[image: cover-image, Devil in the Details]
￼[image: A close up of a person

Description automatically generated]
 
Maple Grove 17
Devil in the Details
[Siren Publishing: The Lynn Hagen ManLove Collection: Contemporary, Alternative, Paranormal, Shape-shifters, Fantasy, MM, HEA]
Abel’s life has turned upside down when he discovers he has a stalker. The person leaves flowers at his door, notes on his car, and he even snapped a picture of Abel and slid it under his door. When a stranger approaches him at work and offers his help, Abel is wary, but accepts. He just didn’t know what he was getting into when he made a deal with a demon.
When Caine accidently touches a chameleon shifter, his worst nightmare comes to life. Bowen transforms into an exact replica of Caine, and vows to destroy Caine’s life. While tracking Bowen down, Caine ends up in Maple Grove and runs into a feisty little human. Demons don’t know who their mate is until they sleep with them, and Abel is on his menu. But can he keep his mate safe while the fake Caine racks up enemies who are determined to track the real Caine down and get their revenge? 
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Chapter One
 
“Caine.”
Caine was already on edge, and the last thing he needed was for Bowen to fuck with him. Bowen was a greasy bastard who slithered around, trying to make backroom deals that he always reneged on. Nobody liked dealing with him, but if there was one thing Caine could say about him, the chameleon shifter could get a person what they needed.
At a ridiculous price. 
That was probably why Bowen was still alive. 
“What do you want?” Caine wished the bartender would turn down the god-awful music. He had a pounding headache, and it was getting worse. The lights were too bright, and the uncontained noise from the rowdy customers made him want to kill them all. 
Caine was currently in Remtin, though this wasn’t a place he needed to be. Not in the current mood he was in. 
Bowen sat on the barstool, though Caine had never invited him to have a seat next to him. Bowen could slither to another stool or a table. 
“Word on the street says you’re a wanted man. Steep price on your head.”
That was the first Caine had heard of it. “There’re always rumors. What makes you think this one’s legit?”
Bowen reached into his pocket. Caine grabbed the shirtsleeve of his wrist, making sure not to touch the guy’s skin, and gave Bowen a look that said Caine would gut him right there at the counter. 
“Just getting a piece of paper,” Bowen said in a smooth, low voice. It kind of reminded Caine of the gangsters from the thirties. “Ain’t dumb enough to try anything wit’ you.”
Bowen was lucky Caine hadn’t killed him yet. He still wasn’t sure why he hadn’t. 
“Got proof right here.” Bowen pulled out a folded piece of paper. It was wrinkled like the shifter had folded and refolded it a hundred times. He set it on the counter. “Go ahead. Take a look.”
Caine’s senses were itching like a bad rash. The feeling brought to mind the first time he’d laid eyes on Bowen. It was back in the era that he reminded Caine of. Back then, Bowen was no more than the mob’s lackey. He hadn’t grown much in character.
The guy had bone-white hair that hung too long, shifty blue eyes, and a pale complexion. Most assumed Bowen was a ghost. The thing about chameleon shifters was no one knew their true face. All chameleons had to do was touch a person and they could change into them.
Caine wondered who Bowen had touched last to look the way he did. It didn’t matter what form the shifter took, Caine always knew it was him. 
Wary, he took the paper and opened it then tossed it aside. “Garbage.”
Though it wasn’t. It was a legitimate bounty. Caine knew by the raised seal at the bottom. The demon warriors had a bone of contention to pick with him, wanted to shove Caine back into Hell. 
He wasn’t going to let that happen. 
“Not garbage.” Bowen squinted from the force of his grin. “You saw the seal, Caine. Them warriors are hard-pressed for you. Just thought I’d give you a heads-up.”
“Bullshit.” Caine tossed back the remaining Red Spanking in his tumbler and stood, throwing a few bucks next to the glass. “You’ve already sold me out.”
Bowen sneered, and then a bark of laughter squeezed from his chest. He grabbed the paper and tucked it back into his pocket as a card game behind them started to get out of control. “Why would I do that to a high-ranking demon? I just thought you should know.”
“I find out you had a hand in this, I’m coming back for you,” Caine threatened. “Stop being a snake oil salesman, Bowen. You’re gonna wind up with your guts on show.”
Bowen’s white brows dipped close, and his lips pursed. “I don’t sell no snake oil.”
The guy didn’t get it, and it took some of the meaning out when you had to explain it. “A seedy piece of shit who profits off of exploiting someone.”
Bowen squinted, but not from a smile this time. He was thoroughly confused, and Caine wasn’t gonna go into further explanation. 
Caine looked at the men at the table paying cards. Things were about to get dicey in the joint. Not that he cared, but he did notice a guy toward the back studying him a little too hard. 
It was time to go. 
He was out the door and heading down the street but felt someone following him, heard echoing footsteps in the dark. Caine popped the collar of his jacket and shoved his hands into his pockets. 
Ordinary demons couldn’t fade in the sunlight. Mid-level demons had no choice. Caine, on the other hand, could do it at will. So could the demon warriors. Even in the dark. He thought about fading until the person following him lost him, but Caine was in a foul mood and wouldn’t mind taking it out on someone. 
Fucking demon warriors. Why couldn’t they leave him alone? Caine didn’t go around causing chaos like most men the warriors hunted down. Caine kept to the shadows, hired himself out as a bodyguard or an enforcer. 
What he did for a living was legit, though sometimes his actions were questionable. If the warriors only knew his dirty little secret. Would they back off then? 
Probably not. 
But all demons were born with a certain power. Caine was no exception. He waited until he came to an alley then slipped into it, keeping to the shadows. 
When the person trailing behind passed by, Caine grabbed him and slammed him up against the wall, curling his hand around the person’s neck. 
Caine frowned. The white hair registered and then the blue eyes. “Bowen?” 
“Do you mind?” 
Caine released him and took a step back. “Why the fuck were you following me?”
Bowen licked his lips and backed away. “I just needed you to touch me.”
The alcohol had dulled Caine’s senses. It took longer than it should have for the ramifications of what he’d just done to sink in. “You bastard!”
Right before his eyes Bowen transformed into a copycat Caine. 
Fuck. The destruction Bowen could cause while he was an exact replica of him. In all the time they’d known each other, Caine had been very careful never to make skin-to-skin contact. 
“Why?”
Bowen’s hands flexed and convulsed at his sides. “It’s about time I get the respect I’m due. People will tremble in fear of my name by the time they find out who I really am.”
The guy had no idea just how many enemies Caine had, of the hatred most held for him. He said as much.
“Liar!” Bowen screamed with a scowl. 
It was the creepiest thing ever to argue with yourself, to look into your own face while trying to convince the replica of how much danger he was truly in. 
And damn, Caine wasn’t half-bad looking. 
“The demon warriors,” Caine reminded Bowen. “They get their hands on you and…” Wait. That was actually an upside. The warriors could send Bowen to Hell instead of Caine.
Still, the shifter could cause a lot of damage before then. Caine had a reputation to protect as far as his business. He couldn’t let Bowen accept contracts. That had disaster written all over it. 
“Toodle-loo.” Bowen spun and took off, Caine giving chase. Bowen might have his looks, but he didn’t have Caine’s powers. If he could catch up to Bowen, Caine could right this wrong. 
But the shifter was fast, dodging around buildings and disappearing around a corner. 
Caine stopped and looked around, but the bastard was gone. He cursed as he looked up and down the street. Bowen had to be stopped.
Caine closed his eyes and concentrated. What the shifter didn’t know was now that Caine had touched him he could track him, though the connection was weak. The faint signal kept flickering in and out, making it hard to latch onto. 
He returned to the alley, finding the darkest corner to transport himself. When he opened his eyes, he found himself in the parking lot of a gas station.
He recognized the sign above the door, the color scheme of horrendous orange and tacky blue. Caine looked around at the empty parking lot, the tall safety lights attracting millions of bugs.
A car pulled into one of the pumps as Caine stood there, trying to latch onto Bowen’s whereabouts, but he’d lost the connection. 
If Bowen was somewhere else, why had Caine emerged here? He was supposed to come out of the portal at Bowen’s location. 
A door slammed. Caine looked behind him at the car that had pulled up. It was driving away. Grinding his teeth, he went inside the gas station. 
Why couldn’t he escape god-awful music? The piped-in music was playing some upbeat instrumental melody that made Caine want to rip the speakers out. He walked toward the cooler then stopped. He wasn’t thirsty or hungry. 
He was on a mission to track Bowen down. Caine glanced at the counter, but no one was there. The place was empty, brightly lit, and clean. 
A noise the next aisle over caught his attention. Caine fisted his hands as he marched toward the source. He came to a stop when he saw some guy kneeling in front of the shelf with a duster. 
The guy looked up and squeaked, falling to his ass. He pressed a hand over his chest, his eyes wide. “I’m sorry. You scared the daylights out of me.”
A strange sensation rippled through Caine. He cocked his head to the side, studying the guy. The nametag on his shirt said his name was Abel. 
Abel got up and straightened his blue work vest. He brushed a hand through his dark hair. A brilliant smile replaced his frown. “Is there anything I can help you with?”
Caine tamped down the attraction he felt toward Abel. “Have you seen me?”
The guy gave a nervous chuckle. “Uh yeah, you’re standing right there.”
“No.” Caine shook his head, his frustration mounting. “Was I in here before now?”
Abel’s green eyes cast a wary glow. “I…I’m not the only one working here tonight. There’s another employee. He’s just on break.”
The fear was evident in Abel’s voice. The guy was also lying. Caine didn’t sense anyone else in the store. 
Abel took a step back. He waved his pink feather duster at the counter. “I’ll be over there if you need me.”
“Where am I?” He had his suspicions, but Caine wanted to be sure. 
“Earth?” 
He wanted to snarl but found the guy amusing. “What town?”
“Maple Grove.” Abel kept walking backward, never taking his eyes off Caine. The short guy had nothing to worry about. Caine didn’t attack innocent people. This guy had done nothing wrong to him, so he was safe.
The bell over the door jingled. Abel looked left. He cleared his throat and gave Caine a forced smile. “I have to help another customer.”
Caine let Abel go. He needed to get his bearings, and hopefully he could pick up the broken connection to Bowen. He’d just left Maple Grove not too long ago. Caine had worked an assignment here, protecting a firefighter and his mate. 
His attention was pulled from his thoughts when he noticed the newcomer. The guy wore a thick pullover, the hood over his head. His gaze kept flickering to Abel, who was now behind the counter. 
An uneasy feeling settled in Caine’s gut. He moved closer to the worker, keeping his eye on the hooded man as the stranger walked to the counter.
“Hand over the cash in the register and safe.” The hooded hooligan pulled out a gun and waved it at Abel. “Don’t be a hero. It isn’t your money.”
Abel paled, taking a step back. “I-I don’t have access to the safe.”
The guy spun and aimed his gun at Caine. “Get into my line of sight. You don’t try and be a hero, either.”
A tic jumped right under Caine’s right eye as he curled his lips and looked the robber up and down. A flush of warmth spread through his body. “I’ll give you one chance, and one chance only, to get the fuck out of here.”
The stranger was nervous. His gaze, and gun, shifted to Abel before he swung it back toward Caine, as if trying to decide who the bigger threat was. 
“Give me the goddamn money!” 
Abel started pressing buttons on the register, giving Caine a look that said don’t do anything stupid.
Caine lifted his right hand and blew across his palm. Wispy, dark smoke appeared, drifting toward the gunman like cigarette smoke was being gently blown into his face. The guy’s jaw went slack and his eyes turned empty as the smoke circled around his head. 
His mind was now a total blank. Caine could kill the bastard, and the gunman wouldn’t lift a finger to stop him. Instead, Caine moved forward until they were a foot apart. 
The stranger didn’t look any older than sixteen, maybe seventeen. Caine might be a rotten son of a bitch with a bad temper, soulless, and vengeful, but he didn’t hurt kids or anyone who didn’t deserve his wrath. 
His did have morals, although not many. 
“You’re going to go to the police station and turn yourself in. You’re never going to rob someone again.”
“Never again,” the kid repeated. 
“You are going to work hard at making a better life for yourself, get a job, and cease being a fucktard.”
“No more fucktard.”
“Now go.” Caine watched as the teenager tucked the gun into his waistband and walked out. The effects would wear off soon, but the impulse to follow Caine’s commands would forever be with him.
Caine looked toward the counter. Abel blinked rapidly, his jaw still slack. “I didn’t see anything,” he quickly said. “Nothing at all, mister. Please don’t turn me into a mindless zombie.”
Caine rolled his tongue on the inside of his bottom lip. Normally he wouldn’t leave any witnesses behind, but there was something about Abel. 
He walked to the counter and pulled out a business card, setting it down. “Call me if you ever need someone to save you.” He thought about it. “Or if you want someone to talk to.”
He’d never said that to anyone before, not without the intention of charging them a handsome fee for his services. 
Abel glanced at the card. The only thing on it was Caine’s name and his phone number. He nodded.
“Have a good night.” Caine walked out, ready to get back to hunting Bowen down. But as he walked away, he couldn’t stop himself from looking back, staring at Abel through the large pane of glass.
Abel was watching him, too, the card gripped between his fingers. 
 
* * * *
 
Abel had no idea if Caine had gotten his message. He stood outside the gay bar, Pump, pacing. The place was packed, and Abel didn’t think his stalker would try anything with so many people around, but he was too afraid to drive home by himself. 
Caine had said to call if Abel needed him. Would the strange guy be pissed that Abel had sent up the bat signal for something as trivial as this? It wasn’t trivial to Abel, not when he’d been stalked for the past two weeks. 
Whoever it was kept leaving flowers outside his apartment, left love notes on his windshield, and once he’d even left a photograph of Abel at work, behind the big plate of glass, slid under Abel’s apartment door. 
He bit his lip, gripping his car keys in his hand. Maybe Caine had other things to do and couldn’t come here. And how insane was Abel to call the guy in the first place? His mind still refused to believe that Caine had blown against his hand and some weird smoke had appeared, turning that robber mindless. 
No, things like that weren’t real.
But his stalker was. 
For now, Abel felt safe. There was a crowd in the parking lot, gathered by some car while they talked and laughed. A bouncer was at the door, his beefy arms crossed as he gazed at the men and women who entered and exited the bar. 
Cars were still on the street, too. Even so, Abel should’ve never come here alone. He should’ve called his brother, Aaron. But Aaron wasn’t gay, and Abel knew his brother had to get up early for work. Aaron would’ve come with him, though. That was just how his brother was. 
Abel would’ve called him instead of Caine, but again, Aaron had to get up early for first shift at the police station, and Abel just couldn’t do that to him. 
Even if Aaron would have, Abel hadn’t told his brother about his stalker. He’d been hoping the guy lost interest and went away. Abel didn’t want to cause a fuss, but he was starting to reconsider his decision. 
It had been twenty minutes since Abel had left the message on Caine’s phone, and he wanted to get home. Glancing around one more time, Abel decided to walk to his car. As he headed toward it, the crowd dispersed, everyone getting into their vehicles and driving away. 
Now Abel was alone with only a street lamp as company. He couldn’t see the front of the building, so if something happened and Abel couldn’t scream for help, the bouncer would be of no use. 
He slowed his walking when he saw something stuck under his wiper. The edges of the paper billowed in the slight breeze. With a shaky hand, Abel removed it and unfolded the paper.
It was another love note. 
Your hair glistens in the light of the pale moon.
Do not fret, my love, we will meet soon. 
No signed name, no clue as to who’d left it. Abel’s heart kicked up a notch as he crumpled the paper in his hand. This was the third love note, or poem as it were, that had been left for him. 
He fumbled with his keys, but his hands wouldn’t cooperate. He dropped them. When he bent to pick them up and straightened, Abel shouted. 
Standing by the hood of his car was Caine. The guy looked deadly with the streetlight behind him, giving him an eerie glow. His dark eyes were frightening as he stared at Abel. 
“Caine, y-you came.” Relief flooded Abel, though he should have been just as terrified of the towering man as he was of his stalker. 
Caine looked toward the street before he pulled his attention back to Abel. “Just wanted to talk?”
Clearly Caine didn’t perceive any threats close by. They were alone, with just a few cars driving past them. 
“I…” Abel bit his lip. He hadn’t even told his brother about the stranger who’d taken an unhealthy interest in him. Abel fisted the note tighter. “How much would it cost to be my bodyguard?”
Caine tilted his head. “What makes you think I’m in that line of work?”
A burp of laughter escaped Abel. “If you’re not, you’re missing your calling.”
Caine had to be close to six and a half feet tall. He had dark looks, and he was lean with muscles. The guy looked as though he knocked heads on a regular basis.
Caine leaned his butt on the hood of Abel’s Camry. “Sweetheart, you couldn’t afford my fees.”
The bubble of hope that had blossomed in Abel burst. “Oh.”
“Tell me what’s really going on.”
Abel closed the distance and handed Caine the balled-up piece of paper. Caine read it. 
“I take it this isn’t from a romantic boyfriend?” 
Abel shook his head. “Someone has been doing this for about two weeks. He not only leaves those kinds of notes but also flowers at my apartment door. He even left a picture of me at work under my door. Any advice on how to handle this?”
“Call the cops.” Caine handed the crumpled paper back.
“And what if that enrages the guy?” Abel had seen too many police procedural shows to know that. Tears stung his eyes. “I just want him to leave me alone.”
“And you have no idea who it is?”
“No.” Abel wished he did. Then he would go to his brother and report the guy. He’d kept everything his stalker had given him as proof. 
Caine pushed from the hood. “Let’s go back to your place. Maybe I can figure it out.”
“How much will that cost me?” Abel should’ve been asking himself if he was insane for even considering the suggestion. There was something off about the guy, but even stranger was the fact of how safe he felt with Caine there. 
Abel hit the fob on his car. “Get in.”
Caine shook his head as he looked Abel’s car over. “I don’t do cars. Just give me your address and I’ll meet you there.”
Abel could understand. His car was small compared to Caine’s hulking size. It would be like crawling inside a sardine can. He doubted the passenger seat would go back far enough to accommodate Caine’s long legs. 
Abel rattled it off. 
Caine nodded and waited for Abel to get into his ride and drive away before he left. Abel knew this because he watched Caine in his rearview until he turned a corner, praying he wasn’t making a huge mistake. 
 
