of where I dared take this. Ali was a sweet woman. She’d feel sad that I didn’t know our wonderful daughter.

      “I’m not hopping into bed with you again, Venom,” she said.

      Not yet. That was the last thing I’d ever demand from her. I’d take this time to convince her I’d never betrayed her. I’d show her what we had back then was lasting, that it was worth fighting for.

      Most important of all, if she moved in with me, I could protect her.

      He would find out. He’d come for us.

      And this time, he’d make sure I never saw her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          

        

    

    







            Ali

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t believe I was even considering this. Move in with Venom? I’d been starving for his love since he left me. He’d spread himself out in front of me like a feast back then, and I’d been unable to resist devouring him.

      “I repeat. No sex,” I said before I could find the words to talk my heart out of this.

      “I won’t ask you for anything you aren’t willing to give.”

      Not exactly agreement, but it was probably the best I’d get out of my demon.

      Jeez. He wasn’t my demon. I needed to remember that.

      “No candlelight dinners,” I said.

      “You know I don’t get into junk like that.”

      Venom was anything but romantic and that was part of the reason I was drawn to him from the start. He didn’t pretty things up to impress me. He just handed me his heart and told me he hoped I’d take it.

      Imagine, all this from a son of the underworld.

      “If I move in with you, you’ll spend your time with your daughter, not try to sweet talk me into doing something I’m not prepared to give.”

      “I just told you I wouldn’t push you.”

      “I’m only here for a week. That’s not long enough to seduce me anyway.”

      His lips quirked up before smoothing. “Is that what you think?”

      “I’ve stomped you out of my heart, and I’m not letting you back in again.” I said the words with strength, but inside, my guts quivered. I wasn’t as confident as I’d like to make out, and he knew that.

      I’d bared myself to this guy and there would never be anyone else for me but him.

      But he’d ruined that and there was no going backward.

      “I’ll come first thing tomorrow morning to move you both in with me,” he said, starting to brush past me.

      He stopped; his body so close to mine I could feel the warmth radiating off him. On our first date, snow covered the ground in a pristine white blanket. We’d gone for a walk, and I’d gotten cold. He’d warmed me up with his arms and his kisses.

      I needed to stop thinking about stuff like that.

      Focus on Bre, I told myself. This is for her, not you.

      “Alright,” I said.

      “As for your heart, you hold onto it,” he said, turning in the hallway to look my way. “But know right now that I’m going to do all I can to win my place back inside you in every way possible.”

      I’d be a fool to move in with him now that he’d declared his intentions.

      I swallowed the lump of dismay in my throat. “Easy to say, Venom. Not so easy to do. I’m stronger than you think.”

      “Game on, then, Ali.” He stepped forward and gave me a kiss so brief I would’ve missed it if I’d blinked.

      Heat spiraled inside me as if he’d stroked every inch of my body with his tongue—something he’d done more than once.

      His gaze dragged down my front.

      Pivoting on his heel, he stalked down the hall, sending one parting shot over his shoulder. “Remember, sweet. When I play, I win.”
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      I spoke with false bravado, but Ali couldn’t know that. I might come on strong and confident—as a demon, how could I do anything else? —but inside, I was a wreck.

      So much was on the line. My daughter. Ali. A future if I could find my way around what I suspected yanked us apart.

      I drove to the B&B early the next morning. I’d barely slept. What if I arrived and she’d fled during the night? I didn’t want to force her into staying with me, but she wasn’t safe here.

      Who knew what might happen if he discovered Bre . . .

      “Venom,” Goreg said, landing softly in the driveway as I got out of my vehicle.

      Buttercup jumped from the SUV and raced toward him, growling, though she stopped at a flick of my hand.

      “What the hell is that?” Goreg asked, his eyes widening and his wings flaring out.

      “Exactly.”

      “Don’t tell me it’s a . . .”

      “I won’t.”

      “Shit, I’ve never seen a—”

      “We don’t talk about Buttercup.”

      “What kind of a name is Buttercup?”

      “Her name.”

      He shook his head, directing his flinty gaze at me. His wings settled on his spine once more. “I understand you’re urging our guest and her daughter—”

      “My daughter.”

      “Ah, she didn’t say that.” He huffed. “I should’ve guessed when I saw her horns, but demons aren’t the only monsters with horns like that.”

      “She’s mine.”

      “You’d know. Anyway, Ali said you’ve asked her to move in with you.” He stalked right up to me. “If she hadn’t assured me she was okay with this, nothing you said or did would keep me from standing between you and her.”

      “I understand,” I said without a hint of a growl.

      Buttercup heard the warning in my voice and stalked over to stand beside me. She was big for a hellhound, the top of her back coming to my waist, and she was even more vicious than me.

      “If it helps any,” I said, “I’m moving Ali and my daughter in with me to protect them.”

      “They’re safe here,” he said, his posture as tight as when he’d landed on the ground.

      “There are things you can’t protect them from, though I know you’ll try.”

      He scratched the back of his neck. “Jeez, Venom, what have you gotten yourself into?”

      “Nothing out of the norm for where I come from.”

      “Underworld business. The treaty doesn’t allow them to encroach here.”

      “I’m here,” I said.

      “You were given special permission.” He scowled. “I don’t know why, and I don’t ask questions. You’ve done a good job as sheriff, and that’s all that matters.”

      “Thank you.”

      His anger dropped away in a whoosh, though it was more a feeling than a sound. He braced his palms on my shoulders.

      I looked down at them with a lifted brow ridge, though I wasn’t angry that he touched me. It stunned me more than anything.

      I expected him to do all he could to stand up for Ali and Bre. I didn’t expect him to do anything for me.

      “If you need help, just let me know,” he said in complete earnestness.

      Buttercup growled.

      Goreg scowled at her. “Intentions, dog. Sense my intentions, which I’m sure you’re quite capable of reading.”

      She could, but I’d had her since she was a pup. She would give her life for me, and I felt the same. Goreg was an unknown.

      “The thing is, we’re a community here,” Goreg said, his hands dropping back to his sides. “And whether you like us or not, you’re part of the community too. One call, and we’re at your back.”

      I was so humbled by his words; I didn’t know what to do or say.

      “Just wanted you to know that.” Goreg stepped back, releasing me.

      Buttercup started to sit, but the front door opened, and Ali and Bre stepped out. Seeing me, Ali stopped on the porch and stared.

      Bre squealed. “Doggie. Doggie!” She rushed down the front steps and raced across the lawn, barreling into Buttercup’s chest.

      Buttercup licked Bre’s face, her tail wagging.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Goreg said in awe, watching them.

      “To Buttercup, Bre’s pack.”

      “She can’t know the relationship.”

      “Yet she does.”

      He winced. “She won’t hurt Bre, will she?”

      “Never,” I vowed. But to help Goreg feel better, though I had no idea why I cared, I waved to Buttercup. “Down.”

      She promptly dropped onto her belly on the driveway. As Bre patted my hound’s head, the beast rolled onto her back, presenting her belly for Bre to rub.

      “Amazing,” Goreg said.

      Ali stepped back inside and returned to the porch with her arms loaded with bags. I rushed toward her to take them from her.

      “Thanks,” she said in a neutral voice.

      I understood why she might feel she needed to remain cautious. She was convinced I’d kissed another woman, that I’d left with her.

      I thought she was dead.

      Something big was going on here, something that had pulled me back to the underworld almost four years ago, wrenching me away from Ali.

      When I discovered what it was and confirmed the mastermind behind it, it was over.

      I wouldn’t stop until I made him pay.
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      “That’s a big dog,” I said, barely resisting my urge to wrench Bre away.

      “She won’t hurt Bre,” Venom said, placing our belongings in the back of his SUV, returning to the front to lean against the hood. “I promise.”

      Should I trust this promise any more than all his others?

      “Be careful, Bre,” I said as she literally climbed onto the enormous dog and lying across its belly.

      “What’s you name?” Bre asked the beast.

      “She’s called Buttercup,” Venom said.

      I snorted but said nothing. No, I was too busy drinking him in with my eyes. He wore jeans and a t-shirt today, not his official uniform, and it was all I could do not to drool over his muscles bulging the material of his shirt and the snug way the jeans hugged his thighs.

      He’d changed since I last saw him, and by seeing him, I meant when he’d climbed from my bed that last time, leaning over to give me a lingering kiss.

      The younger, leaner Venom I’d known back then, the one living at the embassy, had been softer, too, as if life hadn’t had the chance to scrape across his flesh enough to leave a rough surface behind.

      This Venom was made up of sharp edges and calloused skin, and I had a feeling the exterior sunk in deeply.

      What had happened to him in the years we were apart? I wanted to know more than anything.

      During the night, I’d thought about his words, and I’d remembered how wonderful it had been between us.

      What if he was being honest and he hadn’t thrown us away? It might be stupid on my part to lower my guards, but I couldn’t seem to help it.

      “Do you have anything else inside?” he asked me.

      Goreg watched us, his gaze flicking between Bre and me. He’d already told me he had my back if I needed him, and it was clear he’d meant Venom. My ex would never physically hurt me. If nothing else, I knew that in my heart.

      “I don’t,” I said. “I’ll follow you in my car?”

      He grunted but nodded.

      “Come on, Bre,” I said. “Let’s get in the car.”

      “Stay wit doggie,” she said, tears springing up in her eyes.

      “Hey, sweet,” Venom said, bumping off his SUV and striding over to stoop down beside her. “Ride with your mom, and when we get to my place, you can play in the backyard with Buttercup. Would you like that?”

      “Yes, Daddy.” She scrambled off Buttercup and hurtled herself at him.

      He looked stunned again. His gaze sought mine, and the longing I’d seen last night flashed through his gorgeous eyes. He put his arms around Bre and lifted her as he stood, placing her on his shoulder.

      She latched onto his right horn and wiggled. “Give me ride, Daddy. Ride!”

      Goreg just stared, his jaw unhinged.

      The last time I saw Venom, he’d had a sweet innocence about him. I suspected this new Venom was a different person than the guy I’d fallen in love with.

      He took Bre to my car and opened the back door, gently lowering her inside.

      “Ride wit me, Daddy. Please?” she asked, gazing up at him with complete adoration.

      I was only here for a week. My life and job waited for me three hundred miles away.

      It was going to rip her apart when I took her with me when I left.

      And I was beginning to suspect leaving him would slice through something inside me that would never heal.
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      After placing Buttercup in the backseat, with her promptly leaping into the front passenger seat, I got in the SUV and backed down the drive.

      Unease scraped across my skin, but a scan of the area yielded nothing to be concerned about.

      Even Goreg, as uncanny as any other gargoyle, looked around intently before shrugging.

      Yup, he sensed it too.

      What was slithering down my spine, telling me to be careful?

      Everything, most likely. It wouldn’t surprise me to hear I was being watched. Sure, I’d been in Monsterville for months, but that didn’t mean anyone from back “home” trusted me. If my suspicion was accurate, he’d severed me from this world once, and I suspected he wouldn’t hesitate to do so again. He wanted me with him. Fighting beside him.

      Claiming rule of the underworld as his partner.

      Once I took Ali and Bre to my place, I’d make sure the wards were secure. They’d be safe there. I could get to know my daughter during the time she was here, then put her in the car with her mother and tell them to never return to Monsterville. As much as I wanted them here always, I couldn’t risk it until I’d taken care of the threat.

      It didn’t take long to reach the small house I’d bought after I was elected sheriff.

      This time when I left the underworld, I ensured everything was cleared through the embassy. Short of breaking the treaty, there wasn’t anything anyone could do to stop me from living here. If nothing else, those from the underworld understood rules. It was the only way they could survive down below.

      I kept a close eye on Ali’s car, as well as the vicinity, but as far as I could tell, no one followed us.

      A few flashes of red lit up the sky, but that didn’t mean demons were in the area. I’d check it out after Ali and Bre were secure inside the house with Buttercup.

      Pulling into my driveway, I eased my vehicle to the side and put down my window. Ali pulled her car up beside mine.

      “Would you park in the garage?” I asked, pressing the button to engage the lift.

      “Sure.”

      Once the door was shut behind her, I got out of the car, releasing Buttercup.

      “Patrol,” I told her, and with a woof, she trotted across the front lawn. A fence encircled the back part of the property, but it wouldn’t keep out things that were determined to get in.

      Buttercup would.

      I entered the garage through the breezeway connecting to the house and met Ali as she was getting out of the car.

      “If you want to go inside, I’ll grab your things,” I said.

      “I’ll get Bre.”

      Our daughter had fallen asleep during the short ride. She was the sweetest thing, her head tipped onto her shoulder and her eyelashes fluttering. What did she dream of? Hopefully only the best the world had to offer.

      “Let me carry her?” I asked. “Then I can come back for your stuff.”

      She leveled me with a look I couldn’t define.

      “Sure,” she finally said. “I’ll follow you.”

      I carefully lifted Bre out of the back seat. She mumbled and snuggled against me. Freezing, I closed my eyes and soaked in the incredible feeling.

      Someone had denied me the chance to be with Ali when she was pregnant, to hold her hand while she delivered our child, and to help raise my infant daughter.

      When I confirmed my suspicion, I’d kill him.
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      “We should probably wake her,” I said as Venom gently laid our daughter on the sofa.

      “She’s asleep.”

      “And if she sleeps too long, she’ll never go to bed tonight.”

      “Then I’ll stay up with her. Watch TV or play games or take her out to play.”

      “In the dark?” I asked, trying not to chuckle. His utter devotion to our daughter was softening me. How could I remain upset with a guy who so clearly loved the most important person in my life?

      He shot me a devilish smile. “I’m not afraid of the dark.”

      “You’re a demon. Why would you be?”

      “And she’s half-demon, my precious little girl.”

      “I showed her that picture all the time. She’d touch your face, then her horns, and say Daddy.”

      “Thank you for doing that. She wasn’t afraid of me like so many others.”

      “What happened to you, Venom? You’ve changed.”

      “For the better?”

      I shrugged. “I haven’t been here long enough to find out.”

      “I’m different, Ali, but I’m still the guy you knew four years ago.”

      “What happened . . . with that woman?”

      “I believe you saw an illusion. It wasn’t me. I’d never do anything like that, Ali.” He straightened and strode toward me.

      He was so much bigger than me. Taller and broader. When I was with him, I’d felt delicate and cherished. I ached to feel that way again.

      “Are you suggesting magic?” I asked, skeptical.

      “I doubt what was used would fit into the treaty.”

      “Why do something like that?” While it was hard to believe I’d been tricked, Venom was beginning to convince me.

      “To drive us apart. To make you hate me.”

      I had hated him. I was so angry, so disappointed. And the pain in my chest made it nearly impossible to breathe.

      “I should’ve seen through it myself,” he said, his gaze falling from mine. “I’m sorry. I saw you dead, and I went out of my mind. I let them suck me back to the underworld, where I remained until my mother dragged me out and told me to make a new life. I came here and ran for sheriff. It was something I could do to help me forget.”

      So much had changed since monsters joined human society. “Who made me see you with someone else, and who made you see me dead?”

      “That’s what I need to find out, Ali.” He stroked my hair off my face. “I’m sorry. We were both deceived.”

      Did I trust him to be honest with me?

      I wanted to.

      “Where do we go from here?” I asked.

      “Can we start over?”

      “I don’t know. I’m a mom now. This is about more than just me.”

      “You’re an amazing mother,” he said.

      My low laugh rang out. “No flattery, now.”

      “You’re also a beautiful woman. My woman, my mate, if you’ll let me back into your life.”

      His tail coiled around my waist, reminding me of how he used to hold me in his arms or secure me by his side with his tail. It was a possessive gesture, but I’d drank it in. I’d cherished the feeling.

      I wanted to give in, to flow into him until I couldn’t tell where he ended and I began, but it wasn’t just about me now. I had a daughter, and I had to think of her first.

      “I just got here,” I said softly. Since I couldn’t help it, I stroked his arm. The feel of his skin beneath my fingers was such a simple thing, yet it set me aflame.

      “Take the time you need,” he said, cupping my face, his gaze meeting mine. “I’m patient.”

      I snorted. “You haven’t seemed that way since I got here.”

      “I’m trying to be patient.”

      “I guess I can’t ask for anything more than that.”

      He released me. “Let me get your things, and I’ll show you where you and Bre will sleep. Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

      “We had breakfast, but thanks.”

      “You’re not a guest here, Ali,” he said gruffly. “Think of this as your home.”

      I didn’t have the heart to remind him we were leaving in a week.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          

        

    

    







            Venom

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “I thought Bre could sleep in here,” I said, opening the door to the smaller bedroom, revealing the twin bed that I picked up after I bought the place. “I’ll remove the boxes. They’re, um, mostly full of books. I plan to build a bookcase in the living room along one wall.”

      “You always did love books. Do you still read poetry?”

      “Not recently.” I’d stopped when I thought she was dead. How could I read the poems we’d shared without her sitting on my lap when I did it?

      “That’s too bad,” she said. “You used to love it.”

      “Maybe I’ll read some again once I’ve unpacked the boxes.” If she left me, I doubted I would. How could I when she’d take my heart along with her?

      Leaving the door open, I crossed the hall to the panel on the other side. “This is your room.”

      Stepping inside, she took in the enormous bed carefully made up with a homemade quilt I’d bought from an elderly orc at a fundraiser.

      “This looks like your room.” She crossed the room and flung open the closet doors. “Yes, it is your room. These are your uniforms.” She poked one of the shirts neatly arranged on hangers. “I can’t take your bed.”

      “I’ll sleep on the sofa.”

      She shook her head. “We’ll go back to the B&B.”

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      A growl worthy of me ripped from her chest. “Don’t give me that. You have no say in what I do.”

      “Please stay here.” How could I tell her she wouldn’t be safe there when even I wasn’t exactly sure who might want to cause her harm? “Someone messed with us years ago. I’m worried they’ll do it again.”

      Her face blanched. “You think someone would hurt Bre?” Rushing past me, she raced to the living room where she stared at our daughter, then she leaned against the wall, her palm pressed against her chest. “She’s okay.”

      “I’m not going to let anyone hurt either of you.” I’d kill them before they so much as touched my daughter or the woman I loved.

      Yeah, I still loved her. I never stopped.

      The monsters in the community would scoff to hear Sheriff Venom declare he actually loved someone, but they didn’t know the guy I was inside. I hadn’t shown them. I’d stormed into town after securing my position, determined to keep everyone at arms’ length and in line.