Chapter Two
 
Abel felt as though he had a giant breathing down his neck. Caine was climbing the steps right behind him, so close that Abel could feel the man’s presence down to his bones. And holy fuck Caine was hot. Breathtaking. A god. Abel was tempted to call him Hercules instead of Caine. His body was to die for. 
And no, it hadn’t gone unnoticed how biblical their names were together. Abel just hoped the guy didn’t try and kill him. Caine looked mean enough to try, but again, for some odd reason, Abel felt safe around him. 
They reached Abel’s floor, and his heart stuttered. More roses were lying outside his door. There was even baby’s breath this time. The flowers were quite gorgeous, but Abel hadn’t received them from someone he liked, so they wouldn’t be going into a vase. 
“Hang on.” Caine moved in front of Abel and bent at the waist, retrieving the lovely bouquet. He sniffed them. What an odd thing to do. Was the guy a fan of roses?
Caine nodded. “Give me your key.”
Abel handed it over. He didn’t want to be the first one in the door if his stalker was lurking just inside. Abel wanted the guy to see that he’d brought backup and wasn’t afraid to use Caine. 
But no one was inside his apartment. All the windows were still closed, and the chain was still on the back door that led to the fire escape. 
Caine walked the entire apartment just to make sure, checking the closets and under Abel’s bed. The guy was thorough, and he had a nice ass, which Abel admired while Caine was kneeling on the floor. 
Lord have mercy!
Abel cleared his throat when Caine stood, trying not to give away that he’d been checking the guy out. Caine might be able to do freaky-deaky things, but that didn’t detract from his stunning good looks. 
“Make sure you lock up.”
“You’re leaving?” Abel felt panicked as he hurried behind Caine’s long strides. He walked out of Abel’s bedroom and headed for the door. 
“Look.” Caine stopped and turned so suddenly that Abel ran right into his solid, muscled body. He set Abel aside then quickly pulled his hands back. “I helped you out. For free. That’s more than I’ve done for anyone. No one is here. You’re safe.”
Abel couldn’t think of one dang thing to make him stay. He wanted Caine there so he could explore his attraction toward the man, but Abel was also terrified of the person stalking him. “The person knows where I live, where I work, and clearly he’s following me, because he knew I was at the bar. What if he breaks in after you leave?”
“You should be safe once you lock up.”
“People know how to pick locks,” Abel argued. He pointed a finger at the door. “If you hadn’t noticed when you opened my door, the lock is flimsy. It’s even worse on the kitchen door by the fire escape.”
“I’ve got shit I gotta do. More pressing matters. I can’t stay here all night and babysit you.”
“Okay, fine.” Abel crossed his arms. “When they find my dead body surrounded by flowers and stupid poems, you’re gonna be sorry.”
Maybe it was time to get his brother involved. Abel really didn’t want to be in the apartment by himself. He would feel as though the stalker was on the other side of the door, breathing heavily and planning Abel’s demise. 
There was nothing he could do as far as Caine. The guy wasn’t budging. He was adamant about leaving, so Abel had to let him go. Caine opened the door then pointed to the lock. “Engage this.”
When he closed the door, Abel flipped the guy off. “Engage this.”
Caine had been of no help. Abel shouldn’t have bothered to call him. He saw now that he was on his own, unless he got Deputy Aaron Mills involved. But Abel’s brother would go overboard protecting him. He’d done it before. 
Even so, overboard was what Abel might need. Once he engaged the lock, he hurried to his room and closed himself in. It was a dang shame he didn’t feel safe in his own home.
He pulled out his cell phone and dialed Aaron. The phone kept ringing. It was two in the morning. Aaron had to work first shift, and Abel felt like crap for calling him. 
This could wait until morning. 
Abel was about to hang up when Aaron groggily answered. “Hello?”
“Call me when you’re up and moving around.” Abel hung up. He gripped the phone in his hand and stared at his bedroom door. He wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take.
Why him? Why had the stalker taken an interest in him? It wasn’t as though Abel lived a high-risk lifestyle. He worked at a gas station and volunteered at the gay rec center two times a week. There was nothing extraordinary about him. He clipped coupons, mostly stayed at home watching his favorite shows, and surfed the internet. 
He was about as boring as boring could get. 
Yet someone thought there was something special about him. 
There wasn’t. 
Abel nearly jumped out of his skin when his cell phone rang. He sat on the side of his bed and saw it was Aaron calling him back. If Abel didn’t answer, his brother would beat down his door.
“I’m sorry I called you at this hour.” Abel slid an arm around his midsection. “Just go back to sleep and we’ll talk later.”
“Tell me what’s going on,” Aaron said. Abel heard sheets rustling. His brother was getting up. Crap. 
“I know you have to be to work in a few hours, Aaron. I didn’t mean to—”
“Talk to me, Abel.” Now Aaron sounded fully awake, using his deputy voice. The one that said he was all business. 
Abel should’ve just gone to their parents’ house, but his mom and dad would’ve asked even more questions, and in the end, they would’ve gotten Aaron involved. Why worry them?
“A few weeks ago I started getting flowers at my door then the weird notes, or I should say poems, but sometimes it’s a note because nothing rhymes. There was even one time when a picture of me at work was slid under my door.” 
Abel didn’t tell Aaron about Caine or how that stranger had tried to rob the gas station. There would be no way to explain the wisps of smoke that Caine had blown from his hand. Abel was still trying to figure that one out. 
Even so, he couldn’t stop thinking about the mysterious Caine—his devastating good looks, the deadly aura surrounding him, or those enigmatic dark eyes. 
Or those strange questions Caine had asked when they’d met. The guy hadn’t even known where he was and had asked Abel if he’d seen him before he came in. 
Strange. Very strange. 
“I’m on my way,” Aaron said. “We also need to talk about some kid coming into the station and confessing to trying to rob the gas station. Were you working when that happened?”
Abel wanted to lie, but Aaron was good at his job and would eventually find out the truth. If there was one thing his brother couldn’t stand, it was being lied to. 
“We’ll talk when you get here.”
Half an hour later, Aaron was in his apartment, looking through the box of stuff from Abel’s stalker. His hair was wet, which meant he’d taken a quick shower, and Aaron was wearing his uniform. 
He wasn’t there as Abel’s brother. Aaron was there as a deputy. 
“Why did you wait weeks to tell me about this?” Aaron skimmed through the papers. Some were scrap pieces while others were a page long. A few of the notes and poems had been written on the backs of envelopes. 
And more than one smelled like cologne. Not a very good kind, either. Cheap ones a person would buy at a discount store. 
“Were you there when the guy tried to rob the store?” 
Drat. Abel had already forgotten about that. “I was gonna call the cops, but he just walked out. I don’t know why, either.”
“Damn it, Abel. You have to tell me these things as soon as they happen. You don’t know if he intended on coming back. You can’t take that kind of risk.”
“I had a lot on my mind,” Abel argued. “You know, the whole stalker thing.”
“But the guy had a gun,” Aaron argued right back. “Oddly enough, when I had your boss play me the tape from that night, all we saw was static.”
Caine. That was the only explanation Abel could think of. There was definitely something off about the guy. 
Aaron closed the box. “I’ll take this stuff in and have it dusted for fingerprints. If the person stalking is in the system, we’ll find him.”
“And if he’s not?” Abel assumed it was a guy after him because of the cologne, but it could be a woman, although he felt that was a slim possibility. Did women stalk gay men? Was that really a thing?
“We’ll track him down.” Aaron stood from the couch. “There’s only one florist in town. I’ll ask Mrs. Willow if someone has been coming in lately to buy roses.”
Abel hoped it was that easy. He wanted this over with. Having a secret admirer was one thing. That was sweet and made a person feel wanted. A stalker made Abel want to throw up. 
When his brother left, Abel locked his door again. He looked at his phone but decided against calling Caine again. The guy had more pressing matters that didn’t involve saving Abel’s life. 
 
* * * *
 
Caine couldn’t get Abel off his mind as he walked the streets of Chicago. That was where Bowen had led him. The part of the city he was in was for crap, with guys looking at him like they wanted to rob him.
He wished they would try. Humans as threats weren’t even a blip on his radar. Caine had to find the chameleon shifter and kill the bastard before Bowen did any harm to his reputation. 
That was what Caine needed to focus on. Finding Bowen and ending the prick. But he couldn’t get Abel’s look of disappointment off his mind. 
Why should he care that he’d walked out? Why did it bother him that he’d left Abel alone? Life had never been good to Caine. The worst. He’d been too much of a bastard for his mother to give him a surname before she’d abandoned him. Then again, most demons didn’t have a last name.
As far as his father? He didn’t even know Caine existed, and Caine wanted to keep it that way. 
He’d been raised in a brothel, beatings commonplace until he’d grown into the fierce asshole that he was today. He gave two shits about nothing except his next pay. Why should he? The world had kicked him aside and treated him lower than trash.
Yet he couldn’t stop thinking about Abel. The human had only wanted to use him for protection. That was Caine’s line of work. Bodyguard or enforcer or whatever else he wanted to whore himself out for. 
Caine gritted his teeth and shoved thoughts of Abel aside as he entered a gritty bar. At least the music was decent. Soul music, the kind that spoke to a part of Caine he kept hidden. The room was dark, with a few patrons lining the bar. 
The guy behind the counter looked up, studied Caine for a hot second, and then went back to serving drinks. Caine took a seat at the bar and then tried to latch onto the connection he had to Bowen. 
It had gotten weaker. 
“What can I get you?” the bartender asked in a lazy tone as though he’d simply given up on life. He was a beefy male, tattoos covering a large portion of his body, and wearing what humans referred to as a man-bun. 
The guy didn’t seem to recognize Caine, which meant Bowen—a copycat version of Caine—hadn’t been in there. He already knew what the shifter was doing. Making Caine chase him all over the place. 
Sooner or later Bowen would fuck up, and that was when Caine would be there to make the guy pay. He just hoped it wasn’t too late, that Bowen hadn’t caused any destruction that would be blamed on Caine. 
“Whatever,” Caine said. “Doesn’t matter.”
He grabbed his phone from his back pocket, unsure why. Was he expecting Abel to text him? Did he want to send a text to Abel and explain why he couldn’t stick around?
“That kind of day?” the bartender asked.
“That kind of life.” Caine set his phone on the bar. He couldn’t get drunk off human alcohol, but sitting there would give him time to think. 
“I hear ya.” The bartender set a tumbler on the scarred countertop. 
Caine wasn’t in the mood to talk. He nodded, lifted the glass, and threw back the liquid, hissing as it burned down his throat. 
What did Bowen have planned? What kind of devastation would he cause? Why couldn’t Caine get Abel off his fucking brain? 
He looked at his phone when it started to vibrate. Unknown caller. Caine picked it up and answered. 
“Trouble is heading your way. Get out of there.”
“Who is this?” Caine looked toward the door. He tossed some cash onto the counter and went to the men’s room, but he didn’t get an answer. 
The person had already hung up. 
After tucking his phone away, Caine looked around. The room was small, had no window, and stunk. He cut off the light and used the darkness to travel to…
Fuck, why was he back in Maple Grove? Why had Caine come here when he needed to find out who had just called him and what kind of trouble had been heading his way?
He stood on the side of the gas station. The night was quiet, only broken by the sound of crickets. A rusty truck pulled to one of the pumps. A few cars passed by on the street. Caine stayed hidden in the shadows as he watched the small town. 
When the young guy from the rusty truck went inside, Caine moved a bit closer and peered around the corner, looking through the large glass, but made sure he couldn’t be seen.
He cloaked himself, making his corporeal form fade until he was invisible, and then walked inside. No one would know he was there. 
The stranger went to the coolers. A few others were inside. Abel was behind the counter, watching everyone. There was more caution in the human’s eyes than he’d had before. His gaze followed the people in the store, as if he were trying to assess the level of danger each one presented. 
A guy walked from a room behind the counter. His nametag said he was Craig. The human had blond hair, blue eyes, and was much taller than Abel.
“I got this,” Craig said. “You can straighten up. I know you’d rather clean than be stuck behind the counter.”
Abel looked as if he didn’t want to leave his spot but walked to the first aisle, still watching everyone. 
Then his gaze landed on Caine. There was no way Abel should’ve been able to see him, but the guy’s dark brows hiked toward his hairline as he stared right at Caine’s face.
What the hell? 
 
Chapter Three
 
Abel’s heart did a somersault when he spotted Caine by the counter. How had he missed the guy coming in? Abel had been watching every single person who came and went since starting his shift a few hours ago. 
But there Caine stood, looking like some badass warrior with his Spartan abs and rugged good looks. Abel held his breath when Caine started toward him. Why was he back? Hadn’t he said he had more pressing problems to take care of?
Not that Abel wasn’t happy to see him, and a bit intimidated. He still felt as if there was something off about Caine. 
“How?” Caine’s dark brows furrowed as his eyes narrowed. “How the hell can you see me?”
Again with the odd questions. Abel was beginning to think Caine just might have some kind of mental disorder. He already had enough crazy in his life. Abel didn’t need another wacko taking interest in him. 
“Because you’re standing right in front of me.” Abel noticed how strangely Craig was staring at him. His coworker probably looked at Caine as a threat and wondered if he should call the cops. 
More specifically, Aaron.
Abel had been at work for two hours, and already Aaron had driven through the parking lot of the gas station three times. He’d asked for a double shift so he could keep an eye on Abel. 
Abel had known his brother would be overprotective, but he had no idea Aaron would become sleep deprived over his safety. Abel was half expecting him to show up and storm in there, demanding to know who Caine was. 
The behemoth did tower over him.
Caine shook his head. “No, that’s not what I meant. You shouldn’t be able to see me at all.”
“Why?” Abel asked. “You some kind of magician or a man in need of medication?”
Craig moved from behind the counter and slowly approached Abel. “Are you okay?”
Caine stood there still staring at Abel with a strange look in his eyes. 
“I’m fine.” Abel pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled, in desperate need of a vacation. “He might look intimidating, but I think he’s harmless.”
Craig took Abel’s hands in his. “Hon, no one is there. You’re talking to yourself.”
Abel started to argue but curled his lips in. Caine was capable of doing some weird things. Could he really be invisible?
Abel looked at Caine but kept his mouth shut. He didn’t need Craig thinking he’d gone off the deep end. That would be another thing Abel would have to explain to Aaron. 
“No one can see or hear me.” Caine’s lip curled as he looked at Craig’s hands holding Abel’s. “You shouldn’t be able too, either.”
“This is nuts.” Abel pulled his hands from Craig’s. 
“Maybe it’s stress,” Craig said in a voice reserved for small misbehaving children. Firm but soft. 
“I’m not talking about that,” Abel huffed, ready to tell Craig to shove his toddler tone up his ass. “I’m taking a break.” He glared at Caine. “You better come with me.”
Craig’s brows were drawn as Abel slammed his hand against the door and went outside. Aside from the lights inside the store and above the pumps, it was pitch-black out there. He spun and glared at Caine. 
“Tell me what’s going on. You got rid of my would-be robber with some puffs of smoke from your hand, and now you’re telling me that no one but me can see you.” Abel moved to the side of the station so no one saw him talking to himself. “None of that should be possible.”
“This is all a hallucination,” Caine said.
“And you’re full of shit.” Abel damn near shouted the words but managed to keep his voice down. His coworker already looked at him like he was losing it. “You’re not a figment of my imagination.” His brows shot up. “Tell me you’re not my stalker!”
If Caine was, Abel was in serious trouble. There was no way he could defend himself against such a big, muscled, gorgeous, badass who had dreamy, mysterious eyes and…whoa. That got weird fast. 
Caine grunted. “Don’t flatter yourself. If I wanted you, I’d have you.”
Either Caine was that confident or he was a walking warning sign not to trust strangers. “You just take what you want?”
Abel stepped back.
A deep rumble of laughter sounded from Caine’s chest. “You’d willingly give yourself to me.”
“You’re an asshole.”
“You have no idea.” Caine’s features darkened as he turned and looked over the parking lot. Why did Abel feel as though he’d just hurt the guy’s feelings?
Why on god’s green earth did he care? “You’re dodging my question. What’s going on, Caine?”
“Nothing.” Caine looked back at him. 
Abel didn’t know why, but he wanted to know Caine’s secrets. What is that saying? A riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma? Something to that effect, but that was Caine. 
“What are you?” 
Caine dragged a hand over his bearded jaw. “Complicated.”
“No shit.” His half-assed replies were driving Abel crazy. “Why can’t you just give me a straight answer? I wasn’t hallucinating any of the things you can do.”
“Why?” Caine snarled at him. “Why can’t I just walk away from you? You’re like this bothersome gnat that keeps flying around my head that I don’t have the heart to swat.”
“You really don’t have people skills, do you?” Abel placed his hands on his hips. “Insulting me isn’t going to make me go away. I want answers.”
“You’re not gonna get them.” Caine nodded toward the front of the station. “Go back inside.”
“Because you have more pressing matters to handle?”
Caine jabbed a beefy finger at him. “Go. Back. Inside.”
Abel slapped the finger away. “Not. Until. You. Answer. Me.”
“Fine, be someone’s bait.” Caine walked away. Abel couldn’t believe he’d just up and left. He watched as Caine strode down the street until he couldn’t see him anymore. 
Now the night seemed ten times creepier. Abel looked around as he rubbed his arms. What if his stalker was watching him at that very moment? That spurred Abel to hurry back inside to the bright lights and a false sense of safety. 
“Did the fresh air help?” Craig brought him a cup of ice water. “Just chill behind the counter. I’ll make sure everything is stocked and cleaned up.”
“Thank you.” Abel took the cup with him. He was spitting mad that Caine had the ability to make him so angry. Abel shouldn’t give a rat’s bottom about the guy. He’d never met anyone who infuriated him so much. 
Craig leaned an arm on the crowded counter. “Just let me know if you need anything. We all have our moments of losing our shit.”
Abel wished the guy would leave him alone. He wanted to stew in his anger, but he also wanted Caine to come back. Abel gave Craig a tight smile and turned to count the cigarettes. He didn’t have to do that until close to his shift ending, but Abel wanted to stay busy. 
Come morning, Abel was asking his boss to put him on the day shift. There would be a lot more customers, and Abel would be able to see more than darkness past the large glass windows. 
Once he clocked out, Abel was also calling Caine. He was going to get the answers he was after, even if he had to hound Caine for them. 
God, what the fuck? Now he sounded like a stalker. 
Fine, he would simply forget Caine existed. That would be better for his sanity. Besides, he had a plastic bowl of fish sticks waiting for him. He had skipped dinner, and now he was starving. 
 