      I hadn’t meant to like anyone, though I did. A soft spot had formed in my heart for each person in town. Uncle Bub who brought me his homemade scones. Rylee who insisted I take a cupcake whenever I passed her bakery. Kate who gave me calming spells crafted by her mate, Tylik. I used the spells on unruly monsters.

      They were all my people. It was my job to protect them, but it went deeper than that.

      “You’re safe here. That’s why I’m telling you . . .” I pinched my eyes shut before opening them again. I lightened my voice because this was Ali, my precious mate. The female I’d adore until my dying day. I still couldn’t believe she was alive, that she was so close I could reach out, tug her into my arms, and kiss her.

      She’d smack me if I did something like that.

      “That’s why I’m asking you to please stay here with me,” I finished.

      I waited stoically, convinced she’d reject me. I didn’t deserve it, but I’d accept her answer with as much dignity as I could muster.

      “Alright.” She deflated with the word. “But I’m sleeping on the sofa.”

      “You know I won’t accept that.”

      Her chin lifted. “I have some say in this.”

      “I can protect you better if you’re in my room and I’m out there. Protect both of you.”

      “There are windows in your bedroom.”

      “Guarded.”

      Her eyes flashed to the front door. “You have guards?”

      “Wards. There’s a spell on the building. No one can sneak in through the windows.”

      “Then your front door must be warded as well.”

      “I pass through it all the time; that weakens the spell,” I said.

      Buttercup clawed at the front door, and I strode to it and let her in. She stopped just inside the living room, her gaze sweeping from Ali standing in the bedroom doorway to Bre. Trotting over to my daughter, she sniffed her arm before moving down the hall to check the rooms.

      “Won’t your dog protect us?” Ali asked.

      “As much as she can. She’s a hellhound.”

      Ali blinked. “That’s not possible.”

      I shrugged. “I’m a demon. What kind of dog do you think I’d have?”

      “I can’t believe you’d name a hellhound Buttercup.”

      I grinned. “What would you name her?”

      “Something gloomy, I suppose, like Lucifer or Beelzebub.”

      “She’s a sweet hellhound. Why would I saddle her with a name like that?”

      “To live up to her reputation?” She dropped onto the sofa at Bre’s feet. “Back to the bed. You’re too big to lie on the sofa. I assume you need to work, and to do your job, you need a good night’s sleep.”

      “I’m off for the next week.”

      Her eyes widened. “Why?”

      “Because you’re here, Ali. So’s Bre. I’m not wasting a second. My deputies can handle things. They’ll call if they run into trouble.”

      “You still need to sleep, and you won’t be comfortable on the sofa.”

      “Then we’ll share the bed.”
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      I gaped at Venom. “You’re kidding. We can’t share the bed.”

      His fiery gaze met mine, and he shrugged. “It was worth a shot.”

      The thing is, I wanted to share his bed. Damn me. I’d spent almost four years cursing him, only to find my reason for hating him didn’t appear to exist.

      Despite the fact that we were only together a month, I’d loved Venom more than life itself. It was hard to figure out my feelings after such a long time.

      “It’s been years, Venom,” I said.

      “Too long?”

      A good question. I didn’t come to Monsterville to hook up with him again. I saw him on TV and knew I had to tell him he had a daughter. I’d expected a civilized, biting conversation, giving him a few afternoons with her while I was here, followed by us exchanging the names of our lawyers who’d help us set up a schedule for who’d have her for what holiday and what portion of the summer.

      Never in my wildest dreams did I expect to learn we’d been betrayed and what I’d thought I’d seen back then wasn’t true.

      I believed him. He thought I’d died. I couldn’t imagine how devastated he’d been back then.

      “I suppose you’ll tell me next that we’ll only sleep in the bed,” I said. “That, of course, you won’t take advantage of the situation.”

      His lips curled up devilishly. “I’m a decent demon, but I’m not that decent.”

      “I’m not sure I’m ready to start back where we left off.” I needed to protect my heart. If I fell back into his arms and something happened, would I be able to start over again without him?

      “I wouldn’t ask you to do anything you aren’t ready for,” he said.

      The big problem was, my body shouted it missed his touch, the way his tongue stroked my nipples, the heavy feel of him on top of me as he drove his cock inside me.

      “You’re aroused,” he said, stalking toward me.

      Bre shifted on the sofa, mumbling. She rolled onto her side and snuggled into the cushion.

      Venom came to a halt mid-step as if he’d forgotten she was there.

      “She’s not that deep a sleeper,” I said. “Maybe we shouldn’t have this conversation in front of her?” And, because I never could control myself around him, I sighed. “As for tonight, we’ll share the bed.”
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      While Buttercup and Bre played in the living room, Ali and I stepped into the patterns we’d had when we were together like making dinner in the kitchen. Then, I’d lived at the embassy, though I’d spent a lot of time at her apartment.

      “I can’t believe you eat stuff like this,” she said, holding up a package of hot dogs. She’d gone to the fridge for condiments but got lost while examining my food choices.

      “They’re not made from real dogs,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes and kept digging. “Spam? Yuck.”

      I turned the burgers I was cooking in the pan. If I had a grill, I’d cook them there, but I’d never seen the reason to bother buying one.

      I might pick one up tomorrow.

      “Spam tastes good,” I said.

      “It’s made from processed meat.”

      “It’s still meat.”

      “I’ll go shopping tomorrow. We need fruit and vegetables.” She held up a limp stalk of celery. “This is the extent of your vegetable selection.”

      “I’ve got canned stuff in the cupboard.”

      “And I’ve eaten plenty of canned veggies, but Bre loves them fresh. She dips them in ranch dressing.”

      “I’ll be happy to buy whatever you need,” I said. “Just make a list.”

      “Maybe we can go together.”

      I didn’t want her out of the house and beyond the wards until I’d talked with Tylik, but we could do that at the same time. “We can go after I run an errand in the morning.”

      We finished making dinner and ate.

      After watching TV a bit, we helped Bre do her teeth—she had tiny fangs like mine—and tucked her into bed.

      “Where’s Buttercup?” she asked her mom as she lay beneath the covers clutching her stuffed animal. “Want her to sleep wit me!”

      Nibbling on her lower lip, Ali studied my hellhound standing in the hall, watching. “Oh, I don’t know, honey. She’s awfully big.”

      “Buttercup’s very protective,” I said.

      Ali’s arms wrapped around her waist, holding herself tight. “She won’t . . . do anything?”

      “Only lick Bre all night long.”

      “Oh. Alright, then.”

      A wave of my hand, and Buttercup jumped up onto the bed, groaning as she flopped down beside Bre.

      “Yay,” Bre said. She kissed the top of Buttercup’s head. “Wanna get a Buttercup, Mommy.”

      “We can talk about a dog when we get home.”

      A week wasn’t much time to convince Ali that her home was with me. Could I do it?

      I’d made her fall in love with me before. We had a daughter, a bond between us that couldn’t be broken. Sure, I wanted more. A lifetime with her where we could love and maybe have more children if she wanted.

      For that, however, I’d have to vanquish whoever broke us apart.

      “Do you want to watch more TV?” I asked when we stepped out of Bre’s room and walked back to the living room.

      “Why don’t we sit and relax?” she said as she dropped onto the sofa.

      I joined her. When the sofa dipped from my weight, she slumped toward me. She eased back onto the other cushion but was soon toppling in my direction again.

      “You could sit on my lap,” I said helpfully.

      “You just want to seduce me.”

      “Is there any harm in that? I missed you, Ali.” My voice went hollow. “Seeing you dead ripped through me like endless shrapnel. I bled the entire time we were apart. Don’t you know I’d do anything to be with you again?”

      I was laying it on the line, baring my heart to her. Would she reject me?

      “I keep seeing you with her,” she said, blinking fast. “But I believe you when you say it was an illusion. That it wasn’t you.”

      “Actually, I believe it was my twin brother.”
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      “I didn’t know you had a brother,” I said, frowning.

      “Most of the time, I’m able to forget that I do. He’s an asshole.”

      “Some would suggest all demons are assholes.”

      He turned to face me. “Do you think I’m an asshole?”

      I shook my head. “Not any longer, though, to be honest, when you were kissing her and then looking at me with that mocking gaze you deploy so well, I thought you were.”

      Because he’d offered, I climbed into his lap. He always held me so sweetly, as if I was precious to him. His arms went around me, and he groaned.

      “Don’t do that,” I said.

      “Do what?”

      “Sound all sexy.” I leaned back against his chest and closed my eyes, savoring a few seconds of the past I thought I’d lost.

      “You still find me sexy?” he growled in my ear.

      “Yeah, don’t do that, either.”

      He chuckled. “I’m going to keep doing everything I can to win you back. You know that, right? And you know I don’t fight fair.”

      His fingers crept along my thighs and despite wearing jeans, I could feel the heat pouring from them as if they touched my skin.

      “Tell me more about your brother and why you think he tricked us.”

      “I was born two minutes before him, which makes me the eldest, and until maybe five years ago, he tried to kill me whenever we encountered each other.”

      Turning on his lap, I faced him so I could watch his expressions. If that meant I was straddling his thighs and flush against his cock, so be it.

      “I’m trying to get beyond the idea that one brother would try to murder the other,” I said.

      “It’s quite common in the underworld.”

      “Why?”

      “Death is around us all the time.”

      “I mean, why would he want to kill you?”

      “I never completely explained why I was sent to help negotiate the original treaty between the humans and monsters, but you must remember how someone represented each species.”

      “I assumed you were there for the underworld and demons,” I said.

      “That’s true, but I was also there because my father’s a minion in the underworld.”

      “Like Charon, ferryman for Hades?”

      “To the Greeks, yes.”

      “Your father was around during that time?” Whoa. He must be old.

      “He’s been around forever.” He wrenched his gaze from mine. “But he didn’t send me to negotiate the underworld’s portion of the treaty.”

      “Did he send your brother?”

      “No, I was the envoy. But my father demanded I make sure that no one signed the treaty.”
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      “Why didn’t he want anyone to sign the treaty?” Ali whispered. Keeping our voices low was a wise decision on her part. Somebody messed with us years ago, and I suspected they’d discover Ali and my daughter were here soon and do what they could to drive a wedge between us again.

      I just couldn’t figure out why.

      Holding Ali on my lap once more was like the best dream, one where my underworld “friends” didn’t do their best to make sure it turned into a nightmare.

      Or maybe they still would. My brother and those he’d drawn to his side—which was most of those living in the world I grew up in—would be delighted to make me unhappy.

      “My father didn’t want monsters integrating with humans in any way,” I said.

      “Didn’t?”

      “He’s resigned himself.” Not happily, but he was full demon. That was natural.

      “You mentioned you suspect your brother broke us up?” she asked. “The brother who tried to kill you.”

      “He’s also a minion in the underworld. About five years ago, he suggested we combine forces. Together, no one could ever defeat us. We could rise up in the ranks and gain endless power.”

      “You turned him down.”

      I tightened my arms around her. “How did you know?”

      “I know you. You might seek power if it benefits others but never for yourself.”

      How had she seen through my façade? Because she loved me. Or she had four years ago. Could she love me again?

      “And now we have a daughter. She’s of your bloodline.”

      Ali always had been clever. What would my brother do with Bre if he discovered she existed?

      “If he was able to combine forces with her, would he rise within the ranks?” Ali asked.

      “Yes,” I growled. “We won’t let him touch her.”

      A shiver ripped through her. “Maybe she and I should run.”

      “I suspect he knows you’re here, probably from the moment you arrived in Monsterville. If you fled, he’d follow, and I wouldn’t be able to protect you.”

      “We’re in a no-win situation. We’ve got to find a way to protect her permanently.”

      “You too.”

      She peered up at me. “What would he do with me?” Her sigh slid out. “I bet he wouldn’t just cast a spell to make me appear dead. He’d do it for real this time.”

      “I’ll keep both of you safe,” I vowed.

      “We can’t stay with you forever.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because . . .”

      I waited, but she didn’t speak. Tilting her chin, I made her meet my eyes. “Why, Ali? What’s making you leave? Is it a job or where you’ve been living or . . . Fuck. You’re with someone else.” I started to ease myself out from underneath her.

      She latched onto my shoulders. “I’m not with anyone else. Do you think I could be with you, then jump into some other guy’s bed?”

      “Some women do, and I’m speaking figuratively, not about me or anyone else.”

      “I haven’t been with anyone since you.”

      The stark vulnerability in her eyes gutted me.

      “I haven’t either, Ali,” I said softly. “How could I do something like that? You’re all I’ve ever wanted.”

      “Venom.”

      From the moment I met Ali, I couldn’t resist her. Now was no different from the past. I thought she’d died, and back then, going on without her seemed impossible. If my father hadn’t dragged me back to the underworld and put me to work, I would’ve wasted away.

      My mother eventually intervened, bringing me back to the human world to run for sheriff. As if she sensed I’d been through hell, she wouldn’t allow me to give in. She forced me to comply with her wishes at first, only relaxing her guard when I settled into doing it by rote.

      When Ali’s lips parted, I couldn’t stay away. I cupped her face and claimed her mouth.

      She moaned and stroked my shoulders and chest, her lips parting to let my tongue plunder inside. She tasted amazing, like the wonder of a first kiss, a spring day, a future full of love.

      Turning, I laid her on the couch, staring into her eyes, wishing I could climb inside her and remain there forever.

      I wanted to beg her to let me love her, but this wasn’t the place. I needed to win her for always, not claim her only for just one moment.

      But when I stroked my hand down her side, still kissing her, she bucked her hips up against me.

      I’d never been able to resist that call.

      Leaving her mouth, I kissed along her jaw and down her neck, pausing to nibble on her skin, biting down just enough to leave a pink mark that showed the world she was mine.

      She wore a cute little dress that had made heat flare through me when I saw her. I stroked her thighs, marveling all over again about how smooth her skin was, how warm. So many living in the underworld were cold. It didn’t take long to succumb to the dark, desolate surroundings. Souls withered, leaving only a leathery shell behind. Unlike those sent to the underworld, I was born into that world. I’d barely clung to the demon I was today.

      My brother changed not long after our mother sent us to live with our father.

      I made circles on Ali’s thigh, slowly reaching higher while she moaned and clung to my horns, urging me on with the stroke of her fingers. She knew her touch there drove me out of my mind. It made me feral. It made me ache to consume her.

      Oh, yeah, I was going to consume her.

      Now.
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      Somehow, we went from me sitting on his lap to me lying beneath him while he teased my skirt ever higher.

      I had no interest in stopping him. I’d loved him almost from the moment I met him, when he stood along one side of the embassy ballroom dressed in a stiff suit and yanking on the collar. I’d been sent as a reporter to take notes and pictures of the event, but I’d spent most of the evening with Venom. Within a week, we were a couple. Within two weeks, I invited him to my place for the night.

      He exposed my lower body to the air and kissed down my chest and belly. Spreading my legs wide, he crawled between them. He looked up at me with so much adoration it made my heart shatter. “Yes or no, sweet.”

      “Yes,” I breathed. “Please.”

      With a growl, he sliced through my underwear with a claw. Handy things, now weren’t they? Even better, they retracted.

      He scraped away the shreds of my panties and parted my lips.

      “Yes,” he snarled. “So wet for me alone.”

      I would always belong to him, and he knew it.

      He licked my slit and growled again. “Amazing. I need more.”

      As he sucked my clit into his mouth, all I could do was cling to his horns and try not to blast into the outer atmosphere within seconds. He knew my body so well. We’d stepped right back into where we’d been before he left. Back then, I was so naïve. Now, I was a mother.

      But that didn’t mean I wasn’t also a woman with needs. Only this guy had been able to fully satisfy them.

      While he feathered his tongue across my clit, he ran his flingers down my crease. Moaning, I jerked my hips up. My soft cry of need echoed around us.

      He wrenched my dress out of the way and dug in, moving his head side to side while increasing the pressure of his tongue on my clit. I spiraled out of control, lost in Venom’s touch.

      I’d spent too many nights mourning his loss, craving his touch despite his rejection. Then I spent my mornings cursing myself for dreaming of being with him again. I learned to survive without him, but I’d barely been living.

      “It’s me for you,” he growled against my flesh. “Always. And you for me.”

      As he slid a finger inside me as he nibbled on my clit.

      “Mine,” he mumbled as he stroked my tender bud.

      My body was on fire, consuming me from the inside out. My passage milked his finger, and when he added more fingers, moving them faster, I whimpered with joy. He proceeded to fuck me with his hand, teasing across my G-Spot with each stroke.

      I wanted to beg him to claim me fully, to seat his big cock inside me, but I was too far gone, too invested in the feel of his fingers moving faster and faster while his tongue flicked across my clit.

      Rising toward the peak, I let out a guttural groan.

      “Mine,” he muttered, pushing his fingers deeper, stroking my clit.

      I writhed beneath him, lost forever in his touch. Bucking my hips, I pleaded with him to give me release.

      He twirled his fingers inside me, moving them faster, making sure he milked me for every bit of pleasure possible.

      I wrapped my legs around him and rode his mouth, muffling my cries with my arm.

      He ignited me. Consumed me. Drove me to the edge before slowing his pace and lifting his head away from my body.

      “Tell me,” he snapped. “Tell me now.”

      “I’m yours,” I cried.

      Always his.

      “Yes.” He dove back between my legs, sucking on my clit while moving his hand faster.

      I exploded all of the sudden, my body whooshing down a steep hill before racing up the other side. Another orgasm rocked through me, bigger than the first. He rode it with his fingers and mouth, growling his satisfaction.

      Gasping, I crested again, shooting through to the other side, crashing within his dark gaze locked on mine.

      I savored each quiver of my body as I succumbed.

      Rising, he tugged down my dress and settled me on his lap, holding me in his arms with his chin locked on the top of my head.

      “Mine,” he growled once more.
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      Years ago, I’d claimed Ali. Possessed her as only a demon could do. But I’d done it with pure love in my heart.

      So unlike a demon.

      Standing with her in my arms, I carried her to my bed.

      When I laid her on the surface, she cupped my face with her sweet, warm hands. “Stay with me.”

      “I want that more than anything.”

      “Hold me. Show me it’s going to be okay.”

      I couldn’t do anything less.

      She wrenched off her dress but slid out of the bed. “Sometimes Bre comes to me at night. I can’t be naked.”

      I never wore anything to bed, but I didn’t want to scare my daughter. I just wanted to lie with Ali and hold her. Kiss her. We’d see what happened after that.

      “I don’t own any pajamas,” I said as she tugged on a nightgown.

      “Underwear?” She laughed. “Silly of me to ask. You never wore them in the past.”

      “I’ve got a few boxers.” I’d picked them up on a whim, and they were still in the package.

      “That’ll do.” She winked. “I’d like to see you in boxers. I bet you look cute.”

      I was a big, growly demon with horns and flaming red skin. A spiked tail. “No one has ever called me cute.”

      “Except me.” She said it smugly, but she had the right to feel that way. I’d given nothing to anyone but her.

      We climbed under the covers, and I tucked her against my chest, spooning her.

      “Tell me what you can about what you’ve done while we were apart,” she said softly in the dark.

      I wanted to share everything. Just like I’d given my heart and my soul to this woman, I wanted to expose myself to her.

      “I’m the first in my family not to succumb to the plague that surrounds us in the underworld,” I said softly, hoping I could make her understand. “You’re part of the reason I could hold on, Ali.”

      “You returned to your home after you saw me dead.”

      I tightened my arms around her, still unable to believe she lived, that she was with me, that I had one more chance to love her. “In all honesty, I wanted to die too. How could I get up each morning knowing you wouldn’t be with me?”

      “Venom,” she sighed, emotion tightening her voice.

      “My mother wouldn’t let me give in. Did you know that when someone is sent to the underworld, the world around them quickly consumes their last bit of good? When the underworld is finished with them, and it doesn’t take long, all that’s left is a leathery shell and a dried up, shriveled soul.”

      “You’re talking about those who die, who don’t go to heaven.”

      “I don’t even know if there’s a heaven. If there is, it won’t open its gates to me.”

      “You were born in the underworld; you weren’t sent there.”

      “I was born elsewhere, but my father talked my mother into letting him raise us after we turned five.”

      “Five is very young to grow up in a place like that.”

      I shrugged. “She wasn’t given a choice. She has some power of her own, but it's blunted when she’s in the underworld.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Things were good with my mom. I held onto that,” I said. “Everyone’s a shell floating around down there. So many.”

      “But now you’re here. You’re the Sheriff of Monsterville.”

      “I keep the town on a tight rein,” I said with a chuckle.

      “You make them fear you.”

      I didn’t hear judgment in her voice, and that pleased me.

      “Did you think I’d do anything less?” I asked.

      “Not you. Even when we were lost in each other, I still sensed a hardness inside you. I kept hoping it would smooth out, that you’d see that you were loved enough to toss it aside.”

      Given time with Ali and Bre, I might’ve. Now? Who could say?

      “I’m going to get revenge,” I said.

      “You’re sure your brother used magic to break us up?”

      “Few demons have come up to the surface, but he has. I haven’t seen him since I returned to Monsterville and took this job.”

      I hoped we never would again. If I did, I’d confront him. And kill him if he admitted it, which he would if he’d done it. He hated me, and he’d relish mocking me for believing the lie he created. He’d laugh that he’d caused me pain.

      “What have you been doing since I left?” I asked.

      “Surviving. Mourning. I was angry at first. Then I found out I was pregnant.”

      “You chose to have her.”

      “I loved her right from the start. I refused to transfer my anger with you onto her.” Her fingers traced along my arm, over and over, making my skin quiver.

      “She’s amazing. Thank you.”

      She stilled in my arms. “For what?”

      “Bringing her to me.”
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      When I woke the next morning, Bre slept beside me under the covers, and Buttercup was pinning my feet. Her gaze met mine, sliding to my daughter before she huffed and dropped her head onto her front paws. The size of a small pony, she took up more than her fair share of the bed. But who was I to complain? It was clear she adored Bre, and I suspected she’d give her life to protect my daughter.

      Venom had left the bed, but at this point, there probably wasn’t room for my big, burly demon with everyone else.

      I wasn’t sure when Bre had joined us.

      The smell of food cooking drove me out from underneath the covers. I used the bathroom, then after giving Buttercup a pat, I left her watching over Bre.

      I stood in the entrance to the small kitchen, grinning as I took in Venom cooking at the stove. He wore only boxers, and I was right when I said he’d be cute wearing them. Who would’ve thought black and white plaid could look so good on a guy? His reddish-copper skin gleamed in the low light, and he swayed his hips as he hummed a tune under his breath. He’d treated me to his amazing singing voice way back when. Would he do so again soon?

      Damn, but I loved him. I’d tried hard to shove him out of my heart, to forget about him, but I hadn’t been able to do it. Seeing Bre sprout horns hadn’t helped, but there was so much of me in her, I could still pretend she was all mine.

      Late at night, when I lay alone in my bed, dreams of him crowded in, filling my heart to overflowing all over again.

      “Pancakes,” he said, not turning.

      “Bre loves them.”

      “So do you.”

      I walked up to the island and pulled out one of the stools to sit. “You remembered.”

      “I haven’t forgotten anything, Ali. I wallowed in thoughts of you for at least a year, my pain spiking through me to the point it was all I could do to breathe.”

      His words stunned me all over again. My eyes stung with tears, and I didn’t do anything to hide them. If I’d ever wanted proof that he cared, this was it.

      He needed me as much as I did him. What was I going to do about it?

      I’d thought he cheated, but he thought I’d died. I couldn’t imagine how gutted I would’ve felt if our positions had been reversed. At least he was alive in my mind for me to curse him.

      “You like yours with strawberry jam,” I choked out.

      “Syrup’s nasty.”

      I chuckled through my tears. “It’s yummy.”

      He shook his head and scooped a pancake from the pan, adding it to the growing pile on a plate. After adding butter to the pan, he poured in more batter.

      “How does Bre like her pancakes?” he asked.

      “With strawberry jam.”

      He turned away from the stove, striding around the island to lift me off the seat, and give me a kiss that lit me on fire, before placing me back where I was, leaving me floundering in emotions and him.

      “You’re making me burn my pancakes, woman,” he growled. “I feel your emotions searing through me.” He cupped my face and gave me another lingering kiss. “No sadness. You’re here. I plan to take advantage of your affection as much as I can, and our lovely daughter’s sleeping nearby. That’s all we need to focus on now. Can you do that for me?”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      After stroking my face with his knuckles, he returned to the stove.

      Maybe things would be okay.

      If we stood together, we could face whatever the world might throw our way.
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      Bre bounced into the kitchen just as I was finishing up the bacon. Buttercup followed, her claws clicking on the wooden floor.

      “I’m hungry,” Bre said.

      “Then it’s a good thing I made a lot, huh?” I said. “Have a seat at the counter, sweet.”

      I still couldn’t get over it. I had a daughter, a beautiful being I’d created with the woman I loved. I had to protect her no matter what.

      While Ali dished up food for Bre and herself, I remained standing, watching over them.

      Buttercup whined from where she sat behind my precious females, and I tossed her a pancake.

      “Doesn’t she eat dog food?” Ali asked, her lips twitching with humor.

      “Why would she? She’s not a dog.”

      “Is she truly a hellhound?” she asked, her wide-eyed gaze flicking to Buttercup. “I thought you were joking, that she was just a really big dog.”

      “In some ways, she is. She’ll guard you and Bre with her life like any dog would.”

      “I don’t want to endanger anyone.”

      Thankfully, Bre was absorbed in smearing her pancake with jam and not the conversation.

      “I’m going to make sure all of you are safe,” I vowed. And then, because I didn’t want to ruin the meal with heavy conversation, I lightened my voice. “After breakfast, I need to go into town. You’ll have to come with me. I’m sorry, but I don’t dare leave you two here.”

      “Buttercup would be with us, right? And you have wards.”

      “Yes, but it’s still not completely safe.”

      She shot a worried look Bre’s way. “Maybe we should return to the B&B.”

      “It was too late for that the moment Bre called me Daddy.”

      She frowned. “You think someone was watching?”

      I shrugged, not wanting to elaborate. They were always watching. Not inside my house, because it was well warded, but whenever I left. One day, I’d find a way to shake them off my hide completely. Until then, I didn’t trust my wards to keep my precious loves safe.

      “We’ll go with you. You mentioned the supermarket too.” She smiled at Bre. “Maybe we can stop into Rylee’s place for a cupcake before we come home.”

      My heart stilled. She’d called my small house home. I wanted to sweep her up off her stool and kiss her again. Keep on kissing her until she moaned from my touch.

      But we still had things to work out between us before that could happen. I could tell my words were sinking in, that she was beginning to trust me, but I wanted everything, not a half measure.

      I’d hold myself back until I found it.

      We finished eating, and I tossed the rest of the pancakes to Buttercup; her leaping to catch each one. Then I did the dishes.

      “I can help,” Ali said, rising from her place at the counter.

      I shook my head. “Finish your coffee. Savor the wonderful meal.”

      She chuckled but sat. “You do have a way with pancakes.”

      I grinned as I rinsed a plate. My face hurt from the gesture. I couldn’t remember when I’d last smiled. Everything decent and worthy was drained from me when I thought Ali had died.

      I wasn’t sure how to grab onto the happiness life seemed to be offering me once more, but I was going to try.

      When we finished, we went out to my SUV.

      “In,” I said, looking around with both my eyes and senses.

      Did I feel . . .?

      Hard to say, but the quicker we were out of sight, the better.

      Ali grabbed Bre’s booster seat and secured our daughter in the back, then climbed into the front. She squinted toward Buttercup standing on the front porch watching us.

      “Should we put her inside?” Ali asked. “Won’t she wander off?”

      “She’ll guard while we’re gone, and she won’t leave the property.”

      “She’s amazing. I still can’t believe she’s not a regular dog.”

      “Her size didn’t give her away?” I asked as I settled in the driver’s seat.

      “She is rather large.”

      “Bye, Buttercups,” Bre said, waving as I backed down the drive and took the vehicle out onto the road. “Be back soon!”

      I shot her a grin. “She’s happy to have you here. I can tell she loves you already.” Me too. That was easy.

      “Love Buttercups,” Bre said, peering out the window. “Love Mommy and Daddy too.”

      My heart exploded, and it hurt so badly, I wasn’t sure I could take it. I’d find a way. I’d do anything for my little girl.

      I parked on Main Street. “You’ll both have to come with me for this errand.” After peering around and sending out my senses again, feeling nothing unusual, I nodded, and we got out.

      Ali took Bre’s hand, and my daughter held her other hand out to me.

      “Hold, Daddy,” she said.

      I’d never felt prouder than when I walked toward Tylik’s apothecary with my two girls.

      I stopped at the entrance.

      Ali frowned but didn’t say anything. When I opened the door, she huffed. “Magically hidden, I assume.”

      “If you truly needed entrance, it would reveal itself to you.”

      “But it reveals itself to monsters?”

      “Of course,” I said with a grin, waving for her and Bre to enter ahead of me. I followed them inside, guiding them past racks full of magical supplies, from jars of odd herbs to packages holding anything from moondust to petals from underwater flowers. We strode toward the counter in the back.

      Tylik was helping a yeti, and when he’d finished, he nodded my way. “Venom.” His impassive gaze traveled to Ali and Bre. “How can I help you today?”

      “I need a spell that’ll protect them from everything,” I said.

      He frowned. “That would have to be a very broad spell.”

      “Can you do it?”

      Ali watched, saying nothing. Bre tugged a wand off the shelf to the right of the counter, and I took it away.

      “It’s okay,” Tylik said with a smile. “She can have it.” He tapped it and it tingled in my hand. “There. Now it won’t turn anyone into a toad.”

      “Is that what it could do?” Ali asked, eyes wide.

      “Not any longer.” Tylik’s gaze fell on me. “I can’t do the spell you’re asking for. It would take more power than I’m allowed in the human realm. For something like that, you’d have to wrap it around the entire community. Performing such a spell would violate the treaty.”

      “Almost four years ago, someone made me believe Ali was dead. They made her believe I was cheating,” I said. “They broke us up, and I don’t know why. Whoever did it is watching us. They’re not safe.” I swallowed hard, not even trying to cling to my pride. I’d hollow myself out and bare my soul to the world if it would protect Ali and Bre. “I believe it was my brother.”

      Tylik’s breath caught. “I . . .” He pinched his eyes shut and opened them again. “Let me see what I can do. Can you protect them for a day or two?”

      I pressed my fist against my chest. “I will.”

      “Good.” Tylik’s gaze flicked to the front window, and he tilted his head, frowning.

      When I turned, there was nothing there.

      But the essence of brimstone lingered in the air.
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      When we left the apothecary, we both held onto Bre’s hand. We walked down the sidewalk to Rylee’s cupcake shop, Love at First Bite, and went inside.

      “Ahhh,” Bre sighed, releasing us and racing over to peer through the glass-fronted display cases. “So many pretty.”

      “Welcome,” Kate said. “Back again so soon?” Her eyes sparkled. She came around the counter to give both me and Bre a hug, her rounded belly squishing between us. She’d told me a few days ago that she and Tylik were expecting twins.

      I’d been in town for a few days by then. After I arrived, I scoped things out before approaching Venom. I needed to make sure he was a decent enough person before sharing my daughter. Everyone spoke of him with an edge of respect in their voice, and I sensed it wasn’t generated solely by his demon status. They liked him and they appreciated having him watch over their town.

      “We couldn’t stay away,” I said. “You know Venom.” I leaned into his side.

      Her gaze flicked between us, and her lips twitched. “Yes, I know our sheriff well. He’s got a romantic heart.”

      Venom grumbled, but his arm went around my back, and he scrunched over to kiss the top of my head, confirming her suspicions.

      “He does,” I said. “He’s actually quite squishy inside.”

      Kate’s laugh burst out.

      Rylee’s joined in as she strode into the room from the back. “I’ve also seen our sheriff’s soft side, and that’s part of his charm.”

      Venom’s face darkened. “I’m not charming.”

      “Sure you are,” I said, squeezing his hand.

      “Cupcake, Daddy?” Bre asked. “I wanna eat ‘em all.”

      “Of course, sweet,” he said. He squished me to his side. “How about you, Ali? Do you want something tasty too?”

      Oh, yeah, I did. Him. But for now, I’d settle for a cupcake.

      We took our treats out front and sat at the cute little tables. Some of the chairs were monster-sized, and Venom dragged one over to our table.

      Two centaurs trotted past on the road, and three lanky yetis sauntered down the sidewalk on the opposite side, their long arms swaying, their strides super-long.

      While Bre dissected her cupcake with a plastic knife and ate all the frosting, Venom and I shared a strawberry treat topped with pink frosting and real sliced berries.

      After, we sat back with our legs stretched out and savored the warm day.

      Monsters and humans passed us on the sidewalk, universally sending Venom shocked glances. Their attention sometimes slid to me, and a few paused when they spied Bre’s horns.

      Some smiled and nodded to all three of us.

      Tylik joined us, dragging over one of the big chairs and sitting.

      Kate zipped out of the shop with a cupcake, placing it in front of him. They kissed, and he stroked her belly.

      “Everything okay?” she asked, her gaze going from Tylik to us.

      “Just a little spell work,” he said.

      “I see.” Her frown remained. “Nothing too problematic, I hope.”

      He shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      With a nod, she went back inside.

      “I spoke with Annalisa and Raze,” he said. “You may know their background.”

      “I don’t,” I said.

      “Annalisa and Raze are ogre royalty. They’re capable of performing spells others can’t,” Venom said. He nudged his chin toward Tylik. “What did they say?”

      “The same thing I did, that this is too big for any of us.” Tylik’s solemn gaze met mine. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure we’ll be able to help you.”
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      No spell would help?

      I wanted to stomp around and gnash my teeth. When I thought Ali was dead and I had no hope for happiness again in my life, I would’ve leapt to my feet and slammed around if I was told I couldn’t obtain what I needed.

      Now I only felt despair.

      I didn’t like feeling like there was nothing I could do to protect the woman I loved and our child, but I wouldn’t give up yet.

      “I’ll ask around some more,” Tylik said. “My aunt’s in town tomorrow, and she might have some ideas.”

      “I appreciate it,” I said.

      He rose and lifted his cupcake plate. “I’ll see if Kate will box this for me.” His gaze swept from me, to Ali, and remained on Bre. “I’m going to do all I can to help you, Venom. I mean it.”

      He’s always called me sheriff, but now we were two males determined to protect people we loved. This bound us in a way nothing else could.

      I rose. “Thank you.” Would it be weird to embrace him?

      Fuck it. I’d always done what I wanted. Why stop now?

      I stepped around the table and hugged him. He remained still—no doubt stunned—in my arms before he patted my back awkwardly.

      With a nod and a flaming face, he backed away, bolting into the shop with his cupcake.

      “What will we do now?” Ali asked me.

      “Everything we can.” My words came out grim. I’d need to add more wards tonight, and I might call on family to help. How could I convince Ali we needed to stay together always if I had to spend all my energy keeping her safe?

      “Well, there’s my moochen,” someone cried from farther down the sidewalk. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      I grinned.

      Ali shot me a confused look.

      My mom sashayed along the sidewalk in our direction, the hem of her short, snug gold sheath dress swishing across her thighs. Her shoes matched her dress, four-inch spikes—at least—clicking on the sidewalk.

      She stopped by the table and braced my shoulders, giving me a kiss on each cheek. “There you are, love bunch. I stopped by your place this morning, but you weren’t there.”

      “I came into town.” Seeing Ali’s raised eyebrows, I flicked my claw back and forth between them. “Ali, this is my mother, Boz’ga. Mother, this is Ali.” I wanted to claim her as my own, but she hadn’t agreed to anything like that yet.

      “Very nice to meet you,” Mom said, taking Ali’s hand. Her chastising gaze met mine. “Moochen, you didn’t tell me you were seeing someone. Here I am, trying to fix you up with one of the Furies, and you’re savoring a tasty dessert with a human.”

      When Bre wiggled in her seat, my mother’s attention fell on her. Her gasp rang out, and tears sparkled in her eyes. “Venom. Why didn’t you tell me you had a daughter?”

      My mother collapsed to her knees on the ground by Bre’s feet and carefully took Bre’s hands. “So amazing. Wonderful! I cannot believe it. I’m a grandma!” A snap of her fingers, and a bouquet of tiny flowers appeared in her hand. “For you, my beautiful granddaughter.”

      Bre giggled and took the flowers.

      Mother rose, her entranced gaze locked on Bre. “What else would you like, my pretty? A pony? Oh! I know. A unicorn.”

      “Yay,” Bre cried, waving the flowers around in the air. “Unicorn!”

      “No!” I barked, then lowered my voice. “Please, Mom. You know magic like that is forbidden here.”

      Her lips scrunched together. “You know those rules don’t necessarily apply to me.”

      “I helped with the treaty. Believe me, they apply to everyone, even you.”