* * * *
 
“Thought you could get away with robbing us and we wouldn’t be able to track you down?” 
And it has begun. Caine knew sooner rather than later Bowen would do something while wearing his “Caine suit,” but did the bastard have to rile up Carisio and his band of thugs? 
Caine hadn’t gone far. He’d wanted to keep an eye on Abel. The guy seemed legit scared, and Caine was still wondering why the fuck he cared so much. 
“Look.” Caine turned to face the demon. “Whatever you think I did, I didn’t do. It was me, but not me.”
“You’re gonna pay me back the ten grand you stole.” Carisio was the biggest demon Caine knew. The guy was over seven feet tall with red skin, and was wide as a house. No kidding. From what Caine had heard, Carisio had racked up the body count. 
“Since when have you known me to sink that low?” Caine looked toward the store. He should’ve stayed invisible. Why hadn’t he? You know why. You were hoping Abel would take another break and the two of you could talk. 
It was more than talking that had crossed Caine’s mind. He liked how the human didn’t take any shit from him. Caine also liked how compact and sexy Abel was. He wouldn’t make a bad bed partner. 
“It was you,” Carisio snarled. 
Caine dodged the beefy hand, which was the size of a small kid. Not really, but they were huge. He didn’t want to be another of the demon’s casualties.
“It was a chameleon shifter,” Caine argued. “I fucked up and touched him, and for some sick reason, he’s out to destroy my name.”
Carisio snorted. “Likely story.” He followed Caine’s gaze and grinned. “Have my money by the end of the week, or your little lover in there is mine.”
“Go anywhere near him and I’ll turn your brain into jelly,” Caine snarled, solidifying Carisio’s suspicion about Abel. He should’ve just kept his mouth shut. Now Abel was not only dodging a stalker but he would be Carisio’s bitch if Caine didn’t get this matter settled.
“Try that smoke shit with me and your body will never be found,” Carisio countered. The demon’s power was unbelievable strength. If he got his hands on Caine, Caine would be pulverized so badly his body would be unrecognizable. He was a high-ranking demon, but even they had weaknesses. Caine was immortal, but not impervious to death. He considered himself lethal, and not too many beings gave him pause.
But Carisio did. It seemed Bowen was going after the biggest and baddest in an effort to get Caine killed. But why? This had to be about more than respect. What was Bowen planning on gaining from this, a more solid reputation? He wanted people to fear him. That had been clear, but Caine’s gut told him there was more to it than that. 
Now he had a week to catch Bowen and right any wrongs that he’d done, or Abel would pay the price. Sure, Caine could hand over ten grand, but fuck that. He wasn’t about to run around paying off people because of the shifter. 
Caine would be broke in no time if that was Bowen’s plan. 
“One week,” Carisio grunted before he stalked off. 
Caine cursed. He looked toward the large window and saw Abel sitting behind the counter, nibbling on what looked like fish sticks as he watched the people in the store. 
Caine was split. He needed to find Bowen, but he didn’t want to leave Abel unprotected. What if Carisio was lying and came back to steal Abel away? 
Fuck. Caine knew how to get himself into a bind. He would just wait until Abel got off work and…what? Take the human with him as he tracked Bowen down? 
That was a ridiculous idea, but it would also allow Caine to keep an eye on Abel. Unfortunately, it would also allow Caine’s enemies to get an up-close look at the human, which would put Abel in even more danger. 
Whatever Caine chose had its cons. He scrubbed a hand over his face and hunkered down, waiting for Abel to clock out. Hopefully in the next few hours he could come up with a better plan. 
 
* * * *
 
“You didn’t have to follow me home,” Abel said when he parked his car in his spot behind the building. “I know you’re tired from working two shifts.”
“And I have to make sure my baby brother is okay.” Aaron walked to the back door. “I’ll be damned if I let anything happen to you.”
Since leaving work Abel had felt as though someone was following him. He’d checked his mirrors, but other than Aaron, he didn’t see any cars tailing him. 
Still, Abel couldn’t shake the feeling. He might have been telling Aaron not to go through all this trouble, but he was glad his brother was here for him. 
“Let me check your apartment to make sure it’s safe. Then you can go inside.” Aaron led the way up the fire escape. It wasn’t Abel’s favorite way to his apartment. He had a small fear of heights, and since he lived on the third floor, looking down made him grip the metal tighter. 
Abel handed Aaron his keys. When they were inside, he felt like he could breathe again. His brother went from room to room, making sure no one was hiding behind a door or in a closet as Abel walked to the front door and opened it.
Nothing. No roses or pieces of paper were waiting for him. Thank god. Abel had a foolish hope that the stalker would lose interest in him. 
He’d started to close the door when he spotted Caine coming up the steps. The guy looked around before his gaze landed on Abel. “Glad to see you made it home safely.”
Caine was a hard man to figure out. He acted as though he was concerned for Abel’s safety one second, and the next he was walking away. Abel just didn’t get the guy. “You might as well come in.”
Abel stepped aside as Caine walked inside. Aaron came from the back bedroom and looked around. “I thought I heard you talking to someone.”
Caine was standing right next to him, so the guy must’ve gone invisible again, another thing Abel was trying to wrap his head around. Why wouldn’t he show himself to Aaron? What was with all the cloak and dagger? 
“I was saying that I’m gonna take a shower and get some rest. You should go home and do the same.” Abel gave his brother a hug. “Thanks for everything.”
“I see you told him about your stalker,” Caine said. “That’s good. The police can keep you safe. I just wanna know why you’re hugging the cop.”
“He’s my brother if you must know.” Abel released Aaron.
“What?” Aaron furrowed his brows. “Who’s your brother? What’re you talking about?” 
Abel was gonna get locked up in the loony bin if this kept up. “Just exhausted. Don’t pay any attention to me.”
“Lock your doors,” Aaron advised. “If a stranger knocks, don’t answer. Call me.”
Abel wasn’t going to do that. Aaron looked dead on his feet, and his brother had already done enough. Not that Abel would turn his help down if Aaron insisted on keeping an eye on him. 
“You got it.” Abel walked Aaron to the door. “And thanks again for following me home.”
Aaron tapped him under the chin. “Don’t worry. We’ll find out who’s doing this. Just stay safe until he’s caught.”
With a nod, Abel closed the door and locked it. Aaron would be listening and would’ve given him an earful if he hadn’t heard the lock engage. 
He rounded and glared at Caine. “Why hide yourself? Now I’m not sure if others can see you when you’re around. I’m starting to look like a crazy person who talks to himself.”
“We’ve got bigger problems.” Caine helped himself to Abel’s couch, slouching as he crossed his ankles. 
“Sure, have a seat. Would you like me to cater to you, too?” Abel went to his kitchen and started a pot of coffee. All he wanted to do was shower and sleep, just like he’d told Aaron. 
Caine appeared in the doorway. “We might have to leave for a bit.”
“To where?” Abel grabbed two mugs from the cupboard. 
“From town,” Caine said. “Things just got a whole lot worse, and now you’re involved.”
Why did that sentence make Abel’s stomach drop? He set the mugs aside and turned fully to face Caine. “You’re gonna tell me the truth of what’s going on. I’m not gonna be sidetracked this time. I want to know everything.”
Those were words Abel would come to regret. 
 
Chapter Four
 
Caine waved his hand in front of Abel’s face. The guy hadn’t said anything since Caine started talking. Abel had wanted the truth, so Caine had given it to him. 
All of it. From being a demon, to his line of work, what Bowen had done, and the threat Carisio had made. Caine had even told him about the bounty on his head. It kind of felt refreshing to talk to someone about it—the stress, the looking over his shoulder all the time, and never being able to trust anyone. 
Caine felt like a weight had lifted while Abel had a strange twitch under one eye. He’d fucked around and broken the human.
“Are you going to say anything?” Caine kept waving his hand. “Hello?”
“What…the hell…am I supposed to say to that?” Abel moved backward and just fell. Caine suspected Abel was aiming for the couch, but he’d missed. He sat on the floor, one arm leveled on the cushions. “You’re completely insane.”
“I know it’s a lot to take in.”
Abel slowly looked up at him. “A lot to take in is finding out one of your parents is terminally ill. What you just dropped into my lap is outside the realm of possibilities.” 
“Now do you see why we have to leave?” Caine wanted Abel to snap out of it so they could get going. He needed to find Bowen and stop the shifter’s path of destruction. In Caine’s form, Bowen could do a helluva lot more damage. 
Caine was already on the demon warriors’ shit list. The last place he wanted to be was the underworld. He shivered at the thought of being locked up for eternity, reliving his worst nightmares. Caine would rather be killed than be handed that fate.
Abel finally pushed to his feet. “I’m not going anywhere with you. You show up here talking about demons and guys who can shift into different forms. You’re nuts!”
Caine lifted his hand. 
Abel narrowed his eyes. “You blow that smoke at me, and I’ll…I’ll scream my fool head off! My neighbors know my brother’s a cop. They’ll call him.”
“And we’ll be long gone by the time he gets here.” Caine didn’t have time for this crap. “Deal with the facts and get over it. We have more pressing problems.”
“It’s always a pressing problem with you, isn’t it? Your life is filled with drama, and insanity. I’m not gonna be a part of that.” Abel walked to the door and opened it. “While I appreciate your effort to help me, get out.”
“Are you serious?” Caine walked to the door and slammed it shut. “You think this is some kind of game?”
“I think I made a mistake calling you in the first place. What was I thinking? I saw what you could do in the gas station. That should’ve been a huge warning sign. How do I keep getting myself mixed up in crazy?”
Caine wasn’t known for his patience or negotiating when his mind was made up. He was giving Abel more leeway than he’d ever given anyone else. Why was this pint-sized human getting to him? Why was Caine standing there arguing with Abel? They were wasting precious time.
“Believe me or don’t believe me,” Caine said with mounting frustration. “I don’t give a shit, but you’re leaving with me because I’m done arguing. I’ve never had to work this goddamn hard convincing someone how much danger they’re in. You’re an infuriating—”
“Buzzing gnat?” Abel crossed his arms. He looked just as angry as Caine felt. 
He also looked adorable. 
Wait. Where had that thought come from? Caine was letting Abel get to him, fuck with his mind. It’d been awhile since he’d gotten laid, and Abel was hot, but Caine never mixed business with pleasure. 
“I’m taking my bath, and you’re leaving.” Abel walked away from the door, and Caine had to stop himself from tossing the guy over his shoulder and leaving. 
He’d rather have Abel come willingly, but Caine saw that wasn’t going to happen. He shot his arm out and yanked Abel close, so close that their noses were almost touching. Then again, Caine had to bend just to get to Abel’s level. 
“You’re coming with me.”
Abel opened his mouth as if to scream. Caine clamped a hand over it. He picked Abel up and walked to the bedroom. Daylight was already creeping through the windows. Caine needed total darkness. He opened the closet door and stepped inside. 
Then moved his hand away from Abel’s mouth. 
“Let me go!” Abel tried to fight, but his elbows were ineffectual when Caine stepped backward, keeping his hand on the guy’s arm. The sense of falling washed over him, and Abel screamed, clutching Caine with both hands. 
Caine had latched onto the faint connection he felt with Bowen. When they landed, the link felt stronger. He looked around and cursed at their location. 
Abel clung to him like a spider monkey, curled around Caine’s torso. “What the hell just happened? Where are we? How did we get from my apartment to here?”
Caine didn’t bother prying Abel off him. He wanted the human to stay as close as possible as he made his way home. What the hell was Bowen doing back in Remtin? 
“What kind of place is this?” Abel tried to let go, but Caine curled an arm around him, keeping him in place. The streets were barren, like they always were, but Caine felt eyes on him. He had a bounty on his head, and there were plenty of motherfuckers who would love to cash in on him. 
“Just keep quiet.” The city was dark, which was always the case in the demon realm. A slight wind blew, reminding Caine of a ghost town. The eeriness, the racing heart, and that feeling of having to look over his shoulder were back. 
“I can walk on my own,” Abel quietly argued. 
“Trust me, clinging to me is your safest bet.” Caine didn’t want to admit how much he liked holding Abel, how good it felt having someone in his arms. 
Getting home had been too easy. No one tried to stop him, which made Caine think heading to his apartment was a trap. But he had nowhere else to go. Not when he had Abel with him, an innocent human who wouldn’t last five seconds alone in this city. 
The vultures would be all over him if Caine set him down. 
Caine would normally welcome a good brawl. He lived for them, relished the fight, but Abel was a weakness Caine had to protect. He was also leverage that could be used against Caine. 
As soon as he got home, and as badly as he wanted to find Bowen, Caine needed to use the shadows and get Abel out of there. Even the demon warriors were hesitant to come to Remtin. 
Abel wouldn’t stand a chance. 
“I wanna go home.” Abel’s nails dug into Caine’s back. “I think I’m about to freak out.”
“Don’t,” Caine said in a harsh whisper. “Don’t draw any attention to us.” Although they already had plenty of attention. Eyes were on them. Abel just wasn’t able to detect anyone’s presence. 
“But no one is around. Can’t we hail a taxi or order an Uber? Where the hell are we?”
“Would you stop with the questions?” Caine ground his teeth as he cut the corner. 
Almost there. Almost home. Just one more block. If Caine could get to his apartment, they would be safe. As safe as anyone could be in Remtin. But he’d cast powerful spells over his home, protecting him from the monsters that dwelled in this city. 
Caine’s arm tightened around Abel. Up ahead was a group of men hanging out in front of some rundown building. They were talking amongst themselves but went quiet when they spotted Caine. 
Fear pumped through his veins when they turned and looked at him, their gazes dropping to the human stuck to Caine’s chest like Velcro. 
“You got some brass balls showing up here after what you just did,” one of them said as he pushed away from the wall he’d been leaning against. “Tremblay is looking for you.”
Fucking Bowen. This was why Caine had to catch the shifter. “What do you think I did?”
They looked at each other then back at Caine. “You hit your head and suddenly get amnesia?”
“What’s he talking about?” Abel whispered.
“I already explained that to you. The shifter pretending to be me.”
“I thought you were making that up.” Abel swallowed tightly. “Oh my god, this is all real. You were telling me the truth.”
“Now you want to believe me?” Caine rolled his eyes. “Just keep your mouth shut and don’t let go.”
Abel nodded, burying his face in Caine’s chest. “I think I’d rather deal with my stalker. This is much, much scarier.”
“I thought I told you to shut your mouth,” Caine snarled. 
“Shutting my mouth,” Abel whispered. 
Caine doubted that. Abel hadn’t been able to stay quiet since he’d met the guy. He’d probably be rambling in his grave. 
“Tell me what I did,” Caine said to the one who clearly ran the group. He let his powers flow through him, allowing his horns to show, letting his eyes glow red. He could have wiped the ground with these fools if he didn’t have Abel with him. 
Even so, he wasn’t going to let them get the better of him. Not today, not ever. Caine rolled his shoulders as he walked forward, raising his hand. 
The men backed away, their eyes wide. Caine’s reputation preceded him. He could turn all their minds to mush if he wanted to, and they knew it. 
Still, Caine was cautious as he walked by them. His apartment was two buildings down. He’d make Abel run to it if Caine had to fight his way out of this. 
“This ain’t over.” The leader narrowed his eyes. “Tremblay is gonna flay skin from bones when he catches up with you.”
Caine had no doubt about that. Tremblay was a demon who’d escaped from Hell and had caused nothing but havoc in Remtin. He was an oversized gorilla who threw his weight around, intimidating others and killing anyone who got in his way. 
Before ripping Bowen’s heart out, Caine was gonna choke the fuck out of him for going up against such monsters and making them think Caine had done them wrong. 
He made it to his apartment steps and hurried inside, keeping his arm wrapped around Abel as he climbed to the twelfth floor. Caine unlocked his door and stepped inside, finally able to take a breath. 
Abel wiggled until Caine released him. When Abel’s feet touched the floor, he shoved his hands into Caine’s chest. “What have you gotten me into?” He waved a hand at the windows. “Did you see the size of those men? All five of them looked like they wanted to taste the iron in your blood! Where am I? How did we get here, and how do we get back to my place?”
Caine was getting a migraine. He just wanted five minutes of silence, but Abel was relentless. 
“I can’t believe you were telling me the truth. And those horns on your head! They were never there before. I think I’m gonna pass out.”
Caine wished he would. 
When Abel kept talking, Caine lost it. “Just shut up and sit down for five fucking seconds!” 
Abel retreated to the recliner and sat, tears filling his eyes. He wouldn’t look at Caine, and Caine felt like shit for scaring the guy, which flared his anger even higher. 
Caine walked to the kitchen, leaving Abel in the living room. He curled his fingers around the edge of the counter and exhaled. This situation was getting messier and messier, and Caine didn’t see an end. 
He had to find somewhere to stash Abel so he could go after Bowen, but there wasn’t anyone he would trust with Abel’s life. Those men outside had gotten a good look at the human. Now Abel was in even more danger. 
The shit just kept getting deeper and deeper, which made Caine feel cornered. And cornering someone like him would result in chaos of epic proportions. Still, life had a funny way of slapping you in the face sometimes, and maybe all of this was payback for the shit Caine had done over his lifetime. 
If that was happening, he needed to get Abel far away from him. 
 