      “I’ve been coming to the surface far longer than a silly treaty.” She smiled at Ali, who appeared bemused. “A pony would be wonderful, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe later, once we’re settled?” Ali said gently. “It’s a nice offer, however. For now, I’m sure Bre’s happy with the flowers.”

      “I still cannot believe it. I’m a grandmother.” Sobbing, my mother stumbled around the small table and collapsed on top of me. “Moochen. Love bunch.” Her claws dug into my arms, but there was nothing unusual about that. Mom put one hundred percent of herself into everything. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t know, Mother. I only found out recently myself.”

      “A secret baby?” she asked, drying her tears and standing. “How delightful.” She winked at Ali. “You and I must talk. I want to hear every detail.”

      “We’re trying to keep this a secret, Mom,” I said. “Could you help us out with that?”

      She made a zipping motion across her scarlet lips. “I won’t say a thing.” A frown appeared on her smooth face. My mother hadn’t aged a second since the day I was born. But that was to be expected with who she was. “Perhaps I can help.”

      Funny how she already suspected that we had a problem.

      “Since you appear to be keeping this hush-hush, which is infinitely wise, I’ll say, moochen,” she said. “Why don’t I go create a few diversions?”

      “Would you?” If nothing else, it would keep her busy.

      “Of course. I’ll love to smooth things out for you so I can spend time with your daughter and lovely . . . Is she your mate, love bunch?”

      If only she wouldn’t call me that or moochen. I’d pretty much given up on getting her to stop, however. The more I asked her to use something more . . . manly, the more she spouted silly nicknames.

      “I’m his friend,” Ali offered in a soft voice. “We’re visiting town for the week. I wanted to give Venom and Bre a chance to get to know each other.”

      “But surely you love my delightful son,” Mom said.

      Ali shot me an amused look.

      “I’m working on it,” I said.

      “Well, love bunch, I believe you need to try a little harder.”

      I’d see what I could do once she was safe, and we were alone.

      “As for my little task,” Mother said, giving me a jaunty salute. “I’ll report back soon.” She waved her fingers at Ali and Bre. “Ta-ta!” A pop, and my mother disappeared.

      “Ta-ta,” Bre echoed in a chirpy voice. She shot me a grin, and her face smeared with pink frosting pretty much melted my demon heart.

      “You’re mother’s quite something,” Ali said. “She’s not a demon.”

      “Not one drop of her is demon. She’s a whirlwind. A tsunami. A category ten hurricane.” But I loved her. There was no denying that.

      “How in the world did she and your father wind up together?” Ali asked.

      “My brother and I were the product of a . . .” I noted Bre watching and listening intently. “A very brief time.”

      “Like one night?” Ali asked, her eyebrows lifted.

      No one could stand my father for longer than that.

      “Yes,” I said. “That’s about right.”

      “But how did they meet if your father lives . . .” She pointed downward. “And your mother lives . . . Actually, I don’t know where she lives.”

      “She lives everywhere and wherever she pleases. She was visiting the underworld, and they met at a bar.”

      Ali snickered. “There are bars in the underworld?”

      “They’re nothing like the ones here.”

      “I’m sure they’re not.” She shook her head. “Anyway, she’s quite amazing.”

      “She’d have to be.” I cleared my throat and winced. Few knew of our connection, but it was only fair that Ali did. “She’s Mother Nature.”

      “Not the real Mother Nature,” Ali said with a gasp.

      “Is there more than one?”

      “But . . .” She blinked. “I have to keep reminding myself that monsters are real. Sometimes, I forget. Wow. That’s astonishing.”

      “You get used to it,” I said.

      “I can’t imagine.” With a shake of her head, Ali wove Bre’s flowers into a ring and crowned her.

      I was about to suggest we finish up and leave when shouts erupted farther down the sidewalk. Even Bre paused in poking the last of her cupcake to look in that direction.

      Two griffins grappled, their claws scratching the sidewalk. Their grunts echoed around us, and the flutter of their wings sent wind this way. One shoved the other, and he reeled backward, his hindquarters slamming into the building behind him. The tinkle of glass breaking was followed by shouts of dismay inside the store.

      Standing, I bellowed. “Enough.” The griffins kept fighting. One leapt forward with his fangs bared. When he impacted with the first, their cries of pain made a growl rip from my chest.

      “I need to handle this,” I said.

      She nodded; her gaze locked on the griffins.

      I stomped toward them, determined to slam their heads together. No one did this in my town, but me being off duty must’ve emboldened them. They’d quickly learn the error of their ways.

      Reaching them, I latched onto one with magic and lifted him, not minding that he impacted with the sign swinging above the shop.

      He grunted while the other backed away, wings flapping, his front paws lifting.

      “Sorry. My mistake,” he said.

      “I’d say so.” I swung him into the sky and smacked the two of them together, though not as hard as I’d like. I didn’t abuse anyone, not even unruly griffin males. “Why don’t you two hang out there until my deputies arrive?” I could hear the sirens approaching already.

      Their legs kicked, but they remained silent. Good.

      Done with them, I pivoted to return to my family.

      Ali and Bre no longer sat at the table.
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      Watching Venom stop the fight and suspend the griffins was amazing. Sirens rang out, telling me his deputies would soon be here to take the griffins into custody.

      Venom glared at them for a few moments before striding toward us.

      My gorgeous demon stopped beside us, shooting me a grin.

      “You’re a wonderful sheriff,” I said.

      He dipped his head forward, his gaze gliding down my front. For some reason, I didn’t get all tingly when he did it. If anything, it kind of creeped me out.

      Why?

      “How about you, little one?” he asked Bre, holding out his hand. “Would you like to come with your father? I’d love to show you the wonders of our world.”

      An odd statement, but I supposed it tied into who his mother was. I still couldn’t believe she was Mother Nature. When she offered Bre a unicorn, she meant it. I’d have to set some ground rules when I saw her again. It was one thing to give a grandchild a few cookies before dinner. A unicorn? I wasn’t sure how I’d care for something like that.

      Bre scowled at Venom. She tucked her hands beneath her arms. “Don’t wanna. Mommy, make him leave.”

      A chill shot through me.

      This wasn’t Venom.

      He had a twin brother. Identical?

      I peered around, taking care while I did it, but I didn’t see the guy I adored anywhere in sight. My pulse thudded faster than I liked, and not-Venom’s gaze honed in on my throat. He licked his fangs, something I’d find appealing with Venom.

      I worried this guy was about to rip me apart.

      “Let’s go inside and go to the bathroom, okay, sweet?” I said, rising and holding out my hand to Bre.

      “I don’t think so,” Venom’s brother said, slicing his arm down between us. It impacted mine, and pain shot up my limb. I gasped and wrenched sideways, determined to grab Bre and run.

      Venom’s brother swept Bre up in his arms and pivoted.

      He was going to take her.

      Hell, no.

      I grabbed a plastic knife off the table and leapt onto his back, slamming the knife down, impaling the back of his neck.

      He shuddered and released Bre. She turned and kicked him hard in the shin.

      He spun, trying to dislodge me, but I clung and pushed hard on the knife, driving it deeper.

      Bre picked up the rest of her cupcake and threw it at him, hitting him in the face. He swiped at his eyes.

      I slipped off his back and ran around him. Grabbing my daughter, I tugged her around to put the table between us and Venom’s brother.

      “Touch her again,” I snarled. “And you die.”

      A pop, and he disappeared.

      Venom stood nearby, gaping at us. “You . . .”

      He rushed forward and grabbed us, lifting us both into his arms. “You’re okay?”

      “Mommy stabbed mean man,” Bre said. “I kicked him.”

      “You’re very brave,” he said, his concerned gaze meeting mine.

      “I’m fine. He didn’t hurt us.”

      But he would’ve.
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      I’d send Bre and Ali away if I thought they’d be safer. But now that Horicus knew Ali was here, and he’d seen Bre, he wouldn’t stop until he’d harmed them. Stolen them. Killed them if he couldn’t use them.

      “Well,” someone said behind us, a thunk-thunk-thunk ringing out on the sidewalk.

      Turning, I watched as Grannie Vi and Uncle Bub approached. They weren’t my relatives. Everyone in town adored them and called them that.

      “If I hadn’t seen it with my very own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it,” Grannie said.

      She and Bub stopped beside us, leaning on their canes.

      “We were out delivering wedding invitations.” Bub frowned as he took in Ali and Bre in my arms. “I’d be snugglin’ them about now if I were you too.” He squinted around. “Where did the other demon go?”

      I lowered Bre and Ali to their feet.

      “You saw him,” I said.

      “Of course. He looks a lot like you, but there’s somethin’ different. He’s harder, I suppose. Got an evil slant to his eyes.”

      “Horicus is my twin brother,” I said. “He’s dangerous, so if you see him again, stay away.” I couldn’t protect everyone, but I’d try.

      Bub shook his cane in the air. “He comes near me or Vi, and he’ll get a mouthful of this.”

      “Don’t challenge him.” I took Ali’s hand. She kept an equally tight grip on Bre.

      It was dangerous to care for others. I’d learned that when I thought I lost Ali. From the moment I arrived in Monsterville, I’d done all I could to hold myself back, because this community was amazing. If I let myself care, I could be hurt. So I grumbled and snarled, and did all I could to antagonize people, but the lessons didn’t appear to have sunk in.

      Bub drew himself up stiffly, placing his arm around Grannie Vi’s bony shoulders. “I protect those I love, and that also means you.” He reinforced his comment with a poke of his finger in my chest.

      “He’s gone.” Grannie cackled. “Bre and Ali scared him away.”

      For now.

      “We’ll keep an eye out for him,” she said. “We won’t let him creep up on anyone else again.” She thrust an envelope my way. “Take it. It’s your invitation. We were going to do a destination wedding in Bali, but Nyxor talked us into doing something local. Please say you’ll come.”

      “I’d be honored to attend your wedding,” I said, my gaze seeking Ali.

      “Not just that, but you’re standing up with me,” Bub said.

      “What?” I barked.

      Grannie elbowed Bub. “Ask nicely,” she whispered.

      “It’s gonna be a big wedding, but I’d be honored if you’d stand with me as one of my best men. You and our other friends.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Would I be askin’ if I wasn’t?”

      “Alright, I will.” I couldn’t believe anyone would honor me in this way.

      “You’re invited, too, of course,” Bub told Ali. “And your little one who looks so much like her father.”

      Bre was pure Ali except for my horns and hair, but . . . Perhaps she did have my slant to her eyes.

      “If we’re still in town, we’ll be happy to attend,” Ali said.

      “Well, we’ll see you three again, I’m sure.” Grannie winked at me. “When you two have finished working things out, stop by Monster Mingle for a bag of goodies. I’ll put something special in there for you.” She nudged Bub’s. “We should get going. We’ve got a billion of those things left to deliver.”

      They nodded to us and continued down the sidewalk.

      “Let’s get our groceries and go home,” Ali said.

      Home. My heart swelled. She may only see my place as temporary, but I was going to do all I could to convince her to stay with me always.

      I just had to get my brother to leave us alone.
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      We went home and were greeted by a whoof from Buttercup.

      Her gaze met Venom’s, and I swore a message passed between them. Maybe it did. She was a hellhound, and they were both from the underworld. Anything was possible there.

      Inside, we worked on a puzzle until dinner, Buttercup lying on the floor nearby, her nose pointed toward the door. After, we took turns telling Bre lighthearted stories—lighthearted on my part, that is. Venom’s came out cheery, but I could tell he struggled to find good things to share after living in the underworld, and that gutted me.

      I wanted to help him build good memories, to have fun to balance out the bad.

      After Bre had a bath, we put her to bed, both of us telling her yet another story. I stuck to unicorns. Buttercup lay across the foot of the bed, taking up about a third of it, though Bre didn’t seem to mind.

      Venom told her a story about a cyclops, somehow twisting the tale to keep her laughing.

      I watched from the door, my heart a wreck. I’d fallen in love with him all over again, assuming I ever fell out of love.

      What was I going to do about it? He’d made it clear he wanted me for always. He also wanted us to stay in Monsterville, and there was nothing I’d rather do than be with him.

      Did I dare give us a second chance?

      His brother was determined to tear us apart. If I left, I could keep Bre safe.

      Or could I?

      Here, I had Venom by my side, watching over both of us.

      However, I couldn’t remain here solely for protection. No, if I chose to stay, it had to be because I wanted to be with Venom with all my heart.

      He rose from where he sat on the side of Bre’s bed, grinning my way. When he smiled, he put all the goodness inside himself into the gesture, turning my burly, gruff demon into a softie. He was steel on the outside and pure rage when confronted, but he loved us. I knew this in my heart.

      Maybe it was time I clung to that and let the rest of my worries fall away, at least for tonight. I could pick them up in the morning.

      He stopped beside me in the doorway, his hand stroking my side. “She’s beautiful when she’s awake, but she’s just as pretty when she’s asleep.”

      “She adores you, Venom.”

      “I feel the same about her.” His gaze bored into mine. “About you.”

      He was leaving this up to me. He’d declared himself in so many ways. If I told him I wasn’t ready or that this wasn’t what I wanted, he’d back away.

      I sensed it would crush him.

      “I want to be with you, Venom,” I whispered, reaching out to stroke his face. “Can we start over?”

      He took my hand and tugged me out into the hall, easing Bre’s door partway closed.

      Pressing me against the wall, he cupped my face. “Spell it out for me, Ali. I want you, body and soul. I want everything, and if you say yes, I’m going to claim it.”

      “I love you, Venom. I never stopped. I want to stay here with you for as long as you want me.”

      “That’s forever, love,” he growled, sweeping me off my feet. “Forever starts now.”
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      My heart ablaze, I took her to my room and kicked the door shut. Buttercup would guard Bre long enough for us to have this moment.

      I wasn’t sure how I’d protect my precious mate and our daughter, but the thought of sending them away gutted me.

      They were safer here with me than anywhere else. But I needed to end the threat permanently. I wasn’t sure how, but I’d find a way.

      I lowered Ali onto the bed—our bed. She lay splayed out for me, an eager smile on her face.

      “It’s been a long time, Venom,” she said softly. “Do you think we’ve forgotten how to do it?”

      “I’ve dreamed about you every night since then. I claimed you each time. You claimed me. I have a feeling this is going to come very easy for us both.”

      “My body has changed.” A shadow drifted across her face. “I’ve had a child—”

      “My precious child.”

      Her lips twitched upward. “I’m not shaped the way I was back then.”

      “You’re beautiful. You’re mine, and that’s all that matters.” I tugged off my shirt and pants, kicking them aside. My cock was stiff already, thick and ready to please her.

      “I fear I’m going to be insatiable.” She ran her tongue across her upper lip. Her gaze remained focused on my cock.

      It bobbed against my abs, vibrating already. My second, smaller cock that she called a spur stiffened as well. It secreted lubricant, though I doubted we’d need it.

      “Are you wet for me, love?” I asked.

      She wiggled out of her clothing, tossing everything onto the floor, then lay back on the bed, her arms extended. “What do you think?”

      “Show me how you want me to touch you.”

      Her eyes lit with fire. My mate might act shy at first, but I already knew she was a hellion in the bedroom. No one else could ever take her place.

      I was desperate to make her come undone, savoring her pleasure as the climax hit. Nothing would feel better than that, and when she called me mate, which she would soon, we’d finally be joined together again.

      I wanted to love her with all my being in case something horrible happened. There was no predicting how my brother would behave, no anticipating the lengths he’d go to not only harm me, but to drive us apart. Each moment had to mean everything.

      My body trembled, and I prayed that I'd be able to maintain control. I wanted to make sure she found pleasure before me.

      “Like this?” she said slyly, teasing her fingertips across her chest. She paused at her nipples, and with her gaze locked on mine, she rolled them between her fingers and thumbs. They budded and darkened, and I couldn’t wait to suck on them.

      She was simply exquisite, a small frame with velvety skin highlighted by curves I longed to touch. I couldn't wait to sink my face into her thick hair, to brush it across my skin.

      “Yes, like that,” I said in a guttural voice, my eye locked on her fingers. “Show me more, mate.”

      “You want to see me play with myself, don’t you?” she asked with a quirk of her lips. “Good thing I’m happy to oblige.”

      “I’m going to take you softly at first but be prepared. I’ve longed for you forever. I’m going to need to fuck you hard as well.”

      “I wouldn’t ask for anything else.” One of her hands left her breast, traveling across her softly rounded belly. She paused when she reached the juncture of her thighs. Spreading them wide, she revealed her core. It glistened with desire, and I added licking her until she came to my list of everything I’d do tonight.

      She glided her fingers through her slickness, dipping one tip inside her passage. Watching me. Grinning to see my cock stiffening even further.

      Finding her clit, she stroked it.

      My mouth went dry as desire and love overwhelmed me.

      If I wasn't careful, I’d plunge over the side, spilling myself on the floor beside the bed.

      Her heart shone on her face. How had I doubted she could love me again for even a second?

      It hadn’t been hard to fall for Ali. I'd adore her for the rest of my days and beyond. When I died, I'd be sucked back into the underworld—it was my fate. Anyone born of a demon was raised with the others. Even my mother couldn’t circumvent the rules. I vaguely remember her leaving me and my brother with my father when I was five. She’d visited, but she was not allowed to take us.

      When I died, though, I'd claw my way out of the underworld and seek Ali’s soul. It was mine as much as mine was hers, and nothing was going to keep us apart.

      When she lifted her knees and drove her fingers inside her core, I growled and climbed over her.

      “Are you sure we need to be soft and gentle with each other at first?” the imp asked.

      “You want me to fuck you hard, Ali?”

      “Don’t talk about it, Venom. Do it.”

      “Not quite yet. Let’s see if I can make you even hotter.”

      I crawled between her legs and nudged her fingers aside, taking their place with my tongue.

      She moaned as I licked her sweet essence, driving my tongue inside her over and over while she clung to my horns.

      “I need you,” she cried out. “Please!”

      After one last lick, I climbed over her again. I placed my cock at her core. Her legs wrapped around me.

      Then I drove myself deeply inside her.
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      Venom groaned, his eyes rolling back in his head. “You feel so good, love.” His body shuddered as he braced himself over me, and I could tell he was holding back, making sure he wasn’t causing me pain.

      For a demon, he could be awfully gentle. But right now, I wanted him wild.

      My focus fled. All I could do was feel.

      He pulled out and pushed back inside me.

      "Not hard enough, love," I gasped, needing more.

      "You're too wet."

      "That's the last thing I'd think you'd complain about," I said with a laugh. "Make me wetter. Soak me and the bed. I want to drip from you all night long."