* * * *
 
As Abel sat there, he looked around the living room, surprised how homey it felt in a place like this. He was still spitting mad that Caine had yelled at him, but he was also terrified. Abel had a feeling he was someplace he didn’t want to be.
Sometimes Abel’s libido got him into a world of trouble, and he wasn’t going to deny he’d hadn’t put up that much of a fight because he was attracted to Caine. 
And see where that’s gotten you? 
But didn’t his father always tell him to open himself up to new experiences, to never settle in life? Though Abel seriously doubted his dad had this in mind. 
He stood, took a deep breath, and squared his shoulders. This was just another adventure. Abel could either embrace it or lose his sanity. He mentally pulled his boots straps up and walked into the kitchen.
Caine was bracing the counter, seemingly lost in his thoughts. His head was lowered, and his eyes were closed, the horns gone. 
“I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain in the ass.”
Caine sighed but didn’t open his eyes or move. “You have every right to act the way you do. I was selfish thinking you could handle all this. I shouldn’t have lost my temper. I shouldn’t have laid all that in your lap at once.”
Abel had a feeling Caine didn’t apologize often, if ever. He didn’t seem the type. He was far more likely to kick ass and snap necks than admit he’d done anything wrong. 
This would be the perfect opportunity to gloat, but that wasn’t Abel’s style. According to the men who’d dumped him, Abel was too forgiving, too naïve, and too nice. How they’d ever thought that about him was anyone’s guess. 
“So what do we do now?” He leaned against the counter, a strange need to get closer to Caine. Abel’s hands itched to touch Caine, but he refrained. “How do we get out of this mess? Do you know where to look for Bowen?”
“I have a way of connecting with him.” Caine went to the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water. “I’m not gonna try while you’re here. It’s too dangerous.”
“Too dangerous? I think we’re way past that.” Abel was trying not to lose his patience. There Caine went again, trying to protect Abel but ultimately shutting him out. “You’ve already gotten me involved. Now, what’s our plan?”
“Not happening.” Caine walked out of the kitchen. 
Abel balled his hands into fists and silently screamed. No one had ever infuriated him this badly. Not even Aaron. He stormed from the kitchen, ready to lay into Caine. 
“I’ve had enough of overprotective men,” he snapped. “We’re in this together.”
“There is no together,” Caine argued. “This is my fight, and I’m not gonna let an innocent get hurt because of my problems.”
“But you had no problem demanding that you take me from my home,” Abel reminded him. “You were ready to get me involved then. What’s changed?”
Before Caine could answer him, the living room window shattered. Caine grabbed Abel and dropped to the floor. “That shouldn’t have happened. I have spells covering every inch of my place.”
Abel covered his head and scooted closer to Caine when he heard rapid gunfire. Someone wanted to make sure Caine was dead. “Can you get us out of here?” 
Caine pulled Abel damn near all the way under his body. Oh, this was nice. The guy’s body was firm but soft. What? Abel shouldn’t be thinking that right now. Was this how he handled stress? Horniness? He should be trying to get away from Caine, away from this bizarre and deadly situation, not try to covertly inhale his dark scent or enjoy the way Caine’s muscles pressed against him. 
Abel couldn’t help it, though. When was the last time he had someone this stunning lying so close to him? The answer would be never. Was Caine’s dangerous vibe a turn-on? Abel had never been attracted to bad boys before. In fact, he’d steered clear of them his entire life. He’d always done vanilla—safe…boring. 
He was sick of safe and boring, but now he was at the other end of the spectrum. 
Caine got up and pulled Abel’s arm, sliding Abel across the floor and down the hallway as the bullets started flying again. 
“The closet?” Abel asked when Caine pulled him to his feet. 
“Yep.” Caine pulled him inside the closet and walked backward. Abel gladly went with him. He didn’t like the nauseating feeling of falling, but he’d get over that if it meant getting out of there. 
But nothing happened. They were still in the closet. 
“Caine?”
“Someone has stopped me from transporting.” Caine cursed. “We’re stuck here until I can figure this out.”
Abel gasped when he heard something that sounded like someone was breaking the front door down. Was it too late to go back to safe and boring?
 
Chapter Five 
 
“Not a single fingerprint,” Sheriff Grayson Copache said. “Not even touch DNA. The guy was careful, Aaron.”
Deputy Aaron Mills was only half listening to his boss. He’d called Abel three times now. Abel was a light sleeper and should’ve picked up by now. 
Something wasn’t right. 
Grayson snapped his fingers in Aaron’s face. “Did you hear me?”
Aaron got up from his desk. “Abel isn’t answering. That’s not like him.” 
His brother should’ve gotten plenty of sleep by now. It was well after three in the afternoon. 
“Something wrong?” Deputy Weston Crosby, who’d just been hired a month ago, asked. Aaron was still feeling him out. Weston seemed like a nice, wholesome guy. Everybody seemed to like him, but he was new and wasn’t part of the family at the station yet. 
“Go,” Grayson said. “Let me know what’s going on.”
Aaron nodded and got up, heading for the door. He hadn’t told their parents what was happening. Aaron didn’t want to worry them. Abel was a levelheaded guy who’d always steered clear of trouble, and it gutted Aaron that he couldn’t catch the person stalking his baby brother.
He drove to Abel’s apartment, thinking the worst. He should’ve strapped his brother to his side until the stalker was caught. Aaron had told Abel to lock his door and had heard the lock engage. Had someone broken in after he’d left?
Aaron would never forgive himself if anything happened to Abel. His brother wasn’t exactly the kind of guy who could protect himself. Lord knew he had a stubborn streak, and at times, Abel had a mouth on him. But physical fighting wasn’t his strong suit. 
Abel had gotten into a lot of altercations at school when the jocks had found out he was gay. Aaron had kicked plenty of ass defending his brother back then. 
The fact that Abel was gay never bothered Aaron. He worked with gay men, and a lot lived in the community. Aaron welcomed the change in Maple Grove. It made life more interesting. But not everyone felt that way. Aaron was straight, and a lot of people felt comfortable talking trash within earshot. 
But he had a feeling the stalker wasn’t one of those people. He was obsessed with Abel. Unfortunately there were too many residents living an alternative lifestyle in Maple Grove to narrow the suspect pool down so quickly. 
Unless the guy slipped up, it would take time to dwindle down the list. 
Aaron parked at the curb and climbed the three flights of stairs to Abel’s apartment. When his brother had first moved in, Aaron had insisted on having a key. He was glad he’d done that. He opened the apartment door and looked around.
Nothing seemed out of place. He went to the bedroom, but Abel wasn’t there. He tried his cell phone again, but it went straight to voice mail. 
“Where the hell are you, Abel?” Aaron looked for any type of clue that would tell him where his brother was, but he came up empty. He went to the kitchen and saw a full pot of coffee sitting there.
Along with Abel’s keys, cell phone, and wallet. His brother would never leave those behind. Stones filled his gut as he took off, ready to search every inch of the town if he had to. Aaron didn’t care how long it took. He was getting his brother back.
 
* * * *
 
“Tie his hands behind his back before he can blow that smoke shit in our faces,” Tremblay ordered. “I don’t need my brains scrambled.”
Caine had taken down two of the five men who’d invaded his apartment. He still couldn’t understand how they’d counteracted the spells. Caine was damn good at creating them, an expert. So how did they manage to get in here?
Caine and Abel were dragged to the living room and forced to their knees, their hands tied behind their backs. Caine looked over at Abel and saw the stark fear in his green eyes. 
No matter what, Caine was getting the human to safety. He just wasn’t sure how. 
“First,” Tremblay said as he paced in front of Caine and Abel, “I’m gonna make you pay for stealing from me. Nobody gets away with that. Then I’m gonna cash in on your bounty. That only seems fair since you’ve caused me so much trouble.”
“You got the wrong guy,” Abel argued as he struggled against his bindings. “There’s a copycat Caine out there. You should be looking for him!” 
Caine liked Abel’s feistiness. It was a turn-on in ways he’d never imagined. But right now he wished Abel would shut up. The guy was gonna get them both killed. 
“Shut your trap,” Caine whispered. “Let me handle this.”
“Because so far your record of getting us out of trouble has been on point?” Abel stared incredulously at Caine. “Maybe I should handle things from here on out.”
Caine ground his teeth. Abel had no idea just how lethal the demon was. Tremblay hunched down in front of Abel and tipped his head to the side. “Yes, let the human talk. I’m very interested in what he has to say.”
The smirk on Tremblay’s face said otherwise. He was toying with Abel, making the human think they had a chance of surviving this. Caine knew better. If he didn’t get free and take the remaining men down, neither one of them would walk out of his apartment alive. 
Abel licked his lips. “Caine screwed up and touched a chameleon shifter. Some guy named Bowen. Now Bowen, looking like an exact replica of Caine, is going around stirring up shit. He’s doing it for respect. At least, that’s what Bowen claims. But if you ask me, Bowen has an ulterior motive. No one goes to this length just so people will revere him.”
Caine begged to differ but kept his mouth shut. 
The guys standing at the door snickered. One said, “And I have a bridge in the desert I’d like to sell you.”
“It’s true!” Abel wiggled his arms. “Let us track Bowen down, and we’ll prove it.”
Tremblay slowly clapped his hands as he stood. “I have to say, that’s an incredible story. You have quite the imagination, human. Too bad I’m not buying it.”
Caine tapped the front of his boot against the floor. A small blade popped from the heel. He rubbed the rope against the sharp blade as Tremblay concentrated on Abel. 
Caine didn’t like it, but he had to keep Tremblay’s focus on Abel or he’d see Caine’s arms moving up and down. The two shmucks at the door were talking to each other. No one was paying him any attention. 
That was their mistake. 
“You just don’t care about the truth,” Abel argued. “We could have Bowen standing in this room, and that wouldn’t matter. You’re another low-life piece of scum, aren’t you?”
Tremblay struck Abel across the face, making Abel fall backward with a loud cry. The scent of Abel’s blood enraged Caine. He finally got the ropes free and dove for the bastard. 
Caine spun Tremblay around, slamming him against the wall. With one hand on the demon’s throat, he turned to the thugs. Caine lifted his right hand and blew across his palm. Wispy, dark smoke fanned out and encompassed their heads. 
“Kill Tremblay,” he snarled and took a step back, releasing the bastard who’d dared to lay a hand on Abel. 
The two men attacked, forcing Tremblay into action. Caine didn’t stick around. He grabbed Abel and tossed the human over his shoulder as he slung the door open then raced down the steps. Since he couldn’t use the shadows to get out of Remtin, he had no other choice but to head to the Black River. The dark water was the only other way out of the demon realm.
The problem was they would have to cross over to Serenity City, where the demon warriors lived. As soon as they crossed the border, alarms would sound, alerting the warriors that the borders had been breached. 
Hopefully they could make it to the river before the warriors got their hands on him. 
So far no one was on the street as Caine ran, his arm slung over Abel to keep him in place. They were half a mile from Serenity City, but there were plenty of enemies that could stop them before they reached their destination. 
“Untie my hands!” 
“I should tie your mouth,” Caine snarled. “One of these days you’re gonna learn to keep quiet. I swear you’re out to get us killed.”
“I was trying to reason with him,” Abel argued. 
The thought of Abel reasoning with Tremblay was downright laughable. The chances of Hell having an ice storm were bigger than Tremblay letting them go. 
Caine spotted the border in front of them. Tiny beacons lit up orange in the fog that surrounded the boundary between Serenity City and Remtin. The warriors would be all over them in a matter of minutes once the alarm sounded. 
With a burst of speed, Caine breached it, alarms blaring so loudly they pierced his ears. His fingers dug into Abel’s legs, keeping him tight against him as he headed straight for the grassy mound where the river was located.
He heard shouting behind him, someone yelling for him to stop. But Caine kept going as the warriors closed in on him. At the last minute, Caine dove for the water. 
It didn’t splash. The water didn’t even ripple as Caine and Abel fell toward Maple Grove. It was the first place that came to mind. They hit the pavement outside Abel’s apartment. 
“Oh fuck! That hurt,” Abel cried out. 
Caine wasn’t doing any better. He’d landed on his chest, the air knocked clean out of him. He rolled to his back, staring up at the sunlight. His chest hurt like a bitch as he got to his feet and grabbed Abel, quickly carrying him to the human’s apartment. 
 
* * * *
 
Abel stepped from the shower and wiped his hand across the steamy mirror. God, he looked like crap. There was a wild look in his eyes and dark circles underneath them. He touched the bruise on his cheek that had formed after being struck by Tremblay. 
He could very easily blame Caine for all of this. The running, the danger, and the guy’s surly attitude. Abel wasn’t going to. Caine hadn’t meant to touch Bowen. The shifter had tricked him. 
In truth, Abel felt his blood pumping after the terrifying adventure. His boring life had been shaken up, and he felt as though Caine was his partner in crime. 
“You really need to sort out your priorities,” he said to the mirror. 
Abel curled the towel around his waist and walked out of the bathroom, billows of steam trailing after him. He started toward his bedroom but stopped and looked down the hallway. 
He smiled and headed for the kitchen. Caine was seated on the couch, flipping through a magazine. The guy looked relaxed, but Abel knew better. Caine’s mind was working on a solution to their problem. How to capture Bowen without taking Abel with him.
That wasn’t going to happen. Abel wasn’t going to let Caine leave him behind. They were in this together, no matter how much Caine argued otherwise. 
Abel bit his lip as he slowly moved toward the kitchen, hoping Caine looked up and noticed him. He should’ve gone to his bedroom and checked his phone, knowing how worried Aaron would be, but all Abel could do was think about Caine, and how he wanted to get laid.
When Caine looked up, Abel blushed. “I was getting something to drink. Can I get you anything?”
Caine’s dark eyes turned molten as he set the magazine aside. He stood and charged toward Abel, hemming him against the wall. The deep snarl turned Abel on. He grabbed for Caine, their mouths fusing in a heart-stopping, hungry kiss. 
Abel started pulling at Caine’s clothes, and the demon didn’t stop him. He unfastened Caine’s pants, gasping for breath as their tongues dueled, and fisted Caine’s cock.
The guy hissed into Abel’s mouth, helping Abel remove his shirt and throw it aside. God, all those glorious muscles were exposed, and Abel trailed his hand over them, never letting Caine’s cock go. 
“I want you so badly,” Abel said into Caine’s mouth as he jerked the man’s dick. 
“You should be running from me, not begging for my cock.” But Caine didn’t back down. His hands were everywhere, ripping the towel from around Abel’s waist, and then he pulled Abel up until Abel had to curl his legs around Caine’s thick waist. 
“Not going anywhere.” Abel’s lips found the hollow of Caine’s neck and began to trace it with his tongue. “You’re gonna give my body what it needs.”
“Even if I’m seven kinds of bad for you?” 
Abel gripped Caine’s biceps. “Now it’s your turn to shut your mouth.”
He sucked up a bruise on Caine’s neck, loving that he’d just marked the guy. For a brief moment in time, Caine would be his. Abel wasn’t foolish enough to think he could tame such a wild beast. Caine belonged to no one, but for at least an hour, they would scratch the other’s itch. 
Caine walked to Abel’s bedroom, Abel still clinging to him. He felt Caine’s hard cock bobbing, tapping at his ass. Abel didn’t want to let go but pulled his legs back when Caine lowered him to the bed. 
Abel lay there watching Caine as he pulled his jeans off. Abel’s mouth watered when Caine’s cock slapped his stomach. Damn the man was hung. He’d felt the erection in his hand, but an up-close look had him panting. 
Even more wondrous was the fact that Caine’s horns appeared on top of his head and his eyes looked like they’d caught fire. More like Abel was looking through a window at a fireplace. 
God, Caine was breathtaking. 
Unable to resist, Abel got to his hands and knees and sucked Caine’s cock between his lips. He moved his head up and down, pulling up and suckling at the head, drinking in the clear liquid that was flowing freely.
Caine didn’t say a word, but he didn’t have to. The muscles in his neck were taut, and his jaw was clenched. The fire in his eyes burned brighter as he fisted Abel’s hair, fucking Abel’s mouth in short bursts.
Caine closed his eyes and breathed out slowly, removing his cock from between Abel’s lips. “Not like this. When I come, I want to be buried inside you.”
Those words sent ripples of excitement through Abel’s body. He backed up then turned, presenting his ass to Caine. “Don’t forget the lube and condom in my drawer.”
Caine shook his head. “Don’t need either. I can’t catch human diseases or spread any, and I already come with lube.”
Abel had no idea what that meant. “What?”
Caine winked. “You’ll see.”
He blanketed Abel’s back, pressing the blunt head of his cock against Abel’s hole. 
“Please don’t tell me you plan on fucking me dry.” And without even stretching him. Abel was all for experimenting, but he wasn’t into pain. 
“Trust me,” Caine whispered against the shell of Abel’s ear. “You’re gonna enjoy every second of this.”
Abel blew out a few breaths, unsure he should put his trust in Caine’s hands. 
Then he felt something wet squirt against his hole. His ring of muscles began to relax. “What the hell was that?”
“My natural lube.”
Holy fuck! Abel wasn’t sure what to think when the next squirt happened. He expected pain when Caine inched inside him, but all Abel felt was untapped pleasure. Caine filled him up, stretching him wide as he worked his way inside Abel’s ass.
“Oh god…this is…I don’t…ung.” Abel lowered his head and closed his eyes, feeling as if his body had just caught fire. Caine had him pinned down, trapped, as he laid soft kisses along Abel’s spine. 
Who knew such a rough man could be so tender? Abel had expected to be tossed around and possibly mauled. That wouldn’t have been a bad thing, but this slow and sweet was just as nice. 
They turned onto their sides, Caine staying behind Abel. He curled his arms around him and punched his hips, kissing along his shoulder. Abel held on, throwing a leg over Caine’s to open himself up so Caine could go deeper. 
Abel trembled as pulses of pleasure overtook him. Each thrust nailed his gland. and he groaned, undulating as they moved together.
Finally, one strong hand encircled him, slowly stroking Abel’s already sensitive flesh. He hissed and bucked, thrusting his cock into Caine’s fist. 
“I’m-I’m close,” Abel managed to get out between needy sounds. 
Caine’s hand moved faster, matching the rhythm of his hips. He turned Abel onto his stomach, and Abel pushed to his hands and knees. He rocked back, meeting Caine thrust for thrust. 
Sweat dripped onto his back as Abel curled his fingers into the sheets. He spread his legs wider, his limbs trembling, his orgasm cresting. 
“Caine!” Abel’s climax swelled and surged inside him. Something more powerful gripped him. He shuddered and jerked as the feeling washed through him.
Caine clamped a hand down on Abel’s hips and came, his cock pulsing deep in Abel’s ass as he grunted. He stilled, his fingers digging deeper into Abel’s flesh.
“No,” Caine whispered. “Not possible.”
“What?” Abel eased forward, dislodging Caine’s softening cock. He collapsed to the bed, expecting Caine to join him. When Abel looked over his shoulder, Caine was staring wide-eyed at him. 
Caine cupped a hand over his mouth and then wiped that hand down his chin. “You’re my mate.”
Abel wrinkled his nose. “What does that mean?”
“That’s what I’d like to know.” 
Abel gasped and covered himself when he spotted Aaron standing in his doorway. 
 
Chapter Six
 
“I’ve been worried sick about you, and you’ve been out chasing ass?” Abel’s brother’s words were thunderous. “You couldn’t even answer your phone to tell me you were fine?”
Caine started toward the cop. Brother or not, he wasn’t going to let the guy talk to his mate that way. “Watch your fucking tongue or I’ll cut it out.”
“You better stand down,” Aaron snarled. “And get some damn clothes on.”
“And you can get out of my room,” Abel said. “Have you ever heard of knocking, Aaron?”
Aaron glared at Caine but stepped from the room. Too bad he didn’t go far enough away. He was outside in the hallway, giving them just enough privacy. Caine was tempted to slam the door in the guy’s face.
Abel hopped up and scrambled to get dressed. Caine didn’t care about his nudity. He was just pissed that Aaron had interrupted them. 
He was also still reeling from the fact that Abel was his mate. This threw a wrench into his plan to leave the human behind. Tremblay and Carisio already knew about Abel. 
If they found out that Abel was his mate…fuck. 
“Get dressed.” Abel waved a hand at him. “Although I love looking at your body, my brother…not so much.”
Caine couldn’t seem to move. He was looking at Abel in a whole new light. This was the person he would spend the rest of eternity with. There wouldn’t be any “I had a good time, but now I have to move on.” 
This was it for him. 
Every preternatural creature was in search of his or her mate. It was a driving need that superseded almost everything else. Even those who considered themselves hardened dreamed of this moment. 
Caine was no different. 
He flashed his clothes to his body. They were on the floor one second, and the next they were covering him. 
Abel’s brows shot up, and a sweet little smile surfaced. “You’ve got to teach me how to do that.”
It wasn’t a talent he could “teach,” but Caine would be more than happy to oblige Abel anytime he wanted to quickly dress. He said as much. 
“What other handy skills do you have?” Abel slid his shirt over his head. Caine hated to see his mate cover his compact body. He hadn’t been done ravaging him. In fact, he’d planned on spending the rest of the evening showing his mate his stamina. 
Caine nodded toward the door, reminding Abel that they weren’t alone. “We’ll talk later.” 
Abel curled his lips in and headed for the hallway. As soon as he stepped from the room, his expression changed from humorous conspiracy to downright anger. 
“Don’t you give me that look,” Aaron warned, though Caine couldn’t see him. “Living room so we can talk.”
Caine joined them. He wasn’t going to let the cop interrogate Abel without him there to protect his mate. It was an overwhelming need, even if the guy was Abel’s brother. 
“Not until you lose that attitude,” Abel groused as he stomped away. 
Aaron looked Caine over before he headed into the living room. He had a feeling that he didn’t measure up to Aaron’s standards. Caine had dealt with a lot of evil in the world, including himself, but family? That was a foreign concept to him. He’d been raised in a whorehouse, beaten, neglected, and deprived of many things, including the love a child—even a demon child—needed to blossom. 
He’d witnessed love from afar over the thousands of years he’d been alive, but he’d never felt the gentle touch of it firsthand. 
The cop might be pissed, but Caine saw in Aaron’s eyes just how much he cared for Abel. 
“Where have you been?” Aaron asked when they entered the living room. His tone was gentler, calmer. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”
“It’s complicated,” Abel said. 
Aaron’s features darkened as he took Abel’s jaw in his hand and turned his brother’s head. “Who hurt you?”
He looked directly at Caine. 
“Not him.” Abel jerked his jaw free. “He was the one who protected me.”
“Your stalker?” Aaron asked as his hand dropped away. 
“Why are you back on duty?” Abel asked. “You just pulled a double. Why haven’t you gone home to sleep?”
“I did,” Aaron said. “Slept the whole morning away. But when I woke up and called to check on you, you didn’t answer your phone. I tried three times before I came over here and found you gone, your wallet, keys, and phone left behind.”
“That’s my fault.” Caine cleared his throat, coming up with a lie on the spot. “I came by to pick him up, and we got all handsy. Got lost in the moment. He must’ve forgotten to take his personal things with him.”
Abel’s cheeks turned a dark shade of red as he mouthed, “Thank you.”
Caine gave a slight nod, his arms aching to pull Abel back into them. He wanted to feel those hot, sweet kisses all over his body, to hear those cute moans Abel had given as Caine claimed him. 
“And exactly who are you?” Aaron asked. “I haven’t seen you around town before.”
“He was just passing through town and stopped at the gas station,” Abel quickly said. “We hit it off, and he stuck around.”
Aaron looked at Caine with mistrust in his eyes. “You don’t have a life to get back to?”
If the guy only knew. 
Caine shrugged. “I can take my work with me, and no, I don’t have a life to get back to.”
“What do you do for a living?” 
“Jeez, Aaron.” Abel sounded exasperated. “Stop grilling Caine. He’s a really nice guy, so stop giving him the third-degree.”
Aaron turned back to Abel. “What’s his last name? Where’s he from? What do you really know about this drifter?”
“He’s not a drifter!” Abel looked ready to chew nails. “My love life is none of your concern. Did I grill you when you dated that chick last year and she dumped you? I stayed out of it, and I would appreciate the same.” Abel dropped to the couch. “I’m sorry, Aaron. I didn’t mean to bring that up. That was wrong of me.”
Caine needed to change the subject before Aaron demanded answers to his questions. “Did you find out anything about the stalker?”
Aaron sighed and gave Caine a look that said the subject of him wasn’t over. “No prints and no touch DNA. Nothing. The guy was very careful not to leave anything behind that could identify him.”
Caine needed to catch Bowen by the end of the week before he had to deal with Carisio, but he wasn’t taking Abel’s stalker situation lightly. Humans could be just as evil as nonhumans, sometimes worse. 
All three looked at the door when someone knocked. Aaron started toward it, but Caine beat him to it. If the person on the other side wasn’t human, he didn’t need Aaron getting hurt. 
“Now you’re answering his door?” Aaron asked. 
“Could be trouble.”
Aaron snorted. “I highly doubt his stalker would knock. He would far more likely pick a lock or crawl through a window.”
“We’re on the third floor,” Abel pointed out.
“But he could crawl through your kitchen window,” Aaron argued. “It’s right off the fire escape.”
While the two of them bickered, Caine swung the door open. Standing there was a uniformed cop. Tall, blond hair, blue eyes, and a smile that Caine didn’t trust.
“Deputy Crosby?” Aaron’s brows dipped. “What’re you doing here?”
Crosby gave Caine a full-body glance before turning his attention to Aaron. “Sheriff Copache said you’d be here. I heard at the station that you were worried about your brother, and I came by to see if there was anything I could do.”
Not suspicious at all. 
“This is a family thing,” Aaron said curtly. “Shouldn’t you be patrolling?”
“Sorry.” A blush crept up his cheeks. “Sometimes my caring gets me into trouble. I was just concerned. That’s all. Sorry to have bothered you guys.”
Caine watched to see if Crosby paid Abel any attention. The guy didn’t look at him, not even once. 
“I’ll see you back at the station,” Aaron said. 
With a nod, Crosby walked away. Caine stood there with his hand on the doorknob, listening to Crosby’s retreating steps. 
“Who was that?” Abel asked.
“The new guy who started about a month ago,” Aaron said. “A bit on the strange side, but nice.”
If Aaron hadn’t been there, Caine would’ve turned invisible and followed the “nice” deputy. Maybe later he would. 
He’d started to close the door when he heard footsteps getting louder. Someone was coming up the stairs. Abel had neighbors on the third floor, so the person wasn’t necessarily coming to see his mate.
Caine was wrong. Some pimple-faced guy with unruly brown hair hurried toward the door when he reached the third floor landing. “Abel, are you in there?”
Caine growled. “Who the fuck’re you?”
Wait. The guy looked familiar. Caine stared at him and recalled seeing the stranger at the gas station. He was Abel’s coworker. 
“Craig?” Abel came to the doorway, but Caine made sure he was between them. “Why are you here?”
Craig crashed past Caine and pulled Abel into a hug. “Dude, everyone at work is talking about how the cops were looking for you. I had to come by and make sure you were all right. What the hell is going on?”
Caine slid his finger into the back of Craig’s collar and pulled him away from Abel. Preternatural creatures were very possessive of their mates, and extremely lethal in the first two weeks of mating. Caine had to tamp down his urge to rip Craig’s spine out for touching Abel.
Craig looked up at Caine. “Dude, hands off the merchandise.”
“Exactly,” Caine snarled. 
“What ev.” Craig looked back at Abel. “So what’s going on? Why were the cops looking for you?” He must’ve just noticed Aaron in the room because Craig’s eyes rounded. 
“A misunderstanding,” Aaron said. “Abel is fine, Craig. How’s your mom?”
The two clearly knew each other. 
“Still nursing a sprained ankle,” Craig said. “She keeps saying that wounds don’t heal as quickly when you’re older, but she’s getting better. Thanks for asking.”
Aaron gave a short nod. 
Caine’s fists convulsed at his sides when Craig touched Abel’s shoulder. This human was really asking to die. Abel looked at Caine then took a step back, Craig’s hand falling away. 
“I’m okay, Craig. You should’ve just called.”
“I did,” Craig said. “Several times.” A smile spread across his acned face. “We were taking bets on whether you were a victim or had committed a crime. No one knew why the cops were looking for you.”
“So you came by here to win a bet?” Abel chuckled. 
“I could use the cash, but I was also worried about you.”
Aaron walked into the kitchen when his phone rang. Caine wasn’t leaving Abel’s side. Not when Grabby was still standing there, as though he was waiting for an invitation to stay. 
“So, what did you bet?” Abel asked.
Craig’s grin widened. “That you’re too sweet and innocent to commit a crime. I guess I won.”
Caine narrowed his eyes. “Yes, he is sweet and innocent.”
He didn’t like the way Craig had said that. 
Aaron returned from the kitchen with a hardened look in his eyes. “Mind telling me why you’ve bought so many roses lately?” 
Caine snarled and snatched Craig up by his shirtfront. “It’s you?” 
“What?” Craig squawked. “What are you talking about?” 
“The roses,” Aaron demanded. “Why?”
“My mom!” Craig looked as if he’d piss himself at any second. “I gave them to her to make her feel better while she recovered. They cheered her up. I swear! Mrs. Willow even gave me a discount because her and my mom go way back.”
Abel slapped at Caine’s hand. “Let him go. I know from working with him that’s he’s a mama’s boy.”
Caine would rather snap the little bastard’s neck just to eliminate the possibility that Craig was their guy. Reluctantly, Caine released him. 
“I told you to keep your hands off the merchandise.” Craig slid his hand over the front of his shirt. “I don’t appreciate you manhandling me.”
“Sorry about that.” Abel reached for Craig, but Caine stepped between them and glared at Craig. “Go check on your mom before I really lose my temper.”
Craig jabbed a finger up at Caine. “You need anger management. You’re lucky I’m such a forgiving guy.”
“That went well,” Aaron said after Craig had left. “If he shows up at the station to file a complaint, at least I know where to find you.” He turned to Abel. “Maybe you should date someone who isn’t a caveman. Mom and Dad are going to be sooo thrilled to meet him.”
“Go away, Aaron.” Abel rolled his eyes. “I’ll talk to you later.”
Aaron eyed Caine as he walked out. Caine slammed the door in his face when he turned and looked back at them. 
“Stop being rude to my brother,” Abel said. “He’s only concerned for me.”
“And those other clowns?” Caine was itching to follow both of them. 
“Craig is harmless.” Abel pursed his lips. “I don’t know Deputy Crosby. It’s not like I hang out at the station. He seemed nice, and that was very kind of him to check on me.”
Caine didn’t trust them. Either one may or may not be Abel’s stalker, but Caine wasn’t taking any chances. Once Abel fell asleep, he was tracking down both of them. 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Abel knew Caine would argue with him about going to work, but his bills weren’t going to pay themselves. He didn’t need to get fired from work because he was in hiding. 
One shift wouldn’t hurt. Besides, he was scheduled to work with Craig tonight. It wasn’t as if Abel would be alone. And that guy Tremblay, he was after Caine, not Abel. 
With that in mind, Abel crept from the bedroom. Caine had been in the living room using his phone, but Abel had waited an hour, and Caine hadn’t come into the bedroom.
Maybe he’d left to go take care of some things, which would tick Abel off since he’d already told Caine they were in this together. 
Make up your damn mind. You want him gone so you can go to work, or you want to go with him while he tracks Bowen down. You can’t have both. 
Abel cursed when he walked into the living room and saw Caine looking around at the room. What had he been doing for the past hour? Why hadn’t he come to bed?
“I can explain.” Abel held up his work vest. “Don’t get mad.”
Caine’s gaze landed on him, and if Abel wasn’t mistaken, he looked a bit startled. 
“I need this job, okay?” Abel said. “I get it that things are dangerous right now, but I don’t see anything wrong with going in for an eight-hour shift. Besides, I won’t be alone, and you know my brother will check on me. So save your arguments for later because I don’t want to be late.”
Caine walked to the door and crossed his arms, blocking Abel from leaving. “That’s not a wise thing to do. Like you said, things are dangerous out there. It would be better if you stayed put.”
“Then why don’t you come with me?” Abel had to win this. He was tired of staying in his apartment, and he couldn’t leave Craig to work third shift alone. 
“To your job.” 
“Yes, to my job.” What was wrong with Caine? Usually the guy would be yelling at him that he was stubborn and giving him a lecture about the many reasons why he couldn’t go to the gas station. 
“Call off,” Caine suggested. “I’m sure you won’t get into trouble for missing one night.”
The guy was too damn calm. Had something happened with his phone call? Had Caine fallen and bumped his head? And why had he been looking around when Abel came into the living room? What was he searching for?
Abel moved closer, reaching out to touch Caine’s arm, but Caine jerked away. What the hell? A sinking feeling settled in Abel’s gut. He curled his hand in and pulled it away.
“Just because I hired you as my bodyguard doesn’t give you the right to keep me prisoner in my apartment. I’m paying you to protect me, not run my life.” He gripped the vest tighter, holding his breath as he waited for Caine’s reply. 
Caine’s gaze scanned the apartment before settling on Abel. “You didn’t pay me to do anything.”
That was the right answer, but the warning bells in Abel’s head were still going off. If this was Bowen, he looked exactly like Caine, even down to the tattoo peeking from under the collar of his shirt. 
Please don’t be Bowen. 
“Ha! That’s a lie. So that payment plan we worked out was for nothing? That contract you had me sign? Don’t you dare try and pull that bullshit on me now. That contract is legal and binding. I own you.”
Abel had no idea if Caine made people sign contracts for his protection or if he just went on verbal agreements. Also, the last part of Abel’s sentence should set Caine off. They might be mates—and Abel still had no idea what that entailed—but Caine bowed to no one. That much Abel had learned about the demon. 
A tic started in Caine’s jaw. “Please have a seat and be quiet.”
Abel’s heart thundered. This wasn’t Caine. His mate would’ve told him to shut his mouth or stop talking so much. Caine was also a touchy-feely kind of guy since the demon had claimed him. He’d touched Abel in some sort of way, as if his mate had to. 
“I’m gonna go get a juice since I’m stuck here.” Abel tried not to show his fear, tried his best to walk normally, even though he wanted to run. 
Where in the hell was the real Caine? Why had he left? Abel didn’t think the guy would’ve left his side, yet he wasn’t here, and the fake Caine was glaring at him from the doorway. 
“You want anything while I’m in the kitchen?” Abel turned, heading for the archway. He threw his work vest over the back of the couch just for show, so Bowen would think he was resigned to staying home. 
If he was quiet enough, he could open the back door and use the fire escape, although the height always made him dizzy. He didn’t know why Bowen was there, and Abel didn’t want to stick around to find out. 
“Nothing for me,” Bowen said from across the room. 
Abel entered the kitchen and let out a few short breaths. He tiptoed toward the back door and, as quietly as he could, flipped the lock and opened it at a painstakingly slow speed. Thank fuck he was so skinny. He didn’t need to ease it open that much. Abel pushed his body through and descended the metal steps, his heart lodged in his throat. 
The security lights attached to the brick building helped guide his way since it was close to ten at night and everything was blanketed in darkness. 
He thought about taking his car, but he’d stupidly left his keys in his vest. His phone was tucked into his back pocket. Abel would wait until he was far enough away before he called the real Caine. 
When his feet hit the ground, Abel looked up toward his door. He gasped when he saw Bowen racing down the steps. 
Abel turned and put on a burst of speed. His only chance would be making it to the police station, but he wasn’t sure he could make it the few blocks before the imposter caught up to him. 
“Get your ass back here,” Bowen shouted. “You’re gonna regret making me chase you!” 
Abel’s only regret would be if Bowen caught him. His heart leaped for joy when he spotted a patrol car coming down the street toward him. Abel waved his arm, shouting for the cop to stop. He nearly was hit by the car when he ran into the street.
Aaron was behind the wheel. His brakes squealed, and he jumped out of the car, pulling his weapon from its holster.
When Abel looked back, the fake Caine had stopped and was looking between them.
“I knew he was a no good bastard.” Aaron pointed his gun at Caine. “Slowly move over here and put your hands on the hood.”
“It’s not what you think,” Abel argued. Damn, how could he explain to his brother that Caine wasn’t the bad guy without telling him everything? Aaron would put a straitjacket on him if he told him that demons and shifters existed. 
Abel pulled out his phone and dialed his mate. As soon as Caine answered, Abel talked bullet-fast. “Bowen showed up at my apartment and chased me. I’m standing on the street with Aaron, and he has a gun pointed at you. I mean the fake you.”
“I’m on my way,” Caine snapped. 
“Fake?” Aaron’s gun was still aimed at Bowen, but he looked quickly at Abel before turning his attention back to the shifter.
Bowen snarled before he spun and took off. Seconds later Caine approached from the opposite direction. Aaron looked where Bowen had been and then at Caine. “How? You were just over there, running away. There’s no way you could’ve…”
“Welcome to my life,” Abel said. He ran over to Caine and threw himself at his mate. Caine folded Abel into his arms. This was the real deal. Caine hugged him so close that he damn near crushed Abel to him. It felt good to be held by Caine, and safe. So damn safe. 
“Stay with your brother.” Caine gave him a quick kiss and set him aside. “I’m going after Bowen.”
His mate was gone before Abel had a chance to say a word. 
“You better start explaining things to me,” Aaron said, his hazel eyes wide. “What the hell just happened?” 
“It’s a long story.” Abel joined him by the car. He wasn’t sure if he was allowed to tell Aaron about the “other” world, but Abel couldn’t let his brother think he was losing his mind. 
“It all began when Caine came into the gas station…”
 