      "There's my little Ali, the woman I love more than anyone else in the world." Sliding his cock out of me, he shoved it hard, driving it to the hilt inside me.

      "Yes," I gasped. "More."

      “Over, mate,” he growled, pulling out of me.

      My mouth formed an O before I grinned and rolled onto my belly. I lifted my hips and winked at him over my shoulder. “Like this?”

      “Yes,” he croaked. “Damn, you’re dripping, and I’ve barely gotten started.”

      He braced my ass, and with a jerk of his hips, seated himself deeply within me. His spur latched onto my clit. It would remain with me while he moved, stretching out and shrinking to ensure my clit received the same attention as my passage.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “It’s not too intense, is it? You feel so good, but you’re incredibly tight. It’s all I can do to maintain control.”

      “I love it, Venom. Love you.”

      “I want to make love all night if you’re with me, but one bit of pain, and I’m gonna stop.”

      "More," I begged. His enhancements were driving me mad.

      He started slowly, taking care, yet when I pushed my hips back toward his and panted out his name, he drove harder and faster. A frenzy seized me, and I shared it with him.

      "Yes!" I cried out.

      The first burst of precum coated my inner walls, making me even more slippery, and his spur added to the mix, pushing me closer to the edge. I was his forever. He was my destined mate. The only one who could complete me.

      As he plunged within me, his spur started vibrating. His cock, too. I was close, but he’d know that already.

      “Now, Venom,” I hissed.

      As he pounded into me, my inner walls started to tremble. My blissful moan resonated in the room as I gave way to bliss, giving all of me to him.

      He let go with a guttural groan, shuddering as he came inside me.

      “You don’t shoot blanks,” I said after we’d collapsed onto the bed.

      “Are you saying I got you pregnant already?”

      He spooned me. I’d never felt so treasured, so safe. It might be an illusion, but I was going to run with it. Worry could hold off until the morning.

      I poked his arm gently. After what he’d done, the pleasure he’d given me, I’d have to work hard to feel even a shred of crankiness. “It’s too early to tell about something like that.”

      “They still don’t make condoms that fit us.” He rose enough to kiss my cheek before dropping back onto the bed. “I could try to pull out.”

      “You know that doesn’t work.”

      “Actually, I didn’t, but I believe you.”

      “Precum has sperm just like the final blow.”

      “Ha. Final blow.” He grew serious. “I don’t want to stop loving your body, but if you don’t want another baby, I will. I can pleasure you with my mouth and fingers ten or twelve times a day instead.”

      “I want to have more children if it’s something you want too. We never discussed kids.” He was stolen from me not long after we confessed our love. “I always thought three would be nice.”

      “Maybe by the time we have our third, they’ll have condoms that fit.”

      “They don’t seem to be in a hurry.” But like everything else related to monsters, this stuff took time. “I can have a procedure after to make sure we don’t have more. Then you don’t have to worry about trying to pull out or having to finger fuck me or lick me until I come for the rest of our days.”

      “You’re getting me excited with talk like that,” he growled in my ear.

      “Noooo.” I wiggled my ass back against his stiff cock. “I’d never be able to tell.”

      “Time for slow, or do you need more hot action?”

      “Are you suggesting you can’t be hot while going slow?”

      “I’m hot all the time,” he said with a laugh, and I loved how relaxed he sounded. “It comes with the species.”

      I rolled onto my back, grinning up at him. “Why don’t you show me?”

      He leaned forward and captured my mouth in such a gentle kiss, it made my heart seize and my chest squeeze tight.

      But then he lifted his head, frowning. His gaze snapped to the door before returning to me. After tapping my lips, he slid from the bed.

      He’d heard something.

      Bre.

      No!

      I leapt from the bed and yanked a sundress over my head while Venom hitched on his jeans.

      He paused at the door. “Wait here?”

      He might be all growly and demanding at times, but when it came down to the wire, he backed off to let me make my own decisions.

      “I want to check on Bre,” I said, trying not to whimper. Fear for my daughter raged through me. Why hadn’t Buttercup barked?

      “We’ll check on her together.”

      We moved quietly down the hall and cracked her door open. She lay in bed, sound asleep, and my heart rate dropped to a more normal level.

      Buttercup studied us before her head jerked toward the window.

      “Outside,” Venom said. He turned and held my shoulders. “Would you stay here with Bre? Buttercup will keep you both safe.”

      “I want to be with you, to cover your back.” What if, this time, nothing was an illusion? What if it was real? I could lose him when I’d just found him again.

      He nodded curtly, again indicating he wouldn’t force me even if he felt he should. “Stay close.”

      In the hall, he opened a closet door and handed me a long blade. I gripped it. If anyone threatened Venom, I’d gut them. My fingers itched to show his brother not to mess with me again.

      The thought that this could be the end made my guts clench. I didn’t know how to fight a minion of the underworld, but I’d try. According to legends, humans had done it for ages.

      Venom didn’t take anything from the closet, but he could use magic. I assumed, as sheriff, he was allowed more leeway than most.

      He didn’t go to the front door, but it would be watched. Creeping into the living room, he approached the window closest to the back of the house and lifted it.

      “I’m out first,” he said softly. “Stay here?”

      I shook my head and held up the knife. “This is much sharper than plastic. And I’m going with you.”

      He gave me a quick kiss. “I love you. If you sense danger, I want you to run.”

      “Only if you’re beside me.” I couldn’t let him remain behind to fight while I fled.

      His growl rumbled in his chest, but he nodded.

      Hitching a leg over the windowsill, he carefully slid outside, landing lightly in the flowerbed below, crouching.

      I climbed onto the sill and when he held out his arms, I dropped into them.

      He lowered me to the ground and placed me behind him.

      A soft sound rang out from the front of the house.

      Venom bolted in that direction.
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      I roared around the side of the house, my claws at full length, determined to gut the threat, only to come to an abrupt halt just beyond the corner.

      Gunner and Max stood beneath a tree growing on the roadside of the sidewalk, their long swords glinting in the moonlight. Standing guard?

      A sound from the roof sent me spinning, and I spied three gargoyles perched on different ends, each pointing in a different direction. They also held long blades.

      “There you are,” Annalisa said, striding over to me and Ali. Darrow and Paige followed her.

      Darrow was a gorgon. His eyes simmered with a light teal, telling me he was prepared to turn any threat to stone. Thankfully, he’d get a good look at someone before he activated his gaze or I’d be frozen, gaping at them striding across my lawn.

      “We’re here to do what we can,” Annalisa said. She nudged her head toward Darrow. “He’s setting up a force field around your house with my help. Anyone with bad intentions who crosses the barrier will be turned to stone.”

      “Whoa,” Ali said. “Literally to stone?”

      Paige nodded to Ali. “Literally to stone. He’s like Medusa, only much cuter.”

      Darrow shook his head, grinning at Paige. “Annalisa’s the true gem in this equation. She’s casting a spell that will embed my gorgon skill, deploying it only on someone who crosses the dome-like barrier with bad intentions. Everyone else will be completely safe.”

      Goreg flew down and landed on the lawn beside us, folding his wings against his back. “We’re here to provide reconnaissance, though we’ll gladly croak if you have need.”

      “Croak?” Ali asked.

      Annalisa’s grin widened. “Croaking is a gargoyle way of giving Venom a little . . . boost if he’s having issues.”

      I growled, though I wasn’t truly angry. “I don’t need anything like that.”

      Goreg smirked. “Sure, the little blue pill might work almost as well.”

      “Oh.” Ali slapped her hand over her mouth, speaking around her fingers. “I get it. Ha ha. No problem there.”

      I snorted. Thanks, babe.

      “We were just finishing up,” Annalisa said. “We’ll get out of your way and . . . leave you to it.” Her gaze traveled to Murtik, one of the gargoyles perched on the roof. They’d recently become engaged, and I was happy for her. Not so much at first, since Murtik tended to play the field more than he should, but he’d settled down with Annalisa and was as devoted to her as I was to Ali.

      Murtik croaked. Goreg’s other brother, Escudek, groaned.

      Annalisa snickered. “What do you say, Darrow? Should we finish this up and get out of here?”

      He slapped my arm. “If someone’s caught in our trap, just place them at the end of the drive and we’ll come by and cart them away. Would you prefer they remain frozen for an indefinite time, or should I thaw them out every now and then to see if they’ll repent?”

      “I’ll deal with anyone,” I said. “I’m not useless.”

      He lifted his eyebrows, and his thick bands of snakelike hair flared out. “I keep forgetting you’re a demon.” Turning, he strode toward the sidewalk with Annalisa and Paige.

      “Why?” I called out to him.

      He pivoted and grinned. “Because you’re squishy inside.”
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      We went back inside and checked on Bre, finding her still asleep with Buttercup on guard.

      “I’m grateful we have her,” I said. “Your friends too.”

      His arms went around me from behind. “Our friends are right. I’m only recently seeing this. I’ve been . . . cranky with them.”

      “Noooo,” I said with a grin, turning to face him. “Not my sweet Venom.”

      He snorted and tugged me out into the hall, partly shutting Bre’s door.

      “I’m not sweet.” He backed me against the wall.

      “Sure you are. I bet the entire community would agree. Look at what Darrow just said.”

      “How can I be sheriff if I’m squishy?”

      “I imagine that squishiness makes you a better sheriff. Tell me about all the times you arrested someone who was doing something kind for someone else, though it wasn’t exactly legal.”

      “Never.”

      “And tell me how many times you intervened and maybe, just maybe, crossed the line a bit to help someone in need.”

      He growled. “Almost daily.”

      I grinned. “See? Sweet. Just the way I like it. I love this about you, Venom, that you’re kind.”

      “I’m a demon.”

      “A nice one.”

      “There’s no such thing.”

      I nuzzled his chest. “There is now.”

      He swept me up and carried me to the bedroom. “I’ll show you sweet.”

      “Would you please?”

      Inside the bedroom, he lowered me to my feet and gently tugged my sundress over my head, laying it carefully on a chair.

      He shredded through his pants with his claws.

      “You must need to go shopping a lot,” I said. “Why not just remove them?”

      “Because I’m desperate for you, love. Desperate.”

      I stepped into his embrace, wrapping my fingers around his rock-hard cock. “I’m desperate for you too.”
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      I lusted after Ali with a single-minded intensity.

      Lifting her, I laid her on the bed.

      I kissed her, teasing her tongue with mine. While I enjoyed taking her fast, I wanted to savor each moment. My craving for more intensified, and when I stroked between her legs, slipping my finger along her slit, she shuddered in pleasure and bucked into me.

      “I love it when you do that,” she whispered hoarsely. She stared up at me with a hint of vulnerability on her face.

      “You're gorgeous,” I said, but I could tell she wasn’t seeking compliments about her appearance. She wanted this moment to be special.

      “Tell me if something feels good or if it doesn't," I murmured as I continued to tease through her folds.

      "I will," she replied, her voice full of passion. "You do the same."

      “This moment is for you.” I kissed her deeply, my fingers dancing across her clit as our tongues intertwined. My mouth shifted to her jaw, then to the curve of her neck. I nipped gently at her earlobe and teased it with my tongue before cupping one of her breasts in my hand; I ran a claw over its peak, and she quivered beneath me.

      “Venom, make this good, okay?” she said.

      "Of course.” Nothing else would satisfy me more than pleasing her. “Like this?” I sucked on one of her nipples while dragging my tongue lazily around it.

      Her eyes slipped shut, and a deep moan rumbled through her chest. “Yes, just like that,” she breathed. The scent of her arousal filled the air and urged me on even further. My erection throbbed, desperate to be buried inside her.

      Kissing down the length of her belly, I murmured words of approval and encouragement as she wriggled beneath me in anticipation. A beast had awakened within me, eager to be let loose.

      I kissed a line up her stomach to the valley between her breasts. She loved it when I nipped there. She gasped. I traced my claws across her nipple, circling it until it puckered and tightened beneath my touch. My tongue flicked out and teased the skin below her belly button.

      The smell of her arousal grew stronger. I slid down the bed and parted her thighs.

      Her legs moved restlessly against me. A small mew escaped her mouth; she wanted this too.

      I gave two hot kisses on her inner thighs that made her shiver and clench against my head with need. Then my tongue found its target and lapped at the sweetest honey ever, savoring every drop.

      She writhed beneath me like a cat. Her hands curled around my horns, squeezing gently, then tighter, needing something to hold on to. I slid my tongue inside her, and she moaned. I wanted to drive all her fear and worry from her mind, to give her this moment of pure joy and love. She meant everything to me, and I was so grateful we’d found each other again.

      While pressing deeper inside her, I stroked her clit. She trembled and clung to my horns, stroking them.

      Heat flashed to my groin. I’d claim her fully soon, but I wanted to give her this; I wanted to show how much she meant to me.

      I glided my fingers inside her while loving her clit with my tongue, humming to give her more pleasure.

      “Venom. Yes . . .” Her words dissolved in a moan.

      Her body tensed as one wave crested after another; each surge rolled higher than the last until she succumbed with a final shudder.

      A smile rose on my lips as I gently licked at her tender skin before moving up to kiss her.

      I studied her languid expression. Could she take more?

      “Would you like to fly, my love?” I asked.
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      “Fly? You don’t have wings,” I said. Truly, how could I find the oomph to speak? His love for me had come through with each gesture. It sunk into me like a long hug or a favorite song I’d never forget.

      But after that, I wasn’t sure I had the energy to do much more than lie on the bed.

      “Let me check on Bre again and make sure our friends are finished outside,” he said. “And then I’ll explain.”

      “You’ve got a hard-on,” I said as he slipped from the bed.

      “Hence wanting to take you flying.” He shot me a grin before leaving the room. When he returned, he got down on his knees beside the bed and held out his hand. “Fly with me?”

      I scooted over to the edge and leapt into his arms. “Whenever you want.”

      He stood with me in his arms and strode through the small house to the back door. When he stepped outside, he stopped on the top of the steps.

      “We’re outside naked,” I said.

      “Good thing I have a fence.”

      “We’re going to fly around your backyard?”

      “Did you know I can do some limited magic?” he asked.

      “You mentioned something like that.”

      “First, I’ll make us invisible.”

      My skin tingled, but when I looked down, I didn’t see anything different . . .

      . . . Except I was suspended in the air and Venom had disappeared.

      “Whoa,” I said.

      His arms tightened around me. “You can’t see me, but I can see you. No one can see either of us.”

      “This is cool, but how does it relate to flying?”

      “Like this.” He jumped into the air, and kept going, soaring up over his house.

      “You don’t have wings!” I clung to his shoulders as the ground dropped away below us.

      “It’s magic, mate.”

      At first, it was hard to relax. But when he suspended me in front of him, and his fingers teased down my belly and eased between my legs, I put my trust in his love. He’d never do anything that would hurt me.

      Everything I’d done before; each decision and thought, had driven me to Venom. There would never be anyone else for me but him.

      His fingers slid between my legs. I shifted them wide, hitching them around his waist, clinging with my heels on his ass.

      He pressed his fingers deeper. It was so odd and exhilarating to have someone love me when I couldn’t see them. Finding my clit, he ran his claw across it, over and over.

      This guy knew exactly what drove me wild. I bit my lips together, holding back my cry of joy.

      “You can moan and shriek if you want,” he said. “I’ve blocked sound too.”

      “I love your special powers.”

      “They’re solely yours tonight, my mate.”

      Twisting us around to the point I almost got dizzy; he continued to pump his fingers inside me, to stroke my clit. I dripped for him, and I couldn’t wait for him to surge deeply within me.

      Growling in my ear, he bit down on the lobe.

      I moaned, the sound echoing around us.

      As he drove his fingers deeper, I pushed against him, whimpering.

      My lips parted, and I panted his name. “More, Venom. More!”

      I pushed my hips forward, grinding against his hand.

      I cupped his cock, gliding my hand up and down, pleasuring him while he did the same to me.

      When he pulled his fingers from me, my body made a sucking, greedy sound.

      With a groan, he centered his cock at my core and thrust deeply within me.

      I wanted him, needed him. I’d fall apart if he didn’t see this through.

      He took us higher, soaring almost as high as the clouds, then spiraled down, twisting as he thrust into me. I’d never experienced anything like this, and I sensed I might never again.

      No, I would, because I was with the love of my life, a guy who had a fantastic sense of adventure.

      He grunted as he braced my hips, driving himself into me. Leaning forward, he nibbled on my shoulder, biting down with his fangs almost hard enough to break the skin.

      Pulling out, he pushed himself back inside. Slow and easy, he set a pace that brought me closer to falling apart.

      “More, Venom,” I hissed. “Give me more.”

      While one arm remained around me, supporting me, he palmed my breast, teasing the nipple. Flames burst through me as heat shot to my core.

      His spur dragged across my clit, making it throb and ache.

      When he tugged on my nipple, I cried out. It felt so good.

      He nibbled along my jaw, his hips pistoning, driving his cock in and out.

      His spur continued to stroke my clit as he moved, and I wasn’t sure I could hold back much longer.

      He leveled us off, and we soared just above the trees, floating in a cloud of bliss.

      “Love,” he said. “Come for me. I’m greedy, and I need to feel your body sucking on my cock.” He slowed his pace, taking exquisite care with his thrusts. My mind spiraled as my need grew to a fever pitch.

      Turned feral, I snarled.

      He chuckled. “Do you need this?” Bracing my hips, he went faster, driving himself into me while I rode him just as hard. His spur teased my clit, keeping me on edge.

      “Fuck me hard,” I cried. I was going slowly out of my mind.

      He grunted and his fingers dug into my hip. Pulling out, he slammed into me, carrying me with him up toward the stars.

      Holding me in place, he yanked himself back and shoved forward again, pumping so fast, I couldn’t keep up. But I cried out at the pleasure. Screamed loud enough to wake the dead. There was no stopping us now.

      He bucked against me, satisfying my need along with his own. I met his thrusts, taking him as deep as I could. I wanted everything he had to give.

      The peak called to me, and I let it carry me to the top.

      “Take me,” I cried.

      Heeding my call, he moved within me faster. How he was able to control our flight, I couldn’t fathom, but I was too far gone to worry about it now. Moaning, I clung to his arms.

      As an orgasm roared through me, I cried out. Love for him overwhelmed me. This was what I’d lost years ago.

      This was what I’d found once more.

      I pressed my face against his chest and bit down on his skin.

      With a groan, he spilled himself inside me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 32

          

          

        

    

    







            Venom

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We spent the next two days hanging around the house.

      “Daddy, skip with me,” Bre said, grabbing my hand and tugging me up off the sofa where I was watching a movie with Ali.

      I dutifully got up, taking in my mate’s smile, and followed my daughter to the hall where we proceeded to skip up and down about fifteen times with Buttercup racing after us, howling.

      “Now a tea party, Daddy,” Bre said, still holding my hand. She gazed up at me with so much adoration, I wanted to rip my heart out and hand it to her.

      “Where this time?” I asked. While it could get monotonous hanging around, we were waiting for Raze to return from the ogre kingdom with a possible solution to our demon problem. Annalisa had stopped by the day before and told us Raze thought the ogre wizards might have ideas.

      I’d taken this time to bond with my daughter. I wouldn’t trade that for anything.

      “In the backyard,” Bre said. “You get tea.” She raced into her bedroom and flopped on the bed. Buttercup trotted after her and leapt onto the bed as well, settling along my daughter’s side. As I left her to go to the kitchen, she called out. “And lotsa cookies!”

      “Would you like some help?” Ali asked, moving in behind me while I stood at the counter and taking a package of cookies out of the cupboard. Her fingers teased across my ass. “I love how you get down on the floor and drink the tea she serves.”

      “I’ve got it. You relax.” I turned and tugged her into my arms, giving her a kiss. I’d made love to her as often as I could since we’d found each other again. As soon as I was sure we were safe, I was going to ask her to marry me. Demons didn’t marry, of course, though some mated. But humans did, and I suspected it would make her happy. We’d only briefly discussed this in the past, but we were stolen from each other before I could ask.

      “Mommy tea party too,” Bre called from the bedroom. “Tea for all.”

      “Her wish is my command,” I said with a grin.

      Ali’s smile joined with mine. “She loves you, and you’re good with her.”

      “She’s the best.”

      “Daddy, Mommy, come on,” Bre said from the other side of the island. She rode Buttercup, whose tongue lolled. The hound kept turning to lick Bre’s leg, making her giggle.

      Today, our daughter wore her “princess gown”, which was actually a ruffled nightie.

      I placed the cookies and water on a tray to carry outside. We didn’t serve real tea, but Bre was okay with that.

      With her directing Buttercup, who knew exactly what Bre wanted, we followed her outside and over to the small table set up on the lawn.

      In no time, she’d service “tea” and a cookie for each of us, and we were savoring our drinks.

      Until a pop rang out and my brother stood in the backyard, a slimy grin on his face.

      Why wasn’t the spell my friends cast on our property working?

      Buttercup rose and bounded toward him, snarling, but he flicked his finger her way, freezing her in place.

      I roared to my feet, knocking my chair backward, and shot magic his way, flinging him against the fence.

      But when I went to lift and immobilize him, a filmy yellow wall sprung up between us, deflecting my magic.

      As he advanced toward us, the wall moved with him, and his slick smile grew. “Brother. Sister.” His gaze fell on Bre. “And sweet little niece. Why wasn’t I invited to the party?”

      A growl rumbled through me, and I flung myself at him, passing through the wall. Something happened to my senses when I did, however. I impacted Horicus but instead of knocking him to the ground, I bounced off.

      “Now, now,” he said. “Is that the way to greet your twin? Why don’t we sit down and have some tea and cookies together and talk about this in a reasonable manner? I just want a chance to get to know your lovely family.”

      He grabbed the front of my shirt and held me up at his side as he strode over to the small table.

      “Introduce me, would you?” he asked. “I’m afraid we didn’t have time for proper introductions the other day.”

      I broke through his spell and kicked, impacting his belly.

      He turned a scowl my way. “Do I need to send you someplace where you can think about all the fun I could be having here while you’re trapped someplace else?” A flick of his hand, and I was once more immobilized.

      Where had he gotten the power to do this?

      If I could kill him, I would. No one threatened those I loved.

      He tossed me into my seat and snakes appeared, binding my wrists and ankles to the chair. Another wrapped around my mouth to keep me from speaking.

      “Venom,” Ali cried, rising.

      “Sit, sister,” Horicus said, and she slammed back down into her seat.

      Bre looked up at him, but I didn’t see a bit of fear on her face. No, I only saw anger.

      “Mean man,” she said. “Go away.”

      Horicus chuckled and dropped into the remaining chair. “But I just got here, little one. Surely you want to include your Uncle Horicus in the tea party?”

      “Go,” she said. She pointed her finger at him, and he burst into flames.

      The moment it happened, the bindings holding me and Ali in place disappeared.

      A pop, and Horicus disappeared as well. Gone back to the underworld where he belonged, I hoped, though I doubted it.

      “Come, Buttercup,” Bre called out. Another flick of her finger, and the hellhound unfroze.

      The hellhound snarled and looked around before coming over to lick Bre’s cheek.

      “Silly doggie,” Bre said. Her laughter faded. “Mean man gone.” She lifted the teapot. “More tea, Mommy and Daddy?”
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      We finished the tea party. Or Venom and Bre did. I sat in my chair, stunned.

      I’d thought the only characteristic Bre inherited from Venom were her horns, hair color, and that occasional red glow in her eyes. Instead, there was more of him inside her than either of us had suspected.

      From the heavy look he sent me, he wanted to discuss this but not while she was present.

      We took everything inside, and while Bre skipped into her bedroom to play with her dolls, Buttercup hot on her heels, we aimed for the kitchen.

      “Well, that was something else,” I said, leaning against the counter.

      “Did you know she could do anything like that?” If I knew my demon lover, he was stunned about what Bre had done and upset with himself for not being able to banish his brother.

      I shook my head. “If she’s done anything magical, I haven’t seen it.”

      “Maybe her powers are just beginning to manifest. She was upset with Horicus and that could’ve brought it on. She may not use her power again for years.”

      “I assume she’ll need training,” I said.

      “I’ll take care of it. The most important thing will be making her understand that she’s not supposed to use it except in times of great need, and that there are rules about what she can do related to the treaty.”

      “Today was a time of great need.” A shiver tracked through me at the thought of what might’ve happened. “He toyed with us like puppets.”

      “He got past my magic, Annalisa’s magic,” Venom growled. His eyes wouldn’t meet mine. “I’m sorry.”

      I stepped close and wrapped my arms around him. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I should’ve been able to stop him. Whenever we’ve battled in the past, I easily defeated him. He’s gotten more powerful.”

      “Practice?”

      He shrugged.

      “He’s breached your wards,” I said. “Which means we’re not safe here any longer.”

      “That’s why we’re going to run.”

      I gulped. “Run where?” I couldn’t imagine where his brother wouldn’t find us.

      “We’ll have to go to—”

      Someone knocked on the front door.

      Buttercup woofed but remained with Bre.

      I shivered, wrapping my arms around my waist as Venom strode to the door. What could a woman do against monsters this powerful? I felt defenseless, impotent. And angry.

      I’d sent Horicus away once, and I could do so again. I just needed to keep my wits about me and look for a way. Assuming he reappeared again. Bre might’ve scared him off forever.

      If only it were that easy.

      What did he want? The first time, he played with our minds to break up me and Venom. Was that still the goal?

      Venom opened the door.

      Annalisa stepped inside. “I felt the breach the moment it happened and came right over.” Her concerned gaze met mine. “Are the three of you okay?”

      I nodded and rounded the island, joining them in the living room.

      We sat and explained what had happened.

      “So Bre’s got more demon in her than just her horns, eh?” Annalisa said with a chuckle.

      “I’m going after Horicus,” Venom said. “I thought of running, hiding, but I just can’t do that.” His gaze sought mine, looking for understanding. “If I end this, we won’t need to live in fear any longer.”

      The strain from protecting us was wearing him out. I snuggled against his side, wishing I could offer him more than just me as comfort.

      “I don’t believe you’ll need to do that,” Annalisa said, her smile holding. “Raze has returned from the ogre kingdom, and I assume he’s brought a solution with him.”
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      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Ali asked my mother, twisting her hands together.

      We’d called her, explained the situation, and asked her to stay with Bre and Buttercup while we went into town for the big meeting Annalisa was gathering.

      “I wish I’d been able to handle things like I said,” Mother told us after she arrived. “But your father has put up blocks, and I wasn’t able to slip into the underworld. I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you for trying,” Ali said.

      “As for tonight, I can’t wait to spend time with my granddaughter.” Mother’s Glinda the Good Witch dress swished across her ruby slippers. She enjoyed dressing up as much as Bre, which was probably where my daughter got her love of fancy clothing. “Do you think she’d like to do some work on the backyard?” Her stern gaze fell on me. “You haven’t planted flowers. And the fence is so stark. You don’t mind if I do a few things while you’re gone, do you?”

      I’d already explained to Ali that my brother wouldn’t dare poke his head in this direction with my mother here. She could handle him even better than Bre.

      “You’re welcome to do whatever you want in the backyard,” I said. “I’ll be curious to hear if Bre has your magical earth touch.”

      “What exactly are you going to do?” Ali asked.

      “I love to garden,” Mother said with a laugh. “I can’t wait to transform the backyard into something truly spectacular. Bre? Oh, Bre?” she called out gaily.

      Our daughter came from the bedroom, Buttercup trotting behind her.

      “Grammie,” she said when she saw Mother. She skipped over and gave my mother a hug.

      Ali’s eyes widened, but she should’ve known every child on the planet adored my mother.

      “There you are, sweetie,” Mother said, stooping down to kiss Bre on the forehead. “Would you like to help me with a little project?”

      “Yup,” Bre said. She tugged Buttercup forward by the scruff of her neck. “Can Buttercup play too?”

      “Of course,” Mother said.

      “Can I have a dress like yours?” Bre asked, leaning against my mother’s leg.

      “Your wish is my command.” A flick of Mother’s finger and Bre was dressed in an identical manner.

      She swished the skirt and twirled around. “Yay. I’m a princess!”

      “That you are,” my mother said, winking at Ali. “And you’re a queen.”

      “Of the gardens?” Ali asked, smiling my way. I was grateful to see her relaxing about this. We could trust my mother to keep Bre safe while we were gone. Just as wonderful, we knew they’d have fun.

      “Queen of the Underworld, of course,” my mother said. “If Venom ever chooses to take the crown.”

      “I thought your father was a minion,” Ali said, frowning up at me.

      “He is. Mother, you know I’m not in line to rule.”

      My mother huffed. “You never know what might happen.”

      “I’d much rather follow in your footsteps,” I said.

      “Now that would be interesting,” Mother said. “A demon as Father Earth.”

      Weirder things had happened.
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      We left Bre in her grandmother’s care and drove to the community center where this had all started. If I’d stayed away, would we be any safer? I suspected Horicus would’ve discovered Bre existed—he didn’t care about me—and he would’ve come for my daughter. I wouldn’t have been able to protect her.

      Venom parked in the lot full of cars and turned off the engine. He stared forward, not saying anything, his jawline chiseled from granite.

      “What do you think Raze will suggest?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “There isn’t much anyone can do to neutralize a demon like my brother. He’s my father’s favorite, and he has the protection of the underworld.”

      “There must be something we can do that’ll make a difference.”

      “I’m willing to listen, but I assume I’ll have to find you and Bre a safe place and go after him.”

      Chills shot through me. “Could you kill your brother?” I didn’t even want to think about Horicus harming Venom. What I’d seen in the backyard frightened me. He’d been able to disarm my big, powerful demon. Unchecked, he’d do more.

      “I’ll have to.”

      There had to be another way.

      “Let’s go inside and see what Annalisa and Raze have to say,” I said.

      “You could stay with my mother. My brother wouldn’t dare approach her.”

      “It sounds like a wonderful solution, but I want you safe too.”

      “I’m never safe as long as he hunts me.”

      “I assume he wants to take our daughter to the underworld. He must’ve seen she had power, and he wants to use it like he would’ve used you.”

      Venom growled. “Never.”

      “We’ve reached an impasse. We need a permanent solution that keeps you with us.”

      He jerked out a nod. “That’s the only reason I’m willing to come here tonight to listen. I have hope they can help us. Help you and Bre, anyway.”

      “You too.”

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure many in town care what happens to me. They could elect someone new—and less grumpy—to serve as sheriff.”

      “They love you.”

      His snort rang out. “I doubt that.”

      “Then why did your orc, ogre, and gargoyle friends come over to help?”

      “Annalisa talked them into it.”

      “They were there for you, Venom. Nothing you say will convince me otherwise.” I held my hand out to him. “Come with me and listen to what they have to say?”

      “I already said I would.”

      “No, I truly want you to listen and not only to their words. Listen to what this community wants to offer you, their demon friend.”

      He was silent for a long moment before he sighed. “Do you really think they like me?” The vulnerability in his voice stabbed through me. They’d better like him.

      “How can they do anything less?”

      He cupped my face, taking care with his claws. “I love you. I love that you think everyone will support me.”

      “They wouldn’t have called this meeting if they didn’t support you.”

      He shrugged.

      Holding hands, we went inside, finding the place crowded.

      “Up here,” Grannie Vi called. She stood on a small platform with Uncle Bub, both of them leaning on their canes. “To the head of the room, Sheriff Venom!”

      We made our way past our friends.

      “We’ve got ‘ya,” someone cried out.

      “We’re not letting them hurt you!” another person said.

      My heart swelled with excitement. We’d find a solution, and then we could get back to enjoying our lives together.

      We stepped onto the platform and Grannie Vi hobbled over to Venom, throwing her arms around him.

      “You looked like you needed a hug there, big fella, and I’m a hugging person.”

      Bub tapped Venom’s arm with his cane. “Need a second?”

      Venom snorted, his surprised gaze meeting mine. “Maybe.”

      “Well, there you go,” Bub said, wrapping his arms around Venom’s waist and lifting him off the floor to the hoots of the crowd.

      Once Bub had put him down, Grannie waved to the two metal folding chairs on the platform. “Have a seat, and we’ll get started.”

      As we sat, she and Bub walked to the dance floor and the mic used for karaoke.

      “Testing, testing,” she said, and the mic shrieked.

      Everyone covered their ears and laughter rang out.

      “Guess it works,” she said sheepishly. “Let’s get started, shall we? Welcome, Sheriff Venom and Ali. We’ve gathered here tonight to help you defeat your brother and make sure you, Ali, and your sweet little darling daughter are safe forever. I’ll hand this over to Annalisa, who will take it from here.”

      She and Bub meandered over to two empty chairs and sat while Annalisa and her gargoyle fiancé, Murtik, strode over to the mic.

      “Let’s go through the background for anyone who’s not up to speed,” Annalisa said. “Our dear sheriff, who’s been so supportive and kind to our community—”

      Venom cleared his throat, and his face darkened.

      I squeezed his hand, grinning at him.

      “He’s run into some trouble,” she said. “That’s why we’re here tonight, to see what we can do to pay him back for all he’s done for us.”

      “Here, here,” Bub said.

      “So true,” Vi added.

      “Venom and Ali are under attack, and we won’t stand for it,” Annalisa said.

      “We tried a protection spell,” Murtik said. “My brothers and I, plus members of our orc and ogre communities worked together to encase his home in a protective dome, and that should’ve kept his brother out, but it didn’t.”

      “That was the extent of my security magic,” Annalisa said. “As Venom and Ali know, I sent my son, Raze, to the ogre kingdom to see if any of our elders had something new they could offer. Raze has returned.”

      He stood, towering over the seated community, and strode to the mic.

      “I’ll let him take it from here,” Annalisa said, patting her son’s arm. She and Murtik returned to their seats.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Raze said, and a few gasps rang out. “I wasn’t able to bring back a spell that could defeat a demon.”

      Venom stormed to his feet. “Then I’ll kill him.”
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      I knew this was a waste of time. Why had I come here?

      “Not so fast,” Raze told me. “You could die in the attempt, and this impacts all of us.”

      Not really. Only my family was being threatened.

      “I need to handle this alone,” I said. “I won’t allow anyone to endanger themselves. Demons are tricky. While I appreciate your willingness to help, I’ll challenge him and end it.”

      “And what if he ends you instead?” Raze asked. “This isn’t about us losing our sheriff, though you’ve done an amazing job keeping order here in town. This is about losing you, our friend.”

      Stunned, I could only stare at him. I scanned the crowd, and everyone was nodding.

      “Why?” I asked, my voice coming out as gutted as my belly.

      “Like he said, you’re our friend,” Max called out. “Jeez, Venom, don’t you know that by now?”

      “I police you. I snarl, and I’m grumpy, and I’m not as kind as I should be.”

      “You protected me from my brother,” Kate called out. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten that. You held him in the jail until Tylik could hide me, and then you made sure my case was handled by the best judge.” Her voice broke. “I don’t know where I’d be without your help.”

      “You stood back and let Darrow handle the guys who were determined to take me back and make me marry a creep,” Luna said, rising. “I’ll never forget how you helped me.”

      “Or me,” Seyla said, standing. “You stopped us mid-flight and chewed me and Vrok out for wanting to end our mating bond.”

      “You still went through with that stupid ceremony,” I said with a frown. “You ended a precious mating!”

      Vrok stood, putting his arm around Seyla. “You made us think, and it wasn’t long after that we realized we were meant to be together. You care, Venom. Don’t you see? That’s why we’re all friends.”

      “And let’s not forget when you made my ex leave me alone at the restaurant,” Elisa said. “He threatened me and Raze. And then, when you stopped our vehicle and Harris was . . . indisposed and lying on the car’s roof racks—”

      “Turned to stone by a medusa,” I snarled.

      “Hey, gorgon. Gorgon,” Darrow said with a chuckle.

      “I know the difference,” I said.

      “And yet you still keep calling me a medusa.” Darrow’s laugh told me he wasn’t irritated one bit.

      I felt like I was losing control of the conversation. Everyone kept piling on praise I didn’t deserve.

      “You do deserve praise,” Ali said softly, reading my mind.

      This was why I had such a hard time keeping order in this town. They liked me despite my snarly ways.

      “Don’t you see?” she said. “They love you as much as I love you.”

      “But they don’t fear me,” I growled.

      “Why should they? You’re a good person.”

      “The best,” someone shouted.

      “I’d like to mention another time,” Violet said. “Remember when you stopped by after Goreg fell off the roof—”

      Goreg grunted. “I didn’t exactly fall.”

      She shot him a scowl, though her lips trembled with humor. “You did. It just about gave me a heart attack.”

      “I was in stone form,” he grumbled, encircling her back with his wing. “It’s nearly impossible to harm a statue.”

      “I was worried. Your brothers weren’t around to reassure me.”

      “Or tease you about it,” he said with a laugh.