* * * *
 
Caine cursed when he cut the corner and Bowen was gone. He tried to latch onto the connection between them, but for reasons unknown, Caine couldn’t pinpoint where Bowen was. It was as if his signal was all over the place. 
And why had Bowen been at Abel’s apartment in the first place? Did he know Caine had left? Had he been watching the place? Why? Frustration mounted at the unanswered questions. Caine was also cursing himself for leaving Abel alone. It had been a dumb fucking move, even though he’d been trying to figure out which guy, Deputy Crosby or Craig, was Abel’s stalker. 
“If you needed help, all you had to do was ask.”
Caine closed his eyes and clenched his jaw at the voice behind him. It wasn’t often he heard it, and he loathed the sound. “I don’t need your fucking help.” He turned to face Panahasi. “And why would you offer? Don’t I have a bounty on my head?” 
Years of pain, anger, and resentment boiled to the surface as he stared into Panahasi’s whiskey-colored eyes. The demon leader shook his head. “A lie Bowen told you.”
“But the paper had the official seal on it,” Caine ground out. 
“Falsified.” Panahasi’s gaze slid over him in a mysterious sort of way. Then again, the demon leader had always been enigmatic to Caine. They’d never really talked, not like now. They’d never crossed paths, either. The two of them stayed out of each other’s way, and that was how Caine liked it. 
“Yet he has everyone in Remtin convinced and after me for the bounty.” Caine started away, giving a small growl when Panahasi kept step. “I don’t need you following me. I already have enough unwanted interest in me.”
“Yes, Tremblay and Carisio.” Panahasi nodded. “They’re child’s play. You’re more powerful than you think, Caine.”
Caine whipped around, snarling, the urge to kill Panahasi right under his skin. “You don’t get to say my goddamn name!” 
Panahasi stepped to him. “I didn’t know until a few months ago,” he snarled right back. “You can’t punish me for something I wasn’t even aware of.”
Caine’s chest rose and fell in quick successions. His fists shook at his sides. He curled his lip as angry tears threatened to fall. Caine’s lungs constricted, making it hard for him to breathe. “It doesn’t even matter.”
But it did. Panahasi was right, but Caine’s pride wouldn’t let him admit that. He’d harbored too much hatred for Panahasi for thousands of years, and letting that go wasn’t even a possibility right now. It might never be one. 
They stopped walking, although Caine was itching to get back to Abel. He still couldn’t believe the little human was his mate, and Abel had been so brave with Bowen. How had Abel figured it out? How had he known that it wasn’t the real Caine he was dealing with?
Caine’s life had become ten times more complicated since meeting Abel, but he didn’t regret going into the gas station that night. In such a short period of time, Abel had come to mean everything to him. 
He was the only good thing in Caine’s life. 
“I’m not giving up on you,” Panahasi said. “Now that I know the truth. And like I said, you’re more powerful than you know. You can destroy your enemies—”
“Save the Jedi talk for someone else. I’m good. I haven’t, nor do I now, need you, Dad.”
Caine walked away, thankful Panahasi didn’t follow him. He felt too raw at the moment, and he might’ve caved if he’d stuck around any longer. It seemed being around Abel was making him soft. Before he’d met his mate, Caine would’ve ripped into Panahasi, spewing evilness in order to hurt the demon leader.
Now he just wanted to be left alone. Not true. He just wanted his mate. For thousands of years, Caine had been treated like trash in that brothel. The whore who’d raised him never had a kind word to say. In fact, she’d revealed Caine’s parentage just to twist the knife in his heart, a way to hurt him. 
Caine was done letting anyone else have the upper hand over him. Gazelle was damned lucky he hadn’t gone back and gutted her once he’d become a grown man. 
But sadly, she’d been the only parent he’d known, and deep down, in a very deep part of himself, he hadn’t wanted to destroy that. Until now, he’d never had anyone in his corner. 
But he had Abel, and Caine could do whatever he had to in order to protect his mate. 
When he approached the cop car, Aaron looked pale. He stared wide-eyed at Caine, his jaw slightly slack. 
Caine groaned. “You told him, didn’t you? I swear you can’t keep your trap shut.”
Abel chuckled. “Yep, it’s the real Caine.”
He pulled Abel into his arms and rested his chin on his mate’s head, inhaling his scent, bathing his senses in it. Caine had never known this kind of peacefulness. 
“How did you figure it out earlier?”
Aaron was still staring at him as though Caine would turn into a fire-breathing monster and eat him. 
“You told me to be quiet and have a seat,” Abel replied. “You were too calm when I said I owned you.”
Caine snorted. “You wish you fucking owned me.”
“But I do,” Abel whispered. “At least I hope I do, the same way you own me.”
Caine closed his eyes to those words. They were the sweetest he’d ever heard. “So you figured it out because Bowen was even tempered?”
“Are you kidding?” Abel pulled back just enough to look up at Caine. “You’re a surly prick who loves to argue. And I may or may not be stubborn as hell and love a heated debate. Plus…” Abel gripped Caine even tighter. “You wouldn’t touch me, not even when I reached for you.”
There would never be a day when Caine wouldn’t want Abel against him, touching him in some sort of way and making Caine feel like the luckiest demon around. 
“I said I was getting something to drink in the kitchen, and then I bolted from my apartment using the fire escape.”
Caine knew how much the metal stairs scared Abel. He’d seen the queasiness on Abel’s face when they’d taken them before. 
“Luckily I saw Aaron and flagged him down.” Abel narrowed his eyes. “Where did you go? Why’d you leave the apartment?”
“I was trying to find your stalker so I could end him,” Caine said. “Eliminate one of our problems.” He looked over at Aaron but spoke to Abel. “Is he gonna be okay?”
“I’m-I’m fine,” Aaron said. “I knew some hinky shit was going on in this town. A lot of things didn’t add up.”
“You know you have to keep my secret or creatures from Hell will escape and come after you,” Caine said.
Abel elbowed him as Aaron paled even further. “Stop messing with him. He already looks on the verge of passing out.”
“But you need to keep my secret, seriously,” Caine replied. “I’m not lying about someone coming after you. The Ultionem will send a vampire to erase your memory. Is that what you want?”
Caine could easily do that himself. One blow across his hand and he could wipe Aaron’s mind clean. He didn’t want to do that. After all, Aaron was family now, and he’d rather them have a mutual respect for each other than starting things off by tweaking the guy’s brain. 
Aaron looked sharply at him. “First, don’t ever threaten to fuck with my head. Second, who the hell would even believe me?”
Caine had been in Maple Grove before, when he was protecting Scott and Baxter. He knew at least two of the cops were shifters, but he kept that to himself. 
 “We have a deal? He stuck his hand out instead, and reluctantly, Aaron shook it. 
“We have a deal.” Aaron nodded. 
 
Chapter Eight
 
“You’ve lost your mind.” 
“I think it’s the best plan we have.” Caine paced to the window and looked out as the bright morning sun filtered through the wispy curtains. He’d been doing that since they’d gotten back to the apartment last night. Looking out the window. His agitation was exacerbating Abel’s. 
Now that the adrenaline rush was gone, the reality of what had just happened was sinking in. Abel still didn’t know why Bowen had come here in the first place. If he didn’t know any better, the demon had thought no one was home. 
He’d looked startled to see Abel there. Maybe Bowen had planned on ambushing the real Caine when he’d returned. That was the only thing Abel could think of, and he knew he wouldn’t get any kind of answers. 
“Are you gonna keep standing there with that look on your face?” Caine shoved his hands into his front pockets. 
“What look?” 
“Like you’re constipated.” 
“I was thinking!” Abel was also pissed. Caine wanted to leave him with Aaron at the station while he tracked down Bowen. Too much was going on. Abel just wanted the world to stop for an hour so he could think, take a breath, and figure this shit out. 
He was starting to feel mentally numb and unable to focus, which was leading to irritability. 
“We’re supposed to be in this together,” he reminded Caine. 
Caine pulled his hands from his pockets and crossed the room. Abel fell against him as his shoulders drooped. His mate curled his arms around Abel and simply held him. It was just what Abel needed. 
“Your wants and needs are important to me,” Caine said. He caressed Abel’s back, his fingers making Abel’s skin tingle. “But so is your safety. I don’t think I’ll ever make you realize just what you mean to me.”
Caine was trying to be sweet and nice, but Abel saw right through it. His mate was telling Abel what he wanted to hear so he could go play Rambo while Abel sat at the station eating stale donuts and drinking disgusting coffee. He wasn’t falling for it. 
He pulled back and smiled up at Caine. “So when do we leave?”
“In a few minutes. I’m glad you understand.”
“Oh, I understand.” Abel kept his smile in place. “I understand that I’m coming with you.”
Caine’s features darkened. “I thought we settled this.”
“We settled jack shit.” Abel poked Caine in the chest with his finger. “Bowen tricked me and chased me down. I don’t know what his plans were, but I want him caught just as much as you do.”
“You’re not going with me.” 
Abel pulled away and shrugged, speaking in a calm, even tone. “Fine, drop me off like an unwanted baby at the station. I’ll just wait for you to leave then follow you. Who knows what kind of trouble I can get into if you’re not closely supervising me?”
Caine snarled and curled his hands into fists. “You’re stubborn as fuck. I should put you over my knee and spank that fire out of you.”
A thrill jolted through Abel. He’d never been into that brand of kinky before, but the thought of Caine’s beefy hand coming down over his bare ass had Abel’s cock thickening. “You can’t threaten me with something I might like.”
Abel walked to the couch, dropped down, and crossed his arms, giving Caine the most defiant look he could muster. 
An evil grin curled the side of Caine’s mouth. Abel had a feeling that smiles—even an evil one—were rare for Caine. “We’ll explore that later. But right now, I have to get going.”
Abel hopped up, ready to follow his mate. Caine opened the door, and Abel snarled. He’d been hanging around Caine too long and picking up his habits. 
On the other side of the door was Aaron, with Deputy Crosby right behind him. 
“No you didn’t!” Abel shouted. 
“I knew you’d argue about this,” Caine said as the cops walked in. “So I went to your brother and asked a favor of him.”
Abel turned his glare to Aaron. “You’re siding with him?” 
“Once he explained the dangers, yeah, I’m siding with him. Have you lost your mind, Abel? Do you know what could happen to you?” 
Abel could tell his brother was beating around the bush because of Deputy Crosby’s presence. Why’d Aaron even bring the guy? 
From the look on Caine’s face, he was wondering the same thing. 
“Sheriff Copache wanted Crosby to shadow me today,” Aaron said. “I had no choice.”
“Gee, thanks for making me feel part of the team,” Crosby muttered. 
“Can we have a word?” Caine asked Aaron and jerked his head toward the kitchen. 
That left Abel alone with the Adonis deputy. This was one of the guys Caine suspected of being Abel’s stalker. Even if they’d just gone into the other room, Abel was gonna kick Caine in his nuts for leaving him alone with this guy. 
“Nice place you have.” Crosby looked around. 
Abel murmured a thanks. As subtly as he could, he moved to the other side of the room. Crosby might not be his stalker and turn out to be a nice guy, but until Abel knew for sure, he didn’t want the guy anywhere near him. 
Crosby rested his hands on his utility belt. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but if those guys are worried, maybe you should—”
Abel held up a hand. “You’re not familiar with me enough to make that suggestion. You’re right. You have no idea what’s going on, so keep your opinion to yourself.”
Now Abel felt guilty for saying that. He wasn’t normally a rude person, but he was on edge. He bit his lip to stop himself from apologizing. 
“You’re right.” Crosby nodded as he took a few steps forward. “I don’t know you well enough to give you such sage advice. I’m the new guy at the station who’s treated like an outsider, even though my record is flawless and I’ve already proven I’m a damn good cop.”
“Sounds like a problem you need to take up with your coworkers.” Abel stepped toward the kitchen archway. Crosby definitely had some anger issues that he clearly tried to hide. 
If the deputy was Abel’s stalker, he sure wasn’t acting like one. His nostrils flared, and his brows were drawn tight. He looked as though he’d rather slap Abel than woo him with one of those crappy poems. 
Aaron and Caine returned. Caine looked between Abel and Crosby. “Is there a problem?” 
“No, no problem at all,” Crosby bit out. He glared at Aaron. “You know what, I’m gonna take off since you’ll be spending your time here. I’ll tell the boss that I stuck to you all day, but clearly I need some kind of decoder ring to be a part of your little secret club.”
“Weston,” Aaron said, but Crosby walked out, slamming Abel’s door behind him. 
Aaron turned to Abel. “What did you say to him?” 
“Right, make me the bad guy,” Abel huffed. “He tried to tell me what to do, and I told him to mind his own business.” He frowned. “I think he’s a really disgruntled employee. He says he’s proven himself, but you guys still treat him like crap. Shame on you, Aaron.”
Aaron frowned. “But you were just rude to him.”
“But I don’t work with him,” Abel pointed out. “My opinion of him doesn’t count.”
With a roll of his eyes, Caine headed for the door. “I’ll be back.”
“You’re not leaving me here with—”
“Hold your ponies.” Aaron held up his hands as he blocked Abel. “Although my head is still spinning from what you told me, we both know you tagging along isn’t safe.”
“Deal with your spinning head on your own time.” Abel tried to get past his brother, but Aaron wasn’t playing around. He curled an arm around Abel’s waist and hauled him off his feet. 
“Not happening, pipsqueak.”
“I’m gonna remove both your nuts!” Abel wiggled as he tried to get free. “Come back here, Caine!”
“Calm down,” Aaron demanded as he dropped Abel onto the couch. 
His heart sank when Caine didn’t return. He slammed his fist into Aaron’s chest. “You bastard. You have no idea who he’s going up against. He could be killed, and you just let him walk right out.”
His brother jabbed a finger at the door, his face molten. “If that demon is in danger, what are your odds if you go with him? Think, Abel. For once in your damn life, think before you act.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“You’re ready to run out of here all gung ho without thinking about the danger.” He scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “Caine told me he’s thousands of years old, and he’s been looking for his mate for a very long time. Now I’m not saying I understand fully what a mate is, but…” Aaron’s voice grew soft. “That man is crazy about you, Abel. He’s worried sick that something will happen to you. Besides, when was the last time we hung out? You look like you could use some sleep, too.”
Abel had tossed and turned on the couch last night, unable to sleep for fear Caine would take off again. Aaron was right. Abel was so damn tired that his head hurt. 
“I’m still mad at you.”
“I know.” Aaron sat on the coffee table and removed Abel’s shoes. “Lie down and get some rest. I promise to wake you if Caine returns.”
As badly as Abel wanted to wait up for Caine, his eyes drooped when his head rested against a throw pillow. He yawned, fighting sleep, but ultimately lost the battle. 
 