      “But Sheriff Venom happened to hear my cry of distress,” she said. “And he stomped into the backyard and looked you over. He told me I didn’t need to worry. He patted my arm and stayed with me until you returned to your usual form.”

      “I appreciate that, Venom,” Goreg said, his intent gaze meeting mine. “You were there for Violet, and there’s no paying that back, though I’m going to try.”

      “See?” Ali whispered. “Why would you want them to fear you?”

      “Because . . .” I couldn’t find a reason.

      Rising, she put her arms around me and spoke near my ear. “I told you. You’re a big old softie, and I love you even more because of it. Demons don’t always have to be growly.”

      Maybe I did like that they weren’t afraid of me, that they knew they could trust me, that they came to me when they were in need.

      Huh.

      It looked like I was part of this community after all.
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      I could tell when it hit Venom that he was an integral part of the community, that he was as welcome here as anyone else.

      And I could tell by the shimmer in his eyes that he was grateful.

      Sitting, I held his hand. My own eyes kept blurring with tears. These people barely knew me, but they were still willing to do all they could to protect me.

      “What would you have me do?” Venom asked the crowd.

      “Let’s avoid killing if we can,” Annalisa said with a smile. “I’m sure we can come up with a solution together.”

      “We’re not giving up.” Storm, a wolf shifter, stood, his hand on his wife, Paige’s shoulder. “I’ll call the packs. They’ll help us provide protection.” He nodded our way. “Wolves aren’t afraid of demons.”

      “He’ll rip them apart,” Venom whispered for my ears alone.

      “I think we, as a community, can come up with something that might work, a permanent solution,” Raze said. “I’m asking all of you to throw out suggestions. Let’s brainstorm, here. Storm, I appreciate your offer from the packs. I’ll note that.” He pulled a pad of paper and pen and started writing.

      “What if we put a huge protective shield over the entire town?” Chastity asked. She held her daughter, Sydnee, on her hip, bouncing the little girl who obviously wanted to get down. She was crawling everywhere and had taken her first few steps, much to the community’s delight. “Something that could protect all of us. None of us need to deal with an evil demon who looks just like our sheriff.”

      “That’s something to be concerned about in general,” Max said. “What’s stopping him from pretending to be you and doing something horrible?”

      “Would he do that?” I asked Venom.

      He shrugged. “Only if it benefitted him.”

      “Do we have a solid reason as to why he’s pursuing you?” Tylik asked. “If we have a motive, it might help us come up with a solution.”

      “He divided me and Ali four years ago,” Venom said. He explained how his brother had fooled both of us. “I think he wants revenge. He wanted me to ally with him in the underworld, to combine our power so we could rule, though I’m sure I wouldn’t have lasted long after he’d taken what he needed from me.”

      “And our daughter.” I pinched my eyes shut and sucked in a breath. “Our daughter is displaying some power of her own. We think he might try to use her since Venom won’t cooperate.”

      “Shit, no,” Storm said. “He’s not getting her.” His cry was echoed throughout the room.

      “How far is he willing to go to achieve his goal?” Raze asked, his voice cutting through the fury.

      “He’ll do anything,” Venom said. “Even commit murder.”
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      Shouts broke out again.

      “Not happening,” Raze said through the mic, bringing everyone to silence once more. “So he wants to take you or your daughter. Maybe both.” His gaze scanned the crowd. “Any more ideas for how we can stop him?”

      Darrow stood. “I’ll turn him to stone. That’ll take care of it.”

      “Unfortunately, that won’t work for a demon,” I said. “Not for long, anyway. You might freeze him for a short time, but he’s powerful enough to break the bond you’d put on him, and he’d be pissed off after. I can’t let you risk yourself. He’ll come after you the second he’s free.”

      “I’ll still do it,” Darrow said, his voice full of steel. “I’m here to help you any way I can, and it’s a skill I can offer.”

      “As for a shield,” Raze said, nodding to Chastity, who’d sat next to Max. “Could something like that keep him out?”

      I shrugged. “I truly appreciate Annalisa’s effort, but it didn’t work with my house.”

      “Can we cast a spell on him that’ll take away his power or make him harmless?” Violet asked. “Is it possible to neutralize a demon?”

      We turned to Tylik and Annalisa, our experts in magic.

      Tylik shook his head. “I could ask my aunt. She might know of something, but elves don’t deal with demons. They’re forbidden from entering the fae realm, and after an incident many generations ago, they respect our wishes.”

      I’d love to know what happened back then. Maybe he’d share it with me one day. We could sit with a beer and chat and . . .

      I was stunned all over again, realizing Tylik would probably say sure if I asked him to sit and have a drink with me.

      We were friends, something I’d never had outside of my mother. My brother spent his time trying to consume or kill me, and as far as the other minions in the underworld, everyone wanted to rise as high as possible to control others. No one befriended another or asked for a favor.

      If I asked my friends for something, I knew right now that they’d do everything within their power to help.

      My eyes stung, and I wasn’t surprised to blink back tears.

      Fuck. I really was a softie inside.

      “Another option would be to create a permanent illusion,” Paige said. “Would he return to the underworld if he thought the three of you were dead?”

      “He would,” I said. “But the moment he arrived there; he’d see we weren’t because the spell wouldn’t continue that far. He’d return to Monsterville within seconds.”

      “There might be a way . . .” Annalisa said, rising from her chair and striding over to stand beside Raze. “I like the idea of neutralizing him. If he can’t use magic any longer, then he can’t cause you harm, correct?”

      “Not in a magical way,” I said.

      “He’d be able to kill us with his hands, though, wouldn’t he?” Ali said, her voice cratered. “He won’t stop, will he?”

      I hated seeing the discouragement on her face. She’d supported me, came here with me, and encouraged me to listen and trust our friends. Now she was the one with doubts.

      I tugged her from the chair and onto my lap, wrapping my arms around her. When I kissed her cheek, she sent me the sweetest smile. If only we could disappear and find someplace safe to live.

      And take our friends with us.

      “There’s a spell that might remove his power,” Annalisa said. “I’ll need permission from the fae realm to perform it because it would endanger the treaty. Explaining that this is a monster matter will help. No one wants a rampaging demon around.”

      “What spell, Mom?” Raze asked, his arm around Elisa.

      “What if Darrow freezes him long enough to call on the four elements?” she said. “Using them could dispense his power, and we could then banish him back to the underworld. Would his power be restored there?” she asked me.

      I shook my head. “If a demon’s power is stolen, he’s devoid of magic. There’s no replacing something like that.”

      “Could you summon him?” she asked.

      “Yes. He’s my twin. He can’t refuse my call.” That was how I was going to trap and kill him if I went after him alone.

      “Perfect, then,” Annalisa said with a smile. “We’ll need the entire town to do this spell. Tylik, will you convene with the elves and get permission to perform it?”

      “I’ll ask them if I can submit a plea.” He closed his eyes and pressed his palms together at chest-level. His soft murmur in elvish echoed around us.

      Raze shook his head. “Even if we get permission, the spell’s impossible to conduct. We’d need power from the Earth, and there’s no one who’ll grant something like that.”

      I raised my hand. “I think I know who can give you power from the earth.”

      Everyone frowned my way.

      “Ah,” Ali said with a laugh, leaning back in my embrace. “I know just who you plan to ask.”

      I cleared my throat. “Mother Nature will give us whatever we need.”
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      Once divided into four groups, each took an assignment. Venom and I only had to deliver his brother and talk his mother into helping.

      “Meet back here in an hour,” Annalisa said. “Once Tylik gets permission from the fae realm, we’ll do the spell. After Horicus’s power is dispersed, we’ll send him back to the underworld, and he’ll never have enough energy to travel here again.”

      “It will be wonderful to not worry about him any longer,” I told Venom as we walked out to his vehicle and climbed inside.

      “If the spell works,” he said. Turning in his seat, he cupped my face. “I love you no matter what.”

      “It’s going to work.” I had to trust it would. We couldn’t run forever. We couldn’t rely on Venom being hyperalert at all times to defend us either. Bre would grow up and want independence. She’d be vulnerable if she wasn’t with us. And we might have more children. They could also be born with power.

      He started the vehicle and pulled out onto Main Street.

      “What are the four elements?” I asked. “I assume the usual? Wind, water, fire, and soil?”

      “For this spell, they’ll need to be more unique. I didn’t hear what Annalisa assigned.”

      “How will your mother play a role?”

      “She’ll have to unite the elements and feed the power to Annalisa, Tylik, and Raze. None of them are powerful enough to handle the type of energy needed to cast this spell, but combined, they’ll be able to do it.”

      I was nervous but optimistic. “At least we have a plan.”

      He reached his house, and we gaped at the exterior covered with flowering vines. Tall trees stood like sentinels on either side of the walkway where there had been nothing but grass when we left.

      “The next time she babysits, let’s suggest they work on terrariums,” I said.

      He chuckled, and we got out, walking up to the front door.

      His mother opened the door and beamed at us both. “Back so soon? I just got her to sleep.”

      “We’ve got a favor to ask of you, Mother,” Venom said.

      We went inside and sat in the living room where Venom explained.

      “That Horicus is a pain in the butt?” she said, shaking her head. “I could speak to him, but I’m not confident he’ll listen. You know he’s your father’s pet, and he only listens to the whispers of the underworld, not those of life and love.” She sighed. “I hate that it’s come to this, but yes, I’ll help. An element spell just might do it.”

      “We’ll bring Bre with us,” I said. “We can’t leave her here with just Buttercup as guard.”

      “Yes, she needs to be with us where we can watch over her,” Boz’ga said. “Shall I pack a few things for her while you wake her up?”

      We rose and went to her bedroom, watching her sleep for a few minutes before I stooped down and gently shaking her.

      “Mommy,” she said, shooting me a sleepy smile. “Grammie and I made da backyard really pretty.”

      I could only imagine. Hopefully by tomorrow, we could go outside without fear and enjoy the new space they’d created.

      I explained in simple terms that she needed to go with us, but that she’d be able to go back to sleep soon.

      Sitting up, she rubbed her eyes. “Bad man again?”

      “Yes.” I wouldn’t lie to her.

      Hopefully, we’d be able to protect her forever.

      We packed an air mattress and some blankets, plus her favorite stuffies and went out to the car.

      “I’ll meet you there?” Boz’ga asked, scowling at the SUV. “I don’t like traveling in this form of transportation.”

      With Buttercup sticking her nose out the window, her tongue lolling, we drove back to the community center, finding it nearly empty.

      Venom blew up the air mattress with one puff, and we made a nice little bed on it for Buttercup and Bre. They settled there as our friends began to arrive.

      Soon, everyone had returned except Tylik.

      Annalisa worried her lower lip with her teeth. “I’m sure they’ll agree. They’re no more interested in endangering the treaty than us, but they won’t want Horicus continuing unchecked.” She looked around. “Do we have everything?”

      Goreg held up a velvet bag. “A gemstone straight from the gargoyle kingdom.”

      I’d heard they mined stones and crafted gorgeous jewelry.

      “Dragon fire,” Vrok said, stroking Merith, his dragonette riding on his shoulder. Merith tipped his head back and shot flames into the air to punctuate Vrok’s words.

      “Lava,” Max said, holding up a steel jar. He wore thick gloves to protect himself from the heat. “Let me tell you, it wasn’t easy obtaining this, but I’ve got an in with a dragon.”

      “Judge Yune collected it for us,” Chastity said. She took Sydnee over and laid her sleeping child on the air mattress. “Will you keep an eye on her too, Buttercup?”

      Buttercup woofed.

      “And Judge Yune has also contributed the last ingredient,” Raze said. “Dragon bone collected with permission from the dragon elders.” He held up a pure black bone the size of his finger.

      “Other than permission to perform the spell, then,” Annalisa said, “we’re ready.” She looked around at all our friends who’d come here to lend their support to our effort.

      Max and Chastity.

      Rylee and Gunner. Josh, their five-year-old son, rode on Gunner’s shoulder, yawning. I assumed he’d be sleeping with Bre on the air mattress soon.

      Goreg and Violet, Violet looking very pregnant.

      Storm was in wolf form, Luna stooped beside him, her arms around his neck.

      Darrow with his arms around Paige.

      Elisa and Raze.

      Nyxor with his colorful phoenix wings wrapped around his mate, Brooke.

      Kate wringing her hands while she waited for Tylik.

      And Vrok and Seyla. Seyla shot me a nervous smile, and I returned it, though I was sure mine must be grimmer than death.

      Everyone appeared so solemn. They worried we wouldn’t be given permission to do this or, if allowed, that it wouldn’t work.

      What would we unleash within Horicus if we failed? Venom’s brother would seek revenge, and he’d deliver it with a hand of steel. I doubted he’d challenge me directly, he wouldn’t quite dare, but he’d get even through me and my daughter.

      This was it. We’d either end this tonight or his brother would end us.

      Grannie Vi and Uncle Bub walked into the room. They stopped, leaning on their canes, squinting around.

      Boz’ga entered behind them. She laughed and flowers sprouted from the wooden floor around her feet.

      “Neat trick,” Grannie said. “You should teach me how to do it.”

      “I’d love to,” Boz’ga said. “Perhaps in exchange, I can stop by Monster Mingle for a match?”

      “Look us up,” Grannie said with a grin. “We’re right on Main Street.”

      The room remained silent, everyone watching the exchange.

      Grannie Vi lifted her cane and shook it in the air. “Why’s everyone so grim? Isn’t this supposed to be a spell-casting party?”
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      “Well said,” Uncle Bub said, patting Grannie’s arm. “Well said.” He strode out into the middle of the room, stopping beside Annalisa. “Here’s the thing. We’re going to trap that nasty dude, we’re going to cast the spell on him, and it’s going to work. I refuse to believe anything else. Got it?” His gaze met every one of ours. Holding his hand out to Grannie, he grunted. “We need to eliminate this threat because my dear love and I have a wedding to hold, and each and every one of you are going to attend. Got that too?”

      Laughter burst out, and as if the balloon of tension had been popped, we all relaxed.

      “Love the speech, Bub,” Tylik said, striding into the room. “Who wants to cast a spell?”

      “Permission?” Annalisa asked, sagging into Murtik’s arms.

      Escudek stood nearby with his mate, Tayla, snuggled against his side. She was Storm’s sister, and she’d also come tonight to support us.

      I still couldn’t believe everyone was not only willing, but eager to help us. They’d jumped in with both legs for Ali and Bre. I’d finally realized they were doing the same for me.

      “The fae realm has agreed,” Tylik said, bowing to Annalisa.

      Raze left Elisa and joined them, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s get this spell started, shall we? When we’re ready, we’ll give you a nod, Venom, and you can call Horicus. Once he’s here, Darrow will turn his stony gaze Horicus’s way.”

      “I can’t wait,” Darrow said grimly.

      “Then let’s get ready.” Annalisa enlisted Murtik’s help, and they dragged a table over to the center of the room. She placed a black cauldron in the middle and laid a basket full of ingredients beside it. “I’ll need silence, though me, Raze, and Tylik will need to speak as we cast the spell.”

      The two males joined her at the table and carefully removed all the ingredients from the basket, though they didn’t name what anything was.

      I recognized most of them.

      Stardust bane.

      Moonlight-picked eldenbire berries, glowing softly from the absorbed moonlight.

      A mortar and pestle.

      The feather from a revest phoenix. I nodded thanks to Nyxor, who’d broken the curse that came with his revest disorder.

      Mermaid scales.

      And the four Earth elements on the other side of the cauldron.

      Raze lifted the dragon bone and dropped it into the cauldron. When it hit the cast iron, a musical tone rang out.

      Eyes widened, but some of us already knew that dragon bones could craft an entire symphony, though they’d only do it for those who were pure enough to hear. Strange that I was one of them.

      Annalisa ground the eldenbire berries in the pestle and poured the glowing dust on top of the bone. A second melodic note joined the single hum of the bone.

      Tylik took a pinch of stardust bane and added it to the cauldron. Raze added three mermaid scales.

      And Annalisa dropped in the feather.

      Each item added another note to the low song drifting out of the cauldron, a melody that could lull a Cerberus or freeze a gorgon in its place.

      “Now the elements,” she said softly, nodding to Raze.

      He tugged on the gloves and removed the lid from the vat of lava, dumping it in. For a moment, the melody stopped. Then a low rumble rang out and music burst into the air, a thick, bone-jarring tune that set me on edge.

      “Quickly,” Annalisa said to Tylik, and he carefully lowered the sapphire gemstone into the vat.

      Bright blue smoke coiled out.

      “Fire,” Annalisa called out. “Now!”

      Vrok strode forward, Merith in his arms. He perched the dragonette on the edge of the cauldron, and Merith held on with his claws. He peered into the mix then released a stream of fire.

      His fire contained endless magic.

      The smoke turned pink, blasting up toward the ceiling.

      "Oh great and powerful fire, we summon thee to ignite this dragon bone,” Annalisa chanted.

      “Let it be a beacon of light, as we use the gemstone and lava in flight,” Raze said.

      “Bring forth your power with all its might to cast my spell into the night,” Tylik finished. “Become a conduit to remove a demon’s power.” He nodded to me.

      Closing my eyes, I called to my brother.
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      Horicus appeared and before he could finish peering around, let alone cackle, Darrow turned stony eyes his way. The teal beams hit Horicus, and he shuddered.

      He solidified, turning to stone.

      “Quickly,” Annalisa said. She snatched what was now a ruby from the pink pillar of smoke and strode over to Boz’ga. “Would you help us in this task, Mother Nature?”

      Boz’ga dipped her head forward. “I hate that my son has driven us to this, but I cannot allow him to harm Venom, Ali, or Bre.” She took the stone and strode over to Horicus. “Son, you were such a sweet little boy. What happened to turn you into something like this? Despite everything, however, I still love you. And it’s with that love in my heart that I do this.”

      She held the stone up in her cupped hand and chanted something I didn’t understand. Her hand snapped open, and the stone had turned green. Emerald?

      She lifted it over her head and nodded to Tylik, Raze, and Annalisa, who started chanting. Bright green smoke coiled around them. It snaked across the floor, drifted up past Horicus, and was sucked into the stone.

      With a whimper, Boz’ga pressed it against Horicus’s temple.

      His mouth cracked open, and he screamed.

      A pop, and he disappeared, leaving only foul-smelling smoke behind.

      Boz’ga sagged, and Venom ran forward to grab her.

      “I hate that I had to do it,” she said, looking up at him as he cradled her in his arms.

      “I understand, Mother.” He kissed her forehead.