* * * *
 
Caine slipped into the dark alley and waited for his contact. The whole time he was there all he could think about was Abel. It had gutted him to leave his mate behind, but Caine was meeting up with Benny, an unsavory demon, and he didn’t want the bastard to gain any leverage.
Namely Abel. 
Steam from vents blew gently through the alleyway, making the dark night seem more ominous, and cars passed by on the street. Caine flipped the collar of his jacket up and leaned against the wall, shoving his hands into his pockets. 
Already he missed his mate and was dying to get back to him. They hadn’t had a peaceful moment since meeting each other. What Caine wouldn’t give to spend a day in bed, just enjoying Abel’s company. It didn’t have to be all sex. They could watch a movie or share a meal together. 
Those were the simple things that Caine lacked in his life, things other people took for granted. A kiss on the nape, the sliding of a hand down the arm, a wink for no reason at all. Caine had watched humankind for thousands of years, and that kind of romance was slowly dying out. Those tender moments that took your breath away and made your heart do somersaults. 
“I was wondering when I was gonna hear from you. I was starting to feel neglected.” 
Caine heard the echoing tap of Benny’s polished shoes before he looked up and saw the sleek, tall man walking toward him. Expensive suit. Million-dollar haircut. Piercing, empty blue eyes that said he was a monster in luxurious clothing. 
Dealing with Benny was going to cost Caine a mint, but every last penny would be well worth it. He was pissed he hadn’t thought of the demon before now. 
Caine pushed away from the wall and gave a slow nod. “Never neglected. Only reserved for when your talents are needed.”
Benny grinned. It was the grin of a shark. “And you know how to smooth ruffled feathers. Tell me what I can do for you.”
Caine knew Benny’s men weren’t that far away. The demon never traveled alone. He employed some of the deadliest creatures known to the nonhuman world. 
“Need a small favor.” 
Benny gave a smoothly polished chuckle. “You didn’t invite me to this swanky alley for tea.”
That laugh was a lie. Behind its merry sound was nothing but poisonous venom. Caine explained his situation with Bowen and how the demon was destroying his reputation. How he was already in hot water with Tremblay and Carisio.
Benny gave a low whistle. “Bowen’s got you bent over a barrel with your pants around your ankles.”
Caine didn’t like how much enjoyment Benny was getting out of this. “So, can you help me?”
“Sixty thousand and all your troubles will go away.” 
Caine forced the snarl back down his throat. He knew Benny was cutthroat, but he didn’t know the bastard went straight for the main artery. His price was worse than what Bowen charged people. 
Then again, Benny was damn good at what he did. If he said all Caine’s problems would go away, there was no doubt about his statement.
But still. Sixty grand was a lot of fucking money. Caine could pay it, but the problem was, once you dealt with Benny, somehow you got into his pocket and never climbed out. Soon Benny would be calling for his own “favors,” and then it would be never ending.
Caine was starting to regret his decision. 
“Tick tock.” Benny looked at his bare wrist. “I have other engagements I need to attend.”
“Can I think about it?” 
Benny’s smile slipped into a sneer. “You called me. You should’ve been certain what you wanted first. If I walk away, you’ll pay me double if you change your mind later.”
Panahasi’s words whispered through his mind. You’re more powerful than you think, Caine.
Could that be true?
He shook his head. “I’m sorry for troubling you.”
“You’re a fool, Caine. I could’ve solved your problems with a snap of my fingers.” Benny walked away, disappearing from the alley. Caine had sent away his one good hope of getting out of this situation, all because he believed Panahasi’s words. 
He was on his own now, but hadn’t he always been on his own? It was also clear that Caine’s ideas weren’t panning out. Ever since he’d touched Bowen, his luck had turned to shit, and he was no closer to tracking the shifter down than he’d been before. 
Unfortunately he’d let Benny walk away. In the end, that would’ve been the wise thing to do, but that still left Caine frustrated as hell. 
This had been a bust. It was time to get back to Abel. His sweet little mate who was a spitfire. The same mate who would probably try to cut Caine’s balls off when he walked back through the door. 
That put a smile on his face as he made his way back. He might have to protect his nuts, but he’d never had anyone that passionate about him before, and it felt damn good. Abel was the hottest little mate a man could ever know. 
But Bowen was still a problem. Caine had to eliminate him. He was done chasing the shifter down. It was time to lure the bastard to him. 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Abel was awake and pacing. Aaron had dozed in the chair, lightly snoring, slouching, and looking ready to fall off at any second. He thought about waking his brother to go get in the bed, but Abel had tried that once before, waking Aaron while he was that deep into sleep, and his brother tried to slug him. He wasn’t sure what Aaron had been dreaming about that day, but Abel wasn’t taking any chances. 
He tossed a blanket and pillow by his brother’s feet and went back to the window, looking out for Caine. Unless his mate was invisible. Abel sighed. God he missed him. 
Abel jumped and spun when he heard the floorboards creak. How the hell had Caine gotten inside without Abel hearing him? Was this the real Caine?
“Touch me.”
A sly grin cut across Caine’s face. “Cautious.” He gave a short nod, approval in his dark eyes. “Good.”
But his mate still didn’t move. Abel eased over to the chair and shook Aaron’s shoulder. His brother was wide-awake and on his feet in seconds. 
“What’s wrong?” Aaron looked around. 
“Why aren’t you moving toward me?” Abel glanced at Aaron’s side arm but decided against grabbing it. He’d never handled a gun in his life, and with his luck, he’d shoot Aaron instead of Bowen. If it was the shifter. If it wasn’t, Abel didn’t want to put a bullet in Caine. 
Caine crossed the room in a few strides and swept Abel into his arms. “Convinced?”
“You can go back to sleep,” Abel said to Aaron.
“I’m gonna use the bathroom and then head out.” Aaron stretched and nearly tripped over the blanket and pillow at his feet. 
“Sorry about that,” Abel said, unable to take his eyes off Caine. “Use your key to lock the door.”
As if Caine could read his mind, he carried Abel down the hallway. His mate kicked the bedroom door closed as their mouths molded together. Caine tasted so damn sweet, like Abel had just popped a piece of candy into his mouth. 
“You’re welcome,” Aaron shouted from somewhere down the hall before Abel heard the front door close. He’d have to remember to thank his brother—Caine kissed the rest of that thought from Abel’s mind. 
For the moment, Abel’s worries diminished. There was just Caine, his masculine scent, those delicious kisses, and his mate yanking at his clothes. So sweet. 
“I think your brother is gonna give me an earful when I see him again.”
“I’m not kissing you right if you’re thinking about Aaron.” Abel cupped his face and bit Caine’s lower lip. His mate hissed and pulled Abel closer. Their groins didn’t align. Caine’s denim-covered cock was against Abel’s stomach, and his was against Caine’s thigh. 
But the friction still felt good, and the head of Abel’s cock left a clear trail of pre-cum behind on Caine’s pants. 
“You’re the only man on my mind.” Caine smiled against Abel’s mouth. 
“Good answer. You get to keep your balls.” Abel yanked at Caine’s shirt. He needed it off, to touch the hard, warm skin under his palms, to trace every dip and valley Caine owned. 
Abel didn’t bother to ask Caine what he’d gone to do, if he’d found Bowen, or where he’d been. Abel couldn’t focus enough to get the words out. He was in sweet, sweet oblivion with a pair of soft, supple lips sucking at his neck as Caine finished undressing him. Caine’s shirt was gone, but his jeans and boots were still on. 
Abel started to tell him to get the rest of his clothes off, but Caine fisted his hair, and the tingles all over Abel’s scalp sent ripples of pleasure through his body.
What was he about to say? Abel couldn’t remember. Caine’s lips were working their way down his neck, over his jaw, as he backed both of them to the bed. Lightning charged Abel’s blood. Caine’s hands were everywhere, touching him, gripping him, his mate’s hungry mouth eating Abel up. 
Yummy.
But Abel also loved how passionate Caine was with him. One look at the demon and anyone would’ve gotten the impression that Caine was hardened, sour, jaded. Just from his eyes alone Abel saw that life hadn’t been kind to Caine. There wasn’t any happiness or sparkle to them. Always intense. Smoky. Mysterious. 
Abel wanted to smooth out those perpetual frown lines between Caine’s eyes, to replace them with lines around the eyes that said Caine was used to a lot of laughter. 
Once again his thoughts were cut off. Caine spun them and sat, removing his boots and socks, then stripping his jeans and underwear off. Fuck, his body was to die for. Sculpted perfection with gorgeous tattoos. Abel never had the nerve to get one. The thought of a needle piercing his skin frightened him. 
“What’re you thinking about?” Caine reached for him, and Abel willingly went. They rolled over on the bed, his mate placing Abel on his back. 
“Demons can’t read minds?” Abel was starting to get to know some things about Caine. Like how his horns appeared atop his head whenever he was aroused. Like how they appeared now. And his eyes. The dark irises turned to fire. It was both scary and exhilarating. 
Thankfully a tail and a pitchfork didn’t complete the ensemble. 
“Some might be able to.” Caine nipped Abel’s earlobe. “But that’s a talent I lack.”
His low-trimmed beard scraped over Abel’s skin, eliciting a shiver from him. Being with Caine almost felt forbidden, in a way, like the forbidden fruit Abel had heard so much about in Sunday school. There was an air of danger about Caine, a strong, volcanic man who set Abel’s blood on fire. 
Just like his eyes. Burning flames. 
Abel guided Caine’s hand to his cock. “I was thinking about this.”
Caine gripped his cock. “You’ll tell me later what you were really thinking.”
“Bet.” Abel wiggled and groaned as Caine slowly stroked him, teasing him, but not enough to bring him off. A rush of heat raced down Abel’s spine. He punched his hips forward, fucking Caine’s fist, eager to get his rocks off. 
Caine teased Abel’s chin between his teeth. “You think I’m gonna let you come that easily?” 
“Yes?” Abel wanted sex. That was a given. But sex with Caine was so much more. Behind that badass exterior beat the heart of a man who longed to be loved, to be cherished, and Abel had already fallen for him. Hook, line, and sinker. The whole shebang. 
When emotions that deep were involved, it was more than mere sex. It was a kaleidoscope of rushing feelings that pooled in Abel’s heart and made him yearn for Caine in ways he’d never thought possible. 
A lifetime together. Laughter. Love. A closeness Abel had never had with anyone before. The intimacy between them that didn’t always involve sex. Just being close to his mate, touching, sharing the moment. 
“Truth?” Abel spread his legs wider as he slid his arms around Caine’s neck, bringing his mate even closer. 
“Always.” Caine nodded. 
“I’ve fallen in love with you.” Abel wasn’t sure confessing the truth had been a wise decision. Not only because Caine was so mysterious but because Abel had never said those words before. They made him vulnerable, exposed, and he feared Caine would never feel the same way he did. 
Caine kissed him with such fierceness that Abel was losing the ability to breathe. His lungs were stinging as he pulled away, gasping but also realizing Caine hadn’t said the words back. 
He shoved the hurt aside as Caine touched him, and every brush of his hands, no matter how subtle, was driving Abel insane. Caine’s eyes were liquid night when Abel looked at him.
Their mouths met again in a hunger that bordered on madness as Caine settled between Abel’s legs and pressed the blunt head of his cock at Abel’s entrance.
One squirt and his muscles relaxed. Abel held on to Caine, clung to him as his mate inched his cock inside Abel’s ass. The fullness made him gasp then moan as his mate rocked inside him. 
Maybe Caine wasn’t ready to confess his love, or he hadn’t gotten to that point yet. It was unfair of Abel to put that kind of pressure on a man who had done so much for him already. 
He let the hurt go and lost himself in the moment, in Caine’s dark scent, his kisses, and the scrape of his beard as his mate nibbled on him. 
When Caine started a steady thrust, Abel cried out, his hands moving to grip his mate’s slamming hips. His whole world was being rocked, shaken up as Caine punched his hips forward.
The man was splitting Abel in two, and Abel didn’t care. He never wanted this moment to end, never wanted Caine to leave his body. 
The connection he felt with Caine seemed to deepen. Abel had never felt this close to another being. He scored Caine’s skin with his nails as he held on, matching his mate’s thrust, his orgasm cresting. 
Abel bucked and writhed as he came, his spunk jetting out of the head of his cock. He smashed his lips against Caine’s as Caine moved at lightning speed, the sound of skin slapping filling the room.
Caine groaned into Abel’s mouth as his cock pulsed deep in Abel’s ass. They moved at a slower, sweeter rhythm, the kiss seeming to last forever.
When they finally broke apart, they were both gasping for breath. 
Caine looked at him, as if he wanted to say something, but eased out of Abel and rolled to the side of the bed, where he sat and scrubbed a hand over his sweat-soaked hair. 
Abel got to his knees. He pressed a hand on Caine’s shoulder, ready to apologize for putting so much pressure on his mate, as a shadow filled their doorway.
Tremblay stood there with a smile on his face. “Hello, boys.” 
 
* * * *
 
Abel had seconds to grab his underwear and shirt before the light left the room. “Caine!” 
The bedroom was pitch-black. Abel couldn’t see anything, but he heard the snarls, skin connecting with skin, and furniture breaking. His arm was grabbed, and he was jerked backward before he had a chance to drop to his knees and crawl under the bed. 
“Let me go!” Abel slapped at the fingers digging into his flesh. The grip became tighter, and then the sensation of falling had him flailing his arms, trying to grab onto something. 
Abel screamed as pain shot through his body when he landed on something hard. He rolled to his side, clutching his stomach. The pain pulsed in waves as he opened his eyes, trying his best to catch his breath. 
“Put your clothes on.” Tremblay looked down at him with cold, menacing eyes—eyes that said Abel wasn’t making it out of this alive. He was nothing more than a disposable pawn in this game. 
Tremblay kicked him in his bare hip. “Put your damn clothes on, human.”
Abel ground his teeth to stave off even more pain radiating through him. With shaky hands, and while lying on his side, he slid his underwear on and then sat up to pull his shirt over his head. The room spun, and Abel was lightheaded as he looked around. 
“You’ll be returned to Caine just as soon as he gives me back my money and learns his lesson about stealing from me.”
“I already told you it was Bowen who did that to you.” Abel waited until the room stopped spinning before he attempted to get to his feet. The room was familiar. 
Why had Tremblay taken him to Caine’s apartment? What kind of sick game was he playing? Abel had no doubt the guy planned on killing him. Would he leave Abel’s corpse there for Caine to discover?
“Have a seat on the couch. I still have some business to take care of.” He looked Abel over with mild interest. “Don’t even think about trying to leave. I have a few men in the hallway and staked outside, front and back. You step one foot outside this place and you’re dead.”
Even if Abel could get free, he had no idea where to go. He recalled the first time he’d come here. The city outside was eerily frightening, and Abel wouldn’t stand a chance of survival on his own. 
Tremblay gripped Abel’s chin in a bruising hold. “Do you understand me?”
“Crystal clear,” Abel bit out then jerked his chin free. He prayed Caine came for him and killed every last one of these monsters. Abel didn’t like the direction his thoughts turned to, the bloodthirsty way he imagined Caine slaughtering them. But he didn’t appreciate being kidnapped, kicked, and handed a death threat. 
He also couldn’t stay put, whether going out there was scary or not. If Abel stayed, he was as good as dead. Then he thought about them crossing that foggy border, the alarm, and the dark water they’d dove into. 
Could he remember the way? Would it work without Caine? Abel had to try. He had to. 
Tremblay walked out the front door and closed it behind him. Abel stood there for a good five minutes before he searched Caine’s apartment. There had to be something he could use as a weapon. 
He searched the kitchen and grabbed a sharp clever, but Abel wanted something better to use. He was afraid he’d slice himself to pieces trying to attack anyone who tried to stop him. 
The living room yielded nothing of use. Neither did the bathroom unless he wanted to wash the evil out of the goons’ hair with a bottle of shampoo. 
Abel snapped the cap open and sniffed. His chest constricted. The shampoo smelled just like Caine. 
“Stop being an idiot and focus.” He set the bottle on the counter and went to Caine’s bedroom, still thinking about how he’d confessed his love to Caine and his mate hadn’t said the words in return. That had almost felt like a rejection, and it had stung deeply. 
Abel pushed those thoughts aside as he looked around his mate’s bedroom. There weren’t any family photos on the wall anywhere in the apartment, no framed art, nothing that would give this place a homey touch. Not even a single plant to shake things up. 
The apartment was nicely decorated, but it also felt sterile. The walls and blinds were a simple white, the bedding a neutral tan, the rugs a bleak gray. Caine’s home felt void of any kind of happiness. 
Abel opened the closet, the same one he and Caine had hidden in the first time they’d been there. Even his wardrobe was a dreary monotone color. Blacks, grays, and more black. Oh wait, there was a white T-shirt hanging toward the back. Caine was living the dream. 
As Abel slid the hangers aside, hoping to find some other color in the sea of darkness, he noticed scrape marks on the floor. He touched the back wall then knocked on it, gasping at the hollow sound. 
There wasn’t a handle or hinges, yet Abel suspected a false wall. He’d seen them many times on television, and excitement raced through him. 
Biting his bottom lip, Abel pushed against the wood. A click sounded, and then the wall opened slightly. His heart hammering, Abel pulled the wall open and was shocked to find a wall of weapons, lit up by a soft blue light. 
“Holy crap.” He brushed his fingers over the cold steel of handguns, rifles, and even a sawed-off shotgun. There were some other things hanging there, but Abel had no clue what they were. Small things that could be held in the palm of his hand. 
One thing he did recognize. Brass knuckles. He removed them from their hook and slid them onto his hand. Not only were they too big, but heavy. 
He kept them anyway. They just might be useful. 
Next he grabbed two handguns, because the rifles and shotgun looked too big and weighty. Since Abel had never fired a gun in his life, he needed to stick with something he could tote around. 
Too bad he didn’t have any jeans on so he could shove them into his waistband. 
Armed and terrified, Abel closed the wall, realigned the hanging clothes, and shut the closet door. He had to admit the weapons made him feel like a gangster. He wished he had time for target practice. But Abel didn’t, so he would just have to make do and pray he didn’t shoot his own foot off. 
After a deep and cleansing breath, Abel headed to the door. Tremblay had said there were men in the hallway, but not how many. There was a door off the kitchen, but Abel wasn’t sure where that led or how many men were guarding it. 
He was twelve floors up, so the windows weren’t an option. So, front or back door? Which one?
Abel had also learned something else from the movies. He checked the guns and made sure the safety was off. He would’ve checked the clips but wasn’t sure how to release them. 
“You can do this,” he whispered to himself as he hurried to the kitchen. “Aim and shoot and avoid getting shot.”
Abel tucked one of the guns under his arm so he could open the door, and then he grabbed it, both hands full as he eased into what looked like a back hallway. There was a door at the far end with an exit sign, lit red. 
A quick head-check reassured him no one was around, but Abel knew better. Tremblay wouldn’t be this sloppy. Maybe someone was in the stairwell. 
Abel took off at a fast run, stopping only long enough to tuck the gun back under his arm so he could open the stairwell door. It squeaked loudly, making him wince. If some babysitting goon was in there, Abel had just alerted the thug. 
There was no possibility to look over the steps to see down below. Abel was operating blindly, and carrying a handgun while wearing brass knuckles was almost impossible. 
His feet were bare, so he didn’t make any noise as he descended, groaning to himself that Caine lived on the twelfth floor. This was going to be a long, hair-raising rush downward. At least if his mate had been on the first floor Abel wouldn’t have had far to go before he could run out the back of the building. 
Abel squeaked when he saw someone on the landing below, staring up at him. 
“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” the guy snarled. 
He was a big beefy fucker that would snap Abel in half without breaking a sweat. Abel aimed one of the guns at him. “Just get out of my way.”
The stranger’s eyes narrowed. “Put that thing away before someone gets hurt.”
“That’s the goddamn point.” Abel fired, but he’d closed his eyes. Damn it. He’d have to remember not to do that. When he opened them, the stranger was charging toward him, climbing the ten or so steps at a high rate of speed. 
Abel fired again and again, this time forcing his eyes to stay open. He wished he hadn’t. The sight of the bullet hole in the guy’s forehead made him want to vomit. 
His ears were also ringing like crazy, to the point he wanted to cover them, but he couldn’t because his hands were full of death machines. 
And now he had to step over the dead body to get past him. Abel couldn’t stick around and freak out over what he’d just done. He had to keep moving. No doubt others had heard the gunfire. 
This time he ran down the steps like his life depended on him getting out of there. The gun in his left hand kept banging against the metal railing, but Abel was trying his best to keep his footing and not slip and shoot himself. 
Another guy appeared, and this time, Abel didn’t hesitate to fire both guns, though the hand with brass knuckles kept veering to the right. 
Abel stepped over another dead body that was slumped against the wall. He was appalled at what he was doing, but another part of him wished Caine could see him. A self-made Rambo. A gunslinger who was defeating the bad guys. A crappy marksman who was just getting lucky as fuck. 
Abel made it to the first floor and spotted the door that led outside. He burst through and shot his way down the alley, keeping his head low and zigzagging to avoid the returned hail of fire. 
He ran so fast that his knees almost collided with his chest, trying his best to remember which direction led to the border. Abel nearly cried in triumph when he spotted the heavy fog. 
A bullet spit past his head, so close to Abel’s ear that he felt the sting. He kept going, not looking back, his goal right in front of him. 
Abel’s feet hurt badly, pebbles tearing into his soles, but he kept going, right through the fog and the blinking orange lights. 
The alarm blared, but Abel didn’t stop. 
Not until he crashed into a freakishly tall guy with whiskey-colored eyes. 
 