      “It’s over,” Annalisa said. Her grin started small but grew until she almost lit up the room. “It’s over!” Murtik swept his arms around her and flew up to the ceiling, though that wasn’t far. When they dropped down to the floor, he kissed her.

      “Love you so much,” he said.

      Venom lowered his mother onto the mattress with the children and held out his arms to me.

      I rushed to him, and he swept me up, giving me a big kiss.

      “It’s over,” he said. “Our friends saved us.”

      “Not so fast,” someone said, and we turned. An older demon stood on the opposite side of the mattress, gazing down at Bre with what I could only call greed shining in his eyes. He held out his hand. “Come to me, granddaughter. I’ve lost the use of a son, but I’ll gladly train you, my powerful one, in his place.”

      When she stood and gave him her hand, her gaze dull, he tipped his head back and laughed.

      I tried to move, but my body felt frozen to the floor. A glance around showed he’d done something horrible to everyone, because other than wide, panic-filled eyes, none of our friends moved toward him.

      “Father, no,” Venom shouted. Even he appeared unable to rush his dad.

      “Fooled you, didn’t I?” his father said. “All this time, you thought it was your brother, when it was me directing his actions.” He looked down at Bre. “Time for your training, little child. I believe you’re going to enjoy this.”

      Buttercup leapt toward Venom’s father, but he held up his hand, and she turned to stone, landing with a solid thud on the floor.

      “When I delivered my sons to you at the tender age of five, Egomon, there were rules set in place,” Boz’ga said, rising off the mattress. “Yet, here you are, flagrantly disobeying them.”

      “Aw, Boz’ga, you know me.” Egomon grinned, revealing multiple rows of fangs. How had this guy contributed anything to my gorgeous Venom? “I do what I please.”

      “And in that, you’re wrong.” Boz’ga held her hand out to Bre. “Come, child. Leave that foul beast.”

      Bre shook her head as if scattering the spell Egomon cast. She looked up at him and snarled. A flick of her hand, and he turned to stone.

      A tap on his arm, and he disintegrated into dust.

      “’Nother bad man,” she said, skipping around the mattress to hug Boz’ga. Her hand swept out and all of us could suddenly move once more.

      I rushed over to her and held her, tear streaming down my cheeks. “You’re okay?”

      “I’m okay, Mommy.” She held her hand out to Venom. “Tell me ‘nother story, Daddy?”

      We needed to talk to her about magic, but how could I say anything now? When it came down to the end, it took the innocence of a child to save us.

      Venom stooped down and put his arms around both of us. He kissed Bre’s cheek, then gave me a kiss full of endless love.

      And that’s when I knew that coming to Monsterville had been the right decision.
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      “This collar’s too tight,” I snarled as I stood in front of a mirror peering at myself dressed in a stiff suit. “Why couldn’t Grannie Vi and Uncle Bub have a beach wedding? Then I could wear shorts and a shirt with pink palm trees plastered on it.”

      “You look amazing,” Ali said, coming up to hug me from behind. She looked around my side, smiling at her gorgeous reflection in the mirror.

      I turned and gathered her into my arms. “I’m a demon. You’re the amazing one here. Look at you.” She’d dressed in a floor-length pink gown that matched those of the other nine—yes, nine—bridesmaids for Grannie Vi and Uncle Bub’s wedding. The women who’d moved to Monsterville and found true love with monsters would stand with Vi. Their mates, including me, would stand with Bub.

      “Love you,” she said, hugging me.

      “Love you too.”

      “I’m ready!” Bre called out from the doorway. She wore a matching pink gown and would walk down the aisle ahead of everyone else as the flower girl. “We gotta go. Don’t wanna be late.”

      “You’re right.” I tapped Ali’s luscious ass. “Let’s get going or we’ll be late.”

      We said goodbye to Buttercup and climbed into the SUV, driving to the park where the wedding and reception would take place.

      Kate and Raze had organized the wedding.

      As a Justice of the Peace, Chastity would marry them with Max standing by her side holding Sydnee.

      Storm and Luna had catered the meal.

      Gunner crafted their rings of pure gold mined by Goreg, Escudek, and Murtik.

      Rylee and Kate made the cupcake tower we’d consume after dinner.

      Nyxor and Brooke would manage Monster Mingle while Grannie Vi and Uncle Bub went to Bali for their honeymoon.

      Darrow had “crafted” the stone arch where they’d be married, and Seyla and Vrok had decorated it with my mother’s flowers.

      Tylik had arranged for the music magically created with the fae realm’s permission.

      We gathered together, everyone hugging each other, grinning at how special the day was going to be.

      Once the limo with Grannie Vi drove into the lot, Bub lifted his cane. “If you’ll take your places, I’m about to get hitched!”

      “No backing out, now, Uncle Bub,” Violet said.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, sweetheart.” He kissed his niece’s cheek.

      When the music started, I stood with the other guys and Bub, watching with pride as Bre started down the aisle. Monsters and humans stood, smiling in her direction.

      Ali walked down the aisle behind Bre, and she’d never looked prettier. We’d talked about marrying soon, and I couldn’t wait to place a ring on her finger. All the other women filed down after her, taking their places opposite the male monsters lining up next to Uncle Bub.

      Lastly, Grannie Vi stood at the end of the aisle. She looked amazing in a lacy cream gown, her hair pulled up, and a profusion of flowers spilling from her hands.

      She’d asked my mother to walk her down the aisle, and the two women grinned as they sedately made their way to the stone arch, Mom wearing what had to be five- inch heels and a sparkling pink dress.

      “You sure about this, Vi?” Bub asked her softly when she stood beside him. “Last chance to back out.”

      “Aw, Bub, you know I’d never do that. There’s no one I’d rather marry than you.”

      I blew Ali a kiss.

      And when she blew one back, I caught it.
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      Boz’ga invited us to her place for the day.

      Imagine, hanging out at Mother Nature’s home.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect. A huge, gilded castle? A building constructed completely out of flowers?

      Instead, the carriage pulled by airborne flisteer beasts, which looked like unicorns with wings, carried us through a misty wall and out into a globe-like world with a forest below filled with lush vines covered in multi-colored leaves.

      “It smells like cotton candy,” I said, squeezing Venom’s hand. He’d lived here with his mother until he was five, and he’d told me the wonderful memories of that time helped balance out the rest of his growing years when he’d lived with his dad and brother in the underworld.

      “Smells sweet,” Bre said, wiggling on the seat opposite us. I’d had to wrench her back inside three times already. She kept poking her upper body out to look at everything we passed.

      We hadn’t seen Horicus again, and Venom’s brief foray to the underworld to check showed his brother was stuck there forever. He’d slunk away from Venom and losing his father and his ability to do as he pleased seemed to have humbled him. We hoped the lesson stuck, and we never heard from him again.

      The carriage approached a tall hill jutting above the forest covered with a green so bright it made my eyes sting. As we flew closer, I picked out pink and purple flowers growing in perfusion among the grass, plus a two-story wooden home that looked like a small manor from an ancient era, stately and more dignified than I’d expect from my mother-in-law who adored wearing high heels and sparkling dresses.

      After the carriage landed, we got out, Bre pointing and squealing as the flisteers took off. They’d be back to pick us up when our visit was over.

      The big carved wooden front door opened, and Boz’ga stepped out, today dressed in a bright purple, glittery gown that dipped across her bare toes. No heels today, just bare feet, but maybe she didn’t wear shoes around the house. As she rushed toward us, squealing and with her arms extended, her bouffant hairdo bobbed around her face.

      “There you are, moochens. And Ali, looking amazing today!” She stopped in front of us, grinning. “And my darling granddaughter.”

      “Hi, Grammie,” Bre said, swishing the skirt of her pink frilly dress. “We visiting you!”

      “Well, I have some wonderful plans for the day,” Boz’ga said. “Later, we’ll have a picnic, but first, I’ve got a surprise.” She winked at me. “I promise she can’t take one home.” Stooping down, she held her hand out to Bre. “How would you like to play with some unicorn babies, little love?”

      “Oh, yay. Yay!” Bre leapt into Boz’ga’s arms, and my mother-in-law straightened, holding my daughter tight.

      “I’ll take a walk with Ali while you two play with unicorn foals, if that’s okay,” Venom said, shooting me a sly look.

      What did he have planned?

      “Of course,” Boz’ga said, turning toward a stone path winding around her home. “We’ll be busy for some time, so feel free to enjoy yourselves as long as you’d like.”

      With that, she placed Bre on the ground, took her hand, and led her around the right side of the building.

      Venom squeezed my hand. “There are a few places I loved when I was a kid I’d like to show you.”

      I stood on my tiptoes and curled my finger his way, giving him a kiss when he obligingly bent forward. “I can’t wait to see them.”

      We rounded the left side of building and continued past it, entering the woods on a narrow trail where we had to walk single file.

      After traveling about ten minutes, the roar of water reached me. This was a magical world. What would I find?

      The woods thinned, and we stepped out into a broad meadow with an enormous waterfall made up of pink, blue, and pale green water. It plunged over a pointy mountain towering over us, landing in a frothy, multi-colored pool on the opposite side of the open area. Water flowed away from the pool in a wide river around the side of the meadow, continuing into the woods.

      “Wow,” I said, coming to a halt. “It’s beautiful.”

      Venom turned and teased his fingers up and down my sides. “When I was little, I’d come here and swim. Want to swim with me, love?”

      I tugged my dress up over my head and tossed it aside. “Definitely.”

      He ripped through his pants and shirt, revealing his muscular body and his erect cock. It was a good thing he could magically create clothing.

      “I believe you’re interested in more than an innocent swim,” I said, teasing my fingertip up his length.

      “Maybe I want to read you some poetry.”

      He’d started reciting a few poems to me each evening, and I was grateful he’d started to heal.

      “Poetry can wait, can’t it?”

      His grin widened, and he took my hand and tugged me toward the big pool at the base of the falls. “How many ways do you think we can do it in the water?”

      With my heart full of love for my squishy demon, I shot him a grin. “I have a feeling I’m about to find out.”
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      I stood along the wall in the high school gym, doing my best to chaperone the Halloween dance, but mostly checking out the muscular ass of our high school science teacher, Thraal.

      A few years ago, orc males marched out of a previously unknown tunnel on the side of a huge mountain and announced they were seeking mates.

      Humans said, okay, sure, we’ll give it a try. Treaties were formed, and they now lived among us.

      Thraal took a job as the high school’s science teacher and started after Labor Day.

      “He’s so cute,” I sighed to my best friend and fellow teacher, Kassia.

      Kassia stabbed her finger toward 2 kids on the dance floor. “Hey, no making out. Megan? Sam? Stop it!” She huffed, sending strands of her strawberry blonde hair shooting up from her forehead. She turned to me. “Who’s so cute? Because there are a couple of options.”

      She and I had shared a room in college, graduating with our education degrees seven years ago, and because we were besties, we’d applied to the same school district. Thankfully, Baneroot Academy hired us both.

      Kassia taught social studies and world government classes, and I taught math, plus oversaw the Math Club.

      “Thraal,” I breathed. Per usual, he had a flock of groupies clustered around him, a mix of single teachers and a few students. Also per usual, he didn’t appear to notice their attention. Unfailingly polite and formal (except for his outfit tonight), he appeared oblivious to everyone around him. His steely black eyes scrutinized the room through his Clark Kent glasses.

      He was the sweetest guy, completely opposite from my controlling ex.

      “You’ve got it bad,” Kassia said.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Would it be crass to go over and ask him if he’s dressed in ceremonial clothing or if the sorta Viking outfit is a costume?”

      “Do it,” Kassia said, punctuating her words with a nudge of her elbow into my side. She’d dressed as fairy, complete with sheer wings and a glittery ballerina skirt and bodysuit, and frankly, she looked amazing. Why Jarum, another orc she was crushing on, didn’t notice was beyond me.

      “I don’t know if I dare,” I said with a cringe.

      “Do it!”

      Her low laughter followed me as I started forward, the tulle skirt of my black witch skirt swishing across my fishnet stockings, trying to hold my head steady so my tall, pointed black hat wouldn’t slide off my head.

      I turned back and scurried over to her, my heels clicking on the wooden gym floor.

      “What should I say?” I asked, my voice high pitched and thready.

      “Start with hello?” Her gaze locked on Jarum, the school’s orc Phys Ed teacher.

      “Ya think?” I said with a wry twist of my lips. “It’s what comes after hello that I seem to have a problem with.”

      “You should’ve stomped over to Wanda and hip-checked her away from him at lunch the other day. Then you’d be past hello already.”

      I’d started toward him, determined to sit with him while we ate. Talk with him. Adore him from up close. Only to have another teacher claim his attention with a sly smirk sent my way.

      “If I fumble my words, he’s going to think I’ve got a social skills problem,” I said. “Give me some tips, oh sophisticated one?”

      “If I had great social skills, I’d be chatting up Jarum right now.”

      “Let’s make a pact,” I said. “I’ll go over to Thraal and offer to cast a spell on him.” I lifted my witchy wand to punctuate my words. “And you go ask Jarum to dance.”

      “We’re chaperoning. We’re not allowed to dance.”

      “You can help him hold up the wall.” He was leaning just like her.

      “Alright, it’s a deal,” she said, nudging me toward Thraal. “Go on. He won’t hurt you.”

      Unlike my controlling ex who’d thankfully had moved to a new town and was leaving me alone.

      As I skittered along the outside of the big open gym, lights ricocheted off the disco balls hanging from the rafters, and orange and black streamers fluttered in the sweltering air. The summer heat had held for weeks, and we were all praying for a break. Thunder clouds rumbled on the horizon, but so far, the promise of a heavy rain—and cooler air—hadn’t arrived.

      Because I knew I’d chicken out if I thought too hard about it, I half-ran over to Thraal. Stopping a few feet away, I swallowed to hold back my sigh of adoration.

      The coarse fabric of his dark blue vest shifted, giving me peeks of his medium-green skin. His abs went on for miles, a rugged terrain I’d kill to explore. The intricate gold embroidery on the front of his vest glowed and the fur trim gave his costume a claim-me-now warrior feel.

      A leather belt encircled his waist, adorned with silver stars and strapped with both a blunted silver sword and short blade. He wore fur boots and a metal helmet, with his thick golden horns jutting out at his temples.

      “Just carry me away and ravish me now,” I whispered, my fingers twitching.

      His gaze sought mine. Shit, had he heard me? From the way his eyes smoldered as they traveled down my curvy frame, I suspected he had.

      Before I could spin and hide my overheated face, he stomped toward me.

      “You’re in charge of clean-up, aren’t you?” he asked in a neutral voice.

      So much for thinking he might be eager to ravish me.

      “Yeah, why?” I asked.

      “Someone spilled punch all over the floor.”

      “We could call the janitor.”

      He scowled, never a good sign. “She’s not on call, which means you, assigned clean-up, will have to take care of this.”

      “Okay. I’ll get a mop. And a bucket. Water. And anything else I can find in the janitor’s closet.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      I twisted my lips. “Do you think I’m going to ignore this?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “No, but you implied it.”

      He frowned, creating creases on his heavy orc brow. “I’m going with you because you’re a tiny human.”

      “I’m tougher than I look.” I lifted my arm and made a fist, but I lost some kick while holding a witch’s wand.

      Grunting, he crossed his arms on his sizeable chest. “Do you want my help or don’t you?”

      “I’d be foolish to turn down such a delightful offer.”

      He grunted again.

      “This way.” I passed him, aiming for the other side of the gym. There were janitorial closets all over the high school, but the closest one would be inside the locker room.

      He followed me to the door and inside, where we passed rows of lockers and approached the door to the closet in the back.

      “Inside here,” I said, holding up the master key I was given by the Principal this afternoon—with a warning not to lose it.

      I unlocked the door and stepped inside the tiny room.

      Thraal followed, the door shutting behind him.

      Three steps took me to the sink where the janitor had left a bucket. Mops and various housecleaning tools hung from hooks on both walls. I turned on the water, added a few squirts of a solution sitting on a shelf, and grabbed a mop, plopping the rag head inside the foaming water.

      Thraal hovered behind me. If I stepped backward, I’d brush against him. The thought of pressing myself against his muscular frame made me close my eyes. I sunk into the dream where I rubbed my butt against his rising cock, his arms eagerly wrapping around me. His hands cupped my beasts and—

      “Why are you moaning as if you’re wounded?” he asked, his voice low and raspy in my ear. Reaching around me, he turned off the water.

      While I was lost in Thraal-land, the bucket had filled. Water sloshed over the lip.

      “You’re not paying attention,” he said in a gruff, grumbly voice.

      “Are you always this impatient?” The words popped out of me.

      He just chuckled, the husky sound tickling down my spine. “What makes you think I am?”

      I turned to face him, my boobs brushing against his upper abs. He was so much taller than me. My five-six to his seven-feet put my lips at nipple height.

      His abs twitched, and a vein throbbed in his chiseled temple. Tusks jutted from his lower jawline, and from the moment I met him, I’d wondered what it would be like to kiss his full, dark green lips, to run my tongue along his tusks. I’d grasp his horns and hold on while he . . .

      He grunted. “Why do you smell aroused?”

      

      
        
        Get Orc-us Pocus NOW!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava Ross is a two-time USA Today Bestselling author who has written numerous titles, all of them featuring sweet and steamy romance. She fell for men with unusual features when she first watched Star Wars, where alien creatures have gone mainstream. She lives in New England with her husband (who is sadly not an alien, though he is still cute in his own way), her kids, and a few assorted pets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series by AVA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mail-Order Brides of Crakair

      

      

      

      
        
        Brides of Driegon

      

      

      

      
        
        Fated Mates of the Ferlaern Warriors

      

      

      

      
        
        Fated Mates of the Xilan Warriors

      

      

      

      
        
        Holiday with a Cu’zod Warrior

      

      

      

      
        
        Galaxy Games

      

      

      

      
        
        Alien Warrior Abandoned/

        Shattered Galaxies

      

      

      

      
        
        Beastly Alien Boss

      

      

      

      
        
        Bride of the Fae

      

      

      

      
        
        A Sci-Fi Holiday Tail

      

      

      

      
        
        Monsterville, USA

      

      

      

      
        
        Monster on Board

        (co-written with Alana Khan)

      

      

      

      
        
        A Monster Worth Fighting For

        (Monster Between the Sheets)

      

      

      

      
        
        Love at First Orc

      

      

      

      
        
        Third Galaxy on the Left

      

      

      

      
        
        Monster Mate Hunt

      

      

      

      
        
        You can find my books on Amazon.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
% DEMON
the J/J)/j £l






images/00004.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