Chapter Ten
 
“Get your goddamn hands off him,” Caine snarled when he finally caught up to his mate. He’d gone straight to his apartment when he’d opened the connection he had with Abel and was shocked to discover Tremblay had gone there. 
By the time Caine had tracked his mate down, Tremblay was gone and there were dead bodies in the back stairwell. Talk about being thrown for another loop. Had Abel killed those men? 
He’d followed Abel from the back of the apartment building, but Abel had been flat-out running, and damn was he fast. Caine hadn’t been able to catch up to him until now. 
Panahasi ignored Caine as he ordered his warriors to go after the horde of men who had tried to not only capture Abel but Caine, too. He still had Abel tucked behind him, and Abel looked as though he didn’t know what to do. 
His father was tall and commanding, fierce as his warriors raced forward. Caine refused to be impressed, although he’d never seen a warrior this close before. His entire life he’d managed to avoid them, and now he was knee-deep in them. 
“Watch out!” Abel screamed. He jumped from behind Panahasi and fired his handguns. 
Wait. Those were his. How in the hell had Abel found his stash? 
Caine spun and was knocked backward when Carisio attacked him. The big son of a bitch barreled right into him. Abel raced toward them, his guns out in front of him.
Fuck, his mate was gonna shoot him. “Stop!” 
Abel ignored Caine’s shout. Carisio turned in time and saw Abel. An evil grin split his lips as he turned and gave his attention to Caine’s mate. 
Carisio grabbed Abel around the throat and squeezed, Abel’s legs and arms flailing as he punched and kicked to no avail. His guns fell to the ground, along with the brass knuckles, as he struggled to breathe. 
Caine got up and bared his teeth. Instead of smoke coming from his palm, it rolled in around them from the unknown, gathering thicker and more wide spread as Caine’s inner demon emerged. He stormed toward Carisio and said, “You will release him.”
Carisio blinked a few times and dropped Abel. His mate scrambled away, scratching at his throat as he wheezed in and out. 
The demon warriors, including Panahasi, were still fighting Tremblay’s men. It was just Caine and Carisio. 
“It was Bowen who stole your money,” Caine said. “You will hunt him down and bring him to me. Is that understood?”
Carisio’s face went blank. He slowly turned toward Caine and nodded. The demon didn’t even attempt to fight the suggestion. The fog was too much, climbing up Carisio’s body. 
Now all Caine had to do was find Tremblay. He was sick and tired of all this bullshit. He wanted it over. “Find Tremblay, too. I want him and Bowen, now.”
Carisio walked away, his steps unsure, as though he’d been drinking all night. But using the mass of his powers was draining Caine. He felt the trembling in his bones. Still, he couldn’t collapse until he and Abel were safely in their apartment.
Their apartment? Caine realized in that moment that he truly loved his mate. That he couldn’t stand the thought of living without him. When Abel took his hand, Caine kissed his mate’s knuckles. 
“Are you okay?” He brushed his fingers over Abel’s throat where the red marks were already starting to bruise. If he hadn’t already tasked Carisio with finding Bowen and Tremblay, Caine would’ve gone after him and ripped Carisio’s heart out.
“I’m fine.” Abel’s voice was a bit hoarse. “All in a day’s work.”
Caine looked down at the weapons lying at Abel’s feet. “You shot your way out of my apartment?”
Abel blushed. “I got lucky.”
“No, I’m the one who got lucky.” He pulled Abel into his arms. “And I haven’t told you yet how much I love you.”
Abel’s declaration had taken Caine by surprise, and for a moment, his heart had stopped beating. No one had ever said those words to him before, and they’d rendered him speechless. 
“I thought that…” Abel shrugged. “When you didn’t say it back…”
Caine chuckled. “You thought I didn’t love you? How the hell can I not? You’re brave, fierce, and so damn loving. Any man would fall for those qualities.”
“We have company,” Abel whispered. 
Caine looked over his shoulder and saw the demon warriors standing there watching them. Tremblay’s men have been destroyed. 
Panahasi walked to them and nodded at Abel. “Your mate?”
“He is.”
Panahasi moved closer and held out his hand. “May I touch you, Abel?”
Caine didn’t bother asking how Panahasi knew Abel’s name. “What do you plan on doing?”
“Nothing bad.” The demon leader touched his palm to Abel’s chest. A blue light grew bright before it went out. “He now has the power to defend himself.”
“I do?” Abel looked from his chest to Panahasi. “You can do that?”
Panahasi winked. “I have some talents.”
One of the demon warriors snorted. “Some talents, my ass.”
Caine gripped Abel’s hand but refused to look at his father. “Thanks,” he mumbled. 
“When you’re ready, we’ll talk,” Panahasi said. “You have safe passage in Serenity City, and my door is always open to you. In the meantime, I’ll take care of Bowen and the others and restore your reputation.”
“I already sent Carisio after them.” It would be a just end to Bowen’s miserable life that Caine got payback. “The shifter is mine to deal with.”
“In that case.” Panahasi swept his arm out, and a vortex appeared. He reached into it and yanked Bowen out of the swirling hole. The shifter looked wide-eyed at them. 
Panahasi pulled the bastard close. “You no longer have the ability to shape shift. When my son is done with you, I’m sending you to the underworld for the crimes you committed in his name and interfering in a mating.”
Gasps rang out. 
“Son?” Hondo looked perplexed. “Caine is your son?”
“Well damn,” Phoenix said. 
Caine grabbed Bowen from Panahasi’s grip. “You did all this for respect?” He curled his lips into a smile. “Now you’ll get all the respect you want in the underworld. Have fun with it.”
“No!” Bowen struggled to get free. It felt weird threatening himself, and why hadn’t the shifter turned into Panahasi after the demon leader touched him?
“He’d explode if he tried to contain all this power.” Panahasi winked. 
“Get out of my head,” Caine snarled as he cocked his fist back, ready to beat the fuck out of Bowen. 
“Don’t.” Abel laid a hand on Caine’s arm. “He’s already gonna suffer enough. You don’t have to hurt him. Besides, anyone who goes through this much trouble for respect has clearly had a fucked-up life. You can relate to that, can’t you?”
Caine ground his teeth. “Yeah, but I didn’t go around trying to destroy people. He came into our home and tried to kidnap you. He got you caught up with those demons, and more than once you’ve nearly been killed.”
Goddamn it to hell. Caine already knew he was gonna cave. Abel turned those gorgeous green eyes on him, and Caine’s heart instantly melted. 
“Giving in to your mate doesn’t make you a sucker,” Panahasi said.
Caine glared at him. “Shut the fuck up.” He turned to his mate. “I’m getting one good hit out of this, and then I’ll hand him over.”
Caine slammed his fist into Bowen’s face, making the shifter’s head snap back. The crunch of the man’s nose was satisfying. At least he hadn’t ripped the guy’s heart out. Who said he wasn’t a fair man? God, Abel was making him soft. 
“Thanks for not killing him.” Abel leaned up and kissed Caine’s jaw. 
Fuck, now Caine was blushing. 
He shoved Bowen toward Panahasi. “Please make him change shape. Do you know how fucked up it is to slug yourself?”
Right before Caine’s eyes, Bowen changed into a meek man with mousey brown hair and flat brown eyes. He looked truly pathetic, and a small part of Caine actually felt sorry for the shifter. 
Not sorry enough to stop the demon warriors from escorting a screaming Bowen away. 
“I’ll deal with Tremblay and Carisio,” Panahasi offered again. “You two need a break from the chaos.”
Caine couldn’t agree more.
Abel stuck his hand out. “It was really nice meeting Caine’s father.”
Caine gave a small growl. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about all this. But Panahasi had been right. Caine was stronger than he thought. He’d proven that with Carisio. 
Panahasi shook Abel’s hand. “And it was a pleasure meeting you, Abel.”
He created another vortex. “Your way home, and I promise not to let the first step be a doozy.”
Caine gave his father one last look before he took Abel’s hand and walked through the swirling black hole. As promised, they walked out on the other side instead of falling. 
Damn, it was good to be home. Caine spun Abel into his arms. “What do you want to do?”
Abel sagged against him. “Sleep for the next ten years, and then go to work. That’s if I’m not fired already.”
Caine scooped his mate into his arms and carried him to their bedroom. Abel didn’t need to worry about money, but the guy was also very independent, and Caine doubted his human would give that up. 
And secretly, Caine didn’t want him to. Abel’s independence was one of the many things he loved about the guy. 
 
* * * *
 
For the next few days, life seemed like utter bliss for Abel. He hadn’t been fired, and he loved the fact that Caine, while keeping invisible, hung around the gas station when Abel had to work. Their time together was getting better. They were fighting less and laughing more. 
Every time Abel thought about Caine he sighed in complete happiness.
“I’m glad you’re all sunshine after leaving me to work by myself,” Craig grumbled. “You could’ve at least called and given me a heads-up.”
His coworker had been like that since Abel had started his shift this evening. A straight-up sourpuss. Then again, Abel knew Craig hated working alone in the dead of night. The guy’s backbone was about as strong as a wet noodle. 
“So, how’s your new boyfriend working out?” Craig grabbed the duster from behind the counter. 
Abel looked toward the door. He’d seen Caine pull out his cell phone and walk outside. He knew his mate hadn’t gone far, but he wished Caine were inside so he could walk the aisles with him and no one would be the wiser. 
“Fantastic.” Abel smiled. “A real keeper.”
Some guy walked into the store and shot straight toward the men’s room. Abel hoped he didn’t make a mess in there. He wasn’t in the mood to unclog a filthy toilet. Working there, Abel had found out that some people were just downright nasty. 
One time Abel had to fish a pair of boxers out of the commode. He never figured out why they’d been shoved in there in the first place. And one would think the women’s room would be neater and better kept. 
Not at all. Women were just as gross as men sometimes, and why in the hell was he thinking so long and hard about bathrooms?
“Give me that.” He took the duster from Craig. “I need to stretch my legs.” 
Craig seemed to have an attitude tonight, and Abel didn’t want to deal with it. He’d gone up against nastier monsters and come out a winner. Craig could go suck a lemon if he wanted to keep brooding. Abel didn’t have the time or patience. 
He had started down the first aisle, dusting the bottles of motor oil, when Craig came up behind him. “You know, you could do a lot better.”
“What’re you talking about?” Abel didn’t turn around. He just wished the guy would leave him alone. Where in the hell was Caine?
Abel wouldn’t be totally against Caine blowing some smoke in Craig’s face so the guy would spend the rest of the night cleaning up outside and giving Abel some peace and quiet. 
They usually got along, but tonight Craig was being a pain in the ass. 
“All I’m saying is that Caine doesn’t seem your type.” Craig kept following him, no matter what part of the store Abel walked to. 
“And what exactly is my type?” A strange tingle rippled through Abel’s body. Suddenly he wasn’t so comfortable around the guy. 
Craig leaned an arm on the counter by the microwave and shrugged. “Not a behemoth like him. Someone who would appreciate you. Someone who would put you on a pedestal.”
 Abel narrowed his eyes. “Caine already does all that.”
When Abel tried to walk away, Craig seized his wrist in a tight hold. “You deserve someone better, Abel. Someone like me, who would worship the ground you walk on.”
Abel tried to yank his arm free, but Craig was stronger than he looked. “It’s you, isn’t it?” he whispered. “The flowers, the notes, the picture.”
Craig smiled. “It could be like that all the time, Abel. Just get rid of the idiot and give me a chance. He’ll never appreciate you the way I do.”
It seemed Craig had been perfectly fine stalking him from the shadows, until Caine had crashed into Abel’s life. Craig deemed Caine a threat, as he should. 
“Get off me.” Abel swung his other arm out, shocked he’d landed such an effective blow, his fist connecting to Craig’s face. He twisted to one side, freeing his arm, and then followed up with a chop to the side of Craig’s neck. 
Holy fuck! Panahasi hadn’t been lying when he’d said Abel would be able to defend himself. Craig hit the floor, grabbing his neck.
“What did you do that for?” He got to his feet, his face red, his teeth bared. 
“Because you’re an ass!” Abel picked up a can of beans from the shelf and hurled it at Craig, who ducked. The can hit the glass of one of the coolers, leaving behind a large crack.
Abel backed away, too stunned to run or kick the shit out of Craig. God, how had he not seen this before? Craig had gone out of his way at work to make Abel’s shift easier. He’d shown up at Abel’s apartment, which he’d never done before.
Come to think of it, Craig shouldn’t have known where Abel lived. He’d never told the guy. Abel had been almost positive that his stalker was Deputy Crosby. He owed the guy a huge apology. 
Craig advanced toward him. 
“Stay away from me,” Abel warned. “I got some new skills, and I’m not afraid to use them.”
A gleam of humor streaked across Craig’s eyes. “Give me whatever you have, sweetheart.”
Abel raced from the aisle, but Craig caught him by his shirt. Terrified, Abel swung around and landed his foot right into the prick’s chest. Craig flew backward as Abel’s jaw dropped. 
Did he seriously know karate now? 
Craig peeled himself from the floor and stood. “I wasn’t expecting that.” He laughed. “I think our sex life will be very interesting.”
“You’re sick,” Abel said. “Delusional. You’re not even my type, asshole.”
That didn't sit well with Craig. He snarled and charged Abel, but Abel was ready. One, two, three punches and Craig was sprawled out on the floor, unconscious. 
Abel ran for the counter and grabbed the cordless phone. He called Aaron and quickly explained what had happened. 
“I had that little son of a bitch in front of me in your apartment. I even felt sorry for him because of his mom.” His brother sounded livid. “I’m on my way.”
Abel hung up and ran outside. “Caine!” 
His mate came from the side of the station, his phone still stuck to his ear. “What’s wrong?” 
Abel grabbed his hand and pointed at the large glass window where Craig was visible. “That’s what’s wrong.”
“Why is he lying on the floor?” Caine turned his glare on Abel. “I can’t leave you alone for five seconds without some shit happening.”
Abel rolled his eyes. “Maybe he’s out cold because he attacked me. Craig is my stalker.”
Caine damn near ripped the door open when he went inside. Abel had to stop his mate from grabbing the unconscious man and killing him. 
Sirens rent the air as Aaron pulled in by the first pump and got out. He stormed inside and glanced down at Craig and then turned to Caine. “Did you do that?”
Caine’s jaw clenched. “If I had, the store would be painted in his blood.”
Craig groaned and came to, staring up at them. He pushed to his feet, working his jaw from side to side. “Abel assaulted me. I want to press charges!” 
“I got a better idea.” Caine took a step closer, but Abel pushed his hands into his mate’s chest.
“You’re not gonna kill him.”
Aaron walked forward, but Caine put up a hand. “Stand back.”
To Abel’s surprise, Aaron listened. Caine set Abel aside and lifted his hand, palm up. Abel knew exactly what his mate was about to do, and he was too fascinated to stop him. 
Caine blew across his palm, and wispy, black smoke curled toward Craig. It enveloped his head before he could get out of the way. 
“Abel doesn’t hold any interest for you,” Caine said. “He’s just another guy who works here. Tomorrow, you’re going to pack your things and leave town, never to return. Do you understand me?”
Craig was leaning forward, his arms dangling. A cheesy smile erupted on his face. “I understand.”
“Now leave and go home. You need to decide where you’re moving to.” 
Craig turned and walked right out. 
“Holy fuck,” Aaron said. “That’s some freaky powers you got.”
Caine shrugged. “He has a better chance moving on with his life than going to jail. Besides, how much time would he really have gotten? And when he got out, he might’ve come back.”
Abel shivered. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. Caine was right. This was a much better alternative. 
He slid his arms around Caine and laid his head on his mate’s chest. Now maybe they could have a semi-normal life. Abel had the man of his dreams, and he never planned to let Caine go. 
“Who were you on the phone with?” Abel asked. 
Caine kissed the top of his head. “Panahasi. Just hashing some shit out. He told me he took care of Tremblay and Carisio. They won’t be a problem anymore.”
“And?” Abel looked up at the man he loved with all his heart. His enigmatic mate, who had stolen Abel’s heart. 
Caine smiled, and it was a breathtaking sight. “And we’re on for lunch tomorrow. Happy?”
“Ecstatic that you and your father are working things out.” Abel gave him a kiss. “Now go clean up aisle three. I might’ve left a mess for you.”
The guy who’d raced into the bathroom gave Abel a quick look and then fled the store. Great, he knew what that look meant. 
“On second thought, let me get you the plunger.”
Aaron snickered, gave Abel a hug, and said they would meet up later to have their own lunch. 
Abel looked at the two most important men in his life and felt complete. Now all he had to do was introduce his tattooed mate to his parents. 
Piece of cake after what Abel had been through, but he had a feeling his folks would love Caine. The guy was just that irresistible. 
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